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BOSTON—Defense lawyers are scrutinizing a federal judge’s ruling in hopes it might result in
less prison time for the dozens of prominent people charged in the nationwide college-
admissions cheating scandal.

In a setback for the prosecution Wednesday, former Stanford University sailing coach John
Vandemoer avoided prison time after U.S. District Judge Rya Zobel ruled Stanford hadn’t
suffered financial loss when the coach accepted money for the sailing program from college
counselor William “Rick” Singer in return for falsely designating Mr. Singer’s clients as athletic
recruits.

Prosecutors had asked Judge Zobel for a sentence of 13 months.

The ruling could prove pivotal because prosecutors have charged dozens of other defendants,
and hammered out more than a dozen plea deals, largely based on specific readings of federal
sentencing guidelines. The deals tied recommended sentences to the amount of money paid to
Mr. Singer or others as part of the fraud, as a proxy for financial losses to universities. The
government characterizes universities as victims in the case.

Because the probation office’s pre-sentencing report found no financial loss for Mr.
Vandemoer’s case—and the judge agreed—prosecutors could be saddled with an unfavorable
precedent that leads to lighter sentences for others.

“Defense lawyers are watching these developments very, very closely,” said Reuben Cahn, a
lawyer who represents I-Hsin “Joey” Chen, a California shipping executive and parent who has
pleaded not guilty in the admissions case.

The 14 parents who have pleaded guilty or agreed to do so, as well as some coaches who have
admitted guilt, now may push the judge for softer sentences, according to several defense
lawyers. The ruling could also influence how the rest proceed. Some defendants have been
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John Vandemoer, Stanford University's former sailing coach, leaving the court Wednesday in Boston, avoided prison time in the
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waiting to hear judges’ statements on the case or what defendants get in terms of prison time
before deciding whether to cut plea deals or go to trial.

A number of their defense attorneys in the case were at Mr. Vandemoer’s sentencing
Wednesday, taking notes and later sharing summaries.

“The court concluded there was no loss to the university and that is the key factor in
determining the appropriate sentencing guideline range in most of the other cases,” said Brian
T. Kelly, a partner with Nixon Peabody LLP who represents Gamal Abdelaziz, a former casino
executive and parent charged in the case. Mr. Abdelaziz has pleaded not guilty.

Mr. Vandemoer’s case isn’t a perfect proxy for the other 49 people charged. The judge said he
probably was the least culpable of all the defendants in part because he didn’t pocket any of the
ill-gotten gains for himself. And the college-admissions cases have been divided among five
federal judges, who are under no obligation to adhere to Judge Zobel’s ruling.

In her comments in court, Judge Zobel also suggested she saw Mr. Vandemoer as somewhat of a
victim of Mr. Singer.

Mr. Vandemoer
was sentenced to
one day in prison,
which he already
served, and two
years of supervised
release, including

six months home confinement.

“Certainly her legal decision is precedential and will be part of the legal landscape that other
judges in the same court will consider,” said Martin G. Weinberg, a Boston lawyer who
represents two parents who have pleaded not guilty.

A spokesperson for the U.S. Attorney’s Office in Boston declined to comment beyond a
statement the office made Wednesday that it “will continue to see seek meaningful penalties in
these cases.”

The ruling exposes fundamental questions over who suffered as a result of the crimes and
provides an opening for defense attorneys to highlight the prosecution’s inconsistency in
describing what kind of crime actually occurred—fraud or bribery.

After the judge overruled prosecutors’ objection to the pre-sentencing report’s finding of no
financial loss for Stanford, with the case framed as a fraud scheme, Assistant U.S. Attorney Eric
Rosen said the case was actually one of bribery, which would require harsher sentencing.

Judge Zobel challenged that.

“You call them bribes but nothing, it’s not clear to me what makes them bribes,” she said. In Mr.
Vandemoer’s case, she likened the purported bribe to her giving someone $10, who then gave it
to Stanford.
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Robert Fisher, Mr. Vandemoer’s attorney and a partner at Nixon Peabody, said many of the
issues discussed Wednesday were only tangentially related to their client. “We ultimately feel
Judge Zobel got it right, but we understood why the government was concerned about its other
cases,” he said.

Mr. Rosen said the judge’s ruling “will set the tone for these cases going forward,” urging her to
make sure her sentence provided a deterrent to others. “If you pay or receive bribes, if you lie or
you cheat, if you engage in a scheme that ultimately results in the theft of college admission
spots from someone who deserved it, you will be prosecuted and you will go to prison.”

Judge Zobel indicated she understood the broader implications of her rulings from the bench.

“I just don’t know what we’re fighting about, other than for your other cases,” she told Mr.
Rosen.

Write to Jennifer Levitz at jennifer.levitz@wsj.com and Melissa Korn at melissa.korn@wsj.com
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