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In April, Pierce competed in the 
“Jeopardy! 2016 Teen Tournament,” which 
aired November 9-22. Fifteen teenagers 
participated in the annual competition 
held in Washington D.C.

After the live audition in New York, 
Pierce did not think he did well, and 
when he heard he got onto the show, he 
was very surprised.

“I wasn’t really expecting it because 
after my audition I hadn’t really done 
well,” Pierce said. “I thought I was just 
going to have to try again in a couple 
years because I was one of the youngest 
kids there.”

Pierce is a member of the Quiz Bowl 
team, and Quiz Bowl coach Paul Mlakar 
was also Pierce’s Jeopardy! coach. 

Mlakar said Pierce’s quick wit, 
likability, and friendliness were three 
things that helped him get onto the 
show.

“I’m sure his personality shined 
through a bit and attracted the Jeopardy! 
producers to him,” Mlakar said. “He’s 
really smart and he’s really good at 
trivia.”

 The concept of being on the show 
was very surreal to Pierce. His dad, Kent 
Pierce, understood that the opportunity 
was one that most kids don’t have.

“The scale of it was something 

you don’t sense unless you were there 
during the telecast and the taping,” Kent 
said. “Having gone through that for four 
full days, you realize what the scope of it 
is, especially for a teenager.”

Once Connor was in D.C. and got 
over the concept of being on live televi-
sion, his strategy was to block out every-
thing besides himself and the game.

“I was just trying to pretend that 
nobody on TV was watching,” Connor 
said. “I told myself that I wasn’t on TV 
but instead just playing a game, and I 
think that helped me. Doing so made me 
only nervous for about five seconds once 

the show started.”
In third place before going into the 

final “Jeopardy!” round of the quarterfi-
nals, Connor wagered all of his money, 
and he came out on top.

“When I realized I won the first 
round, I was shocked and I was 
thrilled,” Connor said. “I didn’t really 
expect it to happen.”

Mlakar knew Connor’s preparation 
paid off, and he was nothing but proud.

“I was really proud of him,” Mlakar 
said. “Getting on the show and then go-
ing to the second round, what else could 
you be but proud? I’m really happy for 
him; it’s a great accomplishment.”

Connor moved on to the semifinals, 
playing against winners from the other 
games. He started off early with nega-
tive points but slowly caught back up 
to the other two contestants. In the final 
Jeopardy! round, all three competitors 
missed the question, but Connor wa-
gered too much money, putting him in 
second place for the round and knocking 
him out of the tournament.

Watching in the audience, Kent 
knew that just like any other kid would, 
Connor would have a rough time taking 
the loss.

“I knew he would be crestfallen 
based on the way that he lost,” Kent 
said. “What went through my mind was 
that it was about encouraging him to 
reflect on the magnitude and uniqueness 
of the opportunity rather than focus on 
the defeat.”

Like his father, Connor realized it 
was important to focus on how great of 
an opportunity it was, which is why he 
is proud of his accomplishments.

“I’m happy with the fact that I got 
there,” he said. “I’m happy with the fact 
that I was the youngest person to go 
the semifinals. I’m happy that I had the 
whole experience of going on Jeopardy.”

Not only were Connor and his 
family proud of what he did, so was the 
whole school community.

“The vast majority of people were 
very supportive of me,” Connor said. 
“They are all really proud of me, even 
though I lost. For the most part, every-
one was really appreciative and proud 
of what I did.”

When the preliminary round aired, 
many members of the community came 
together in Graduate Hall for a watch 

party. Connor said the party was a great 
example of how the school has support-
ed him, especially when everyone in the 
room started chanting his name.

“Even though I knew what was 
going to happen, it made me want to 
know who would win, it really got me 
into the game,” Connor said. “That’s not 
something that would have happened if 
I was at home.”

Outside of school, Mlakar said 
Connor will have one more persona he 
has to live up to, which is the “Jeopardy! 
guy,” especially in Quiz Bowl tourna-
ments.

“Now, Connor’s walking around 
with even more weight on his shoul-
ders,” Mlakar said. “He’s the guy that 
won a round of Jeopardy!. People are 
going to be asking him about that a lot, 
and teenagers may not always do that in 
the kindest light.”

Kent said that there are opportuni-
ties to do things similar to what Connor 
did all the time, and it’s about making 
the effort.

“Connor went out on his own and 
took the online test,” Kent said. “It 
makes you realize that if you don’t take 
that first step and initiate that effort 
you’ll never know. Granted, the odds 
will be stacked against you, but there are 
always opportunities to do something.”

by  Mateo Guevara

Sophomore Mark Weisberg made it past the first 
round of the Chinese Bridge language proficiency 

competition.
Weisberg lost in the following elemination round, 

which he says had little to do with Chinese proficiency.
“The first round had three parts: the test, speak-

ing, and a performance,” Weisberg said. “The next 
round also had three parts, but see if you can notice the 
difference. It had some cart-racing and puzzle-solving, 
a plank-walking race and some word connection, and 
a free throw competition. Sadly, my game wasn’t up to 
par with Argentina and Peru.”

Weisberg spent roughly three weeks in China com-
peting in Beijing and taking cultural immersion trips to 
KunMing located in the YunNan province.

To be able to travel to China, Weisberg had to com-
pete and prepare for regional, state and national level 
Chinese proficiency competitions.

“I qualified to go to China by competing in two 
stages of a language proficiency competition,” Weisberg 
said. “Here in Dallas and qualifying to represent the 

southern US in the third stage of the competition in 
China.”

Weisberg had to devote countless hours to prepare.
“It was lots of memorization,” Weisberg said. “I 

spent the entire last trimester and most of the sum-
mer seeing [Former Chinese Instructor Lei Zhang] 
about twice a week to study for the culture ques-
tions exam. I also had to memorize a speech and 
learn Kung Fu for my performance.”

Regardless of the results, Weisberg feels that he 
performed well.

“I really don’t think I could have prepared 
much better, “Weisberg said.” I feel like I prepared 
well, and I won a semester scholarship, which is 
nice because I don’t think I would use any more 
time than that anyways.” 

With the competition over, Weisberg feels the 
best part of visiting China wasn’t China at all.

“My favorite part was getting to know all the 
people from different countries around the world 
and being able to make friends all over the globe. 
“Weisberg said. “I now have friends in Portugal, 

Ireland, Germany, Austria, Belarus, Romania, Russia, 
Australia, Croatia, Uruguay, Argentina, Brazil, Canada, 
Malaysia, both sides of America and of course, China.”

CONNOR PIERCE ON JEOPARDY
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Sophomore Connor Pierce glanced at his phone.
Congratulations.
He took it as his mom congratulating him on the ‘A’ he 

got on his test.
Hours later, he reread the text and noticed his mom was con-

gratulating him on something much more important. He read the 
three words at the bottom of the text that changed everything.

Jeopardy! Teen Tournament.
After spending countless hours playing trivia at restaurants, 

doing practice Jeopardy! rounds, taking an online test, competing 
in a live audition in New York, participating in an interview and 
spending innumerable days on edge waiting to find out, he finally 
had the results.

He got in.

Who is 
Connor 
Pierce
SOPHOMORE CONNOR PIERCE 
WAS INVITED TO PARTICIPATE 
IN A PRELIMENARY ROUND OF 

JEOPARDY! TEEN TOURNAMENT.
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Sophomore Mark Weisberg makes second round of Chinese competition

GAME WINNER  Sophomore Connor Pierce (above left), pictured with “Jeopardy!” host Alex Trebek,  was one of half a percent 
of applicants selected to participate in the “Jeopardy! Teen Tournament”.  Pierce and his friends (above right) gathered for a 
watch-party on the night of the show’s airing, watching as Pierce won his preliminary round  on a final “Jeopardy!” comeback.

YOU HAVE TO PRETEND THAT 
NO ONE IS AROUND YOU, YOU 
HAVE TO ACT LIKE YOU’RE 
PLAYING THE GAME BY 
YOURSELF.
          — CONNOR PIERCE
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THE STATS

Connor’s favorite category

$10,000
Connor’s prize money awarded 

for placing as a semi-finalist.

LESS THAN .5%
of applicants made the tournament


