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the United States that shows states that have banned or limited life without parole for juve-
niles: http://www.sentencingproject.org/publications/juvenile-life-without-parole/.

THE CONTEMPORARY JUVENILE 
JUSTICE SYSTEM

Youthful offenders are typically considered to be individuals who are 18 years old or 
younger, though age parameters vary by state. In Wyoming, a juvenile is considered someone 
age 19 or younger, while in Connecticut it is age 16 or younger, and in New York and North 
Carolina a juvenile is age 15 or younger. A lack of consensus is apparent among jurisdictions, 
and juvenile courts may supervise young adults until the age of 20 to 24.12 For example, 
California, Montana, Oregon, and Wisconsin supervise young adults until age 24. In delin-
quency matters, some state juvenile courts may hold jurisdiction through the full term of the 
disposition, no matter what the age of the offender. Juvenile courts also handle children in 
need of supervision and dependent and neglected youth.

Juvenile delinquency refers to youthful offenders who engage in illegal acts, such as theft, 
burglary, robbery, property damage, or the sale or use of illegal drugs. In other words, these are 
the same types of criminal offenses adult offenders engage in. Status offenses, in comparison, 
are acts illegal only for juveniles: running away, truancy, possession of alcohol, smoking ciga-
rettes, or curfew violations. There is no equivalent to status offenses among adults.

In 1974, Congress passed the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act, which 
was reauthorized in 2002. The legislation was designed to prevent delinquency and improve the 
juvenile justice system.13 As a result, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
(OJJDP) was established to support community efforts to provide treatment and rehabilitation 
programs. The OJJDP’s programs and efforts have addressed numerous issues in the system, 
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Figure 13.1  n  An Evolving Global Consensus Against Executing Juvenile Offenders

Source: Prison Policy Initiative. Data from Amnesty International. (2011). Indecent and internationally illegal: The death penalty 
against child offenders. Retrieved from https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/116000/amr511432002en.pdf.

delinquency: 
Illegal actions by a 
youthful offender.

status offenses: Offenses 
that apply only to juveniles, 

such as smoking and 
curfew violations.

Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention 

Act: A 1974 law that 
was designed to prevent 
delinquency and improve 

the juvenile justice system.


