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In Roper v. Simmons (2005) the Supreme 
Court addressed the use of capital punish-
ment for juvenile offenders. Christopher 
Simmons was sentenced to death in 1993 
at the age of 17. Simmons, along with two 
friends, had entered Shirley Crook’s home, 
kidnapped the woman, bound her with duct 
tape and electrical cord, and threw her into 
a river. The Court noted that Simmons was 
the instigator of the heinous act and previ-
ously had talked with friends about wanting 
to murder someone. In discussions with his 
co-conspirators, Simmons planned the brutal 
murder and noted that they could “get away 
with it” because they were minors. After the 
murder, Simmons bragged about the kill-
ing and commented he had killed a woman 
“because the bitch seen my face.”10 Simmons 
was tried as an adult and sentenced to death. 
During the penalty phase of the trial, the 
prosecutor argued that the murder “involved 

depravity of mind and was outrageously and wantonly vile, horrible, and inhuman.”11 In 
a 5–4 decision, the Supreme Court ruled that, based on standards of decency, the execu-
tion of minors violated the Eighth Amendment’s cruel and unusual punishment clause. The 
majority opinion cited several reasons for the ruling, including a general consensus against 
the death penalty for minors among state legislatures, the disproportionate nature of the 
punishment, and international opposition to the juvenile death penalty (see Figure 13.1).

Five years later, Graham v. Florida (2010) addressed the question of juveniles serving life sen-
tences without parole. In 2001, Graham, age 16, and two friends attempted to rob a restaurant 
in Florida. Graham was arrested and charged as an adult for a variety of acts: armed burglary 
with assault and battery, and armed robbery. He pleaded guilty, and 6 months later he was again 
arrested. This time Graham was arrested for a robbery and home invasion. This arrest placed 
him in violation of his earlier plea agreement, and the judge sentenced Graham to life in prison. 
Florida, where these offenses took place, had abolished parole, so the sentence was actually life 
without parole. The case was appealed on the grounds that a life sentence without parole for 
a juvenile who did not commit a homicide represented cruel and unusual punishment. The 
Supreme Court agreed and in doing so eliminated sentences of life without parole for nonhomi-
cide cases involving juveniles. In 2012, Graham was resentenced to 25 years in prison.

Two years later, the Supreme Court extended the Graham v. Florida ruling in Miller v. 
Alabama (2012) when it decided that mandatory sentences of life without the possibility of 
parole for juvenile offenders are unconstitutional for crimes with the exception of murder. 
This decision was based on two cases in which juveniles were involved in violence. In one, a 
14-year-old stayed outside while his friends robbed a video store, then shot and killed the clerk. 
Evidence shows the 14-year-old did enter the store shortly before the murder, but he was not 
the shooter. The second case involved a 14-year-old who with an accomplice became intoxi-
cated with drugs and alcohol with a third party. When the third party passed out, the two 
boys robbed him. The juveniles beat the victim, and later returned to destroy evidence of the 
crime. They set fire to the man’s trailer, where he ultimately died from the beating and smoke 
inhalation. Both 14-year-olds in these cases were given life sentences with no possibility of 
parole. The majority opinion noted that sentencing a juvenile to life without parole for crimes 
committed violates the Eight Amendment’s prohibition on cruel and unusual punishment.

In 2016, the Supreme Court ruled in Montgomery v. Louisiana that Miller v. Alabama must 
be applied retroactively, affecting more than 2,300 cases in the United States. The ruling 
means that individuals who as juveniles received automatic life sentences with no chance of 
parole must be resentenced or considered for parole. The Sentencing Project offers a map of 

Juvenile facilities often are overcrowded. How have U.S. Supreme Court

decisions added to or alleviated this problem?
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