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Kent v. United States (1966) established procedural safeguards for juveniles charged 
with a serious offense. Sixteen-year-old Morris Kent, who had a history of burglary and 
attempted purse snatching, was identified as a potential suspect in a robbery and rape case. 
After interrogation by the police, Kent confessed to the behavior. Kent’s mother retained 
a lawyer, and a psychological examination revealed the young man suffered from “severe 
psychopathology.”7 Despite recommendations that Kent be transferred to a psychiatric 
facility for treatment, he was detained at a juvenile facility until the matter was transferred, 
without a hearing, to the jurisdiction of the adult court. The U.S. Supreme Court eventually 
addressed the constitutional issues involved in Kent’s transfer to the adult court system.

The Court’s majority opinion, written by Justice Abe Fortas, found Kent was entitled to a 
hearing before the case was transferred to an adult court. The Kent decision established proce-
dural safeguards for juveniles charged with serious delinquent acts. The Court ruling set the 
stage for informal hearings, which entitled a child to counsel before the case was transferred 
to an adult court.

In re Gault (1967), identified by many jurists and scholars as the most significant change 
in the juvenile justice system, altered the adjudication process and established due process 
rights. Gerald Gault, a 15-year-old living in Arizona, was taken into custody for allegedly 
making an obscene phone call to a neighbor. Gault was already on probation for stealing a 
wallet from a woman’s purse. The sequence of events became instrumental in guiding the 
court’s decision.

•• At 10 a.m. the suspect, Gerald Gault, was picked up by the police and taken to a chil-
dren’s detention home. His parents were not contacted.

•• At 6 p.m. his mother discovered her son missing and was told by the police he was 
being held at a detention center until a scheduled hearing was conducted. Neither 
Gault nor his parents were informed of the charges.

?
COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS

Distinguishing Concepts and Terminology Unique to the Juvenile 
Justice System

The terms used in the juvenile versus adult system 
help identify the distinction between the two. The terms 
are often misused in discussions of the juvenile system 
procedures. Use of appropriate terms for each system 
reflects the well-thought-out distinctions between the 
two systems.

Juvenile System	 Adult System

Focus on treatment	 Focus on punishment

Informal proceedings	 Formal proceedings

Taken into custody/detained	 Arrested

Juvenile System	 Adult System

Detention centers	 Jails

Petition for delinquency	 Criminal indictment

Respondent	 Defendant

Adjudication	 Conviction

Non-adversarial	 Adversarial

Closed proceedings	 Public proceedings

Disposition	 Sentencing

Aftercare	 Parole




