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Shirley Crook’s home, kidnapped the woman, bound her with duct tape and electrical cord, 
and threw her into a river to drown. The Court noted Simmons was the instigator of the 
heinous act and previously had talked with friends about wanting to murder someone. In dis-
cussions with his co-conspirators, Simmons planned the brutal murder and noted they could 
“get away with it” because they were minors. After the murder, Simmons bragged about the 
killing and commented he had killed a women “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 pros-
ecutor argued the murder “involved depravity of mind and was outrageously and wantonly 
vile, horrible, and inhuman.”11 In a 5–4 decision, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that, based 
on standards of decency, the execution 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 sentences 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 pled 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 sen-
tence was actually a life sentence 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 U.S. Supreme Court agreed and in doing so eliminated 
sentences of life without parole for non-homicide cases involving juveniles. In 2012, Graham 
was resentenced to 25 years in prison.
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Figure 13.1  n  An Evolving Global Consensus Against Executing Juvenile Offenders

Source: Prison Policy Initiative. Data from Amnesty International, Indecent and internationally illegal: The death penalty against child 
offenders (2002).
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