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Kent v. United States:
Courts must 

provide essentials
of due process 
when waiving 

juveniles to adult 
system.

1966 1967 1970 1971 1982

In re Gault: In 
hearings that 
could result in 
institutional 

commitment, 
juveniles have 

four basic 
constitutional 

rights.

In re Winship:
The state must prove 

guilt beyond a
reasonable doubt in 

delinquency 
matters.

McKeiver v.
Pennsylvania:
Jury trials are 
not required 
in juvenile 

court hearings.

Eddings v. Oklahoma:
All mitigating 
factors should 

be considered in 
deciding to apply 

the death sentence
to juveniles.
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The final relevant juvenile case is Miller v. Alabama (2012). Evan Miller, age 14, was 
sentenced to life without the possibility of parole for murder after he and another 
boy robbed and murdered a neighbor after indulging in alcohol and marijuana. The 
boys beat their victim with a baseball bat after robbing him and returned later and 
set fire to his trailer to destroy evidence. The Court’s majority opinion held that 
mandatory life without parole for juveniles violates the Eighth Amendment’s pro-
hibition on cruel and unusual punishment. Miller extended Graham, which explic-
itly excluded murder, to include juvenile murderers. Note that the Court did not 
invalidate all life-without-parole sentences for juveniles. It only ruled that LWOP 
sentences should not be mandatory and that judges must assess a juvenile’s potential 
for rehabilitation and how his or her age might have influenced the perpetration of 
the criminal act.

JUVENILES AND THE DEATH PENALTY
The justices have also had to wrestle with the moral issue of imposing the death penalty 
on individuals who committed their crimes as juveniles. From 1973 to 2003, a total of 
22 juvenile offenders were executed in the United States (Streib, 2003). The death pen-
alty has only been applied to juveniles who have murdered in particularly heinous and 
depraved ways.

The first such case was Eddings v. Oklahoma (1982). In 1977, 16-year-old Monty 
Lee Eddings and several companions stole an automobile. The car was stopped by an 
Oklahoma Highway Patrol officer, and when the officer approached the car, Eddings 
shot and killed him. At Eddings’s sentencing hearing, the state presented three aggravat-
ing circumstances to warrant the death penalty, but the judge only allowed Eddings’s age 
in mitigation. The Supreme Court vacated Eddings’s death sentence, ruling that in death 
penalty cases, the courts must consider all mitigating factors (e.g., Eddings had been a 
victim of abusive treatment at home) when considering a death sentence.

Thompson v. Oklahoma (1988) involved 15-year-old William Thompson, who was one 
of four young men charged with the murder of his former brother-in-law. All four were 
found guilty and sentenced to death. Thompson appealed to the Supreme Court, claim-
ing that a sentence of death for a crime committed by a 15-year-old is cruel and unusual 
punishment. The Court agreed, and using the evolving-standards-of-decency principle, 
it drew the line at age 16, under which execution was not constitutionally permissible.

Sixteen years later, in Roper v. Simmons (2005), the Court redrew the age line at 18, 
under which it was constitutionally impermissible to execute anyone. Christopher Sim-
mons was 17 when he and two younger accomplices broke into a home, kidnapped the 
owner, beat her, and threw her alive from a high bridge into the river below where she 
drowned. Simmons had told many of his friends before the crime that he wanted to 
commit a murder, and he bragged about it to them afterward. His crime was a “classical” 
death penalty case—premeditated, deliberate, and cruel—and he was totally unremorse-
ful. Nevertheless, his sentence drew condemnation from around the world, with amicus 
curiae briefs (“friend of the court” briefs presented to the Court, arguing in support of one 

Amicus curiae 
briefs: “Friend of the 
court” briefs presented 
to the court, arguing 
in support of one side 
or the other, by 
interested parties not 
directly involved with 
the case.
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