Writing About Your Opinion

How far should juvenile sentencing restrictions go?

Until you turn 18, you’re pretty well protected from the more extreme aspects of the justice system.

In 2005, the Supreme Court ruled it unconstitutional to execute juvenile offenders, no matter what their crime. And in May 2010, the Supreme Court ruled that juveniles may not be sentenced to life in prison without parole, unless they’re found guilty of homicide. The justices ruled that both violate the Eighth Amendment’s protection from cruel and unusual punishment.

Some feel that these sentencing restrictions still don’t go far enough. Others feel they go too far.

A case is pending in Pennsylvania that challenges the state Supreme Court to expand the recent ruling on life without parole. It’s based on the sentencing of Easton youth Qu-eed Batts, who was sentenced to life in prison for shooting and killing a fellow teenager amid a gang-related dispute. His attorneys argue it’s unconstitutional to sentence a 14-year-old to life in prison, even if the teen is convicted of murder. 
	When the Eighth Amendment was ratified as part of the Bill of Rights in 1791, its provision against “cruel and unusual punishment” was meant to protect against gruesome, torturous sentences – burning at the stake, drowning or crucifixion. Over the years, that definition of “cruel and unusual” has broadened in an attempt to makes sentences more accurately fit the crime. In some states, it’s rare to see death row inmates executed – that’s because they are fighting their sentence on the ground of “cruel and unusual.” And the “cruel and unusual” test doesn’t just apply to sentences. It’s been used to challenge prison conditions such as unsanitary cells and overcrowding.


Batts’ attorneys contend that youths have a greater capacity for rehabilitation than adults do. They say  that the juvenile brain is still developing, so youths should not be held as accountable for their actions as adults are. Not everybody buys this.

Jennifer Bishop-Jenkins, founder of the National Organization of Victims of Juvenile Lifers, says that juveniles on trial too often make the “developing brain” argument, and it’s not always properly used. Neuroscience shouldn’t equate to a criminal pardon, she says. And some crimes, such as murder, are so heinous that the people committing them deserve to lose their freedom – even if they’re kids.

Lawmakers agree – though the debate is close. This summer in California, the Assembly rejected a statewide ban on life sentences without parole for juveniles in a 36-38 vote. The bill’s author, State Sen. Leland Yee of San Francisco, plans to continue his fight. “Those who voted against this bill voted against our children and were blind to the fact that kids deserve a second chance and should not be sentenced to die in prison,” Yee said in a statement. “I will not give up on California’s youth or this bill.”



- taken from annenbergclassroom.org 
What do you think?

How far should juvenile sentencing restrictions go? Is it unconstitutional to lock up teenagers for life, no matter their crime? Or should life sentences remain an option? If you were a judge, how would you rule on the case in Pennsylvania?  If you were a California legislator, would you support Sen. Yee’s bill? Write a one-page response in which you support your opinion with information from the article, the news, history, or your own experiences. 
