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CHILDREN IN ADULT COURTS, JAILS, & PRISONS: BASIC FACTS  

Our children are worth far more than the worst decision they have ever made. We cannot simply abandon 
them to adult justice systems. Prosecuting youth in adult courts and incarcerating them in adult facilities is: 

 
OVER-USED 
▪ In 2015, almost 76,000 youth were prosecuted in the 

adult criminal justice system solely because of their 
age and not the severity of their offense.1 

▪ In fifteen states and the District of Columbia, there is 
no minimum age for judicial transfer of certain 
offenses.2 

▪ On any given night in 2017, approximately 4,435 
youth were in adult jails and prisons.3 

 
DISCRIMINATORY 
▪ Although Black youth made up 14% of the overall 

youth population in 2016, they accounted for 35.5% 
of cases in juvenile court.4 

▪ In 2017, Black youth were 55% of those youth 
transferred to adult court by a juvenile court judges 
in the U.S.5 

▪ In California, the state with the highest Latino 
population6, prosecutors in 2016 charged Latino 
youth as adults at 3 times the rate of white youth, 
and judges waived 75% of eligible Latinx youth into 
the adult system.7 

▪ Tribal youth are 1.84 times more likely than white 
youth to receive an adult prison sentence.8 

 
HARMFUL 
▪ To comply with the Prison Rape Elimination Act’s 

Youthful Inmate Standard requirement to keep youth 
under age 18 sight and sound separated from adults, 
adult jail and prison administrators may place youth 
in solitary confinement where they are in their cells 
for 22-23 hours a day. 

▪ Youth housed in adult jails are roughly five times 
more likely to commit suicide than youth in juvenile 
detention facilities.9 

 

NOT POPULAR 
▪ In a 2014 poll, 65% of voters agreed that juvenile 

offenders should be treated differently than adults.10 
▪ In a 2017 poll, 78% supported “shifting the youth 

justice system from a focus on incarceration and 
punishment to prevention and rehabilitation.”11 
 

CONTRADICTED BY SCIENCE 
▪ Adolescent brain development research shows that 

youth are more likely than adults to be permanently 
traumatized by harsh adult system realities. 

▪ Youth are also more likely to respond positively to 
rehabilitation available in the juvenile system.12 

 
A FAILED POLICY  
▪ Research tells us that youth who are prosecuted in 

the adult system are 34% more likely to recidivate 
and with more violent offenses than those handled 
by the juvenile system.13 

▪ Youth sentenced as adults carry their criminal record 
their whole life, diminishing their chances to find 
jobs, access decent housing, obtain student loans, 
and go to college, join the military, or even vote. 

 
CHANGING 
▪ Since 2007, 40 states and Washington, DC, have 

enacted over 100 pieces of legislation to remove 
youth from adult jails and prisons, limit the 
prosecution of youth in adult court, or revise 
sentencing laws. 

▪ Comprehensive and age-appropriate approaches 
receive wide support across the political spectrum, 
including from conservative groups like the American 
Legislative Exchange Council, R Street Institute, and 
the James Madison Institute. 
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