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Kids Are Kids—Until They Commit Crimes
By Marjie Lundstrom
Sacramento Bee, March 1, 2001

1 A week from now, a judge in Florida will decide how old Lionel Tate really is.

2 Never mind that he is indisputably twelve at the time of “the incident.” Is he a 
boy? Or a man?

3 It is a vexing question these days for the under-eighteen crowd, the group we 
routinely write off as “only kids.” It’s why they can’t smoke, or drink, or go to 
R movies without our OK. It’s why they don’t vote. It’s why they have curfews. 
It’s why we fret over their Internet access and fuss about driving privileges.

4 Hey, they’re only kids.

5 That is, until they foul up. Until they commit crimes. And the bigger the crime, 
the more eager we are to call them adults.

6 It’s a glaring inconsistency that’s getting more glaring by the hour as children 
as young as twelve and thirteen are being charged as adults in America’s 
courts.

7 A California appeals court recently stuck its nose into the quandary of when 
to charge young offenders as adults, returning that power to judges, not 
prosecutors.

8 Meanwhile, in Texas, a lawmaker has had it. You want to throw the adult book 
at kids? Fine, says Democratic state Rep. Ron Wilson of Houston.

9 Lower the voting age to fourteen.

10 And really, in light of things, how wacky is that? Today we are witness to 
criminal defendants—facing life sentences without parole—who cannot shave, 
still play with fire trucks and love to act out scenes from television or video 
games.

11 On March 9, Lionel Tate—who was twelve when he savagely beat to death a 
six-year-old girl—will likely learn if he must spend life in prison after his lawyer 
unsuccessfully tried to put pro wrestling on trial. Now fourteen and convicted 
as an adult of first-degree murder, Tate supposedly was imitating his World 
Wrestling Federation heroes when he pummeled his playmate, less than a 
third his size.

12 Last month in Sacramento, a fifteen-year-old Yuba City youth who reportedly 
claimed he was mimicking a TV program about little girls who rob a bank was 
given a 26-years-to-life prison term. Tried as an adult, Thomas A. Preciado was 
fourteen when he stabbed to death a minimart clerk.

13 In April, Court TV will air live daily coverage of the trial of Nathaniel Brazill, now 
fourteen, charged as an adult with first-degree murder. Brazill was thirteen and 
already in trouble for throwing water balloons when he returned to his Lake 
Worth, Fla., middle school and shot to death an English teacher, who would 
not let him say good-bye to two girls on the final day of classes.
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14 This is not to say that the boys’ crimes were not heinous, or that they should 
go unpunished. No one’s talking about coddling here. But the zeal to corral 
wildly troubled, ever-younger kids and ram them through the adult system 
belies everything the juvenile justice system is all about: that kids are different. 
Their reasoning is not fully developed.

15 They are not adults.

16 “We’ve created this image that teenagers are something to be feared,” said 
Dan Macallair of the Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice in San Francisco.

17 This warped vision of America’s youth was given an unfortunate boost with 
the recent arrest of two seemingly “good kids” in the brutal slayings of two 
Dartmouth College professors. Before they were even arrested, prosecutors 
had charged the teenagers, sixteen and seventeen, as adults.

18 Trouble is, statistics don’t bear out the hysteria. While politicians and 
prosecutors press for hard-line stands against youthful offenders—nearly every 
state has moved to make it easier to charge kids as adults—juvenile crime is 
way down.

19 The nation’s juvenile arrest rate for murder fell 68 percent from 1993 to 1999, 
hitting its lowest level since 1966, according to the Justice Department. The 
juvenile arrest rate for violent crime overall fell 36 percent from 1994 to 1999.

20 Macallair believes the excitable media have perpetuated and fueled the youth-
violence scare of the 1980s. In fact, California voters were so persuaded by 
tough-on-crime rhetoric they passed Proposition 21 last March, shifting the 
power from judges to prosecutors in deciding which juveniles to charge as 
adults in certain crimes.

21 Sensibly, the 4th District Court of Appeals in San Diego disagreed, finding that 
the provision violated the separation-of-powers principle. The San Diego district 
attorney has vowed to appeal.

22 But the fact remains, politics and demagoguery do not make good public 
policy. Research suggests that adolescents squeezed through the adult system 
are more likely to come out as violent career criminals than similar kids handled 
on the juvenile side.

23 More lives, lost.

24 So what, then, to do about Lionel Tate—a kid who apparently still doesn’t 
understand that “pile-driving” fellow inmates is not a good thing?

25 In another week, he will find out who tucks him in at night. And where.
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Startling Finds on Teenage Brains
By Paul Thompson
Sacramento Bee, Friday, May 25, 2001

1 Emotions ran high at the trial of Nathaniel Brazill in West Palm Beach, Fla., two 
weeks ago. Friends of slain teacher Barry Grunow called for the death penalty, 
while a growing crowd of demonstrators outside the courthouse wielded 
hastily written placards reading, “A child is not a man.” Jurors returned with 
their verdict May 16: Fourteen-year-old Brazill, charged in last May’s shooting 
of middle-school teacher Grunow, was found guilty of second-degree murder.

2 A Florida grand jury had previously ruled that Brazill, who frequently looked 
dazed during the trial, would be tried as an adult, and if he had been convicted 
of first-degree murder he would have faced life in prison without parole. 
But Brazill’s immaturity was evident throughout this incident—from the act 
itself of Brazill’s shooting a teacher he considered one of his favorites, to his 
subsequent inability to give a reason for doing so, to the various quizzical looks 
that came across his face as the verdicts were read.

3 In terms of cognitive development, as research on the human brain has 
shown, Brazill—and any other young teen—is far from adulthood.

4 Over the last several years, as school shootings have seemed to occur 
with disturbing frequency, startling discoveries have emerged about the 
teenage brain. The White House held a televised conference on adolescent 
development in May of last year, and a flurry of papers on the teen brain has 
appeared in top science journals. Reporters and teen advocates ask: Do the 
studies help explain the impulsive, erratic behavior of teens? The biggest 
surprise in recent teen-brain research is the finding that a massive loss of brain 
tissue occurs in the teen years.

5 Specifically, my own research group at the University of California, Los 
Angeles, and our colleagues at the National Institutes of Health have 
developed technology to map the patterns of brain growth in individual children 
and teenagers. With repeated brain scans of kids from three to twenty, we 
pieced together “movies” showing how brains grow and change.

6 Some changes make perfect sense: Language systems grow furiously until 
age twelve and then stop, coinciding with the time when children learn foreign 
languages fastest. Mathematical brain systems grow little until puberty, 
corresponding with the observation that kids have difficulty with abstract 
concepts before then. Basically, the brain is like a puzzle, and growth is fastest 
in the exact parts the kids need to learn skills at different times. So far, all well 
and good.

7 But what really caught our eye was a massive loss of brain tissue that occurs 
in the teenage years. The loss was like a wildfire, and you could see it in every 
teenager. Gray matter, which brain researchers believe supports all our thinking 
and emotions, is purged at a rate of 1 percent to 2 percent a year during this 
period. Stranger still, brain cells and connections are only being lost in the 
areas controlling impulses, risk-taking, and self-control. These frontal lobes, 
which inhibit our violent passions, rash actions, and regulate our emotions, are 
vastly immature throughout the teenage years.
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8 The implications are tantalizing. Brazill was only thirteen when he committed 
his crime. He said he made a “stupid mistake,” but prosecutors argued that by 
bringing a gun to school he planned the crime.

9 Does “planning” mean the same thing for a thirteen-year-old, with his 
diminished capacity for controlling erratic behavior, as it means for an adult? 
The verdict, in this case, seems to line up with the research. The jurors, by 
returning a verdict of second-degree murder instead of first, indicated that they 
believe Brazill’s actions, while not accidental, were not fully thoughtout, either.

10 Linking this maelstrom of normal brain change with legal or moral 
accountability is tough: Even though normal teens are experiencing a wildfire 
of tissue loss in their brains, that does not remove their accountability. What is 
clear from the research is that the parts of the frontal lobes that inhibit reckless 
actions restructure themselves with startling speed in the teen years. Given 
this delicate—and drastic—reshaping of the brain, teens need all the help they 
can get to steer their development onto the right path.

11 While research on brain-tissue loss can help us to understand teens better, 
it cannot be used to excuse their violent or homicidal behavior. But it can be 
used as evidence that teenagers are not yet adults, and the legal system 
shouldn’t treat them as such.

Paul Thompson is an assistant professor of neurology at the University of California, 
Los Angeles, School of Medicine.
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On Punishment and Teen Killers
By Jennifer Jenkins
Juvenile Justice Information Exchange, Aug 2, 2011

1 “Some persons will shun crime even if we do nothing to deter them, while 
others will seek it out even if we do everything to reform them. Wicked people 
exist. Nothing avails except to set them apart from innocent people.”
— James Q. Wilson, Harvard Professor and Crime Expert

2 My youngest sister was the joy of our close family. When a teenager murdered 
her and her husband in 1990 in suburban Chicago, she was pregnant with 
their first child. She begged for the life of her unborn child as he shot her. He 
reported to a friend, who testified at his trial, about his “thrill kill” that he just 
wanted to “see what it would feel like to shoot someone.”

3 This offender is now serving three life sentences in the Illinois Department of 
Corrections. According to Charles Stimson, a leading expert in criminal law at 
the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Legal and Judicial Studies, he is one of 
1,300 cases nationally of a teen killer sentenced as an adult to life, sometimes 
called JLWOP (Juvenile Life without Parole).

4 There are advocates who wish to minimize these offenders’ culpability simply 
because of their age. As a high school teacher, I have worked lovingly with 
teens all my life and I understand how hard it is to accept the reality that a 16 
or 17 year old is capable of forming such requisite criminal intent.

5 We in America have to own this particular problem, with weapons so easily 
available to our youth, and the violence-loving culture in which we raise them. 
The Innuit people of northern Canada had no juvenile crime at all until 1980 and 
the introduction of television into their culture.

6 Both sides in the debate about JLWOP agree: Teens are being tried as adults 
and sentenced to prison for murder at alarming rates in the United States. But 
this actually disproves juvenile advocates’ reliance on the “underdeveloped 
brain” argument. If brain development were the reason, then teens would kill 
at roughly the same rates all over the world. They do not. Advocates often 
repeat, but truly misunderstand brain research on this issue. The actual science 
does not, according to experts such  as Professor Stephen Morse, and others, 
in any way negate criminal culpability.

7 The offender in our case was a serial killer in the making. He came from 
privilege. Whenever he got in trouble, his parents fixed it. After a series of 
other crimes, he planned the murders for months, carefully and privately. He 
did not act on impulse or because of peer pressure. He was not mentally 
disabled—in fact was quite intelligent. But he got a rush out of breaking the 
law and ultimately started work on his other plan for mass murder at a local 
bank. Bragging to friends led to his arrest.

8 There are no words adequate to describe what this kind of traumatic loss does 
to a victim’s family. So few who work on the juvenile offender side can truly 
understand what the victims of their crimes sometimes go through. Some 
never recover.
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9 The nationwide campaign to end JLWOP has spent millions of dollars 
advocating for these convicted murderers to be set free. Not a dime has been 
allocated for victim outreach or support.

10 With absolutely no regard to the impact on victims’ families, they have 
published glossy “reports” widely distributed to the media and legislators. 
They feature propaganda photos of 7- and 8- year-old child models on the 
cover, with misleading headlines that the United States was “sentencing 
children to die in prison.”

11 For the record, the nation is NOT sentencing children to die in prison. This 
photo is pure propaganda.

12 The juvenile death penalty was abolished here years ago and a life sentence 
still allows a great deal of good living to be done—even from behind bars—far 
more than these teen killers gave to our murdered loved ones.

13 Many JLWOP offenders are repeat violent offenders and many have killed 
multiple people. The propaganda campaign by the well-funded juvenile 
advocates attempts to paint a different picture.

14 Consistently, they don’t talk about the facts of the crimes, just the “poor 
children in prison.” And while we respect their right to advocate for reform, 
some of which is needed, we have begged them to embrace the victims of 
these crimes as well, and take a truly inclusive and restorative justice approach 
to their advocacy. Our pleas have fallen on mostly deaf ears.

15 The offender advocates have also promoted another horrible lie—that the 
United States is the only nation that sentences teens to life for murder. In fact, 
at least 11 other nations do, according to Stimson’s research. Many nations 
do the equivalent and far worse—the juvenile death penalty, selling teens 
into sexual slavery, forced labor, sexual mutilation and the list goes on. Many 
nations do not have separate juvenile justice systems such as the enlightened 
system we have here, and many nations torture offenders of all ages without 
regard for human rights.

16 Legislative proposals for reforming JLWOP have been retroactive but without 
any victim notification, in full violation of constitutionally protected victims’ 
rights. Advocates who wish to believe in the nobility of their actions cannot 
wrong murder victims’ family members in this way without losing all credibility.  
Restorative Justice shows us the way out—a conversation focused on victims 
needs, with all stakeholders at the table.
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Juveniles Don’t Deserve Life Sentences 
By Gail Garinger 

• March 14, 2012 

Boston 

IN the late 1980s, a small but influential group of criminologists predicted a coming wave of 

violent juvenile crime: “superpredators,” as young as 11, committing crimes in “wolf packs.” 

Politicians soon responded to those fears, and to concerns about the perceived inadequacies of 

state juvenile justice systems, by lowering the age at which children could be transferred to adult 

courts. The concern was that offenders prosecuted as juveniles would have to be released at age 

18 or 21. 

At the same time, “tough on crime” rhetoric led some states to enact laws making it easier to 

impose life without parole sentences on adults. The unintended consequence of these laws was 

that children as young as 13 and 14 who were charged as adults became subject to life without 

parole sentences. 

Nationwide, 79 young adolescents have been sentenced to die in prison — a sentence not 

imposed on children anywhere else in the world. These children were told that they could never 

change and that no one cared what became of them. They were denied access to education and 

rehabilitation programs and left without help or hope. 

But the prediction of a generation of superpredators never came to pass. Beginning in the mid-

1990s, violent juvenile crime declined, and it has continued to decline through the present day. 

The laws that were passed to deal with them, however, continue to exist. This month, the United 

States Supreme Court will hear oral arguments in two cases, Jackson v. Hobbs and Miller v. 

Alabama, which will decide whether children can be sentenced to life without parole after being 

convicted of homicide. 

The court has already struck down the death penalty for juveniles and life without parole for 

young offenders convicted in nonhomicide cases. The rationale for these earlier decisions is 

simple and equally applicable to the cases to be heard: Young people are biologically different 

from adults. Brain imaging studies reveal that the regions of the adolescent brain responsible for 

controlling thoughts, actions and emotions are not fully developed. They cannot be held to the 

same standards when they commit terrible wrongs. 

Homicide is the worst crime, but in striking down the juvenile death penalty in 2005, the 

Supreme Court recognized that even in the most serious murder cases, “juvenile offenders cannot 

with reliability be classified among the worst offenders”: they are less mature, more vulnerable 

to peer pressure, cannot escape from dangerous environments, and their characters are still in 

https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion


formation. And because they remain unformed, it is impossible to assume that they will always 

present an unacceptable risk to public safety. 

 

The most disturbing part of the superpredator myth is that it presupposed that certain children 

were hopelessly defective, perhaps genetically so. Today, few believe that criminal genes are 

inherited, except in the sense that parental abuse and negative home lives can leave children with 

little hope and limited choices. 

As a former juvenile court judge, I have seen firsthand the enormous capacity of children to 

change and turn themselves around. The same malleability that makes them vulnerable to peer 

pressure also makes them promising candidates for rehabilitation. 

An overwhelming majority of young offenders grow out of crime. But it is impossible at the time 

of sentencing for mental health professionals to predict which youngsters will fall within that 

majority and grow up to be productive, law-abiding citizens and which will fall into the small 

minority that continue to commit crimes. For this reason, the court has previously recognized 

that children should not be condemned to die in prison without being given a “meaningful 

opportunity to obtain release based on demonstrated maturity and rehabilitation.” 

The criminologists who promoted the superpredator theory have acknowledged that their 

prediction never came to pass, repudiated the theory and expressed regret. They have joined 

several dozen other criminologists in an amicus brief to the court asking it to strike down life 

without parole sentences for children convicted of murder. I urge the justices to apply the logic 

and the wisdom of their earlier decisions and affirm that the best time to decide whether someone 

should spend his entire life in prison is when he has grown to be an adult, not when he is still a 

child. 

Gail Garinger, a juvenile court judge in Massachusetts from 1995 to 2008, is the state’s child 

advocate, appointed by the governor. 

A version of this article appears in print on March 15, 2012, Section A, Page 35 of the New York 

edition with the headline: Juveniles Don’t Deserve Life Sentences. Order Reprints | Today’s 

Paper | Subscribe 
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Greg Ousley Is Sorry for Killing His Parents. Is That Enough? 
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Greg Ousley, who is serving a 60-year sentence for murdering his parents at age 14.CreditEthan 

Levitas for The New York Times 

For 19 years, Greg Ousley has sought to make sense of the event that has haunted and 

dictated his life, but the answer, if such a simple thing exists, has remained forever 

beyond his grasp. In its place, he has hunches and half-formed theories. He can lay out a 

chronology of moments leading up to the event, but some of these are contradictory, 

others are mere fragments and all are trivial when stacked against what came next. 

Occasionally, though, he stumbles upon something that is raw and true, like when he 

describes what happened on the afternoon of Tuesday, Feb. 23, 1993, four days before 

he murdered his parents. 

It was a normal day at his junior high school, but when Greg came home, he fought with 

his parents and defiantly locked himself in his bedroom. Greg’s father, Jobie, knocked 

on the door for a minute or two, and when that had no effect, he returned to the couch 

to watch television. 

In the prison where Greg told me this story, he gave a quick chuckle. “Well, there’s no 

way my mom was gonna let that stand,” he said, “so after she had a try and I still 

wouldn’t come out, she got a hairpin and just picked the lock.” 

Bonnie Ousley found Greg lying on his stomach, refusing to speak or even look at her. 

She sat on the edge of the bed and began stroking his back. In the telling, Greg slid into 

present tense, pantomiming his mother’s caress. “And she keeps saying: ‘What’s wrong, 

honey? What’s going on with you? Talk to me. Just talk to me.’ ” 

The 14-year-old boy told his mother that he was scared, that all he ever thought about 

was murder and suicide. 

Photo 



 

The day after the murders, with his story easily exposed, Greg confessed and was charged soon 

after. 

“And as soon as I say that, she takes her hand off my back.” Greg, who is now 33, yanked 

his hand into the air, as if scalded. “She jumps up — ‘You’re just watching too many 

movies’ — and walks out the room.” 

His face crumpled. Over the many hours I had spent with him, he rarely showed 

emotion, and the abruptness with which this came on seemed to startle and embarrass 

him. He took a minute to compose himself, then said: “I remember lying there thinking: 

Man, this is just never going to change. Mom and Dad, they are never, ever gonna listen 

to me. I’ve got no choice, I’ve got to go through with it.” 

“Go through with it?” I asked. 

Greg gave a slow shrug of his shoulders. “Kill them.” 

Four nights later, at about 11:30, Greg went into his parents’ bedroom with a 12-

gauge shotgun and shot his father once in the head. Moments later, as his mother 

rushed for the telephone in the dining room, he killed her with two more shots. Greg 

then drove the family pickup truck to his best friend’s house three miles away. He told 

his friend what he had done and swore him to secrecy. Then he drove back to his home 



around 4 a.m., parked the pickup in the garage, placed the gun in the kitchen doorway 

and ran to a neighbor’s house to raise the alarm. 

The story Greg told the police — that he returned home from a late-night joy ride to find 

the shotgun on the floor and his mother lying dead just beyond — had holes in it from 

the outset, and those holes became gaping once his friend revealed what he knew to 

investigators. By midafternoon the next day, Greg finally broke down at the Kosciusko 

County sheriff’s office in Warsaw, Ind., and provided a full confession. 

“I had been thinking about killing them every time I get mad,” he told his interrogator. 

“They don’t seem to understand me.” Indicative of either his youth or his mental state at 

that moment, Greg made a forlorn request of the detective: “Please don’t tell my family.” 

Despite Greg’s age, his case was swiftly waived into the adult justice system. Facing the 

possibility of life in prison, he accepted a plea agreement of guilty but mentally ill. In 

early 1994, Greg, then 15, entered the Indiana penitentiary system to begin serving a 60-

year sentence. He was one of the youngest adult inmates in the state’s history. 

Today there are well more than 2,500 juveniles serving time in adult prisons in the 

United States — enough, in Indiana’s case, to fill a dedicated Y.I.A. (Youth Incarcerated 

as Adults) wing at Wabash Valley Correctional Facility. The United States is the only 

Western nation to routinely convict minors as adults, and the practice has set off a 

growing disquiet even in conservative legal circles. In 2005, the Supreme Court ruled 

that the death penalty for juveniles was unconstitutional, and just last month it similarly 

banned mandatory sentencing of life without parole in juvenile homicide cases. 

But in this controversy, Greg Ousley is an unlikely representative for sentencing reform. 

He is not a 16-year-old doing 20 years for his third drug felony or a 13-year-old who 

found his father’s loaded handgun and shot a playmate. What he is, or was, is a teenage 

boy who planned and carried out a crime so unthinkable that to most people it is not 

just a moral transgression but almost a biological one. 

I first learned of Greg’s crime in the spring of 2009, and I wrote him a letter asking if he 

would be willing to talk to me. I wasn’t sure what I expected to find, but I wanted to 

understand how a man who had served 16 years for killing his parents made sense of 

what he had done and what his life could still be. The first time I saw him, that April, 

Greg was at Westville Correctional Facility, a sprawling medium-security complex set in 

the cornfields just east of Valparaiso. He was slighter than I expected — about 5-foot-10, 

with the wiry frame of a wrestler or a distance runner — and a good deal perkier, 

possessed of a quick-witted cheerfulness that was out of sync with his surroundings. 

Even more surprising, given the nature of his crimes, was the setting for our meeting. 

Rather than speaking in a visitors’ hall or a monitored media room, Greg and I were led 

to a small conference room where we were allowed to visit, without supervision and 

Greg free of any restraints, for as long as we wished. 

“I work across the hall from the superintendent,” Greg explained, “so they all know me.” 

He pointed out a window to a high fence topped with concertina wire, the innermost 



ring of Westville’s many barriers to the outside. “And let’s be honest,” he said, “where 

am I gonna go?” We talked that day for about five hours and nearly as long the next, the 

first of scores of conversations we would have in person or by phone over the next three 

years. 

For a host of reasons, Greg’s story is a confounding one. Despite the media attention 

they often garner, instances of a child’s murdering a parent or stepparent — juvenile 

parricide, as it is legalistically known — are among the rarest of homicides, probably 

accounting for fewer than 75 of the some 15,000 murders committed in the United 

States in any given year. Seldom are both parents murdered. 

Perhaps just as confounding as his crime, however, is the journey Greg has taken inside 

prison. To say that he has spent his entire adulthood behind bars doesn’t begin to 

capture the isolation he has experienced. While he had frequent visitors in the first few 

years of his incarceration, that number quickly trailed off. By the time of my appearance 

in April 2009, he had just three or four visitors in the previous decade, none of them 

family members. I realized after my first two conversations with him that those 9 or 10 

hours constituted about half of all his contact with the outside world since he turned 20. 

Yet during this same period, Greg somehow managed to become a model inmate. After 

earning his high-school equivalency and attending nearly every anger- and stress-

management workshop the penal system had to offer, he pursued a bachelor’s degree in 

liberal arts through Indiana State University’s correspondence program. In 2004, he 

graduated magna cum laude. (“I was a bit disappointed with that,” he told me. “I was 

hoping for summa cum laude, but I screwed up on this one class.”) 

Just before I met Greg, his appeals lawyer petitioned the prosecutor for a sentence 

modification, a procedure in which, on a prosecutor’s recommendation, an Indiana 

judge might amend a sentence and grant an early release for a prisoner whose behavior 

and record in prison suggest complete rehabilitation. The prosecutor had previously 

rejected a handwritten appeal from Greg, but in early 2009 he agreed to allow the 

modification process to move forward, provided that none of the victims’ next of kin — 

meaning Greg’s two sisters and five aunts and uncles — objected. It suddenly opened up 

the possibility that, at 30, Greg might be released from prison years before his official 

eligibility date of March 2019. 

“I’m really confident it’s going to happen,” he told me at our first meeting. “I have one 

aunt who might be a problem, but I’m pretty sure everyone else will totally support it.” 

It was tempting to dismiss this as wishful thinking, except that the corrections officials I 

spoke with — and no group of professionals is more jaded, working as they do in an 

environment where nearly everyone is trying to work some angle — appeared to be the 

biggest supporters of Greg’s campaign. This was evident in the extraordinary freedom 

we were allowed in our discussions and also in the array of Westville officials, ranging 

from Greg’s casework manager, Dennis Hood, up to the prison superintendent, William 

Wilson, who made themselves available to extol the virtues of the bright and personable 

young man in their midst. 



“He’s just a great worker,” Hood offered, “enthusiastic, solves problems on his own, 

never complains. I have no doubt he’ll succeed in whatever he puts his mind to when 

he’s released.” 

His former work supervisor, Cindy Estes, was more explicit. “This kid has jumped 

through every hoop the state has put in front of him,” she told me. “He deserves to come 

out. There’s absolutely nothing to be gained by keeping him in there for another 10 

years.” 

Along with happy anticipation at the prospect of soon walking out into a world he hadn’t 

seen in 16 years, Greg was also clear on what he wanted to do there. “I want to work with 

young people,” he said. “I want to use my life as an example of what can go wrong, of 

how important it is when you’re that age to get help if you feel things closing in on you.” 

He recognized the cliché and gave a knowing laugh. “Yeah, I know, me and every other 

guy in here, right? But in my case, it’s true.” He grew more thoughtful. “It comes down 

to hope. That’s what I didn’t have at 14. I learned it in here. That’s what I can teach 

them.” 
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Greg laid the shotgun in the kitchen, not far from his mother’s body, and then ran to a 

neighbor’s house to report his “discovery.”  CreditFrom the Kosciusko County Sheriff’s 

Department 

Since Freud, it has been generally assumed that the only way to unlock the mysteries 

of the psyche is to dissect your childhood, especially the formative influence of your 

parents. In Greg’s case, that process can quickly sound like the ultimate blame-the-

victim excuse. It might also complicate one of his greatest goals, which is to reconcile 

with his extended family. As a result, he tends to intersperse negative anecdotes about 

his parents with statements like, “But that doesn’t mean they deserved what I did to 

them,” or with accounts of better times. He likes to talk about an essay he had to write in 

the fifth grade, on the person he most admired, and how he chose his mother. 

“When I was little, she was just the greatest mom around,” he told me, “always playing 

with me, going to all my sports events. She was just so much fun.” 

He had a far more distant relationship with his father. Greg says Jobie could go days 

without uttering a single word and can recall only one occasion when he told Greg that 

he loved him — and this, Greg says, occurred when Jobie was quite drunk. Chancy 

Schmucker, the friend Greg visited on the night of the murders, used the phrase “good 

ol’ boy” to describe Jobie. “He’d always be out in that workshed they had there, sitting in 

his old, ratty armchair, a cigarette in one hand, a can of beer in the other, listening to 

country music. If Greg and I came in, it was, ‘Hey boys, how’s it going?’ and that was 

about it.” 

Although they first met in Indiana, Jobie and Bonnie were transplants from the same 

impoverished corner of southeastern Kentucky coal country, late travelers on the so-

called Hillbilly Highway that, beginning after World War II, saw the mass exodus of 

poor whites out of Appalachia for the industrial cities of the Midwest. In Kosciusko 

County, a pleasant stretch of rolling farmland and lakes in northeastern Indiana, they 

prospered. With Jobie working as a press operator for R. R. Donnelley, a commercial 

printer in Warsaw, and Bonnie as a packer for Kimble Glass, they were able to provide a 

comfortable middle-class home for the three children who came along in the 1970s: 

Angie, Tammy and Greg. Around 1980, they moved into a three-bedroom ranch on a 

five-acre parcel of farmland two miles south of Pierceton, later adding a large deck in 

back and an aboveground pool. 

Greg remembers his early childhood being a content one — long afternoons spent 

tramping through the surrounding woods with his friends, family vacations to the 

Indiana Dunes on Lake Michigan and to visit the extended Ousley clan back in 

Kentucky. It was neither a materially deprived existence nor a physically abusive one. 

Like most other kids growing up in rural Indiana, Greg got the occasional spanking, 

administered by his father, but rarely anything more severe than that. Yet even at a 

young age, he was aware of the profoundly circumscribed orbit in which his family 

moved. Sociologists have long noted a tendency among many of the Appalachian 

transplants to the Midwest to remain separate from the larger community. The Ousleys 



appear to have been an extreme example of this, rarely socializing with anyone other 

than three sets of relatives, all first cousins of Jobie’s, and all of whom lived nearby. If 

easy and familiar in some ways, such tight social compacts can lead to a kind of 

pressure-cooker environment in times of family discord, and by the late 1980s, the 

Ousleys were living in constant discord. 

Sometimes the arguments were between Greg’s parents — usually centered on Jobie’s 

drinking — but more frequently they were between Bonnie and her two teenage 

daughters, squabbles that occasionally escalated to slapping and hair-pulling. Much of 

the family strife may have had roots in the sad conditions of Bonnie’s own childhood. 

Abandoned by her father at a young age, she was barely a teenager when her mother 

died. Essentially orphaned, she and her two siblings — a sister, one year older, and a 

brother, a couple of years younger — were sent north to Indiana to live with an aunt. The 

sorrows didn’t end there. In the early ’70s, her brother was killed in a motorcycle 

accident. As her own two daughters came of age and prepared to escape the fractious 

family home, Bonnie’s history of loss seemed to manifest itself in rages at her daughters, 

interspersed with accusations of abandonment. 

As the youngest child, Greg was largely an observer to these battles. That ended when 

first Angie moved out of the house, and then Tammy followed her in the summer of 

1991. “That’s when everything with my mom went from tense but manageable to sheer 

hell,” Greg said. “I remember this one day when Tammy was moving out. She and Mom 

were fighting again, and I was kind of off in a corner smirking about it, and Tammy 

turned to me: ‘Don’t laugh, because it’s all going to fall on you now. You’re it.’ And, man, 

was she right.” 

Given the small statistical pool from which to draw, the few scholarly studies devoted to 

juvenile parricide all come with an implied asterisk. But criminologists have isolated a 

set of characteristics that are likely to be found in the killer’s home. Not all of these 

markers were present in the Ousley house — Greg was neither physically nor sexually 

abused, for example — but others certainly were: family strife; social isolation. Perhaps 

most intriguing are those things often absent from such households: juvenile 

delinquency on the part of the killer and a history of police intervention with the family, 

both of which were absent from the Ousley home. 

With his sisters gone from the house, 12-year-old Greg was suddenly burdened with 

perhaps the most significant parricidal marker of all: a recent event that has made the 

child/killer the central focus of the parents’ abuse and/or attention. Within months of 

Tammy’s departure, Greg began telling a seventh-grade friend that he was going to kill 

his parents. 

Tony Phillips is a science teacher and coach at Whitko Middle School and an Air 

Force veteran. He exudes that calm, slightly stern manner that certain troubled kids 

gravitate toward as a sign of stability and strength. As in other schools across the 

country, teachers at Whitko find that much of their time is taken up dealing with 

problems that have little to do with education (“We don’t teach anymore,” Phillips 



commented on several occasions, “we parent”), and they have become adept at looking 

for the bruises or body language that might indicate abuse or turmoil in the home. The 

number of children that Phillips has helped in such situations over the years is a source 

of pride to him. 

“Sometimes you have to push a little,” he said, “because kids this age aren’t that 

communicative. But show you genuinely care, and they’ll usually crack right open.” 

Phillips might be especially vigilant in this regard because of what he sees as his failure 

with one particular student two decades ago. From the autumn of 1990 until February 

1993, he was Greg’s coach and teacher. Fourteen years after the murders, Phillips 

remained so troubled by his experience with Greg that he finally took a day off from 

Whitko to make the 90-minute drive out to Westville to see him. 

“I think I was hoping for the golden key, so to speak,” he told me. “What didn’t I see? 

Was there something I didn’t pick up on that could have prevented it?” 

Phillips first encountered Greg at the beginning of sixth grade, and he remembers him 

as a bright, polite student. Among the extended clan scattered around the Pierceton 

area, Ousley boys had a reputation for being star athletes, but Greg had little interest in 

baseball and was absolutely useless in basketball, the sport in Indiana. With some 

coaxing, though, Phillips managed to steer him into wrestling, where the small but lithe 

sixth grader proved something of a standout. 

By the beginning of seventh grade, though, Greg’s interest in sports had waned, and he 

was frequently making elaborate excuses to avoid practice. He had started to wear his 

hair in a mullet and donned the black garb of his favorite heavy-metal bands. To 

Phillips, none of this was cause for alarm. “Kids at this age are constantly redefining 

themselves, and what their friends think is more important than anything else,” he said. 

“So sure, Greg had become more standoffish, he’d decided sports were a waste of time, 

but what did that mean?” 

What Phillips couldn’t see was that Greg’s behavior masked a rapidly deteriorating 

home life, where he was now the sole focus of his mother’s rages. Almost daily, Greg told 

me, his mother would rip into him about something — his grades, his appearance, his 

choice of friends — ferocious tirades that often culminated in her telling him, “I know 

you’re going to leave me just like your sisters did.” Once her anger passed, Bonnie would 

usually apologize to her son, but after a time Greg didn’t even hear it anymore. 

“I just knew it was going to happen all over again tomorrow, so what did it mean?” he 

said. 

At the same time, he was becoming increasingly convinced that his father’s remoteness 

was less a sign of disinterest in him than outright disgust: disgust in his physical 

appearance, disgust in his lack of athletic prowess. Indicative of this, at least in Greg’s 

mind, was Jobie’s reaction when Greg ran away from home in the fall of 1991 and sought 

refuge with his sister Angie, who lived 10 miles down the road. 



“My dad came in his pickup truck to get me,” Greg recalled, “opened the passenger door 

— ‘Get in’ — and that was it. The whole way home, not another word. It was like he 

didn’t even care enough to be mad at me.” 
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Jobie and Bonnie with their children, clockwise from top right, Angie, Tammy and Greg, in the 

early 1980s. CreditFrom the Ousley family 

The process by which a disturbed individual moves from generalized despair or anger 

toward a plan of action is known in the mental-health community as ideation, and by 

the spring of 1992, Greg was displaying clear signs of it. On one occasion, while his 

mother hung laundry in the backyard, he took a rifle down from the gun cabinet and 

aimed it at her head, imagining what would happen if he pulled the trigger. He quickly 

put the gun away, terrified by his own thoughts. 

Equally ominous, from a psychological standpoint, was when he decided he needed a 

more convincing reason to get out of wrestling practice than the excuses he was trading 



in. His solution was to shoot himself in the foot. Instead of destroying his foot, the 

antique rifle backfired, leaving him with an intermittent ringing in one ear. 

Perhaps hastening this ideation process, Greg and his friends had begun getting high, 

which for 12-year-olds in rural Indiana often meant turning to inhalants: gasoline, paint 

thinner, model glue. Huffing is well known to cause brain damage in adolescents, and 

among his group of Whitko pals, Greg quickly developed the reputation of a hard-core 

huffer. 

“He’d do anything he could get his hands on,” said his former best friend, Chancy. “I 

remember him once taking WD-40 and huffing that.” 

In the early summer of 1992, something occurred that compounded the pressures 

mounting on the troubled 13-year-old boy. Walking into the family garage one 

afternoon, he found his mother in a kissing embrace with his father’s best friend. For a 

time, Greg kept the knowledge to himself: when he finally confronted his mother, she 

tearfully admitted to the kiss but insisted there was nothing more to it. When Bonnie 

refused to tell Jobie, as Greg demanded she do, the boy saw that he was stuck, that his 

father now might very well blame him for having withheld the information from him for 

so long. Stuck, but also handed a potential weapon. Greg told his mother that if she 

didn’t get off his back and let him do as he pleased, he would tell his father about “the 

affair.” 

“Basically I blackmailed her,” Greg explained. “I know it was an awful thing to do — I 

knew it even then — but it worked. All of sudden, I felt like I could breathe again, that 

now I had this escape hatch.” 

But the episode also marked a turning point in Greg’s relationship with his parents. 

Whatever respect he still held for them was now gone; his mother was no longer just a 

“bitch” but a “whore,” his father a clueless cuckold. All manageable, perhaps, as long as 

Greg could run free, but then on Feb. 20, 1993, the escape hatch slammed shut. In the 

face of another of his blackmailing demands, Bonnie called her son’s bluff; if Greg 

wanted to tell his father about the illicit kiss in the garage, he could go ahead. 

“And that was it,” he recalled. “All I could see was that it was going to be like this 

forever. Well, at least until I got out of high school and left home, but that was four and 

a half more years away, so it might as well have been forever.” 

Over the next week, Greg planned his parents’ murder and told his best friend that it 

was coming soon. Days before the killings, his thoughts had become so consuming, and 

so frightening, that he made that last, missed overture to his mother. Two days later, 

during his third-period study hall, he opened his school notebook and penned a 

message. “This weekend,” it began, “I am going to kill my parents.” 

Yet in Greg’s mental reconstruction, even at this late date, there remained one last 

chance for the whole plan to be scuttled. It came on that Friday afternoon when he 

shouted an obscenity at his girlfriend and Tony Phillips stopped him. After scolding the 
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eighth grader for using such language at school, Phillips detained Greg long enough to 

ask what was going on with him. 

“I almost told him right then,” Greg said. “If he or anyone else had just pushed me a 

little bit more, because I was so upset and scared by what was about to happen, I just 

know I would’ve crumbled right there.” 

Instead, Greg gave the stock response of most every 14-year-old boy — “nothing” — and 

the moment passed. 

It is this account that Greg related to Phillips on that day in 2007 when his former 

teacher showed up at Westville hoping to discover the “golden key.” And it is the same 

account, if more detailed, that he told Phillips and me in November 2009 when we went 

to Westville together. During the drive back to Kosciusko County after that meeting, 

Phillips was quiet for a very long time. “You know what’s the scariest aspect to all this?” 

he finally said. “I don’t remember that conversation at all. Ever since Greg told me about 

it, I’ve racked my brain trying to remember, but I just can’t.” 

For the long-term prisoner, hope is a tricky property, something that needs to be 

constantly monitored and managed. Bereft of it, the inmate can quickly descend into a 

state of apathetic despair and turn to the fast-at-hand reliefs — drug use, gang allegiance 

— that all but ensure his stay will be lengthened. But to nurture out too much hope is to 

invite repeated and crushing disappointment, which can be just a slower way to get to 

the same place. The proper balance, it seems, is to work toward a goal — reconciliation 

with a family member, winning a legal appeal — while constantly reminding yourself 

that it probably won’t happen. 

At Westville, Greg is allowed to call people on an approved contact list, and after my first 

visit in 2009 we began staying in touch through weekly hourlong phone conversations. 

His calls invariably came at precisely the scheduled time, but on those occasions when I 

was unable to pick up, Greg shrugged off the lost opportunity with equanimity. “No 

problem,” he would say the following week. “I know you’ve got other things going on.” 

Through his first few years in prison, Greg’s fear alone acted as something of a 

distraction, the time eased by occasional visits from his sisters and their young children. 

Then things became routine, the visits stopped and the enormity of what lay ahead — a 

minimum of 28 years if he did everything just right; he’d be a man in his 40s when he 

got out — gradually dawned on him. Greg remembers those as the very worst years, a 

period when he occasionally turned to prison dope and moonshine for brief relief and 

when he got written up a number of times for minor infractions. 

During this period, though, he set out on a painful journey of self-examination, trying to 

understand what he had done and why. One of the crueler paradoxes of his situation is 

that if he had been remanded into Indiana’s juvenile justice system, Greg would have 

received help in this process; Indiana places an emphasis on youthful offenders’ 

undergoing intensive behavioral and psychological therapy as a way for them to 

understand their actions and, it’s hoped, correct their course in the future. 



But Greg entered an adult system where whatever psychological counseling existed was 

primarily geared toward helping an inmate cope with his incarceration, not examining 

how he got there in the first place. Going it alone, Greg began putting his thoughts to 

paper. His first effort, a 40-page handwritten essay begun when he was 19, took him 15 

months to write and was titled, “Why I Killed My Parents.” 
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Greg at 13, a year before the murders. On the night he killed his parents they had spent the 

evening playing music and singing. CreditFrom the Ousley family 

“For a long time,” he wrote, “I searched for the reason of why I did what I did, and today 

I am finding it. Although there are other things that I remember, but don’t know how to 

explain yet, basically it all comes down to one thing: acceptance. In my case, it was not 

being accepted by my parents for trying to be myself.” 

Six years later, at 25, he embarked on a far more mature and pained effort, keeping a 

journal in which he frequently addressed passages directly to his dead parents. That 

journal coincided not only with his pursuit of a bachelor’s degree but with something 

else, as well. It is one of the few aspects of his life Greg is reluctant to discuss, but it 

seems to hold the key to his fortitude. “I’ve never been particularly religious,” he told me 
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during one of our visits, “and I’ve never really fallen for all that mystical stuff, but I had 

these two different dreams, about three months apart, where first my father and then 

my mother came to me. They were so vivid, lifelike, and for the first time since it 

happened, I could hear their voices, see their faces. And they forgave me. They hugged 

me, and forgave me for what I did.” Greg paused and kneaded his fingers. “People might 

think that I’m just letting myself off the hook, but after that, everything changed. I still 

have the guilt, but I truly believe they have forgiven me, and that’s kind of allowed me to 

move on, to think about what comes next because I feel that’s what they want now.” 

In Greg’s memory, it was the best night he ever spent with his parents. 

He made plans to spend that Saturday night at Chancy’s house, but that day, Greg was 

confronted by his parents and admitted pocketing the deposit for a canceled school trip 

and using the money to buy guitar strings for his father’s old guitar. He called Chancy 

with the news that he was grounded but said he would sneak over later that night once 

his parents were asleep. The day took an unusual turn when Jobie told Greg to bring out 

the guitar strings, and father and son together restrung the guitar. Later, as Greg sat 

strumming in the family room, Jobie came in and briefly listened to him play. 

“My father said, ‘Wow, you’re pretty good,’ ” Greg recalled. “It was weird, because I 

couldn’t think of the last time he’d complimented me about anything.” 

Jobie took up the guitar and taught his son a few chords of an old bluegrass favorite. The 

two were joined by Bonnie, and for the next several hours, Greg and his parents sat in 

the family room singing and playing together. 

“It was so strange,” Greg said, “because this had just never, ever happened before. It was 

almost like. . . .” He groped for the right words “I don’t know, like on some level he 

knew, like he was trying to make amends or head it off somehow.” 

At about 10:30, Jobie and Bonnie went to bed. For the next hour, Greg sat on the couch 

and stared at the television — it was tuned to an old-movie channel, he recalled, though 

he has no memory of what was playing — and tried to find a reason to not go through 

with it. On the one hand, maybe that evening was a sign of better times to come. But 

weighted against this was a concern so perverse that only an adolescent mind might 

come up with it: already having a reputation among his friends as a liar, he was sure that 

if he didn’t do this now, no one would ever believe him about anything again. At about 

11:30, he rose from the couch and made for the gun cabinet. 

Around 4 a.m., Chloe and Michael Neer, the Ousleys’ closest neighbors, were awakened 

by a frantic pounding on their front door. It was Greg. 

“He was saying, ‘My mother’s been killed, someone’s killed my mother,’ ” Chloe Neer 

remembers. Greg was friends with Chloe’s three sons, and after she called 911, she went 

to hug the sobbing boy. “And as soon as I did, I knew he’d done it,” she told me. “I can’t 

explain why — a mother’s intuition, I guess — but I just knew.” 



A 12-gauge slug fired from close range inflicts horrific damage on a human body, and 

the two that killed Bonnie Ousley — one to her right side, the other to the back of her 

head — struck with such force that blood and tissue were sprayed on the ceiling and a 

wall nearly 20 feet away. Police officers found a similarly gory scene in the master 

bedroom where Jobie lay dead. 

While one aspect of Greg’s story checked out — that he had gone to see his friend 

Chancy that night — it was just about all that did. Shortly after daybreak, he was 

transported to the Kosciusko County sheriff’s office in downtown Warsaw, where the 

authorities faced a legal wrinkle. Under Indiana law, minors can waive their Miranda 

rights only with parental consent, but with Greg’s parents dead, it meant a legal 

guardian had to be appointed before the boy could be interviewed. Among the relatives 

who gathered outside the Ousley household that morning, one of the most distraught 

was Bonnie’s sister; to several officers, she made a comment that she had lost the only 

family she had left. At the sheriff’s office, authorities quickly moved to make her and her 

husband Greg’s guardians, an arrangement that all parties agreed to. 

The county sheriff was nervous enough about the legality of this maneuver — in Indiana, 

guardianship can be conferred only by the courts, and no judge had been anywhere near 

this case yet — that he ordered investigators to halt their questioning. It soon became a 

moot point, however. By noon, the police had found the notebook in which Greg wrote 

of killing his parents, and his friend Chancy had related Greg’s account of the killings, 

details that precisely matched up with the murder scene. Shortly after 3 p.m., Greg 

broke down and confessed. 

Two days later, Greg was taken into court for a hearing on whether his case should be 

routed into the adult legal system. His court-appointed lawyer might have asked for a 

preliminary psychiatric examination, a procedure that would have at least slowed the 

process down, but he declined to do so. He might have also asserted that the presence of 

premeditation — the prosecutor’s chief argument for taking it to adult court — was a 

particularly poor standard in the context of juvenile parricide; given the physical and 

psychological power imbalance inherent in child-parent relationships, a not uncommon 

feature to such murders is premeditation. He declined to do that as well. And so in a 

single 20-minute hearing held less than 72 hours after the murders, it was decided that 

the 14-year-old would stand as an adult. 

Having accepted a plea agreement of guilty but mentally ill, Greg appeared for his 

sentencing hearing in early January 1994. A panel of three psychological examiners 

hired by the defense unanimously argued against simple incarceration, urging instead 

for “treatment which would deal with the traumas and deficiencies noted in his 

development.” 

Daniel Hampton, the Kosciusko County deputy prosecutor (he declined to be 

interviewed for this article), argued for a severe penalty. “Greg,” he stated, “will 

eventually set an example for other juveniles.” 



Greg was sentenced to two consecutive 30-year prison terms. 

In 2009, letters were sent by Greg’s lawyer to Greg’s two sisters and five aunts and 

uncles asking their views on his modification petition. Of the six relatives who replied, 

five were in favor of early release, but one, his mother’s sister, was opposed. Greg got the 

bad news in the form of a letter from the prosecutor, Daniel Hampton: “It is on that 

basis that the State of Indiana will be objecting to any modification in this case.” 

When Greg next called, I expected him to be morose. Instead, he was remarkably 

upbeat. “So maybe it doesn’t all come together the first time out,” he said, “but this 

starts the process, and eventually it will. I have to believe that. I’ve gone too far to lose 

hope now.” 

In fact, he had come up with another idea: a family mediation session. His vision was for 

a kind of family reunion inside the prison walls, a chance for all his relatives to sit and 

ask him anything they wanted, to vent, to curse him, whatever. 
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The family home in Kosciusko County, Ind. CreditFrom the Ousley family 

“Even the ones who said, ‘Yeah, sure, let him out,’ I’d like them to come,” he said in one 

of our phone calls. “I want them to see I’m not the crazy 14-year-old kid they remember, 



because one of the problems here is that I’m frozen in time to them. I need for them to 

see what I’ve become.” He paused. “And I hope [my aunt] comes, too. I really don’t 

blame her for opposing my release — I took away the most important person in her life 

— but if I’ve learned one thing from all this, it’s that you can’t keep things bottled up. 

Even if it doesn’t sway her one bit, I think it’d help her to see my face.” 

It took over a year to organize the mediation session. Part of the delay was because Greg 

was transferred from Westville to another medium-security prison, Miami Correctional 

Facility, about an hour north of Indianapolis. Another obstacle was the difficulty finding 

the required outside mediator to officiate. One after another, those approached 

demurred or simply went silent once they heard the nature of Greg’s crimes. Finally 

Rick Russell, a family therapist living about an hour away from the prison, agreed to do 

it, and the mediation session was scheduled for mid-November 2010. 

When the day arrived, only a single uncle, Jobie’s older brother Eddie, accompanied by 

his fourth wife, Patricia, made the journey to Miami. Prison visits always have an 

awkward, forced quality to them, and so it was with the mediation session, the five of us 

— Greg and Rick Russell, Eddie and Patricia and me — arrayed in a semicircle in a large 

visitation hall, two prison guards keeping watch from a respectful distance. 

Greg was intensely anxious in the days leading up to the meeting — he hadn’t seen Eddie 

since immediately after the murders — and he prepared a kind of soliloquy for the 

occasion, an accounting of all that had brought him to that awful day. Five or six 

minutes into the speech, though, it proved too much, and Greg fell apart and began to 

sob. Russell intervened and advised him to take his time, to let the conversation wander 

where it wanted to go. Soon the conversation settled into an easier rhythm, one in which 

the grim recollections were interspersed with happier reminiscences. 

At one point, while talking about Jobie’s aloofness even when they were kids, Eddie said, 

“If you could get two words out of Jobie, you were doing real well.” Then he told Greg: 

“He was proud of you. I know, because he used to brag on you to me. Problem was, he 

just didn’t know how to express it.” 

This came to Greg with the force of revelation, appearing to please and sadden him 

simultaneously. He described that last night with his parents, came to the part where his 

father took up his old guitar. “He tried to teach me the chords to this old bluegrass song, 

really pretty song, and all these years I’ve been trying to remember what it was. It kind 

of went like this.” Greg looked at the group and hummed a few bars. 

“ ‘Wildwood Flower,’ ” Eddie said, grinning. “Our father used to play it all the time.” And 

for the next few moments, he and Greg sat humming the tune together. 

I returned to the prison the next day and met with Greg alone. He was emotionally 

exhausted from the experience and was focused on getting some photographs of his 

parents that Eddie promised to send. 



“I’ve only ever had this one photo of them,” he said, “but you can’t see their eyes in it, so 

I feel like I can’t really remember what they look like. I just really want to be able to see 

their eyes.” 

When those photos arrived, though, Greg was devastated. “I have only been able to look 

at them a few times [since] the night I received them,” he wrote to me in an e-mail. “I 

feel pretty bad, man. It has me feeling all kinds of screwed-up things. Just seeing my 

parents and really seeing them as real people. I mean there are pictures in there from 

the early ’80s. They were all happy. We were all happy.” 

Shortly after that, Greg went quiet for a long time. When our contact resumed, the 

weekly phone calls became monthly phone calls, my e-mails to him going unanswered 

for long stretches. “Sorry, man,” he offered, when I finally confronted him about it in a 

phone call, “I’ve just been really busy.” 

“Busy? In prison?” 

We shared a laugh — but a soft one lest the hypersensitive prison phone system cut us 

off. 

Mark Sevier, a powerfully built man with close-cropped hair, is the superintendent of 

Miami Correctional. By coincidence, he was an inmate counselor in the winter of 1994 at 

Wabash Valley, the prison in southwestern Indiana where the 15-year-old Greg Ousley 

was sent to start serving his 60-year sentence. Sevier was assigned to his case. 

“I remember when he came in,” Sevier told me. “He was just so young and little — and 

he’s not a big guy even now — but back then he was like, what, 130 pounds? It was like 

putting a baby in among all these grown men.” 

Their new charge presented the Wabash Valley staff with a formidable challenge. All 

cells at Wabash were two-man units, and while Greg was slated to enter the general 

population, that population included nearly 200 maximum-security inmates. “We 

thought very carefully about who to put him in with,” Sevier recalled. “I think we also 

tapped some of the other guys on the block to watch out for him. It’s better now, because 

they’ve got a special unit down there to house all the under-age guys who’ve come in, but 

back then there was nothing like that.” 

Despite his earlier intentions, Greg hasn’t had another family mediation session since 

the one in 2010 with his uncle Eddie. As grueling as that meeting was, he felt it helped 

him gain a new perspective on his parents, especially his father. He now suspects that 

what he interpreted in his father as disinterest, even disgust, more likely stemmed from 

a paralyzing self-consciousness. Jobie found solace from this torment by shutting 

himself away in his workshed. 

That, and probably he was bone tired. “You know, my parents worked so damned hard,” 

Greg says, “and they were constantly being moved from one shift to another, so their 

sleep was always messed up. How much of it was maybe just that they were tired? Even 

that afternoon when I told my mom that I was scared, maybe it was, ‘O.K., I know this is 



important, but right at this moment, I just can’t deal.’ But when you’re 13, 14, 

everything’s about you, you don’t get any of that.” 

Over the past two years, Greg’s isolation has eased. While he’s yet to be visited by his 

sisters, he is now in e-mail contact with them and regularly receives letters from two 

nieces. Chloe Neer, his old neighbor in Pierceton, recently began visiting him in Miami. 

“I try to get down at least once a month,” she says. 

As for winning an early release, Greg now knows that is very unlikely, unless there 

occurs some unforeseeable change of heart by his aunt or by the prosecutor, Daniel 

Hampton. At the end of my meeting with Sevier, he asked how much more time Greg 

had to serve. In prisons, both inmates and officers have a habit of thinking of doing time 

in terms of stamina, as if it were a long-distance race, and when I told Sevier seven 

years, he briefly pondered before giving a sharp nod. 

“He can do that. He’s a strong guy.” 

Strong or not, Greg’s case is a telling one in the national debate over just what is 

accomplished by sentencing juveniles to long prison sentences. In the case of juvenile 

parricide, there is an added paradox. Because it is among the most target-specific of 

crimes, criminologists believe that an abused juvenile who killed a parent is likely to be 

at low risk of future criminality if he gets treatment and has a strong social support 

system when he is released. Certainly society might recoil at the notion that a child who 

murders his parents should be “let off” by a juvenile detention that might end at 18 or 

21, but attached to this is the question of when the thirst for punishment becomes 

counterproductive to all concerned. After all, Greg Ousley, like 95 percent of other 

prison inmates, is going to come out some day, and is it better for society that he do so 

when he’s in his 30s and still has the potential of patching together a somewhat-normal 

life, or not until his 40s when his options will be far more limited? 

This debate seems a long way off in Kosciusko County. In April 2010, two young boys 

from a rural corner of the county, Colt Lundy, 15, and Paul Gingerich, 12, shot to death 

Lundy’s stepfather, Phillip Danner. Days later, at the urging of the county prosecutor, 

Daniel Hampton, the boys’ cases were waived into the adult system, where, facing up to 

65 years in prison, both entered plea agreements. On Jan. 4, 2011, almost 17 years to the 

day that Greg Ousley was sentenced in the same county courthouse, Paul Gingerich was 

sentenced to 25 years. Considered by prison officials to be too vulnerable for even the 

youth as adults wing of Wabash Valley prison, Gingerich is currently being temporarily 

housed at a juvenile facility. He is the youngest adult inmate in Indiana. 

Scott Anderson is a contributing writer to the magazine and the author of the novel “Moonlight 

Hotel.” He is at work on a book about World War I. 

Editor: Joel Lovell 
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Reading Rhetorically 
 
Prereading 
 
Activity 1: Getting Ready to Read 
 
Quickwrite (5 minutes). If you committed a serious crime, do you think it would be fair for you 
to be punished the same way an adult who committed the same crime would be? 
 
Activity 2: Exploring Key Concepts 
 
1. Who is a juvenile? What are some synonyms for “juvenile”? 
 
2. What are the differences between an adult and a juvenile? Brainstorm a list of qualities 

that characterize a juvenile but not an adult. 
 
Activity 3: Exploring Key Definitions 
 
Definitions of some legal terms for killing someone are provided below. Study them, and 
explain the differences in your own words. 
Definitions of Legal Terms 

http://jjie.org/jennifer-bishop-jenkins-on-punishment-


CSU Expository Reading and Writing Course Juvenile Justice  – Student Version  │ 2 
 

Homicide is the killing of one person by another, either intentionally or unintentionally. 
Homicide includes accidents and murder. 
 
Murder is killing someone with malice of forethought. It could be done while committing 
another crime. Murder is always illegal. 
 
First-degree murder is killing a person with malice of forethought; the killing was planned. It 
was done deliberately. 
 
Second-degree murder is a killing done during a crime deemed dangerous to a human life. 
The crime was most likely not committed with the intention of killing. 
 
Voluntary manslaughter is killing someone intentionally but without malice of forethought. For 
example, if the killing was a crime of passion (killing a spouse or lover because of jealousy), 
the intention was to kill. However, there was no malice of forethought because it was not 
planned. 
 
Involuntary manslaughter is killing someone unlawfully but without malice of forethought. It 
was committed without intent to kill and without a conscious disregard for human life. 
 
Matching Activity 
 
Now read the following scenarios and fill in the boxes. 
 
 

Actual situation Crime or conviction Punishment or 
sentencing 

A troubled 17-year-old girl has slowly 
poisoned her parents each night at dinner. 
After three months, she came home to find 
them dead on the kitchen floor. 
The coroner’s report indicated that cyanide 
poisoning caused their deaths. 

First-degree 
murder 

Sentenced to life in 
prison without 
parole 

Three 16-year-olds were hanging out at the 
park drinking whiskey. One boy started 
shoving his friend. Soon the shoving 
escalated into punching. One boy tripped, 
and his head hit a sharp-edged rock. The 
boy died before help arrived. 

  

Suspicious that his girlfriend was cheating, a 
16-year-old boy went to her house and found 
her in bed with his brother. Impulsively, he 
grabbed the nearest lamp and hit his brother 
on the head. His brother died two days later. 
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A 13-year-old boy broke into an auto parts 
business to steal hubcaps. The 17-year-old 
security guard picked up his boss’s gun and 
fired two warning shots at the thief. The 
second shot hit the 13-year-old and killed him 
on the spot. 

  

 
Texts— 
 
“Kids are Kids—Until They Commit Crimes”  
 
“Startling Finds on Teenage Brains” 
 
Activity 4: Surveying the Text 
 
Discuss the following questions as a class: 
 
• What do the titles “Kids Are Kids—Until They Commit Crimes” and “Startling Finds on 

Teenage Brains” tell you about the topics of these articles? 
 
• “Kids Are Kids” was published in the Sacramento Bee in 2001. “Startling Finds on 

Teenage Brains” was published in the same paper also in 2001. What can you predict 
about the articles? How do you think the articles will be the same? How do you think they 
will be different? 

 
Activity 5: Making Predictions and Asking Questions 
 
Listen as your teacher reads the first three paragraphs of “Startling Finds on Teenage Brains,” 
and then discuss the following questions: 
 
• Now that you’ve listened to the first three paragraphs of “Startling Finds,” what do you 

think it is going to be about? 
 
• What do you think is the purpose of this text? 
 
• Who do you think is the intended audience for this piece? How do you know this? 
 
• Turn the title into a question to answer as you read the essay. Now read the first six 

paragraphs of “Kids Are Kids” silently. 
 
• What is Lundstrom’s opinion on the topic of juvenile crime? 
 
• Turn the title into a question to answer as you read the essay. 
 
Activity 6: Understanding Key Vocabulary 
 
Create semantic maps for the words “juvenile crime” and “justice system.” Begin by 
brainstorming a list of words that relate to “juvenile crime”; sort these words into categories, 
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and label each one using the graphic below. Do the same for “legal system.” 
 

Juvenile Crime 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Activity 7: Vocabulary Self-Assessment Chart 
 
The words in the self-assessment chart are from the texts you will read. Indicate how well you 
know the word, and define it if you can. Fill in missing definitions when you discuss the words 
with your class. 
 
Vocabulary Self-Assessment Chart 
 

Word Definition Know It 
Well 

Have 
Heard of 

It 

Don’t 
Know It 

 

Vocabulary from Thompson, “Startling Finds on Teenage Brains” 

verdicts (2) decisions in a trial    

cognitive development 
(3) 

    

impulsive (4)     

erratic (4)     
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purged (7)     

inhibit (7)     

diminished (9)     

accountability (11)     

homicidal (11)     

 

Vocabulary from Lundstrom’s “Kids Are Kids” 

inconsistency (6)     

quandary  (7)     

heinous (14)     

coddling (14)     

perpetuated (20)     

 
Quickwrite (5 minutes): Now that you have discussed these words, what do you predict the 
articles you are going to read will be about? Use some of the words on your chart in your 
prediction. 
 
Reading 
 
Activity 8: Reading for Understanding 
 
The first reading of an essay is intended to help you understand the text and confirm your 
predictions. This step is sometimes called reading “with the grain” or “playing the believing 
game.” As you read, think about the following questions: 
 
• Which of your predictions turned out to be true? 
 
• What surprised you? 
 
• If your predictions turned out to be wrong, what in the text misled you? 
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• Can you answer the question you created from the title? 
 
• What, if anything, is still confusing to you? 
 
As you read “Startling Findings on Teenage Brains” and “Kids Are Kids,” you will find that the 
two articles discuss four recent cases in which teenagers were tried for murder. Fill out the 
following graphic organizer based on those cases: 
 
Recent Cases of Juvenile Crime 
 

Defendant Age Crime Sentence 

    

    

    

    

 
Activity 9: Considering the Structure of the Text 
 
Create a descriptive outline of “Startling Finds on Teenage Brains” by describing the content 
and purpose of each section. The first section has been done as an example. 
 

Startling Finds on Teenage Brains  
by Paul Thompson 

The Sacramento Bee, Friday, May 25, 2001 
 
1 Emotions ran high at the trial of Nathaniel Brazill in West Palm Beach, Fla., two weeks 

ago. Friends of slain teacher Barry Grunow called for the death penalty, while a growing 
crowd of demonstrators outside the courthouse wielded hastily written placards reading, “A 
child is not a man.” Jurors returned with their verdict May 16: Fourteen-year-old Brazill, 
charged in last May’s shooting of middle- school teacher Grunow, was found guilty of 
second-degree murder. 

 
2 A Florida grand jury had previously ruled that Brazill, who frequently looked dazed during 

the trial, would be tried as an adult, and if he had been convicted of first-degree murder he 
would have faced life in prison without parole. But Brazill’s immaturity was evident 
throughout this incident—from the act itself of Brazill’s shooting a teacher he considered 
one of his favorites, to his subsequent inability to give a reason for doing so, to the various 
quizzical looks that came across his face as the verdicts were read. 
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3 In terms of cognitive development, as research on the human brain has shown, Brazill—
and any other young teen—is far from adulthood. 

 

 
4 Over the last several years, as school shootings have seemed to occur with disturbing 

frequency, startling discoveries have emerged about the teenage brain. The White House 
held a televised conference on adolescent development in May of last year, and a flurry of 
papers on the teen brain has appeared in top science journals. Reporters and teen 
advocates ask: Do the studies help explain the impulsive, erratic behavior of teens? The 
biggest surprise in recent teen-brain research is the finding that a massive loss of brain 
tissue occurs in the teen years. 

 
5 Specifically, my own research group at the University of California, Los Angeles, and our 

colleagues at the National Institutes of Health have developed technology to map the 
patterns of brain growth in individual children and teenagers. With repeated brain scans of 
kids from three to twenty [years old], we pieced together “movies” showing how brains grow 
and change. 

 
6 Some changes make perfect sense: Language systems grow furiously until age twelve and 

then stop, coinciding with the time when children learn foreign languages fastest. 
Mathematical brain systems grow little until puberty, corresponding with the observation that 
kids have difficulty with abstract concepts before then. Basically, the brain is like a puzzle, 
and growth is fastest in the exact parts the kids need to learn skills at different times. So far, 
all well and good. 

 
7 But what really caught our eye was a massive loss of brain tissue that occurs in the teenage 

years. The loss was like a wildfire, and you could see it in every teenager. Gray matter, 
which brain researchers believe supports all our thinking and emotions, is purged at a rate 
of 1 percent to 2 percent a year during this period. Stranger still, brain cells and connections 
are only being lost in the areas controlling impulses, risk-taking, and self- control. These 
frontal lobes, which inhibit our violent passions, rash actions, and regulate our emotions, are 
vastly immature throughout the teenage years. 

 

Content and Purpose: Nathaniel Brazill, a fourteen-year-old, was tried as an adult and 
found guilty of second-degree murder in the killing of his teacher. But research on the brain 
has shown that young teens are not adults in terms of development. The purpose is to raise 
the question of whether teenagers should be tried as adults. 

Content and Purpose: 
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8 The implications are tantalizing. Brazill was only thirteen when he committed his crime. He 

said he made a “stupid mistake,” but prosecutors argued that by bringing a gun to school 
he planned the crime. 

 
9 Does “planning” mean the same thing for a thirteen-year-old, with his diminished capacity 

for controlling erratic behavior, as it means for an adult? The verdict, in this case, seems to 
line up with the research. The jurors, by returning a verdict of second-degree murder 
instead of first, indicated that they believe Brazill’s actions, while not accidental, were not 
fully thought-out, either. 

 
10 Linking this maelstrom of normal brain change with legal or moral accountability is tough: 

Even though normal teens are experiencing a wildfire of tissue loss in their brains, that 
does not remove their accountability. What is clear from the research is that the parts of 
the frontal lobes that inhibit reckless actions restructure themselves with startling speed in 
the teen years. Given this delicate—and drastic—reshaping of the brain, teens need all the 
help they can get to steer their development onto the right path. 

 
11 While research on brain-tissue loss can help us to understand teens better, it cannot be 

used to excuse their violent or homicidal behavior. But it can be used as evidence that 
teenagers are not yet adults, and the legal system shouldn’t treat them as such. 

 
Content and Purpose: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Paul Thompson is an Assistant Professor of Neurology at the University of California, Los 
Angeles, School of Medicine. 
 
Now that you have completed the descriptive outline, discuss the following questions with your 
class: 

Content and Purpose: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Content and Purpose: 
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• What does each section say? What is its content? 
 
• How does each section affect the reader? What is the writer trying to accomplish? 
 
• Which section is the most developed? 
 
• Which section is the least developed? 
 
• On the basis of your descriptive outline of the text, what do you think is the main 

argument? Is that argument explicit or implicit? 
 
Now consider the following questions about the structure of this text: 
 
• How are the author’s arguments ordered? (Which arguments come first, in the middle, 

last?) What is the effect of this on the reader? 
 
• How has the structure of the text helped make the argument clear, convincing, and 

engaging? 
 
Activity 10: Noticing Language—Focused Questions 
 
The following questions are based on the articles by Thompson, “Startling Finds,” and 
Lundstrom, “Kids Are Kids.” Answer them in writing and then share your answers with your 
class: 
 
1. Do you think a jury should take the age of a criminal defendant into consideration? Use 

“jurors” and “juveniles” in your answer. 
 
2. Should juveniles be treated the same way as adults if they commit the same crimes? Use 

“tried as an adult” in your answer. 
 
3. Do you agree that teenagers often act on impulse? Use the word “impulsive.” 
 
4. How is technology helping us understand the teenage brain? 
 
5. What factors do you think juries should take into account when they sentence juveniles? 
 
6. Do you agree with Lundstrom that it is inconsistent to deny privileges like voting and 

drinking to teenagers but then to sentence them as adults? Why? 
 
7. Do you think juveniles should be sentenced to life in prison if they commit especially bad 

crimes? Use the word “heinous” in your answer. 
 
8. Do you agree with Lundstrom that the media perpetuates the stereotype of violent youths? 

Use “perpetuate” in your answer. 
 
Texts— 
 “On Punishment and Teen Killers”  
 “Juveniles Don’t Deserve Life Sentences” 
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Activity 11: Preparing to Read 
 
Using strategies you have employed with previous reading selections, quickly survey these 
two new texts, making predictions about the content of the texts. Then read the texts 
independently, and identify five key words or phrases in each text. If you are unsure what they 
mean, try to guess their meanings from the context or look them up. 
 
Activity 12: Reading for Understanding 
 
After reading the two texts independently, answer the following questions: 
 
• Which of your predictions turned out to be true? 
 
• What surprised you? 
 
• If your prediction was inaccurate, what in the text misled you? 
 
• Can you answer the question you created from the title? 
 
• What, if anything, is confusing to you? 
 
Activity 13: Annotating and Questioning the Text 
 
Annotating a text enables readers to explore more deeply how a text works to inform or 
persuade its readers. During the initial reading, you read “with the grain” and “played the 
believing game.” In rereading, it is helpful to read “against the grain,” or “play the doubting 
game.” This is where the conversation shifts and you begin to question the text and the 
author. 
 
In the initial reading, you read “with the grain,” playing the “believing game.” In the second 
reading, you should read “against the grain,” playing the “doubting game.” This is where the 
conversation about juvenile justice shifts, and you should begin to question the texts and their 
authors. As you reread “On Punishment and Teen Killers” and “Juveniles Don’t Deserve Life 
Sentences,” make marginal notations. 
 
1. In the left-hand  margin, label what the author is saying as follows: 
 

• The introduction 
 

• The issue or problem the author is writing about 
 

• The author’s main arguments 
 

• The author’s examples 
 

• The author’s conclusion 
 
2. In the right margin, write your reactions to what the author is saying. You can ask 

questions, express surprise, disagree, elaborate, and note any moments of confusion. 
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3. As a class, discuss the annotations you and your classmates made on the first article. 
Now repeat this process for the second article. When you finish, exchange your copy with 
a partner. Read your partner’s annotations, and then talk about what you chose to mark 
and how you reacted to the text. Did you agree on what the main idea was? Did you mark 
the same arguments and examples? Did you agree on the conclusion? 

 
Activity 14: Analyzing Stylistic Choices 
 
The choices writers make when they choose words create certain effects for their readers. 
Think about these words from Jenkins’s “On Punishment and Teen Killers.” Put a plus (+) next 
to the words and phrases that have a positive connotation and a minus (–) next to the words 
and phrases that have a negative connotation. If you aren’t certain of the meaning of a word, 
look it up and write a brief definition or synonym next to the word in the list. 
 
culpability deserving  blame; guilt - 
lovingly + 
violence-loving culture  

alarming  

intelligent  

bragging  

traumatic  

justice  

enlightened  

victim  

repeat violent  offenders  

propaganda  

nobility  

misleading  

 
Now discuss with your class the effect that the writer’s choice of language has on you as a 
reader. Is she completely fair and objective, or is she trying to appeal to your emotions? 
 
Postreading 
 
Activity 15: Summarizing and Responding 
 
Use Garinger’s article with your annotations to help you write the summary and response. 
 
1. Write a summary of the article (one paragraph). A summary is a shorter version of the text 

which contains all of the most essential information—and nothing extra. Identify the title, 
the author, the source, and the date of publication in your summary, and write the entire 
summary in your own words; do not quote. 
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2. Write a response to the article (one paragraph). A response is your personal reaction to 
the text. For example, what personal experiences have you had that cause you to agree 
and/or disagree? Why? Does the author make a particularly strong or weak argument? 
Explain. 

 
Activity 16: Summarizing and Responding—Peer Response Rubric 
 
Exchange your Summary/Response with a classmate. Carefully read it and respond to the 
following questions. 
 

1. Does the writer include the author’s name in the first sentence of the 
summary? 

 

Writer: Include the author’s name. 

Yes    
 
 
 

No    
 

2. Does the writer include the title of the essay in the first sentence of 
the summary? 

 

Writer: Include the title of the essay. 

 

Yes    
 
 
 

No    
 

3. Is the title in quotation marks? 
 

Writer: Punctuate the title using quotation marks. 

 

Yes    
 
 
 

No    
 

4. Does the first sentence clearly state the main idea of the article? 
 

Writer: State the main idea in the first sentence. 
 

You can improve your first sentence by 
 

 
 

 
 

Writer: Make sure it is clear and accurate. 

Yes    
 
 
 

No    

 

5. Does the writer include all of the important ideas or supporting 
points from the essay? 

 

Writer: You left out an important point. 
 

Specify which.   

 

Yes    
 
 
 

No    

 

6. Does the writer use his/her own words? 
 

Writer: You used the author’s words instead of your own. 
 

Give paragraph or line number.   

 

Yes    
 
 
 

No    
 

7. Does the writer keep his/her own opinions out of the summary? 
 

Writer: You used the author’s words instead of your own. 
 

Give paragraph or line number.   
 

Writer: Remember to save your opinion for your response! 

 

Yes    
 
 
 

No    
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Activity 17: Thinking Critically 
 
In your group, answer the following questions about the traditional rhetorical appeals that 
Garinger makes in “Juveniles Don’t Deserve Life Sentences.” Write down your group’s 
answers so you can share them with your classmates. 
 
Group 1 
 
Questions about Logic (Logos) 
 
1. What are Garinger’s major claims and assertions? Do you agree with her claims? 
 
2. What evidence does she use to support her claims? How relevant and valid do you think 

the evidence is? How sound is the reasoning? Is there any claim that appears to be weak 
or unsupported? Which one, and why do you think so? 

 
3. Can you think of counterarguments that Garinger does not consider? 
 
4. Do you think Garinger has left something out on purpose? Why? 
 
Questions about the Writer (Ethos) 
 
5. What can you infer about Garinger from the text? Does she have the appropriate 

background to speak with authority on the subject? Is she knowledgeable? 
 
6. What does the Garinger’s style and language tell you about her? Can you trust her? 
 
Questions about Emotions (Pathos) 
 
7. Does “Juveniles Don’t Deserve Life Sentences” affect you emotionally? What parts? 
 
8. Do you think Garinger is trying to manipulate your emotions? In what ways? At what point? 
 
Group 2 
 
In your group, answer the following questions about the traditional rhetorical appeals that 
Jenkins makes in “On Punishment and Teen Killers.” 
 
Questions about Logic (Logos) 
 
1. What are the writer’s major claims and assertions? Do you agree with her claims? 
 
2. What evidence does she use to support her claims? How relevant and valid do you think 

the evidence is? How sound is the reasoning. Is there any claim that appears to be weak 
or unsupported? Which one, and why do you think so? 

 
3. Can you think of counterarguments that Jenkins does not consider? 
 
4. Do you think Jenkins has left something out on purpose? Why? 
 



CSU Expository Reading and Writing Course Juvenile Justice  – Student Version  │ 14 
 

Questions about the Writer (Ethos) 
 
5. What can you infer about the Jenkins from the text? Does she have the appropriate 

background to speak with authority on the subject? Is she knowledgeable? 
 
6. What does the writer’s style and language tell you about her? Can you trust her? 
 
Questions about Emotions (Pathos) 
 
7. Does “On Punishment and Teen Killers” affect you emotionally? What parts? 
 
8. Do you think Jenkins is trying to manipulate your emotions? In what ways? At what points? 
 
Activity 18: Thinking Critically—Student-led Discussion 
 
Using your annotated copy of “Greg Ousley is Sorry for Killing His Parents,” write three 
questions that you would like to discuss with other students in your class. These questions 
should be about significant issues that the article raises and should not have a right or wrong 
answer. An example is the question below: 
 
Example: Can our knowledge about the development of the teenage brain help us understand 
why Greg Ousley killed his parents and why he behaved the way he did afterwards? 
 
In your group, select two discussion leaders. Their responsibility is to call on people to talk 
and to make sure that everyone in your group participates in the discussion. They are not 
responsible for knowing the right answer. Your teacher will give your group questions from the 
ones that the students in your class have developed. 
 
After the discussion, your teacher will give you feedback on how well your group used 
academic language and collaborated on answering the questions. 
 
Activity 19: Reflecting on Your Reading Process 
 
You have now read four texts that are part of the conversation that has taken place over the 
last decade about how juveniles who commit serious crimes, including murder, should be 
treated in the justice system. 
 
• What have you learned from joining this conversation? 
 
• What do you want to learn next? 
 
• What reading strategies did you use to read the texts? Which strategies will you use in 

reading other texts? How will these strategies apply in other classes? 
 
• In what ways has your ability to read and discuss texts like this one improved? 
 

Connecting Reading to Writing 
 
Discovering What You Think 
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Activity 20: Taking a Stance—Trying on Words, Perspectives, and Ideas 
 
Imagine that the four authors of the texts you have read are in a room together. Pretend you 
are one author, and respond to the following statements made by another author. As you 
compose the response, refer to the readings and make sure you can support your answer 
from the author’s text, but paraphrase the author’s position in your own words. Do not quote 
the author’s exact words. 
 
1. “The actual science (about teenage brain development) does not ... in any way negate 

criminal culpability.” Jennifer Bishop Jenkins 
 

What would Thompson say to Jenkins? 
 

2. “Young people … cannot be held to the same standards when they commit terrible 
wrongs.” Gail Garinger 

 
What would Lundstrom say to Garinger? 

 
3. “Do the studies [on brain development] help explain the impulsive, erratic behavior of 

teens?” Paul Thompson 
 

How would Jenkins answer Thompson’s question? 
 
4. “Teens are being tried and sentenced to prison for murder at alarming rates in the United 

States.” Jennifer Bishop Jenkins 
 

How would Garinger respond to Jenkins’s assertion? 
 
5. “But the zeal to corral wildly troubled, ever-younger kids and ram them through the adult 

system belies everything that the juvenile justice system is all about: that kids are 
different.” Marjie Lundstrom 

 
What would Jenkins say to Lundstrom? 

 
Now look at the quickwrite that you wrote at the beginning of this module. 
 
Quickwrite (five minutes). If you committed a serious crime, do you think it would be fair for 
you to be punished the same way as an adult who committed the same crime? 
 
On the same page, respond to the following questions: 
 
How have your views changed or developed? What is your position now? 
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Activity 21: On-Demand Writing Assignment 
 

On June 25, 2012, the Supreme Court ruled that juveniles who committed murder 
could not be sentenced to life in prison because it violated the Eighth Amendment’s 

ban on cruel and unusual punishment. Justice Elena Kagan, writing for the majority, 
stated that “Mandatory life without parole for a juvenile precludes consideration of 

his chronological age and its hallmark features—among them, immaturity, 
impetuosity, and failure to appreciate risks and consequences. It prevents taking 
into account the family and home environment that surrounds him— and from 
which he cannot usually extricate himself—no matter how brutal or dysfunctional.” 
 
However, four justices strongly disagreed, arguing that mandatory sentences 
reflected the will of American society that heinous crimes committed by juveniles 
should always be punished with a sentence to life in prison. Justice Alito noted 
that otherwise, “Even a 17 ½-year-old who sets off a bomb in a crowded mall or 
guns down a dozen students and teachers is a ‘child’ and must be given a chance 
to persuade a judge to permit his release into society…” 

 
Write an essay analyzing the issues raised by these arguments. Be sure to indicate which 
side you most strongly agree with. Support your position, providing reasons and examples 
from your own experience and observations, discussions you have participated in, and texts 
you have read for this module. Your essay should be as clearly focused, well organized, and 
carefully written as you can make it. 
 
Questions such as the ones below will help you plan what you want say before you begin to 
draft your essay. 
 
• Do you agree with the majority of Supreme Court justices who argued to abolish 

mandatory life in prison for juveniles who commit murder or with the minority who argued 
to retain it? 

 
• Which author or authors that we have read support your position? What evidence do they 

provide? 
 
• Which author or authors support those who disagree with you? 

What evidence do they provide? 
 
• Sketch out a plan for the arguments and evidence you will use in your essay. 
 
• Write a working thesis. After you have finished your essay, reread your thesis statement 

and revise it if necessary. 
 

Writing Rhetorically 
 
Entering the Conversation 
 
Activity 22: Considering Structure—Evaluating Thesis Statements 
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Using the guidelines for developing effective thesis statements, evaluate Thompson’s thesis 
statement.  Then evaluate the thesis statements taken from student essays below. Label them 
“very effective,” “OK,” or “not effective,” and briefly explain each of your decisions. 
 
Guidelines for Developing Thesis Statements 
 
• A thesis reflects the writer’s position on a question that has more than one side. After 

reading the thesis, the reader should be able to explain what the issue is and what side of 
the argument the writer is on. 

 
• Develop a thesis statement that makes the topic and your opinion or position on the topic 

clear to your reader. 
 
• Choose one side of the issue if your topic requires it, but you may qualify your position. 
 
• If the topic asks “to what extent” you agree or disagree with a statement, be sure to 

explain how strongly you agree or disagree. You may include a “because” statement, but 
you do not need to list all the reasons for your position. 

 
• Neither a factual statement nor a question make an effective thesis because they do not 

reflect the writer’s position on the issue. 
 
Thompson’s Thesis 
 
In terms of cognitive development, as research on the human brain has shown, Brazill—and 
any other young teen—is far from adulthood. 
 
Student Thesis Statements 
 
1. Juvenile offenders are young people under the age of 18 who commit crimes. 
 
2. Sentencing juveniles to mandatory life in prison is necessary because it keeps them from 

committing more crimes. Also, it’s what the families of victims want, and it holds the teen 
murderers accountable for what they did. 

 
3. Juveniles must be held accountable for their crimes, but they must be treated differently 

than adults. 
 
4. Sentencing juveniles to life in prison is both good and bad. 
 
5. Children’s crimes should not be brushed off, but it is not right to throw children who don’t 

even understand the enormity of the crime that they have committed into the slammer for 
life. 

 
6. With a growing number of young adults being tried and sentenced as adults for violent 

crimes, the question arises, “Why did they commit these crimes?” 
 
Now copy the thesis from the first draft of your essay. How would you judge its effectiveness 
based on the criteria above. If you do not think it is a very effective thesis, revise it so it is 
improved. 
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My thesis: 
 
My revised thesis: 
 
Activity 23: Using the Words of Others 
 
One of the most important features of academic writing is the use of the words and ideas from 
written sources to support the writer’s own points. Presented here are five ways to incorporate 
words and ideas from sources: 
 
1. Direct quotation. According to Paul Thompson, brain researchers have discovered to 

their surprise that “a massive loss of brain tissue occurs in the teen years.” 
 
2. Paraphrase. In “Startling Finds on Teenage Brains,” Thompson notes that young people 

actually lose a large amount of brain tissue during their teen years. 
 
3. Summary. In “Startling Finds on Teenage Brains,” Thompson summarizes recent 

research that shows teenagers actually lose a large amount of brain tissue, a finding that 
may explain their impulsive and violent behavior. Such changes in the brain do not mean 
that teens are not responsible for their violent behavior, but Thompson believes they 
should not be treated as adults in the criminal justice system. 

 
4. Source within another text. Garinger cites the Supreme Court ruling in 2005 which 

asserted that juvenile offenders “are less mature, more vulnerable to peer pressure, 
cannot escape from dangerous environments, and their characters are still in formation.” 

 
5. Explaining the significance. Concurring with Thompson, Garinger observes that brain 

research shows that “the regions of the adolescent brain responsible for controlling 
thoughts, action and emotions are not fully developed.” It is clear that they should have a 
chance as adults to make the case that they have matured and become law-abiding 
citizens who deserve to be released from prison. 

 
An important strategy for developing your ideas is to incorporate material from the articles you 
have read into your essay and explain to your readers how it contributes to your argument. 
Read the first draft of your essay, and think about the following questions. 
 
1. Where can I strengthen my argument by referring to one of the texts? Should I quote 

directly from the text, paraphrase a short piece of the text, or summarize the entire text? 
 
2. Where can I improve my writing by taking a passage I quoted and paraphrasing it or 

shortening the length of the quotation to a few key words? 
 
3. In each case where I have referred to a text, have I explained how it contributes to my 

argument? 
 
4. Have I accurately identified the source of the material that I have quoted, paraphrased, or 

summarized? Be careful where an author has quoted another source (a source within a 
source) to identify the actual source. 

 
Mark the places in your essay where you can improve your use of sources. 
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Revising and Editing 
 
Activity 24: Revising Rhetorically 
 
Write answers to the following questions to help you think about your audience, your purpose, 
your image as a writer, and your arguments, including the evidence that supports them. 
 
1. Who will read your essay? What do your readers probably think or believe about 

sentencing juveniles as adults? How much background information will they need? 
 
2. What is your purpose in writing? What questions are you trying to answer? What are you 

trying to accomplish? 
 
3. What sort of image, or ethos, as Aristotle would say, do you want to project to your 

readers? How will you achieve it? What words or type of language might you want to use 
to help construct your ethos? 

 
4. Are there any emotional appeals (pathos) you want to use? 
 
5. If readers disagree with your thesis or the validity of your support, what would they say? 

How would you answer them? 
 
Use what you have discovered  in analyzing how you used the words of others and how well 
you addressed your audience, purpose, and image. Revise your essay to clarify and 
strengthen each area. 
 
Activity 25: Editing the Draft 
 
You now need to work with the grammar and mechanics of your draft to make sure your use 
of language is effective and conforms to the guidelines of standard written English. 
 
Individual Work 
 
Edit your draft based on the information you have received from your instructor or a tutor. Use 
the editing checklist provided by your teacher. The suggestions below will also help you edit 
your own work. 
 
Editing Guidelines for Individual Work 
 
• If possible, set your essay aside for 24 hours before rereading to find errors. 
 
• If possible, read your essay out loud so you can hear your errors. 
 
• Focus on individual words and sentences rather than overall meaning. Take a sheet of 

paper and cover everything except the line you are reading. Then touch your pencil to 
each word as you read. 

 
• With the help of your teacher, figure out your own pattern of errors—the most serious and 

frequent errors you make. For example, you might decide that subject-verb agreement, 
punctuation of quotations, and sentence fragments are patterns that you need to edit for 
consistently. 
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• Only look for one type of error at a time. Then go back and look for a second type, and if 
necessary, a third. 

 
• Use the dictionary to check spelling and confirm that you’ve chosen the right word for the 

context. 
 
Editing Focus 
 
Select three patterns of error that you tend to make when you write. List them, and then one at 
a time, look for them in your essay and make corrections. 
 
1.  
 
2.  
 
3.  
 
Activity 26: Reflecting on Your Writing Process 
 
When you have completed your own essay, answer these questions. 
 
1. What was most difficult about this assignment? 
 
2. What was easiest? 
 
3. What did you learn about arguing by completing this assignment? 
 
4. What do you think are the strengths of your argument?  Place a wavy line by the parts of 

your essay that you feel are very good. 
 
5. What are the weaknesses, if any, of your paper? Place an X by the parts of your essay 

you would like help with. Write any questions you have in the margin. 
 
6. What did you learn from this assignment about your own writing process—about preparing 

to write, writing the first draft, revising, and editing? 
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