
Alphonso James was a 17-year-old youth of limited lit-
eracy when he was arrested in 1986 for killing a man.
He was convicted in Milwaukee County Circuit Court
of first-degree murder and sentenced to life in prison.

He was a 51-year-old highly literate man in 2017
when he was finally paroled. He maintains that he did
not commit the crime continues to work to clear his
name. Meanwhile, he has a full-time job and is
heavily involved in community activities to help the
formerly incarcerated. He is engaged to be married.

Q: Do you see any value to life sentences for juve-
niles?

A: Absolutely not. I think that people need to be given

a chance, they just need to be given that one chance. I

understand that people do awful things and they de-

serve a punishment, but I think I read a few years ago

the adolescent mind is not really established well until

he’s in his 20s, mid-20s or late 20s. 

Did you do something wrong? You should be penal-

ized for it. But when you tell a person a 16-year-old, a

15-year-old, a 13-year-old kid, that you will never see

the streets or your freedom again, I think that’s wrong.

Now you’re telling that person that he’s incorrigible,

he’ll never change, he’ll never amount to anything.

You have to speak to the logic of things because right

now people are speaking to fear, politicians are speak-

ing to the fear of the people and once that gets embed-

ded in their hearts and their minds – “Keep these

criminals, these hardened people locked up for the rest

of their lives, we don’t have to deal with it anymore.”

The fact of matter is, that’s a lie.

On entering prison at 18, facing a life sentence:

The scariest thing ever. You see stuff like that on TV. I

was hearing a whole lot of horror stories and and when

I went there  – it’s the scent, it’s the screaming, it’s the

music blaring, it’s the guards, it’s the fights, it’s all

those type of things. They put me in a cell by myself,

no TV, I had a mattress that had holes in there, there is

urine all over it, they gave me a sheet that went over

half the bed. It was like one of those things – “I don’t

want to die here.” I felt as though somebody put me in

a coffin and was trying to close the door and I had my

hands sticking out. I said “No, I’m not going to let you

close the door on me.” 

I never adjusted, I just became immune to it. I numbed

myself emotionally. I just told myself “Okay, don’t

feel anything because once you start feeling then that’s

going to be the breaking point for you” and I didn’t

want guys to know how weak I was, how afraid I was.

I just kind of buried myself within myself. That’s why

I spent so many years in the hole, I was so fearful of

what could happen that I didn’t want to be around

other people.
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Did you know...

• During adolescence, the brain begins its final

stages of maturation and continues to rapidly de-

velop well into a person’s early 20s, concluding

around the age of 25.5.

• The prefrontal cortex, which governs the “ex-

ecutive functions” of reasoning, advanced thought

and impulse control, is the final area of the human

brain to mature.

• Adolescents generally seek greater risks for var-

ious social, emotional and physical reasons, includ-

ing changes in the brain’s

neurotransmitters.m-solving and other mental func-

tions. Dopamine is not yet at its most effective level

in adolescence.

• Adolescents must rely heavily on the parts of the

brain that house the emotional centers when mak-

ing decisions, because the frontal regions of their

brains are not fully developed.
From the Coalition for Juvenile Justice’s “What Are the Implica-
tions of Adolescent Brain Development for Juvenile Justice?”

Alphonso James with
his fiancee, Roxanne
Caldwell.

https://www.juvjustice.org/sites/default/files/resource-files/resource_134.pdf
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