United States Supreme Court
J.D.B. v. North Carolina, __ U.S. __, 2011 WL 2369508 (June 16, 2011).

· Defendant’s Statements: A child’s age properly informs Miranda’s custody analysis so long as the child’s age was known to the officer at the time of police questioning or would have been objectively apparent to a reasonable officer.

I. Facts and Procedural History

In the process of investigating home burglaries, police learned that 13-year-old J.D.B. was seen in the area of the break-ins and observed at school with a camera stolen from one of the homes. The boy was taken from his class to a closed-door conference room, where police questioned him for at least thirty minutes. Before beginning the interrogation, they did not give him Miranda warnings or the opportunity to call his legal guardian. Police did not inform him that he was free to leave the room. He later confessed after police urged him to tell the truth and told him about the prospect of juvenile detention. After he confessed, the investigator told the boy that he could refuse to answer questions and was free to leave. J.D.B. told the investigator he understood and then provided additional detail about the crime. 

J.D.B. was then charged with breaking and entering and larceny. His attorney filed an unsuccessful motion to suppress his statements. The child was adjudicated delinquent and appealed. The North Carolina appellate courts upheld the adjudication and declined to find that the boy’s age was a relevant factor in the determination whether J.D.B. was in custody.
II. Age as a Relevant Factor in the Custody Determination
Miranda warnings are required when a suspect is in custody. To determine whether a person is in custody for Miranda purposes, the court must determine (1) what the circumstances surrounding the interrogation were; and (2) whether a reasonable person would have felt he was at liberty to terminate the interrogation and leave. The inquiry is an objective one. 

Here, the petitioner argued that a court should be permitted to consider a child’s age to determine whether the child would have felt free to leave. The Supreme Court agreed, finding support for this argument in prior cases in which the court observed that children generally are less mature than adults, lack the experience, perspective, and judgment to recognize and avoid detrimental, and are more susceptible to outside pressures than adults. In the context of police interrogation, the Court previously found that an event that would not impress an adult can “overawe and overwhelm a lad in his early teens.” Opinion at ¶ 21, citing Haley v. Ohio, 332 U. S. 596, 599 (1948). Accordingly, in some circumstances, a reasonable child subjected to police questioning will sometimes feel pressured to submit when a reasonable adult would feel free to go. Therefore, so long as the child’s age was known to the officer at the time of the interview, or would have been objectively apparent to any reasonable officer, the child’s age may be considered as part of the custody analysis. However, the child’s age may not be a determinative or significant factor in every case. 
To hold otherwise, the Court reasoned, would lead to an absurd result as the court would have to ask “how would a reasonable adult understand his situation, after being removed from a seventh-grade social studies class by a uniformed school resource officer; being encouraged by his assistant principal to ‘do the right thing’; and being warned by a police investigator of the prospect of juvenile detention and separation from his guardian and primary caretaker?” Opinion at ¶ 26. 

