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made. Evidence gathered from the investigation is presented to a prosecutor, who, using his or her 
discretion, determines whether formal charges will be filed. If no charges are filed, the accused is 
released from his or her involvement in the system. If charges are filed, the prosecutor may proceed 
toward plea bargaining or trial, or may decide to drop charges in an act known as nolle prosequi.

Once charged, the accused appears before a judge or magistrate in person or via video 
and is informed of the charges against him or her. Several other things may happen at this 
point depending on the jurisdiction and elements of the crime. First, the determination of 
guilt and punishment may be dispensed. Or the defendant may be assigned a public defender 
if the charges are serious enough and the accused lacks sufficient resources to retain an attor-
ney independently. Also, the judge or magistrate may determine if bail is warranted.

In some jurisdictions a grand jury may be convened to investigate and issue an indict-
ment or no bill. No bill indicates that insufficient evidence is present to proceed with the 
case, and the accused is released if he or she is in jail.

The next step is generally an arraignment. At the arraignment the charges are read, the 
defendant is informed of his or her rights, and the defendant enters a plea—whether it be 
guilty, not guilty, or nolo contendere (i.e., accepting penalty without admitting guilt). The 
judge may or may not accept the plea, and the defendant may or may not be sentenced 
immediately. Some defendants opt for trial by jury, while others request trial by judge.

Figure 1.2  n  A Road Map of the Criminal Justice System
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What is the sequence of events in the criminal justice system?
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The criminal justice system is complex. Does it need to be? How would you design a system that is  
fair and takes into account the victim, offender, and community?

Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics. (2014). Criminal Justice System Flowchart. Retrieved from http://www.bjs.gov/content/largechart.cfm.

nolle prosequi: Latin 
for “be unwilling to 
pursue,” this is commonly 
used by a prosecutor 
to willingly terminate 
legal proceedings 
before trial or before a 
verdict. The statement 
is often construed as an 
admission that the charges 
cannot be proven.

No bill: A decision made 
by a grand jury that 
indicates that insufficient 
evidence is present to 
proceed with the case.

nolo contendere: A plea 
made by a defendant in 
which he or she neither 
admits nor disputes guilt. 
It is commonly referred to 
as a “no-contest” plea.


