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guilty, or those who are factually innocent being found legally not guilty. Errors can and do 
happen in trials. If the prosecutor fails to persuade the judge or jury of the defendant’s guilt, 
a factually guilty defendant may be found legally not guilty. And in the worst-case scenario, 
a trial may result in a factually innocent person’s being found legally guilty.

Criminal trials include cases in which the criminal code was violated. These trials may 
include cybercrimes. Recently, 28-year-old Albert Gonzales was sentenced to 20 years in 
prison for stealing more than 90 million debit and credit card numbers from retailers. The 
theft resulted in a loss of $171.5 million. In addition, he has been ordered to pay a fine and 
will be required to pay restitution in the case. Like many traditional criminals, Gonzales was 
motivated by greed; his goal was to steal more than $15 million. Unlike most criminals, how-
ever, he had been earning $75,000 annually as an undercover informant for the U.S. Secret 
Service. Gonzales was hired by the Secret Service after being apprehended for making fraudu-
lent ATM withdrawals in a hacking scheme. After the Secret Service learned of his role in the 
carding community, they had the charges against him dismissed and hired him. Gonzalez’s 
sentence is the longest prison term to date for hacking. This may change, however, as he will 
be tried shortly for another case in which he allegedly stole more than 130 million debit and 
credit card numbers from another company. He is facing between 17 and 25 years for his 
crimes in that case. Gonzales’s release from prison is scheduled for 2025.

Given the rarity of cases going to trial, it should come as no surprise that none of our case 
studies resulted in a trial. Chris Farias pleaded guilty before a judge before trial. Danny Madrid 
agreed to accept a plea bargain of 10 years’ incarceration rather than risking a sentence of 25 
years to life for his crime. Joshua Paul Benjamin plea-bargained and was sentenced to prison. 
The perpetrator in the Jennifer Schuett case, Dennis Earl Bradford, was scheduled to go to 
trial, but he never made it. Awaiting a hearing before the judge, Bradford was kept in a cell 
under suicide watch. He was later moved to another cell with less oversight. It was here that 
he fashioned a noose with his bed cover and hanged himself. He was discovered by a deputy 
on a routine round just after 1 a.m. and was pronounced dead later at a hospital. Detective 
Cromie then had to fulfill one role of being a law enforcement agent when dealing with 
victims: informing Jennifer Schuett of Bradford’s suicide. Cromie had worked on the case and 
with Jennifer long enough to know that this news would be difficult to share. Nonetheless, he 
called her in the middle of the night and told her what had happened. Although some people 
may believe that Bradford’s act was self-justified and ultimately saved taxpayer resources, 
his suicide was devastating to victim Jennifer Schuett and to Bradford’s family. Jennifer had 
waited 20 years to use her voice and to tell him that he picked the wrong little girl to victimize. 
By killing himself, Bradford took the opportunity from Jennifer to face him and give her 
painstakingly crafted victim impact statement. Many victims want the opportunity to face 
their attackers in court. Some, like Jennifer, are robbed of that chance.

In both federal and state courts, the majority of criminal cases that go to trial are 
adjudicated or decided by juries. In lower criminal trial courts involving misdemeanors, a 
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Figure 9.1  n  General Sequence of Events During a Criminal Trial
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What other sequencing of trials do you feel may accomplish the task of justice better? Why?

criminal trials: 
Trials to ascertain the 
guilt or lack of guilt of 
defendants charged with 
committing crimes.

civil trials: Trials 
used to settle disputes 
between two parties 
that do not involve 
criminal misconduct.

traffic hearings: Used to 
deal with traffic offenses.

legal guilt: Established 
when a prosecutor is able 
to persuade a judge or jury 
that the defendant is guilty 
of the criminal charges.

factual guilt: Refers to 
whether defendant actually 
committed a crime.

adjudicate: To render a 
formal judgment about 
a disputed matter.
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