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LEGAL STEPS AND CHOICES     

Depending on jurisdiction and the possible sentences 
for your charges, you may get a 6 to 12 person 
jury, or only the judge.

If you insisted on your right to a speedy trial, trial 
will happen within 30-90 days depending on 
jurisdiction and whether or not you are in custody.

You and your friends can help your 
lawyer prepare lots of good 
motions and begin to mount a 
rigorous defense

RELEASE

Cooperate or don’t cooperate (go limp, 
refuse to move, remove handcuffs)

Prosecutor formally charges you; you 
make a plea.  

Arraignments are done by closed circuit 
tv in some places.  

Arraignment must happen within 72 
hours (business days only) of booking. 

Speedy trial clock starts ticking.  
Usually a bad plea bargain is offered. 

If you don’t have much $, you get a 
Public Defender or court appointed 
private lawyer.  This may be the first 
time you talk to a lawyer.  Many times, 
there is one lawyer accepting cases for 
the Public Defender’s office and you 
don’t get assigned your personal 
lawyer for a few more days.  

The judge decides release issues

Have your lawyer set new bail hearings 
and make arguments to get you 
released.

Plea: plead not guilty, make demurrer 
(valid in state court only, a demurrer 
is a claim that something is wrong 
with the charges against you.  The 
prosecutor can correct any 
problems.) 

Accept offered plea bargain and plead 
guilty.  

Demand speedy trial (refuse to “waive 
time”) or not.  Note: most lawyers 
automatically waive time because it 
gives them more time to prepare.

If you lose your trial, sometimes 
you can make an appeal to a higher 
court to overturn the ruling due to 
a problem with your trial.

You have the right to make a statement

If you took a plea bargain, the judge 
ratifies it

If you are found guilty at trial, the 
judge determines your sentence

You and your friends can help lawyers: do 
research and investigation, gather 
evidence, make courtroom displays, etc. 

Friends should show up to support you at 
trial.  They can do Courtroom 
Observation at the trial to help lawyers.

Accept or reject the proposed plea bargain
Negotiate a better plea bargain with the prosecutor 

PLEA 
BARGAIN

Friends can bring $ and ID to the 
jail.  

At court it helps if you can provide 
documents to prove what a nice, 
safe person you are and that you 
have ties to the community.

There can be many pretrial 
hearings before trial.  This is when 
verbal and written legal arguments 
(motions) are made and decided on 
by the judge.

Plea bargain is when you agree to plead guilty (or no 
contest) in return for set charges and sentence 

Only about 15% of cases go to trial, the rest are 
resolved through plea bargains

Plea bargains are offered by the prosecutor, but you 
can propose them, too

They usually suck unless you have good bargaining 
power

1  st Court Appearance
(These can be separate hearings, 
but are usually lumped together)

APPOINTMENT
 OF COUNSEL

BAIL HEARING

ARRAIGNMENT

Jail is all about waiting and it 
starts here.  They may put you in 
a holding cell for hours before 
booking, after booking, in the 
middle of booking. . .

Cooperate or don’t cooperate 
when they try to move you

Release by cops: Citation release, 
charges dropped,  or standard 
bail (that you can pay directly to 
the cops.) If not released, you’ll 
be changed into jail clothes.

Release by court: Judge sets (and 
you make) bail or bond, OR 
(like $0 bail), prosecutor drops 
charges, judge dismisses case

In squad car, police van, or bus 
depending on size of arrest
Cooperate or don’t cooperate 
(rock bus, refuse to move)
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Cops take fingerprints and 
photos, ask questions about 
identity, medical issues, have 
you sign things  

Cooperate or don’t cooperate.  
You do not have to give any 

information other than 
identifying info (name, 
birthday, and address).  

You do not have to sign anything. 
 We recommend that you sign 
ONLY a citation.

KEY:
STEPExplanation Choice


