
The United States
Criminal Justice System

• What is criminal justice?

• How does criminal justice work in the
United States?

• What is the role of the U.S. Constitution, 
the Bill of Rights, and the U.S. 
Supreme Court in the criminal justice 
system?



What is criminal justice?

Criminal justice is the process 
by which governments ensure 

the preservation of 
enumerated individual rights
for citizens who are accused of 

committing an illegal act.



The criminal justice system

The criminal justice system 
(CJS) includes “agencies and 
processes established by governments 
to control crime and impose 
penalties on those who violate laws.”

(VictimsOfCrime.org)

The U.S. does not have a CJS, but many individual 
systems, representing local, regional, or national 
jurisdictions.  “Different jurisdictions have different 
laws, agencies, and ways of managing” crime.  
Sometimes these are independent of one another; other 
times they may overlap.



The criminal justice systemS

• City

• County

• State

• Federal (national government)

• Tribal (American Indian 
reservations)

• Military installation



Six responsibilities of the CJS

Crime Prevention Programs

Court Systems
Intervention 

Programs

Incarceration 
Services

Services for 
Victims

Re-Entry Processes and Programs



Five key aspects of the CJS

Law Enforcement

Prosecution

Defense

Courts

Corrections



Five key aspects of the CJS

Law Enforcement

• Includes police officers, detectives and 
investigators, and other patrol officers

• Reports, records, and investigates crimes

• Gathers, processes, and preserves evidence when 
needed

• Arrests offenders and facilitates entry of the accused 
into the CJS

• Acts as a witness in court proceedings, giving testimony 
when needed

• Enacts local policies and regulations through 
monitoring and public relations



Five key aspects of the CJS

Prosecution

• Includes district attorneys, federal 
attorneys or others representing the 
governing jurisdiction, and their 
assistants (as well as victim advocates)

• Reviews reports and evidence brought by law 
enforcement officers, evaluating its validity and 
deciding whether to file or drop charges against the 
accused

• Presents aggravating evidence in court, questioning 
witnesses as needed, holding the “burden of proof”

• Negotiates plea bargains with defendants as judged 
reasonable



Five key aspects of the CJS

Defense

• Includes defense attorneys and their 
assistants, and public defenders (if the 
defendant cannot afford the costs of an 
attorney)

• Evaluates charges brought by the prosecution, paying 
special attention to the rights and viewpoint of the 
defendant, reviewing reports and evidence, and 
investigating as needed in order to represent the 
voice of the accused

• Presents mitigating evidence in court, questioning 
witnesses as needed, seeking “reasonable doubt”

• Negotiates plea bargains on behalf of the defendant



Five key aspects of the CJS

Courts

• Includes judges (at the local, Appellate, and 
Supreme levels), officers of the court, and 
juries

• Ensure due process and the fairness of the trial, 
evaluating and responding to violations as needed

• Facilitate the presentation, review, evaluation, and 
judgment of arguments and evidence, eventually 
determining the guilt or innocence of the defendant

• Negotiate and determine in-process aspects of the CJS, 
including bail and pretrial release, as well as 
sentencing or reconciliation (in the case of acquittal)

• Execute the proceedings (trial) that will determine the 
guilt or innocence of the defendant according to law



Five key aspects of the CJS

Corrections

• Includes correctional officers, parole 
officers, advocates and inmate services 
officers

• Ensure the safety and security of inmates on a day-to-
day basis, effecting access to basic, reasonable 
needs while in custody

• Oversee the release and re-entry processes as inmates 
complete their sentence or are paroled

• Supervise convicted offenders while they are in the 
custody of the jurisdiction (jail or prison) or on 
probationary supervision (probation or parole)



Four stages of the CJS process



Four stages of the CJS process

Entry into the CJS

• Report

• Investigation

• Arrest or Citation



Four stages of the CJS process

Prosecution and Pretrial

• Charges

• First Court Appearance

• Bail or Bond

• Grand Jury or Preliminary Hearing

• Arraignment



Four stages of the CJS process

Adjudication

• Plea Agreements

• Trial



Four stages of the CJS process

Post-Trial

• Sentencing

• Corrections

• Probation or Parole





The U.S. Constitution

• 4th, 5th, 6th, 8th, and 14th amendments

• Preemption, precedent, jurisprudence
(“The Common Law”)

What is the role of the U.S. 
Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and 

the U.S. Supreme Court in the 
criminal justice system?

• Mapp v. Ohio (‘61)
Gideon v. Wainwright (‘63)
Miranda v. Arizona (‘66)
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Landmark U.S. Supreme Court Cases

http://www.streetlaw.org/en/Landmark/Cases
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