
WHAT IS AN ARRAIGNMENT?  

An arraignment is most usually the first hearing involving a criminal defendant which occurs in a criminal 

case. First, be on time to Court events. I prefer at least 15 minutes early so I can talk with the client 

about any last-minute questions or concerns. Second, bring all important documents. Third, you can 

help yourself by dressing in "church clothing", clean clothes such as dress pants and a collared shirt. If 

you (or they) wear a "God Sucks" sweat shirt to the Court (which I've seen actually happen), you lower 

the solemn tone of the hearing and are disrespecting the Court. Remember the rule of first impressions.  

You should also bring your spouse and parents because some courts look favorably upon a defendant 

who appears to have stable and active family ties. Most allow them to join you at the speaking podium 

but they will not have speaking parts. Being your first appearance before a judicial officer in your case, 

the appearance of family members with you helps stress the fact that you are a member of the 

community having some stable ties to it.  

An arraignment is a judicial hearing. It is the point in time when you are formally charged with a crime. 

Most attorneys, as I, insist that the arraignment not be waived and that the defendant be represented 

by an attorney (preferably me). It then becomes an event where the court meets the Defendant and 

his/her attorney for the first time. A good attorney meets with his/her client before the Arraignment 

date and time to go over the case issues and discovery materials (if obtained beforehand).  

The primary issues addressed at the Arraignment are: 

 1. The Defendant is charged with the (name of the crime) and terms of conviction (e.g. "you are facing 

90 days jail and a fine of up to X dollars") for each charge.  

2. You will be advised that you have the right to a lawyer and that a lawyer will  

be appointed for you (in most cases) if you cannot afford one. 

3. You will say whether you are pleading guilty or not guilty to the charges.  

4. The judicial officer (magistrate or judge) will set the terms and conditions of (i.) bail [e.g. personal 

bond' (no money posted) or an amount of money posted], and (ii) any conditions of bail (e.g. no drugs, 

no drinking, cannot leave the state, etc.) which can total up to @25 or more restrictions varying 

according to the facts of each case (e.g. involvement of drugs, alcohol, flight, assault, curfew, 

employment, no contact with victim or witnesses, alcohol/drug testing, etc.).  



Beyond asking for your name and address to identify yourself for the record and the entry of a plea, the 

defendant usually does not have a speaking role at the Arraignment and almost all of the talking for the 

defendant is done by his/her attorney. The defendant should look to his/her attorney for 4les or 

prompts to speak. The amount of bail turns on the issue of how much the defendant must pay to assure 

the Court that he/she will show up on all court dates (and/or comply with employment requirements 

and drug and alcohol programs/testing) set by the Court. If you are flight risk or have a poor record 

complying with drug/alcohol testing programs, bond will be high (and/or with conditions) or not 

granted. Moreover, each Court will consider the safety of the victims and witnesses. After (10-30 days) 

the Arraignment occurs, the defendant will have to go to Court for a Pre-Trial Conference. This event 

universally involves (i.) the Prosecutor assigned to the case and (ii.) the Defense Attorney meeting 

together (outside the presence of the Defendant) and discussing the facts and law of the case (the 

assumption here is that the Defendant is using an attorney) to see whether they can  

resolve the case or whether it must go to trial or is the trial date must be adjourned to permit discovery.  

This script is an approximation of the most common events and subjects usually occurring at an 

Arraignment and does not define what can and will happen in more complicated or serious cases which 

are best handled for the Defendant by an attorney who has substantial experience in the criminal law 

and handling District Court arraignments. Different procedures may be appropriate when the nature or 

scope of the hearing is different from the above. There is no set script to be followed and the Defendant 

who represents himself/herself at an Arraignment hearing is proceeding at his/her own risk. Proceed on 

your own at your own risk. 

 

 

 


