
Study Guide: Elements of Criminal Law

Lesson Purpose

The purpose of this lesson is to provide officers with a basic understanding of substantive 
criminal law, teaching them to:

● Recognize criminal offenses that require action during routine patrol.
● Analyze criminal elements to determine if a crime has been committed.
● Advance the investigation of crimes.

Key Concepts to Master

1. States of Mind
Crimes in North Carolina are categorized based on the defendant’s mental state:

○ General Intent: A basic intent to perform the act.
○ Specific Intent: A more deliberate action with a particular result in mind.
○ Transferred Intent: When intent to harm one person unintentionally causes 

harm to another.
○ Negligence and Recklessness: Failure to exercise care, leading to unintended 

harm.
○ Strict Liability: No intent needed; the mere act itself is enough to establish 

liability (e.g., statutory rape).
2. Bars to Prosecution

○ Double Jeopardy: Cannot be tried twice for the same offense.
○ Statute of Limitations: Time limit on prosecuting misdemeanors (2 years); no 

limit for felonies.
○ Defenses: Legal justifications such as self-defense, insanity, or accident.

3. Participants in Crimes
○ Principals: Those who commit the entire crime or act in concert with others.
○ Aiding and Abetting: Assisting someone in committing a crime.
○ Accessory Before/After the Fact: Helping before or after the crime but not 

during the act itself.

Important Distinctions

● Criminal vs. Civil Matters
Officers must distinguish between criminal offenses and civil disputes:

○ Civil Disputes: Money issues, landlord/tenant conflicts, or contract violations 
(e.g., failure to pay rent).

○ Criminal Matters: Involve actions like theft, assault, or property damage with 
intent.



Common Criminal Offenses

Officers should know the elements of the following crimes, as these may require immediate 
action:

1. Resisting, Delaying, or Obstructing an Officer
○ Willfully hindering a public officer from performing their lawful duties.

2. Larceny
○ Taking another's property with the intent to permanently deprive them of it. 

Larceny over $1,000 is a felony.
3. Trespass

○ First-degree Trespass: Entering or remaining on property that is clearly secured
or enclosed.

○ Second-degree Trespass: Remaining on property after being told to leave or 
entering posted property.

4. Simple Assault
○ Intentional physical contact or threatening behavior that puts another person in 

fear of harm.
5. Affray

○ A public fight that causes fear among witnesses.
6. Carrying a Concealed Weapon

○ Illegally carrying a concealed firearm or other weapon without a permit.
7. Communicating Threats

○ Threatening to harm someone in a way that causes reasonable fear that the 
threat will be carried out.

Hypothetical Case Analysis

You should be able to identify appropriate charges based on hypothetical scenarios, such as:

● A person refusing to leave private property.
● Individuals fighting in a public place.
● A driver making threats while wielding a weapon.

Resources for Further Study

● North Carolina Crimes Manual (7th Edition): A critical reference for criminal law.
● North Carolina General Statutes: Focus on Chapter 14 for criminal laws, Chapter 15A 

for criminal procedures.
● Local Ordinances: Understand city and county laws, particularly regarding trespassing 

and public disturbances.



Conclusion

Understanding the elements of criminal law is fundamental for law enforcement officers. 
Mastering these concepts will enable you to properly classify offenses, make informed charging 
decisions, and execute the law effectively. Use this guide to focus on the key areas of criminal 
intent, offense elements, and law enforcement responses to civil vs. criminal matters.


