
What to Do Before Your First Criminal Court Date in
Pennsylvania
Your first court date after a criminal charge can feel overwhelming, especially if you have never
been inside a courtroom. Knowing what to expect and how to prepare can reduce some of the
anxiety and help you make better decisions from the start. This article walks through the
practical steps you should take before that first appearance, whether you received a summons
or were released on bail after an arrest.

Understand the Charge on the Criminal Complaint
The criminal complaint is the document that starts the case. It lists what the police or a
prosecutor allege you did and gives the specific criminal statute you are accused of violating.
Read every line of it carefully, even if you already know the basic accusation. The charge may
be a felony or a misdemeanor, and that distinction affects everything from potential penalties
to how long the case may take. If you are unsure what a term means or how serious the charge
is, write it down and ask your lawyer. Do not assume the complaint you see at the station or in
the mail is final; charges can be amended, but you need to know exactly what you are facing at
the start.

Check Whether a Summons or an Arrest Warrant Was Issued
Not everyone who is charged gets arrested first. Some people receive a summons ordering
them to appear in court on a specific date. If you have a summons, you can go to court on that
day without worrying about being taken into custody at the door, as long as you appear. If an
arrest warrant was issued, the situation is different. An active warrant means you can be
arrested at any time, including at home or work. Before your court date, you or your lawyer
should find out whether a warrant exists. If it does, you will need to arrange a surrender or have
the lawyer address it with the court before the scheduled date. Never ignore a summons;
failure to appear can lead to a warrant being issued for your arrest.

Gather Any Evidence or Documents You Have
Even at the earliest stage, you may have documents that are relevant to your case. Receipts,
text messages, emails, photographs, or video footage can all matter. If the charge involves a
traffic stop, a copy of the citation or the officer’s notes may be available through the issuing
police department. Write down anything you remember about the incident while it is still fresh:
times, locations, names of anyone who was with you, and anything the police or other
witnesses said. This is not the same as giving a statement to the police; it is a private record



for you and your lawyer. Keep all of it organized in a folder or a digital file that you can share
with your legal defense team.

View the location on Google Maps

Know What Court You Are Going To
Pennsylvania has a tiered court system, and your first appearance will usually take place in a
magisterial district court. The address will be on your summons or release papers. If you are
not sure which courthouse to go to, call the clerk of courts in the county where the charge was
filed. Arrive early on the day of your hearing. Courthouses often have security screening, and
lines can be long. Plan to be there at least 30 minutes before the scheduled time. Dress in
clean, conservative clothing. While you do not need to wear a suit, appearing in court in shorts,
a t-shirt with a message, or anything torn or dirty can create a poor impression.

Law Office of Steven F. O'Meara is also on Twitter.

Understand What Happens at the Preliminary Hearing
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For most felony charges and some misdemeanors, the first court date is a preliminary hearing.
This is not a trial. At this hearing the prosecutor must present enough evidence to show that a
crime probably occurred and that you probably committed it. That standard is much lower than
“beyond a reasonable doubt.” The judge will decide whether the case can move forward to the
next level of court. You have the right to be present, to have a lawyer, and to cross-examine
witnesses. In some cases, your lawyer may be able to negotiate a reduction or dismissal of
charges before this hearing even takes place. Do not waive the preliminary hearing without
talking to your lawyer first. Waiving it means the case goes straight to the trial court, and you
lose an early chance to test the evidence against you.

Talk to a Lawyer Before the Date
You do not have to go to your first court date without legal representation. If you cannot afford
a private attorney, you may qualify for a public defender. If you can hire your own lawyer, do so
as early as possible. A lawyer can review the complaint, explain what is likely to happen at the
hearing, and advise you on whether to plead guilty or not guilty at the arraignment stage. They
can also speak to the prosecutor on your behalf, sometimes resolving the case before you ever
step inside a courtroom. For anyone seeking a strong legal defense in Delaware County, having
a lawyer who knows the local court system can make a significant difference in how the case
unfolds.

Your lawyer will also tell you what not to do. Do not discuss the facts of your case with anyone
in the courthouse hallway, do not post about your case on social media, and do not talk to the
police without your lawyer present. These rules apply even before the first court date.

Prepare for the Possibility of Bail Conditions
If you are not already out on bail, the judge may set bail at your first appearance. If you are out
on bail already, the judge could modify or revoke it. Know what your current bail conditions are.
If you were ordered to stay away from a person or a place, do not violate that order even if you
think it is unfair. A violation can lead to a new charge or to having your bail revoked. If you need
to ask the court to change a condition, your lawyer can file a motion. Do not try to handle that
on your own.

Know What to Do If You Miss the Date
Even with good planning, things can go wrong. Car trouble, illness, or a family emergency can
keep you from appearing. If that happens, contact your lawyer immediately. If you do not have
a lawyer, call the court clerk and explain the situation. Do not assume the court will understand
if you just show up the next day. A missed court date can result in a bench warrant, and the
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judge may set a higher bail or impose other penalties. Prompt communication can often
prevent those consequences.

Keep Your Focus on the Long Term
A first court date can feel like the most important day of the case, but it is really just the
beginning. Many cases are resolved through negotiations, diversion programs, or plea
agreements long after the preliminary hearing. The decisions you make before and during that
first appearance set the tone for everything that follows. That is why it pays to prepare
thoroughly, to listen to your lawyer, and to treat every court appearance with the seriousness it
deserves.



If you are looking for a legal defense in Delaware County, it is wise to choose an attorney who
has experience in the local courts and understands how prosecutors and judges in that area
operate. The right lawyer can help you navigate the system from the first hearing through a
resolution.

For a consultation regarding criminal charges, contact the Law Office of Steven F. O’Meara at
14 S Orange St, Media, PA 19063, USA, or call +1 610-557-3907.


