
What to Do Before Your First Criminal Court Date in
Pennsylvania

Understand What You Are Facing
Your first court date can feel overwhelming, especially if you have never been through the
system before. The key is to prepare so you walk in knowing what to expect and what is
expected of you. Start by reading the criminal complaint or summons you received. This
document tells you the specific charges, the court where your case will be heard, and the date
and time you must appear. Charges in Pennsylvania can range from a summary offense (like a
minor traffic violation) to a misdemeanor or a felony. Knowing the level of charge helps you
understand the potential consequences and what kind of legal defense you will need.

If you were arrested and released on bail or on your own recognizance, check the conditions of
your release. Missing a court date can result in a bench warrant for your arrest, additional
charges, and forfeiture of any bail you posted. If you were given a summons instead of being
arrested, you are still legally required to appear. Treat the date as non-negotiable.

Contact a Criminal Defense Lawyer Before the Date
You do not need to navigate the process alone. A Pennsylvania criminal defense lawyer can
explain the charges, the possible penalties, and the likely next steps. Many people assume they
can handle a first appearance on their own, but the decisions you make early on can affect the
entire case. A lawyer can advise you on whether to speak to the prosecutor, what to say in
court, and how to preserve your rights. If you cannot afford a private attorney, the court will
appoint a public defender at your first appearance. But if you have the means, hiring a private
lawyer early gives you more time to prepare a strategy. For anyone facing charges in the
Philadelphia suburbs, legal defense in Delaware County is available from several experienced
firms that know the local court system and the prosecutors.

Gather and Organize Your Documents
Bring everything related to your case to the courthouse. This includes the criminal complaint,
summons, any bail paperwork, and correspondence from your lawyer. If you have evidence that
might help your case such as receipts, photographs, or witness contact information, bring
copies for your lawyer and keep the originals for yourself. Do not bring anything illegal or
anything that could be considered a weapon. Court security will screen you at the entrance,
and bringing prohibited items can lead to additional charges. Organize your documents in a
folder so you can easily find what you need when you are called before the judge.
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View the location on Google Maps

Dress and Act Appropriately
First impressions matter in court. Dress as you would for a job interview: clean, pressed
clothing, closed-toe shoes, and no hats or sunglasses unless you have a medical or religious
reason. Avoid clothing with slogans, logos, or anything that could be seen as disrespectful.
When you enter the courtroom, turn off your cell phone and refrain from chewing gum, eating,
or drinking. Address the judge as "Your Honor" and wait for your lawyer to speak before you do.
If you do not have a lawyer yet, the judge may ask if you plan to hire one or if you need a public
defender. Answer clearly and politely. Do not interrupt the judge or the prosecutor.

Know What Happens at a Preliminary Hearing
For felony and some misdemeanor charges, your first court date is often a preliminary hearing.
This is not a trial. The prosecutor must show that there is enough evidence to move the case
forward. The judge will decide whether the case has probable cause to proceed to the next
stage. Your lawyer can cross-examine witnesses and argue that the evidence is insufficient. In
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some cases, the charges may be reduced or dismissed at this stage. If you are representing
yourself, you can still object to evidence and ask questions, but it is risky. A lawyer knows how
to preserve issues for appeal and how to negotiate with the prosecutor. Many people find that
having a lawyer present at the preliminary hearing makes a significant difference in the
outcome.

Understand Bail and Conditions of Release
If you are in custody before your first date, the judge will address bail at the preliminary
hearing. Bail is not a punishment; it is a way to ensure you return for future court dates. The
judge will consider your criminal history, the severity of the charges, your ties to the community,
and whether you are a flight risk. If bail is set higher than you can afford, your lawyer can argue
for a reduction or for release on your own recognizance. If you are already out on bail, follow
every condition exactly: do not miss a check-in, do not violate a no-contact order, and do not
consume alcohol or drugs if that is a condition. A violation can land you back in jail.

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

Prepare for the Arraignment and Future Dates
After the preliminary hearing, the next step is usually a formal arraignment. At that hearing, you
will be read the charges and asked to enter a plea: guilty, not guilty, or no contest. Do not plead
guilty without first discussing the case with a lawyer. A guilty plea means you waive your right
to a trial and accept the conviction, which carries a permanent criminal record. A not guilty plea
preserves all your options and gives your lawyer time to investigate, file motions, and negotiate
a plea deal if appropriate. No contest means you accept the penalty without admitting guilt, but
it still results in a conviction in most cases. Your lawyer will explain which plea makes sense
given the evidence.

What to Expect on the Day
On the day of your court date, arrive early. Parking near the courthouse can be tight, so give
yourself extra time. Go through security and find the courtroom listed on your paperwork.
Check the docket posted outside the courtroom to confirm your case is scheduled. Bring a
book or something quiet to do, because cases are often delayed and you may wait for hours.
Do not leave the courthouse without checking with your lawyer or the court clerk. If your case
is called and you are not there, the judge may issue a warrant. Stay calm and be patient. The
court system moves slowly, but your cooperation and preparation will reflect well on you.

Work With a Lawyer Who Knows the Local Courts
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If you decide to hire a private attorney, look for someone with experience in the county where
your case is filed. Each county in Pennsylvania has its own procedures, judges, and
prosecutors. A lawyer who regularly practices in that courthouse will know how to navigate the
system and may have existing relationships that help in negotiations. For example, if your case
is in Delaware County, you want legal defense in Delaware County from a lawyer who has
handled cases in the Media courthouse and understands the local expectations. That
familiarity can be a real advantage when it comes to bail arguments, plea offers, and trial
preparation.

After the First Date: Stay Engaged
Your first court date is just the beginning. After that, you will have pretrial conferences, possibly
a preliminary hearing if it was not held yet, and then either a plea or a trial. Stay in close contact
with your lawyer. Return all phone calls and show up for every meeting and court date. If you
cannot make a date, call your lawyer immediately. Do not wait for a warrant to be issued. The
more you participate in your own defense, the better your chances of a favorable outcome.
Keep copies of all correspondence and notes from conversations with your lawyer. If
something changes in your life like a new job, a move, or a medical issue tell your lawyer right
away, because it may affect your case.



Know Your Rights and Protect Them
Throughout the process, remember that you are presumed innocent until proven guilty. You
have the right to remain silent, the right to a lawyer, and the right to a trial by jury. Do not
discuss your case with anyone except your lawyer. Even casual conversations with friends or
family can be used against you if they are called as witnesses. If the police or prosecutor
contacts you, politely decline to speak and refer them to your lawyer. Your lawyer is there to
protect your rights and to ensure that the government meets its burden of proof. Trust that
process, and do not let fear push you into a quick decision that you will regret later.



If you are looking for experienced representation, the Law Office of Steven F. O'Meara at 14 S
Orange St, Media, PA 19063, USA, offers criminal defense services and can be reached at +1
610-557-3907.


