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What Is A “Rap Sheet”?

If you have ever been arrested in
Pennsylvania and fingerprinted, you have
a Pennsylvania rap sheet.  A “rap sheet”
or “yellow sheet” is a record of your
arrest and conviction history in
Pennsylvania.  Rap sheets are maintained
by the Pennsylvania State Police Central
Repository (PSPCR) in Harrisburg.  Each
time you are arrested and fingerprinted,
the police department sends a report of
the arrest to PSPCR.

PSPCR keeps track of arrests made in
Pennsylvania only.  Criminal cases from
other states and federal cases will not
appear on your Pennsylvania rap sheet.
The FBI keeps a complete list of  your
arrests in all states, and your PSPCR file
will have a notation of your FBI computer
code number.

The state and local courts send
information to PSPCR as well.  After a
judge has entered a final decision in your
case, the court contacts PSPCR to report
the outcome of the case.  This information
is also known as the “disposition” of the
case.  There are many different
dispositions that could appear on your rap
sheet.  Some common dispositions
include “CONVICTED UPON A PLEA
OF GUILTY,” “DISMISSED,” and
“NOLLE PROSEQUI.”1

Remember: You will still have a PSPCR
record even if your case was dismissed,
you were acquitted, your case was nolle
prossed, or you were convicted but served
no time in jail.

What Is A Conviction?

A conviction is a guilty plea or a court’s
finding of guilt for a criminal offense.
An “offense” is any disposition for which
a fine or imprisonment may be ordered.
Criminal offenses are limited to
misdemeanors and felonies.

In Pennsylvania the following types of
offenses are recognized and may appear
on your rap sheet:

1.  Summary offense:  a minor offense
for which a person may be sentenced to a
term of imprisonment for not more than
90 days.  Common summary offenses
include disorderly conduct, criminal
mischief, underage drinking, and a first
offense for retail theft of goods valued at
less than $100 (shoplifting).  Conviction
of a summary offense is considered
conviction of a crime if the individual is
sentenced to any period of incarceration.2

2.  Misdemeanor:  a lesser criminal
offense, for which a person may be
sentenced to a term of imprisonment of
not more than five years.  Common

Rap Sheets

1A “nolle prosequi” is a discontinuance based on the prosecutor’s decision to not prosecute the case.  The
accused is cleared of the charges, wiping the slate clean.  To reinstate charges against the accused follow-
ing nolle prosequi, the Commonwealth must seek a new indictment.
2 18 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 106.
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misdemeanors include certain drug
possession offenses, driving under the
influence of alcohol, certain kinds of
theft, and prostitution.  Conviction of a
misdemeanor is considered conviction of
a crime.3  Misdemeanors are categorized
by degree of seriousness as Class “1,”
“2,” or “3.”

3.  Felony:  a serious offense, for which
the length of imprisonment varies
according to crime.  Some common
felony charges are possession or sale of
certain drugs, auto theft, burglary, and
robbery.  Conviction of a felony is
considered a conviction of a crime.4

Felonies are categorized by degree of
seriousness as Class “1,” “2,” or  “3.”

Special Dispositions Of Charges

Often criminal charges are disposed of by
means other than a conviction or acquittal
at trial.  These dispositions include:

1.  Dismissal:  the equivalent of an
acquittal.  All charges are dropped and the
accused retains the same status he or she
had prior to the arrest.

2.  Accelerated Rehabilitative
Disposition (ARD):  The court defers the
criminal proceeding against an accused
person and places him or her on a form
of probation for up to two years, or
requires him or her to fulfill other
conditions (such as paying restitution).
If the person successfully completes
probation or fulfills the other conditions
imposed by the court, charges will be

dismissed.  Dismissal of these cases is
not automatic; a person must apply to the
court to get a dismissal.  However, once
an individual’s ARD case is dismissed,
expungement of the records should be
automatic.  An ARD case is not a
conviction if it is dismissed.5

3.  Nolle Prosequi or Prosecution
Withdrawn:  a dismissal based upon the
prosecutor’s decision not to prosecute the
case.  The accused is cleared of all
charges.6

4.  Suspended Sentence:  a conviction in
which the court assigns a sentence but
then waives the person’s obligation to
serve it.

In addition, certain special dispositions
are available for persons who are found
by the court to be drug dependent.  These
include:

1.  Probation Without Verdict (PVD):
A drug dependent individual charged with
a non-violent drug offense may be given
“probation without verdict” if he or she
has not been convicted previously of any
other drug offense.  In these cases, the
court defers the criminal proceeding
against the accused person and places him
or her on probation for a specified time
(not exceeding the maximum sentence for
the offense in question).  If the person
successfully completes the probation, the
court will dismiss the charges, and the
disposition is not considered a conviction.
This disposition is available to an
individual only once.7

318 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 106.
418 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 106.
5 PA. R. CRIM. P. RULES 178 and 320.
6 PA. R. CRIM. P. RULES 313.
7 35 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 780-117.
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2.  Disposition in Lieu of Trial: available
only to individuals who are drug
dependent or who abuse drugs, and are
charged with a nonviolent crime.  In these
cases, the court may withdraw or hold the
criminal charges in abeyance on the
condition that the accused person
participates in a drug treatment program
for a specified time (not exceeding the
maximum sentence for the offense in
question).  At the end of that time, the
charges will be automatically dismissed.
This disposition is available to an
individual only once.8

3.  Disposition in Lieu of Criminal
Punishment: available to individuals who
are drug dependent or who abuse drugs,
and have been convicted of an offense.  In
these cases, a court may give the
individual a suspended sentence and
probation instead of imprisonment, on the
condition that he or she participate in a
drug treatment program.9

Who Can See Your PSPCR
Rap Sheet

Pennsylvania is an “open” state, which
means that your rap sheet is distributed to
anyone who wants to see it.

Criminal justice agencies can access an
individual’s complete criminal history,
including all arrests and convictions.

Criminal justice agencies include police
departments, courts, prosecutors,
correction facilities, and probation and
parole offices.

Noncriminal justice agencies and
individuals can obtain all conviction and
unexpunged arrest information.  Arrest
records can be expunged if:

• three years have elapsed since the date
of the arrest;

• no conviction has occurred; and

• no proceedings are pending seeking a
conviction.

For more information on expungement
see p. 11.

Occupational licensing agencies can
consider conviction history when
determining the eligibility of an applicant
for a license, certification, registration or
permission to engage in a trade,
profession, or occupation.  For more
information on occupational licensing
and/or statutory bars, see p. 20.10

You have the right to see your own rap
sheet.  You are entitled to your complete
criminal history, including all convictions
and all arrests that have not been
expunged.  The process to obtain and
review your rap sheet is explained on p. 4.

8 35 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 780-118.
9 35 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 780-118.
10 18 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 9124.
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Why You Should Review
Your Rap Sheet

There are three good reasons for
reviewing your rap sheet.

1. You can check for mistakes.
Rap sheets are often incomplete and
contain mistakes that can affect your
ability to get a job if they are seen by an
employer or others.  You can correct
errors before this happens, if you review
your record.

For example, your criminal record may
contain an arrest charge that was never
prosecuted against you.  Information
concerning this arrest can be expunged
from your record.  See p. 11.

2. You may not remember everything.
Pennsylvania law permits employers to
ask job applicants about their criminal
history.  If you do not answer truthfully
and completely and the employer finds
out, you can be denied a job or fired.
Therefore, it is important to review the
specific details of your criminal history so
that you can fill out job applications
accurately.

Problems arise because arrests and
convictions may have occurred many
years ago, and you may not remember all
the charges and the courts in which you
were tried, or even the charge you were
convicted of.  Also, court proceedings can
be very confusing and you may not fully
understand the outcome of a case.  For
example, a person may plead guilty to

misdemeanor charges and receive an
unconditional discharge, meaning that he
or she does not have to pay a fine or serve
time in jail.  Even though there was no
penalty, this is a conviction of a criminal
offense that must be reported if a job
application asks about criminal
convictions.  If you review your record
before filling out a job application, you
will be able to list your convictions
accurately and not give misleading or
false answers.

3. You can prepare for a job interview.
Employers and licensing agencies have
legal access to your rap sheet.  If you
know exactly what your record reveals
before you apply for a job or license, you
will have the opportunity to think about
the best way to explain your convictions
to the job interviewer.

For example, your record may report a
conviction for a drug-related charge.  An
employer who sees this charge on your
rap sheet might assume that you are
currently a drug abuser.  If you look at
your record before your interview, you
can prepare to talk about this issue.  You
might decide to present the employer with
a letter from your drug treatment program
as proof of your rehabilitation and
recovery.

How To Get A Copy Of
Your Rap Sheet

You are entitled to obtain a copy of your
Pennsylvania rap sheet from PSPCR.11  To
do so, send for a “Request for Criminal

11 18 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 9151.
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you send a notarized letter explaining that
you cannot pay the fee.

NOTE:  If you think that there may be an
outstanding warrant for your arrest, you
should clear it up before you contact
PSPCR.  To clear up an outstanding
warrant, contact an attorney or your local
public defender.

Other Options

There are a couple of other ways you may
be able to see, and perhaps get a copy of
your rap sheet.  First, when you were
arraigned for a criminal case, your lawyer
may have been given a copy of your rap
sheet.  This copy will remain in your
lawyer’s file and you can ask to see it.  If
you were represented by a Legal Aid
Society attorney or public defender, you
may be able see your rap sheet by calling
the office that represented you.

Second, if you are currently on parole or
probation or were released recently, your
parole or probation officer (P.O.) may
have a copy of your rap sheet and be
willing to show it to you.

How To Read Your
Rap Sheet

Each entry on your rap sheet is divided by
a dotted line.  Each line contains different
information concerning your arrest and
conviction.  The first line contains the
name used at the time of arrest and a

Record Check” form SP4-164 at the
following address:

Pennsylvania State Police Central
Repository - 164
1800 Elmerton Avenue
Harrisburg, PA 17110-9758
(717) 783-9973

A copy of this form can be found on
p. 27.  You may also download search
request forms from the internet at
http://www.psp.state.pa.us/.   Return the
completed form to PSPCR with a certified
check or money order in the amount of
$10 payable to the “Commonwealth of
Pennsylvania.”  PSPCR will not waive the
application fee for individuals facing
“financial hardship” or inmates.  Make
sure that you checkmark the box labeled
“Individual Access and Review.”

In order to obtain a copy of your rap sheet
from the FBI, write to:

Federal Bureau of Investigation
Criminal Justice Information Services

Division
1000 Custer Hollow Road
Clarksburg, WV 26306

Your letter to the FBI should state that
you are requesting your rap sheet under
the Freedom of Information Act.  Include
your name, address, date of birth, place of
birth, and a complete set of fingerprints.
The FBI will charge you $18 for your FBI
record, which can be paid by certified
check or money order made out to the
U.S. Treasury.  The fee will be waived if
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number assigned by the District Justice.
The second line indicates the date of the
arrest, the arresting agency and a number
assigned by the Police Department.  On
the third line are the disposition date and
the docket number of the case.  The next
lines indicate the date of the offense, the
charge under the criminal code and the
section number, the name of the charge,
and the disposition of the charge.  There is
a notation under the charge to indicate the
grade of the crime.  The sample rap sheet
on p. 7 is annotated to help you find the
above information and other information
you may need to know.

What To Look For On
Your Rap Sheet

The first thing you should do when you
review your rap sheet is check it carefully
for mistakes.  Rap sheets very often have
one or more mistakes.  The simplest
explanation for this is that your case was
processed by a number of different
agencies:  the arresting agency; the
prosecutor’s office; the court; the
probation or parole department; and,
finally, PSPCR itself.  There are plenty of
opportunities for part of your file to get
lost or for someone to make an error at
some stage of the process.

Here are some common mistakes:

1.  Incomplete entries
Rap sheets often report arrests without
stating the final disposition.  An omission

like this can be damaging because people
who see your record might assume you
were found guilty of the original arrest
charges, when you may have been
acquitted or convicted of a less serious
charge.  Or people might assume that the
charges are still outstanding and there is
an outstanding warrant for your arrest.

2.  Incorrect entries
Any computer system is subject to human
error.  A simple error made while typing
the penal code number could result in a
terrible mistake.  For example, a rap sheet
could report a conviction for arson12 when
an individual had, in fact, only been
arrested for and pleaded guilty to criminal
mischief.13  Check your rap sheet
carefully to make sure that, as far as you
can tell, all of the information on your rap
sheet is correct.

3.  Double entries
Sometimes, information about one arrest
will get split into two or more separate
entries on your rap sheet.  This mistake
makes your criminal record look longer
and more serious than it is.

4.  Cases that should have been
expunged but were not
You may have cases that could have been
expunged under Pennsylvania law but
were not, since expungement in
Pennsylvania is not automatic.  You must
actively seek  expungement of all cases
that are eligible for expungement.  For a
full discussion of expungement see p. 11.

12 18 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 3308.
13 18 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 3304.
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Arrests That Happened
When You Were A Youth

In Pennsylvania, a person under eighteen
years old is generally not criminally
responsible for his or her conduct.14

Persons under age eighteen who engage in
conduct that would otherwise subject him
or her to criminal charges are processed in
the Juvenile Court.  Those who are found
to have committed a “delinquent act” are
adjudicated a juvenile delinquent.  A
person eighteen years or older, on the
other hand, is considered an adult under
the Crime Code, and may be tried for and
convicted of criminal charges.

14 18 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 11.103(1).
15 42 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 6354.
16 42 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 6354.
17 42 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 6308.

A juvenile delinquency adjudication is not
considered a conviction.15  Consequently,
most juvenile delinquency adjudications
will not appear on your PSPCR rap sheet.
It also does not impose any of the civil
disabilities a conviction imposes (loss of
rights based on conviction history), nor
does such a finding disqualify a person
from civil service employment.16

However, if you were adjudicated
delinquent for certain violent offenses,
such as burglary, arson, rape, robbery, or
kidnapping, or for specific offenses
relating to firearms, the information will
appear on your rap sheet.17  If you were
tried as an adult, the records will be
forwarded to PSPCR and the case will
appear on your rap sheet.
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Cleaning Up Your Rap Sheet

In Pennsylvania there are two processes
for cleaning up your rap sheet:  correcting
mistakes and expunging records.  The
first step for both is to obtain a copy of
the disposition, which is a copy of the
official outcome of your criminal case.
You can obtain a copy from the Court
Clerk where your case was heard.  The
disposition should have correct
information concerning your criminal
case.  Compare the disposition to your rap
sheet, looking for information on the rap
sheet that doesn’t match the disposition.
The quickest way to get a copy of a
disposition is to go to the clerk’s office in
person.  If you are incarcerated or cannot
get to the court, you can write to the
clerk’s office.  However, it may take two
to three months to obtain a copy of your
disposition by mail.  (See Model Letter
#1,  Letter to court requesting a copy of
case disposition on p. 10.  See also
Appendix #7 for a list of addresses of
major courts in Pennsylvania.)

Correcting Mistakes

Challenging Mistakes

Once you have received your rap sheet
you should compare your disposition slips
with your rap sheet.  Challenge any entry
that you believe is in error.  A challenge
form  will be attached to your rap sheet.
Use that form to challenge any errors.

You should specify which portion of the
record is incorrect and what the correct
version should be.  The challenge form
must be completed and returned to the
Central Repository within thirty days of
receipt.

Review of Accuracy

All criminal justice agencies have sixty
days to conduct a review of any
challenge, and they have the obligation of
proving the accuracy of the record.  If
your challenge is deemed valid, the
appropriate officials must ensure that:

1.  The criminal history record
information is corrected.

2.  A certified and corrected copy of the
rap sheet is provided to you.

3.  Prior erroneous information sent to
criminal justice agencies is destroyed or
returned and replaced with corrected
information.

4.  You are supplied the names of those
noncriminal justice agencies and
individuals that have received erroneous
criminal history record information.

If you fail to challenge an entry that you
believe is in error, you will have the
obligation of proving the inaccuracy of
the entry at a later date.
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Model Letter #1, Letter to court requesting certified copy of case disposition

(Date)

(Court)
(Address)

Dear Sir/Madam:

Please send me a certified copy of a court disposition for the following case.  I was
the defendant in this matter.

ARREST DATE ____________________________________

ARREST CHARGES ________________________________

DOCKET/INDICTMENT # ___________________________

NAME/ALIASES ___________________________________

Thank you for your attention.

Sincerely,

(Name)
(Address)
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Appeals

If the challenge is ruled invalid, you have
the right to appeal the decision to the
Attorney General within thirty days of
notification of the decision.  The Attorney
General has the authority to conduct an
administrative appeal hearing.  If you do
not agree with the decision of the
Attorney General, you may appeal to the
Commonwealth Court.18

If you believe the copy of the criminal
history that you receive is not yours, the
PSPCR will do a fingerprint comparison.
You must contact them for information on
how to institute the fingerprint
comparison.  The phone number at the
PSPCR is (717) 705-7112.  If you cannot
call them, write to them at PSPCR, 1800
Elmerton Ave., Harrisburg, PA 17110.

Expunging Police And
Court Records

What is an expungement?

Under Pennsylvania law, individuals can
obtain permission to have their name and
case files removed from the criminal
justice system network in certain
circumstances.19  Expungement means
that information about an arrest is
removed from the version of your rap
sheet that will be sent to employers and
others.  However, it is important to
understand that the record of an expunged
arrest or charge is never completely
destroyed.  It will remain in a confidential

file in the PSPCR computer.  Expunged
information can be released under very
limited circumstances.

Why should I petition for
expungement?

Arrests that did not lead to convictions
will appear on your rap sheet unless they
are expunged.  This means that employers
and others who request a copy of your rap
sheet will see information about your
criminal history that they would not have
had access to if it had been expunged.

What cases can be expunged?

Any person found “not guilty” of a crime
has the right to petition the court for
expungement, regardless of the offense.
You may also move to expunge your record
if charges against you were dismissed,
suspended, or nolle prossed.  If you are a
first time offender who participated in the
Accelerated Rehabilitative Disposition
(ARD) or Probation Without Verdict (PWV)
programs, you are entitled to expungement
as part of the plea bargain package.20

Expungement should be done automatically
after you have paid all your fines and
successfully completed the program.
However, if you participated in ARD before
1989, you must file a petition to expunge.

Where do I begin?

You must petition the Court to have your
record expunged, unless it was done
automatically.  Some courts have standard
forms that must be used to file a petition;

18 18 PA. CONS. STAT. § 9152.
19 18 PA. CONS. STAT. § 9122.
20 PA. R. CRIM. P. RULE 320; 35 P.S. § 780-119.
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call or visit the Court Clerk of the court in
which your case was adjudicated.
Petitions must be typed and include the
following information:

1. Cover sheet*21:  featuring your name,
address, phone number, Origination
(OTN) and/or Criminal Complaint (CC)
number.

2. Petition/Motion:  a personalized
account of your case, including the arrest
date,  charges, and outcome of the hearing
or trial.  Although there is no set format,
be brief and to the point.

3. Copy of Disposition:  a copy of the
official outcome of your case.  You may
obtain a copy of summary offense cases
from your District Justice’s office or the
Bureau of Criminal Investigations.  The
Clerk of Courts has the files of cases
heard in the Common Pleas Court,
Criminal Division.

4. Preliminary Order*:  a form that will
be completed by the Judge with the
assigned hearing date.

5. Expungement Order of Court*:  the
official directive from the Court to
expunge records, which is filled out by
the Court following its decision.

6. Verification/affidavit*:  a statement
swearing that all of the information
provided is  true and correct.
A sample of this form is provided in
Appendix #5.

How do I file my petition?

To file your petition, complete the
following steps:

1.  Bring a copy of your petition, plus the
original, to the Clerk of Courts office for
approval.

2.  If it is all in order, the petition can be
filed for a fee of $50 payable in cash or
money order only to the Clerk of Courts.

3.  The best time to file your petition is on
weekdays from 8:30 a.m. to 11:30 a.m.,
and 1:30 p.m. to 4:30 p.m.

Be sure to make a copy of the petition
for your personal files.

What happens next?

Once the judge grants the expungement,
the Clerk eliminates your name and case
file from its system.  The appropriate
record-keeping agencies are then notified
that they must destroy all records related
to your arrest or prosecution and request
the return of your records that were made
available to other states.  These record-
keeping agencies include Adult Probation,
Behavior Clinic, Bureau of Criminal
Investigations, District Attorney, District
Magistrate, the Pennsylvania State Police
and the County Sheriff.  It takes these
agencies at least six weeks to purge your
case record from their systems.

21 Starred forms (*) are standard forms available at the Clerk of Courts office.
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What if I am incarcerated and cannot
make an appearance in court?

A court that requires people to appear in
person to petition for expungement will
generally waive the requirement if you are
incarcerated.  You can mail your petition
to the court clerk and enclose a letter
explaining your situation.  (See Model
Letter #2, Cover letter to send to court
with expungement petition on p. 14.)  It is
a good idea to mail your petition papers
by certified mail, return receipt requested,
to make sure that your request does not
get lost.

What if I need written proof of
expungement?

If you need written proof of
expungement, a certified copy of the
expungement order can be obtained from
the Clerk of Courts office.

How do I know that my case has been
expunged?

The easiest way to check whether your
records have been expunged from the
PSPCR is to request a second copy of
your rap sheet.

How do I expunge a case on my FBI
rap sheet?

The FBI does not purge its records of
expunged state offenses on its own; it
responds to information received from the
agency that reported it to them.  If a case
that has been expunged on your PSPCR

rap sheet appears on your FBI rap sheet,
or if there is an error on your FBI rap
sheet, contact the agency that reported the
information to the FBI and ask that it send
an expungement order to the FBI to
correct the error.  Once again, the only
way to be sure the FBI record is cleaned
up is to send for another copy of it.

Can I ever get my misdemeanor or
felony convictions expunged?

Pennsylvania law does not allow
misdemeanor or felony convictions to be
expunged.  There are two exceptions to
this rule.  Your criminal justice history
may be expunged when you reach seventy
years of age and have been free of arrest
or prosecution for ten years following
your final release from confinement or
supervision.  Criminal justice history
information may also be expunged if an
individual has been dead for three years.22

Expunging Juvenile
Records

Juvenile records may be expunged by the
court, under its own motion, or upon the
motion of a child, or the parents or
guardian.23  The court must find that one
of the following circumstances exist:

1.  A complaint filed was unsubstantiated
or dismissed;

2.  Six months have elapsed since final
discharge from supervision under a consent
decree (a court order committing a child to

22 18 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 9122.
23 18 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 9123.
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Model Letter #2, Cover letter to send to court with expungement petition

(Your address)

(Date)

Certified Mail

Court Clerk’s Office
(Address)

Dear Sir/Madam:

Enclosed please find a copy of my Petition for Expungement.  I have enclosed a
money order in the amount of $50 payable to the Clerk of Courts.

Please process my petition and order for expungement accordingly.  I cannot deliver
this motion in person or make an appearance in court because I am incarcerated.

Please notify me of the outcome of this motion.

Sincerely,

(Your name)
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supervision in his or her own home) and
there is no proceeding seeking adjudication
or conviction pending in a court;

3.  Five years have elapsed since final
discharge from any other disposition, the
individual has not had any other
convictions or juvenile delinquency
adjudications and no other proceedings
are pending against the individual; or

4.  The individual is eighteen years of age
or older, the Commonwealth Attorney
consents, and the court orders
expungement after considering the
following factors:

• the type of offense;
• the individual’s age;
• employment history;
• criminal record;
• history of drug or alcohol dependence;
• adverse consequences of retaining the

record; and
• whether record retention is necessary

for public safety.

Do I have to disclose information
about my expunged records to a
prospective employer?

No.  You are not required to disclose
information about arrests that have been
expunged.  Courts have ruled that it is
against public policy for an employer
considering the hiring of an individual to
consider any experience the applicant has
had with the criminal justice system that
falls short of conviction.

What You Can Do About
Misdemeanor And Felony
Convictions: Pardons

Although granted infrequently, a pardon is
the only way to eliminate the civil
disabilities — the loss of certain rights —
resulting from a criminal conviction.
These rights include the right to vote;
hold public office; serve on a jury; and be
a notary public.  A pardon does not,
however, make you eligible for jobs that
have statutory bars.  (See p. 20.)
Any individual with a criminal record or
incarcerated person is eligible for a
pardon.  No written standards exist for
when a pardon will be granted.  However,
persons with a record of only one minor
offense committed at least five years ago
are most likely to receive a pardon.

How do I begin?

To begin the process, you must request an
application for a hearing from the Board
of Pardons.  This application serves as
your request for a hearing before the
Board.  If this application is denied, you
will not be granted a pardon.  When
considering whether to grant a hearing,
the Board considers factors such as:

• severity of the offense;
• recency of the conviction;
• financial stability;
• length of time elapsed since last arrest

or conviction; and
• family status.



16

You must pay a $4 fee to obtain an
application.  Only certified/cashier’s
checks or money orders payable to the
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania will be
accepted as payment.  A letter requesting
the application, a stamped self-addressed
business-size envelope, and payment
should be sent to the address listed on
this page.  (See Model Letter #3, Letter
requesting an application for clemency/
pardon, on p. 17.)

What information do I need to
submit?

The application makes inquiries regarding
general personal information as well as
employment information.  While the
Board will not contact your employer, you
must demonstrate a means of personal
financial support.  The most important
questions are those relating to your
conduct since the crime was committed,
and why you believe you should be
pardoned.

You must pay a $20 fee to have an
application processed.  The fee may be
waived if you file an “in forma pauperis”
application, demonstrating financial
hardship, or are incarcerated.  However,
having the fee waived might prejudice
your application because financial self-
sufficiency is one of the factors the Board
considers in deciding whether to grant a
pardon.

You must also submit five passport-size
photos, ten copies of the application, and
six copies of your criminal record.  If any

traffic violations are involved, you must
include the original and five copies of
your driving record.  After these materials
are compiled, make copies of these
materials for your records.  The
application, photos, criminal record,
driving record (if necessary), and copies
should be sent to the following address:

Board of Pardons
333 Market Street, 15th Floor
Harrisburg, PA 17126
(717) 787-2596

After the application is filed

After an application is filed, a probation
officer conducts an investigation to
determine whether you are a “responsible,
contributing member of society.”   For
instance, participation in community
organizations, volunteer work, child care,
elder parent care, or membership in
religious organizations can be evidence of
such character.

Once the probation officer prepares a
report, it might take another four to eight
months for the Board to even look at your
file.  The Board consists of five members.
When the Board votes, two must agree to
grant you a hearing.  Hearings are public
and last for only fifteen minutes.  Prior to
the hearing, a notice will appear in the
newspaper of the county where the your
trial was held.  While representation by an
attorney is not necessary, you may be
represented by an attorney or anyone else.
The hearing consists primarily of the
Board’s inquiries regarding whether you
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Model Letter #3, Letter requesting an application for clemency/pardon

(Your address)

(Date)

Board of Pardons
333 Market Street, 15th Floor
Harrisburg, PA 17126

Dear Sir/Madam:

Please forward to me the forms required to apply for Clemency. Enclosed is the
$4 filing fee and a self addressed business-sized envelope with the appropriate
postage attached.

Thank you for your attention.

Sincerely,

(Your name)
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feel remorse, seeking to ensure that you
will not commit another offense.  You
should be certain to inform the Board of
the barriers presented by the criminal
conviction(s), particularly with respect to
employment. If three members of the
Board agree that you should be pardoned,
the Board will send a recommendation to
the Governor. It can take up to a year for
the Governor to issue a final decision.

If the Governor decides to grant you a
pardon, a signed charter will be issued.
Then you can proceed to the clerk of the
court in the city where the offense was
committed and petition for expungement
of the criminal record.  Thus, the entire
process generally takes over a year to
complete.
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Completing Employment
Applications

“I’ve received my rap sheet, reviewed it, and made corrections.
I still do not know what to put on employment applications!”

What Must I Disclose
About My Criminal
Record?

Pennsylvania law requires that you
disclose conviction information if you are
asked by a prospective employer about
your criminal history.  If the employer
asks about arrests, you must disclose all
arrests that have not been expunged —
even if they did not result in a conviction
— as well as convictions.  As described in
the beginning of this manual (p. 1), a
conviction is a guilty plea or a court’s
finding of guilt for a “crime” or an
“offense.”  The dispositions Accelerated
Rehabilitative Disposition (ARD),
Probation without Verdict (PVD), and
Disposition in Lieu of Trial are not
convictions.

How Do I List My Convictions?

Pay attention to the questions you are
asked.  If the application allows you to
eliminate some cases, such as those that
resulted in a traffic infraction or an arrest
that has been expunged, or the employer
is only interested in knowing about
convictions within the past five or seven
years, then only disclose the information
requested.  Most employers want to know
— and are entitled to know — the
“disposition” (or outcome) of those cases
that resulted in conviction.  In addition,
employers are entitled to inquire about
arrests that have not been expunged.  You
should be prepared to provide some basic
information, such as the arrest date,
disposition date, crime or offense you
were convicted of, and sentence. As an
example, turn to the sample rap sheet on
p. 7.  Here is how you could explain this
record if it were yours:

Arrest Date Disposition Date Disposition Sentence
08/25/87 10/25/90 CC5505 None

CC5503A None

06/30/90  10/25/90 CC6106 05-06 yrs probation
CC0908 05-06 yrs probation

07/04/97                 CS13A30 Pending
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Under the conviction heading, notice the
Pennsylvania Crime Code citation for the
charge.  This number refers to the section
of the Crime Code that defines the charge.

Here are some questions you may see on
an employment application and
appropriate responses:

Q:  “Have you ever been arrested?  If
so, explain.”

A:  Answer “yes.” List all convictions.
List any arrest that has not been
expunged.

Q:  “Have you ever been convicted of a
crime or offense?  If so, explain.”

A:  If “yes,” list all convictions, including
summary offenses, misdemeanors, and
felonies.

Q:  “Have you ever pled guilty or been
found guilty of a crime or an offense?
If so, explain.”

A:  If “yes,” list all convictions.

Q:  “Have you been convicted of a
crime in the past 7 years?  If so,
explain.”

A:  If “yes,” list summary offenses
only if the sentence included
incarceration, misdemeanor, and felony
convictions during the past seven
years.  (See definition of summary
offenses on p. 1.)

Q:  “Have you ever been convicted of
an offense or violation of the law
anywhere?  If so, explain.”

A:  If “yes,” list all convictions.

Seeking A Job That
Has A Statutory Bar
Or License Requirement

Individuals who have certain convictions
are prohibited from holding some jobs in
Pennsylvania.  Some of the most common
Pennsylvania employment bars include:

• handling firearms24

• school employees (public, private,
vocational/technical) who have contact
with children and who have been
convicted of certain violent or sexual
offenses within the last 5 years25

• child care26

• home health care27

• public office28

• judge29

Some jobs require that you have a license
or certificate, or be registered, or have
permission to engage in a trade, profession,
or occupation.  Under Pennsylvania law, a
board, commission, or department of the
Commonwealth may consider an
applicant’s convictions of crimes when
determining eligibility for a license,
certification, registration, or permission to
engage in a trade, profession, or
occupation.30  A conviction will not

24 18 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 6105.
25 24 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 1-111.
26 23 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 6344.
27 35 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 10225.503.
28 PA. CONS. ART. 2, § 7
29 PA. CONS. ART. 5, §18.
30 18 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 9124.
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automatically prevent you from getting a
license, certificate, registration or permit.

Which criminal history cannot be
considered in the application process
for a professional license?

• records of arrest with no conviction
(this would include ARD and PVD
cases)

• expunged or annulled convictions
• convictions of a summary offense
• convictions for which a pardon has

been received
• convictions that do not relate to the

applicant’s suitability for the license,
certificate, registration or permit being
sought.31

When can an agency refuse to grant,
renew, or suspend an application?

These agencies may refuse to grant,
renew, suspend, or revoke any license,
certificate, registration, or permit for the
following causes:

• the applicant has been convicted of a
felony

• the applicant has been convicted of a
misdemeanor that relates to the trade,
occupation or profession for which the
license, certificate, registration or
permit is sought.32

How does the agency notify you of
their decision?

The agency must notify you in writing of
the reason it has denied your application
if the decision is based in part or wholly
on the conviction of any crime.

Final Note

Keep in mind that when looking for a job,
you may have to explain your cases in
detail at an interview.  To do this you will
need to understand the charges that you
have been convicted of.  This means you
should review your record and be able to
briefly explain the circumstances
underlying your convictions, so that you
can highlight all of your successes and
accomplishments since that time.  Most
important, you should provide evidence of
rehabilitation that addresses the nature of
your convictions.  For example, if your
convictions were drug-related, provide
reference letters from a treatment provider
or counselor, who can confirm your
successful recovery, and from a clergy,
community, or family member who can
say how you have changed.

The Key To Your Success Is
Preparation.

Good Luck!

31 18 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 9124 (b)1-5.
32 18 PA. CONS. STAT. ANN. § 9124 (c)(1)(2).
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Appendices

Appendix #1

COVER SHEET
(FOR EXPUNGEMENT)

NAME

ADDRESS

TELEPHONE #

OTN OR CC#
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Appendix #2:  Petition Of Expungement

This is a personalized account of your case, including the arrest date, charges, and
outcome of the hearing or trial.  There is no set format; be brief and to the point.

PETITION EXAMPLE

On July 4, 1997 I, (     Your name         ),was arrested by the Pennsylvania State Police in
the town of McConnellsburg, PA.  I was charged with CS13A30, VIO CS/DRUG/DEV &
Cosmetic Act.  A hearing was held on July 25, 1997 at the Court of Common Pleas,
Lehigh County Courthouse, Allentown, PA.  At this time all charges against me were
dismissed by the judge.
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Appendix #3:  Preliminary Order
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Appendix #4:  Expungement Order of Court
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Appendix #5:  Verification Form
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Appendix #6:  Request for Criminal Record Check



28

Appendix #7:  Court Of Common Pleas

Court of Common Pleas Court of Common Pleas
Dauphin County Courthouse Erie County Court House
Front & Market Streets 140 West Sixth St.
Harrisburg, PA 17101 Erie, PA 16510-1303

Court of Common Pleas Court of Common Pleas
Lackawanna County Courthouse County of Lancaster
200 North Washington Avenue 50 North Duke St.
Scranton, PA 18503 P.O. Box 83480

Lancaster, PA 17608-3480
Court of Common Pleas
Courthouse of Allegheny County Court of Common Pleas
436 Grant Street 20 East Market St.
Pittsburgh, PA 15219-2495 York, PA 17401

Magistrate’s Court Court of Common Pleas
660 First Ave. 903 Diamond Sq.
Pittsburgh, PA 15219 Meadville, PA 16335

Court of Common Pleas Court of Common Pleas
Prothonotary Dept., Room 286 Lehigh County Courthouse
City Hall 455 West Hamilton St.
Philadelphia, PA 19107 Allentown, PA 18105-1548
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Foreword

• Do you have a criminal record?

• Have you ever been arrested?

• Do you have arrest charges that were never heard in court or
dismissed, or were you acquitted of the charges?

• Have you recently filled out a job application and been asked the
question: “Have you ever been convicted of a crime?”

“How to Get and Clean Up Your Pennsylvania Rap Sheet” has been written by staff at the
Legal Action Center to help you understand your criminal history record and answer
questions about it.  After reading this manual you will know:

• how to obtain a copy of your state rap sheet

• how to read what is on your rap sheet

• how to correct any errors that may be on your rap sheet

• whether you are eligible to and how to expunge/erase or seal portions of your
criminal record

• who is entitled to see your rap sheet

There is also a section in the manual that will advise you how to answer questions on job
applications that ask about your criminal history.  You will be shown how to list your
convictions.  There is even a section on how to present yourself at a job interview.  Being
prepared is one of the most important steps you can take to overcome obstacles to
obtaining employment.

This manual provides the most up-to-date information possible.  But remember that laws
and rules can change and could affect some of the advice.  The agencies that have been
identified in the manual should provide assistance if you need additional information.
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Introduction

In Pennsylvania, all State criminal history data is maintained in the Pennsylvania State
Police Central Repository (PSPCR).  If you have ever been arrested and fingerprinted for
violating a state or local law in Pennsylvania, even if you were never found guilty of the
charges, you have a permanent record at PSPCR.  These records — also called “rap
sheets” — cannot be completely destroyed or expunged (also known as set aside and
dismissed).  However, there is a way to get cases that did not result in convictions
expunged from the files of certain state and local agencies.

Pennsylvania law grants criminal justice agencies, such as police departments, courts,
prosecutors, correction facilities, and probation and parole offices, the right to see your
rap sheet.  Employers, licensing agencies and others also have access to your criminal
records.  Consequently, if you have a rap sheet, it is important for you to review it.  You
should know what information it contains and you should make sure that the information
is accurate.  It is also important to review your rap sheet in order to see if it contains any
information that can be expunged.

This booklet will teach you how to get a copy of your rap sheet and understand it.  It will
also explain what you can do to make your record appear less threatening to potential
employers and anyone else who may be entitled to see it.  This will help prepare you for
finding a job.  This booklet will also explain, step-by-step, the procedures for getting
criminal records expunged.

Throughout this manual, the terms “rap sheet,” “record,” “criminal history record,”
“criminal record,” “arrest record,” and “PSPCR record” will be used interchangeably.

The Legal Action Center is a non-profit, public interest organization that works with
people with criminal records, people with histories of drug or alcohol dependence, and
people with HIV/AIDS.  The Center has helped thousands of individuals “clean up” their
arrest records.
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