
Ohio Criminal Record Relief Options

Any type of criminal record can result in negative impacts for individuals. For example, even a misdemeanor 
arrest or conviction can make it difficult to get a job or find housing. Ohio law offers several record relief 
mechanisms that aim to reduce the negative impacts of a criminal record. Among the most prominent 
are pardon, record sealing and expungement, the certificate of qualification for employment (CQE), the 
certificate of qualification for housing (CQH), and certificate of achievement and employability (CAE).

Understanding Available Relief Options
WHAT IS A PARDON? 

A pardon can remove all restrictions that arise 
from any conviction. Additionally, the Governor 
can order pardoned convictions to be sealed,  
even if the convictions were not otherwise eligible 
for sealing. 

WHAT ARE RECORD SEALING AND 
EXPUNGEMENT? 

While the terms record sealing and expungement 
are often used interchangeably, these remedies 
are distinct under Ohio law. Expungement offers 
almost complete destruction of a record, with 
law enforcement often being the only entity 
retaining access. Sealing removes the record from 
public view so that it no longer appears on most 
background checks, though some government and 
law enforcement agencies can continue to access 
it for certain purposes. 

WHAT IS A CERTIFICATE OF QUALIFICATION 
FOR EMPLOYMENT (CQE)?

The CQE was created to help individuals 
with criminal history get jobs. It currently 
does so by removing automatic occupational 
licensing bans, providing a stamp of good 

character from an Ohio court, and by giving 
employers negligent hiring immunity.

WHAT IS A CERTIFICATE OF QUALIFICATION 
FOR HOUSING (CQH)?

The CQH is the newest addition to the record relief 
mechanisms available to Ohioans. It is aimed at 
removing barriers to housing for individuals with 
criminal history. Landlords who accept tenants 
with a CQH will receive protections against 
liability for those tenants’ actions. Additionally, 
individuals that obtain a CQH may also be eligible 
to apply for public housing in the state of Ohio. 

WHAT IS A CERTIFICATE OF ACHIEVEMENT 
AND EMPLOYABILITY (CAE)?

The certificate of achievement and 
employability (CAE) is available to individuals 
that are incarcerated or have been released 
and are under supervision. For those that 
have completed a vocational program while 
incarcerated, the CAE grants relief from one 
or more mandatory civil impacts that might 
otherwise keep them from obtaining a job 
in a field in which they received training.
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Overview of Eligibility and Application Processes for Ohio Rights Restoration Mechanisms

Remedy Who is eligible? How long to do you have to wait?	 How do you apply? How much 
does it cost?

Pardon
 
ODCR traditional pardon 
information: go.osu.
edu/depc_pardon
Expedited pardon 
information: go.osu.
edu/depc_ogepp

Traditional pardon process: anyone 
with an Ohio conviction.
Expedited pardon process: 10 years 
since completion of sentence, no 
disqualifying charges, record of 
community service and employment. 
For additional details, visit Ohio 
Governor’s Expedited Pardon 
Project (OGEPP) website.

Traditional pardon process: Technically, there is 
no prescribed wait time, however, the Governor 
looks for “substantial” length of crime free record.
Expedited pardon process: 10 years since 
completion of last sentence, including probation, 
or any other post-release control.

Traditional pardon process: 
Application is submitted to the 
Ohio Parole Board (OPB). OPB 
issues a recommendation to the 
Governor, who decides whether 
a pardon is granted. Instructions 
can be found on the ODRC 
website. Can take 18 months 
to 3 years for a final decision.
Expedited pardon process: 
Application is first submitted 
to OGEPP. Accepted clients 
get free legal assistance 
with the filing of a pardon 
application. Can take 9 to 18 
months for a final decision.

There is no filing 
fee for pardon 
applications.

Record Sealing/
Expungement

Ohio Revised Code 
information: 
go.osu.edu/depc_sealing

Note: Information 
provided relates to record 
sealing and expungement 
under R.C. 2953.32, 
R.C. 2953.32, and 
2953.61. Sealing and/or 
expungement under R.C. 
2953.521, R.C. 2953.36 
(human trafficking 
victims) R.C. 2953.39 
(low-level controlled 
substance), R.C. 2953.36 
(certain firearms offenses) 
which have different 
requirements, wait 
times and processes.

Determining whether a case is eligible 
for record sealing or expungement 
can be complex. We recommend 
you seek legal assistance to help 
you determine your eligibility and 
help you file any applications. 
Many counties and cities have legal 
aid providers who offer free, in-
person record sealing/expungement 
assistance. Please see the last page 
of the flyer for a few options. 

Convictions
Waiting periods for convictions begin at final 
discharge, except for sexually oriented convictions, 
which begin after registration ends.
Felony of 3rd degree: 3 years for sealing, 
13 years for expungement.
Felony of 4th or 5th degree: 1 year for 
sealing, 11 years for expungement.
Misdemeanor: 1 year for both 
sealing and expungement.
Minor misdemeanor: 6 months for 
sealing and expungement.
Sexually oriented offenses: 5 years for 
sealing, 15 years for expungement.
Non-convictions
Not guilty on all charges: no wait 
No bill: 2 years after date of no bill
Dismissed with prejudice: no wait  
Dismissed without prejudice: after 
statute of limitations expires
NOTE: For cases with more than one 
charge, wait times are determined by the 
conviction with the longest wait time.

An application to seal or 
expunge your record must 
be filed with the court that 
adjudicated your case. If 
you have cases in multiple 
jurisdictions, you will have 
to file multiple applications. 
Each court has their own 
process and may have their 
own forms. Contact the clerk 
of courts to receive the most 
up to date information.

$50 application 
fee per court to 
seal/expunge 
conviction(s) 
plus up to $50 
in court costs. 
No application 
fee to seal/ 
expunge only 
dismissed cases.
Application fee 
may be waived if 
your household 
makes below a 
certain amount of 
money, and the 
judge approves 
your request.
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Remedy Who is eligible? How long to do you have to wait?	 How do you apply? How much 
does it cost?

Certificate of 
Qualification for 
Employment (CQE)

ODCR CQE information: 
go.osu.edu/depc_cqe

Anyone who has been convicted 
of a felony or misdemeanor 
in the state of Ohio.

Misdemeanor: 6 months after release from 
imprisonment and any supervision if incarcerated or 
after all sanctions end if only on community control..
Felony: 12 months after release from imprisonment 
and any supervision if incarcerated or after all 
sanctions end if only on community control.
No wait if no community control or incarceration.  
If incarcerated, application can be submitted at time 
of release if you were released upon the Sheriff’s 
recommendation OR earned 90 days of credit 
towards your prison term OR earned a 10% reduction 
of your stated prison term OR earned a CAE. 
If placed on community control, application can 
be submitted upon termination from community 
control IF released early from community control 
on the recommendation of the chief probation 
officer AND no outstanding fines or restitution.

The link to an application and 
instructions can be found 
on the ODRC website.

$50 filing fee 
and up to $50 
in court costs.
Application fee 
may be waived if 
your household 
makes below a 
certain amount of 
money, and the 
judge approves 
your request.

Certificate of 
Qualification for 
Housing 
(CQH)

ODCR CQH information: 
go.osu.edu/depc_cqh

Anyone who has been convicted 
of a felony or misdemeanor 
in the state of Ohio.

Misdemeanor: 6 months after release from 
imprisonment and any supervision if incarcerated 
or after all sanctions end if on community control.  
Felony: 12 months after release from imprisonment 
and any supervision if incarcerated or after 
all sanctions end if on community control. 
A CQH may be available early for those who 
complete a tenant education, training, and readiness 
program while incarcerated AND acquire a CAE.

A CQH application is filed 
with the Ohio common 
pleas court in your county of 
residence, or, if you live out 
of state, in the county where 
the offense occurred, or, if 
incarcerated, by completing 
certain programming.
More information can be 
found on the ODRC website.

$50 application 
fee plus up 
to $50 in 
court costs.
You may not 
have to pay an 
application fee if 
your household 
makes below a 
certain amount of 
money, and the 
judge approves 
a waiver.

Certificate of 
Achievement and 
Employability (CAE)

Any person serving a prison term 
in a state correctional institution 
or currently under supervision 
following a prison term in a state 
correctional institution who (1) 
has satisfactorily completed one 
or more in-prison vocational 
programs; (2) has completed one 
or more cognitive or behavioral 
improvement programs; (3) has 
completed community service hours; 
and (4) has shown other evidence 
of achievement and rehabilitation.

Currently incarcerated individuals may apply 
no earlier than one year prior to their scheduled 
release date and no later than the date of release. 
Individuals released from prison may apply 
to the adult parole authority while being 
supervised on parole or post release control.

Imprisoned applicants  
may apply to ODRC or 
the sentencing court.
Applicants on post-release 
supervision can apply to the 
Adult Parole Authority.  
A prison case manager or 
parole office can provide 
additional information.  

There is no fee.

This document reflects information as of February 2026. To access additional resources, visit go.osu.edu/ohio-rights-restoration. The pamphlet contains general information   
           about criminal record relief and is not a substitute for individualized legal advice. For answers to specific questions, it is best to consult an attorney. 
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Free Rights Restoration Services
OPPORTUNITY PORT

Opportunity Port is an online portal that connects residents of Franklin County, Ohio that 
have criminal records with free legal help to complete record sealing and expungement 
applications. The process begins with the completion of a 5-minute survey on the website 
about one’s criminal record history. Eligible applicants then work with an attorney to complete 
the application at no cost to them. Once filed, the court reviews the applicant’s eligibility, 
schedules a hearing, and the applicant attends a court hearing in front of a judge.

To learn more about Opportunity Port, visit opportunityport.org.

OHIO GOVERNOR’S EXPEDITED PARDON PROJECT

The Ohio Governor’s Expedited Pardon Project aims to expedite the process by which people 
apply for a pardon under Ohio’s laws. The project seeks to reduce challenges surrounding 
pardon applications in Ohio for people meeting certain criteria who can show that they have 
been rehabilitated and have contributed positively to their communities. Accepted clients 
receive free legal support to complete and submit a full pardon application in Ohio.

To learn more about the Ohio Governor’s Expedited Pardon Project, visit ohioexpeditedpardon.org.

REENTRY CLINIC AT THE UNIVERSITY OF AKRON SCHOOL OF LAW

The Reentry Clinic provides free support for those seeking certain legal remedies including, 
certificate of qualification for employment, expungement, clemency, and drivers license 
help. The clinic is staffed by volunteer law students under supervision of an attorney.

To learn more about the Reentry Clinic at the University of Akron, visit go.osu.edu/depc_reentryclinic.

LEGAL AID SOCIETIES

Legal Aid Societies offer free legal services to low-income individuals across the 
state of Ohio. There are several Legal Aid Societies in the state of Ohio, so make 
sure to contact the society that serves people in the area where you live.

To find your local legal aid society, visit ohiolegalhelp.org/find-your-legal-aid.

OHIO DEPARTMENT OF REHABILITATION AND CORRECTION FOR PARDON, CQE, CQH, AND CAE 
APPLICATIONS

The Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction (ODRC) offers 
information to those seeking a pardon, a CQE, a CQH, and a CAE.

To find additional information about clemency, visit go.osu.edu/depc_pardon. 
To find additional information about ODRC assistance with CQEs, visit go.osu.edu/depc_cqe. 
To find additional information about ODRC assistance with CQHs, visit go.osu.edu/depc_cqh. 
To learn more about the CAE, reach out to a case manager at your institution.
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