Judges Use On<ine Tool to Resolve Conflicts in Divorcing Families

By Chuck Tombarge
Court domeation Office

S0 much of what happens in Judge James Swenton's Hennepn County Famity Court
cowrtroom Is “he said, she said.” IrsmAmuwmmunOMpareulwfabm
10 inform hem of the chid'’s play or Sporting évent

“Those people who have built up animosity come back frequently for contemyt motions “or
othar court achons tat Ciog up coun calendars and make matiers worse for the children
ivoived in dvorce, Jdge Swenson sakd.

eutho-mdw‘efﬂmmpncomlyFamcwujuogo' Rave found a8 solulon:

It's a phenomenal tool,” said Judge Swenson,
who has led a Hennepan County pilot project using
the websile for the past year-and-a-half, The
program was mcantly hxghiighted n The Chrstan
ScGenca Momltor and the Washinglon Post.

Ourtamiywizard com helps parents coordinate
scheduias Dy using color-Coded on-ane calendars,
- - - emadl messages and famdy message bosds. The
web&m wmmmdbypml Volkctof Manecapolis, who wanted to ind a batter way for his
farndy arx] a8 ¢vorcad famibes 10 koep rack of slation schadulas, A chid's day spent wilh
dad is shaded in ocne color, while visits with mom are shaded in ancther, The cadendar also
ists the child's activies, and specifies whether mom O dad wilk pick up the chid.

The sde also feabures an expeanda og and an nicemation bank that ncudes a recond of vital
Satstics, schodl schedules and contact nformation for teachers and chid-care provicerns
Following a dvorce, the decree and agreement terms are also posted on the couple’'s prvate
ste. Porents can comenunicate on-line with cach othar, proventing the "hoe saxd, sho saxd®
arguments that clen accompany dvorce.,

Judge Swenson has used the site in two different ways: For cases that mvolve people who will
be sharing parenting responsiblities and who could beneft from the sile, Judge Swenzon
providas them with indormation about the program and who they can call 10 register. However,
sometimas parents are unabila 10 communicade. I thes children are stuck in the maddle and are
being harmed by the parents’ comemunication problems, of if the parants are comng back ©
court on a regular basis to the pont of clogging court calendass, Judge Swenson crders the
pacents o use Ouraméywizard. com

n the cases Nve ordered it 1o be used, 10 my recoliection, | havent seen any of thosa people
agan.” Judge Swenson sakd, “What | don't know yel & whether that s attinbutable 1o the fact
that they are using it and that edminates ther need 10 come back, or they know beller not 10
come back ¥ they're not using it because 'm not gong to be 3 happy Gamper.”

As part of the Hennepin County péat project, Ourfamlymzanrd com asks partes who use the
servica 1o complete a susvey, the results of which will ba shared with the jdges.
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The encrypled and password-protectod websile costs 359 a year for each parent.
Geandparents or others who need o keep track of a child’s schadule can buy third-party
viewing access 1o the calendar Sor $25 a year. Because Hennep:n County Court is a piol
county and & wiling 10 refer families o Ourfamilywizard.com, the service is avasiable o
Hennepin County users gl a decreased rate.

“It's caly about one hour's worth of lamyer ime,” said Judge Swerson, “So it's & very cost.
effective tool” 2

Judge Swenzon sad he thinks Ouwrfamilywizand com couk! be used to help othars keep track of
ves, He is considering how this service might be made avallabie 10 peo 50 kbgants and other
court users who Gould benefit from the lechnology.

“There ara oven 5ome lawyers using it that arent nvolved in dssclutions but who want help

with their busy lives,” Judge Swenson said, admitting that he would have usaexd it n hs own
family # it had been availlable whide hes children were leenagers, “It's @ very Qood rescurce for

parents o organize their ives,”
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