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OUR MISSION 
The Montgomery County Domestic Relations 
Court is dedicated to resolving family conflict by:

	 Providing quality services to the public.

 Ensuring efficient case management   
 by a professional and courteous staff.

	 Offering easy access to the court for    
 prompt problem resolution.

The Court will anticipate and meet the challenges 
presented by continuing social, legal, and 
technological changes.

QUALITY SERVICE
EFFICIENT RESOLUTION

ACCESS TO JUSTICE

OUR MISSION

The Domestic Relations Court is the division of Common 
Pleas responsible for hearing all divorce, dissolution, legal 
separation, annulment and civil domestic violence cases for 
residents of Montgomery County.  Parties may also return 
to the Court for post-decree resolution of matters including 
child or spousal support, allocation of parental rights and 
responsibilities (“custody”), parenting time or visitation, 
among other matters.  In 2017, two Judges along with 45 
staff served Montgomery County in this capacity.  

What is the Domestic Relations Division?

As the Administrative Judge of the Domestic Relations 
Division I work diligently to make a difference for children and 
families in Montgomery County.  I am privileged to work with 
a court team, attorneys and community partners dedicated 
to enhancing the accessibility of the court and instituting 
additional ways to resolve conflict in a just and fair manner.  
Since my election in 2000, our Court created an in-court 
mediation program, a domestic violence wallet card to assist 
victims with immediate access to valuable information to help 
them stay safe, an interactive website, comprehensive forms, 
an enhanced parenting course, a department to assist with 
procedural help for self-represented parties and a Clinic for 
attorneys to provide legal help for financially challenged self-
represented parties.  In 2018 we will launch an electronic filing 
system to aid parties in accessing the court 24 hours a day in 
a user-friendly environment.

Denise L. Cross, Administrative Judge
Montgomery County Domestic Relations Court
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Domestic Relations Division | Year in Review

One of the highlights I have had as a Judge in Domestic 
Relations Court is the ability to assist children in 
dealing with the difficulties of divorce.  Our court has 
implemented several programs to assist parties in 
terminating their marriages while reducing the negative 
impact on their children.  The Parenting After Divorce 
Program is a seminar that divorcing parents attend 
to provide them with information, techniques, etc., to 
enable the parents to reduce the trauma of divorce on 
their children, and to enhance the ability to co-parent in 
an effective manner after the divorce. This program has 
received positive reviews from the attendees who have 
indicated it is very helpful in assisting them to reduce 
the emotional effects of divorce on their children.  

The court also has a Mediation Department that 
encourages parties to resolve their divorce related 
issues between themselves.  This is particularly helpful 
in resolving custody/parenting time issues.  The 
parents are much better at coming up with a custody/
parenting time schedule that works for their children, 
better than a court ever could.  The parents know their 
children, their schedules, school habits, etc., better 
than the court could ever know.  Again, by creating and 
encouraging mediation between divorcing parties, the 
court has significantly reduced the stress associated 
with divorce and has hopefully enabled children to be 
less negatively impacted by divorce.

Finally, just seeing divorcing parties that are able to 
put their differences aside to assure that their children 
continue to have a positive relationship with both 
parents is one of the more positive highlights of my 
job as an elected official.  I am amazed at how many 
divorcing parties put their children’s well being as their 
top priority and I am proud that we as a court are able 
to assist them in achieving that goal.

Timothy D. Wood, Judge
Montgomery County Domestic Relations Court

Certified Court Mediators provided services in 183 
Mediations in 2017.  
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FOCUSING ON SAFETY

In 2017, the Court saw an increase of 247 petitions for protection orders, a 
17% jump from the year before.  For the first time in the Domestic Relations 
Court’s history, the number of Domestic Violence filings out-numbered the 
new filings for divorce and dissolution cases.   

The Court anticipates another increase in 2018.  New legislation may 
expand the Court’s domestic violence jurisdiction to include dating cases.  
In addition to increasing the number of hearings for Civil Protection Orders, 
the Court has administrators participating in the Collaborative Community 
Response team (CCR), which addresses domestic violence and homicide 
within our community.  Participants share information and develop systemic 
improvements in order for victims of violence to know resources.  Violence 
in our community shall not be tolerated, and it will take the entire community 
to end the violence.  

Participation in such collaboration and education of the community is not 
just necessary for the health of our neighborhoods, it benefits all of our 
individuals, families and businesses. Whether more people are engaged in 
dangerous relationships, or are just more willing to come to Court to put a 
stop to the violence, the Court is responding with additional resources in 
staff support and hearing times to address the community’s needs.

Table 1

DIVORCE 35

DISSOLUTION 19

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 43

LEGAL SEPARATION & ANNULMENT 1

DIVORCE
DISSOLUTION
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
LEGAL SEPARATION & ANNULMENT

NEW CASE FILINGS FOR 2016 & 2017

2017 CASE FILES

DIVORCE 32

DISSOLUTION 17

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 50

LEGAL SEPARATION & ANNULMENT 1

DIVORCE
DISSOLUTION
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
LEGAL SEPARATION & ANNULMENT

2016 2017
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WE ARE COMMUNITY PARTNERS!

Over the last year, the Domestic Relations Court collaborated with 
numerous agencies in order to provide more comprehensive access to 
justice for Court participants.  

	The Court joined other judicial and law enforcement partners 
with letters of support for grant funding for Artemis Center, Erma’s 
House and YWCA programming.  These extra dollars are resulting in 
increased communication, shelter and programming for those in our 
community searching for safety.  

	The Court also supported a grant for the Greater Dayton Volunteer 
Lawyers Project.  The 2017 award resulted in expanded legal 
assistance for indigent populations involved in Domestic Relations 
Court cases.  This grant converted a part-time position to a full-time 
program manager.  The program manager works in conjunction 
with local attorneys volunteering their time to assist certain qualified 
litigants prepare for their hearing before the Court. 

	In addition to these collaborations, the Court hosted a Youth Works 
volunteer for the summer.  The Court took the opportunity to introduce 
him to the legal process, as well as welcomed his insights and 
assistance on various special projects throughout the Court. 

	Court Administrators also collaborate with several groups serving 
individuals who participate in several areas of the Montgomery County 
judicial system.  The Legal Administrator regularly offers insight to 
Victim Witness Advocates, and continues to share information with 
local and state-wide attorneys and courts through his email updates 
and committee meetings. The Court Administrator was appointed to 
the Montgomery County Ohio Department of Job and Family Services, 
Family Services Planning Committee. As part of this role, she reviews 
policy and expenditures for the child support and children services 
divisions.  Similar to the Legal Administrator, the Court Administrator 
participates in other state-wide committee meetings and training. 

	Serving the community goes beyond the day-to-day role as public 
servant.  Staff at the court also hold public service and community 
participation as personal ideals.  Staff regularly “step up” at community 
events supporting House of Bread, Socks for Seniors, UNCF, Crayons 
to Classrooms, Artemis Center / YWCA, SICSA, UDSL, Girl Scouts, 
American Heart Association, National Breast Cancer Foundation / 
Susan G. Komen, United Way and the Juvenile Foundation.
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Domestic Relations Court Office Overview
Judges
Denise L. Cross has been serving as the Administrative Judge 
of Domestic Relations Court since January 2, 2001.  In addition 
to hearing cases, Judge Cross is charged with assigning work 
throughout the division, hiring the staff to carry out the specific 
functions and overseeing supervision of all personnel.  She is also 
responsible for the budget, and is an advocate for safety of all 
participants while enhancing access to justice.   

Timothy D. Wood serves as Judge for the division. Judge Wood 
actively participates in Court operations, in addition to hearing the 
cases assigned to his docket. 

Each Judge appoints a personal staff consisting of a bailiff and a 
court reporter or judicial assistant. Lynice Stewart serves as bailiff 
and Linda Zell is the Court Reporter for Judge Cross.  Judge Wood’s 
staff includes Teresa Griffith serving as bailiff and Jean Walther as 
Judicial Assistant.

Administrators
Two Administrators have the primary responsibility of overseeing 
Court departments and day-to-day functions.  Duties are 
divided between court operations and legal matters.   The Court 
Administrator primarily attends to public and staff relations, as well 
as safety and welfare of all participants in the Domestic Relations 
Court.  This administrator assists in program development, payroll, 
budget and inventory control, contract oversight and manages 
staff directly related to the support of the courtrooms and daily 
operations.  The Legal Administrator primarily oversees magistrates 
and legal support staff and maintains relations among the attorneys 
and legal community practicing in Domestic Relations Court.  
This administrator assists in maintaining the Court’s Local Rules, 
providing legal training and assuring magistrates provide timely 
and consistent decisions.   Administrators collaborate on case 
management and special projects.  

Attorney Jennifer Petrella-Ahrens serves as Court Administrator 
with direct supervision of 5 Managers and 3 Staff.  Chief Magistrate 
Keith Hall serves as Legal Administrator with direct supervision of 2 
Managers, the Magistrates, and an Administrative Assistant.
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Domestic Relations Division 

MAGISTRATES
Magistrates are attorneys appointed by the Court to hear cases referred by the 
Judges.  Magistrates hear and consider cases in the same manner as a Judge, 
but their decisions must be approved by the Judge to become final orders. 
Magistrates are available to answer procedural and other questions but may not 
discuss case specifics with either party (or their attorney) without the other party 
(and/or attorney) being present.  Magistrates are regularly  called upon to write 
articles for legal publications and make presentations at legal seminars.

The Court has 7 full-time Magistrates.  Additionally, there are three part-time 
Magistrates supporting the Court’s caseload, while fulfilling other court duties.

COURT REPORTERS
The Official Court Reporters for the Court are responsible for providing a 
verbatim record, or ‘transcript’ of legal proceedings. Transcripts are available in 
written or electronic format.  Parties should note that they must request a written 
transcript be prepared whenever objections and/or appeals are filed.   The 
cost for this service is dependent upon the number of pages in the transcript.   
The Court Reporters are also responsible for retaining custody of all exhibits 
admitted in proceedings, in accordance with applicable statutes.

There are currently three Court Reporters that support the Magistrate Dockets.

LEGAL SECRETARIES
The Legal Secretary Department performs tasks in support of a Judge or 
Magistrate. Staff require considerable knowledge of office, secretarial and 
administrative practices and procedures.  The legal secretaries prepare court 
orders, Domestic Violence Wallet Cards, reports, forms, memos, correspondence 
in addition to decisions for the Judges and Magistrates.  They receive, screen 
and refer telephone calls from the public and attorneys.  Additional duties include 
searching and maintaining files for a variety of complex and confidential matters, 
as well as scanning documentation for the Court’s internal files.  There is one 
Manager and three (3) Legal Secretaries for the Court.
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Did you know?  Domestic 
Relations Court's Compliance 

Officers now review new 
filings from self-represented 

litigants, in addition to their 
other job functions.

COMPLIANCE OFFICE
The Compliance Office consists of a Manager and five (5) staff.  Compliance Officers have the 
primary responsibilities of reviewing paperwork and preparing post-decree administrative orders.  
Paperwork being reviewed can be prepared by either attorneys or self-represented litigants.  
Compliance Officers review packets of information for self-represented litigants to assure they 
have the required paperwork and addenda to file a new case or reactivation of a matter before the 
Court.  The Compliance Officers also review the final decree, post decree orders regarding child and/
or spousal support, and agreed orders. In addition to the above, the Compliance Officers prepare 
modifications, terminations and establishment of arrearage payments for the Judges.  They are a 
point of contact with the Court and answer questions via phone calls, prepare correspondence and 
initiate the paperwork for the annual emancipation project.

ASSIGNMENT OFFICE
The Assignment Office consists of a Manager and three (3) staff.  Assignment Officers have 
the primary duties of scheduling hearings and assigning Magistrates to cases.

To perform these duties, Assignment Officers facilitate calendar coordination between the 
Court, attorneys and self-represented parties, collect and maintain files for matters pending 
before the Court, and complete case inventory. They also track cases monthly and complete 
mandated reporting to Supreme Court of Ohio along with any public record request.

In addition to the above, two positions perform related functions that serve very specific roles. 
One staff member is the Child Support Compliance Officer with the responsibility to review records 
of individuals with Seek Work Orders, and payment history of overdue support obligations. This staff 
member determines if the party is in compliance with the order, monitors progress and prepares 
compliance reports for the Judges and Magistrates prior to contempt or imposition of sentence 
hearings.  

The other staff member is the Public Coordinator for Domestic Violence. This Coordinator is 
responsible for providing paperwork and reviewing forms completed by parties in domestic violence 
cases. Working in conjunction with the Magistrates and Clerk’s Office to assure parties get expedited 
hearings, the Coordinator prepares any necessary copies of temporary orders and reports LEADS 
information to law enforcement.  Similar to other Assignment Office positions, the Public Coordinator 
acts as a point of contact for other courts, out-of-county police, victim witness advocates and the 
public.

MANAGEMENT OF INFORMATION SYSTEMS
The M.I.S. Department has the primary task of providing hardware options and software solutions 
to assure the entire staff of the Domestic Relations Court has the proper tools to complete their 
tasks effectively on behalf of Montgomery County citizens.  The department administers and 
maintains data collection in the Court’s case management system, assures regular back-up of 
stored information and provides protection for internal files and confidential communication.  The 
department is responsible for all technological resources provided the Court: computers, printers, 
check-in kiosks, telephones and the Court website.  M.I.S. is the point of contact for vendors, the 
Clerk’s Office, other county agencies and technology entities doing regular business with the Court.  
The   Manager of Information Systems is this department’s entire staff.  The Manager works with 
other information technology personnel under contract with the Court and with Montgomery County 
Data Processing.
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FAMILY RELATIONS
The Family Relations Department provides investigative services and reports for the 
Court, in order to help resolve issues pertaining to allocation of parental rights and 
responsibilities and/or parenting time.  While parties may request involvement of the 
Family Relations Department, all referrals are made by the assigned Judge or Magistrate. 
The department provides family investigations and home studies, including home 
studies at the request of out-of-state courts or agencies.  Family Investigators also 
meet with parents needing assistance in creating a workable parenting time schedule 
and provide recommendations.  More recently, licensed Family Investigators, have been 
offering counseling services to parties interested in conciliation. Several staff also serve 
as mediators on cases they are not investigating. The Family Relations Department 
consists of a Manager and four (4) staff.

PARENT EDUCATION
The Parent Education Department consists of one Manager, a Parent Education 
Specialist and Parent Education Coordinator.  The Manager and Specialist are 
responsible for conducting parent seminars. The seminar, entitled “Helping Children 
Succeed After Divorce”, is a mandatory three-hour presentation for parents of children 
under the age of eighteen (18).  The presentation provides expert information regarding  
the effects of divorce and parental conflict on children, the importance of regular and 
consistent child support payments, as well as regular and consistent parenting time.  
Parent Education staff regularly support the Court as mediators and the department also 
coordinates conciliation conferencing for divorcing parties. Parent Educators presented 

their seminar to 1,104 parents 
in 2017.  

MEDIATION DEPARTMENT
Mediation is where parties resolve disputes outside the formal legal process.  In Domestic Relations Court, mediation services are 
available for most cases, and all pre-decree cases are screened for mediation.  If the parties agree to mediate, they will meet in a private 
setting with two, Ohio Supreme Court certified, staff mediators.  Mediators assist the couple in identifying issues and developing options 
and solutions in the best interests of the children, but they will not decide the issues for the couple.   Mediation is a confidential process 
and the mediators may not be subpoenaed into court.  If the parties are able to reach an agreement, a “written agreement” is prepared, 
and signed by the parties, which, in turn, is given to the parties,  the Court, and attorneys of record.  There is one Manager and one 
dedicated staff to the Mediation Department, along with several certified staff throughout the court. 
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NEW FILING STATISTICS 2016 2017

Divorces 1,130 1,117

Dissolutions 614 574

Legal Separations 17 20

Annulments 4 8

Domestic Violence Petitions 1,463 1,710

PRE & POST DECREE MOTIONS 2016 2017

Custody 204 188

Parenting Time 103 104

Support 539 546

Property / Other 328 333

FINAL ORDERS 2016 2017

Divorce Decrees 1,050 957

Dissolution Decrees 640 526

Annumlment Decrees 9 8

Legal Separations Decrees 18 13

Motions Dismissed by Parties 591 654

Motions Dismissed by Court 601 628

OTHER SERVICES PROVIDED IN 2017 2016 2017

Family Relations’ Investigations 87 89

Mediations 197 183

Conciliation Counseling Participants 53 40

Parent Education Seminar Attendants 1,182 1,104

New Case Reviews (Self Represented) 3,813* 1,695

Withholding Orders Prepared 1,135 1,076

Child Support Emancipation Entries 1,521 1,549

Interpreters Provided (for Court Events) 40 87

* Note in 2016, these numbers reflected all documents reviewed, including 
post decree.
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