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Media Release – For Immediate Distribution 

Summit County Domestic Relations Court's First Settlement Week Resolves Majority of Referred Cases
93 cases referred over five days; 59% reached agreement, and 89% of participants say they would recommend mediation or neutral evaluation to others

AKRON, OHIO -- WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 2, 2026 -- The Summit County Domestic Relations Court has completed its first Settlement Week, a five-day pilot program held July 27–31, 2026, that offered families free and low-cost mediation, neutral evaluation, and agreement express (a streamlined agreement process) as alternatives to the expense and delay of trial. Ninety-three cases were referred to the program, and 59 percent of those that participated reached an agreement — with 60 percent of those reaching a complete resolution.

Settlement Week is encouraged by the Supreme Court of Ohio as a docket-management tool. In Summit County, the Court paired traditional mediation and neutral evaluation with Agreement Express, an expedited path to court-accepted agreements. Volunteer attorneys, magistrates, guardians ad litem and community partners staffed the week alongside court personnel.

"What's been great for our first Settlement Week is to see how many cases we got settled — how many people are actually getting resolution," said Administrative Judge Katarina Cook. "For us, that means fewer cases on the docket. So we have a win in many different ways: for the community and for legal professionals who are appearing in our court."

Judge Cook said the vibe inside the building was the clearest indicator that the pilot worked.
"Everybody walked in with this feeling that they're here to work it out," Judge Cook said. "They're not here to litigate. They're not here to argue. They're here to see if we can find compromise, if we can find common ground, if we can come to resolution. And all of that gives the parties control over their destiny — getting their case done on their time. It's been a very successful week."
The Impact
The Court's post-program survey data points to an outcome that extended beyond case counts. Ninety-three percent of participants described Settlement Week as timely and efficient, and 89 percent said they would recommend mediation or neutral evaluation to others. Notably, 71 percent of those who did not reach an agreement said they would still recommend Settlement Week; an indication that the process delivered value even when it did not produce a signed entry.
For the Court, the return is docket relief: cases resolved in a week that might otherwise have consumed months of pretrial motions, continuances, and trial time. 
For families, the return is measured in money not spent, time not lost, and a resolution they helped build rather than one imposed on them.

Judge Kani H. Hightower said the week demonstrated what the Court can offer litigants before a case ever reaches trial. "The win for the community is that they have the ability to come to court and see that we are trying to implement procedures to help them resolve their cases without spending a lot of time and money that it takes to go to trial and where both parties can be a part of that resolution," Judge Hightower said. "If they don't resolve their case, they have an ability to see it from a different perspective and re-evaluate their stance, which in certain instances could lead to resolution."

Judge Cook credited the week's logistics and the people who ran them, noting that the Court deliberately built the schedule around keeping parties, counsel, and staff in the same place long enough to talk. "A lot of those wins go together, for the court and for the staff," Judge Cook said. "This whole week, we provided people with lunches and snacks and time to actually meet together in different settings. I think it's about actually making community."
In Participants' Own Words
Survey responses collected during the week included:
· "It was nice to have everyone in the room at least hearing and responding to one another."
· "Helped resolve the issues without going to trial, saving money and time."
· "It was good to be heard... I'm walking away with a sense that this can generally be a great process, and I think the court should do more of this."
· "Helped me better understand that resolution with each other is better than going to trial."
Acknowledgments
The Court thanks the volunteer attorneys and mediators who donated their time, along with community partners including the Victim Assistance Program, the Summit County Prosecutor's Child Support Enforcement Agency under Prosecutor Elliot Kolkovich, and Community Legal Aid. The program would not have been possible without them.

The Court plans to have an annual settlement week – mark your calendar July 26th to July 30th 2027. In addition, we will be offering mediation sessions during our Justice Bus Events.
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