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Chair Thomas, Vice-Chair Swearingen, and members of the Senate Judiciary
Committee. Thank you for the opportunity to submit proponent testimony today in
support of Senate Bill 174.

My name is Alexandria Ruden. I am a supervising attorney with the Legal Aid
Society of Cleveland. I have practiced domestic violence law since the Ohio Domestic
Violence Act was enacted in 1979. I have represented thousands of survivors of
domestic violence in divorce, parenting and protection order proceedings. I train
attorneys, advocates, the judicial system, law enforcement and other professionals on
Ohio Domestic Violence law. I am a member of the Supreme Court’s Advisory
Committee on Domestic Violence and the Ohio Department of Public Safety’s Family
Violence Prevention Center Advisory Council. I also co-author Ohio Domestic 1 iolence
Law with Judge Ronald Adrine and Judge Sherrie Miday, a yearly publication.

While shared parenting and joint decision-making can benefit some families,
those arrangements succeed only under specific conditions: where there is no history of
domestic violence or abuse, minimal conflict, and both parents have demonstrated the
capacity to cooperate in good faith. Even then, such arrangements require consistent,
ongoing communication and a shared commitment to the child’s well-being over time.

The problem with presumptive equal parenting time and decision-making
(EPT&DM) is that it ignores these realities. It assumes - without evidence - that equal
arrangements are appropriate for every family. This assumption is not only flawed; it is
dangerous. By treating all cases the same, presumptive EPT&DM elevates parental
rights above child safety, including in situations where one parent poses a genuine risk.
Children should never be subjected to a legal framework that prioritizes theoretical
fairness over their lived safety and well-being.

Research in this area does not endorse a universal approach. Instead, it
consistently calls for careful, individualized analysis. The evidence is clear: outcomes for
children depend heavily on the presence or absence of conflict, violence, and instability.
A rigid presumption fails to account for these critical factors. There is no single
parenting arrangement that works for all families, and policies that attempt to impose
one inevitably harm the very children they are meant to protect.

Senate Bill 174 is a thoughtful and necessary response to this problem. It
restores focus where it belongs - on the best interests of the child - while recognizing
the complex realities families face. Importantly, it builds on the recommendations of



the 2005 Supreme Court of Ohio Task Force on Family Law and Children, which emphasized
reducing children’s exposure to conflict and ensuring their safety.

SB 174 strengthens Ohio law in several essential ways:

e It requires courts to prioritize safety. By expanding the best-interest factors to include
domestic violence, coercive litigation tactics, and the safety of both the child and the non-
offending parent, the bill ensures that courts cannot overlook patterns of harmful behavior.

e It empowers judges to act decisively. Where there is evidence of domestic violence, child
abuse, or sexual abuse, the bill provides clear authority to impose appropriate restrictions on
parenting time—before further harm occurs, not after.

e It provides clarity and accountability. By outlining remedies in cases where parenting
time places a child or parent at risk, the bill equips courts with practical tools to prevent
future harm.

e It reduces unnecessary conflict. Removing adversarial and stigmatizing terminology helps
shift the focus away from parental labels and toward meaningful, responsible parenting.

Most importantly, SB 174 recognizes a fundamental truth: children in homes affected by
violence are not just witnesses - they are victims. Without appropriate safeguards, they are at
significantly greater risk of ongoing trauma and long-term harm. By addressing these realities head-
on, this bill does more than improve court procedures - it protects children’s futures.

This legislation represents sound, evidence-informed public policy. It will help reduce childhood
trauma, interrupt cycles of violence, and create more consistent, safety-driven outcomes across
Ohio’s courts. It sends a clear message that in this state, children’s safety is not negotiable.

The choice before this Committee is straightforward: maintain a system that can overlook risk in
the name of uniformity or adopt a framework that recognizes complexity and prioritizes protection.
Senate Bill 174 offers the latter - and Ohio’s children deserve nothing less.

Thank you for your time and consideration. I respectfully urge the Committee to support SB
174. I am happy to answer any questions you may have.

Sincerely,

Alexandria Ruden

Supervising Attorney

The Legal Aid Society of Cleveland
216-861-5713
amruden@lasclev.org



