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Each year in Hennepin County about 
one in three children is born to an 
unmarried parent.
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Nationally, 40% of 
children are born to 
unmarried parents.

The percentage of children born to 
unmarried parents varies 
significantly for certain groups.
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Genesis of Co-Parent Court 
Project
 Family Court Bench leaders recognized that the Hennepin County Family 

Court was doing many innovations for divorcing families but had not kept up 
with large demographic changes in families

 Minnesota Supreme Court required parenting classes for divorcing parents  in 
contested cases and all 87 counties were providing classes (the majority 
through the U of MN Extension “Parents Forever” program)

 Paternity calendar disproportionately comprised of families of color

 Hennepin County Child Support was doing good work at establishing 
paternity 

 No one was specifically serving the parenting needs of families going through 
paternity establishment

Unmarried Parents in 
Hennepin County Family Court
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Unmarried Parents in 
Hennepin County Family Court
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Research Establishes Four Realities

1. Children who live away from a biological parent 
are at increased risk for a wide range of 
negative outcomes. [iv, v]

2. High-quality involvement by the non-residential 
parent can provide important benefits. [vi, vii, 
viii]

3. Intensive involvement by non-residential fathers 
near birth falls off over time. [ix, x]

4. Cooperative co-parenting increases 
involvement of the non-residential parent. [xi, 
xii]

Risks to Children: Risks to Children: 
Quitting School and Teenage PregnancyQuitting School and Teenage Pregnancy

Parents Percentage of 
Children Who Drop 
out of High School by 
Parent Status

Percentage of 
Daughters  
Experiencing Teenage 
Pregnancy by Parent 
Status

Married Parents 13% 11%

Divorced Parents 31% 33%

Never Married Parents 37% 37%

[xiii]

Reasons for Risks Reasons for Risks 
of Single Parentingof Single Parenting

 Financial disadvantages
 Harder to provide quality parenting

 Less supervision
 More conflict
 Harsher discipline
 Fewer rules
 Less emotional support

 More stress
 Conflict
 Moving
 Re-partnering

[xiv]



Relationship Stability:Relationship Stability:
Unmarried Parent Contact as a Function of a ChildUnmarried Parent Contact as a Function of a Child’’s Ages Age

Child’s 
Age

Married Cohabiting Romantically 
involved

Friends No Contact

Birth 0% 50% 32% 8% 10%

Age 5 17% 19% 3% 20% 42%

[xv]

Child Connection: Child Connection: 
Contact With Children by Contact With Children by 

NonNon--Resident FathersResident Fathers

Regular 
Contact

Limited 
Contact

No Contact by 
Father

Age 1 62% 26% 13%

Age 3 47% 24% 29%

Age 5 43% 20% 37%

[xvi]

Why CoWhy Co--Parenting is BeneficialParenting is Beneficial
 Parents agree on the rules and support each other’s 

decisions

 Children learn parental authority is not arbitrary

 Children are not subjected to inconsistent discipline

 Children internalize social norms and moral values

 Children observe the modeling of interpersonal skills 
like communication, respect, and compromise

 Co-Parenting fosters non-resident fathers’
involvement

[xviii]



Two Key Research Issues

•Researchers suggest that programs aimed at 
improving parents’ ability to communicate and 
work together in their parenting may have 
benefits for children irrespective of whether the 
parents’ romantic relationship remains intact.

•Some research (although mixed) suggests that 
increased father-child contact is positively 
associated with increased payment of child 
support.

Barriers to CoBarriers to Co--ParentingParenting
 Multiple Partner Fertility

 32%-37% among unmarried parents 
(well over half with more than one 
child)

 12%-14% among married parents
 59% of Couples
 Bigger problem for father than 

mothers

 Mental health problems

 Father’s prior incarceration

[xvii]

Mission of 
Co-Parent Court

 The mission of the Hennepin County Co-Parent Court 
is to create a model for paternity establishment that 
supports co-parenting to improve the social, 
emotional, and financial outcomes for children, families, 
and communities.



Goals and Objectives
 Target unwed parents needing paternity established and who can benefit from 

social services in order to offer appropriate services to them;

 Improve parenting skills, parental relationships, and paternal participation in 
the lives of their children;

 Increase child support payments from non-custodial parents by providing them 
information on how the child support system works and providing them 
services they need to better provide financial support.

 Promote agreed upon child support orders and custody and parenting time 
orders for unwed parents.

 Improve outcomes for children by helping unmarried parents work together 
to parent their children.

 About 35 cases each Week

 18 of those are adjudicated
Over 60% with both parties present

The Status Quo:
 “Mass Calendar”
 Focus on child support
 Support services limited to 

employment
No education (unlike 

divorce)
Orders typically provide for 

“reasonable parenting time”

 Individuals return to family court for child  
support enforcement, parenting time, and 
custody disputes.

How many end up in other county 
programs???
• Child protection
• Foster care
• Public assistance
• Juvenile Justice

Hennepin County Family Court 
Paternity Calendar:  The Status 
Quo



Project Elements

 Intake assessment and domestic violence 
screening conducted in court by Co-Parent  
Court Navigators.

 Referral to the “Together We Can” education 
program for single parents designed  by the 
University of Minnesota Extension Service and 
taught at NorthPoint Health and Wellness 
Center.

 Couples with domestic abuse issues referred 
for appropriate Co-Parent Education and 
counseling to the Domestic Abuse Project and 
other area providers. 

Project Elements

Mothers with social services needs 
referred for case management to the 
Gateway Project at NorthPoint.

 Fathers with social service needs 
referred for case management to the 
FATHER Project (a division of 
Goodwill/Easter Seals).

 Following completion of the classes, 
mediation and family group 
conferencing services by the Legal 
Rights Center provided for couples 
unable to agree on a parenting plan. 

Case Selection

 In order to be accepted the case must meet the 
following criteria:

• All parents live in the greater Twin Cities metro area 
and one or more of them reside in North 
Minneapolis or the surrounding suburbs (Using zip 
codes to determine).  

• There are no interpreters necessary.
• There are no active CHIPS cases.

• There is no Order for Protection or criminal No 
Contact Order between the parties. 

• Neither parent is a minor.



Scope of Project

 Services to 300 parents each year for 3 years (up to 100 
parents may be discretionary Referee referral cases).

 Control group of 300 additional parents.

 Grant funding: $450,000 per year (a combination of an 1115 
grant from ACF coupled with local foundation funding.)

Planning Process

Formation of a large Advisory Group and smaller working 
groups.

McKnight Foundation planning grant used to hire Advance 
Consulting.

Research survey of unmarried parents in Family Court.

Focus groups with mothers and  fathers.

University of Minnesota Extension Service 

provides specialized curriculum.

Planning Process
Project Team selected from county-wide Solicitation of 

Interest

Planning meeting with Katherine Edin, national expert and 
author

Briefings with Senior County Administration and Board

Meetings with Domestic Abuse Advocates and Anne 
Menard, national expert

Fundraising

Multiple Planning Meetings



Implementation

Hired two Co-Parent Navigators in May 
of 2010

 June 2010: Began with discretionary 
Referee referrals

 September 2, 2010: Began with regular 
Co-Parent Court at Hennepin County 
Government Center 

Evaluation

 Evaluation is a random assignment pre-post follow up design

 Process and Impact evaluation being conducted by the University 
of Minnesota

 Evaluation software and management information system is Efforts
to Outcomes by Social Solutions

 Parents will be given Target gift cards to participate in the 
evaluation and must sign consent forms

 Outcome evaluation will look at conflict reduction, child support 
outcomes, parental contact, employment, parent awareness of 
importance of father involvement and healthy co-parenting

 Additional research to look at cost-avoidance with other 
governmental agencies

What Have We Learned So Far

 The involvement of multiple systems – State, County, Judicial, 
community, makes the project comprehensive but also 
complicated

Child support management and staff in Hennepin County very 
willing to see if Co-Parent Court can make a difference

 Parents are multiply challenged but eager to help their 
children

Once the Navigators reach parents and start to build a 
relationship, parents participate 



What Parents Are Saying

 “I attended 6 sessions of co-parent class and it is an excellent and 
very practical class for parents who are undecided of what the 
future holds. I have learned throughout this course the importance 
of communication and co-parenting. This class is well organized 
and provides parents with a wide range of information regarding 
co-parenting. I recommend any parent to experience a co-
parenting class because it helps you open up and communicate 
with the other parent.” ~Marvin Chestnut

The experiences I have had here are very 
personal, open and enlightening. Co-parent court 
is very necessary to help one come and 
understand themselves, their ex and their 
child/children on a much deeper level. This level I 
have reached was not one I thought a program 
through court would teach. Others will enjoy and 
learn, I am sure, because I have.” ~Davida Henry

 “I encourage all parents who are experiencing the end of their 
relationship or just having trouble communicating to attend Co-Parenting 
classes. Your children will always be the most precious parts of your 
entire life experience, to be cherished, nourished with love and
protected. This experience has helped me to embrace a new and more 
meaningful life as a better parent, it has helped me bond, resolve conflict, 
and most of all communicate for the sake of my child. If you are looking 
for a helpful, informative, and encouraging way to settle any differences, 
Co-Parenting would be very ideal! I am very impressed with the 
outcome and knowledge I have received in this class and would strongly 
recommend parents to experience Collaborative Co-Parenting!”
~Anonymous“
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