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SUMMARY

The District of Columbia Court of Appeals considers whether a parent has standing to challenge a

neglect determination based on alleged mental incapacity when the child was also adjudicated

neglected on an uncontested educational-neglect ground. The court holds that the parent has standing

because the mental-incapacity determination may cause distinct reputational and custody-related

harms. The opinion then addresses the sufficiency of the evidence supporting the mental-incapacity

neglect determination, including the significance of expert testimony.
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C.P. appealed the Superior Court associate judge's order affirming a
magistrate judge's adjudication that B.C. was neglected under D.C.
Code § 16-2301(9)(A)(iii) because C.P. was allegedly unable to
discharge her parental responsibilities due to mental incapacity. C.P.
challenged only the mental-incapacity neglect determination, not the

separate educational-neglect determination under § 16-2301(9)(A)(ii).

A neglect finding is reviewed for plain error or lack of evidentiary
support, viewing the evidence in the light most favorable to the ruling;
construction of the neglect statute is reviewed de novo. The court
reviewed the associate judge's order while looking to the magistrate

judge's underlying findings and conclusions.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether C.P. had standing to challenge only the mental-incapacity neglect determination when she did

not challenge the separate educational-neglect determination.

2. What constitutes mental incapacity under D.C. Code § 16-2301(9)(A)(iii), and whether the government
proved that C.P. had such incapacity at the time of the alleged neglect.

3. Whether the government was required to present expert testimony to establish C.P.'s alleged mental

incapacity on the record presented.

4. Whether the government proved a causal nexus between C.P.'s alleged mental incapacity and B.C.'s

educational neglect.

HOLDINGS

1. A parent has standing to challenge a mental-incapacity neglect determination even when the parent does
not challenge a separate neglect determination that independently supports the child's adjudication as

neglected.

2. Mental incapacity encompasses psychiatric, psychological, or physiological conditions related to mental
functioning that seriously impede a parent's ability to navigate daily life and care for the child; poor

judgment or irrational decisionmaking alone is insufficient.

3. Mental incapacity may not be established by lay observations and stale medical records alone when the
condition and its significance are beyond common knowledge; on this record, expert testimony was

needed to evaluate the medical records and connect them to C.P.'s current mental functioning.
4. To establish neglect under D.C. Code § 16-2301(9)(A)(iii), the government must prove both mental
incapacity and a causal nexus between that incapacity and the parent's inability to provide proper

parental care.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The exercise of poor judgment or irrational decisionmaking cannot be enough. Parents are human after all;

they can and do make mistakes.” (25-26)

“This layperson testimony, like the mental health and medical records presented by the government, was not
sufficient to prove C.P.’s mental incapacity at the time of the alleged neglect.” (33)

“For all these reasons, we conclude that there was insufficient evidence to support the associate judge’s
dffirmance of the magistrate judge’s determination of mental incapacity neglect pursuant to D.C. Code 16-
2301(9)(A)(iii).” (37)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

B.C., then eight years old, was enrolled in and removed from several schools in 2018 and attended school only a
handful of days; his mother, C.P., later sought permission to homeschool him but did not obtain the required
waiver. The government alleged that C.P.'s mental incapacity caused her to seek unnecessary medical care for
B.C. and impaired her educational decisions, relying on older medical records and testimony from three CFSA
employees rather than expert psychiatric testimony. B.C. had visible facial swelling that medical providers
diagnosed as an abscessed or impacted tooth, and the record showed that C.P. sought treatment for that
condition. The magistrate and associate judge found mental-incapacity neglect based largely on alleged paranoia,
distrust, and poor educational decisions.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The District of Columbia filed neglect charges concerning B.C.'s education and C.P.'s alleged mental incapacity.
After trial, the magistrate judge found educational neglect and mental-incapacity neglect based on C.P.'s
educational decisionmaking, but rejected the theory that her mental incapacity caused unnecessary medical care.
An associate judge affirmed both determinations. The Court of Appeals held that C.P. had standing to challenge
the mental-incapacity determination and reversed that determination for insufficient evidence, remanding for
further proceedings.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remanded for further proceedings consistent with the opinion. The reversal concerns the mental-incapacity
neglect determination under D.C. Code § 16-2301(9)(A)(iii); the separate educational-neglect determination was
not challenged.
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