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SUMMARY

The Indiana Supreme Court held that the cumulative effect of a trial court's derogatory and coercive
comments in a CHINS proceeding deprived the father of an impartial tribunal and due process.
Because the comments pressured him to waive fact-finding and admit that his daughter was a child in
need of services, the court reversed the CHINS adjudication. The court noted that reversal was moot as
to the child, who had turned eighteen, but addressed the issue as one of public importance.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the cumulative effect of the trial court's comments, demeanor, and conduct deprived Father of
his due process right to an impartial tribunal.

2. Whether the trial court's statements coerced Father into waiving fact-finding and admitting that J.K. was
a child in need of services.

3. Whether reversal required a remand after J.K. reached the age of eighteen.

HOLDINGS

1. The cumulative effect of the trial court's derogatory, impatient, and hostile comments and conduct
breached its duty to remain impartial and deprived Father of a fair proceeding.

2. The trial court's conduct coerced Father's admission that J.K. was a CHINS, and that coercion
constituted fundamental error despite Father's failure to object to the court's earlier comments.

3. No remand was necessary because J.K. had turned eighteen, rendering the CHINS adjudication moot
except for the public-importance issue resolved by the court.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Though Father did not object to the trial court’s statements, their combined effect was sufficiently coercive
to constitute fundamental error.” (30 N.E.3d at 696)

“The cumulative effect of the trial court’s comments and demeanor had a direct impact on Father accepting
the court’s leading suggestion to “waive fact-finding.”” (30 N.E.3d at 703)

“Such coercion is fundamental error, and we reverse J.K.’s adjudication as a CHINS accordingly.” (30
N.E.3d at 704)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Seventeen-year-old J.K. lived with her mother, maternal grandmother, and uncle after her parents had separated.
DCS initiated CHINS proceedings after J.K. was locked out of the home and Mother expressed that she wanted
to relinquish J.K.; Father denied that J.K. needed services if placed in his care and sought custody or placement.
During two hearings concerning placement, the trial court repeatedly criticized the parties, announced that it was
adjudicating J.K. as a CHINS before sworn testimony, and pressured Father to waive fact-finding by threatening
that he would otherwise be responsible for transportation and stating that he would be 'finding a new job.'

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



The Marion County Department of Child Services initiated CHINS proceedings concerning J.K. Father denied
that J.K. was a CHINS and sought custody or placement. After the trial court made derogatory and coercive
comments during two hearings, Father admitted that J.K. was a CHINS, and the trial court entered the
adjudication. The Court of Appeals affirmed, but the Indiana Supreme Court reversed; because J.K. had turned
eighteen, the court did not remand.

DISPOSITION

reversed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

No remand; the court stated that J.K.'s attainment of age eighteen made the CHINS adjudication moot, although
the public-importance issue warranted decision.
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