OHIO COURT OF APPEALS, FIFTH APPELLATE DISTRICT

In re M.L.

2026-Ohio-1815 - No. 2025 CA 00091 - Decided May 18, 2026

SUMMARY

The Fifth District Court of Appeals of Ohio affirmed a juvenile court judgment granting Licking

County Job and Family Services permanent custody of two minor children. The court rejected the

parents’ challenges concerning reliance on exhibits, ineffective assistance of counsel, access to agency

records, reasonable reunification efforts, and the sufficiency and weight of the evidence supporting

permanent custody. The court concluded that clear and convincing evidence supported the statutory

findings and that permanent custody was in the children’s best interests.
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Mother and Father appealed the Licking County Court of Common
Pleas, Juvenile Division's judgment granting Licking County Job and

Family Services permanent custody of the children.

Permanent-custody findings are reviewed under the manifest-weight-
of-the-evidence standard; the appellate court determines whether
competent, credible evidence supports the judgment and does not
reweigh evidence or assess witness credibility. Evidentiary and
discovery rulings are reviewed for abuse of discretion. Ineffective-
assistance claims are reviewed under the deficient-performance and

prejudice requirements of Strickland and Ohio precedent.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the juvenile court improperly relied on State's Exhibits A through K because the exhibits

allegedly were not formally admitted.

2. Whether Mother and Father's attorneys provided ineffective assistance of counsel in the permanent-

custody proceedings.

3. Whether the juvenile court violated the parents' due-process rights by denying their request for SACWIS
and Traverse records and proceeding to trial.

4. Whether the Agency made reasonable case-planning and diligent reunification efforts under R.C.

2151.414(E)(1) and whether the parents substantially remedied the conditions leading to removal.

5. Whether clear and convincing evidence supported the statutory grounds for permanent custody and the

determination that permanent custody was in the children's best interests.

HOLDINGS

1. The exhibits were treated as admitted without objection, and, even assuming an evidentiary error, any
error was harmless because substantial independent evidence supported the permanent-custody

judgment.

2. The parents failed to establish ineffective assistance because they did not show objectively unreasonable

performance or a reasonable probability that counsel's alleged errors affected the outcome.

3. The parents failed to demonstrate reversible error or prejudice from the juvenile court's denial of their

request for Agency records.

4, Competent, credible evidence supported the finding that the Agency made reasonable case-planning and
diligent reunification efforts and that the parents failed continuously and repeatedly to substantially

remedy the conditions causing removal.

5. The parents forfeited any challenge to the juvenile court's findings under R.C. 2151.414(E)(4) and (E)
(16), and the record independently supported those findings.

6. Competent, credible evidence supported the finding that permanent custody was in the children's best

interests.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Thus, R.C. 2151.414(B)(1) establishes a two-pronged analysis that the trial court must apply when ruling on

a motion for permanent custody.” (9 32)

“Reasonable efforts mean that a children's services agency must act diligently and provide services

appropriate to the family's need to prevent the child's removal or as a predicate to reunification.” (9 54)



“A child's best interests are served when the child is placed in a permanent situation which fosters growth,
stability, and security.” (Y 65)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The Agency removed the children after police and Agency personnel observed the parents behaving as though
under the influence and found pills, powder, a loaded firearm, identification cards, credit cards, phones, and
jewelry in the parents' vehicle. The parents tested positive for multiple substances, including cocaine and
fentanyl, and had a history of substance-abuse, criminal, mental-health, and safety concerns. Despite a
reunification case plan, repeated positive drug screens, incomplete treatment, continued denial of substance use,
and unresolved mental-health and safety concerns prevented sufficient progress. The children remained with the
same foster family for nearly three years, were thriving there, and consistently expressed a desire to remain with

the foster family and avoid contact with the parents.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Agency removed the children in February 2023, obtained emergency and then temporary custody, and filed
a case plan directed toward reunification. After the children were adjudicated dependent, the Agency moved for
permanent custody in January 2024. Following a multi-day hearing, the juvenile court granted permanent
custody on November 4, 2025. Mother and Father timely appealed, asserting five assignments of error
concerning evidentiary exhibits, ineffective assistance of counsel, access to Agency records and due process,

reasonable reunification efforts, and the statutory and best-interest findings.
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