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Effective Appellate Briefs
in Dependency and Neglect

Reader-Friendly Briefs
Helpful ICWA Compliance Statements
Purposeful Factual Statements
Well-Framed Issues
Effective Argument
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Reader-Friendly Briefs

 Orient the reader
 Identify the party in the caption

(Mother’s Opening Brief, GAL’s Answer Brief)
 Identify the issue in the table of contents

(Not just “Issue 1”)

 Reduce distractions
Use descriptors instead of initials

(the child, mother, the caseworker)
Avoid footnotes
Omit needless words
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Helpful ICWA Compliance 
Statements

 Address all the parents
 State whether ICWA requirements were met
 Identify noncompliance

 If inquiry was lacking as to your client, consider 
stating whether the client would assert tribal 
affiliation on remand

Argue ICWA non-compliance in the main brief
Consider requesting a limited remand
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Purposeful Factual Statements

 Do
Orient the reader
Highlight facts relevant to the issues
 Leave details for the argument section

 Don’t
Give a play-by-play
Get bogged down in detail
 Include irrelevant facts, even if wrongful

 Tip: Write the facts last
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Framing the Issues

 Present the same issue in the table of contents, issue 
statement, summary of argument, and argument

 Identify specific errors as separate issues
NO: The juvenile court erred when it found the criteria 

for termination were met.
YES:

I. The juvenile court erred when it found father had 
not complied with his treatment plan.

II. The juvenile court erred when it found the Dep’t 
made reasonable efforts to rehabilitate father 
where no mental health services were provided. 
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Effective Argument

 Summary of argument
Concise preview of the argument 
Reasoning and relief requested are consistent 

with the argument
 Use standard of review/reversal to guide analysis

 Focus on error of the court, not the parties
Highlight evidence the court relied on

 Tailor legal authority to the issues
 Balance law and analysis
 Address prejudice and relief: So what?
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