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Who is this guide for?

This guide is for you if you are a…
•	 sexually active teen under 18, or
•	 young woman under 18 who is pregnant or parenting in California.

This guide will also be helpful to you if you are a…
•	 father under 18, or
•	 the parent of a mother or father who is under 18. 

You probably have lots of questions, such as
•	 What should I do about my pregnancy? 
•	 Can I get health care?
•	 Can I stay in school?
•	 What are the father’s rights and duties?
•	 Can I get public benefits?

This guide will
•	 answer these questions, and more! 
•	 help you understand the law in California, 
•	 give you contact information for organizations and agencies that can help 

you, and
•	 explain how to find a lawyer and get other kinds of help, if you need it.

If you are an immigrant, or you are in foster care or juvenile detention, there are 
special parts of the guide just for you:
•	 Pregnant Immigrants and Immigrants with Children on page 121, 
•	 Pregnancy and Parenting in Foster Care on page 128, and 
•	 Pregnancy and Parenting in Juvenile Detention Centers on page 136.

How to use this guide 
You can go straight to the pages that answer the questions you have now. 
Also, take the time to look at other parts of the guide. You may find answers 
to important questions you have not thought about yet. There is a list of what’s 
covered in each section at the beginning of the section.
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Talk with your parent or another trusted adult
It’s a good idea to talk about the information in this guide with an adult 
you trust. If you want to talk to your parents, but are not sure how, some 
of the resources we list give you ideas about how to do this. 
For example, look at:  
www.kidshealth.org/teen/sexual_health/girls/tell_parents.html. 

Legal information, not legal advice
This guide has legal information—not legal advice. If you need legal advice, 
talk to a lawyer. The law is complicated, and your situation may be different 
than what we talk about in this guide. If the guide recommends that you talk to 
a lawyer, please do so! There are many places in California where you can talk 
to a lawyer for free or for a very low cost. The lawyers there will help you no 
matter how old you are. For information on getting free legal help, visit 
www.lawhelpcalifornia.org.

Resources

This guide tells you about lots of resources. We do not recommend or endorse 
those resources or the quality of information, services, or referrals they provide. 
The resources listed are options for you to explore. There may be other good 
resources that are not listed here. Do your best to explore all the choices 
available to you, and find what’s best for you. 

Feeling overwhelmed?

You may be feeling overwhelmed or depressed. This is common when you find 
out you are pregnant and right after you give birth. This guide has resources 
that can help. Or call the California Youth Crisis Hotline – any time. It’s a free 
call. Call: 1-800-843-5200.

This information is current as of June 30, 2012, but laws frequently change. For 
the most current information, please visit our website at www.pregnantyouth.info.
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Adults and minors
Adults and minors have different rights and responsibilities. 

An adult is a person who is 18 or older. Adults have more legal rights than 
minors. They can
•	 vote, 
•	 marry, 
•	 work at any job, 
•	 leave home, 
•	 join the military, and 
•	 sign contracts without anyone’s permission. 

In a few instances, you will not be considered an adult until you are 21.

Adults also have more legal responsibilities than minors. They must
•	 support themselves, and 
•	 fulfill the contracts they sign.

Adults who break the law may get harsher punishments than minors. 

A minor is a person under 18. Minors have fewer legal rights and 
responsibilities than adults. If you are under 18 and have a baby, both you and 
your baby are minors. Being pregnant or having a baby does not make you an 
adult.

Special Cases

Immigrants

The rules about who is an adult or minor are sometimes different for 
immigrants. Immigration law uses the word “child” for an unmarried person 
under 21. If you are under 21 but married, you are not a “child” under 
immigration law. Sometimes, it is easier for minors to get legal immigration 
status. To learn more, see Pregnant Immigrants and Immigrants with Children 
on page 121.

Emancipation

Sometimes you can be treated as an adult even if you are under 18. This is 
called emancipation. If you are emancipated, you will have many of the same 
rights and responsibilities of an adult. To learn more, see Emancipation on 
page 104.
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Amy wants an 
apartment for herself  
and the baby. Can she 
rent one? 

Not likely. Until she’s  
18 or legally emancipated, 
she can’t sign a lease or 
apply for public housing.
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•	 New Creation Home for Teen Parents—East Palo Alto	
Shared living space in two houses for moms under 22 and their children	
1-650-329-3109	
www.newcreationhome.org 

•	 YMCA Turning Point—San Diego	
1-619-640-9774	
www.ymca.org 

•	 Children in Need of Hugs—Suisun City	
Housing for homeless moms under 18	
1-707-428-3912 or 1-866-4-Teen-Moms	
www.cinoh.org/index.html 

Can I stay in a homeless shelter or domestic-violence shelter?
Probably not. Many shelters require that you be with a parent 

or legal guardian. 

Can I rent a place to live on my own?
Probably not. You cannot sign a rental contract 
unless you are
•	 18, 
•	married, or 
•	 legally emancipated (see Emancipation on 
page 104). 

Even if you are emancipated, most landlords do 
not like to rent to people under 18 because they 

usually do not have a credit or rental history. 

Note: You may be able to live with someone you know 
without signing a contract.

Can a responsible adult rent a place for me to live?
Yes. The adult can sign the lease (which means s/he is the “tenant”), although 
you and your child will live in the place. But this is a big risk for the adult 
because
•	 if you do not pay the rent, the landlord could sue the adult, and
•	 if the landlord did not agree to let you and your child live there, the landlord 
could try to evict you and your child. 
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Can a landlord refuse to rent to me because I have a child? 
No. That is illegal (unless the housing is just for senior citizens). If this happens, 
call one of these numbers and tell them what happened:
•	 California Department of Fair Employment & Housing: 	

1-800-233-3212, or
•	 United States Housing & Urban Development Office: 1-800-669-9777.

Can I get help to pay for housing?
Maybe. If you need help to pay for housing, these government programs may 
be able to help you:
•	 Section 8: the government pays (“subsidizes”) part of your rent, and 
•	 Low-income housing: low-rent apartment buildings.

How do I learn more about low-income housing programs?
Your county’s HUD (Housing and Urban Development) office can tell 	
you more. Find your local office at: 	
www.hud.gov/offices/pih/pha/contacts/states/ca.cfm. 

Or, search the Internet and city websites for subsidized or low-income housing 
projects.

When can I apply for these programs?
To apply, you must be
•	 at least 18,
•	 married, or
•	 legally emancipated.

Is it hard to get into these programs?
Yes. Many people have trouble paying their rent, so the programs get lots of 
applications. It is a good idea to get on the waiting list as soon as you can. 

Can I apply to more than one program?
Yes. Apply to as many programs as you can.
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If I live on my own, can I still get government aid like Cal‑WORKs?
Not always. Many aid programs encourage young mothers to stay in their 
parents’ home.

Usually, federal and state programs like Cal‑WORKs only give aid to minors 
who live
•	 with a parent or legal guardian, 
•	 with an adult relative (sister, aunt, grandmother, half-sister, etc.), or
•	 in a state-licensed group home or maternity home.

Important! The baby’s father and/or his relatives (like his mother) do not count 
as your adult relatives.

See Supporting Your Child on page 63 to learn more about Cal‑WORKs and 
exceptions to this rule.
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Emancipation

This section is about how you can gain some adult rights and 
responsibilities if you are under 18. 

This part of the guide explains
•	 what changes if you are emancipated,
•	 what does not change if you are emancipated,
•	 how to decide whether emancipation is right for you, and
•	 how to get emancipated.

What is emancipation?
Emancipation is a way for those under 18 to gain some of the rights and 
responsibilities of adults.

Can any child ask to be emancipated?
You must be at least 14 years old.

Is it easy to get emancipated?
No. You must follow certain steps, including asking the court for a Declaration 
of Emancipation. 

What doesn’t change if I am emancipated?
Even if you are emancipated, you still have to follow many laws for children 
under 18.   

Until you reach the legal age, you 
•	 cannot drink alcohol, 
•	 cannot smoke or buy cigarettes,
•	 cannot drop out of school,
•	 cannot vote,
•	 cannot drive, and
•	 cannot work more hours than allowed for your age.*

*To find out how many hours you are allowed to work, see Working on page 
111 in this guide. 



Ana knows a girl  
who got emancipated.  

Is that a good idea? 

Maybe. If she wants more 
control over her life and can 

support herself on her own, it 
can be good. But she will also 

be fully responsible for her 
bills, car accidents, and other 

parts of adult life.
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What if I get in trouble with the law?
If you commit a crime, you may still be charged as a juvenile (under 18). 

Important! Even if you are 
emancipated, it is still a crime for 
anyone to have sex with you unless 
you are married to that person.

What would change if I get 
emancipated?
If you are emancipated, you gain many 
adult rights. That means you can do 
some things on your own without your 
parent’s permission, such as
•	 get health care,
•	 apply for a work permit and public 
benefits,

•	 get a driver’s license or ID showing you 
are emancipated,

•	 sign up for school or college,
•	 sign contracts (such as for renting an 
apartment or buying a car),

•	 live where you want to, and 
•	 make more decisions about your life, including how to handle your own 
money (you do not have to give any money to your parents, if you do not 
want to).

It also means your parents
•	 do not have custody or control over you, and
•	 do not have to support you or give you a place to live anymore. 

Will I lose anything if I get emancipated?
Yes. It’s important to think about these things:
•	 Once you are a legal adult, Child Protective Services (CPS) may be less 
willing to step in if you are being abused. 

•	 Supporting yourself may be harder than you think, and your parents no 
longer have to help you.
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•	 The law will treat you like an adult. This includes making you responsible for 
your rent payments, bills, car accidents, and all other parts of your life. 

•	 If you make mistakes, you must fix them. If you do not pay money you 
owe, you can be taken to court and your credit rating will go down. If that 
happens, it will be very hard for you to rent another apartment or buy things 
on credit.

Make sure that emancipation will solve the problem you have. Many teens find 
it harder than they expected.

Do I have to get emancipated to get public assistance?
No. You can still do many things on your own, even if you are not a legal adult, 
including
•	 apply for aid, such as WIC, food stamps, and other benefits, and
•	 get many health care services.

To learn more about which health care services you can get, see 	
Health Care for Baby and You on page 57.

If I am already on my own, is emancipation right for me?
Emancipation may be a good choice if you are already
•	 supporting yourself,
•	 living on your own, and 
•	 working at a stable job.

Am I automatically emancipated if I have a child?
No. If you are under 18, the law says you are still a child.
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How do I get emancipated?
There are 3 ways to get emancipated.

1.	Get married. You need permission from your parents and the court.

2.	 Join the military and serve on active duty. You need permission from 
your parents, and you must be accepted by the military.

3.	Have a court declare you emancipated. To do that, you must prove ALL 
of these things:
•	 you are at least 14 years old,
•	 you do not live with your parents, 
•	 your parents are letting you live somewhere else,
•	 you handle your own money,
•	 you have a legal way to make money (or are receiving aid to support 
yourself and the child), and

•	 emancipation would be good for you.

If I ask the court to declare me emancipated, will my parents  
find out?
Yes. The court will
•	 tell them you have asked to be emancipated, and
•	 give them a chance to give their opinion.

Important! Even if your parents do not agree to your emancipation, if they 
agreed to let you live apart from them, the court can allow emancipation if it 
would be best for you.

How do I ask a court to emancipate me?
You must fill out court forms, including
•	 a petition,
•	 an income declaration,
•	 a hearing notice, and
•	 a Declaration of Emancipation.

Can someone else ask the court to emancipate me?
No. Only you can ask the court for emancipation. 
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Where do I get the court forms?
You can get the forms at
•	 your local courthouse, or
•	 online at www.courtinfo.ca.gov/selfhelp/family/emancip/	
(you can print the forms, or fill them out online at this website).

Will I need help to fill out the court forms?
Maybe. The forms are fairly easy. But you can ask for help if you want to. 

Where can I get help?
For free help, call one of these organizations. They can answer your questions 
and help you fill out the forms. If they cannot help you, they will tell you who 
can. 
•	 Legal Services for Children: 1-415-863-3762 (San Francisco)
•	 Public Counsel: 1-213-385-2977, ext. 100 (Los Angeles)
•	 Santa Barbara Teen Legal Clinic: 1-805-962-3344 (Santa Barbara)
•	 Legal Advocates for Children & Youth: 1-408-280-2416 (Santa Clara 
County)

This website has lists of organizations that help teens for free: 	
www.lawhelpcalifornia.org/CA/index.cfm.

To learn more about emancipation and get emancipation forms, go to 	
www.courtinfo.ca.gov/selfhelp/family/emancip/.

What do I do with the completed forms?
Call the court clerk’s office in your county. Ask them where to turn in your 
forms, and whether you have to fill out any extra forms for that county. 

Let them know if you are in foster care or involved in a juvenile 	
criminal case. 

Find the phone number, address, and website of your county’s court at 	
www.courtinfo.ca.gov/courts/find.htm .



You may feel nervous 
about going to court. 	
To learn about how to 
get ready, see Going 
to Court on page 117.
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What happens after I file my court papers?
The court should notify the following people and agencies about your request:
•	 the district attorney, 
•	 the child-support agency, and 
•	 your parents or guardian. 

If your parents agree to your emancipation, they will also get a court form to fill 
out. 

How will the court decide?
In some counties, the court orders an investigation before deciding. If your 
county does that, someone will contact you. The investigator may talk to other 
people, too, including your parents. The investigator will write a report about 
your situation and give it to the court. 

How long does the court take to decide?
The court has 30 days after your papers are 	
filed to
•	 decide your case, or
•	 schedule a hearing where you and others in 
your life would come to court to talk to the 
judge.

Note: If your parents agree to your 
emancipation, the judge may approve your 
emancipation without a hearing.

How long would I wait for a hearing?
The court must give you a hearing within 60 days after your papers 	
are filed. 

Can anyone change the court’s decision?
If the judge does not approve your emancipation, you can fight that decision 
in another court. (This is called an appeal.) Appeals are not easy, and there are 
very strict deadlines. You should ask one of the legal agencies listed above for 
help.

If the judge approves your emancipation, your parents can also fight (appeal) 
that decision in another court. 
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Do I have to pay to be emancipated?
Some counties ask you to pay a filing fee. Some do not. Most filing fees are 
between $300 and $350.

If your county charges a fee and you cannot afford to pay, you can ask the court 
for permission not to pay. (This is called a Fee Waiver.) 

If I am emancipated, can I undo it later?
Probably not. You can ask the court to reverse (undo) its decision, but 
emancipation is usually permanent. 

The court might take away your emancipation if 
•	 you lied to the judge or gave evidence about your case that was not true, or
•	 the district attorney asks the court to undo the emancipation because you 
can no longer support yourself.

You should assume that emancipation is permanent and think about it fully 
before you decide to try for it.

If I get divorced, am I still emancipated?
Yes, if you were emancipated by getting married.
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Working

This part of the guide explains
•	 working if you are under 18,
•	 getting a work permit,
•	 how to look for a job,
•	 working if you are pregnant or have a child, and
•	 working if you are an immigrant.

Can I get a job if I am under 18?
Yes. But there are special rules. 

For example: 
•	 some jobs are so dangerous that only adults are allowed to do them,
•	 you will need a work permit unless you have finished school,
•	 you must stay in school until you are 18, graduate, or get a certificate of 
proficiency, and

•	 your work hours are limited during the school year.

How much can I work during the school year?
It depends on your age. Anyone can do informal jobs in private homes like 
babysitting, yard work, or working for your parents.

Under 12:	 You cannot get a regular job.

12 or 13:	 You cannot work during the school year, but can work during 
school holidays and vacations.

14 or 15:	 You can work up to three hours a day on school days, and up to 
18 hours a week during the school year. You can work full-time 
during school vacation.

16 or 17:	 You can work up to four hours a day on school days. You can work 
full-time on weekends, holidays, and during school vacations.

Any age:	 You can work in the entertainment industry, but you must have a 
special work permit. 

For more information about working while you are in school, see Staying in 
School on page 87.
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Do I really need a work permit?
Yes. You must have a work permit if you are under 18 and have not finished 
high school. 

If you are emancipated, you still need a work permit, but your parents do not 
have to agree. 

How do I get a work permit?
Follow these steps:

1.	 Get a job offer.

2.	 You and the person who wants to hire you must fill out a form. 	
You can get the form at your school or from 	
www.dir.ca.gov/dlse/dlseformB1-1.pdf.  

3.	 Your parent or guardian also signs the form, unless you are emancipated.

4.	 Take the signed form to your school. They will give you the 	
work permit.

5.	 If you have more than one job, you need a different permit for 	
each job. 

6.	 Renew your work permit at the start of each school year.

Important! Your school can take away your work permit if they think the job is 
hurting your schoolwork or health. 

If you are not a U.S. citizen or lawful permanent resident, learn more about 
work-permit rules in
•	 Can I get a job if I am not a U.S. citizen or a lawful permanent resident? on 
page 115 and

•	 Pregnant Immigrants and Immigrants with Children on page 121.

How do I look for a job?
There are many ways you can look for a job. Try looking online. If you do not 
have a computer, you can use one for free at your school library, public library, 
or at the local Employment Development Department. 

These websites have information about how to find a job:
•	 www.worksmart.ca.gov, 
•	 www.cacareerzone.com, and
•	 www.caljobs.ca.gov .
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If you are 14 or older, ask whether your school is part of the California Work 
Experience Education Program (WEE). 

WEE can help you 
•	 find a job, 
•	 get job training and classes,
•	 work more hours during the school year, and
•	 get high school credit for working, if your school lets you.

Can I get a job if I am pregnant?
Yes. There are many jobs you can do when you are pregnant. 

It is against the law for someone to not hire (or to fire) you because you are 
pregnant. Your boss must make reasonable changes if you need them to do 
your job while you are pregnant.

What if I am fired because I am pregnant?
It is against the law for an employer to fire you because you are pregnant. If 
you think your employer treated you unfairly because you are pregnant or just 
had a baby, there are resources that can help. 

The Equal Rights Advocate hotline will give you advice, and help you get a 
lawyer if you need one. Call 1-800-839-4372. 

Learn about your rights at these websites:
•	 www.equalrights.org
•	 www.edd.ca.gov/Disability/

Do I have the right to take time off when I’m pregnant and when 
my baby is born?
In most cases, you can take 10-12 weeks off of work to give birth, recover, and 
bond with your baby. This is often called “maternity leave.” Your boss does not 
have to pay you, but you may be able to get money from the state (called SDI 
or state disability insurance). See below for more information.

If you have health problems from your pregnancy and cannot work, you have 
the right to take up to four months off to recover during pregnancy and/or after 
your baby is born. 



Can my boss fire  
me when he finds out  
I am pregnant?

No! It’s against the law to fire 
you or give you a worse job 
because you are pregnant. In 
fact, your boss must make 
any reasonable changes  
you need to keep  
working. 

In San Francisco, 
employers must give 
you paid time off 
whenever you are out 
sick or need to care 
for your sick child. 
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Can I definitely get my old job back after the baby is born?
Yes. Your boss must give you your same (or a similar) job 

when you come back if you don’t take more time off 
than the law allows. If you get paid sick leave or 
other paid leave at your job, you have the right 
to use it when your baby is born. Ask your boss 
about this before you have your baby.

Can I miss work if my baby or I get 
sick?
Your boss must let you take any leave you 
are entitled to (paid sick time) if you or your 
baby is sick. In addition, if you have worked 
for the same employer for at least one year, 

and you or your baby is extremely 
sick, your boss is probably required 
to let you take time off to care for 
yourself or your baby.

If your job does not come with sick 
leave and you or your baby is not 
extremely sick, you probably do not 

have a right to time off. Each employer has his/her own sick-leave policies. Ask 
your employer what the policy is. 

If you cannot work and you have no leave or you used it, you can probably get 
disability payments for up to six weeks. 

How do I sign up for disability payments?
Ask the state Employment Development 
Department about Paid Family Leave Law and 
Pregnancy Disability Leave benefits. 

Call: 1-877-238-4373.

You can also get help and more information 
through these organizations:
•	 Legal Aid Society—Employment Law Center	

www.las-elc.org 
•	 Equal Rights Advocates	

www.equalrights.org 
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How can I work and take care of my baby?
It can be hard to have a job, go to school, and take care of a baby. It’s hard for 
adults, too. 

But you can get help. Look for resources in these sections of the guide:
•	 Raising a Child on page 52,
•	 Supporting Your Child on page 63, and 
•	 Staying in School on page 87.

Can I breastfeed my baby at work?
Yes. You have the right to breastfeed or pump milk for your baby at work. 

If you ask, your employer must give you a place where you can do this
•	 in private, and
•	 at a good time for you and your baby.

Can I miss work for my child’s activities? 
In most cases, your employer must let you take time off to go to your child’s 
school activities. You can use paid vacation or personal time, if you have it.

Can I get a job if I am not a U.S. citizen or a lawful permanent 
resident? 
That depends. To get a regular job, you will need
•	 a work permit from your school, and
•	 an immigration work permit (called an Employment Authorization 
Document) from the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) for 	
some jobs.

But you do not need a permit for informal, temporary jobs like babysitting, 
errands, or yard work. 

Will my employer check my immigration status?
Yes. To make sure you can legally work, your employer must look at your ID and 
immigration documents when you start a job. You will have to fill out a form 
saying you are a citizen, permanent resident, or have a DHS work permit.
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Can I ask for a DHS work permit? 
You can only ask for a DHS work permit if you qualify to apply to become a 
permanent resident, or if you qualify to apply for some other immigration 
status. These rules can be hard to understand. Ask an adult to help you. Don’t 
rely on someone who promises to legalize your status. Only rely on a lawyer or 
community organization with a good reputation.

Warning! Do not apply for a DHS work permit if you are not 
eligible. You could be deported. 

For more information, see Pregnant Immigrants and Immigrants with Children 
on page 121. You can also learn more at www.uscis.gov. 

What happens if I lie or use fake papers?
It is a crime to claim you are a U.S. citizen if you are not. 

You could be deported if you 
•	 lie about your immigration status, 
•	 use fake papers, or
•	 use someone else’s ID—driver’s license, Social Security card, birth 
certificate, green card, or work permit.

If you lie or use fake papers, it could be very hard for you ever to become a 
lawful permanent resident or citizen.
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Going to Court 

This part of the guide talks about times you may want to or need to go to 
court. It explains
•	 how to get ready for court,
•	 what happens in the courtroom, and
•	 how to act in the courtroom.

Why would I go to court?
You may have to go to court if you want
•	 child support or custody orders for your baby,
•	 permission to get married,
•	 permission to be considered an adult for some purposes (emancipation), or 
•	 a restraining order to keep you safe.

You may also have to go to court if you are accused of a crime, you are a 
witness, or the court wants information about your family.

How do I contact the court?
The first thing you should do is contact the court clerk. The court you call 
should be the Superior Court for the county you live in. You can locate the 
phone number in the blue pages of your local phone book or on this webpage: 
www.courtinfo.ca.gov/courts/find.htm. You can find out more about your 
county’s court by visiting its webpage.

When you call, the clerk or phone system may ask for the area of law you are 
dealing with. Most issues in this guide deal with family law. 

The clerk of the court may suggest you call or visit the office of the Family Law 
Facilitator. This office can help you with court forms. Every county court has one 
of these offices. A directory of offices is located at  
www.courts.ca.gov/selfhelp-facilitators.htm .
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What if I miss a court hearing?
Depending on the type of hearing, the court may
•	 make decisions without you,
•	 close your case,
•	 issue a warrant for your arrest, and/or
•	 hold you in contempt of court (which can mean jail time).

What if I have an emergency and cannot go on my court date?
Call the court clerk and your lawyer before your court date. If you are a witness 
in a criminal case, call the District Attorney. Explain why you cannot be there. 
The court may give you a new court date. 

When you go to court, make plans and get to court early. 
You may have to
•	 get a babysitter,
•	 arrange for transportation,
•	 tell your school or boss about your court date (the school must allow you to 
go and excuse your absence), and/or

•	 make back-up plans for a sitter and transportation in case the first plan does 
not work out.

Call your lawyer or the court the day before to make sure the time and date of 
the hearing have not changed. Give your lawyer your phone number, so s/he 
can call you about any changes.

How can I get ready for court?
You should
•	 talk to your lawyer or an adult you trust—ask what will happen in court,
•	 if the judge is going to ask you questions, practice answering them with 
your lawyer or another adult—this will make you feel less nervous,

•	 make sure your lawyer has your phone number so s/he can call you if your 
court date changes, and

•	 get to court early! 

There may be traffic or parking may be difficult. And it can take a long time to 
go through security and find your courtroom. You can ask the security guard to 
direct you. 
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What happens if I am late to court?
If you are going to be late, call your lawyer and the court clerk right away and 
say why. 

What should I wear in court?
Dress neatly and wear simple clothes that cover most of your body. This shows 
respect for the court and helps make a good impression. 

Do not wear clothes that attract a lot of attention. Also avoid 
•	 flip-flops or slippers,
•	 t-shirts with pictures or slogans,
•	 lots of jewelry or make-up,
•	 gang-related clothing, and
•	 hats. 

How do I act in court?
Show respect to everyone in the courtroom. 

That means
•	 turn your cell phone off and keep it out of sight, 
•	 sit or stand up straight,
•	 look at the person talking to you, and
•	 when you speak to the judge, say “sir” or “ma’am” or “your honor.” 

Do not
•	 chew gum,
•	 whisper or talk when it is not your turn, and
•	 use bad language, or try to be funny or sarcastic.

If you get upset, ask for a break to cool down.
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What if the judge or lawyer asks me questions?
Do your best to answer them. You should
•	 always tell the truth,
•	 listen carefully,
•	 look at the person talking to you, 
•	 take your time to answer,
•	 if you do not understand, say, “I did not understand the question,”
•	 if you do not know an answer, say “I do not know,”
•	 always answer questions out loud—say “yes” or “no” instead of nodding or 
shaking your head, and

•	 speak clearly, slowly, and loudly enough to be understood.

The judge knows you will be nervous. Everyone gets nervous when they go to 
court. Try to relax.

Should I bring someone to court?
If there is an adult you trust who would make you feel more comfortable, ask 
your lawyer if it would be OK. 

It may not be a good idea to take a friend because
•	 the court may ask your friend to wait in the hallway while you are 	
in court,

•	 your friend may talk to other people about what happens at court, and
•	 your friend may not know how to behave in court.

If you want a friend to take you to the courthouse, you can ask him or her to 
wait in the hallway until your case is finished.

In most cases, you should not bring your children to court.



Will my baby be a 
U.S. citizen? 

Yes, if she is born here. 

She will be eligible 

for all public benefits. 

You can apply for 

benefits for her, even if 

you are not eligible.

121

Pregnant Immigrants and  
Immigrants with Children

What is the difference between a citizen, an immigrant, and a 
permanent resident?
•	 A U.S. citizen is someone who was born in the U.S. or to U.S. citizen 
parents, or someone who applies to become a citizen and gets naturalized.

•	 An immigrant is anyone living in the U.S. who is not a U.S. citizen. Some 
immigrants have documents like green cards, or work visas, or other kinds 
of visas. Other immigrants are undocumented. That means they do not have 
a green card or other valid legal visa.

•	 A lawful permanent resident (someone with a “green card”) is an 
immigrant with legal permission to live in the U.S. for as long as s/he wants 
to. Permanent residents get special cards that they must carry. (Cards issued 
since 2010 are green. Older “green cards” may be yellow or 
gold.)

Does it matter whether I am a U.S. 
citizen or an immigrant?
In the U.S., some public benefits are only 
for U.S. citizens and lawful permanent 
residents. But anyone, including 
undocumented immigrants, can get the 
following benefits: 

•	 police and other 	
emergency services,

•	 court services,
•	 Family PACT—birth control, STI testing, 
and other reproductive health services,

•	 Medi‑Cal for pregnancy or abortion, 
•	 hospital services for labor and delivery of your baby,
•	 WIC—food, parenting classes, and health care referrals for families with 
young children, and

•	 Grants and loans for colleges in California.
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Can I become a U.S. citizen?
Maybe. To become a U.S. citizen you must first become a permanent resident. 
Then you must wait five years (or three years if you are married to and living 
with a U.S. citizen) before you can apply for U.S. citizenship. It is not easy for an 
undocumented immigrant to become a permanent resident.

How can I become a permanent resident if I am an  
undocumented immigrant?
That question is too complicated to answer in this guide. But the table below 
gives you some information. If you have questions or think any of these laws 
apply to you, talk to an immigration lawyer or a community organization that 
helps immigrants. 

Special 
Immigrant 
Juvenile Status 
(SIJS)

If you are unmarried, under 21, and were abused, 
neglected, or abandoned by your parents in the U.S. 
or your home country, you may qualify for SIJS and 
permanent residency. Many applicants for SIJS
•	 are or were in foster care,
•	 have or had a court-appointed guardian, or
•	 are in delinquency court. 

Important! If you get married or turn 21, you will not 
be able to qualify for SIJS.

U Visas If you (or your child or parent) have been a victim 
of certain kinds of crimes, and you help or agree 
to help the police, you may qualify for a U Visa and 
permanent residence. 

These crimes include
•	 domestic violence (abuse by someone you live 
with, are related to, have a child with, and/or 
are or were in a relationship with), 

•	 sexual assault, 
•	 rape, 
•	 assault, and 
•	 certain other serious crimes. 

If you have been the victim of a crime, you should talk 
to a lawyer about the U Visa law. 
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Violence Against 
Women Act 
(VAWA)

If your parent, stepparent, adoptive parent, or 
legal spouse (who is a U.S. citizen or permanent 
resident) abuses you, this law allows you to apply for 
permanent resident status. This law protects girls and 
women. It also protects boys and men.

Permanent 
Residency 
through a 
Relative 

If you have a qualified relative, you might be able to 
apply for permanent residence. 

A qualified relative includes your
•	 parent, stepparent, or adoptive parent who is 
a U.S. citizen or permanent resident,

•	 husband or wife who is a U.S. citizen or 
permanent resident, and

•	 child, sister, or brother who is a U.S. citizen 
and at least 21. 

Becoming a permanent resident through a relative is 
very complicated and can take many years. There are 
many rules that make it difficult for applicants. 

Asylum You can qualify for asylum if you or someone in your 
family had to leave your country (or cannot return 
to your country) because of danger or serious harm 
related to political, religious, or racial problems. 

Cancellation 
of Removal 
(Order to Stop 
Deportation)

Cancellation of removal is very difficult to get. 	
But you may qualify to apply if
•	 you have lived in the U.S. for more than 	
10 years, 

•	 you have a child who is a U.S. citizen, and
•	 immigration is trying to deport you now. 

Other There are other ways to legalize your status that are 
not listed here. You should check in regularly with 
an immigration lawyer or a community organization 
that helps immigrants. The laws change almost every 
year. And, sometimes the courts interpret old laws 
differently. Even if you cannot legalize your status now, 
the laws may change. 
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If I have documents from my home country, can I legalize my U.S. 
immigration status?
Many immigrants have documents from their home countries. You may 
need them later if you apply for permanent residency. But having citizenship 
documents from your home country does not mean you can automatically 
become a documented immigrant here.

Can I travel within the U.S.?
Yes. If you are a permanent resident, carry your green card (or a copy) with you. 
If you are an undocumented immigrant, be careful when you travel. Do not 
drive unless you have a valid driver’s license. 

If you take a plane, bus, or train, you will probably have to show a valid 
government-issued ID, such as a driver’s license, passport, or employment 
authorization card. You can travel as a passenger in a car without ID. 

You should also be aware of immigration checkpoints, especially near the U.S.-
Mexico border.

If I leave the U.S. will I be able to return? 
That depends on your status. 
•	 If you are a permanent resident, you can come and go from the U.S. at any 
time. 

•	 If you are applying for legal immigration status, you should not (in most 
cases) leave the U.S. until your application is complete. 

•	 If you are in a removal proceeding, you cannot leave the U.S. until your 
case is decided. 

•	 If you are an undocumented immigrant and you leave the U.S., you may 
not be able to return to the U.S. 

What if an Immigration Officer questions me?
Immigration Officers usually ask where you were born and whether you have 
immigration documentation. 

If you are a permanent resident, you must carry your green card (or a copy) 
with you at all times. Show the card to the Immigration Officer, if s/he asks to 
see it. You do not have to show it to the local police unless you have no other 
identification.



Tony plans to  
lie about his 
immigration status so 
he can get a job when 
the baby comes. 

That’s a mistake.  
Tony could be  
deported and also lose 
any chance for legal 
status in the U.S.  
in the future.
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If you are an undocumented immigrant, follow these two rules.
•	 You do not have to answer the Officer’s questions, if you do not want to.
•	 If you decide to answer the Officer’s questions, do not lie. It is better NOT 

to answer than it is to lie. If you lie, and later try to become a 
permanent resident, that lie can be used against you. 

What if an Immigration Officer arrests me?
If an Immigration Officer arrests you, s/he may ask 
you to sign a paper to give up your right to a 
removal hearing. It is not a good idea to do this. 
Do not sign any papers giving up your rights 

without talking to a lawyer first.

Important!  
Remember these rules: 

1.	You do not have to answer an 
Officer’s questions, if you do not 
want to.

2.	 If you decide to answer the Officer’s 
questions, do not lie. 

Will I be sent to prison?
Most people arrested by Immigration do not face criminal charges. They usually 
go through removal proceedings (deportation). A removal hearing is very 
serious—an immigration judge will decide whether you can stay in the U.S. If 
you lose, you will likely be deported. 

Because removal hearings are not criminal hearings, you do not have a right to 
have a government-appointed lawyer speak for you. If you want a lawyer, you 
or your family must find one. When you are arrested, you should ask for a list of 
free or low-cost lawyers. 

What if I cannot afford a lawyer?
Organizations in your community may be able to advise you or refer you to a 
qualified lawyer. In some places, you can get legal services for free. 

If you cannot get a free lawyer, you will have to speak for yourself at the 
hearing.



Immigration  
arrested Adriana’s 

mom. Who can visit  
and pay the bond? 

If Adriana is undocumented, 
she should ask a U.S. citizen 
or a permanent resident to do 

these things.
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Will I have to stay in detention until the hearing is over?
Maybe. Sometimes you can get out if you promise to return. Or they may 
let you out if someone pays a bond. The amount of the bond varies. The 
minimum is $1,500. 

Ask a friend or relative who is a U.S. citizen or has legal immigration status to 
pay the bond.

What will happen to my child if I am detained?
If you are undocumented and have a child, make plans now for someone to 
care for your child if you get arrested. If Immigration 
does arrest you, tell the Officer right away that 
you have a child and that you need to make 
arrangements for someone to care for your 
child. 

What if Immigration arrests my 
relative or friend?
If you are an undocumented 
immigrant, do not go to an 
Immigration office or detention center 
to help your relative or friend. If you go, 
you may be arrested, too. If you want 
to pay a bond or send a message, ask 
someone who is a U.S. citizen or permanent 
resident to do it for you. 

How can I try not to be deported?
Make sure you obey the laws, and stay away from people who 
do not obey the law. 

Many people who are detained by Immigration were first stopped or arrested 
by the police. For example, the police may stop you or someone you are with 
for a traffic violation. Even if you are not charged with a crime, the police can 
turn you over to Immigration.

Will the police help me if I am a crime victim?
Yes! If you were a victim or witness of a crime, ask the police to help you. They 
should not turn you over to Immigration. 
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Should I get legal advice?
Immigrants often need advice to understand how the legal system works. But 
be very careful when you look for advice. There are people who seem to be 
lawyers—or even say they are lawyers—but they are not. 

An immigration consultant, paralegal, or notary public is not a lawyer. A good 
lawyer would never “promise” or “guarantee” to win your case.

How can I get legal advice?
Talk to a lawyer as soon as possible. You can contact organizations in your 
community. Visit this website that lists lawyers and organizations that offer free 
legal services to immigrants facing deportation: 	
www.justice.gov/eoir/probono/freelglchtCA.htm. 



Maya is in  
foster care and has  
a baby. Can her child 
stay with her?

Yes. If she takes good care 
of her child, she can keep 
custody of the child. 
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Pregnancy and Parenting in Foster Care

If you are pregnant or have a child while in foster care, you have the right to 
make decisions about
•	 your health care, including birth control and STI testing and treatment,
•	 your pregnancy, including whether you will give birth or have an abortion, 
and

•	 your child’s care and custody.

This part of the guide explains these rights. It also explains what you can 
do if you want to
•	 keep your child with you in foster care, or
•	 take your child with you when you leave foster care.

As a foster child, do I have the right to use birth control?
Yes. You have the same rights as anyone else under 18 to use birth control and 
other types of health care. 

If I get pregnant, do I have the right to give birth 
or have an abortion?

Yes. You have the same rights as anyone else 
under 18—rights to pregnancy health care, 
abortion, and adoption. 

For more information on health care, see Sex 
on page 4, Health Care for Baby and You on 
page 57, and Pregnancy on page 11.

If I am in foster care, can my child 
stay with me?
Yes. Even if you are under 18 and in foster care, 

you can keep legal custody of your child. That 
means you can make all the important decisions for 

your child. 

No one can take your child from you just because you 
are under 18 or in foster care. But you must care for your 
child, just like any parent.  



If CPS separates you 
from your child for any 
reason, talk to your 
lawyer right away!
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What if I am not a good parent?
Child Protective Services (CPS) may take the child from you if you 
•	 run away, 
•	 do not take care of the child,
•	 abuse the child, or 
•	 leave the child with someone who does not care for him or 	
her properly. 

For more information on how to take care of your child, 	
see Raising A Child on page 52.

As a foster child with custody, do I have the right to keep my child 
with me?
You and your child have the right to stay together—if CPS can find a 
placement for the two of you. CPS must try to do this.

Exception:	 You may be separated from your child if
•	 you do not want to be with your child, 
•	 you are not a fit parent, or
•	 your child would be in danger by staying with you. 

What if they cannot find a foster home where I can stay 
with my child?
If CPS tries to separate you and your child for 
any reason, talk to your social worker and 
a lawyer right away. Ask them to help you 
protect your right to live with your child.  

Would CPS ask me to give up custody of  
my child? 
CPS may ask you to give up custody if
•	 it makes it easier for them to find a foster home for your 
child (even if you stay together), or

•	 your social worker thinks you are not caring for your child well enough, but 
does not want to go to court to have the child taken from you.
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If I give up custody, will I be able to get my child back later? 
It may be hard to get your child back, even after you turn 18 and leave foster 
care. Don’t give up your child unless you have thought about it very carefully. 
Also, ask your lawyer for advice.

What if CPS asks me to give up custody just for a short time? 
If your social worker thinks you are not caring for your child well enough, 	
s/he may ask you to sign a parenting agreement. It may be a Voluntary Family 
Reunification (VFR) agreement, or a Voluntary Family Maintenance (VFM) 
agreement. 

If you sign a VFR, you are saying that you
•	 agree to get services that may help you to be a better parent, and
•	 agree that your child will not stay with you during that time. Your child may 
live with the other parent, with a relative, or in a foster home. 

If you sign a VFM, you are saying that you
•	 agree to get services that may help you to be a better parent, and
•	 agree that your child will stay with you during that time. 

If I sign a Voluntary Family Reunification (VFR) agreement, when can 
my child move back in with me? 
Most VFRs last about six months. If you follow the agreement, you will most 
likely get your child back.

Important: If you do not follow through with your VFR, then your parental 
rights will be ended and your child will likely be adopted by someone else. 

If I lose or give up custody of my child, does my child have to be in 
foster care, too?
Maybe not. First, the court will decide whether the child’s other parent can care 
for him or her. 

The court may also check on whether your child can stay with
•	 your relatives, or 
•	 the other parent’s relatives.

Important! Talk to your lawyer before agreeing to let your child be in foster 
care. Your lawyer can explain what might happen later.
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If my child is in foster care, can I get him/her back later?
That depends. If your child is under 3 years old when s/he enters foster care, 
you may get only six months to work with the court to get the child back. This is 
called a case plan.

What is a case plan?
A court-ordered case plan is supposed to give you the skills to be a good 
parent. It may include
•	 counseling for you,
•	 parenting classes, 
•	 help with drug or alcohol problems, and 
•	 planning for what happens when you leave foster care. 

These are called Family Reunification Services. They are meant to help you 
become a better parent so you can get your child back. 

Is it hard to complete a case plan?
Sometimes. Since you are a child and in foster care, it can be hard to do some 
of the things the court tells you to do. For example, the court may order you to 
go to counseling without thinking about how you would get there.

Do not agree to a case plan unless you are very sure you can complete 
everything in it. If you do not follow your case plan, you may not get your 	
child back. 

Talk to your lawyer before you agree to a case plan. 

What if I am having a problem trying to complete the case plan?
Your social worker must help you. Contact your social worker and your lawyer if
•	 you need help to make the plan work, or
•	 you are not getting regular visitation with your child. 

If you have a problem, do not wait until you go to court!

When will I get my child back?
To get your child back, you must show the court that
•	 you completed the case plan, and 
•	 you can take good care of your child. 
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After I get my child back, am I done with the court?
No. The court and your social worker will watch you and your child for at least 
six months. 

What if I cannot complete my case plan?
Your child may be placed 
•	 in long-term foster care,
•	 with a legal guardian, or
•	 for adoption.

If your child is going to be adopted, the court will end your rights as a parent 
first. Talk to your lawyer about these possibilities.

Who is in charge of my child if we are together in foster care? 
If you have custody of your child, you decide how to care for him/her—for 
example, how to feed and dress the baby, what to do when the baby cries, etc. 

But if your child is also a foster child, a foster parent or caseworker will decide 
about the child’s day-to-day care. 

A third option is called a Whole Family Foster Home. That is when you have 
custody, but you and your foster parents together plan your child’s day-to-day 
care.

What is a Whole Family Foster Home (WFFH)? 
WFFHs are homes especially for foster children with children of their own.

In a WFFH, the foster parents get special training to show foster children how 
to be good parents.

In a WFFH, you and your
•	 foster parents, 
•	 social worker, and 
•	 other people you want to involve (like the child’s other parent) 

Agree together about how to care for your child. It’s best to make a written 
agreement within 30 days of being at the WFFH with your child. 
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What should the WFFH agreement cover? 
The agreement, called a Shared Responsibility Plan (SRP), should say who does 
what for the child and when. 

It should cover things like
•	 food	 •	 cleanliness
•	 clothing	 •	 supplies for the child
•	 health care	 •	 taking the child to appointments
•	 babysitting	 •	 discipline 
•	 sleeping arrangements	 •	 visitors

Before you sign the agreement, read it carefully and make sure you can 
do everything you are promising to do. You have the right to a copy of the 
agreement. You may want to change the agreement from time to time as your 
child grows.

Is a Whole Family Foster Home right for me? 
A WFFH can be a good experience. It can 
•	 strengthen the bond between you and your child, 
•	 prevent arguments over the child’s care while you are in foster care, 
•	 allow you time for your own activities (homework, after-school activities), and 
•	 help you be ready to take full charge of your child when you leave foster care. 

Think about whether your Shared Responsibility Plan is likely to do these things.

If my child is not with me in foster care, can we visit? 
Yes. You have a right to be in contact and maintain relationships with your 
immediate family. This includes your child, unless a court has ended your 
parental rights.  

It is your social worker’s job to make sure you can visit your child often. Contact 
your lawyer right away if you cannot visit for any of these reasons:
•	 the social worker does not let you, 
•	 you have problems getting transportation, 
•	 your child’s caregiver makes it difficult for you, and/or 
•	 something else keeps you from visiting.
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Can my child’s other parent visit or care for our child?
Yes, unless the court says s/he cannot. Your social worker is supposed to make 
sure your child gets to see the other parent.

Does my foster parent get money for my child? 
Yes. The state will increase the amount of money your foster parent or group 
home receives if your child stays there with you. The amount depends on 
whether you have custody of your child and the kind of foster home you are in. 

Your foster parents will get more money to care for you and your child if
•	 you and your child are both foster children, or 
•	 you are in a Whole Family Foster Home (WFFH).  

If you are not getting what you need to care for your child (diapers, clothes, 
toys/books, etc.), talk to your social worker and lawyer.

Will I be treated differently in foster care if I have a child? 
It depends on your foster-care situation. For example, your foster parents may 
not want or be able to care for a child. Your group home may not be able to 
care for babies safely. 

If you are pregnant and want to have the baby, talk to your social worker, your 
lawyer, and your foster parents. You can decide together whether the foster 
home you are in will be a good place for you to stay. 

If you need a different placement, the more time your social worker has to 
work with, the easier it will be to find a place where you and your child can be 
together.
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Can I get help to learn how to be a good parent? 
Yes. If you have a baby while in foster care, your foster parents and your social 
worker should help you get what you need to be a good parent, including
•	 parenting classes, 
•	 child-development classes, and 
•	 childcare. 

They should also make sure you can keep going to school and other activities 
not related to being a parent. 

CPS must also try to help you become a good parent, so you can care for your 
child on your own after you leave foster care. 

For more information on parenting resources, see Raising A Child on page 52.

Can I take my child with me when I leave foster care? 
That depends. 

If you have custody of your child, your child can go with you when you leave 
foster care. You and your social worker should plan to find a good living 
situation for you. After you leave foster care, it is up to you to care for your 
child and to make decisions for your family. 

If the other parent or a relative has cared for your child while you were in foster 
care, but you still have parental rights, you must ask the court to give the child 
back to you if the court gave them custody (called “guardianship”). You must 
show the court that
•	 you will be a good parent,
•	 you are able to care for your child, and
•	 giving you custody would be best for the child. 

Then, if the judge agrees, you will work with CPS to develop a “reunification 
plan” to have your child live with you. You should talk to your lawyer about this.

If your social worker thinks you cannot care for your child, CPS may ask the 
court to make your child a dependent of the court. This means the child will 
stay in foster care. 

Remember! If you do not keep custody of your child while you are in foster 
care and do not make or follow a Family Reunification Plan, then you will lose 
your parental rights, and your child will likely be adopted. 	



Inez is in detention—
without her birth-control 

pills. How can she get them?

Minors in juvenile detention 
have the right to birth control. 

Inez should tell staff about 
her prescription right away. 

If that does not work, she 
should talk to her lawyer 

immediately.
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Pregnancy and Parenting in  
Juvenile Detention Centers

If you are in a juvenile detention center and are pregnant or have a child, it is 
important to know your rights.

This part of the guide explains your rights, including the right to
•	 birth control, abortion, and pregnancy health care, 
•	 visit with and care for your child, and
•	 say who can care for your child while you are detained.

Can I get birth control while I am in a detention center?
Yes. While you are in the detention center, you have the right to
•	 birth-control refills (or a prescription if you need one),
•	 pregnancy testing, and
•	 emergency contraception (Plan B® is one example).

Can I get pregnancy health care or an abortion?
Yes. You have the right to pregnancy health care or to 
an abortion, if you decide to have one.

How do I ask for these health care 
services?
Talk to your case manager or a 
detention-center worker.

What if they will not give me the 
care or medicines I want? 
Talk to your lawyer right away.
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If I am in a detention center, can I see my child?
Yes. Talk to your lawyer and other people involved in your case, such as your 
social worker or counselor. Tell them you want a visitation plan for seeing your 
child regularly.

Who can care for my child while I am in detention?
If you will be in detention for more than a few days, find a safe home where 
your child can stay. Ask someone you trust, like a relative or friend. If possible, 
make these plans before you go to the detention center.

Can my child live with me while I am in detention?
Maybe. If your child is 5 or younger, you can ask the judge to admit you to a 
community treatment program. If a program is available and the judge agrees, 
you and your child can live there while you are in detention. 

If I am in detention, will I lose my rights to my child?
That depends. Child Protective Services (CPS) cannot take your child from you 
just because you are in detention. But if you do not have a safe place for your 
child to live, they can place your child in a foster home. 

If this happens, they may start the process to end your parental rights, 
especially if
•	 you cannot find someone you trust to care for your child,
•	 you will be in detention for longer than a few months, and 
•	 your child is under 3 years old.

If my child is living in a foster/group home, how can I keep my 
parental rights?
Ask your social worker how you can keep your child, and do everything 	
s/he tells you.
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