
This handout explains the permanency options
available to you (where you will live and who
you will live with after foster care):
Reunification, Adoption, 
Guardianship and Alternative 
Permanent Planned Living 
Arrangement (APPLA). This 
is not legal advice. It is a tool 
to help you talk to your lawyer and the judge. 

Reunification → Going home to your parent(s)
safely. 

Adoption → A new safe legal family. 

Guardianship → A safe and trusted adult
becomes your caregiver without ending your
parents’ rights. 

APPLA → A planned longterm safe place to
live (like a foster home or group home) when
the other options won’t work – sometimes
referred to as aging out of 
foster care. 

Some of Your Rights  

Lawyer (Attorney): You should have
your own lawyer. Ask your lawyer
questions and tell them what you think. 
You can go to court: You have the right
to go to court hearings and tell the judge
what you want. If you can’t or don’t want
to go, you can share your wishes through
your lawyer. 
Speak up about your plan: The judge and
your lawyer should ask your opinion
about where you want to live and what
you want your permanency plan to be.
Starting at 14, you should be part of the
transition planning for your future. 
Appeals: You have a right to appeal
decisions made by a judge or jury you
disagree with. Talk to your lawyer if you
dislike a decision made. 
Adoption consent: If you are 12 years or
older, an adoption cannot occur without
your consent, even if your parent(s)’s
rights have ended.  
Before you leave care: You should get
copies of key documents at 17, and
originals when you turn 18 if you are in
foster care for more than 6 months. You
should have a safe place to live, a plan for
school and work, and healthcare. 
Voluntary help after 18 (18–20): You
may request short term voluntary
placement and services from DHS to
finish school, start work, or remove
barriers to employment. 

Where do I belong?

4) APPLA (Alternative Planned
Permanent Living Arrangement) 

What it means: The judge plans for you to
live longterm in a specific place (like a foster
home, kinship home, or group home) with
support provided by DHS. This plan is used
only when the other options won’t work.
Judges generally can’t choose APPLA for kids
under 16. 

Things to Consider: 
DHS is responsible for providing you with
a safe, stable, planned place to live with
adults who support you. 
You can choose two people (who are not
your caseworker or foster parents) to join
your permanency team to help with
school, work, and life skills (writing your
transition plan). 
This plan does not create a legal family
like adoption or guardianship. 
You may have rules of a program or group
home you don’t like but must follow. 
There is housing assistance available to
help you when you turn 18. 
You may still be legally adopted as an
adult after you turn 18. 

Your voice matters: You help write your own
transition plan for adulthood. A transition
plan involves talking about writing down
your plan for housing, school, work,
healthcare, obtaining documents, and
identifying your support people. The judge
should ask about your transition plan. Be
sure to tell DHS you want your lawyer at the
transition planning meetings. 

My attorney’s name:

____________________________________

My attorney’s phone number:

____________________________________

My attorney’s email:

____________________________________



2) Adoption (A New Legal
Family) 

What it means: A person or couple
becomes your legal parent(s). Your birth
parents’ rights end. 

Things to Consider: 
Your adoptive parent(s) will make
decisions for you like any parent. 
Legal connections to your birth
parents end (though you may still
have contact if everyone agrees or the
judge orders it). 
Your name may be changed during
the adoption by your adoptive
parent(s). 
You cannot be returned to the care of
your birth parents unless they get
their rights back. 
Getting your parent(s)’s rights back
requires you to make a request when
you are over the age of 15 without a
successful adoption or guardianship
for at least 3 years. 

Your voice matters: If you are 12 or older,
your consent to adoption is required. If
you want to keep your birth 
parents involved in your 
life after adoption, 
tell your lawyer you 
want a contact 
agreement. 

3) Guardianship (Trusted Caretaker
Without Ending Parents’ Rights) 

What it means: A judge gives an adult (like a
relative or family friend) the legal power to care
for you. Your parents’ rights do not have to end,
but the guardian makes daily decisions. There are
two types to know about: Temporary
Guardianship and Permanent Guardianship. In a
Permanent Guardianship, your parent(s) cannot
ask the judge for you to be returned to their care. 

Things to Consider: 
Often placed with family or someone you
know. 
Offers more stability than foster care – DHS is
out of your life.  
Court hearings are generally limited to one
time per year. 
You may keep relationships with both sides of
your family if it is safe. 
In a Temporary Guardianship, you do not
have the right to a lawyer and your parent
can ask the judge to return you to the care of
your parent. 
In a Permanent Guardianship, you still have
the right to a lawyer. Only you, your
guardian, and the state can ask the
guardianship be ended, but this may result in
returning to foster care. 
If things change a lot, people may ask the
judge to change the plan.
The Judge can change the plan.

Your voice matters: Tell your lawyer how you
feel about living with this guardian longterm and
what contact with your parents feels safe. Tell
your lawyer if you want your parent(s) to have
the power to ask the judge that you be returned
to their care. 

1) Reunification (Going Home) 

What it means: You return to the care of
your parent(s) after the judge decides it’s
safe. 

Things to Consider: 
You get to live with your parent(s). 
You keep your family name and legal
connections. 
Parent(s) may keep working on safety. 
It can take time and feel confusing
while adults complete goals. 
You may not get to choose which
parent you live with. 
If safety problems come back, you
might come back into foster care. 

Your voice matters: Tell your lawyer what
would help you feel safe at home. You can
also go to court and speak to the judge. 


	4) APPLA (Alternative Planned Permanent Living Arrangement)
	Things to Consider:

	Some of Your Rights
	Where do I belong?
	My attorney’s name: ____________________________________ My attorney’s phone number: ____________________________________ My attorney’s email: ____________________________________

	1) Reunification (Going Home)
	What it means: You return to the care of your parent(s) after the judge decides it’s safe.
	Things to Consider:
	You get to live with your parent(s).
	You keep your family name and legal connections.
	Parent(s) may keep working on safety.
	It can take time and feel confusing while adults complete goals.
	You may not get to choose which parent you live with.
	If safety problems come back, you might come back into foster care.
	Your voice matters: Tell your lawyer what would help you feel safe at home. You can also go to court and speak to the judge.


	2) Adoption (A New Legal Family)
	What it means: A person or couple becomes your legal parent(s). Your birth parents’ rights end.
	Things to Consider:
	Your adoptive parent(s) will make decisions for you like any parent.
	Legal connections to your birth parents end (though you may still have contact if everyone agrees or the judge orders it).
	Your name may be changed during the adoption by your adoptive parent(s).
	You cannot be returned to the care of your birth parents unless they get their rights back.
	Getting your parent(s)’s rights back requires you to make a request when you are over the age of 15 without a successful adoption or guardianship for at least 3 years.
	Your voice matters: If you are 12 or older, your consent to adoption is required. If you want to keep your birth  parents involved in your  life after adoption,  tell your lawyer you  want a contact  agreement.

	3) Guardianship (Trusted Caretaker Without Ending Parents’ Rights)
	Things to Consider:



