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 U & the Court                                        

If you are in foster care, it is important for you to know how judges in the Dependency Court 

will make decisions about your life and your future.  Use this handout to learn what you need 

to know.              

While each case is different, the handout will give you a road map to the Dependency Court.  You will 

learn about your rights and responsibilities, what happens in Court, who is there to help you, and what the 

rules are. 

Most importantly, the handout will tell you when and how to speak up and share your thoughts, feelings, 

and your goals with the Judge in Court and with the adults who are assigned to help you.   

If you have questions, ASK.  Your CPS case manager, attorney, CASA volunteer and Judge are all there 

to help you. 

 

Dependency Court is About YOU.  

Be Involved.  Speak Up.  

You Have the Right to: 

 Be treated with respect and dignity. 

 Have your wishes and interests heard and considered. 

 Feel safe. If something frightens you or you do not feel safe, you should tell your CPS case 

manager, CASA volunteer or attorney right away. 

 Talk to and tell your CPS case manager what you want and need. 

 Know what is happening in your dependency case. 

 Ask to attend any court hearing.  
 Ask to speak in Court to the Judge. 

 Have an attorney appointed free of charge to represent you. 

 Know how to contact your attorney, CPS case manager or CASA volunteer. 

 Talk to your attorney and CASA volunteer and tell them what you want to have happen in your 

case. 

 Have your attorney argue for what you want, even if your Attorney does not believe that what you 

want is best for you. 

 Participate in CPS Case Plan Staffings. 

 Receive copies of your case plan. 

 Know when Review Hearings are going to be held. 

 Attend and participate in Review Hearings. 

 Participate in your case review by the Foster Care Review Board (FCRB) in person, by phone or 

by sending them information in writing. 
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 Be provided with transportation to your court hearings and to your FCRB meetings. Ask your CPS 

case manager. 

 Agree, or refuse to agree, to your adoption if you are age 12 or older. 

 Be treated by the Court just like any other parent, if you are a teen parent and in foster care. 

 Have contact and visit with your parents, siblings and extended family unless the Judge does not 

allow it. 

 Receive mail. 

 Receive needed social, medical, mental health and educational services that you need to live a 

safe and healthy life. 

 Express and practice your religious/spiritual beliefs and culture.  

It’s Your Voice.  

 It’s Your Life.  It’s Your Future. 

Things You Can Do: 

 Keep your attorney, CASA volunteer and CPS case manager informed about what is happening 

in your life – especially the good things. 

 Tell your CPS case manager, CASA volunteer, and attorney right away if something happens that 

frightens you. 

 Tell your attorney, CASA volunteer, and CPS case manager what you want to have happen in 

your case, and what you want the Judge to know and do. 

 Ask your attorney, CASA volunteer and CPS case manager for advice when you don’t 

understand what’s going on, and when you do not know what to do. 

 Actively participate in creating your case plan and tasks. 

 Follow the case plan tasks that are set out for you and ask questions if you don’t understand or 

disagree.  
 Attend Court Hearings and Foster Care Review Board meetings whenever you can. 

 

 

The Beginning – Child Protective Services 

Every year, the state of Arizona receives thousands of phone calls to the child abuse hotline from people 

who are concerned about the safety of children.  The people who check out these concerns are Child 

Protective Services (CPS) investigators. 

CPS investigates family problems like: 

 When children are being hurt by their parents. 

 When children are not being protected by their parents. 

 When children are left alone for a long time or left in unsafe situations (sometimes due to their 

parent’s death or when their parent is in jail or prison). 
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 When parents do not provide a safe home (sometimes because of serious alcohol, illegal drugs 

or mental health problems). 

 When parents do not provide critical medical care or will not feed their children. 

 When parents will not let their children live with them. 

Most of the time, the CPS investigator is able to help the family with their problems and keep children 

safe in their homes.  But sometimes children must be moved from their home to keep them safe. 

If a child is moved from his home by CPS, CPS will find a place for the child to live.  This is called foster 

care and may be with a relative, a family the child knows, with a foster family or in a larger home with 

other children.  CPS must tell the parents right away that the child is in foster care and must return the 

child to his parents within a few days or get the Dependency Court involved.  If CPS does not return the 

child back to his parents, CPS must ask the Dependency Court to agree to keep the child in foster care.  

They do this by giving a Dependency Petition to the Court.   

A Dependency Petition is a written report to the Court which tells why a child is not safe in the home, 

what CPS tried to do to help make things safe, why those things are not enough to keep the child safe at 

home and why neither parent can care for the child.  The Petition must go to the Judge within a few days 

of the child being moved from his or her home. 

Sometimes a Dependency Petition is given to the Court by someone other than CPS.  This may happen 

when a relative is very concerned about their grandchild, niece or nephew, and feels the court must get 

involved to protect the child, or when a Guardian ad Litem (GAL) is representing a child and believes the 

child’s home situation is not safe.  This kind of dependency petition is referred to as a private dependency 

petition.  

The Middle – The Juvenile Dependency Court 

Court hearings are important meetings where everyone comes together to give the 

Judge information to make decisions about the family.  There are different kinds of 

hearings for different decisions that need to be made.  All cases are different, and not 

all families go through all hearings. 

Look at the flow chart attached to follow when the court hearings happen. 

Once the court receives the Dependency Petition, a hearing must be scheduled within 

      7 business days from the date placed in foster care.   

The first hearing is called a Preliminary Protective Hearing or PPH.  All parents are invited to this 

hearing, but some may not come.  Sometimes one or both parents cannot be found in time for the 

hearing. 

At the PPH, the Judge will ask the parents if they agree with CPS about where the child will live and if 

they agree to get help for their problems.  If the parents, CPS and the Judge agree, the child will be made 

a ward of the court – also called a dependent child.  This usually means the child will stay in foster care 

while the parents work with CPS to solve their problems.  The Judge will continue to watch over what 

happens to and for the child. 

If the parents do not go to the PPH, the Judge will have everyone come back in a few weeks to hear from 

the parents.  This is called the Initial Dependency Hearing.  Just like at a PPH, if the parents, CPS and 
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the Judge agree, the child will remain a ward of the court (a dependent child) and the child will probably 

stay in foster care while the parents work with CPS to solve their problems.  The Judge will continue to 

watch over what happens to and for the child. 

If the parents do not agree with CPS and want their child back home, then there will be other hearings 

that happen within the next few months. 

First, there will be a hearing so the Judge can decide whether the child needs to be protected even if the 

parents do not agree.  This is called a Dependency Adjudication Hearing.  At this hearing, the Judge 

hears from the parents, CPS, and other people (witnesses) who tell their side of the family story.  It is the 

Judge’s job to listen to everyone and decide what to do to keep the child safe.  If the Judge decides the 

home is safe, the Judge will tell CPS to take the child back home, or the Judge can decide that the 

parents need help before the child can go back home and be safe.  

If the Judge decides that the parents need help before they can have their child back home, there will be 

another hearing called a Dependency Disposition Hearing.  At this hearing, the Judge decides if the 

child should stay living where he or she is, or live somewhere else, while the family works on getting help.  

Sometimes the Adjudication Hearing and the Disposition Hearing happen at the same time. 

When the Judge makes a decision to keep watch over the child, CPS tries to work together with the 

family to fix the family problems and make the home safe for the child.  Until the Judge decides the home 

is safe, the child will live in foster care and will get medical and dental care, go to school and get other 

help (such as counseling).  The Judge continues to watch over the case and everyone comes to court 

again for a Report and Review Hearing which usually takes place at a minimum of every six months.  

Usually the Judge will bring everyone back together sooner to find out what is happening. 

The Judge will watch over the child through the Report and Review Hearings as long as the child is in 

foster care and sometimes even when a child goes back home, to make sure the child is still okay. 

At any court hearing, the Judge can return the child home if it is safe. 

The Report and Review Hearing is  a special time when the Judge can hear directly from you.  If you are 

age 12 or older, you have the right to know about when these court hearings are going to happen and to 

take part in the hearings.  These hearings are good times for you to tell the Judge how you are doing, if 

everything is okay and what you think should happen.  If you cannot go to a hearing, make sure to tell 

your attorney, CASA volunteer and CPS case manager what you want the Judge to know.  You can also 

write a letter or note to the Judge.  

 

The Ending – Options and Goals for Leaving Foster Care 

CPS and the parents have about one year to work together before the next big 

decision must be made (six months for children that are ages birth to 3). After a year, 

there will be a Permanency Planning Hearing.  At this hearing the Judge again 

listens to the parents, CPS, CASA volunteer and others talk about what everyone is 

doing to fix the family problems.  The decision as to what to do next is often very hard 

to make so the Judge will require CPS to suggest a good long-term plan to make sure 

the child can be healthy and safe. 
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The Judge will decide how soon the child can go back home, which will depend on how well the parents 

are doing with solving their problems.  If the Judge decides it is not safe for the child to go back home, the 

Judge will tell CPS to find another permanent home for the child.  This could be living with relatives or 

family friends permanently, or being adopted by another family.  Occasionally, a child will stay in foster 

care until he or she is at least 18 years old. 

 

The Permanency Planning Hearing is another good time to make sure that your voice is heard.  If you 

want to attend this hearing, ask.  Be sure to speak with your CPS case manager, your attorney, and your 

CASA volunteer before the hearing to make sure your thoughts and wishes about your future are shared 

with the Judge. 

Depending on the decision of the Judge, other hearings may be needed.  If the Judge decides a child 

should be adopted by another family, there must be a court hearing first to decide whether the parents will 

no longer be able to make decisions about where the child will live and how to take care of the child.  This 

is called a Termination of Parental Rights (TPR) Hearing.  If the Judge does end the parents’ rights, it 

is CPS’ job to make sure that the child finds a good, forever, adoptive family.  Many times, the child is 

adopted by a relative or his or her foster parent.  There are many steps to a child being adopted. 

However, the final step is the Adoption Hearing where the Judge must ask a child who is age 12 or older 

whether they want to be adopted by the family.  If the Judge and child agree, then the adoption is 

approved. 

Sometimes the child can have contact with his or her birth parents and other family members after the 

child is adopted.  To make this decision, the Judge may ask the child their opinion, especially if the child 

is at least 12 years old.  Contact with the birth parents and other family members may be sharing letters, 

pictures or visits.  When an adoption is approved, the Judge and CPS are no longer involved with the 

child and the child’s new adoptive family. 

Sometimes, adoption is not what’s best or possible for a child.  In that case, the Judge may decide that a 

child should permanently live with a relative, a family friend or the child’s foster family until the child is at 

least 18 years old.  This would require another type of hearing called a Guardianship Hearing. If the 

Judge agrees to a guardianship, the family the child is with will make all the decisions for the child even 

though the rights of the child’s birth parents have not ended.  If everyone agrees, the child could continue 

to have contact with the birth parents and other family members even after the guardianship is approved.  

Contact with the birth parents and other family members may be by sharing letters, pictures, or visits. 

When the child cannot go back home, and adoption or guardianship is not possible, the child might stay in 

foster care until he is at least 18 years old.  In this case, the Judge may agree to a case plan called, 

Alternative Planned Permanent Living Arrangement, where the child continues to go to school, get 

services and skills training to help learn what he or she needs to know about being an adult, before 

leaving foster care.  If this plan is approved, the Judge continues to review the case and watch out for the 

child at Report and Review Hearings.   

Report and Review Hearings continue throughout the time a child is under the age of 18 and stays in 

foster care.   

After a child is safe at home, in an adoptive home, in a Guardian’s home or has turned 18, the 

Dependency case is closed and no more court hearings are held.         
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By law, a child becomes an adult when he or she reaches the age of 18.  At this time, the Judge cannot 

make any more decisions about the child (young adult) in foster care.  But, these young adults can 

choose to stay in foster care to receive help with services and life decisions until they are 21 or they can 

choose to leave foster care when they turn 18 or older.  (Note:  If the young adult leaves foster care and 

then decides that he or she really does need the help and support that CPS can provide, they can return 

to CPS for help until they are 21 years old.  Former foster children who want to return for help from CPS 

through the independent living program must contact CPS directly.  The court is not involved.)                                                                       

CPS Case Manager                                                                            

Name ___________________________________________________ 

Phone_____________ Email__________________________________ 

CPS Main Office Phone Number_________________________________ 

CASA Volunteer 

Name _________________________________________________ 

Phone___________________ Email __________________________ 

 Attorney 

Name___________________________________________________ 

Phone__________________ E-mail___________________________ 

Add your own 

Name__________________________________________________ 

Phone ______________ Email ______________________________ 

Name _________________________________________________ 

Phone___________________ Email __________________________ 

Name___________________________________________________ 

Phone__________________ E-mail___________________________ 

 

CHILD ABUSE HOTLINE:  888-SOS-CHILD                         

Material in this handout was adapted from the “Getting From Here to There” Guide Published by the Children’s Action 

Alliance, January 2007 


