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THIS STUDY ANSWERS THE  
FOLLOWING QUESTIONS:

	✔ To what extent was immigration 
status reliably documented in 
administrative child protective case 
records before the implementation  
of AB 829?

	✔ Have immigration documentation 
and TILP completion rates changed 
over time?

	✔ What is the relationship between  
young people’s immigration status  
and TILP completion? 
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Significance
Virtually no research examines the experiences 
and outcomes of undocumented transition-age 
youth in foster care (ages 16 to 24; TAY). Data on 
TAY’s immigration status is ethically and logisti-
cally challenging to collect, resulting in limited 
empirical evidence to guide the child welfare 
system’s identification of best practices for 
serving this population. However, the recent 
implementation of California Assembly Bill 829 
(AB 829) provides a unique opportunity to collect 
population-level data on TAY’s immigration 
status. Passed in 2022, AB 829 encourages 
caseworkers to record immigration status in 
administrative child protection records as part  
of a broader effort to ensure the timely notifica-
tion of youths’ attorneys and the provision of 
immigration legal services. To inform this work, 
we assessed the ability to leverage information 
on immigration status (as documented in admin-
istrative records before the implementation of  
AB 829) to learn more about young people in 
care who are undocumented. We also examine 
the relationship between immigration status  
and the completion of Transitional Independent 
Living Plans (TILPs), which are documents  
co-developed by young adults and their  
caseworkers that outline goals and service  
needs related to independent living.

Study Methods
This study used statewide administrative child 
protective services records from California’s 
Child Welfare Services Case Management 
System (CWS/CMS). These data were accessed 
through a long-standing research partnership 
between the California Department of Social 
Services and the California Child Welfare Indica-
tors Project. Our sample included 19,610 young 
people who turned 21 by December 31, 2022. 

Young people were included in the sample  
if they had spent at least one year in child 
welfare-supervised foster care on or after  
their 16th birthday between 2015 and 2022.

Immigration status was measured across four 
categories: U.S. citizen, legal resident, undocu-
mented, and missing. TILP completion was 
measured using three different outcomes: any 
TILP completion (yes/no), the total number of 
completed TILPs, and the discrepancy between 
required and actual TILPs. TILP discrepancy 
scores were calculated by subtracting the 
number of completed TILPs from the number of 
required TILPs per state policy (one TILP by a 
young person’s 16th birthday and an additional 
TILP for each six months they remain in care past 
age 16). We used logistic and negative binomial 
regression to examine the association between 
immigration status and TILP outcomes. We also 
conducted sensitivity analyses to assess the bias 
introduced by missing data on young people’s 
immigration status. 
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Findings

Missingness in immigration status was common, increased  
over time, and varied across counties. 

One in five young people were missing their immigration status from their case record. 
Additionally, the rate of immigration status missingness increased from 20% to 25% 
between 2015 and 2022.

TILP completion increased over time and varied by  
immigration status.

TILP completion increased from 53% to 66% between 2015 and 2022. However, young 
people who were U.S. citizens (61.6%) and undocumented (66.4%) were significantly more 
likely to have completed TILPs compared to legal residents (56.7%) or young people with 
a missing immigration status (50.6%).

TAY who had a missing immigration status had worse TILP 
completion outcomes.

Compared to U.S. citizens, young people with a missing immigration status had a lower 
likelihood of completing any TILPs, fewer TILPs overall, and a higher discrepancy 
between the number of completed and required TILPs.  

Sensitivity analyses showed immigration status missingness 
considerably biased the results of our analyses of the  
relationships between legal status and TILP completion.  

Our findings should be interpreted with this limitation in mind. 
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Implications 
This study provides a baseline measurement of 
immigration status documentation preceding 
the implementation of AB 829. Although more 
uniform data collection practices are needed 
before we can reliably assess relationships 
between immigration status and the outcomes 
of young adults leaving foster care, our findings 
highlight opportunities to align child welfare 
practice and policy with the needs of undocu-
mented TAY. 

RECOMMENDATION 1: Provide Caseworkers 
with Training and Resources Pertaining to 
Undocumented TAY 

Supporting undocumented young adults in 
foster care begins with ensuring that case-
workers have the specialized training, 
resources, and flexibility needed to navigate 
the complexities of these cases. TAY may 
hesitate to disclose their immigration status, 
even though this information is not shared with 
other agencies and is solely used to tailor 
services to their needs. Allowing caseworkers to 
exercise discretion in documenting immigration 
status, as outlined in AB 829, can foster trust 
between TAY and their families, who may 
mistrust government agencies following the 
spate of anti-immigrant policies implemented 
over the last decade. Collaborations between 
Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS) and TAY 
units can also create a natural context for 
developing best practices to meet undocu-
mented TAY’s legal and developmental needs. 

RECOMMENDATION 2: Diversify Pathways to 
Residency and Citizenship

The safety and stability of undocumented TAY 
often hinge on their access to residency and 
citizenship. Existing avenues, such as SIJS, have 
narrow inclusion criteria and, in some jurisdic-
tions, require petitions to be filed before youth 
turn 18, leaving undocumented non-minor 
dependents with limited options. While 
increasing avenues to residency and citizenship 
can be a time-intensive political process, 
creating legal service referral networks within 
TAY units and integrating legal services into 
prevention service networks can provide short-
term solutions.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Funding Research and 
Evaluation of Service Needs and Best Practices

There remains a critical need for research and 
evaluation pertaining to undocumented TAY. 
However, the current political climate will 
require researchers to take approaches that 
ethically balance data collection with the safety 
of undocumented TAY. Secondhand data from 
caseworkers and other professionals can yield 
valuable research insights while protecting 
young people’s identities. Given the recent 
curtailment of federal funding to study immi-
grant and other marginalized communities, 
foundations and local governments will play an 
increasingly important role in funding future 
research and evaluation in this area.
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