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You’re going through a lot right now. 

Things probably feel really confusing. You might have 
a lot of questions and different feelings about what’s 
going on. 

This book is here to help you figure some of that out.  

You’ll find stuff about:
•	 Who the people you might see or talk to are
•	 What could happen next  
•	 How to deal with your feelings and ways to         

feel better  

This is Isabella’s story. Her experience might be 
different than what you’re going through, but it 
might help you understand what’s going on.

No matter what happens, you should know that 
you’re not alone. These kinds of things happen to 
other kids, too.

There are lots of ways to get help and support. 
Don’t be afraid to ask for it. 

This book is yours to keep. Read it, write in it, 
draw on it, or do whatever you want with it. We 
hope it helps.
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Stop barking, Bruno!

UGH!!! I can’t do 
this homework!

Part 1.

Julie
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Someone from CPS came 
to my house today.

She said she was a  
“caseworker.”

I’d never heard of CPS. 
The lady, Julie, said... 

...it means Child 
Protective Services...

I have friends at school who look out for me and my mom does, too.

If we think a kid 
might not be 
safe at home, we 
have to look into 
things to make 
sure they’re okay.

My momMy friends

Bruno

I feel safe.

...and she was here to ask 
about my mom.
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...some of my teachers and neighbors.

I don’t like that.

It feels like...

Julie wanted to talk to me. And she 
said then she would talk to...
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...they’re spreading rumors about me.
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I could tell Mom was mad.Julie wanted to talk to me alone.

Did Mom know she was coming?
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Have you talked to someone like Julie? 

If you did, how did it feel? 

If you haven’t, how do you think you would feel if you did?

I really need to talk to my best friend, 
Alex, about this tomorrow. 

I feel weird about Julie and what  
she asked me. 

What About You?
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What’s up,      
Isabella? You’re 
not eating.

I don’t know. 
Just…things 
are weird at 
home. 

Yesterday, 
I had to 
talk to this 
caseworker 
who came to 
our house.

A case-
worker?

One came  
to my cousin’s 

house after 
his parents 
had a fight.

Really?!

The next day 
at school...
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Do you know what 
happened? Did they ask 
him a lot of questions? 

They asked me stuff like,  
if I’m going to school?

...and is there enough 
food in the house?

...and is anyone 
hurting me? 

I don’t know, but 
my cousin definitely 
didn’t like it. 

...his mom 
had to take a 
class about 
things to do 
when she 
gets mad. 

After the case-
worker talked to 
him...

...and all these ques-
tions about my mom’s 
boyfriend, Michael.

Why were they 
asking that?

Look. I’m at school! I’m 
just late sometimes!
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Oh…Okay.
I wonder if they’re going to 
talk to more people at school.

I hate when people 
talk about me.
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WHAT’S HAPPENING? 

A caseworker named Julie came to Isabella’s house 
to find out if she was safe. Most communities have 
an office whose job it is to keep kids safe. Where 
Isabella lives, it’s called Child Protective Services, or 
CPS, but it has different names in different places.

If someone tells them a kid might not be safe, it’s 
their job to find out. They do that by talking to 
the family and other people, like neighbors and 
teachers, to figure out what’s going on. 

At the end of this process, which might be called an 
investigation, if the caseworkers think the kid is safe, 
the case will be done. If the caseworkers think the 
family needs more help, they will meet with them to 
figure out what kind of help they need.
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A few weeks later...

Part 2.

The Phone Call



15

Mom, what’s wrong?

Who was on 
the phone?

I could tell it 
was serious.
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Just do your 
homework 
please, and stop 
bothering me!

I’m sorry, honey.  
These people just make 

me so mad, getting in 
our business! 

You know how Julie asked 
you all of those questions?

Yeah, I’m kind 
of tired of it.



17

I know. But she’s 
not going away 
yet.

Did I do 
something wrong? 

No. Julie and CPS think 
you might not be safe here 
right now. They’ve been 
talking to a lot of different 
people about us. 

But, 
why?

Am I in trouble?
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They want 
me to meet 
with them. 

Then they’ll 
decide...

...if everything 
is fine. Or they 

might be around 
for a while…

Julie said there’s 
someone you could meet 

with after school, who 
you can talk to about all 

of this. Why don’t you go 
see her tomorrow? 



19

WHAT’S HAPPENING? 

The caseworkers asked Isabella’s mother to come 
in for a meeting. In their meeting, they will try to 
figure out what kind of help the family needs to 
be safe.
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The next day, after school, I went to talk 
to a lady called Ms. Mary. 

I didn’t really want to.

Part 3.

Ms. Mary
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 It’s embarrassing. 

I feel like everyone knows my business.

Do other kids come here, too? 
Why do they come?

I just went because of Julie and my mom. 

What will we even 
talk about? 

I don’t think my mom is a bad mom. 
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Alex said that her cousin 
talked to Ms. Mary 
before… 

...and that she’s really 
nice.

I guess I could give it a try. 
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Ms. Mary asked me what my favorite 
subject in school is. I told her it’s history.

Then she gave me a coloring book. Not 
a baby coloring book, one of those cool 
ones for grown-ups.

She asked me who my best friend is… 
I told her it was Alex. 
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Other kids at your school 
have had caseworkers 

visit their family. 

I know you 
might not 
want to talk 
about it. But 
lots of kids go 
through what 
you’re going 
through.

It’s okay for 
families to need 
help sometimes.

They can visit a family 
for lots of reasons. 

It kind of made me feel better to have something to do while we talked.

Really? It’s not just me?

Like what?
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If they think 
that a parent is 
hurting a child, 
or not taking 
care of them 
when they’re 
sick...

 ...or not making 
sure they go to 
school, or leaving 
them home alone. 

A family might 
also be doing 
just fine, but the 
caseworkers 
have to check to 
make sure.

It doesn’t change who you are. 

Ms. Mary also tried to get me to talk 
about my feelings! 

I hate 
talking 
about 
feelings. 



27

...and that made 
me feel scared... 

...and she said that was great. 

I told her about my journal that I write in every night...

She told me it’s good to get my feelings out by talking or writing. 

But…it actually made me feel better. I know it sounds corny. But, whatever. 
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I’ll see you next 
week?

Like taking deep breaths and counting down from 
10 in my head. 

She showed me some things I can do on my own to 
help me calm down when I start to feel stressed.  

Or humming along to my 
favorite song.  

Okay. 
Bye!
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Put your hands on your stomach. Take 
a big breath in for a count of three, 
letting your belly fill up with air. 

Hold your breath  
for a count of two.

Then breathe out slowly and let 
out all the air in your stomach. Repeat this three times.

You can also close your eyes while you breathe. 

Ms. Mary showed Isabella how to use breathing exercises to feel 
calm. You can try this when you’re feeling stressed or worried.

The Breathing Trick
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WHAT’S HAPPENING? 

Ms. Mary helped Isabella work through some of 
her feelings about everything that was happening. 

You can ask for help, too. There might be a social 
worker or counselor you can talk to. You might 
have an advocate helping you, or a caseworker. 

Don’t be afraid to ask one of the adults working on 
your case for help or to help you find someone else 
who you can talk with about how you feel.
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Things went back to normal for 
a little while…

Part 4.

Mom’s Meeting
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I feel like teachers are always looking for 
the right answers...

I don’t hate seeing Ms. Mary every week.

Well, except... ...Ms. Mary became part of that. 

...but not Ms. Mary.
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I still hated when she asked 
about feelings, though.

Isabella had people in her life to support her. Her best friend, Alex, 
her mom, and Ms. Mary helped her in different ways.

It can be helpful to remind yourself of the people in your life who 
you can ask for help. Who is in your circle of support? What do they 
do to help you?

Family

You

Circle of Support

Friends & Other Adults
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Do you 
remember 
Julie? 

This is the day I have to go meet with her 
at court. She says she needs a little more 
information, so I have go tell them about us.

Mom, is today 
a special day 
at work?

She wore different clothes than what she 
usually wears to work, too. 

Like I am when I have a big 
test at school.  

One day, Mom seemed nervous.
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I knew that 
word from TV…

Court?
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We have  
to go! 

You can’t be late for school! 

I couldn’t pay attention in any of my classes.
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I was thinking 
about what my 
mom was doing.

If she was okay.

If things would change.
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It’s not always great at home, but 
isn’t that true for everybody?

I didn’t want things 
to change.
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How was 
your day? 

Okay. What 
happened at 
court? 

As soon as the bell rang, I rushed home.
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Did you talk 
about me?

What 
happens 
now? 

Yes, we talked 
about how smart 
you are and how 
you love reading 
and playing with 
your friends.

Well, Michael 
isn’t allowed 
to come over 
to our house 
anymore. 

Julie talked about 
how you were late 
to school a lot and 
about our house 
and Michael, but I 
said your teachers 
only had good 
things to say  
about you.

What else did they say?
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And I have to take 
some classes 
because Julie 
thinks I need 
help taking care 
of you...

...and that I  
need to learn 
more about how 
to have healthy 
relationships 
with people like 
Michael.

...while I’m taking 
the class. Like a 
parent teacher 
conference. And 
then hopefully at 
the end I’ll pass. 

It’s sort of like 
school. I’ll 
talk to some 
people to 
make sure I’m 
doing okay...

School? There’s 
school for old   
 people? 



Old, huh? They also said that they 
want to keep checking 
in on us to make sure 
things are okay...

...you might see 
Julie or one of her 
coworkers around at 
school or at home. 
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Attorney for Child 
(AFC)

Respondent

These Are The People 
In The Courtroom.

Child Protective 
Services Lawyers

Child Protective 
Services (CPS)

Guardian Ad Litem 
(GAL)

Court-Appointed 
Special Advocate 

(CASA)

Family/Victim AdvocateSocial Worker



Court Reporter

Court Officer

Interpreter

Judge Attorney or Assigned Counsel

Court Clerk or 
Court Assistant

Court Attorney

You can put these stickers on the courtroom drawing on pages 66-67.





What 
about—

Okay! That’s enough 
for now. No more 
questions. I need  
to go lie down.

Why does Julie have to keep coming 
back? Can she tell us what to do? 

I already have plenty of grownups in 
my life—I don’t want another one!

43



44

WHAT’S HAPPENING? 

The caseworkers decided Isabella’s mom needed 
help taking care of her. They met with her mom 
at court to talk about it and figure out what kind 
of help she needed. 

Caseworkers can work with a family to help 
make their home safer. They can recommend 
“services” like parenting classes, therapists 
to help with feelings and stress, and help with 
things at home like cleaning or having enough 
food. They can also ask the family to follow rules, 
like how Isabella’s mom’s boyfriend couldn’t 
come over anymore.



45

Nothing really changed after my mom 
had her meeting at court.

Part 5.

Julie’s Visits
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But Julie came over every month.

I could tell she was tired from going to 
work and those classes. 

It was always the same when Julie came to 
visit. Mom would send me to the other room.

And sometimes my mom got angry  
at me, like always. 
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They’d talk. Then it was my turn to 
talk to Julie alone.

She asked me the same questions like...

Then she’d go. 

How are 
things at 
home?  

Are you 
getting to 
school on 
time?  

Have 
you seen 
Michael 
recently?

Again... And again... And again...
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WHAT’S HAPPENING? 

After the caseworkers gave Isabella’s mom 
services to do, Julie checked in on the family 
regularly to see how they were doing. 

The caseworkers will keep following up to make 
sure the help is working. When they feel that the 
home is safe, they will leave the family alone and 
the case is done. 

If the services are not making things better 
at home and it’s still unsafe for the child, the 
caseworkers could ask the family to go to court. 
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Then one month 
when Julie came, it 
was different. 

Hi, Isabella. Can I come 
in? Is your mom home?

Part 6.

Another Visit
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Hi, Julie. She’s out 
right now but you can 
come in and wait.
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Are you home 
alone a lot?  

How often 
does Michael 
come over?  

Where’s your 
mother?

Um…I don’t know. I think 
my mom is out with her 
friends right now.  

Mom!  
Julie’s here!
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Oh…Isabella, go do 
your homework in the 
other room. Now!

Mom! What’s wrong?

Julie needs to 
talk to you!
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Mom, what happened? 
What did she say?

I don’t know—we’ll 
have to see.

I knew something wasn’t right. 

And then she asked me more questions about being left home 
alone and seeing Michael. 

Julie asked me her usual questions: Then she left.

How’s 
school? 

Yes.

Are you getting 
there on time?
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Stop! I’m doing my 
homework!

Mom! 

Why? I thought it 
was OK last time?

The pans. You’re 
making so much 

noise!

What?!

Oh. Yeah. It’s the 
meeting. I’m so 
stressed about 
it. It’s making me 
crazy.

Later that week...
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Julie wants to 
talk about her 
last visit. 

Isabella, this time she 
wants you to come to 
court, too. 

But I don’t 
want to go 
to court!

What?? Why do 
I have to go?

What will they 
ask me?

What if I  
don’t know  
the answers?

Well, the judge 
wants to see and 

hear from you. 
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Mom, this is 
scary. I don’t 
want to do this.

Okay. Okay. I know it 
seems scary...

...but there’s going to be an 
advocate there, someone to 
help you.

Look. We’ll talk 
about it later. Now 
go finish your 
homework. Don’t 
you have a test 
coming up?

Yeah...

That’s  
so scary!

What will it  
be like?

Ughhhh  
maybe Ms. Mary 
can help me.

Court?!?! 
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The next day...

Hi, Isabella!

How are you?

Okay.

Okay.

Ms. Mary, they want me to 
go to court! I don’t want  
to do it. I don’t know what 
to say. I’m scared.

Come in, sit down. 

Let’s take a minute to get calm 
and talk about it. Want to try 
that relaxation exercise?
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First, stand up really 
straight, with your 
hands at your side, like 
an uncooked noodle.

Take a deep breath,  
and then relax your  
whole body liked a  
cooked noodle.

Try doing it a few more times.  
It’s kind of silly, but it works!

Ms. Mary showed Isabella another way 
to relax her body when she was upset. 

The Noodle



59

Feel better?

Okay. 
So, court, huh?

You know, 
lots of kids 
I work with 
go to court. 

but what 
if I say the 
wrong 
thing?

It doesn’t need 
to be a scary 
thing. But I 
understand that 
it can feel that 
way...

My mom says they 
want to talk to me and ask me 

questions,

A little.
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You won’t say something 
wrong. Just talk about 
what you know or saw.

It’s just what 
happened. 

Ughhhh. I don’t 
know…It’s just... 

...I 
feel like 
it’s my 
fault. 

This is not your 
fault! You are not 
responsible for  
what your mom 
does.  

You haven’t 
done anything 
wrong.  

 Julie 
came 
to the 
house 
last 
time…

If I just hadn’t 
answered the 
door when...
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But I don’t 
want my 
mom to be 
in trouble.  

I know you 
don’t. And you 
haven’t done 
anything to get 
her in trouble. 

Okay...

You know, when 
you go to court, 
there is usually 
an advocate who 
will work with 
you. Have you 
met them yet?

My mom 
said there’s 
someone but 
I haven’t met 
them yet.

Oh good. They’re great. 
Their job is to help 
you and answer your 
questions about court. 

Let’s meet again  
after you go see your  
advocate, okay?

Okay...
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WHAT’S HAPPENING? 

Isabella found out she had to go to court. 
Sometimes kids have to do that. If you do have to 
go to court, you can ask for help understanding 
what it’s like and what’s going to happen there.  
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A few days 
later...

Part 7.

Court
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Hi, Anita!
Hi! Are you Isabella?

I’m Chakrii. 

Nice to meet you. I’m your 
advocate and I’m here to help 
you when you go to court. 

Do you want to come to my 
office to talk a little bit? 

Go ahead. 
I’ll wait out 
here.

Yeah

Okay.
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So, what 
grade are 
you in?

Okay. 
You’re not 
too excited 
to be here, 
are you?

I get it. I had to go 
to court when I was 
a kid, and I didn’t 
want to, either. But 
it was okay.

Yeah. Do you 
want to know 
a little more 
about what 
happens?

Do you 
have a 
favorite 
subject? 

4th.

No.

Really? Okay.

History.

Why don’t we go see 
the courtroom first, 
and I can tell you 
about all the people 
you’ll see when we go 
to court.
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Chakrii took Isabella to see the courtroom, and told her who all the 
people there would be and what their jobs in court are.

If you have to go to court, your courtroom might look a little different, but 
you will probably see some of the same people. 

You can use this drawing to talk with one of the grown-ups on your case 
about who everyone is and what they do.

The Courtroom
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So that’s the courtroom. I’ll go in with you on the 
day of court if I can. 

The judge might just 
want you to come in for 
a minute... 

He might ask you 
to testify, or answer 
questions about your 
life and your home.

...or he might ask 
you to stay and 
answer some 
questions. It 
depends. 

What do I 
have to do?
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What if they ask me 
something I don’t 
understand?

If they ask you anything 
confusing, tell them you 
don’t understand and they 
will ask it again. And you 
can always take your time 
to answer.

It just sounds so scary.



70

You do?

I know it can feel that way. 
I still get nervous when I 
have to talk in court, even 
though I do it all the time.

Oh yeah. But I try to use my 
relaxation tools to stay calm.

Like breathing and stuff?

Yeah! You know 
about that? 

Ms. Mary 
showed me.
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That’s great. I also try to 
picture how I want things to 
go before I go in, and that 
helps me feel more confident.

I’ll see you in court 
next week, okay? 

Call me if you have 
any questions in the 
meantime, okay?

Okay.

Ok, thanks. 

Bye, 
Chakrii.
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Getting ready

•	 Try to get lots of sleep the 
night before.

•	 Try to eat something before 
you go to court. It will help 
you feel better and have the 
energy to get through it.

•	 You don’t have to dress up, 
but wear something a little 
nicer than usual if you can. You 
should wear something that 
makes you feel good.

•	 You’ll probably spend a lot 
of time waiting, so bring 
something to read, play, or do 
while you wait.

•	 If you have a special object 
that helps you feel calm, bring 
it with you.

Getting nervous 

If you feel nervous, try one of 
these things:

•	 Try to picture how you want 
to react if different things 
happen. It may sound silly, but 
picturing things can help you 
feel calmer.

•	 Try taking deep breaths in and 
out a few times. It really helps!

•	 Tighten your muscles and 
then relax them. Do this a few 
times.

•	 If you can, take a walk or move 
your body to get rid of some 
of your extra energy. You can 
also try walking really fast for 
a few seconds, then taking a 
deep breath and walking really 
slowly for a few seconds, then 
going fast then slow, fast then 
slow a few more times.

•	 If you have a special prayer or 
song that is important to you, 
try saying or singing it, either 
out loud, or in your head.  

Chakrii showed Isabella different things she could do to feel less 
nervous, and some things she could do to get ready for court.

Here are some of the things he told her about.

Getting Ready To Go To Court
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Isabella used Chakrii’s list to come up with a plan for her court day. 
If you want, you can use this page to make your own plan.

Things I will do to get ready:

If I get nervous, I will:

I will talk about how I feel with:

After, I will do something I like:

Getting support

•	 Think about who can help you 
figure out how you’re feeling 
and who can help you in court. 

•	 Is there an advocate, friend, 
or family member who can 
come with you to court? If so, 
you can look at them if you get 
nervous.

Getting through it

•	 It can feel good to do 
something you like when 
it’s over, like watch a movie, 
eat a favorite meal, or spend 
time with a friend. Think 
of something you can look 
forward to. 

My Court Day Plan
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The next week we both got  
ready for court.

Hi, Isabella!
Hi, Anita!

I have to go in now, 
Isabella. I’ll see you 
later, okay?
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Yeah.

We’ll just hang out 
here until they call us 
in, okay? Do you have 
something to do?

The court officer came to get us 
after a while.
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The judge was different than I pictured, 
but he was nice.

...and took deep breaths before           
answering and that helped. 

It was weird because there was a 
microphone and the judge said they 
were recording what I said.

I got nervous when they asked about 
Michael, but I looked at Chakrii the 
whole time...

I talked about me and my mom.
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What happens now?
The judge will decide 
what should happen 
and will let us know. 

Before I knew it,  
it was over. 

After, Chakrii said I did really well. It wasn’t so bad, I guess. 
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I don’t know what they’ll 
decide, Isabella, but you 
did a great job today. 

I’ll let you know as 
soon as I hear. 

That night Mom said I could go watch a movie at Alex’s. 
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It felt really good to just be a regular kid again.

I’d been so busy that I hadn’t seen her in a really long time.   
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WHAT’S HAPPENING? 

Isabella and her mom went to court and talked to 
a judge. Sometimes a judge will just want to meet 
a kid, but other times they want the kid to come 
to court and answer questions. This is called 
testifying. 

Isabella got help from an advocate, who 
explained to her what it would be like to testify 
and helped her get ready. 

After hearing what everyone has to say in court, 
the judge can decide if it’s safe for a kid to stay 
at home or not, and if the parent or guardian 
has to keep doing services like taking classes or 
following more rules. 

If the judge thinks it’s not safe for the kid to be at 
home, they can ask them to stay with someone 
else, like a family member, a family friend, or 
another helping family, until it’s safe for them to 
be home.
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Isabella’s story shows some of the things that can 
happen in Family or Dependency Court. 

Your experience might be different than hers 
because a lot of different things can happen. But 
the more you know about what can happen, the 
more ready you’ll be and the more power you’ll 
have to ask for things you want or need. 

You can have a voice in what happens. Don’t be 
afraid to ask for help, to ask questions, and to 
find out what rights you have in court.

Afterword.
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leadership, grants, training, technical assistance, and other resources to 
improve the Nation’s capacity to prevent and reduce crime, assist victims, 
and enhance the rule of law by strengthening the criminal and juvenile justice 
systems. Its six program offices—the Bureau of Justice Assistance, the Bureau 
of Justice Statistics, the National Institute of Justice, the Office for Victims 
of Crime, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, and the 
Office of Sex Offender Sentencing, Monitoring, Apprehending, Registering, 
and Tracking—support state and local crime-fighting efforts, fund thousands 
of victim service programs, help communities manage sex offenders, address 
the needs of youth in the system and children in danger, and provide vital 
research and data.

http://www.courtinnovation.org
http://www.welcometoCUP.org
http://www.ovc.ojp.gov
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