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Population: Homeless and Unaccompanied Youth 

 

Youth with justice system involvement are at significant risk of experiencing homelessness. 
The definition of youth homelessness varies by program, but one common federal 
definition includes youth who are couch surfing, awaiting a foster care placement, or living 
in an emergency shelter. Nationally, about 380,000 homeless youth are "unaccompanied," 
meaning they have no parent or guardian to provide care. According to one report, nearly 1 
million youth have some involvement with law enforcement each year, and nearly 400,000 
of those youth will be “on their own and homeless for some period of time.”1 

 

Youth experiencing homelessness—especially on their own—face barriers in accessing 
health care, educational stability, and basic necessities. It is important for juvenile court 
partners to screen youth for homelessness and assist those youth in accessing important 
funding streams and supportive services to mitigate barriers related to homelessness.  
 

Health Care 

 

Youth experiencing homelessness may be eligible for Medi-Cal with no share of cost based 
on income or based on their status as a former foster youth. Full-scope Medi-Cal includes 
EPSDT services up to age 21, which covers preventive care and medically-necessary 
community-based mental health services. 
 
Youth who turned 18 in foster care are categorically eligible for full-scope Medi-Cal, as the 
Affordable Care Act makes them eligible for full-scope insurance until age 26. If a youth is 
eligible for Medi-Cal up to age 26, but their Medi-Cal is currently inactive, they should 
consult their county 4M Medi-Cal contact to quickly reactivate coverage.2 
 
Youth who are eligible for Medi-Cal but incurred medical debt while their Medi-Cal was 
inactive may ask the county Medi-Cal office, when they enroll, to establish eligibility up to 
three months prior to enrollment, in order to pay the medical provider for previously 
uncovered services.3 
 
Youth experiencing homelessness often move between neighboring counties. Youth who 
intend to receive medical care in one county, but are enrolled in Medi-Cal in another 
county, should ask their local Medi-Cal office to transfer their Medi-Cal to the county in 
which they receive care to avoid any confusion, delay, or medical debt incurred as a result 
of accessing an out-of-network provider. 
 
Placement and Housing 
 
Minors 
 
When a minor is experiencing homelessness while completing their probation terms, the 
juvenile court may order foster care placement pursuant to section 727(a) of the Welfare 
and Institutions Code. This foster care placement order makes the child eligible for foster 
care benefits at a base rate of $923 per month with clothing allowance, specialized care 
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increments, and infant supplements available as applicable. 4 Foster care benefits can help 
stabilize placement with a relative or non-related extended family member who would not 
otherwise have the resources to support the youth. A foster care placement order also 
authorizes probation to refer the child to a Foster Family Agency (FFA), which may match 
the child with a licensed foster family, or to a Transitional Housing Placement Program 
(THPP), which provides supportive housing for 16- and 17-year-old foster youth.  
 
Non-Minors 
 
When a non-minor ward is experiencing homelessness, juvenile court providers may assess 
whether the youth is eligible for extended foster care services. Non-minors on probation 
who are otherwise eligible for extended foster care (i.e., they turned 18 subject to a foster 
care order) may be placed in supervised independent living settings, including Transitional 
Housing Placement-Plus Foster Care (THP+FC) and Supervised Independent Living 
Placement (SILP), as long as they are meeting one of the five participation requirements 
under WIC 11403(b).5 
 
For youth residing in counties with long THP+FC waitlists, SILPs may be the preferred 
option for moving them out of homelessness quickly. For example, if a youth is waiting for a 
THP+FC placement but can identify a short-term living arrangement with a relative, friend, 
or supportive adult, probation may approve that living arrangement as a SILP to help 
subsidize and stabilize the youth in that home. In addition, probation may approve SILPs in 
adult treatment facilities for youth with mental health or substance abuse needs. Counties 
can also refer non-minors to local transitional housing programs funded by the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), and approve those programs as 
SILPs. Some counties have transitional housing programs designed specifically for 
transition-aged youth.6 
 
Homeless youth over age 18 who are not eligible for extended foster care services because 
they were not on a placement order on their 18th birthday have fewer placement and 
housing options: 
 

 Youth who are parenting and receiving CalWORKs may request Homeless 
Assistance, which provides emergency shelter vouchers for up to 16 days. Homeless 
Assistance also helps CalWORKs families avoid eviction by paying a certain amount 
of rent owed. Both forms of Homeless Assistance are available once every twelve 
months.  

 For youth with mental health or substance abuse needs, Medi-Cal may authorize 
placement in a residential program if it is medically necessary.  

 For youth with a disability that qualifies for Regional Center services, the local 
regional center may refer them to an adult residential facility that best serves their 
needs.  
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Absent other housing options, juvenile court providers may connect youth with nearby 
HUD-funded programs that provide shelter and transitional housing for adults, including 
programs designed specifically for transition-aged youth.7 
 
Education 
 
The first point of contact for any student experiencing homelessness is the school district's 
McKinney-Vento liaison. Under federal law, every school district must have a designated 
liaison for youth experiencing homelessness. The liaison ensures that homeless students 
can continue to attend the school in which they were last enrolled (providing free 
transportation services as needed) and qualify for free and reduced-price meals at school. 
The McKinney-Vento liaison also facilitates enrollment for homeless youth entering a new 
school. The district must enroll the student even if the student does not have certain 
required documents like proof of residency, prior school records, or written authorization 
from a parent or legal guardian. In referring a youth to the McKinney-Vento liaison, 
providers should note that the youth has a juvenile court history that may qualify them for 
partial credits and reduced graduation requirements under state law.8 
 
For youth who have graduated high school and want to enroll in community college, 
providers should contact the college's Extended Opportunity Programs and Services 
(EOPS) department. EOPS is a state-funded program designed to retain and support college 
students who have higher needs. Depending on the college, EOPS may offer priority 
registration, counseling, tutoring, and grants for books and other school-related costs. 
EOPS can also help youth apply for financial aid through the Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA), Cal Grants, and population-specific resources like Chafee Grants (for 
youth who were in foster care after age 16). 
 
Some community colleges have programs specifically for homeless youth and provide 
financial assistance related to basic necessities like food and clothing. Providers may 
contact these programs directly or may ask the EOPS office if such programs exist at their 
school.  
 
Additional Benefits 
 
If a youth is over 18 and homeless and not eligible for extended foster care, they may 
access a small but important amount of income and hunger assistance through their 
county's General Assistance (GA) and CalFresh programs. Individuals who have very low 
income and are not eligible for any other type of aid may receive GA. Counties devise their 
own GA program requirements, so the amount of aid varies by county. Program 
expectations, including work/school requirements and time limits, also vary by county.  
 
Importantly, though minors generally receive benefits through their caregiver as part of a 
household or assistance unit, homeless unaccompanied children may receive General 
Assistance and CalFresh on their own. Homeless minors who are pregnant or parenting 
may also receive CalWORKs on their own if there is no adult in their household to receive 
aid for them. 

http://bit.ly/JJPT2018
https://www.strongnation.org/articles/557-funding-streams
https://www.strongnation.org/articles/557-funding-streams
https://www.strongnation.org/articles/557-funding-streams
https://www.strongnation.org/articles/557-funding-streams
https://www.strongnation.org/articles/557-funding-streams
https://www.strongnation.org/articles/557-funding-streams
https://www.strongnation.org/articles/556-special-populations
https://www.strongnation.org/articles/556-special-populations


Juvenile Justice Practitioners’ Toolkit                     Authored by Fight Crime: Invest in Kids and Bay Area Legal Aid 
http://bit.ly/JJPT2018 

More Information 
 
Homeless Youth Legal Network 
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/public_services/homelessness_poverty/homeless-
youth-legal-network.html 
 
Homeless Youth Legal Manuals 
http://homelessyouth.org/  
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