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Transition-Age Youth: Independent
Living Basics
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Identification documents, banking, housing, and the practical adult

tasks that arrive around ages 16–24.

IN THIS GUIDE

Start with documents, because everything else needs

Housing readiness, before the first lease

Health coverage, work, and the systems that quietly

Skills, and the people list

Try it: a real example

Scripts you can use

Your checklist

A free guide from My Fairy GodParents — for youth impacted by parental incarceration,
justice-impacted youth, and the caregivers and families who support them.
myfairygodparents.org/resources/family-blueprint

Print, write on it, and share it with the people helping your family.
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THE DIFFERENCE THIS MAKES

Adulthood is treated as a birthday rather than a process. A young person turns eighteen and is presumed to
know how to hold a lease, keep insurance, file taxes, and get themselves to work — skills nobody teaches
and most people learn by watching an adult do them for years.

For adolescents and young adults ages 12–24 who have been through household disruption — a parent
incarcerated, their own court involvement or detention, a placement change, a caregiver stretched thin —
that watching often did not happen. The gap is not maturity. It is exposure.

This lesson breaks independence into the concrete pieces that actually determine whether a young adult
stays stable: documents, money, housing, health coverage, transportation, and a short list of people to call. It
is designed to be worked through over months, not in a weekend.

START WITH DOCUMENTS, BECAUSE EVERYTHING ELSE NEEDS THEM

Nearly every step of adult life requires the same small set of papers: a state photo ID or driver's license, a
Social Security card, a birth certificate, and often an immunization or school record. Without them a young
adult cannot open an account, sign a lease, start a job, or enroll in training.

Get them before they are urgently needed. Replacement takes weeks and sometimes requires the other
documents in the set, which is why a person missing all three ends up stuck.

Store originals somewhere fixed and safe — ideally not in a backpack that moves between houses — and
keep photographs of each on a phone and in a private email to yourself. A photo is not a legal substitute, but
it makes replacement far faster.

HOUSING READINESS, BEFORE THE FIRST LEASE

Landlords generally screen on income, rental history, and credit. A young adult usually has none of the
three, which is why the first housing is often a room, a shared apartment, or a co-signed lease rather than a
place of their own.
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Understand what a lease commits you to: the full term regardless of a roommate leaving, the security
deposit and its return conditions, who pays which utilities, and what breaks the lease. Read it before signing,
and never sign to be polite.

Budget for the true cost of moving in — first month, sometimes last month, deposit, utility connections, and
basic household goods. That number surprises people and is the most common reason a first housing
attempt collapses in month two.

If housing becomes unstable, ask for help early rather than after an eviction. Youth-focused housing
programs, school homeless liaisons for students still enrolled, and local coordinated-entry systems exist, and
all of them work better before a crisis than after.

HEALTH COVERAGE, WORK, AND THE SYSTEMS THAT QUIETLY MATTER

Health coverage lapses catch young adults constantly. Coverage rules differ by state and by situation, and
some young people — including those who were in foster care — have specific pathways available to them.
Ask a navigator rather than assuming a lapse is inevitable.

Set up the boring infrastructure once: a bank account at a credit union or a bank with no monthly fee, direct
deposit, and a phone number and email that will not change. A stable phone number is worth more than
most people realize; it is the thread every program uses to reach you.

Learn what taxes look like before the first filing. A young adult with a job usually needs to file, may be owed a
refund, and can often file free. Missing it means leaving money behind.

Transportation is the quiet determinant of whether a job or a training program lasts. Solve it deliberately — a
license, a transit pass, a reliable ride arrangement — rather than hoping week to week.

SKILLS, AND THE PEOPLE LIST

The practical skills worth deliberately practicing before they are needed: cooking five meals you can make
without a recipe, laundry, basic cleaning, scheduling and keeping an appointment, making a phone call to an
office, and reading a pay stub.

Practice the phone call specifically. Many young adults will let a problem grow for weeks rather than call a
stranger, and one rehearsed script fixes it.

Then build a people list: five names and numbers on paper — one adult for advice, one for a ride, one for a
place to stay for a night, one for a job reference, and one professional contact such as a counselor or
caseworker. Independence is not doing everything alone; it is knowing exactly who to call.

Review the list twice a year. Numbers change, and the moment you need it is the worst moment to discover
that.

ONE YEAR, ONE CHECKLIST ON THE FRIDGE

At seventeen, a young woman living with her aunt started a checklist on the refrigerator with a target date
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beside each item rather than a plan for everything at once.

By spring she had her birth certificate ordered, her Social Security card replaced, and a state ID. In summer
she opened a credit-union account with no monthly fee and set up direct deposit at her job. In the fall she
practiced a phone script and called her health coverage office herself, which she later said was the hardest
item on the list.

At eighteen she moved into a room in a shared apartment with a signed lease she had actually read, a
written agreement with her roommate about utilities, and a folder holding her documents. She also had five
names on an index card in her wallet. Two of them she ended up needing in the first year.

WORDS YOU CAN USE

Calling about a replacement document

Rehearse once out loud before dialing.

“Hi, I need to replace my [birth certificate / Social Security card / state ID]. Could you tell me exactly what

documents I need to bring, what it costs, whether there's a fee waiver, and how long it takes? I want to make sure

I only have to come in once.”

Asking a caregiver to teach a skill

For a young person who wants to learn but doesn't want a lecture.

“Can you walk me through how you do [pay this bill / read this lease / handle this appointment] one time while I

watch, and then let me do the next one with you sitting there? I'd rather learn it now than get it wrong on my

own.”

Asking a landlord the right questions

Before signing anything.

“Before I sign, I'd like to confirm a few things in writing: the total move-in cost including deposit, which utilities

I'm responsible for, the conditions for getting the deposit back, and what happens if a roommate moves out. Can I

take a copy of the lease home to read overnight?”

Reaching out before housing collapses

Ask in the week you get worried, not the week you're out.

“I'm nineteen and my housing situation is going to fall apart in the next month or two. I'm not homeless yet and

I'd like to keep it that way. What programs are there for young adults in my situation, and what should I be doing

now rather than later?”
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YOUR INDEPENDENCE CHECKLIST

Obtain and safely store: state ID, Social Security card, birth certificate.

Photograph every document and email the photos to yourself.

Open a no-fee bank or credit-union account and set up direct deposit.

Lock in a phone number and email you will keep.

Confirm health coverage and ask a navigator about your specific pathway.

Learn what a lease commits you to before signing one.

Calculate the true move-in cost, not just the rent.

Solve transportation deliberately.

Practice five meals, laundry, and one phone-call script.

Write five names and numbers on a card in your wallet.

REFLECT AND WRITE

Which document am I missing, and what is the date I'll go get it?

Which adult skill do I most avoid, and who could show me once?

Who are my five names, and who is missing from that list?

YOUR NEXT STEP

Confirm which of the four core documents the young person actually has today.

WHERE THIS COMES FROM
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Source: HUD — Rental Assistance — verified August 2026. Curated and summarized by MFGP.

https://www.hud.gov/topics/rental_assistance

This is general information and practice guidance — not legal advice, mental-health treatment, or a statement of any

court, agency, or facility's rules. Policies differ by state, county, facility, school, and program, so always confirm details

with the office involved.

For decisions with legal, medical, financial, or clinical consequences, work with a licensed professional or the

organizations listed with each resource.

You do not have to do this alone.

More free guides, scripts, and checklists:

myfairygodparents.org/resources/family-blueprint
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