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General Information on Domestic Violence 
 

1. What is domestic violence?  
 
Domestic violence constitutes any type of abusive behavior in a relationship used to 
overpower or control the other person. The abuse can be physical, sexual, emotional, 
psychological or financial. Domestic Violence includes anything that intimidates, causes 
fear, terrorizes, isolates, causes shame, makes you feel threatened, forced or hurts you 
in any way.  
 

2. What is physical abuse?  
 
Physical abuse is any intentional act causing injury or trauma to another person. Physical 
abuse may include, but is not limited to, hitting, pulling hair, slapping, pushing, 
grabbing, biting, etc. Physical abuse may also include denying medical attention or 
forcing the use of drugs or alcohol.   
 

3. What is sexual abuse?  
 
Forcing or attempting to force any time of sexual contact or sexual behavior without the 
consent of the other person. Sexual abuse may include, spousal sexual assault, physical 
force, forcing sexual games or sexual acts, or treating someone in a sexually degrading 
manner.   

 
4. What is emotional abuse?  

 
Emotional abuse is making someone feel as if they are of no value or hurting their self-
esteem. Emotional abuse may include but is not limited to: always criticizing someone, 
putting them down, calling them offensive words, causing harm to their relationships.  
  

5. What is financial abuse?  
 
Financial abuse may be when someone makes their partner financially dependent on 
them to maintain control. In general, it includes financial resources, limiting access to 
money or denying someone the ability to go to school or not allowing them to work.   
 

6. What is psychological abuse?  
 
Psychological abuse is typically when someone causes fear or intimidates a person, 
making them hurt themselves or others, damage to property or animals, causes the 
victim to become isolated in school and work, or from family and friends, degrading 
them or causing psychological trauma.  
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General Information on Domestic Violence          

7. What should I do if I am being abused?   
 
The first thing you must do if you are being abused is to assess your situation and create 
a safety plan. Steps to creating your own safety plan are included in this manual (pg. 8) 
and you may also seek assistance at a local domestic violence shelter or other victim 
service provider. There is a directory of local domestic violence shelters in this manual 
(pg. 40). If part of your safety plan is seeking a protective order, you can contact the 
Dallas County District Attorney’s Office at 214-653-3528 for free assistance in requesting 
one.  
 

8. What does the protective order do?  
 
The protective order prevents the abuser from coming close to your house, school, 
place of work, and your children’s school. If the protective order is violated, he/she may 
be arrested.  
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Statistics  
(The National Domestic Violence Hotline) 

 
On average, 24 people per minute are victims of rape, physical violence or stalking by an intimate 
partner in the United States — more than 12 million women and men over the course of a year. [i] 

Nearly 3 in 10 women (29%) and 1 in 10 men (10%) in the US have experienced rape, physical violence 
and/or stalking by a partner and report a related impact on their< functioning. [ii] 

Nearly, 15% of women (14.8%) and 4% of men have been injured as a result of Intimate Partner 
Violence (IPV) that included rape, physical violence and/or stalking by an intimate partner in their 
lifetime. [iii] 

1 in 4 women (24.3%) and 1 in 7 men (13.8%) aged 18 and older in the United States have been the 
victim of severe physical violence by an intimate partner in their lifetime. [iv] 

IPV alone affects more than 12 million people each year. [v] 

More than 1 in 3 women (35.6%) and more than 1 in 4 men (28.5%) in the United States have 
experienced rape, physical violence and/or stalking by an intimate partner in their lifetime. [vi] 

Nearly half of all women and men in the United States have experienced psychological aggression by 
an intimate partner in their lifetime (48.4% and 48.8%, respectively). [vii] 

Females ages 18 to 24 and 25 to 34 generally experienced the highest rates of intimate partner violence. 
[viii] 

From 1994 to 2010, about 4 in 5 victims of intimate partner violence were female. [ix] 

Most female victims of intimate partner violence were previously victimized by the same offender, 
including 77% of females ages 18 to 24, 76% of females ages 25 to 34, and 81% of females ages 35 to 49. 
[x] 
 
Nearly 1 in 10 women in the United States (9.4%) have been raped by an intimate partner in her 
lifetime .[ii] 
  
81% of women who experienced rape, stalking, or physical violence by an intimate partner reported 
significant short- or long-term impacts such as post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms and injury. [iii] 
 

 
[i] http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/newsroom/pressreleases/2009/BJS10007.htm 
[ii] https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/213503.pdf 
[iii-v] http://www.unicef.org/protection/files/BehindClosedDoors.pdf 
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Safety Plan 
 

Domestic Violence is a Crime 
 
Everyone in the U.S. has rights, no one deserves to be abused and the police is here to protect 
everyone. 
 
There are many forms of Domestic Violence which include:  
 

• Physical Abuse (Hit, push, slap), 
• Verbal and Emotional Abuse (insult, yell, criticize), 
• Sexual Abuse (Forcing someone to have sex), 
• Threats (against you, your children, family or animals), 
• Financial Control, Isolation (not allowing you to see your family and friends, controlling 

your phone or reading your messages/emails/mail) and  
• Destroying objects in your home.  
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My Safety Plan 
 

The following steps are ideas to increase my safety and prepare me in advance due to the 
possibility of violence in the future. Although I have no control over my partner's violence, I 
do have a choice about how to respond to situations and how to reach a safe place for myself 
and my children. In no way is this a complete list and not all the things on this list apply to me 
and my unique situation. Having these and other steps done in advance can make the 
decision to leave easier when the opportunity arises, or my physical security requires it. Also, 
it will give me peace of mind and a feeling of regaining control over my life once again. 
 

Safety During Violence 
 

I cannot always prevent violence but to increase security I can make my home as safe as 
possible to minimize the harm, should violence occur. The following are suggestions that 
may be feasible for me to complete:  
 

• I will make sure kitchen knives, pocket knives, tools, and other possible weapons are not 
easily accessible in our home and that the rooms which contain these objects (kitchen 
restroom, garage) are avoided when arguments arise.  

 
• I will always keep my escape route in mind should an argument escalate to violence and 

not get trapped in a location without an exit.  
 

• I will have money hidden near exits for a bus or public transportation.   
 

• My vehicle will face towards the street, so I can quickly leave, and my gas tank will 
always have gasoline.  
 

• I will keep the essential things: keys, purse, my children’s school supplies (backpacks, 
book, etc.) in an accessible place near an exit.  

 
My essentials are: _________________________________________________ 
 

• I will make sure I have access to a phone.   
 

• I will show my children how to use the phone to call the police.  
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My Safety Plan            

 

• For my youngest children, I will save the 911 number on my cell phone and on my home 
phone, so we only need to press one button.   

 
The Button is:            

 
• I may not always be able to speak freely so I will have a word or phrase to use with my 

children, family and friends to alert them when to get help. For example, I can say, 
“Today is my cousin Maria’s birthday.” I DO NOT have a cousin Maria, so my children, 
family and friends will know that if I use the phrase it’s because I am in danger and they 
must call 911.  

 
My secret word/phrase will be:         

 
• I will practice saying a phrase to my children for when they should call the police.  

 
I will teach them to say: ______________________________________________  
 

• I will notify trusted neighbors of our situation, so they can notify the police if they notice 
anything suspicious.  

 
Neighbor 1:           

 
Phone Number:           

 
Neighbor 2:            

 
Phone Number:           

 
Neighbor 3:            

 
Phone Number:           
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My Safety Plan            

Increasing Independence 
 
If I consider it safe, I will take steps towards increasing my independence from my partner to 
make it easier for me to leave and be able to make the transition easier for me and my children, 
should I decide to leave. 
 

• I will learn all my options and rights to speak with my domestic violence advocate.  
 
Place:              
 
Phone #:             
 
Address:             
 
Name of Advocate:            
 

• I will learn my options as far as immigration (if necessary) by calling my Immigration 
Attorney or Department of Justice Accredited Representative.  

 
Name of Contact:            
 
Phone #:             
 
Address:             
 

• I will open a bank account and use the address of family members or close friends.  
 
Bank:              
 
Phone #:             
 
Necessary documents:           
 
Amount needed to open an account:         

 
• I will make sure I have the appropriate identification (driver license, passport, 

matricula/ID issued by my consulate, etc.). 
  

ID Information #:            
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My Safety Plan            

Preparing to Leave 
 

If the abuser has lost control, you are the only person who can decide the best time to leave. 
Without putting yourself or your children in immediate danger, wait for an opportunity to 
leave without much difficulty. 

 
What to pack: 

 
The following are recommended objects to take with you when you leave. Most of these objects 
should be kept together in an accessible place so you can take them quickly if you must leave 
suddenly. Please use the following list to have all the possible items readily available or copied. 

 
Personal Documents:  

 
Copies of all the important documents I can obtain for myself, my children and if possible, the 
abuser:  
 

o My personal identification 
o Birth Certificates  
o Social Security Cards  
o Passports, Visas, I-94’s, green cards, work permits (any document related to my or my 

children’s immigration status or anything related to an immigration benefit filed on our 
behalf) 

o Proof of abuser’s immigration status  
o My children’s school records  
o Vaccination or medical records  
o Marriage/Divorce Certificates 
o Lease Contracts, documents related to the house, or other proof of shared residence 
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My Safety Plan            

 
Financial Documents: 
 

o Cash 
o Check book or bank card, bank documents, credit cards 
o Documents or cards related to government assistance (SNAP, Medicaid, etc.) 
o Receipts for bills, copies of Tax Returns  
o Property Titles  
o Insurance Cards (health, dental, vision, life, auto, etc.)  

 
General Documents: 
 

o Keys (car, office, house)  
o List of medications  
o Address book 
o Extra pair of clothing for every person in my family 
o My children’s favorite toys 
o Sentimental items (photos, jewelry) 
o Items that can be sold  

 
The following person will keep this packet (this person must be in the list of places I can go to 
or someone I can easily reach). 
 

Name:              
 
Phone #:             
 
Address:             
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My Safety Plan            

Escape Plan 

I am going to make sure my house is ready to evacuate in case of an emergency; my children 
and I will know the escape plan.   

• I will check that all windows and doors open and close appropriately.  
• I will evaluate my house and identify the possible escape routes.  
• If I live in an apartment, I will also identify all the potential escape routes of the building. 
• I will make a map of the routes in a drawing of my house or apartment, making sure to 

note the closest exits (like an emergency exit).  
• I will practice the escape plan with my children.   
• I will have a plan of where to go should I need to leave. Think of places you can go to 

immediately and stay there for long periods of time. You can ask your neighbors if you 
can go there in case of an emergency before going to a more distant and more 
permanent place. 

 
1. Place:             

 
How I will get there:           

 
2. Place:             

 
How I will get there:           

 
3. Place:             

 
How I will get there:           
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My Safety Plan            

Protective Orders 

A protective order is issued by the court and can order my partner to stay away from my 
children (if any) and me, including not coming to my home, work or school. My partner may also 
be ordered to not contact me in any way. If my partner does not stay away from me I can call 
the police and they will respond. A protective order is free.  

Once you have a protective order:  

I WILL KEEP THE PROTECTIVE ORDER WITH ME AT ALL TIMES.  

I will keep it in:             
 
I will contact the police department in every city I frequently visit, and I will ensure they have 
a copy of the protective order.  
 

• I will contact the following police departments (consider the following places: where 
you currently live, where you work, and where you would go when you leave). 

 
o Department:      Phone:      

 
o Department:      Phone:      

 
o Department:      Phone:      

 
 

• I will notify my children’s school about the protective order and provide them a copy.  
 
o School 1/Phone 1:           

 
o School 2/Phone 2:           

 
o School 3/Phone 3:           
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My Safety Plan            

 

• I will notify my supervisor at work about the protective order.  
• I will notify my neighbors to call the police if they see my partner close to my home.  

 
If my partner violates the protective order and I know I can call the police and/or notify 
the court of the violation. I can also call my lawyer or advocate. 
 
• I know that the police are obligated to help me, and I can file a complaint/suit with the 

police chief if they do not.  
• I know I can also file a criminal charge against my partner for violation of the protective 

order and any crime committed during the violation of the order.  
 
o Where to file criminal charges:          
 
o Phone:             
 
o Address:             
 

• I know I can obtain a copy of the protective order by going to the court, should it be 
damaged for any reason.  
 
o Where to go:            
 
o Address:             
 
o Phone:             

 
• I will make sure my children know the address and phone number of the place they can 

contact me at or a family member.  
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My Safety Plan            

Protecting My Home When My Abuser Has Left 

I will take the necessary steps to ensure that my home is as safe as possible for myself and my 
children. 

• I can change the locks on the doors or change my keys with a locksmith.  
• I can install additional security measures (this can be from electronic security to putting 

bars on the windows and adding a latch on the door).  
• I can use the emergency stairs, if it is necessary to escape from the second floor. 
• I can ensure there are smoke detectors installed and that they are working properly (the 

landlord is responsible for this in a leased dwelling). 
• I can install lights outside my home that turn on automatically when someone 

approaches my home.  
 

Safety Outside of My Home 
I understand it is important to let the people I know be aware about my situation, so they can 
protect me. I will choose a limited number of friends, co-workers, or family members to talk to 
and make them part of my safety plan. I will do the following (if they are relevant to my 
situation). 

• I will inform my boss and security from work about my situation.  
• I will ask       to answer my calls at work before 

transferring them to me.  
• I will always be aware and cautious. I will have a plan on what to do if he/she 

approaches me, if another problem arises when in public or on the way to my home, in 
public transportation, walking, etc. I         
             

• I will go shopping at different stores and at different times from when I was with my 
partner.  
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My Safety Plan            

Most Important 

I will review my safety plan regularly and make changes when necessary to ensure that I always 
have a plan ready to be used. 
 

• I will sit down and review my safety plan, I will practice my escape plan, when 
appropriate, I will practice it with my children.   

• I will keep this document in a safe place and out of reach from my abuser.   
• I will review my plan when there is a change in my life, which may include: change of 

address, legal papers given to my abuser, arrest of my abuser, release of my abuser, or 
any other significant change that affects my life or that of my children.  

 
Last revision and run-through of my Safety Plan:         
 

IMPORTANT TELEPHONE NUMBERS 

• Police Department (Home)           
• Police Department (School/Work)          
• Domestic Violence Advocate          
• District Attorney’s Office                    
• Work              
• Telephone Number of Work Supervisor         
• My Children’s School            
• Faith Leader             
• The National Domestic Violence Hotline 1-800-799-SAFE (7233) 
• The National Domestic Violence Hotline (TTY) 1-800-787-3224 
• Texas Council on Family Violence (512) 794-1133 
• The National Human Trafficking Hotline 1-888-373-7888 
• Catholic Charities Dallas, Immigration Legal Services (214) 634-7182 
• Catholic Charities of Fort Worth, Immigration and Legal Services (817) 289-4399 
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Immigration Relief for Victims of Crimes 
 
 
 
 
 

Violence Against Women Act (VAWA): 
Victims of Domestic Violence 

 
 

U Visa: 
Victim of Certain Qualifying Crimes 

 
 

T Visa: 
Victims of Human Trafficking 
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Violence Against Women Act (VAWA): 
Victims of Domestic Violence 

 
What is the purpose of this relief?  

 
• Provide a benefit to victims who suffer from domestic violence and prevent abusers 

from using the Immigration Law of the United States of America to continue the abuse.  
 
 

What are the requirements to be eligible?  
 

• The abuser must be a U.S. Citizen (USC) or Lawful Permanent Resident (LPR). 
• The applicant must be a victim of extreme violence or cruelty by a USC or LPR.  
• The applicant lived with the abuser at some time.   
• The marriage was in good faith.   
• The applicant must show proof of good moral character.   

 
 

Who qualifies for VAWA?  
 

• Abused Spouse of a U.S. Citizen (USC) or LPR.  
• Abused Child of a USC or LPR. (Child must be single and under 21 years of age at time of 

filing) 
• Spouse of a USC or LPR whose Child was abused by the USC or LPR Spouse 
• Abused Parent of USC or LPR daughter or son (21 years of age or older) 
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VAWA              

Forms of Control:  

• Emotional 
o Lies about immigration status or the ability to help spouse obtain their immigration 

status 
o Intimidates  
o Hides or destroys identification documents 
o Threats to family 
o Condescends or insults 
o Abuses the laws of the U.S.  

 
• Isolation 

o Does not allow the spouse to learn English or prohibits him/her from associating 
with people who speak his/her native language.   

 
• Uses the Children 

o Says the U.S. courts will not grant custody (conservatorship) to an immigrant who is 
undocumented.    

 
• Uses Immigration Status  

o Makes the victim feel afraid by claiming that the police will care more about the 
victim’s legal status than the crime committed against them and, ultimately, that the 
victim will be deported. 

 
• Coercion and Threats  

o Threatens not applying for, or withdrawing from, immigration applications.    
 

• Sexual 
o Claims the U.S. laws require spouses to be sexually submissive.  
o Refers to spouse as a prostitute. 

 
• Economic 

o Forces him/her to work “illegally” or refuses they work by threatening to call 
immigration.  
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U Visa: Victims of Qualifying Crimes 
 
What is U Visa? 

 
• A visa granted to immigrant victims of qualifying crimes  

o Allows a victim to report crimes committed against them.   
o Allows for more criminals to be identified.  
o Allows victims to assist in the investigation and prosecution of the criminals.  

 
• Eligibility 

 
o The individual must be a victim of a qualifying criminal activity.  
o The individual suffered substantial physical or mental abuse as a result of having 

been a victim of the qualifying criminal activity.   
o The individual possesses information concerning the qualifying criminal activity. 
o The individual is or is likely to be helpful to the official in the investigation or 

prosecution of the criminal activity.  
 A certification is required. 
 The certification is used as evidence to support the aforementioned.   
 A conviction or prosecution is not required.  

 
 
U Visa: Eligible Crimes 
 
Abduction Fraud in Foreign 

Labor Contracting 
Peonage Torture 

Abusive Sexual Contact Hostage Perjury Trafficking 
Blackmail Incest Prostitution Witness 

Tampering 
Domestic Violence Involuntary 

Servitude 
Rape Unlawful 

Criminal 
Restraint 

Extortion Kidnapping Sexual Assault Other Related 
Crimes  * † 

False Imprisonment Manslaughter Sexual Exploitation  
Female Genital Mutilation Murder Slave Trade  
Felonious Assault Obstruction of 

Justice 
Stalking  

 
• Attempt, Conspire, or Solicitation to commit one of the crimes mentioned.  
• Any similar activity in violation of the federal, state, or local law.  

o It must be substantially similar.  
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U Visa              

 Factors used to determine if the abuse qualifies as “substantial”  
 

1. The nature of the damage caused.  
2. The severity of the criminal’s conduct.   
3. The severity of the damage caused.  
4. The duration of the damage caused.  
5. The degree to which there is permanent or serious damage caused to the appearance 

or physical or mental state of the victim.   
 

• Indirect Victim:  
o Affected by the qualifying criminal activity committed against a family member. 

(murder or manslaughter)  
• Direct Victim:  

o “Direct or immediate damage caused by the qualifying criminal activity” (USCIS). 
o Witness, “where the witness suffered unusual damage as a result of the qualifying 

criminal activity” (USCIS) 
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T Visa: Victims of Human Trafficking 
 
Definition of Human Trafficking:  

 
• “The hiring, transportation, transfer, shelter or reception of people for fear of threats, 

use of force or other forms of coercion, kidnapping, fraud, deception, abuse of power, 
abuse of a position of vulnerability, delivery and receipt of payments or benefits to 
obtain the permission of a person having control over another person, for the purpose 
of exploitation.” 

• The delivery or maintenance of people in conditions of slavery. 
 

Who are the victims? 
 

• Victims are hidden in plain sight by the nature of their condition.  
• There is very little public awareness about this problem, which leads to overlook victims 

in full view.   
• Victims are prosecuted for offenses related to their unfair treatment instead of being 

identified as victims and channeled to the appropriate organizations.  
 

Human Smuggling vs. Human Trafficking 
 

Smuggling Human Trafficking 
Consent 

Migrant smuggling includes those who  consent 
to being smuggled. No coercion is used. 

Smuggling is a breach of the integrity of a 
nation’s borders. 

Consent 
Victims either do not consent to their 
situations, or if they initially consent, that 
consent is rendered meaningless by the 

actions of the traffickers.  
Transnationality 

Smuggling is always transnational. 
Transnationality 

Trafficking does not have to be the physical 
movement of a victim.  

Exploitation 
The individual is left free after entering the 

country 
Smuggled individual is a law violator. 

Crime against the government 

Exploitation 
Individual is delivered into slavery after 

entering the country 
Continued exploitation in order to generate 

revenue for the trafficker. Trafficked 
individual is a victim. 

Crime against a person.  
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T Visa              

 
These forms of Human Trafficking are the most common in Texas:   
 

• Forced Labor 
o Domestic Work 
o Illegal Activities 
o Groups of sales workers 
o Sales or small business 
o Construction 

 
• Sex Workers 

o Hotels/Motels 
o Illicit Massage Parlors/Spa Salon 
o Internet Adds/Unspecified Locations  
o Sex sold at a residence 
o Escort Services  

 
Men, just like women, are victims of human trafficking. The victims are adults or minors and 
are in the United States without legal status or have legal status like LPR or Citizenship.  
 
The traffickers use FORCE, FRAUD, or COERCION to deceive the victims and later as a control 
mechanism. To be eligible for a T Visa, the victim must prove that he or she was a victim of 
“severe human trafficking,” which is denied as human trafficking through “force, fraud or 
coercion.” 
 
What is the purpose of this visa? 
 

• Provide temporary legal status to people trafficked to the United States to facilitate 
their liberation and recovery.  

• Assist law enforcement in the investigation and prosecution of the traffickers.  
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T Visa              

What are the requirements to be eligible? 
 

1. Be a victim of a severe form of human trafficking.  
2. Be physically present in the U.S. 
3. Cooperate with officers investigating human trafficking.   
4. Suffer extreme hardship if removed from the U.S.  

o Victims of human trafficking who are certified are eligible to receive the same 
benefits as refugees.  

o Children are immediately eligible for benefits.  
o They receive a letter of eligibility. 

 
Available resources include:  

• Training to learn English.  
• Assistance  to get housing.  
• Financial and food assistance.  
• Employment assistance.  
• Medical and mental health services. 
• Assistance for victims of torture.   
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Legal Civil Remedies for Victims of Crimes 
 
 
 
 
 

Annulment 
 

Divorce Process 
 

Child Support 
 

Establishing Paternity 
 

Child Custody (Conservatorship) and Visitation 
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Annulment 
 

1. What is an annulment? 
 

It is the legal process that states that the marriage never existed. They are not as 
common as divorces, and they need to meet all the specific requirements to qualify.  
 

2. What is the difference between annulment and divorce? 
 

An annulment basically says that the marriage was never valid. In Texas, there are very 
specific factors that allow an annulment. The divorce ends a marriage; it does not say 
that it was never valid.  

 
3. What are the requirements for an annulment?  

 
The requirements for an annulment are very specific. One of the two spouses was too 
young to marry, one of the two did not have the mental capacity to understand the 
marriage and accept it, one of the two could not marry for physical reasons, or the 
consent to marry was obtained by fraud or force. 
 

4. What happens if I do not qualify for any of the requirements for an annulment? 
 

The best option will be divorce. If both parties consent, it is called uncontested divorce. 
However, there must be reasons for a divorce before obtaining it. 
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The Divorce Process 
 

1. How can I initiate the divorce process? 
 

It starts with a person, called the plaintiff. The plaintiff files a lawsuit in court to obtain a 
divorce against his/her partner, called the Respondent. 
 

2. Is there a specific requirement to apply for a divorce in Texas? 
 

Yes. You must live here for at least 6 continuous months. Additionally, one of the 
spouses would have to be living in the county where the divorce will be processed for at 
least 90 days. Texas allows for a "no fault" divorce. However, if one of the spouses 
caused the separation that may be considered in court. Statutory grounds include: 
adultery, abuse (which leads to living together insupportable), abandonment (with the 
intent to leave for at least one year), incarceration (for more than a year), confinement 
to a mental hospital for at least three years, or living apart for at least three years. 
 

3. What happens after filing a divorce? 
 

You must give the defendant time to respond to the divorce, therefore they must be 
notified. It is important to follow these rules: 
o You must have someone who personally delivers the process or court documents to 

the defendant or the Sheriff’s assistant delivers the documentation to the 
defendant. If not, it must be delivered by certified mail.  

o If do not know where the defendant is, you can file a warning order that says you 
have tried to locate the defendant at your last known address, notices are published 
in newspapers, notices are posted in court, or in any other place necessary for the 
court to know that you have tried to locate him/her.  

o The defendant has 20 days to respond in writing to the court. If there is no response, 
divorce is granted.  
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The Divorce Process           

 
4. What types of decisions does the judge have to make during divorce cases? 

 
The judge usually makes decisions only if both parties cannot reach an agreement. He 
will decide with whom the children will live, visitation rights, if the children can live out 
of state, which of the parents will pay the expenses of the children, and how to divide 
the properties and debts of the marriage. Once there is a divorce record, it cannot be 
changed. It can only be changed by means of a judge's order or a motion is presented. 
 

5. How long does the divorce take? 
 

It takes a minimum of 60 days after the filing of the claim.  
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Child Support 
 

1. Who has the right to receive child support? 
 

Every unmarried minor living in Texas is entitled to receive support from both parents, 
single or married. 
 

2. When should a request for child support case be filed? 
 

When you have custody of a child under 18 or in high school and you need court 
assistance to receive money for survival or medical expenses from the other parent. 
 

3. How is the amount of money given as support determined? 
 

If the parents do not agree, the court will decide for them. They will consider the 
present and future needs of the children, the number of children, other dependents, 
and the ability to pay of the father or mother. For this, the court usually uses the family 
support guide to find the correct amount. 
 

4. How is child support collected? 
 

Child support is never paid directly to the father or mother. The Child Support Division is 
responsible for receiving and delivering payments. There are several options for 
delivering support payments including: credit/debit card, by mail, cash or money order, 
kiosk, bank withdrawal, and withholding of wages. The Child Support Division then gives 
you the money by direct deposit to a bank or a Texas Payment Card to the parent who is 
granted custody. 
 

5. How is the child support terminated? 
 

Child support ends when children turn 18, die, or ask for emancipation. The order may 
continue until the child completes high school or has a disability. 

 
6. How can I change a child support order? 

 
You may qualify to change the amount you pay in support if your obligation is 20% or 
$100 more or less than what you currently pay. 
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Establishing Paternity 
 

1. If the children were born out of wedlock, what should be done to get child support?  
 

For an unmarried couple, the biological father does not have legal rights over the child 
until paternity is established. In this case, the mother has legal custody and does not 
need a court order to prove that she has custody. Paternity must be proven before the 
court orders child support. If both parents agree to recognize paternity, then the court is 
not needed to establish it. If not, a genetic test must be done to prove paternity. 
 

2. What is an Acknowledgement of Paternity (AOP)? 
 

Biological parents who want their child's legal rights for the father can do so by 
voluntarily establishing paternity with an Acknowledgment of Paternity (AOP). To 
complete and submit an AOP, both parents will have to work with an AOP Certified 
Entity. To locate an AOP Certified Entity, you can call (866) 255-2006 or visit the website 
of the Attorney General of Texas. 
 

3. Why is it important to establish paternity? 
 

Both parents and children have the right to a parent/child relationship. Everyone 
deserves an opportunity to develop, enjoy and grow in the relationship. The father has 
the right to contribute to the success of his children's future. In establishing paternity, 
the father provides his child with certain rights and privileges, which may include: 
emotional support, financial support, inheritance protections, benefits, life insurance, 
medical insurance, to name a few. 
 

4. If the parents plan to marry must they sign an AOP? 
 

If the parents are not married when the children are born, the man is not the LEGAL 
father, even if they are living together. By signing the AOP, the legal relationship 
between the father and the children is established. 
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Establishing Paternity           

 
5. What happens if the mother is married to another person? 

 
In this case, the "Denial of Paternity" section in the AOP form must be completed by the 
mother and her husband (alleged father) before paternity can be established. 
 

6. How is paternity recognized? 
 

When a child is born, the hospital requires information to complete the birth certificate. 
They also give you a form of recognition from the father so that the mother and father 
sign it declaring who is the biological father. 
 

7. What happens if you are not sure who the father is? 
 

If either parent is not sure, do not sign the AOP. A paternity test must be done, which is 
called a DNA test or genetic test. For information on this test you can contact your 
doctor, lawyer, or your Texas Child Support Division. 
 

8. What will the genetic test show?  
 

The genetic test will show if the man is NOT the biological father of the child. The test is 
99% sure of who the father is. The results are available after 4 to 6 weeks. 
 

9. If I sign the AOP now, can we have a paternity test afterwards?  
 

The AOP should only be completed if there is no question of paternity. However, a 
person who has signed an Acknowledgement of Paternity (AOP) can cancel it within 60 
days after signing it. 
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Establishing Paternity           

 
10. Will the father’s name be on the birth certificate? 

 
If the parents are not married and sign the AOP in the hospital when the baby is born, 
the name of the father will appear on the birth certificate. Parents should tell the 
hospital what name they want for their child. If the mother agrees, the baby can have 
the father's last name. 
 

11. If we do not sign the form at the hospital, what can we do? 
 

If paternity is not established before leaving the hospital, the father's last name will not 
appear on the birth certificate. However, the form may be completed later. 
 

12. If the Child Support Division helps me establish paternity, do they start child support 
or government benefits immediately? 

 
No. You must apply with this office to receive benefits or through a lawyer. You apply 
for SNAP (food stamps) and Medicaid (medical insurance) with the Texas Health and 
Human Services Commission.  
 

13. Do I have to cooperate to establish paternity? 
 

Some government assistance programs require the mother to cooperate in establishing 
paternity to qualify for benefits. 
 

14. If we sign the AOP, does the parent have visitation rights or the right to request 
custody (conservatorship)? 

 
Signing the AOP does not automatically mean that visitation or custody rights are given 
to the father. The parent can use the form to ask the court to grant custody or establish 
visitation rights. If the parents agree, either of the two can ask the court for an order to 
establish their visitation or custody rights. Parents can also ask their lawyers about the 
law. 
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Establishing Paternity           

 
15. What is the cost of establishing paternity? 

 
There is no fee for parents who voluntarily admit paternity. The form is available on the 
website of the Attorney General of Texas, Vital Statistics Unit (VSU), or the hospital 
where the baby was born. If both parents do not sign the declaration voluntarily, you 
can contact a lawyer or ask the Child Support Division to petition the court to establish 
paternity. This office will charge for services to establish paternity, including genetic 
testing, court costs, and attorney costs, unless the applicant is eligible for free services. 
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Custody (Conservatorship) and Visitation Rights 
 

1. At what point does custody (conservatorship) become  an important issue? 
 

Custody becomes an important issue when the people involved in a divorce have 
children together. It is understood that the children together are those who were born 
during the marriage. 
 

2. What happens if the children were born out of wedlock?  
 

If the children were born out of wedlock, paternity must be proven in court to obtain 
child support. The paternity test will be done if the child was born out of wedlock, or 
one of the two parents wants to confirm who is the father.  
 

3. What happens if we do not agree on custody (conservatorship)? 
 

This is called contested custody. This means that each person needs to prove to the 
court why the child should be with them. It is important to declare in the divorce claim 
that you want custody of the child. 
 

4. Who decides who will have custody (conservatorship)? 
 

A judge is the right person to decide what is best for the children. This is based on the 
child's best interest. 
 

5. What factors are considered when deciding the custody (conservatorship) of the 
children? 

 
It is important to consider what is best for the children. This includes factors such as 
continuous contact (who will provide continuous contact with the other parent); 
domestic abuse (if any of the parents involved have been in a domestic abuse situation); 
character (they are honest, loving parent, stable, have a good reputation); problems 
with alcohol, drugs or a criminal record; home environment; economy (can provide 
basic needs); the preference of the children (some judges consider who the children 
want to be with, but they will not necessarily follow the wishes of the children); and 
keep the children together (if there is more than one child, the judge will avoid 
separating them if possible). 
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Custody (Conservatorship) and Visitation Rights        

 
6. How can I be sure that the best interest of my children is represented? 

 
Sometimes judges appoint a lawyer, ad litem, who makes an investigation about what is 
best for the children. This can include interviewing parents and children, and often 
including teachers, doctors and counselors. Based on what the lawyers learn from the 
investigation, they will make a recommendation to the judge. 
 

7. What happens if someone who is not the father or mother wants custody 
(conservatorship) of the children? 

 
If someone other than the parents want custody of the children (grandparents, uncles, 
etc.), the court will give preference to the parents, unless the parents cannot or should 
not have the children. 
 

8. What happens if both parents want custody? 
 

In this case, the judge can provide Joint Custody (Joint Managing Conservatorship) of 
the children in the divorce record. This way, each parent has the same rights to see and 
care for their children. The child will spend half of the time with each parent, and the 
parents make decisions together concerning the children. This works best when the 
parents have a friendly relationship, and both can work together and agree for the 
benefit of the children. It is important to remember that, if both have custody, you must 
ask in the divorce record that the other person stays in the same state, so that the other 
parent does not leave the state with the children. 
 

9. How does visitation work? 
 

If the judge sees that the parents are friendly, he can provide an open visitation, in 
which parents decide when they can see the children. If they cannot work together, the 
court will arrange a visiting schedule, which usually includes every two weekends, 
alternating holidays, and an extended period during the summer for children at school. 
It is important to know the dates when the visitation begins, which will be stated in the 
order, to avoid problems. In certain circumstances, visitation must be under supervision. 
This means that the father or mother can visit the children, but only under certain 
circumstances. 
 

  



38 
 

Custody (Conservatorship) and Visitation Rights        

 
10. If the father or mother does not have visitation, do they still have to pay child 

support? 
 

Yes. Visitation and child support (conservatorship) do not depend on each other. If the 
parents do not have visitation rights, they still need to provide support. In the same 
way, if the father or mother is not receiving child support, they cannot deny visitation 
rights. If one parent is not doing what must be done, the other parent must go to court 
and make sure the court forces the parent to do so. 
 

11. What is contempt of court? 
 

If a person does not comply with his/her obligations, the other person should go to 
court and file a complaint for contempt. A parent must prove that the other parent is 
not following the divorce orders. The person asks the judge for the other person to be in 
contempt of court. In this way, the judge makes sure that the other person follows the 
rules. 
 

12. What happens if I need to change the custody?  
 

You can ask a judge to change custody, visitation, support or medical assistance with a 
modification case. You can do this process on your own or you can hire a lawyer to help 
you. Contact the Attorney General of Texas to see if they can help you with the process. 
A lawsuit for modification may result in an agreement if both parents agree to the 
changes (including custody, visitation, support or medical assistance) and if both parents 
agree to sign the modification forms. A modification request may end in default 
(without the other parent) if the other parent is notified and does not send a response 
or does not appear in court. 
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Finding Safety  
 

List and Map of Shelters in North Texas 
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1 

 

 
 

 
Shelters for Victims of Domestic Violence: 

  
1. Dallas The Family Place P.O. Box 7999  Tel. (214) 559-2170   familyplace.org 

   Dallas, TX 75209   Crisis Line (214) 941-1991 (24/7) 
 

2. Dallas Genesis Women’s Main Outreach Center Tel. (214) 389-7700   genesisshelter.org 
 Shelter & Support 4411 Lemmon Ave.   Crisis Line (214) 946-4357 (24/7) 
   Ste. 201 

Dallas, TX 75219 
 

3. Garland Hope’s Door New Garland Outreach Center Tel. (972) 422-2911   hdnbc.org 
 Beginning Center 218 N. 10th St.  Fax. (469) 910-8489  

Garland, TX 75040  Crisis Line (972) 276-0057 (24/7) 
      

4. Plano Hope’s Door New Plano Outreach Center Tel. (972) 422-2911   hdnbc.org 
Beginning Center 860 F Ave. Suite 100  Fax. (469) 423-4154 

    Crisis Line (972) 276-0057 (24/7) 
 

5. Irving Brighter Tomorrows Administrative OfficesTel.  (972) 254-4003 X124 (Spanish)  brightertomorrows.net 
928 Bluebird Dr.  Tel. (972) 263-0506 (Counseling) 

   Irving, TX 75061  Fax. (972) 254-8086 
Crisis Line (972) 262-8383 (24/7) 
 

6. Dallas Mosaic Family 12225 Greenville Ave.  Tel. (214) 821-5393   mosaicservices.org 
Services  Suite 800   Fax. (214) 821-0810 

Dallas, TX 75243  Crisis Line (214) 823-4434 (24/7)  
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7. Dallas UGM  4815 Cass St.  Tel. (214) 638-2988   ugmdallas.org 
Center of Hope Dallas, TX 75235  (Single women with children) 

 
8. Dallas UGM  9823 Summerwood Cir. Tel. (214) 638-2988   ugmdallas.org 

RiverPointe Dallas, TX 75243  (Single women without children) 
 

9. Plano Texas Muslim P.O. Box 863388  Tel. (469) 467-6241   tmwf.org 
Women’s  Plano, TX 75086  Tel. (877) 724-5699 
Foundation    Crisis Line (972) 880-4192 (24/7)  
 

10. Dallas Salvation Army The Salvation Army  Tel. (214) 424-7239   salvationarmydfw.org 
Domestic Violence P.O. Box 190105  Crisis Line (214) 424-7239 (24/7) 
Program  Dallas, TX 75219  
 

11. Cedar Hill HOPE Mansion 1595 Mt. Lebanon Rd.  Tel. (972) 293-3370   hopemansion.com 
  Cedar Hill, TX 75104  (Pregnant Women) 
  

12. Cedar Hill Bridges Safehouse P.O. Box 1161   Tel. (469) 272-4441   bridgessafehouse.org 
  Cedar Hill, TX 75106      admin@bridgessafehouse.org 
 

13. Arlington Safe Haven Arlington Resource Center Tel. (817) 548-0583   safehaventc.org 
of Tarrant  401 W. Sanford  Crisis Line 1(877) 701- SAFE (7233) (24/7) 
County  Ste. 1400 

Arlington, TX 76011 
 

14. Ft Worth Safe Haven Ft Worth Resource Center Tel. (817) 536-5496   safehaventc.org 
of Tarrant  1100 Hemphill St. Ste. 101 Crisis Line 1(877) 701- SAFE (7233) (24/7) 
County  Fort Worth, TX 76104 

 
15. Greenville Women in Need, Inc. Greenville Office  Tel. (903) 455-4612   wintexas.org 

  Hunt County  Fax. (903) 455-7760 
     Text. (972) 591-7233   
     Crisis Line (903) 454-4357 (24/7) 
 

16. Rockwall Women in Need, Inc. Rockwall Office  Tel. (972) 772-3000   wintexas.org 
  Hunt County  Fax. (972) 961-0135 
     Text. (972) 591-7233   
     Crisis Line (903) 454-4357 (24/7) 
 

17. Denton Denton County Denton Outreach Office Tel. (940) 387-5131   dcfof.org 
Friends of the 4845 S I-35 E, Ste. 200  Fax. (940) 383-1816 
Family  Corinth, TX 76210  Crisis Line (940) 382-7273 (24/7) 

      Crisis Line (800) 572-4031 (24/7) 
 

18. Decatur Wise Hope Shelter & Wise Hope Crisis Center Tel. (940) 626-4855   wisehope.org 
Crisis Center 608 N. US Business 287 Fax. (940) 626-4117 

   Decatur, TX 76234  Crisis Line (940) 626-4855 (24/7) 
       

19. Gainesville  Abigail’s Arm  1600 Aspen Rd.  Crisis Line (940) 665-2873 (24/7) abigailsarms.org 
Cook County Family Gainesville, TX 76240   
Crisis Center 
  

20. Longview Women’s Center Advocacy & Resource Center Tel. (903) 295-7846   wc-et.org 
of East Texas 1011 Wal St. Ste. 101  Crisis Line 1(800) 441-5555 (24/7) 
  Longview, TX 75606 

 
21. Tyler East Texas Crisis P.O. Box 7060  Tel. (903) 509-2526   etcc.org 

Center  Tyler, TX 75711  Fax. (903) 509-2283    
Crisis Line (903) 595-5591 (24/7)  
Crisis Line (800) 333-0358 (24/7) 

 
22. Granbury Ada Carey Family 3611 Plaza East Ct.   Tel. (817) 579-6866   missiongranbury.org 

Violence Shelter Granbury, TX 76049  Crisis Line 1(844) 579-6848 (24/7) 
    

23. Cleburne Family Crisis Center P.O. Box 43  Tel. (817) 641-2343   familycrisisjc.org 
Johnson County Cleburne, TX 76033  Crisis Line (800) 848-3206 (24/7) 
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24. Sherman Crisis Center Administrative Office & Shelter Tel. (903) 893-5615   graysoncrisiscenter.org 

  4200 N. Travis St.   
  Sherman, TX 75092 
  

Other Shelters in the community: 

25. Dallas St. Jude Center 2920 Forest Ln.  Tel. (972) 246-6041   ccdallas.org 
  Dallas, TX 75234  (Men and Women ages 55+)  clott@ccdallas.org 

 
26. Dallas Austin Street Center 2929 Hickory St.  Tel. (214) 428-4242   austinstreet.org 

   Dallas, TX 75226   Fax. (214) 428-8158 
 

27. Dallas The Stewpot 1822 Young St.  Tel. (214) 746-2785   thestewpot.org 
   Dallas, TX 75201       info@thestewpot.org 

 
28. Dallas The Bridge  1818 Corsicana St.  Tel. (214) 670-1100   bridgenorthtexas.org 

   Dallas, TX 75201    
      

29. Dallas Dallas Life  1100 Cadiz St.  Tel. (214) 421-1380   dallaslife.org 
  Dallas, TX 75215  Fax. (214) 426-5114   info@dallaslife.org 

 
30. Dallas Housing Crisis Center 4210 Junius St.   Tel. (214) 828-4244   hccdallas.org 

Dallas, TX 75246  
 

31. Denton The Salvation Army 1508 East Mckinney St. Tel. (940) 566-3800   salvationarmydfw.org 
Denton Shelter Denton, TX 76201   

 
32. Arlington Arlington Family 712 West Abram  Tel. (817) 860-1836   salvationarmydfw.org 

Life Shelter  Arlington, TX 76004   
 

33. Arlington Arlington Life 325 W. Division St.  Tel. (817) 548-9885   arlingtonlifeshelter.org 
Shelter  Arlington, TX 76011   

 
34. Dallas Family Gateway 711 S. St. Paul St.  Tel. (214) 823-4500   familygateway.org 

  Dallas, TX 75201  Fax. (214) 884-3110     
      1(888) 411-6802 (option 3 if you have children) 
 

35. Huntsville  Saafe House P.O. Box 1893  Tel. (936) 291-3529   saafehouse.org 
  Dallas, TX 77342  Crisis Line (936) 291-3369 (24/7) 

Crisis Line (936) 327-2513 (24/7) 
 

36. Waco Family Abuse Center P.O. Box 20395  Tel. (254) 772-8999   familyabusecenter.org 
  Waco, TX 76702  Crisis Line 1(800) 283-8401 (24/7) info@familyabusecenter.org 

 

Places that offer counseling (do not provide shelter): 

1. Dallas Dallas Children’s 5351 Samuell Blvd.  Tel. (214) 818-2600   dcac.org 
Advocacy Center Dallas, TX 75228   

 
2. Dallas Family Compass 4210 Junius St.  Tel. (214) 370-9810   family-compass.org 

  Dallas, TX 75246   
 

3. Dallas Family Outreach of 9100 Diceman Dr.  Tel. (214) 321-6292   familyoutreachdallas.org 
East Dallas  Dallas, TX 75218      info@familyoutreachdallas.org 
 

4. Dallas Dallas Area Rape 2801 Swiss Ave.  Tel. (214) 712-4900   dallaarapecrisis.org 
Crisis Center Dallas, TX 75204  Crisis Line (972) 641-7273 (24/7) 
 

5. Dallas Jewish Family Service 5402 Arapaho Rd.  Tel. (972) 437-9950 (24/7)  jfsdallas.org 
of Greater Dallas Dallas, TX 75248    
 

6. Dallas Life Connections 6363 Forest Park Rd.  Tel. (214) 645-0937   uta.edu 
Program (UTA) Suite BLA 226  (214) 648-7382 (Spanish) 

Dallas, TX 75235 
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7. Dallas Resource Center 5750 Cedar Springs Rd. Tel. (214) 521-5124   myresourcecenter.org 

  Dallas, TX 75235  Fax. (214) 522-4604 
8. Dallas Momentous Institute Oak Cliff Campus  Tel. (214) 915-4700   momentousinstitute.org 

  106 E. Tenth St.      info@momentousinstitute.org 
  Dallas, TX 75203      
 

9. Dallas Momentous Institute Harry Hines Campus  Tel. (214 916-4000   momentousinstitute.org 
  9705 Harry Hines Blvd.  
  Dallas, TX 75220  
 

10. Cedar Hill Silent Screams, Inc. P.O. Box 3261  Tel. (972) 850-8036   silentscreams4help.org 
  Cedar Hill, TX 75106  1(855) 744-5550 
 

11. Duncanville Trauma Support 210 South Cedar Ridge Dr. Tel. (972) 709-4904   tssnt.org 
 Services of North Suite C-100      info@tssnt.org 
Texas  Duncanville, TX 75116 
 

12. Richardson CHETNA  P.O. Box 832802  Tel. (469) 532-2407   chetna-dfw.org 
Richardson, TX 75083  Crisis Line 1 (888) 9CHETNA 

 
13. Plano The Turning Point 122 W. Colorado Blvd. Tel. (469) 248-7954   theturningpoint.org 

Rape Crisis Center Dallas, TX 75208  Crisis Line (800) 886-7273 (24/7) 
 
 

 








