Understanding Child Custody

In Texas, if you are not married when the baby is born, you automatically have sole legal
custody at birth.

The father does not have legal rights unless:
e He signs an Acknowledgment of Paternity (AOP), or
e Acourt establishes paternity.

Should You Put Dad’s Name on the Birth Certificate?

e Putting his name on the birth certificate requires signing an AOP. That legally establishes

him as the father.
e That gives him:
o Theright to seek custody or visitation

The right to make legal claims about the child
Legal parent status immediately
It does not automatically give him visitation. But it gives him standing to ask the court
for it.
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Reasons You Might Choose NOT to Put Him on the Birth Certificate
e You are unsure about paternity.
e Heis abusive, controlling, or unstable.
e He has threatened to take the baby.
e You feel pressured at the hospital.
e You want to establish child support formally through the state process.
e You need time to decide.

You can always establish paternity later. It is much harder to undo once it’s signed.
e |f you do not sign the AOP:
o You remain the only legal parent.
o He must go through the court process to establish rights.

Reasons Some Mothers DO Put Him on
e You are 100% sure he is the father.
e Heis safe, supportive, and stable.
e You both agree on parenting plans. FAMILY GUIDANC
e You want child support processed more quickly. out
e Even then: do not sign under pressure.
e At the hospital, you can say:
o “lam not signing any legal paperwork today. | will review it later.”
o You are allowed to wait.
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Baby’s Last Name

What About Giving the Baby His Last Name?

This is separate from legal paternity.
e You can:
o Give the baby your last name
o Give the baby his last name
o Hyphenate both
e The last name does NOT determine custody. But it does affect:
School records
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o Travel documents FAMILY GUIDANC
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o Social perception escion2

o How easy things are if your names don’t match

Giving baby your last name:
e Keeps everything simple if you are the primary parent
e Avoids confusion in medical and school settings
e Avoids emotional complications if he becomes uninvolved

Giving baby his last name:
e Does not guarantee involvement
e Does notincrease child support
e Does not give him extra rights beyond paternity

Many teen moms later regret giving the father’s last name if he disappears. Changing a

child’s last name later requires a legal process, but it can be done
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