
2026 TAX SEASON

A Step-By-Step Guide to 

Filing Your Own Taxes



ABOUT THIS GUIDE
The purpose of this guide is to walk you through the process of 

filing your taxes from beginning to end for free using the 

TaxSlayer’s free filing site, www.MyFreeTaxes.org.

Self-filing is a good option for young adults who:
● are filing the most recent year tax return (2025),
● are comfortable using online tax software,
● want to learn how to file on their own, and

● have earned less than $89,000 in 2025.

Not sure about self-filing? If you don’t believe self-filing is the best 

option for you, there are Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) sites 

you can visit for free one-on-one assistance from a certified volunteer tax 

preparer. Use this roster to identify a VITA site:

https://jbay.org/resources/fy-vita-sites/  

http://www.myfreetaxes.org/
https://jbay.org/resources/fy-vita-sites/
https://jbay.org/resources/fy-vita-sites/
https://jbay.org/resources/fy-vita-sites/
https://jbay.org/resources/fy-vita-sites/
https://jbay.org/resources/fy-vita-sites/


ATTENTION!
This is the fourth year that current and 

former foster youth may claim the 

California Foster Youth Tax Credit 

(FYTC) worth up to $1,189 in 2026.

For more info on eligibility and 

how to claim this credit, please 

see “STEP 7: State Tax Return” 
beginning on slide 38.
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STEP 1: CREATE 

AN ACCOUNT
Create an account with

MyFreeTaxes.org 
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STEP 1

• Go to MyFreeTaxes.org

• Click FILE ON MY OWN.

• Scroll to enter your 

contact information.

• Click GET STARTED

FILING.

http://myfreetaxes.org/


STEP 1
• If you aren’t automatically  

redirected to a form, click the 

ORANGE BUTTON that says it 

will redirect you.

• Answer YES you earned less 

than $89,000 in 2025. 

• Enter your ZIP CODE and select 

that you are NOT A RESIDENT 

OF PUERTO RICO.

• Click FILE NOW.

2023

2023?*

2025 taxes )

$89,00 IN 2025?



After 15 seconds 

from clicking FILE 

NOW, the 

MyFreeTaxes.org 

page will direct 

you to the 

TaxSlayer 

VITA/TCE self-prep 

kiosk screen.

STEP 1



STEP 1

• You will now leave the  

MyFreeTaxes.org page and 

be directed to the TaxSlayer 

VITA/TCE self-prep kiosk 

page.

• Click FILE NOW.

• Click the CONTINUE button 

to  create a TaxSlayer

Account.

• Go on to Step 2.

2024.



STEP 2: CREATE 

ANOTHER ACCOUNT
Create an account with "TaxSlayer,”

the free IRS self-filing website.
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STEP 2

• Click CREATE ACCOUNT.

• Fill out the information needed 

for a TaxSlayer Account.

• NOTES:

→ Important: Save your username 

and password in a secure place 

with your tax documents.

→ You do not need to enter all the 

information at one time.

→ You can log in and out of your tax 

account as you work on your

return.

• Click CREATE ACCOUNT.



• If prompted, complete

the captcha.

• Enter the security code 

sent to your phone 

number, then click VERIFY.

• After you verify your

account, you will receive a 

message that your account 

is created. Click CONTINUE 

to begin your 2025 tax

return.

STEP 2



STEP 3: PERSONAL 

INFORMATION

Login to TaxSlayer and begin self-filing  

your 2025 tax return, beginning with 

entering your personal information.
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STEP 3

• Login to TaxSlayer using 

your username and

password.

• Type your FULL LEGAL 

NAME into the box.

• If you are married and 

filing jointly: CHECK THE 

BOX.

• If you are not married: 

LEAVE THE CHECKBOX

BLANK.

• Click CONTINUE.

3/1/2026



STEP 3

• If you have last year’s tax  

return you can upload it and 

click VIEW RESULTS.

• If not, click SKIP.

• Type in your personal info: 

*IMPORTANT* 

Enter your personal information 

exactly as it is written on your 

Social Security Card or 

Individual Taxpayer 

Identification Number (ITIN). 

Be sure to double check spelling

and numbers.



STEP 3
• Enter your MAILING ADDRESS.

• If you do not have a mailing 

address, ask a shelter, clinic, or 

youth center (that you could 

retrieve mail from) to use their 

address, and enter that

information.

• For residency status:

→ If you lived in California for all of 2025, 

select FULL-YEAR RESIDENT OF THIS

STATE.

→ If you moved to California in 2026 and 

lived in a different state in 2025, select 

FULL-YEAR RESIDENT OF ANOTHER

STATE.

→ If you lived in multiple states in 2025, 

select PART-YEAR STATE RESIDENT.



STEP 3
• Select any and all 

CHECKBOXES that are true for 

you; otherwise leave blank.

• NOTE: The most common on 

the list are the 1st & 2nd 

selections: 

❑ Claimed as a dependent on 

someone else’s tax return: If 
someone such as a caregiver, 

parent, or guardian provided more 

than half your support for the tax 

year (2025), they can legally claim 

you as a dependent on their tax 

return. 

❑ Full-time student at an eligible 

educational institution



• Select your FILING STATUS.
(Click the filing status wizard if you are

unsure)

• Click YES or NO to claim  

dependents on your return:
→ If you are a custodial parent or  

guardian to a child or relative, click YES

and enter their information.

→ If not, click NO.

• If you have experienced identity  

theft or tax fraud and the IRS 

has provided you with a six-digit  

Identity Protection Pin, select

YES.

• If not, select NO.

STEP 3



• TaxSlayer will ask you to read 

and sign an IRS disclosure 

agreement

• Once you have reviewed it, 

scroll down and type your fill 

legal name

• Lastly click CONTINUE

STEP 3



• Make sure your personal 

information is all spelled 

and entered correctly.

• Click EDIT if anything needs 

to be reentered and click 

CONTINUE when it is all 

correct.

• Click CONTINUE to enter 

your work and income 

information.

STEP 3



STEP 4: INCOME

Enter your income if you had earned 

income, college scholarships or were self-

employed. This includes tax documents 

such as W-2, 1099-NEC or MISC, 1098-T, 

etc. This also includes unemployment 

income from 1099-G forms.
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STEP 4
• You can add your tax forms 

quickly with Quick File. Review 

the JBAY Tax Prep Checklist to 

learn what tax forms you need.  

• Most common tax forms for 

current and former foster youth:

• W-2

• 1099 NEC or MISC

• 1098T 

→ If you know which forms you need,

click CONTINUE.

→ If you don’t know which forms you 

need, click I DON’T KNOW WHICH 

FORMS I NEED.

https://jbay.org/resources/tax-prep/


• Next, you have 2 options:

→ I want to be guided: Select this 

option if you aren’t sure whether 
you have all of your documents 

ready.

→ Select my forms: Select this option 

if you’re sure you have all of your 

documents ready.

• If you do not have any 2025

income from jobs, scholarships, 

retirement, or other, select SKIP

INCOME.

REMEMBER: To qualify for the 

Foster Youth Tax Credit, you need to 

have had at least $1 in earned

income in 2025.  In addition, no one 

can claim you as a dependent on 

their  tax return. 



• If you had a part-time, full-

time, or seasonal job as an 

employee, you will have a W-2

from each job you had in 2025.

→ Enter the tax document  

information from every job that  

provided you with a W-2.

• Each box on your W-2 has a 

letter.  These match the boxes 

in TaxSlayer.  Enter the exact 

information from each box 

then click CONTINUE. 

● If you had more than one job in 

2025, select ENTER ANOTHER.

STEP 4



• If you received unemployment  

compensation in 2025, you 

should have a 1099-G form.

→ If you have a 1099-G form, click YES 

and CONTINUE on Unemployment 

Compensation and enter the 

information from the form.

→ If you do not have a 1099-G form, 

click NO and CONTINUE.

• If you sold stocks, bonds or 

other property you may have a 

1099-B form. 

→ If you have a 1099-B form, click YES 

and CONTINUE.

→ If you do not have a 1099-B form, 

click NO and CONTINUE.

STEP 4

2025?



• If you sold stocks, bonds or 

other property click YES and 

CONTINUE to enter your 1099-

B form.

• Enter your transactions.

• Some systems do not 

automatically provide a 1099-B 

form to you. You may need to 

use a system like Coin Tracker 

(https://www.cointracker.io/)

or a similar service that will 

summarize your sales. Some of 

these are free and some are 

paid services. 

STEP 4

https://www.cointracker.io/


• If your tuition is more than your grants and scholarships, SKIP THIS 

STEP.

• If you were a half-time or full-time student at a technical/trade 

school or college/university in 2025, enter your tax information from 

your 1098-T:

→Under Additional Income click YES (qualified education

programs).

→Under Other Compensation click YES (taxable scholarships and

grants).

• Click BEGIN Scholarships and Grants > Enter the amount.

• Use the spreadsheet below to add up your qualified tuition, books, 

and fees, then subtract those costs from your total grants and 

scholarships received to know how much to enter into other income.

• Spreadsheet to calculate: https://tinyurl.com/calculate-QEE  

(uses formula below)

Scholarships Box 5: 1098T

- minus Tuition and Fees Box 1: 1098T

- minus Books and Supplies you paid for

______________________________________

= Other Income

STEP 4

https://tinyurl.com/calculate-QEE
https://tinyurl.com/calculate-QEE
https://tinyurl.com/calculate-QEE


• If you worked as a contractor 

or gig worker or self-

employed enter the 

information from your forms 

1099-MISC or 1099-NEC.

• Use the spreadsheet below

to add up your qualified 

business expenses for 2025.

• Spreadsheet to calculate 

business expenses: 

https://tinyurl.com/self-

employed-IE 

STEP 4

https://tinyurl.com/self-employed-IE
https://tinyurl.com/self-employed-IE
https://tinyurl.com/self-employed-IE
https://tinyurl.com/self-employed-IE
https://tinyurl.com/self-employed-IE


• If you worked for cash, go to the 

Income section of the Federal

return.

• Click BEGIN on Less Common  

Income, then click BEGIN on Other

Income Not Reported Elsewhere.

• Select Other Income from the 

dropdown menu and enter a 

short description of the job/gig.

• Enter how much money you earned.

• Check the box that the income was

earned.

STEP 4



STEP 5: CREDITS & 

DEDUCTIONS
Maximize your refund by entering in  

credits and deductions like donations 

to charity, school expenses, business  

expenses and more. You may need to  

look at bank statements and receipts to  

get the most money possible.
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STEP 5

• Deductions help reduce 

what you owe in taxes,

and some provide you 

with a cash back refund.

• Find Deductions in the 

Federal section of the 

return after Income.

• EVERYONE should click 

“I want to be guided."



STEP 5

• You may qualify for the 

Federal Earned Income Tax 

Credit if you are between 

ages 25-65. If you are under 

age 25, you will only qualify if 

have at least one dependent 

child. 

• EVERYONE CLICK YES to 

explore the possible credits 

and deductions related to you 

(and your family, if you have

children).



STEP 5
NOTE: The federal Child and 

Dependent Care Credit is worth up 

to $3,000 per child per year.

• If you are a custodial parent and 

paid for a babysitter or childcare

in 2025 so that you could work or 

look for work, CLICK YES. 

→Enter the Care Provider / 

Babysitter’s Information.
→Enter the amount you paid for 

childcare for each dependent.



STEP 5

• The Federal Earned Income Tax Credit 

(EITC) is automatically calculated based 

on the income and personal information 

you entered.  If one of the situations 

apply to you, click YES. If not, click NO 

and then continue.

• To see if you qualify for the EITC, the IRS 

has a link you can use to determine your 

eligibility: https://www.irs.gov/credits-

deductions/individuals/earned-income-

tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant 

https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant
https://www.irs.gov/credits-deductions/individuals/earned-income-tax-credit/use-the-eitc-assistant


STEP 5
Did you pay for tuition, books, 
fees, and school supplies for  
higher education or career  
training? If so,

• Click YES that you would like to  
explore credits & deductions.

• Click YES that you paid 
qualifying education expenses.

• Click YES that you have  
completed entering your 
income information.

• Select your student NAME.

• Answer the questions about 
your 1098-T form. If you do not 
have the form, you can request 
it from your educational
institution.

2025

2025

2024?



STEP 5
• Enter the School Information from 

the 1098-T. Click CONTINUE.

• If your expenses are more than your 

scholarship/grants amount, enter 

the information for TUITION PAID
(Box 1), GRANTS (Box 5) and OTHER

QUALIFYING EXPENSES (books and 

supplies you paid for out of your 
own bank account. Click CONTINUE.

● If your scholarships/grants are more 

than your expenses and you added 

your scholarships/grants as 
described in Step 4 of this guide,

leave the middle box (GRANTS) blank 

here. Fill in the information from  
TUITION PAID (Box 1), and OTHER

QUALIFYING EXPENSES (books and 

supplies you paid for out of your own  
bank account). Click CONTINUE.

TUITION  

GRANTS

OTHER EXPENSES

2025,



STEP 5

• Confirm that you are 

eligible for the American 

Opportunity Tax Credit 

by answering the four 

eligibility questions.

• Select that you are 

eligible for the American 

Opportunity Tax Credit 

by clicking on the box.

• Click CONTINUE.

2024?

2024?

2024?



STEP 6: HEALTH 

INSURANCE
Answer the Health Insurance - Affordable  

Care Act Insurance Plan Question
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STEP 6

To Answer the ACA 2025

Question:

• Click NO if you have full-

scope Medi-Cal coverage 

or have insurance through 

your employer.

• Click YES if you paid for 

health insurance using 

Covered California.

2025?



STEP 7: STATE 

TAX RETURN
Prepare your California  

State Tax Return and  

Claim the Foster Youth  

Tax Credit (FYTC)!

John Burton Advocates for Youth

California’s Foster Youth Tax 

Credit can put an EXTRA $1,189

in your pocket this year!

A Step-by-Step Guide to Filing Your Own Taxes 2026 Tax Season
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STEP 7

Click GET STARTED.

• Select the County where 

you live from the drop-

down menu.

• Click YES.

• Click YES.



STEP 7

• Click NO if you were insured  

through work or Medi-Cal.

• Click YES if you paid for  

insurance through Covered  

California

CA Renter’s Credit: 

• Click YES if you paid rent in CA 

for at least 6 months of 2025. 

It doesn’t matter if it is a small

amount or through a  public 

program - if you pay monthly 

rent select YES.



STEP 7

• Wait! You are not 

done with the 

California return.

• Click YES to go to the 

main California Return

page.

California Return: 

• Click EDIT on the Credits 

section to claim the 

Foster Youth Tax Credit.



STEP 7

CA Earned Income Credit & 

Foster Youth Tax Credit (Form 

3514)

• Click BEGIN.

At the very top of the page, it 

should say "Foster Youth Tax 

Credit.”

• Click BEGIN to go to the 

main Foster Care Tax Credit

page.



STEP 7
CA Foster Youth Tax Credit  

(scroll down): 

• Click YES for eligibility for 

the Foster Youth Tax Credit.

• Click YES that you are  

eligible for the Foster Youth  

Tax Credit.

• Click YES to give consent for 

eligibility verification.



STEP 7

CA Foster Youth Tax Credit 

(scroll down):

• If your name has 

changed since you were 

in foster care, type in 

your first, middle initial, 

and last name while in 

foster care. 

 *This is so you can be 

verified correctly*

• If your name has not 

changed, leave it blank.



STEP 7
CA Foster Youth Tax Credit  

(scroll down):

• If you have proof of foster 

care (verification letter or 

ward of the court letter), 

Click BEGIN. If you don’t 
have this, that is ok. It is 

not required. It provides a 

back-up to the state’s 
verification process.

• Upload the PDF letter

and click DONE.



STEP 7

• Keep this contact  

information in case

you need it later.

• Click CONTINUE to exit 

the main Foster Care Tax 

Credit page.



STEP 7

Foster Youth Tax Credit

• Click NO for "Has IRS  

previously disallowed your 

Federal EITC?”

• Click NO for "Has CA  

previously disallowed your 

CA EITC?”

• Leave the rest blank.

• Click CONTINUE.



STEP 7

• Click BACK.

• Click EXIT CALIFORNIA  

RETURN.



STEP 7
• Make sure to enter any additional 

information that may apply to your 
personal circumstances on your State 
Return.

• Review your Total Income, Tax Credits 
and Refund Amounts.

• Make sure you double check that all 
your eligible credits are in the summary, 
such as:
✓ (Federal) Earned Income Tax Credit

✓ (Federal) Child Tax Credit

✓ (Federal) Education Credits

✓ (State) California Earned Income Tax Credit

✓ (State) Young Child Tax Credit

✓ (State) Foster Youth Tax Credit

✓ (State) Renters Credit

• Click VIEW RETURN.



STEP 8: SUBMIT

File your tax return!
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STEP 8
• File Your Return > Click YES.

• Make sure you have your Adjusted 

Gross Income (AGI) accessible from the 

prior year tax return which allows you 

to file your return electronically. It can 

be found on line 8b of the Form 1040.

• Or, if this is your first time filing 

taxes, enter “$0” as your AGI.
• Or, if you have an Identity 

Protection (IP) Pin, enter it when 

prompted, instead of your prior-

year AGI. 

• If you do not have a copy of last year’s tax 
return or an IP Pin, use the IRS Get 

Transcript Online tool to view your AGI. 

You must pass the Secure Access identity 

verification process. Select the Tax Return 

Transcript and use only the “Adjusted Gross 
Income” line entry. 

https://www.irs.gov/individuals/get-transcript
https://www.irs.gov/individuals/get-transcript
https://www.irs.gov/newsroom/how-to-register-for-get-transcript-online-using-new-authentication-process


Read the information 

to the right, to learn 

what you will need to 

file your tax return and 

receive your refund, if 

you qualified for one.

There are two ways to file your tax return:
1) E-file your return or 

2) Send a paper copy to the both the IRS and California Franchise Tax Board 

(CA FTB).

To File a Paper Tax Return:

• IRS:  https://www.irs.gov/filing/individuals/how-to-file

• CA FTB: https://www.ftb.ca.gov/file/ways-to-file/index.html

If you qualify for a tax refund, there are two ways to receive your 

refund:
1) Direct Deposit or

2) Paper check

To receive a direct deposit, you will need:

• Your Bank account routing number or 

• Your Cash App routing number 

To Receive a Paper Check from the IRS or CA FTB, you will need a reliable and 

safe address. 

If you don’t have a safe, reliable address where you can receive your refund, consider using a local foster youth 
center or Independent Living Program (ILP); the office of your current/former social worker or dependency 

attorney, probation officer, or case manager; or, if you have one, your CASA, housing program, or 

current/former foster parent/caregiver. 

STEP 8
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John Burton Advocates for Youth

AFTER FILING

Check the 

Status of 

Your Return

When your Federal and/or state return(s) have been processed, 

an automatic notification is sent to the e-mail address 

associated with your account, as well as to the mailbox within 

your account located in the navigation menu on the left side of 

the screen. If you did not receive the e-mail notification, be sure 

to add TaxSlayer to your safe senders list so that their messages 

are not delivered to your SPAM or JUNK folder.

Once your Federal and/or state return(s) have been accepted, 

you will be able to login to your account from the TaxSlayer 

homepage and access your accepted Federal and/state return(s) 

directly from the "My Account" screen shown under the "Return 

Status" tab. You can click on the print button to print your 

returns.

A Step-by-Step Guide to Filing Your Own Taxes 2026 Tax Season

More tips on “After Filing” can be 
found here:

https://jbay.org/resources/after-

filing-fy/ 

https://jbay.org/resources/after-filing-fy/
https://jbay.org/resources/after-filing-fy/
https://jbay.org/resources/after-filing-fy/
https://jbay.org/resources/after-filing-fy/
https://jbay.org/resources/after-filing-fy/


John Burton Advocates for Youth

Did you already file but need to file an Amendment, meaning correct 

something on your tax return? You may want to consider filing an 

amendment if you missed a document, chose the wrong filing status, 

did not claim a dependent of yours, or missed a credit or deduction. If 

so, follow the directions here to correct your tax  return: 

https://www.taxslayer.com/tax-amendments. You can also amend 

your return at a VITA site: https://jbay.org/resources/fy-vita-sites/.

Need to 

Amend a 

Return?

AFTER FILING

Save a copy of your return and your tax documents and receipts on a 

password protected computer or print a copy and save your return in 

a locked filing cabinet along with your tax documents.

A Step-by-Step Guide to Filing Your Own Taxes 2026 Tax Season

Save Your 

Files & Keep 

them Safe

https://www.taxslayer.com/tax-amendments
https://www.taxslayer.com/tax-amendments
https://www.taxslayer.com/tax-amendments
https://jbay.org/resources/fy-vita-sites/
https://jbay.org/resources/fy-vita-sites/
https://jbay.org/resources/fy-vita-sites/
https://jbay.org/resources/fy-vita-sites/
https://jbay.org/resources/fy-vita-sites/
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AFTER FILING

What if my 

Return was 

Rejected?

A Step-by-Step Guide to Filing Your Own Taxes 2026 Tax Season

The email notifying you of the rejection should provide the reason. 

Make corrections by logging back into TaxSlayer and re-file. If that 

doesn’t work, you may have to file a paper return or contact the 
IRS. The most common reasons for rejection are:

• Employer EIN does not match IRS information

• Social Security number does not match IRS name

• Someone already filed using your Social Security number 

(identity theft)

• IRS identity theft PIN is wrong or was omitted

Paper File Federal Return:

https://www.irs.gov/filing/individuals/how-to-file 

Paper File State Return: 

https://www.ftb.ca.gov/file/ways-to-file/index.html 

https://www.irs.gov/filing/individuals/how-to-file
https://www.irs.gov/filing/individuals/how-to-file
https://www.irs.gov/filing/individuals/how-to-file
https://www.irs.gov/filing/individuals/how-to-file
https://www.irs.gov/filing/individuals/how-to-file
https://www.ftb.ca.gov/file/ways-to-file/index.html
https://www.ftb.ca.gov/file/ways-to-file/index.html
https://www.ftb.ca.gov/file/ways-to-file/index.html
https://www.ftb.ca.gov/file/ways-to-file/index.html
https://www.ftb.ca.gov/file/ways-to-file/index.html
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