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Have you ever walked into a room where you were different from everyone else? 
Have you ever done something you were afraid to do, something people had told you 
you would fail at? Did you ever choose the long, difficult road, instead of the shorter, 
faster, easier one, because you knew the long road would take you further? Have you 
ever done a courageous thing because your children were watching? 

Every day, community college CalWORKs students walk into classrooms where they 
are different from everyone else. CalWORKs students are older, more impoverished, and 
have more responsibilities than other college students. 

Every day, community college CalWORKs students, who have been told by society 
they were failures, succeed in school. They pass classes, they get “A”s, they transfer to 
prestigious four-year colleges, and they embark on successful careers in the workforce.

Every day, community college CalWORKs students choose the long road of education. 
They go to college all day, take care of their kids all evening, then stay up all night studying. 
Community College for CalWORKs students is a long and grueling journey, but CalWORKs 
students are following a path from welfare to education to career. They are making the 
decision to invest now in a prosperous future for their families. 

Every year, community college CalWORKs students stand on stages in caps and gowns, 
proudly holding diplomas, while their children watch from the audience. Those children 
grow up knowing that college is for them. They can graduate like their mom and their dad.

Why would someone who is struggling just to get by decide to go to college? There must 
be an easier way to meet the participation requirements of California’s welfare-to-work 
program. There are easier ways, but there is no better one. College graduates earn more 
money, are more likely to move up the socioeconomic ladder, and are less likely to rely on 
public assistance. 

The CalWORKs Association is the champion of community college CalWORKs students. We 
promote statewide collaboration with education, welfare, and policy leaders. We influence 
local, state, and national policy. We provide professional development to community college 
CalWORKs staff. We are lifting California families out of poverty through education.  

CalWORKs students graduate, transfer, and get jobs every year, but Portraits of Success 
is also about another kind of success: the success that comes from not giving up; from 
refusing the naysayers; from waking up exhausted from studying all night and still going to 
school in the morning; the success that is believing in yourself for the sake of your children. 

Read our CalWORKs students’ stories. Become their advocates. Share their success. Be 
inspired. Help us lift up families.  

www.calworksassociation.org



JOURDAN THOMPSON
Taft College

Region 6 

2019 CalWORKs Association Student of the Year

I am 28 years old and I am a single parent, a student, and a recovering 
drug addict. When reviewing the Essay Question for this scholarship 
application I did not have to give a second thought, I already knew the 
moment that changed my life. On October 13, 2015 I reluctantly entered 
a residential treatment facility to address my out of control drug habit...I 
was four months pregnant. I knew that I could not keep on the way I was; 
it was never my intention to use while pregnant, but when I found out I 
was expecting a child I was homeless, in a tumultuous relationship, and 
caught deep within the webs of addiction. 

When I entered the program, I was desperate to change my life. I attended 10-14 meetings of Narcotics 
Anonymous per week, quickly found a sponsor and began working the twelve steps. After the completion of 
my residential program I moved into a sober living home. I knew that with the baby coming in just a few short 
months, that I had a lot of changes to make in my behavior if I wanted to be a good mother. It wasn’t just 
about the drugs anymore. I wanted to be the type of woman that could raise a little girl to become a woman 

that has self-respect; to do that I had to change everything.  

On December 23, 2015 I became violently ill and was admitted to the 
hospital. Upon evaluation, the doctors determined that my baby no longer 
had a heartbeat and that I was dangerously close to having a stroke. My 
liver was enlarged, my kidneys were shutting down, and there was swelling 
in my brain. I was near death due to severe preeclampsia. With only 72 
days clean my world was flipped upside down. At 4:55 am on Christmas 
Day 2015 I gave birth to my daughter, Adysen Adair Miller, who was born 
sleeping. It was the single most difficult thing I have ever experienced. 

I made a commitment to her that day that I would not let her go in vain. She 
was the single most important thing to ever happen to me. She made a hopeless drug addict into a mother 
and into a woman of character. I committed to her that I would live a life that honors her. Today I have over 
three years clean. I am a full-time student at Taft College with an institutional 4.0 GPA and 3.55 cumulative, 
and the proud mother of a healthy baby girl born on December 08, 2017. I have gone from a homeless drug 
addict, to a successful college student in just a few short years. I believe that with hard work and dedication, 
all things are possible. Even in the times that feel hopeless, there is always a way to turn things around.

“I believe that with 
hard work and 

dedication, all things 
are possible. Even in 
the times that feel 
hopeless, there is 

always a way to turn 
things around.

”
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✂ Donate to CalWORKs Student Scholarships! 

✂ Sign up for Amazon Smile, and Amazon will 
donate .5% of your purchases to the CalWORKs 
Association 

✂ Show your CalWORKs PRIDE and buy Association 
swag! 

Show your love@ 

www.calworksassociation.org/donate 



CalWORKs ASSOCIATION PORTRAITS OF STUDENT SUCCESS 2019
Table of Contents

— REGION 1 —
Kathryn Sieben, Shasta College ................................................................................................................... 17
Sierra Sanderson, College of the Redwoods ............................................................................................... 18
Cory Hoofard, Shasta College ..................................................................................................................... 18
Moriah Ritchie, Shasta College .................................................................................................................... 19
Kristine Gallegos, Shasta College ................................................................................................................ 20
Olivia Estetter, College of the Redwoods .................................................................................................... 21
Sierra O’Leary, College of the Redwoods .................................................................................................... 22
Mark Hudson, Shasta College ...................................................................................................................... 23
Rhonna Stacher, Shasta College .................................................................................................................. 24
 

— REGION 2 —
Demalla Scott Black, Solano Community College ....................................................................................... 25
Aveen Ali, American River College .............................................................................................................. 26
Wynndra Cline, Woodland Community College .......................................................................................... 27
Tanya Stone, Sacramento City College ........................................................................................................ 28
Romal Hamidi, Sacramento City College ..................................................................................................... 29
Tamara Kilgore, American River College...................................................................................................... 30
Volodymyr Pozhydaiev, American River College ......................................................................................... 31
Angela Tamagni, Lake County Campus Woodland Community College .................................................... 32
Malalai Omarlur, American River College .................................................................................................... 33
Naseer Afzali, American River College ........................................................................................................ 34
Elizabeth Moore, American River College ................................................................................................... 35
Abraham Keshamo, American River College ............................................................................................... 36
Ammar Aldujaili, American River College .................................................................................................... 37
Amanda Edeliant, Yuba Community College ............................................................................................... 38
Laura Alanis, Woodland Community College .............................................................................................. 39
Rohullah Ostowar, American River College ................................................................................................. 40
Sayed Alizada, American River College ....................................................................................................... 41
Eduard Skavinskyy, America River College .................................................................................................. 42
Nick Garrett, American River College .......................................................................................................... 42
Jessica Weston, Yuba Community College .................................................................................................. 43
Kamola Nazarkulova, American River College ............................................................................................. 44
Farima Azizi, Yuba College .......................................................................................................................... 45
Kelsey Foster, Yuba College ........................................................................................................................ 46
Mohammad Shirzad, American River College ............................................................................................. 47
Tyler Kroneberger, American River College ................................................................................................. 48
Ashley Fueston, Yuba College ..................................................................................................................... 48
Abdooshukur Alimqulov, American River College ....................................................................................... 49
Amanda Dalton, Yuba College ..................................................................................................................... 50
Ana Arguello, Sacramento City College ...................................................................................................... 51
Jamshid Shaheer, Yuba College ................................................................................................................... 52
Naser Enayati, American River College ....................................................................................................... 53
Ahmad Raufi, Yuba College ......................................................................................................................... 54
Farishta Raufi, Yuba College ........................................................................................................................ 55
Geety Shams, Yuba College ......................................................................................................................... 56
Valerie Franklin, Sacramento City College ................................................................................................... 57
 

— REGION 3 —
Sally Nguyen, Contra Costa College............................................................................................................ 58
Panrada Srisombat, College of Alameda ..................................................................................................... 58
Jeannae Williams, College of Alameda........................................................................................................ 59
Daisy Corona, Santa Rosa Junior College .................................................................................................... 60
Ryan Davis, Santa Rosa Junior College ........................................................................................................ 61
Jovana Rojas Enriquez, City College of San Francisco ................................................................................ 62
Maria Cardenas, Santa Rosa Junior College ................................................................................................ 63
 



— REGION 4 —
Alma Rosales, Mission College and SFSU .................................................................................................... 64
Fidela Curiel, Cabrillo College ..................................................................................................................... 65
Angelica Maravilla, Chabot College ............................................................................................................ 66
Shana Winbon, Hartnell College .................................................................................................................. 67
Maria Perez, Hartnell Community College................................................................................................... 68
Ashley Sandoval, De Anza College .............................................................................................................. 68
Maya Gonzales, Evergreen Valley College ................................................................................................... 69
Leona Battle, Hartnell Community College ................................................................................................. 70
Kimberly Kuch, Evergreen Valley College .................................................................................................... 71
Rebecca Beasley, Monterey Peninsula College............................................................................................ 72
Maria Campuzano, Evergreen Valley College .............................................................................................. 73
Jessica Rios, Hartnell Community College ................................................................................................... 74
Dyanne Ramirez, Foothill College ................................................................................................................ 74
David Sejjombwe, Hartnell College, Salinas ................................................................................................ 75
Melissa Hernandez, Hartnell College ........................................................................................................... 76
Tina Lemmon, Gavilan College .................................................................................................................... 77
Megan Lane, De Anza Community College ................................................................................................. 78
Guadalupe Chavez, Hartnell Community College ....................................................................................... 79
 

— REGION 5 —
Raniesha Hatcher, Merced College .............................................................................................................. 80
Kassandra Ortiz Sanchez, Merced Community College .............................................................................. 81
Natalie Sams, Merced College .................................................................................................................... 82
Mai Xiong, Fresno City College ................................................................................................................... 83
Lorena Brenes, Reedley College .................................................................................................................. 84
Steven Drummond, Modesto Junior College .............................................................................................. 85
Angelica Shidler, Modesto Junior College ................................................................................................... 86
“Ruth Smith,” Modesto Junior College ....................................................................................................... 87
Lucia Oseguera, Modesto Junior College ................................................................................................... 88
Soleda Baltazar, Modesto Junior College .................................................................................................... 89
Jennifer Aguayo, Modesto Junior College .................................................................................................. 89
Jessica Mendonca, Modesto Junior College ............................................................................................... 90
Kristina Modena, Modesto Junior College .................................................................................................. 91
Dana Perez, Modesto Junior College .......................................................................................................... 92
Anna Johnson, Modesto Junior College ...................................................................................................... 93
Veronica Nunez, Modesto Junior College ................................................................................................... 94
Kelley Tachiquin, Modesto Junior College ................................................................................................... 95
Mikaela Green, Modesto Junior College ..................................................................................................... 96
Ashley Lengling, Modesto Junior College ................................................................................................... 97
Teresa Mejia, Modesto Junior College ........................................................................................................ 98
Maricela Sanchez, Modesto Junior College ................................................................................................. 99
Christie Tinajero, Modesto Junior College ................................................................................................ 100
Maria Cordova, West Hills College - Lemoore ........................................................................................... 101
Janet Abdshowpour, Modesto Junior College .......................................................................................... 102
Jacqueline Barraza, Modesto Junior College ............................................................................................ 103
Selena Saiyasane, Fresno City College ...................................................................................................... 104
Anna Ovalle, Fresno City College .............................................................................................................. 105
Thelma Newburn, Fresno City College ...................................................................................................... 106
Maranee Forsyth, Fresno City College ...................................................................................................... 107
Sharon Grogan, Modesto Junior College .................................................................................................. 108
Fhmya Algharazi, Bakersfield College ....................................................................................................... 109
Lorena Pimentel, Reedley College ............................................................................................................. 110
Dawne Troth, West Hills College - Lemoore .............................................................................................. 111
De Colette Quezada, Fresno City College ................................................................................................ 112
Sofia Hernandez, Madera Community College Center ............................................................................. 113
Wendi Salpa, Madera Community College ................................................................................................ 114
Alicia Sandoval, Madera Community College ............................................................................................ 115



— REGION 5 CONTINUED —
Paola Collado Calvillo, Reedley College .................................................................................................... 116
Desiree Sahagun, Porterville College......................................................................................................... 117
Christina Orozco, Fresno City College....................................................................................................... 118
Athena Welzbacker, West Hills College - Lemoore ................................................................................... 119
 

— REGION 6 —
Dayana Contreras, Antelope Valley College .............................................................................................. 120
Cynthia Brizette Barajas, Antelope Valley College .................................................................................... 120
Demas Fleming, Antelope Valley College.................................................................................................. 121
Danni-Lynn Carter, Antelope Valley College .............................................................................................. 122
Jennifer Tirado, Antelope Valley College .................................................................................................. 123
Jocelyn Castro, Antelope Valley College ................................................................................................... 124
Maria Gudino, Antelope Valley College ..................................................................................................... 125
Markesha Brider, Antelope Valley College ................................................................................................ 126
Annmarie Rizza, Antelope Valley College .................................................................................................. 127
Christina Rachford, Antelope Valley College ............................................................................................. 128
Stephanie Cruz, Antelope Valley College .................................................................................................. 129
Amari Vonner, Antelope Valley College ..................................................................................................... 130
Jaqueline Reyes, Antelope Valley College ................................................................................................. 131
Haiam Ibrahim, Antelope Valley College ................................................................................................... 132
Linda Nooner, Antelope Valley College ..................................................................................................... 132
Richard Monteon, Antelope Valley College ............................................................................................... 133
Melissa Kennedy (Demarest), Antelope Valley College ............................................................................. 134
Ambar Vargas, Antelope Valley College .................................................................................................... 135
Rosemarie Del Rio, Antelope Valley College ............................................................................................. 136
Megan Rivera, Taft College ........................................................................................................................ 136
Bridget East, Antelope Valley College ....................................................................................................... 137
Ebony Owens, Antelope Valley College .................................................................................................... 138
Pamela Boren Baptiste, Antelope Valley College ...................................................................................... 139
Susana Rebimbas, Antelope Valley College .............................................................................................. 140
Ayshea Jones, Antelope Valley College ..................................................................................................... 141
Betsy Santa Cruz, Allan Hancock College ................................................................................................. 142
Leslie Salazar Abrego, Allan Hancock College .......................................................................................... 143
Helen Jimenez, Moorpark College ............................................................................................................ 144
Caprisha Clark, Antelope Valley College ................................................................................................... 145
Yesenia Camacho, Oxnard College ............................................................................................................ 146
Sydney Dominguez, Moorpark College ..................................................................................................... 147
Frances Sotelo, College of the Canyons .................................................................................................... 148
Yesenia Amezcua, Ventura College ............................................................................................................ 149
Emily Mansfield, Cuesta Community College ............................................................................................ 150
Jenna Shabel, Moorpark College ............................................................................................................... 151
Jessica Beck, Moorpark College ................................................................................................................ 152
Amanda Ramirez, Moorpark College ......................................................................................................... 153
Diana Moreno, College of the Canyons ..................................................................................................... 154
Jessica Delazari, College of the Canyons .................................................................................................. 155
Marta Evdokimova, College of Canyons ................................................................................................... 156
Jourdan Thompson, Taft College ............................................................................................................... 157
Delyn Callaway, Taft College ...................................................................................................................... 158
Megan Wade, Taft College ........................................................................................................................ 159
Breanna Orozco, Taft College .................................................................................................................... 160
Jamie Humphrey, Oxnard College ............................................................................................................. 161
Jeanette Guitron Diaz, Taft College .......................................................................................................... 162
Kelly Lopez, Ventura College ..................................................................................................................... 163
Jordan Stacy, Taft College ......................................................................................................................... 164
Nicole Lewis, Antelope Valley College ...................................................................................................... 165
 



— REGION 7 —
Alicia Pineda, Los Angeles City College .................................................................................................... 166
Maria Carrillo, Los Angeles Mission Community College .......................................................................... 167
Nezabeth Diaz, Los Angeles Mission College ........................................................................................... 168
Fedosya Vardanyan, Glendale Community College .................................................................................. 169
Anush Hovakimyan, Los Angeles City College .......................................................................................... 170
Brandy Martinez, Los Angeles Mission College......................................................................................... 171
Erika Arizmendi, Los Angeles Valley College ............................................................................................ 172
Martha Garcia, Los Angeles Valley College ............................................................................................... 173
Rebeca Herrera, Los Angeles Valley College ............................................................................................. 174
Aramazd Demirkhanyan, Glendale Community College ........................................................................... 175
Hermine Hayrapetyan, Glendale Community College .............................................................................. 176
Shary Alonzo, Los Angeles City College .................................................................................................... 177
Jocelyn Boyd, Los Angeles Harbor College ............................................................................................... 178
Briana Martinez, East Los Angeles College ............................................................................................... 179
Susana Interiano, Pasadena City College .................................................................................................. 180
Jennifer Grijalva, East Los Angeles College .............................................................................................. 181
Nonna Hayrapetyan, Glendale Community College ................................................................................. 182
Yesenia Merino, East Los Angeles College ................................................................................................ 183
Rebeca Cedeno, East Los Angeles College ............................................................................................... 184
Eulalia Francisco, Los Angeles City College .............................................................................................. 185
Thuan Vo, Los Angeles City College .......................................................................................................... 186
Viviana Hernandez, Los Angeles City College ........................................................................................... 187
Jihyun Kim, Los Angeles City College ....................................................................................................... 188
Jesus Gutierrez, East Los Angeles College................................................................................................ 189
Tyesa Harvey, Santa Monica College ......................................................................................................... 190
Lynne Neal, Los Angeles Mission College ................................................................................................. 191
Jasmine Duarte, Los Angeles Pierce College ............................................................................................ 192
Erika Summers-Degen, Pasadena City College ......................................................................................... 193
Isabel Diaz Bautista, Los Angeles City College ......................................................................................... 194
Vahe Martirosyan, Glendale Community College...................................................................................... 195
Victorina Jardon, Los Angeles Mission College ......................................................................................... 196
Maria Olmos, East Los Angele College ..................................................................................................... 197
Hasmik Aleksanyan, Glendale Community College .................................................................................. 198
Emma Manukyan, Glendale Community College ...................................................................................... 199
Hua-Tzu Liu, Pasadena City College .......................................................................................................... 200
Natalie Patterson, Pierce College .............................................................................................................. 201
Patricia Ayala, East Los Angeles College ................................................................................................... 202
Mursal Frotan, Los Angeles City College................................................................................................... 203
Jessica Mccarns, Los Angeles Harbor College .......................................................................................... 204
Jacqueline Vasquez, Los Angeles City College ......................................................................................... 205
Sue Montoya, East Los Angeles College ................................................................................................... 206
Cherry Morse, Los Angeles City College ................................................................................................... 207
Alejandra Cordova, Los Angeles Mission College ..................................................................................... 208
Tonya Michaels, Los Angeles City College ................................................................................................ 209
Ani Hakobyan, Glendale Community College ........................................................................................... 210
Basel Sultan, Los Angeles City College ..................................................................................................... 211
Laura Bueno, Los Angeles City College ..................................................................................................... 212
Gina De Four, Compton College ............................................................................................................... 213
Marisol Lozano, Los Angeles Pirece College ............................................................................................. 214
Steven Duarte, Los Angeles Pierce College .............................................................................................. 215
Anabella Deleon, Compton College .......................................................................................................... 216
Latanya Nevens, Compton College ........................................................................................................... 217
Amy Snyder, Compton College ................................................................................................................. 218
Monica Goodwin, Compton College ......................................................................................................... 219
Leslie Miranda, East Los Angeles College ................................................................................................. 220
Debbie Ramos, Los Angeles Pierce College .............................................................................................. 221
Mubarak Shah, Pasadena City College ...................................................................................................... 222



— REGION 7 CONTINUED —
Zarsanga Parwiz, Pasadena City College ................................................................................................... 223
Charon Scott, Compton College ............................................................................................................... 224
LaToya Smith, West Los Angeles College .................................................................................................. 225
Marshette Williams, Los Angeles Southwest College ................................................................................ 226
Hennessy Romo, El Camino College ......................................................................................................... 227
Summer Woods, Los Angeles Southwest College ..................................................................................... 228
Aida Quezada, Los Angeles Southwest College ........................................................................................ 229
Angel Brown, Los Angeles Southwest College .......................................................................................... 230
Aurora Galvan, Los Angeles Southwest College ....................................................................................... 231
Cecilia Felix, Los Angeles Southwest College ........................................................................................... 232
Keenan Young, Los Angeles Trade Technical College ............................................................................... 233
Nycole Johnson, Los Angeles Trade Technical College ............................................................................. 234
Maria Rodriguez, Los Angeles Trade Technical College ............................................................................ 235
Khary Daise, Los Angeles Trade Technical College ................................................................................... 236
Nicolle Williams, Los Angeles Southwest College ..................................................................................... 237
Amalia Hernandez Ortiz, Los Angeles Southwest College ........................................................................ 238
Ani Hakobyan, Glendale Community College ........................................................................................... 239
 

— REGION 8 —
Lizcet Chavez, Mt. San Antonio College .................................................................................................... 239
Berlyn Asturi, Cerritos College .................................................................................................................. 239
Lisa Suarez, Cerritos College ..................................................................................................................... 240
Lavonia Lewis, Saddleback College ........................................................................................................... 241
Mariana Wahba, Citrus College ................................................................................................................. 242
Evelyn Roacho, Mt. San Antonio College .................................................................................................. 243
Kathryn Munoz, Mt. San Antonio College ................................................................................................. 244
Cinthya Valladolid Vergara, Cerritos College............................................................................................. 245
Lindsey Cardenas, Mt. San Antonio College ............................................................................................. 246
Jennifer Wilson, Mt. San Antonio College ................................................................................................. 247
Camilla Idrees, Cerritos College ................................................................................................................ 248
Lara Duenas, Mt. San Antonio College ...................................................................................................... 249
Jenna Dump, Mt. San Antonio College ..................................................................................................... 250
Chui Mak, Mt. San Antonio College........................................................................................................... 251
Samantha Rajsavong, Rio Hondo College ................................................................................................. 252
Raquel Kirk, Mt. San Antonio College ....................................................................................................... 253
Nancy Bulgarelli, Mt. San Antonio College ................................................................................................ 254
Lourdes Lopez, Cerritos College ............................................................................................................... 255
Francisca Rivera, Citrus College................................................................................................................. 256
Yanina Hruby, Cypress College .................................................................................................................. 257
Monica Curtis, Mt. San Antonio College ................................................................................................... 258
Yajaira Leon, Cypress College .................................................................................................................... 259
Amelinda Beas-Sanchez, Citrus College .................................................................................................... 260
Jasmine Bryant, Cypress College ............................................................................................................... 261
Emily Costello, Cypress College ................................................................................................................ 262
Maria C. Alvarez, Cerritos College ............................................................................................................. 263
Johanna Medina, Citrus College ................................................................................................................ 264
Wasan Alrubaye, Cypress College ............................................................................................................. 265
Geraldine Lopez, Cypress College ............................................................................................................ 266
Vandad Oladiazimi, Cypress College ......................................................................................................... 267
Monique Magallanes, Citrus College ......................................................................................................... 268
Felicia Cleaver, Cypress College ................................................................................................................ 269
Ashley Ross, Cypress College .................................................................................................................... 270
Hannah Watterson, Cypress College ......................................................................................................... 271
Michelle Gonzales, Coastline College ....................................................................................................... 272
Jacqueline Salmon, Citrus College ............................................................................................................ 273
Debra Cooper, Cypress College ................................................................................................................ 274
Nandeye Quintero, Mt. San Antonio College ............................................................................................ 275



— REGION 8 CONTINUED —
Susan Kim, Cypress College ....................................................................................................................... 276
Heba Mostafa, Cypress College ................................................................................................................ 277
Dengjun Wei, Mt. San Antonio College ..................................................................................................... 278
Sarah Machai, Cerritos College .................................................................................................................. 279
Natalie Salgado, Fullerton College ............................................................................................................ 280
Camille McCullough, Cypress College ....................................................................................................... 281
Robin Huerta, Santa Ana College .............................................................................................................. 282
Dannah Elhaj, Rio Hondo College .............................................................................................................. 283
Christina Ramirez, Cypress College ........................................................................................................... 284
Vanessa Prieto, Fullerton College .............................................................................................................. 285
Christina Little, Citrus College ................................................................................................................... 286
Shaunise Price, Cerritos College ................................................................................................................ 287
Arlene Garcia, Fullerton College ................................................................................................................ 288
Melissa Battles, Golden West College ....................................................................................................... 289
Corey Coon, Mt. San Antonio College ...................................................................................................... 290
Jessica Ramirez, Fullerton College ............................................................................................................ 291
Jeneh Swaray-Akajo, Cypress College ....................................................................................................... 292
Lakendra Pitchford, Cypress College ........................................................................................................ 293
Rosa Mari, Cerritos College ....................................................................................................................... 294
Celene Perez, Rio Hondo College ............................................................................................................. 295
Andrea Franquez, Fullerton College .......................................................................................................... 296
Carmen Pulido, Fullerton College .............................................................................................................. 297
Brandy Leekley, Cerritos College ............................................................................................................... 298
Janette Padilla, Citrus College ................................................................................................................... 299
Arelia Bouronich, Golden West College .................................................................................................... 300
Rosa Rodriguez, Irvine Valley College ....................................................................................................... 301
Rochelle Wingo, Citrus College ................................................................................................................. 302
Furat Mahdi, Irvine Valley College ............................................................................................................. 303
Kimberly Hoekwater, Mt. San Antonio College ......................................................................................... 304
Priscilla Estrada, Long Beach City College ................................................................................................ 305
Wendy Torres, Mt. San Antonio College .................................................................................................... 306
Nicole Lawson, Mt. San Antonio College .................................................................................................. 307
Odalinda Chavez, Mt. San Antonio College .............................................................................................. 308
Francisca Lezama, Long Beach City College ............................................................................................. 309
Ligia Anderson, Mt. San Antonio College ................................................................................................. 310
Miriana Iswara, Mt. San Antonio College .................................................................................................. 311
Stefanie Ruiz, Long Beach City College ..................................................................................................... 312
Jaime Martinez, Long Beach City College ................................................................................................. 313
Ajwad Albataineh, Cerritos College ........................................................................................................... 314
Liana Elias, Mt. San Antonio College ......................................................................................................... 315
Jennie Garcia, Mt. San Antonio College .................................................................................................... 316
Adriana Martinez, Mt. San Antonio College .............................................................................................. 317
Tiffany Conant, Mt. San Antonio College .................................................................................................. 318
Danielle Richmond, Irvine Valley College ................................................................................................... 319
Oralia Alcorta, Rio Hondo College ............................................................................................................ 320
Henry Vasquez, Long Beach City College ................................................................................................. 321
Patricia Guevara, Mt. San Antonio College ............................................................................................... 322
Briana Moe Acosta, Cypress College ........................................................................................................ 323
Maria Carbajal, Long Beach City College .................................................................................................. 324
Brenda Coronel, Rio Hondo College ......................................................................................................... 325
Andrea Aceves, Cerritos College ............................................................................................................... 326
Gisselle Bernal, Cerritos College ............................................................................................................... 327
D’Ann Najar, Santa Ana College ................................................................................................................ 328
Valentina Higgins, Rio Hondo College....................................................................................................... 329
Melina Palomares, Cypress College ........................................................................................................... 330
Cheryce Swancy, Cerritos College ............................................................................................................. 331
Dulce Valle, Santa Ana College .................................................................................................................. 332



— REGION 8 CONTINUED —
Stephanie Saenz, Rio Hondo College ........................................................................................................ 333
Katalina De Hoyos, Cerritos College ......................................................................................................... 334
Suleyma Martinez, Cerritos College .......................................................................................................... 335
Deborah Trelles, Santa Ana College .......................................................................................................... 336
Teresa Moreno, Rio Hondo College ........................................................................................................... 337
Elizabeth Bean, Mt. San Antonio College .................................................................................................. 338
Cristina Heredia, Citrus College ................................................................................................................ 339
Shelly Box, Santa Ana College ................................................................................................................... 340
Yvette Roman, Santa Ana College ............................................................................................................. 341
Alejandra Barcelos, Cerritos College ......................................................................................................... 342
Ana Hernandez, Mt. San Antonio College ................................................................................................. 343
Laura Velarde, Santa Ana College ............................................................................................................. 344
Kimberlee Favela, Mt. San Antonio College .............................................................................................. 345
Brandy Kellen, Mt. San Antonio College ................................................................................................... 346
Celia Aguilar, Santiago Canyon College .................................................................................................... 347
Flor Aguilar, Fullerton College ................................................................................................................... 348
Shawntel Palacios, Fullerton, College ........................................................................................................ 349
Nicole Lopez, Mt. San Antonio College ..................................................................................................... 350
Suzelle Luviano, Mt. San Antonio College ................................................................................................. 351
Shaiton Ledet, Mt. San Antonio College ................................................................................................... 352
Yanett Camarillo, Fullerton College ........................................................................................................... 353
Ana Cuz, Santa Ana College ...................................................................................................................... 354
Lorena Rodriguez, Santa Ana College ....................................................................................................... 355
 

— REGION 9 —
Kenya Martin, Norco College .................................................................................................................... 356
Ana Sanchez, Mt. San Jacinto College ...................................................................................................... 357
Jennifer Alonso, Chaffey College .............................................................................................................. 358
Amber Stadelbacher, Chaffey College ....................................................................................................... 359
Bonie Mercado, Chaffey College ............................................................................................................... 360
Daisy Iribe, Chaffey College ....................................................................................................................... 361
Delaney Pincumbe, College of the Desert ................................................................................................. 362
Evelyn Wimby, San Bernardino Valley College .......................................................................................... 363
Megan Cardona, Victor Calley College ...................................................................................................... 364
Ashley Horton, San Bernardino Valley College .......................................................................................... 365
Samantha Bowles-Russell, Copper Mountain College ............................................................................... 366
Vanessa Varieur, Victor Valley College ....................................................................................................... 367
Rosemary Mejia, San Bernardino Valley College ....................................................................................... 368
Adrian Solis, San Bernardino Valley College .............................................................................................. 369
Taylor Rousseau, Mt. San Jacinto Menifee Campus .................................................................................. 370
Rebecca Barron, Mt. San Jacinto College .................................................................................................. 371
Jazmine Rippetoe, Mt. San Jacinto College .............................................................................................. 372
Christina Greenwood, Victor Valley College .............................................................................................. 373
Leisli Angelica Arriaga Velazquez, Mt. San Jacinto College ...................................................................... 374
Deidre Reyes, Mt. San Jacinto College ...................................................................................................... 375
Asha Martin, College of the Desert ........................................................................................................... 376
Erica Valencia, Victor Valley College .......................................................................................................... 377
Laura Ramirez, Mt. San Jacinto College .................................................................................................... 378
Jennifer Lugo, Norco College .................................................................................................................... 379
Brandilyn Silva, Barstow Community College ............................................................................................ 380
Kimberly Negrete, Mt. San Jacinto College .............................................................................................. 381
Sophia Sandoval, Crafton Hills College ..................................................................................................... 382
Melissa Cedillo, Victor Valley College ........................................................................................................ 383
Brittany Melena, Victor Valley College....................................................................................................... 384
Adran Hernandez, Norco College ............................................................................................................. 385
Tara Beam, Riverside City College ............................................................................................................. 386
Sara Olivas-Gradias, Victor Valley College ................................................................................................. 387



— REGION 9 CONTINUED —
MaucaBrina Willis, Barstow Community College ....................................................................................... 388
Trenshonda Jackson, Victor Valley College ................................................................................................ 389
Amanda Miller, Victor Valley College ......................................................................................................... 390
Aileena Deleporte, Riverside City College ................................................................................................ 391
Lisa Franklin, College of the Desert ........................................................................................................... 392
Felicia Barrow, College Of The Desert ....................................................................................................... 393
Rosana Gomez, Riverside City College ...................................................................................................... 394
Victoria Alexander, Riverside City College ................................................................................................ 395
 

— REGION 10 —
Tiffany Sharman, MiraCosta College.......................................................................................................... 396
Yusra Uwase Hassan, San Diego City College ........................................................................................... 397
Abdulrazzak Alnajjar, Cuyamaca College .................................................................................................. 398
Mohanad Matti, Cuyamaca College .......................................................................................................... 398
Rana Hanna, Cuyamaca College ................................................................................................................ 399
Lena Matte, Cuyamaca College ................................................................................................................. 399
Michel’le Wikoff, Cuyamaca College ......................................................................................................... 400
Hozan Ardalani, Southwestern College ..................................................................................................... 401
Valerie Correa, Southwestern College ....................................................................................................... 402
Sasha Bostwick, Miramar College .............................................................................................................. 402
Hanaa Khamroo, Cuyamaca College ......................................................................................................... 403
Sophia Salazar, MiraCosta College ............................................................................................................ 404
Christina Stephens, Southwestern College................................................................................................ 405
Selene Mejia, Southwestern College ......................................................................................................... 406
Noori Shateh, Cuyamaca College .............................................................................................................. 407
Weam alshalaly, Cuyamaca College ........................................................................................................... 407
Basmah Hangelah, Cuyamaca College ...................................................................................................... 408
Bassam Mousa, Cuyamaca College ........................................................................................................... 409
Michelle Savage, San Diego City College .................................................................................................. 410
Lizbet Salazar, Palomar College ................................................................................................................. 411
Kara Nazaroff, Palomar College ................................................................................................................ 412
Gabriela Velazquez, Palomar College ........................................................................................................ 413
Nicholas Greene, Palomar College ............................................................................................................ 414
Samara Mhew, Cuyamaca College ............................................................................................................ 415
Havana Alkhawri, Cuyamaca College ........................................................................................................ 415
Sezeif Al Nissan, Cuyamaca College ......................................................................................................... 416
Nahla Odish, Grossmont College .............................................................................................................. 417
Idrees Hussein, Southwestern College ...................................................................................................... 418
Laura Szemenyei, Palomar College ............................................................................................................ 419
Jiaunna Arnell, San Diego Miramar College .............................................................................................. 420
Rand Jameel, Cuyamaca College .............................................................................................................. 421
Nancy Kim, MiraCosta College .................................................................................................................. 422
Reta Issak, San Diego Continuing Education, North City Campus ............................................................ 423
Selvana Poliza, Cuyamaca College ............................................................................................................ 424
Ziad Findakly, Cuyamaca College .............................................................................................................. 425
Afnan Khodan, Cuyamaca College ............................................................................................................ 425
Leslie Plandor, Cuyamaca College ............................................................................................................. 426
Neaam Khodan, Cuyamaca College .......................................................................................................... 427
Zoila Romero, Southwestern College ........................................................................................................ 428
Dalilia Sanchez, Southwestern College ...................................................................................................... 429
Majid Ammanual, Cuyamaca College ........................................................................................................ 430
Jason Cruz, San Diego City College .......................................................................................................... 431
Sonia Camargo, Southwestern College ..................................................................................................... 432
Sunghui Kim, San Diego City College ........................................................................................................ 433
Natalie Hanna, Grossmont College ........................................................................................................... 434



KATHRYN 
SIEBEN

Nursing
Shasta College

I come from humble beginnings. My mother was a single 
parent with four children. When she was pregnant with 
me, her fourth child, she suddenly found herself single and 
alone. She pulled herself up by the bootstraps, gave birth 
to me and enrolled in school. In between her classes, she 
would rush to the early childhood development center 
and breastfeed me. She was in school with me up until 
I was around four years old. I still remember attending 
some of the lectures with her and she’d cover my ears at the inappropriate parts. It was 
always her dream to become a nurse and I’ve always looked up to her. She was such a 
caregiver and loving woman. She would nourish anything back to health. I remember when I 
was young, she had found a robin’s nest.

There were little tiny eggs still in the nest, but the mother was nowhere to be found. 
Fortunately for them, MY mother was. She got a heating pad and brought those babies 
to life. It was then that I knew that I too would be a nurse someday, just like my beautiful 
mother. She was such an inspiration to me.

Due to poor choices, my path took a rough start. I found myself homeless at the age of 
eighteen. A couple years later, I became pregnant with my sweet baby girl. Still homeless, 
I completely turned my life around, got myself into the transitional housing program 
through Bill Wilson Center and it was then that I decided to attend college. I applied for 
CalWORKs, discussed my plan with them, and they are currently helping me pursue my 
dream of becoming a nurse. It was at that moment that my mother’s life seemed to play 
out in my own I too pulled myself up by my bootstraps and handled my business.

I ended up getting my GED at 7 months pregnant. I gave birth to my daughter Violet and 
I enrolled in college to begin my glorious journey of becoming a nurse. The road has been 
tough and I have been thrown as many curveballs in one year as a person can handle, 
and I’ve still managed to get up every day and take care of my responsibilities. I strive for 
success to set a great example for my daughter like my mother did for me growing up. 
I hope to be just as much of a positive influence in Violet’s life, so someday she will be 
writing college essays in pursuit of her academic journey. My mother was enrolled here 
at Shasta College as well, and it feels like such an honor to me to be able to completely 
follow in her footsteps, attending the school she attended and getting the same degree. 
I only hope that one day my daughter can have the same experiences I had as a child and 
now as an adult at this very same institution. Without the help and support of CalWORKs, 
my dreams would not be possible.
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SIERRA  
SANDERSON
Early Childhood  
Education
College of  
the Redwoods

CORY HOOFARD
Horticulture−
Landscaping/ 

Nursery Management
Shasta College

I am attending College of the Redwoods to get my 
ECE certificate and my AA, and then I am going to 
transfer to Humboldt State University. I don’t have a 

car so I have to take the bus back and forth to school and sometimes its hard because 
it’s winter time and it’s cold and raining. I am also a single mother of two beautiful little 
girls who I love with all my heart. I want to be a good role model for them. I want them 
to go to college and graduate and to follow their dreams, but most of all, I want them 
to be happy. I always tell them how important education is and how education can open 
many doors and that they can do whatever they want to do in this life as long as they are 
willing to work hard.Thank you for your time. 

My family first began receiving aid from Cal-Works in 
2016 after I lost my job of ten years. CalWORKs helped 
us to support our family while I looked for other work. 
When my next job didn’t work out either, I decided 
to try the college route instead. I chose to major in 
Horticulture because I have always been fascinated by 
plants, and the idea of having a career in this field greatly appealed to me. My current 
goals are to earn my Associate’s degree in Horticulture, with an emphasis in Landscaping/
Nursery Management by Spring of 2020. After I graduate from Shasta College, I will 
ultimately be seeking employment with local garden centers and nurseries or landscaping 
companies, ideally, in a position of some authority, where I can continue to develop my 
lifelong passion into a rewarding professional career.
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MORIAH RITCHIE
Early Childhood 

Education
Shasta College

When I first came to CalWORKs I was in the beginning 
process of transitioning out of a bad situation, I was in 
an extremely abusive marriage for ten years and last 
year I was finally able to escape with my children. As a 
single mom I knew college was the direction I needed 
and wanted to go to better our lives long term.  When 
I began the process of the CalWORKs program I was  
very nervous, however, the staff was able and willing 
to guide and support me through my many anxieties with patience and an incredible 
wealth of knowledge. When I came to CalWORKs for assistance I felt so lost and afraid 
of the whole process but after attending school for some time I found empowerment, 
strength and direction with my anxieties calmed, and fears faced.

CalWORKs has been nothing but kind to me and has been supportive and even rooting 
me on! They know my personal story and can see that I genuinely want to improve 
and make a life for my children and I can honestly say that without their teachings and 
support in beginning the process of the next chapter of my life would not have gone as 
smoothly. I would have been even more stressed or possibly too fearful and intimidated 
to attend school. I have learned so much through my Early Childhood Education courses 
that I apply daily to my parenting and these courses have provided me with more 
information about child advocacy, socialization, and development that I have been able 
to share the knowledge I’ve acquired with many people. I have encouraged others 
to pursue their educational goals through the CalWORKs program while sharing the 
positive impact it’s had on my life. I hope that my testimony is a positive example for 
my children, my nine year old daughter is so proud of me, she is excited to  attend 
college when she is older. My grades are not just for myself, but for my children and 
the many children and families I hope.
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KRISTINE  
GALLEGOS
Natural Resources  
& GIS Mapping
Shasta College
I am a student at Shasta College. What makes me 
different from other students? Well, I am rebuilding my 
life, again. I have done this a few times now, though 
never quite like this. In the past, I always cared for 
others and put them before myself. This time, in order 

to care for them I have to come first, to grow and learn.

I have lived in the Redding area some 30 years. I went to Foothill High School, where 
I was on the school newspaper and where I graduated by the skin of my teeth after 
surviving sexual abuse from a family friend. I did not immediately go to college then 
because I had to rebuild my inner self so that I could function in society. I am happy to 
say I was successful.

By this time I met someone. I thought he was quite special and we married and I was 
soon pregnant. I tried to return to my education by taking some classes at Shasta College. 
However, that was interrupted by the next life chapter - spousal abuse, with a toddler.I 
now faced the question, “how do I protect him when I can’t even protect myself?” I had to 
leave that environment to keep my son safe.I made use of some local services to leave my 
home, get assistance with housing and to enter a Dental Assisting Program through the 
local R.O.P. (Regional Occupational Program). I graduated that program in June 2010 and 
worked as a licensed Registered Dental Assistant with the State of California for five years.

Sadly, the field of dental assisting destroyed my body. I have damaged my back by always 
being hunched over patients and working in such tight places such as the mouth. So it 
was time to rebuild a career for myself. I could finally take the time to learn a craft I was 
passionate about that would provide a future retirement and stability for me and my son. 
At Shasta College I received the assistance of the Shasta CalWORKs program.

Who am I? What makes me different? I am a survivor. I know how to pick myself up after 
a fall and keep going. I am unafraid of hard work and difficult circumstances. I am now a 
single mother going to school full time, working part time always but  looking for more 
hours, and volunteering with a veteran’s program. And most important, I am happy. I see 
the beauty in the world and want to make it better. I laugh, love, and bring joy to those 
around me because that is who I am. The circumstances of my past do not hinder my 
present or my future. In fact, it helped mold me into who I am today.
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OLIVIA  
ESTETTER

Licensed  
Vocational 

Nursing 
 

College of  
the Redwoods

I was born and raised in Humboldt County. In 2005, I dropped out of Pacific View 
Charter home school in the 10th grade due to an unsafe home situation, an abusive 
stepfather. At which point I was a runaway and camping out in the forest while home 
schooling myself. When I was 15, I hitchhiked with a friend to a National Rainbow 
Gathering in Modoc County. Upon arriving back to Humboldt County, I moved back 
in with my real dad in Eureka until his landlady kicked me out when I was 16 for being 
unemployed and because I had a large dog. So, I went to Trinidad to camp above the 
beach at College Cove for about a year. Fast forward about 11 years or so when I finally 
decided that getting my G.E.D might be beneficial to my future. Up until that point 
I made pretty much all my income through odd jobs and agricultural work. I began 
attending Adult Education (G.E.D prep) classes through College of the Redwoods at 
their downtown campus site. I attended these classes for over a year and sometime 
during the course of this, my boyfriend and I became pregnant. After almost a year 
of classes, I decided to take the test and passed all subjects except for the math (I 
passed with honors in social studies). I retested in math and was severely discouraged 
because I somehow scored even lower on my second try. My boyfriend and I had been 
having relationship issues, compounded by the fact that we were 6 months pregnant; 
I felt so hopeless as if I could never accomplish anything. I cried while walking to the 
bus stop and a stranger asked me if I was alright and gave me a hug. It was raining. I 
stopped attending classes in late 2015 and in early 2016, I gave birth to my daughter. 
I decided to apply for CalWORKs due to being unemployed. I felt I was unemployable, 
having only worked two legitimate jobs: in a kitchen and as a housekeeper in Yosemite 
when I was in my early twenties (2010). In 2018, I started the Welfare to Work program 
and did about a month’s worth of community service at Potawot Gardens. This was 
during the summer before I began attending College of the Redwoods in the fall. In 
March, I found out I passed the G.E.D. math subject. Now, I am currently enrolled in 
general education classes and am working toward taking the Certified Nurse’s Assistant 
course (at Eureka Adult School). Then I will be able to apply for the Licensed Vocational 
Nursing Program so I can obtain an Associates degree in LVN. The CalWORKs program 
has been a tremendous help for us and I do not know how we would get by without it. 
It’s also aiding me on my path to becoming self-sufficient. 
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SIERRA O’LEARY
REGION 1 WINNER
Nursing
College of  
the Redwoods
I am attending College of the Redwoods to earn a 
bachelor’s degree in nursing and become a registered 
nurse. I am a first-generation college student and 
grew up in a low-income household with a struggling 
mom and a drug-addicted father. By age 15, I started 

abusing drugs and alcohol, getting involved in crime, and leading a very troubled life. 
I also struggled with depression and attempted to end my life on several occasions. 
I left home at age 16, got my first full time job and graduated from high school via 
independent studies. To support myself, I worked in an animal shelter, which sent me 
deeper into depression and addiction, as I was euthanizing multiple animals each day, 
and it was destroying my spirit.

At age 25, I decided to start college to become a registered nurse. I took classes after 
work and on my days off working toward obtaining my degree. Shortly thereafter, I 
became involved in a very troubled and abusive relationship, falling again into depression 
and addiction all while continuing to work full time and go to college. I finally found 
the strength to get out of that relationship and get help for myself and was left with an 
eating disorder, lower self-esteem, depression, and hopelessness. In 2015, I found out I 
was pregnant and that day changed my entire life. I decided I needed to change the way 
I was living and dropped all of my harmful habits and lifestyle. When I was three months 
pregnant, the father of my child disappeared out of my life and I knew that I was going 
to be raising and supporting my daughter on my own.

After my daughter was born, I became a new person and started looking at the world 
differently. My new-found faith in God and my daughter saved my life and gave me hope. 
I decided to work even harder to pursue my dream. The CalWORKs program has helped 
me to continue pursuing my education while being able to support my daughter and me. 
Becoming a registered nurse will allow me to fully support me and daughter while being 
able to use my struggles and story to help others.

I am active in the community by fostering homeless animals that are in need and helping 
them find forever homes. My goal, when I become a registered nurse, is to earn enough 
funds to open my own animal rescue and sanctuary and to employ at-risk teens to work 
alongside the animals. I am very involved in my church and recovery support group and 
attend Celebrate Recovery regularly. I worked through and graduated a faith-based 12 
step program and continue to work on my recovery daily. I am now a sponsor to others 
in recovery and am able to help others who struggle and be an example of perseverance 
and hope.
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MARK HUDSON
Studio Arts 

Shasta College
If someone told me two years ago that I would be one 
semester away from an associate’s degree on my way 
to Chico State and that my GPA would be 4.0, I would 
have said it sounded like a dream not reality.  Two 
years ago my family of five was living in my parent’s 
basement, and I was working at a grocery store.  Today 
thanks to CalWORKs and other programs my family 
and I have our own place and I have been able to 
pursue my educational goals.

I set out two years ago to get the degree necessary to begin a career in computer 
animation because this career will allow me to provide for my family.  My wife has 
Fibromyalgia and some other health issues and she is unable to work outside the home 
so I am the sole source of income.  Without the support of CalWORKs I would be unable 
to go to school and we would probably still be living in my parent’s basement.  CalWORKs 
has provided the finances for enrolment fees, books, supplies, and parking passes.  In 
addition, the Cash Aid and SNAP programs have kept my family fed and helped to pay 
our bills.  CalWORKs provides more than finances though, the staff is excellent and they 
are there to help when you need them.  I discuss with them my education plan and 
my plans to attend Chico State and they are always encouraging and helpful.  Earlier 
this year I was a finalist for EOPS student of the year and at the ceremony I saw Nadia 
Elwood, Senior Project Coordinator CalWORKs/EOPS/CARE, and she congratulated me 
on being a finalist, and that meant a lot to me.

I cannot tell you how much going back to college has meant to me.  I have loved the 
whole experience of expanding my horizons but, more than that, I can now see a future 
that consists of more than a menial minimum wage job and barely making ends meet.  
Because of CalWORKs I have been able to meet several people who are on the same 
journey I am and we help each other along the way.  I give back in whatever way I can 
like donating my books to the EOPS lending library when I am done with them, sharing 
my study sheets with fellow students, or just being there to listen and advise when other 
students have problems.  This semester I have helped a young man in my Biology class 
by sending him the study sheets I prepared for the test, arranging study sessions and I 
have also encouraged him to pursue his education further and follow his dream.  Working 
with young people is something I love to do and I am fortunate to teach the high school 
Sunday school class at my church.  I enjoy the opportunity to mentor these great kids.  
I am so thankful for all the help CalWORKs has provided and I know that I wouldn’t be 
where I am today without them.
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RHONNA 
STACHER
Social Work; 
Psychology 
Shasta College
I am a mother of a toddler, a wife, a sister, a daughter, 
a friend, and a case manager for Shasta County. While I 
have these titles, I am also a student and a CalWORKs 
recipient. Without the help from CalWORKs and the 
welfare to work program, I would probably be close to 

giving up my dream of continuing my education but, because of their help, I have been able 
to financially feel more comfortable to continue with my education. I am going to Shasta 
College and transferring to Simpson University to obtain my Bachelor’s Degree in Social 
Psychology.  My dreams are to work for my community as a way of giving back, I want 
to help decrease Adverse Childhood Experiences and increase families Five Protective 
Factors. I am able to reach this dream with the help I receive through CalWORKs. I want to 
be a super hero for my community. Our child abuse rates are incredibly higher in our county 
and I want to help the county reduce these numbers. I am very passionate about helping 
educate families and help them advocate for themselves and their families. The CalWORKs 
program will help me accomplish so much of this dream. I am currently a volunteer for the 
Americorps program under the Shasta Child Abuse Prevention Coordinating Council as 
a Parent Partner. I spend 40 hours a week either training and learning or I am doing case 
management for families in our community. My husband is entering the fire academy in 
January and we are trying to help our community and be the kind of people that our child 
can look up to - CalWORKs is helping us make this happen. 
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DEMALLA  
SCOTT BLACK

Medical Office 
Coding Specialist 

Solano Community 
College

A few Challenges that I have overcome to get my 
certification were getting left while pregnant to raise a 
child on my own, having my child the week of finals and 
not being able to take finals due to the fact I was in the 
hospital. With all that, I managed to get my own place and graduated from school with 
two different AAs while working part-time and being a full-time student. I have also had 
to deal with a custody battle with my child’s father which I’ve won and still managed to 
come out on top. The CalWORKs Program helped me meet my goal by helping me pay 
for all my books each semester which I wouldn’t have been able to do otherwise. Each 
semester they gave me a backpack full of school supplies which helped me so much. I 
have done Work Study for the last two years, and they pay, I believe, half of my pay check 
each month. Successes that I’ve have had are getting one AA and being able to graduate 
back in May of this year. It felt so good having my daughter see her mom walk that stage. 
In 2016, I was the Live Your Dream Award winner. Which is awarded to women with 
primary financial responsibility for their families.  My plans for becoming economically 
self-sufficient after I leave Solano in December are looking for a job in the field in which 
I have my two AA degrees. Once I get a job in one of the fields, I will be able to make 
enough money to be able to get off CalWORKs and food stamps all together. I have been 
volunteering in my daughter’s classes at school since she was 18 mounts old. Each week I 
try to do at least 1 hour of volunteer time; and, if I am unable to do so, I will buy whatever 
it is the class is in need of. I also have been the parent representative for my daughter’s 
class for two semesters. I am also the president of the club at my daughter’s school and 
have been participating in the club since she started going to school in 2015. In addition, 
I started the process to start volunteering for Faith in Action. Before I had my daughter, 
I attended school but did not pass half of my classes. Once I had a child, I wanted her to 
have the best life, and I knew getting an education and being a good role model would 
do that. I was scared to come back to school because I am a single mother and couldn’t 
afford books and daycare. By CalWORKs paying for these things it has been much easier 
and less stress on me to come back to school and work as well. I thank CalWORKs so 
much for helping me. I do not know where I would be without their help.

25

2019

REG
IO

N
 2



AVEEN ALI
REGION 2 WINNER
Deaf Culture  
& ASL Studies
American River  
College
I noticed that I have an ability to learn quickly when 
I came to the United States.  Besides my native 
language, I wasn’t able to understand or speak any 
other languages. My two neighbors were Arabic 

speakers and we didn’t understand each other. After a few meetings, I decided to teach 
myself how to speak Arabic. After two months, I was able to communicate with them. I 
knew I wasn’t fluent, but it was better than nothing. Now I’m trying to finish my major 
and work as an interpreter for Kurdish, Arabic, ASL, and English translator and help 
people with their needs.  CalWORKs has always been the roof to keep me from being 
wet, always provided me food when I was hungry, always acted like a parent to support 
me and educate me to help me support myself. Without CalWORKs, I can’t have success 
in my life and survive in this busy life. I now have an opportunity to become the first 
person in my family to attend college in the United States of America, though, I’m in need 
of financial assistance to realize what has been a long-term goal for me and a dream for 
my children. I want to thank CalWORKs in advance for their consideration because they 
made a commitment early in my life to do everything within their power to instill in me 
a love of learning and an understanding of the importance of hard work and dedication.
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WYNNDRA 
CLINE

Human Services
Woodland  

Community  
College

In June of 2016, I had a 3.5 year-old and was 6 months 
pregnant. I had spent 6 years of my life in a volatile 
relationship filled with emotional abuse but never 
was strong enough to leave. I had become financially 
dependent on him while I was the primary care-giver to our son and attending school 
full time trying to complete an Associate’s degree in Human services at Woodland 
Community College. That June my children’s father finally became violent. He threw our 
son across the room and grabbed me by the arm leaving me bruised for weeks. He was 
taken into custody the next day; and, in less than a week, my son and I were homeless, 
bouncing around relatives’ houses, with everything we owned in storage. His father is in 
Jail.  I somehow managed to finish my summer semester with passing grades and signed 
up for Fall classes.        

September 3, 2016 I drove myself to the hospital and delivered my baby.  Four days later, 
I returned to my classes. I struggled with a new born and a toddler, but I passed my Fall 
classes, finally obtaining my 12 Core Early Childhood Education units which I had started 
to take aside from my program in order to find a job while continuing school. At this time, 
my kids and I were still bouncing between relatives’ homes. On top of all of this I was also 
being regularly contacted by investigators in a huge list of offenses the District Attorney 
was holding my ex on and still being harassed and threatened by him and his friends.

Having completed my ECE units, I caught a break and landed a job with the YMCA. I was 
hired in January 2017 and have been there ever since and moved into an apartment in 
August 2017. I spend hours at night and on the weekends doing homework, just whenever 
I can squeeze it in. I’ve struggled with math my whole life having been diagnosed with 
dyslexia and ADHD.   I have to take every math class at least twice, and now I have finally 
come to a point where I’m one class from done with my degrees.  Intermediate algebra 
is the one thing that stands between me and two associate degrees.

If not for the community college CalWORKs Program I would not have been able to get 
as far in school as I have; it’s really been an advantage. From helping me by assisting with 
tutoring, to brainstorming with me to select the classes I need and when to take them to 
be successful. Rajdeep is always available to answer my questions and not only gets back 
to me promptly, but also helps to guide me.

 Seeing that I can do it, with all that life has thrown at me is encouraging.  I sincerely hope 
that my children will take note that if mommy can do it with all this craziness, then there’s 
no reason they can’t achieve great thing’s also.
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TANYA STONE
Criminal Justice
Sacramento City  
College
I am a single mother of five children ages 25, 20, 11, 
10 and 6. When I graduated from high school I decided 
to attend Sacramento City College to obtain a degree 
in Business to become a legal secretary like some of my 
favorite aunts in my family. While attending school, I 
realized that I could accomplish much more than being 
a secretary; so, I changed my degree to International 

Business to work in importing and exporting. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to complete my 
studies due to family obligations. I returned to school several times to take 1 or 2 classes after 
changing my degree to Criminal Justice which is where my passion lies in helping juveniles 
explore better life choices. 

Upon my daughter’s graduation from college at CSU Northridge in 2016, I realized that I 
wanted to return to school and continue my education to show my younger children that it 
is possible to complete an education no matter what your age. My family recently relocated 
from New Cumberland, PA to Sacramento in June 2018, and I made the decision to finally 
return to school after a 10-year absence to finally receive my Associate’s Degree in Criminal 
Justice. I learned about the CalWORKs program, and the staff was very helpful in guiding me 
on what to do since returning to school because everything was foreign to me. I was able to 
receive textbook assistance, counseling and supplies which was a blessing since I didn’t have 
the finances to get my textbooks or supplies. The CalWORKs staff continues to help me as I go 
through my journey of graduating with an Associate’s degree and I am so thankful they are 
always available to answer any questions or assist with paperwork.

I am moving forward with getting my degree in June 2019 and getting closer to finally 
working in the Criminal Justice field.
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ROMAL HAMIDI
Computer Science 

Networking
Sacramento City 

College
I was born in Kabul, Afghanistan, Farsi (Dari) was my 
first language. I moved with my family to California 
on April 2014. Each change introduced countless 
challenges, but the hardest part of moving to 
America, for me, was learning English. Study of the 
English language was full of vocabulary and became 
part of my daily life. As someone who loves to engage in conversation, it was very hard 
to feel as if my tongue was cut off. I started college on Fall 2015 and I got some English 
as a second language and math classes. It was challenging for me because I was a full-
time student and used to work full time as well. And, I had to take care of my family 
as well. My wife was not able to speak English and I used to go with her to her doctor 
appointments. Finally, I successfully finished my English as second language and math 
classes on Spring 2018. And, now I am able to speak, read, and write English. 

Furthermore, Sacramento City College’s CalWORKs program helped me a lot to meet 
my educational goal. For example, I see a counselor in the CalWORKs department 
every semester and they are very cool and they update my ISEP plan every semester. 
Also, CalWORKs helped me to take my classes early every semester which is great. The 
staff in CalWORKs are very friendly and respectful.

Moreover, I have plans to become economically self-sufficient very soon. I will get my 
Associate Degree in Fall 2019 and I have plans to get a job before that. My goal is to 
get my degree and find a job, so I can become self-sufficient. Also, I am serving the 
community through the Computers 4 Kids Organization in West Sacramento for over 
two years. Computers 4 Kids is a non-profit organization that seeks to bridge the digital 
divide in West Sacramento by providing free and low-cost computers to low income 
students in the Washington Unified School District and the Los Rios Community College 
District. At Computers 4 Kids, I repair computers so that they can be given to students 
and provided computer recipients with a short orientation about their computer and 
lead free digital literacy courses for residents of the Washington Courtyard and West 
Capitol Courtyard apartment complexes. My work benefits many students in West 
Sacramento and the larger Sacramento region. Also, I work 8 hours per week as a 
volunteer with Yolo County Health and Human Services Agency since October 2018 to 
serve the residents of West Sacramento.

Finally, Sacramento City College’s CalWORKs Program helped me to make education a 
priority for myself and my children. I get Priority O enrollment every semester to enroll 
in classes, and I get advice from CalWORKs’s counselor regarding my educational goal 
and classes. I am very pleased that I am a CalWORKs student and the staff in CalWORKs 
are very helpful and respectful.
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TAMARA 
KILGORE
Gerontology
American River 
College
My initial attempt at college in Fall of 2008 was not a 
big success because I was living with my mother who 
was battling a terminal illness of kidney failure. I did not 
understand the toll this disease would take on my family 
as well as my education so I enrolled in full-time classes. 

My mom attended dialysis 3 days out of the week in which she needed help with my younger 
siblings as well as needed help for herself. My mom’s illness stopped me from pursuing my 
dreams of moving to Texas to become a registered nurse because I was afraid that if I left 
something awful would happen. I stayed in California to help my mother with her health, 
the house and my younger siblings. During my third semester at American River College my 
mother’s health took a turn for the worse in which I immediately dropped all of my classes 
to be with her. My mother suffered from kidney failure due to hypertension which lead to 
her needing dialysis for the rest of her life. Outside of battling the terminal illness, dialysis 
extended my mother’s life but it was not always so great. Along with the illness and treatment 
came excessive weight loss, depression, swelling, not being able to eat, nausea, sleepless 
nights and medications that came with separate complications. My mother needed someone 
at home with her because she fainted often. I become a caregiver for my mother as well as 
worked to help her maintain the house because she was placed on SSI and she could no longer 
work. I was able to go back to a private college, Anthem College, in which I got a certificate 
for Medical Billing & Coding. I was able to secure a great job and my mother’s health was 
stable so the first year was a success. The second year, my mother’s kidneys were only at a 
certain percentage and this caused me to have to leave work to either be with the kids at the 
hospital with my mom or both. I did not have to call in or leave early for a while. On April 20, 
2016 I received a call that my mother’s heart stopped. Unfortunately, due to brain swelling 
from the lack of oxygen, my mother died 4 days later. From that day, I became a full-time 
single parent to my mother’s 9 year old son and 12 year old daughter. My job was extremely 
understanding but due to changing schools, many required social worker/attorney/therapist/
court visits and my attendance became a problem at work. I was fired from my job on July 28, 
2017. This was extremely devastating not only was I still grieving my mother, I was a mother 
and I did not know if my brother and sister would be taken away from because I had lost my 
job. I immediately went to the Department of Human Assistance and applied for all programs 
available to me. 
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VOLODYMYR 
POZHYDAIEV
Computer Science

American River   
College

I have been in the USA already one and a half years. 
I have three small kids and fully realize that I should 
become economically independent as soon as 
possible. A job can always be found, but in order to 
bring satisfaction, it is necessary to choose carefully. In 
my case, my hobby is computers and repairing. To find 
a decent job, I need to have an AA education or higher. California, under the CalWORKs 
Program, provides an excellent opportunity to do this. Using this privilege, I began my 
education at ARC this fall. Before this, in the summer, I did Assessment tests to ensure 
the highest possible score. My desire was not to spend a lot of time studying the material 
that I already know, but to begin the study of my beloved profession. Thank God that I 
showed not bad results in English and Algebra. So, from the second semester I will begin 
subjects that are directly related to network administration. I plan to finish college in 
2020. For this, I need to be a full time student. When I study all the time, I have almost 
no time for a side job. It would not be bad to get additional cash support from the State 
to order to achieve my economic self- sufficiency in the near future!
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ANGELA 
TAMAGNI
Acounting
Woodland 
Community 
College− 
Lake County 
Campus

My road to where my children are has been a bit bumpy. I was living in Oregon with 
my, now ex, husband. Things weren’t great with us. When I finally made the decision 
to leave, I realized that I did not have to support my family. While we were more whole 
than we had ever been, a source of income was vital. I have marketable skills, but none 
to sustain a family. Our lives took a bit of turn when we ended up back in California, 
July 2017 and living with my parents. We have now moved into a place close to my 
parents so I have my mom to help me with childcare. My family has been a vital support 
for me going to school. My case manager has been extremely instrumental in making 
this happen. Without her, I would not be where I am. I have maintained a 4.00 GPA. 
I am surprised I graduated from high school in 1997. I still manage to balance family 
time, school and work. I am fortunate to have been offered a job on campus. It works 
perfectly with Mom/Student/Angie. I enjoy being able to have my kids watch me do 
my homework. I feel like I am setting a good example for them  and they also ask lots 
of questions. My goal is to become a CPA and be able to support my family with no 
assistance. I feel very fortunate to have the support staff at the community college as 
well. Without them I would not feel half as confident as I do with my college success. 
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MALALAI 
OMARLUR

General Science 
American River 

College
Two years ago, I came to California with my family. I 
started strategically thinking about my goals and careers. 
I assessed my personal interest, marketability, talent, 
and tendency toward the field that I would choose to 
study and follow my way toward its achievement. 

Personally, I like Medical Ultrasound and MRI Technology. First of all, I set up my goals toward 
improving my English language competency. I started from ESL and I am gradually going 
toward my essential goal which is getting my degree in Medical Ultrasound Technology. 

That is the way that I can get further promotions, help and support my almost newly settled 
family in California and be in service for my society. 

Medical Ultrasound and MRI Technology is a field in which I can grow, that is directly dealing 
with the human being’s health and welfare issues. 

I would be so glad and lucky that I can see my ultimate achievement toward my hard work, 
studies, and efforts and get my final degree. 
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NASEER AFZALI
Automotive 
Collision 
Technology (ACT)
American River 
College
Since childhood, I liked technical and physical 
phenomenons. At the age of 3 and 4, even the manual 
meat mincing machine, when it was rotating, was not 
only a rotating shaft in my childhood mind, it was 

another world for me.  It kept my mind busy for months and even for years later. 

I thought about how it works, the worm shaft inside of the mincing machine, if you 
rotate it counterclockwise, how it is supported, can we rotate it by other things other 
than our hand and so on. 

Technical field, practical physics and the essence of natural phenomenons were engraved 
in my soul and mind. Still, I have a great desire and passion toward the technical field. 
New ideas come to my mind--new things even. 

Automotive collision is one of my best choices, I like it a lot. I want to progress in it. I 
want to do something for myself, for my family and for my society. 

Any slight support, embarrassment and encouragement can have very positive affect 
in our moral and work ethics.
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ELIZABETH 
MOORE

Geography 
American River 

College
Near what I believed to be the end of my undergraduate 
studies, I had to change residences. I managed to 
register to a new CCC in time to not miss any semesters, 
yet I was thrown off-track as the new school did not have 
the same degree I was pursuing. Recovering my many 
transcripts from many previous colleges presented 
a challenge as well as when I learned I would have to change my major because I did 
not account for the fact that all of the science classes I needed would have to be taken 
sequentially, and they were not few. I managed to find a happily acceptable alternative with 
Geography as I did not have to start anything over.  The classes that were required, I was 
familiar with and they were not numerous. In fact, I think I will get more than one degree 
from my undergraduate studies. My financial situation has always been challenging, but 
I am a beneficiary from certain county and financial aid programs which I am so grateful 
for. I became a mother mid-way through my undergraduate studies. This has certainly 
competed for my time, yet, I have never been more motivated to improve my situation. My 
family background is from non-educated professionals. My mother is apprehensive about 
the presumed cost of college and has no money to support me. So I, independently, pursue 
my goals with surprise and admiration of family; my determination does not waiver in fear 
of uncertainty. I was recently admitted to an upper-graduate school, CSUS, which I am so 
ready and excited for.

I regularly get notifications of possible jobs that would match my interests; and many of 
them, as diverse as they might be, are very intriguing.  I see opportunity for myself. These 
positions however, mostly require at least a Bachelor’s Degree which is understandable. I 
plan to earn my degree and get my feet wet with perhaps an internship and use my already 
started networks, which I may improve on and seek opportunities.

I was the president of a student club called MSA, the Muslim Student Association. Besides 
that, I support this club however I can and I speak to most other clubs I see tabling to 
validate their presence and respect their cause.

CalWORKs has made it possible for my three year old daughter to be cared for at no 
cost to me. CalWORKs has provided me with surprise vouchers, reimbursed me for all the 
commuting I did to get to school which has been so essentially supportive. Without the 
understanding and foundational support from CalWORKs, I don’t know how I could have 
made it this far with dignity and educational success. I am so grateful, and I pray that I can 
be self-supportive as soon as possible and help others.
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ABRAHAM  
KESHAMO
Diesel Technology  
and Computer 
Network 
American River 
College
I am working for  Degree in Diesel Technology and 
certificate for Computer Network Technician. I am very 

happy to get this chance to apply for this scholarship. To succeed my education, I hope 
I win this scholarship because  I have tangibles reason that help to win this scholarship. 
I have a lot challenges yet have motivation to continue my education goal. Taking care 
of my family is one of the biggest challenges especially if you have kids. I have to, two 
kids 5 and 8 years old, and my wife  is not working. I work only 16 hours per week so this 
is a big challenging for me when the time comes to pay house rent , gas bill, buy food 
and clothes. I am very stressed.  Not only that, my 5 year old daughter is diagnosed with 
autistism, and she uses a minimum of 6 to 8 diapers per day. All this requires money.  In 
addition, she needs special care. Because of this, my wife cannot  work. My income is for 
two-days per week work, financial aid and CalWORKs benefits, however, the good thing 
is, praise the lord, my educational progress is good and very hopeful.

I took 32 unit  and my grades are very motivating me to start my education because I 
get  “A”  grades in almost all subjects. This is very interesting progress, and it motivates 
me to start my education goal even if there are many challenges.  I praise the lord. 

My second challenge is language by itself  because I am an ESL student, however, at 
last I have good success in progress toward my educational and career goal.
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AMMAR 
ALDUJAILI

Computer Science  
American River 

College
I would like to thank you all for this wonderful 
opportunity, and for helping students to make their 
dreams come true. The biggest challenge I have faced, 
and still face, is time. There is never enough time to take 
care of a family of four while working a part-time job and 
taking 16-18 units a semester. The successes I have had, 
despite these challenges, is phenomenal. I never thought that I would have so much fun 
being back in school after a long absence. I am learning new things every day that increase 
my knowledge and will open up great opportunities for me in the future.  In addition, I am 
making new friends, which is awesome, and my GPA is rocket high, which gives me self-
satisfaction and more energy to continue. 

My major is in Computer Science, and in order to become self-sufficient I have a short-term 
plan and a long-term plan. The short-term plan is to get a technology job with any company 
in order to get more experience in the field. I hope that will happen after next semester, 
because by then I will have finished all my lower division computer science classes and 
obtained one or two certificates from ARC which will increase my employment chances. 
The long-term plan, after I graduate from a 4-year school and earn my bachelors degree as 
well as obtain more experience, is to start hunting for big jobs in well-known companies in 
Silicon Valley. Once I get that, I think my family and I will be in great financial shape. 

Studying, and working in the CalWORKs office, have both given me the chance to practice 
leadership roles and advocacy. In class, I lead and teach many classmates during projects, 
presentations, labs, and field trips. Some students need help overcoming hard topics, and 
I am always so glad to help them. At work, we offer as much as we can to CalWORKs 
students, including advocating for them, explaining their rights and responsibilities to 
them, and showing them many tools and resources to help them toward academic success.

Finally, I give much credit to both the CalWORKs Program, and to Financial Aid, for their 
huge roles in helping me keep going in pursuit of my dream to become a programmer 
or computer engineer. If it were not for their help, I would not have had the energy or 
finances to continue. The CalWORKs Program gave me the support that I needed through 
priority registration, including counseling and advice for my education plan, books and 
supplies, offering workshops that educated me in my study and future carrier, and even 
helped me with my transportation by offering GPA gas cards. Not to mention the awesome 
people that I am working with, who accepted me as part of the CalWORKs family. I really 
appreciate all that they have given, and still give, to me. It has been a great experience for 
me, and I feel so lucky to be part of this team.
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AMANDA  
EDELIANT
ECE and Human 
Behavioral Science 
Yuba Community 
College
The biggest challenge I faced when returning back 
to college was my own self-doubt and the insecurity 
I had about returning to college at 25 years old. My 
first year at Yuba College was eight years ago, in 2010, 

following my high school graduation. I did not have time-management or responsibility 
skills necessary to succeed in school and felt somewhat apprehensive in whether I 
had acquired such skills upon my returning enrollment. However, I have been quite 
successful in my endeavors and achieved a 3.76 GPA for three consecutive semesters. 
The CalWORKs program has been a huge supporting aspect in pursuing my goals, 
specifically, my counselor Priscilla Hernandez, has been an incredible counselor. She 
is extremely thorough and detail-oriented while reviewing my educational plan and 
providing information to any questions I may have. My plans to become self-sufficient 
are in progress. I accomplished the first step by returning back to college last year 
and have nearly reached the next step, earning an income, by tutoring next semester. 
I also have begun searching for part-time employment in a field related to my degree. 
As a member of the EOPS and CARE program, I have actively participated in various 
workshops and was given the responsibility of presenting a parenting workshop which I 
accomplished successfully, with the support from my ECE professors. I was also a writer 
for the college newspaper, The Prospector, in Spring of 2018. I had five published 
stories, including the front cover and photos featuring the Auto Club’s rebuilt Mustang 
Raffle. The CalWORKs program has provided the encouragement, understanding and 
support I needed to not only pursuit a path to success, but also leads to fulfilling my 
life’s purpose and career goal to become a social worker. CalWORKs has also made 
it possible for me to lead by example as a role model for my son, to prove to him no 
matter how difficult or challenging your circumstances may be, one can accomplish 
anything in the world with perseverance and consistent effort.
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LAURA ALANIS
Nursing  

Woodland 
Community College 

In life there are obstacles that are constantly set in 
our path, and it’s up to us to determine whether we 
overcome them or if they knock us down. Being a 
mother and wife has set some challenges in my path to 
success, but they have also made me the person that 
I am today. My daughter has given me the motivation 
and strength to stay strong and focused on my career 
goals. My determination to better myself is for my daughter and make sure that I provide 
the best life for her.  When I first became a mother, unfortunately, I was unprepared and 
scared. I felt that I was starting a family without having a plan for myself. I was terrified of 
how I was going to provide for her and remembered that my goal in life is to become a 
nurse.  I went to my community college and asked for help. I was offered help with applying 
for FAFSA, getting registered for classes, and making sure I had all the supplies that I 
needed.  Woodland Community College and Social Services have offered me assistance 
to have the opportunity to better myself for my daughter. By me applying to my local 
community college I was on my path to success. The counselors that I met saw the potential 
and motivation in me and helped me with making my dreams become a reality. The EOPS 
program has helped me tremendously with my books, school supplies, and even gift cards 
for the book store. 

Now that I am a full-time college student and getting assistance, I have never been 
determined as I am now to accomplish my dreams. My community has shown me that 
even though I am a mother it is not impossible to make my dreams come true. I have 
all the support that I need in order to be successful. This semester that I have taken at 
Woodland Community College was a great semester. Even though I have had some 
obstacles, I managed to finish this semester with a 4.0 and hope to continue to get good 
grades throughout my education. I was told that if I continue at the path that I am going, 
I will be able to apply to the nursing programs by next fall. Now I have set my education 
as my priority. I am truly grateful to have met the counselors and mentors at Woodland 
Community College. They have made a tremendous impact on my life.  Social Services has 
helped me as well. I was able to apply for CalFresh and Aid which has helped me and my 
daughter.  I am excited to be on this journey.  I couldn’t have done it without the help of 
my community.
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ROHULLAH  
OSTOWAR
Electronic System  
Engineering  
American River 
College 
Before moving to the United States of America, I 
was living in Kabul, Afghanistan, and I was working 
with United States Embassy in Kabul as a Security 
Investigator. I worked with the U.S Embassy for four 

years. Because of my employment with U.S Embassy, Afghanistan was not a safe and 
secure place for me and my family to live anymore. I was issued an immigration visa to 
live in the United States of America. I left Afghanistan on Jan 20, 2015, and since then, 
I have been living in West Sacramento, California with my family. In July 2015, I became 
employed by Volt Workforce Solutions as a Rework Technician for Apple Company. I 
worked there for almost one year. 

When I arrived in West Sacramento, I faced many problems. For instance, I was 
living with my three kids and wife in a one-bedroom apartment in West Sacramento.  
Because I did not have a job, the property manager refused to give me a two-bedroom 
apartment. Additionally, I faced some culture shock such as shopping culture, women’s 
clothing style, etc. In Afghanistan, I never bought stuff online or from very big stores 
like Walmart or Costco. Furthermore, in Afghan’s culture, women cover all their bodies 
with clothes. It is important to mention that now I have attained the ability to participate 
in American culture and I really feel like part of the community now. 

When I became a California resident, I joined Los Rios Community Colleges. I have 
been a student in the Los Rios Community Colleges since August 2016. When I joined 
American River College, everything seemed exciting and wonderful. However, I faced 
many challenges, some of which were transportation, textbooks and meals costs. 
Fortunately, with the assistance of the Community College CalWORKs program, I was 
able to overcome challenges and continued my education. Up to now, I have studied 
and passed 35 units of English as a Second Language. This is a big success towards my 
career goals. My plan is to complete my undergraduate degree in Electronic System 
Engineering, get a job to be self-sufficient, and support my family.

Finally, as a parent with inconsistent child support, the scholarship which is designed 
for the CalWORKs students would be a great assistance to me to become successful in 
my goal and to get my degree. I hope to be considered for the scholarship.
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SAYED  
ALIZADA

Computer 
Science  

American River  
College

Raising kids responsibly and successfully is very sophisticated and tough.  It needs energy 
and efforts of both parents in different ways. On March 22, 2016, my two-month old son 
was crying inside the plane when we were on a 16-hour flight from Dubai to California 
(Originally from Afghanistan), he used to have a swing at home. Both my wife and I were 
standing at the walkway and swinging him in a blanket to not disturb other passengers. My 
second son was asking for help to set-up his headphone to watch the movies and the third 
one was asking to sleep lengthwise in our seats. When we reached the destination, a man 
on his way to exit the plane said “Good Luck”!!!

A few weeks later as we settled in, we realized the meaning of the “Good Luck” with 
different voice of the man. That was the new stuff for all of us such as new culture, new 
people, new system and new standards. That was a hard time for me to get my driver’s 
license, start driving and explorer new opportunities. Based on my work experience, I have 
started a job with an insurance company, and my wife started taking care of the kids as 
well as the baby. For acouple of years, we had a smoother time. But, when my assignment 
completed with that employer and I start looking for job, I realized that I should pursue a 
degree to be considered by employers and have a secure job. My wife also faced a lot of 
problems when she was helping me with kids’ appointments and school assignments.

Fall 2018 was my first semester in American River College (ARC), I am attending ARC 
to obtain Associated in Computer Science. During this time I have received sufficient 
information and support from CalWORKs and this has encouraged me to get my wife 
enrolled as well.  She will start attened college this semester to take  English as Second 
Language (ESL) and later on her Associate Degree in Early Childhood Education (ECE).

I have stimulated many others in Afghan community to start college and obtain a degree 
as well as assist them to get enrollment, assessment tests and schedule their e-service 
accounts and Financial Aid applications.

I have enough work experience as clerical support person, it is why I participate in the 
CalWORKs Work Study program at ARC.   I am looking to start my part-time job in one 
of the college departments to overcome my family financial needs. We both have met the 
CalWORKs counselor many times to set up our educational plans and class schedules.

My wife and I are both very optimistic for the future of our kids because we are working 
toward our education and degrees and it is all about our family’s future. This will give us the 
chance to become self-sufficient financially and be responsible parents for our kids.
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EDUARD 
SKAVINSKYY
Electronic System 
Technology
America River 
College 
For me, the most important problem was the language, 
it’s a challenge for me as an ESL student to write in 
English. But, thanks to the studying  program and the 
understanding on the part of teachers and also the 

staff at the college I feel more confident, which brings me great joy. Also, thanks to the 
CalWORKs program, I received help and support regarding career goals. And, therefore,  
this new semester I hope to get a job at college. Of course, I am very grateful to all 
the staff of the college for the opportunity to study, work or in other words for the 
opportunity to start a new life in my new country
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 2 NICK GARRETT
Communications 

American River 
College 

I am a student at American River College. I have just 
completed my very first semester of college. It was a 
very rewarding experience and I am excited to continue 
my education. I had a very rocky start with school. I 
never really took a liking to it and never thought I was 
good enough. At the young age of 15 I decided to 
drop out of high school and go down a risky path. I got 
involved with some bad people and even tested limits 
with drugs and alcohol. Let’s fast forward over a decade later. I have had two beautiful 
daughters and have completed drug and alcohol treatment and have been a very active 
member in a 12-step program. 

Once I had children, I thought it was a great time to go back and get my GED, so I can be 
a good example to them. I did it. I went and finished it and decided to go another step 
forward and enroll in college. I am 31 years old and have grown a love for learning that I 
have never had before, and I finally believe in myself, I am good enough and have always 
been, but never believed in myself. Right now, my major is communications. It’s a 5-year 
plan, ending with a bachelor’s in Communications. I plan on taking this into a state job 
hopefully in an office manager position.



JESSICA 
WESTON

Nursing
Yuba Community  

College
I am 33 years old and a mother of four children, three 
girls and a boy (12, 7, 2, and 7 months)! I started 
my journey back in 2014, when I completed my first 
semester of college while working full-time, running a 
business and raising two children. I completed my first 
semester with a 4.0, but unfortunately due to a divorce, 
I was forced to put off my education for a while. I lost my business, and my two daughters 
to their father who had money and power that I could not compete with. I went into a 
severe depression and sadly my life spiraled out of control. I lost everything I owned, 
I had no income, nowhere to live, and felt extremely lost. In 2016, I met my current 
husband and we had a son in December of 2016. In December of 2017, my husband 
went to prison. Shortly after that, I gave birth to our daughter in May of 2018. When he 
left for prison, all I had was a car. He was gone for 11 months. While he was away, I got 
in contact with CalWORKs and got an amazing worker in Sutter County. She got me on 
the HSP Program and I was able to get into my own apartment! I successfully have done 
everything required of me from Cal/Welfare to Work for over a year and ended up with 
a 4.0 this fall 2018 semester again! I am currently enrolled in 14 units for the spring 2019 
semester and I am striving to yet again receive a 4.0. I am hoping to graduate with an AS 
in Natural Sciences then apply to the nursing program at Yuba College or transfer to Sac 
State or Chico State so I can get my BSN. Since I am working and fighting for custody of 
my other two daughters, I am determined to land a career where I can provide for all four 
of my kids with little struggle. I also want to show my kids the importance of education, 
and how different life can be when you work for greatness. I want to be the example they 
follow and someone they can be proud to say is their mom! The CalWORKs program has 
been a tremendous contributor to making it possible for me to pursue my goals. Without 
the HSP program, daycare payments, help with books and mileage payments, I would 
have never been able to get to where I am now! I can’t wait to be financially stable, 
so that I can give back to the program somehow and help to give other mothers the 
inspiration they need to reach their goals as I am right now!
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KAMOLA 
NAZARKULOVA
Accounting
American River 
College
In 2013, my husband got a green card. My family and 
I moved to the US to look for a better live because 
my family was not doing economically well. Education, 
degree, learning something weren’t our options at that 
time because we needed to support our family, pay 

bills and buy food. Before I just dreamed about being smart, going to American River 
College, learning so much about the world, my kids could learn many languages, seeing 
the ocean. After moving to the US, I got the opportunity to have a degree and much 
more. Today, it’s important to have a family, have an education, know technology and be 
active. At first, I have overcame with learning English, understanding culture, supporting 
my family, and raising my kids. It was impossible for me to do anything because I was 
brought up with a different culture, language, religion, women status in family, and acting 
around people. I followed people and I asked questions to know people’s ideas to find 
my answer. 

I am working on education. I am trying to understand English in order to catch up. I have 
learned to be organized, to focus on my education and career, listening to other peoples’ 
ideas, finding solutions, to get rid of negative attitude, to make things easier for myself, 
to ask questions, to eat healthy food, and not to stop on my goals. For me self-sufficient 
starts with being healthy and being positive. For becoming economically self-sufficient 
is having stable family, suitable job, learning many skills, having housing close to the job, 
having a stable car, paying my bills without deep stress and making sufficient income. 
Taking care of my family is biggest activity that I do. Making various foods every day 
for my family is significant for me because my husband has serious health issues. I also 
push my kids to success and help them to find their future goals. Teaching my 10 years 
old daughter English, Math and controlling her anger takes up time. Also, taking care of 
my 2 years old daughter takes time as well. Going to local library and participate many 
family activities and reading books full of fun for us. Learning English and reading books 
has been positive thing in my life. Every single study helps me to learn the world, English, 
culture, and many other things. Also, sewing is fun activity if you have capability to accept 
many difficulties and fails by doing it again and again. 

CalWORKs saved me and my kids from many debts. It gives essential recourses to me to 
saty in school. I can enroll in classes earlier and buy school supplies and books. Cash aid 
helps with my rent. Rent is big portion of my expenses. CalWORKs cares by keeping my 
family healthy. Last year, I worked at the ARC library as lab assistant by CalWORKs and I 
got work experience with students, different culture, communication skills as well.
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FARIMA AZIZI
Business 

Administration
Yuba Community  

College
In this picture the young man is my husband, the two 
small girls are my daughters and I am in the middle. 
My husband is a university student and works part-
time. My three-year-old daughter is in preschool and 
my little daughter playing around at home. We are a 
young family.

Being the mother of two doesn’t stop me from following my educational goal. Although 
I have a lot of responsibilities and challenges, I still have acceptable progress in my 
educational career which couldn’t be achieved without CalWORKs and the support of 
other organizations. I remember two years back I wasn’t able to speak or write in English. 
I lost my hope at that time and I didn’t see any options. When I was in welfare I found out 
about CalWORKs support. I found out that CalWORKs could support me to go back to 
school. They gave me information about tutoring and supported me financially to pay for 
transportation, books, parking pass, and childcare. Now I am able to speak and write in 
English. Not just that, but now I am also able to see my future, graduate with a Business 
Administration degree and work as an accountant for a company. I know education is 
the best way to become economically self-sufficient and make a good future for myself 
and my family. I am trying my best to find a part-time job this year using my educational 
background and past experiences.

Lastly, I would say that by CalWORKs tracking my progress, providing academic, career 
and personal counseling has helped me to find ways for challenges that I encounter 
along the way of pursuing my education. It has even helped me to overcome those 
challenges many times. They helped me to put my child in childcare while I am in college. 
They provided me with bus cards which helped me to have transportation from home to 
college. They also helped by paying for the books I needed. These services had noticeable 
effects on my education and helped me a lot to continue my education.
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KELSEY FOSTER
Business
Yuba Community 
College
As I sit here on the eve of my 3-year anniversary of 
being clean and sober, memories flood my mind of how 
I was raised, the decisions I made as a teen and young 
adult, and how I have worked very hard to make better 
decisions for myself and my son. I am 25 years old.

I graduated 8th grade from Brittan Elementary in 
Sutter and attended my first year of high school at River Valley in Yuba City. The summer 
before my sophomore year we moved to Fresno because my mom took a job promotion. 
I attended a school in the Clovis School District which was one of the most prestigious 
schools in the country, yet, I felt like a fish out of water.  The kids were extremely privileged 
and were not shy about making others feel out of place.  I was extremely upset at my 
mother for moving me away from my friends. I became extremely rebellious, hung out 
with people I shouldn’t, and was introduced to illegal substances. I always enjoyed school 
until I reached high school.  I realize now that was because I allowed other priorities to 
take the place of school. After I graduated from high school, I attended Yuba College for 
one semester and had to quit due to my addiction and my inability to function on a day-
to-day basis. My drug addiction took control of my life, and it became the sole decider 
of my day-to-day choices. I didn’t care about anything or anyone except for the drug and 
eventually ended up in and out of jail and homeless for about two years.

Today is a completely different story. I am focused, driven, have pride in my work, and I 
push myself to do the best job I can. I am a single mother to an amazing three-year old 
boy. He is my driving force and my reason to stay the course. CalWORKs has afforded 
me many opportunities, and I feel extremely fortunate to be a part of the program. 
Receiving assistance with books, one-on-one counseling, and continuous support has 
been exceptionally vital for my success. With each and every class I have taken, I have 
put forth a great deal of effort, as school does not come easy for me. I found that it 
takes dedication, time, planning and preparation for each course in which I am enrolled. 
CalWORKs has been an integral part of my college path.  I plan to finish Yuba College in 
the fall semester of 2020 with my Associates degree in Business, and will attend Chico 
State or Sacramento State to complete my Bachelors and Masters in Business with the 
option in Accounting.  I will then take my exams to become a Certified Public Accountant.  
I know the road will be long, and will not be easy, but in the end, I will have everything I 
have set out to achieve. 
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MOHAMMAD 
SHIRZAD
Accounting

American River  
College

I landed in Sacramento, CA on June 8, 2016 along 
with my family, wife and two kids. I found it extremely 
challenging since I had to start everything from scratch. 
Living 32 years of my life in my country, Afghanistan, 
and all of a sudden moving to America was a difficult 
experience for me as well as for my family. It was a 
complete cultural shock; I thought that I had been reborn with a lot of responsibilities 
right away. I came to America with a High School Diploma and felt a dire need to pursue 
my higher education. It wasn’t an easy decision for me though because of my limited 
financial resources as well as limited English proficiency. I finally decided to be brave and 
started American River College in Fall 2017. As an ESL student, I had an overwhelmingly 
difficult time to keep abreast of my studies, particularly for the first three semesters. 
Mostly, I felt inundated with a lot of materials to study in college and a lot more to do 
outside of college, work and family lives. My wife was another challenge for me because 
she never knew how to drive nor knew a word in English. She could not attend ESL 
classes because she needed to stay home and take care of our 5 year old and 3 year old 
kids. I needed to help with English at home too. In fact, she needed to learn both in order 
to shoulder some responsibilities and allow me more time to focus on my studies and 
work. In addition, I was required by law (worker) to work at least 20 hours a week. The 
last challenge but not least was the education gap, more than a decade or so, since my 
graduation from high school, which could certainly make my college studies even more 
difficult. 

I took the regular placement test just because I did not want to spend a lot of time in 
ESL classes; I was fortunately placed in college level writing and reading. Of course, 
there were so many challenges to struggle with. Hopefully, I have overcome numerous 
challenges along the way even though backbreaking. By now, I am already done with 
all my reading and writing classes. I am already half-way through college education - 
4.00 student so far including Fall 2018, sharpened my English proficiency, continuously 
worked, and developed a good relationship in the community. Meanwhile, my wife is a 
good driver now and speaks English to extent to solve her daily purposes. As per work, I 
started to work as Lyft driver for only few months and then started to do a food delivery 
job in Sacramento for a year or so. Fortunately, I got a job in Los Rios District Office as 
Temporary Classified Clerk as of September 2018. As per my future goal, I wanted to get 
an Associate Degree only, but now my plan is to get my Bachelor’s Degree in accounting.  
I’ll either sit in a CPA exam or pursue my Master’s Degree in accounting.
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TYLER 
KRONEBERGER
Automotive  
Technology
American River 
College
CalWORKs has helped make college available to me 
in a few important ways. Living paycheck to paycheck 
with kids doesnt really allow for a lot of amenities like 
$200 for textbooks and access to the partnering online 

website for the required homework. My plan for making this education possible would 
not have made it past the first couple steps if it were not for the support of the CalWORKs 
program and financially as well as helping you set, track and achieve goals. The gas 
cards and food vouchers also helped me feel like a reward for doing the right thing and 
setting a good example by finishing my education. My wife definitely appreciated those 
incentives and I felt a little bit more like a provider by being able to save on costs that 
would have otherwise stopped me. 

48

2019

RE
G

IO
N

 2 ASHLEY 
FUESTON

Business 
Administration 

Yuba Community  
College

I am now 30 years old, and I have overcome many 
hurdles to find balance and keep a positive attitude. 
CalWORKs, at the college, has helped me make 
an education plan that works for me and they are always 
available when I have questions and, for that, I am grateful. CalWORKs has helped with my 
books each semester and they are always willing to help and that helps me want to be just 
as determined. My plans for becoming economically self-sufficient are to work towards my 
Associates degree and work a job of some sort during my last year of school. CalWORKs 
makes everything accessible and possible through the many programs they have to offer. 
Daycare, for instance, allows me to go to school and reach my goals. With the help of 
CalWORKs, and willingness and determination, I have now completed 1 year of college 
and am moving into my 2nd. For that, I am forever grateful. It’s only uphill from here.



ABDOOSHUKUR 
ALIMQULOV

Electronic Systems 
Technology

American River 
College

For as long as I could remember, I’ve wanted to become 
an electronic engineer. I liked to play with electronic 
toys when I was a child. Also, I was constantly taking a 
part toys and other things I was able to lay my hands 
on. Since high school, I’ve tried to repair our electronic home equipment whenever they 
broke down. After high school, I didn’t have the chance to college in my country. Here, 
I’ve found an opportunity to become my greatest passion which is electronic engineering 
and communications. Although was difficult to work, study and take care my children, I 
realized that I must pursue a four-year college education which began in Spring 2015. I 
think I would succeed in this field that I have chosen, which is engineering, because when 
it comes to problem solving I don’t easily give up until I find to a solution. I’ve excellent 
learning skills and a deep interest in Electronics field. I am very excited about my future and 
feel that with the opportunity your scholarship will help me reach my goal. Over the past 
3 years I have been working on an Associate of Science in Electronics System Technology 
at American River College. I am currently a senior with 2 semesters left for graduation. 
I’ve worked hard to achieve my goals. I never gave up working for my goals since I 
started school. I’ve been taking minimum twelve units each semester except summer . I 
have completed over seventy units with a cumulative GPA of 3.648 After my Associate 
Science Degree is complete, I will decide at that time if I wish to continue on and achieve 
my bachelor’s degree. I plan on staying at my current occupation, a student at American 
River College until my above educational goals are complete. It is important for me to 
stay with my current employer which gives me flexible work schedule. After completing 
my educational gols, I will focus of finding a job where I can advance into the Electronics 
field and gain the necessary experience required to become an electronics engineer. That 
gives the skills and experience that will be give me advancement opportunities. 

CalWORKs program has helped me meet my educational or career goals since I started 
school. I’ve used academic, career, and personal counseling services which helped me to 
focus on my goals and develop my educational plans. Next Child care for my children. 
Another one is work-study placements for me paid up to 75% of the my wages at American 
River College. My plans for becoming economically self-sufficient are to perfect my time 
management skills and balance between for work, study and family. I’ve been involved in 
student center community services. I’ve always attended workshops at my college. Each 
semester CalWORKs and Career and EOP&S services provide workshops and career fairs. 
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AMANDA 
DALTON
Natural Science
Yuba Community 
College
Ever since I was a little girl, I knew I belonged in the 
medical field trying to save people’s lives. As I grew and 
found myself, I discovered that I wanted to become a 
cardiovascular surgeon until I was old enough to realize 
how many years of schooling that meant. I gave up on 

my dream. Instead, I was a very lost and confused girl who surrounded herself with the 
wrong people and put partying, drinking and drug use before anything or anyone. In 
2013, I met my son’s father and had a very rocky relationship and then in 2015 I became 
pregnant with my son and decided to sign up for college. Unfortunately, I didn’t know 
to speak with a counselor to set up a plan, so I did it all online, which quickly became 
overwhelming balancing school and a newborn so I dropped the classes. My son was 
born March of 2016 and from that moment on, I realized that I no longer had just myself 
to care of and that it was time to buckle down and get serious with a career choice and, 
of course, I knew it had to be the medical field. Through all this, the main thing I was 
hiding was the abusive relationship that I had been in and out of for too many years.  It 
made me feel like I was not worth more than a life like that, almost as if I deserved it even 
though I should have known better. 

Finally, I got on my own with my son and my incredible worker. Olibia, told me about 
school being an option for my welfare to work plan. So, then I decided to look back to 
Yuba College, but this time tt the nursing program. Thanks to my amazing worker and 
the amazing CalWORKs counselor, Pricilla, at the college, I am now on my way toward a 
medical career by gaining the knowledge needed. 

Thanks to the CalWORKs program, I have been able to get my son into proper and 
dependable childcare, focus on school, help with books, gas, and a parking permit. Spring 
2019 will be my 1-year mark since I have officially become a college student. I had a set 
back this past fall semester due to dealing with domestic violence and custody battle in 
court, but with great peers, they were understanding and gave me the encouragement 
needed to move forward and continue doing the best to accomplish not only my goal, 
but to also be a positive role model for my son. I want to show him that no matter what 
life may throw at you, even the setbacks we go through, or even the many different paths 
we may take, as long as you have a vision, dream or goal, never give up and you can 
achieve greatness! 
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ANA ARGUELLO
Sociology

Sacramento City  
College

I am 28 years old. I’ve lived in California for 20 years. I 
have three beautiful children to whom I wholeheartedly 
devote my life. It has taken me a lot of courage and 
strength to overcome the hardest obstacles I had 
to face in life. I lived half the years of my life as an 
undocumented resident. When I graduated from high-
school, I felt I had no opportunity to continue on with 
my education. As a new mother and wife, all I knew was 
to care for my family; yet, I quickly forgot about myself. My decisions, as a result of my 
brokenness and abusive past and relationship, led me to drugs, gangs, and a destructive 
path. I had no control over my life because my hardworking parents didn’t know how 
important love was in our household. My childhood was full of bad memories. When I 
became a legal resident, I was offered the opportunity to be in the CalWORKs program 
after surviving domestic violence. I’ve lived in shelters, been homeless four times with 
my children, I survived DV, a fire and a flood, overcame addiction, but most importantly I 
learned to live. CalWORKs helped heal my wings so that I could be set free and fly. They 
provided me with supportive services such as counseling for my mental health since I 
suffer from anxiety and depression. CalWORKs believed in me and they supported my 
education when no one else had faith nor gave me direction in life. CalWORKs does what 
I can’t do for myself like providing childcare to pursue my Master’s in Social Work. I am 
more financially self-sufficient through the program, furthermore, I can attend school and 
work on campus providing a better life to my children. I have made many mistakes, on the 
other hand all I ever did was survive. I now hold a 3.5 GPA, but every day I face the battle 
to quit, or keep on striving to succeed for a better tomorrow. Education is a priority in my 
life because I have learned to be a more confident woman, and I can educate my children 
so they don’t fall into mine and my family’s old destructive life. My children make me 
proud, and they always receive honors in their college-prep school. I remind and thank 
myself for the great achievement I have made--after all they are a reflection of me. I also 
attend church, and I serve in the kids’ ministry program at Bayside church. I have done 
Serve Day through the church to make a difference in the community. My ultimate goal is 
to receive my education, get my Master’s in Social Work and help the individuals whom 
will face similar trials as I did. I thrive to become economically self-sufficient, and as first 
generation in my family to attend college, I pursue my education to succeed and break 
the chains of abuse and addictions that are rooted in my family.
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JAMSHID 
SHAHEER
Business 
Administration
Yuba Community 
College
I was working as Finance/Administrative Officer with 
USAID (United States Assistance for International 
Development) in Afghanistan in the year 2009. USAID 
is one of the US Government projects in Afghanistan, 

which the insurgents and Taliban/ISIS are against. That job caused me to have to flee with 
my family from Afghanistan to US with a SIV (Special Immigration Visa) because our life 
was in danger.

I settled in Yuba City, California in 2016 and enrolled in Yuba college as ESL Student in 
level 5th in Spring 2018. After my professors’ evaluations during the class hours, they 
recommended me to jump two classes and start my major classes in Fall semester. 

Also, as I was very active and looking for job opportunities, I applied to the Work-to-
Study Program as a CalWORKs student in Yuba College and received a lot of support 
from the CalWORKs department and community college towards my career goal. I joined 
the Allied Health Department as a Student Assistant and performed clerical jobs in the 
department which ended with a positive impact and successful results. At the end of the 
semester/program, I received a request from the department management to join the 
same team in spring semester in 2019. It means, the team was happy with my performance 
and I am proud for having a small part in a professional team in Yuba College. 

I have more than 15 years of experience in administration and management with the 
humanitarian organization in Afghanistan, Pakistan and recently in the United States. 
Besides my experiences, my plan is to complete my higher education and receive 
my degree to apply for better jobs within Yuba College or any other humanitarian 
organizations/community services in the United States of America.
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NASER ENAYATI
CIS-Information 
System Security
American River 

College
I am taking care of a family of 4 including me at my home. 
This is one of the most critical problems I am faced with 
right now because my wife doesn’t know how to drive 
and her understanding of the English language is just a 
few words.  So, I have to take care of all responsibilities 
at my home such as going to the supermarket to buy 
groceries and taking care of appointments for all members of my family. Hopefully with 
making a study plan, I could overcome these problems and try my best to get good grades 
at my lessons.

Actually, this is the third semester I am attending ARC. My long term educational goal 
is to obtain a Master’s Degree in Information System Security. I plan on getting my 
Associates degree at ARC then transferring to CSU for my undergraduate studies and 
perhaps my graduate studies. My life time goal is to improve myself and the standard of 
living for my children through higher education. My career goal is to get a job at one of 
the big companies in California. 

CalWORKs (California Work Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids) is a program that 
gives cash aid to eligible families in Sacramento. The objective of the CalWORKs program 
is to provide supportive services and resources to assist students with obtaining self-
sufficiency. CalWORKs can assist me with achieving my educational and career goals. I 
believe that it’s important, and it changes my life.

Indeed, my plan for becoming economically self-sufficient is getting a part-time job 
through the CalWORKs Work Study program and making money for my me and my 
family. In the Fall semester of 2018, I worked at the ARC Natomas Center, Inderkum High 
school as a Monitor at Wing A 1st Floor. Although, I try my best to be economically self-
sufficient but I’m still facing some economic problems. It’s just because the cost of living 
is becoming more and more expensive every day.

This is a fortune helping others and I feel happy whenever I can do something for 
someone. I hope one day I can help my people in my country Afghanistan. Because of 
long years of war in the country, my people are suffering from lots of difficulties, like 
poverty, starvation, disability, children who are orphaned, etc. Although, I have helped 
a few of these families, I think this is not sufficient. I hope I can make an organization in 
future to gather donations and help the people in my country. 

The CalWORKs Program has helped me to continue pursuing my education while being 
able to support my family. CalWORKs provided me with schooling supplies, gas cards 
and meant everything to me. I was welcomed like it was my home with snacks, support, 
and laughter. I have succeeded in college courses thusfar and have gotten A’s in every 
class I have taken. 53
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AHMAD RAUFI
Computer Science
Yuba Community  
College
I’m a legal immigrant from Afghanistan, and I’ve been 
here for almost three year now. I am 25 years old I 
was born in Kabul Afghanistan. Completing 12 years of 
school in my country at Zokor BiBi Mahro High School, 
I graduated in 2010. I got married when I was 20 years 
old, I have one boy and one girl. I worked at the US 
Embassy of America in Kabul Afghanistan as a security 

guard for four year. Afterwards, I came to the United States in 2016. I  was faced with a lot 
of problems when I came here with my family. I start had to start from zero; I had nothing 
when we come to the United States.  I left all my family and friends in Afghanistan.  It 
was really very difficult, but slowly everything gets better. After three weeks, I got my 
license and I bought a car; and at the same time, I found a job. I had never driven a car in 
my life, but in the US as I saw all those problems in the first two weeks. I decided to get 
my license, so I started driving with friends. Finally, after three weeks, I got my license. I 
started paying money that I borrowed for my car and start paying my travel loan. After 
one year of hard work, I decided to start college because of all these opportunities that 
are available here. I started researching colleges and how to become a student and then 
how to apply to college. I collected a lot of information from colleges’ websites and 
from friends. All of the information was very helpful for me, and I start college in 2017 at 
American River College. 

I was very excited to start college and study toward my degree and dream job. It was 
very difficult for me to be a student after seven years. I was a full-time student; and, also, 
I worked with Lyft and Uber on the weekend from 10 to 12 hours shifts three days on 
weekend. That was a nice job for me because I had nice conversations with the strangers 
about their life history, and that helped me improve my listening and pronunciation. I 
really enjoy college now, and now I am taking ESL classes at the Yuba College. Since my 
car has broken down, I am not able to work with Uber any more so the only income that I 
have is the money that I receive from the county. County assistsance is not enough even 
for my house rent, but I don’t want to be sad because life is short, and I want to reach to 
my goal. I’m head of the household with two children with all these problems that I have 
in my life still I’m happy and I want to transfer to a four-year university to get my Bachler’s 
degree. In short, I want to become a lawyer in the future.
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FARISHTA RAUFI
Computer Science

Yuba Community  
College

I am a 24 year old immigrant from Afghanistan and I 
came to the United States in 2016. I have two children 
one is three years old and another one is three months. 
I was very happy in Afghanistan but in the United States 
it is a very hard life, it’s very difficult in the United States 
as we all know. I was not able to speak English when I 
came to the United States but in the past couple years, 
I studied a lot, that is why I can solve my problems in 
English now. I have four brothers and two sisters in Afghanistan, I miss them a lot since 
I came to the United States. Right now, I don’t have any job and I am looking for a job 
because I need to support my family, I graduated from high school in 2015, now I am a 
college student at Yuba College I am majoring in computer science and I want to transfer 
to a four year university. I am going to change my major to Doctor. I would like to be a 
doctor. As we all know the people’s need for a doctor. It’s good to be a doctor, that is 
why we can help our people. Being a doctor is one of my dream jobs. I was faced with 
a lot of problems when I came to the United States, I had nothing, I left all my family in 
Afghanistan. I am trying to visit them, but it’s difficult to arrange all these expenses that’s 
why I cannot visit them as a college student and I cannot arrange all these expenses.
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GEETY SHAMS
ECE
Yuba Community  
College
I joined Yuba College in Fall 2017 as an ESL student 
in level 6. My scores and grades during the class 
evaluation was wonderful and I passed the ESL class 
with higher scores. Meanwhile, I have received an 
Honorable Letter from the Dean of Yuba College after 
the completion of my fall semester.

I had some job experiences in terms of administration, human resources and logistics 
with international organizations and companies in Afghanistan from 2003 to 2009. 
Considering the experiences, I was looking for job opportunities within the Yuba College 
and I applied to the Study-to-Work program as a CalWORKs student. Fortunately, I 
received an offer from the Counseling Department to assist them in clerical jobs during 
the Fall semester in 2018. 

During my employment period with the Yuba College, Counseling Department, I worked 
as Student Assistant and helped the department with filing systems, bookkeeping 
and customer service. As I am a multilingual student, I assisted new students with 
interpretation who were not able to communicate in English properly. The tasks in which 
I was receiving performed in a professional manner that ended up with a positive impact 
and successful results. At the end of the semester, I received a requisition from the 
department management to join the same team in the spring semester of 2019 as well. It 
means the team was happy with my performance and I am happy to join and deliver the 
best to the students and as well as to the department. 

My goal is that besides my working experience, is to complete my higher education and 
receive my degree to apply for better and permanent jobs within Yuba College or any 
other humanitarian organizations/community services in the United States of America. 
Therefore, I would like to take advantage of this opportunity to enhance my academic 
education and gain professional skills to help the community.
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VALERIE 
FRANKLIN
Cosmetology

Sacramento 
City College

The road to success has been quite a journey for my 
family. Hello I am Valerie Franklin, and I am the proud 
mother of three amazingly intelligent boys named 
Davon 18, Jaiden 14, and Jamari 11. The last five years 
has brought many challenges to my family that I never 
in life imagined that I would face. We relocated to 
Sacramento in  2016 after living in Florida for 2 years via our home town of Springfield, 
Illinois. I was excited to start a new life in a new place until a tree fell through my apartment 
which caused us to be homeless. We were forced to stand on the corner and Panhandle 
just to secure food and shelter on a daily basis. I made the hardest decision ever which 
was to send my kids back to Illinois to live with my parents because they would be stable 
and well taken care of until I was able to provide the life they deserve. I relocated to 
California. When my kids came, the family that we were staying with, changed the locks 
to the doors and forced us to be homeless again! I was devastated this is something I 
promised I would not allow it to happen to my family ever again. Some friends allowed 
us to stay in their garage, and I decided that nobody or nothing would put us in this 
situation again. I had begun looking for a job, and thanks to CalWORKs, we were able to 
have money and food every month until I was able to find a job. I always had a passion 
for the cosmetology industry, so I spoke to my CalWORKs workers about going back 
to school. I have attempted cosmetology school twice previously but this time I wanted 
more. I wanted a degree! So my CalWORKs caseworker helped me with getting in school 
and with supplies, food, Transportation, etc. CalWORKs has been a consistent blessing 
us. We finally found an apartment but we were forced to move out because of mold and 
rats. Jamari has chronic asthma and was in the ICU four times since we moved in! This 
caused me to miss a lot of school in my first semester, but by God and  the support of 
CalWORKs, I’m still here. Thankfully a family member let us stay in his one-bedroom house 
for 3 months until we were able to find our own. Thank God he blessed us with a HOME!! 
And I graduated from the first phase of Cosmetology receiving my AA on 12-20-18 from 
The Nail Tech Program at SCC. I have faced challenges in my life from homelessness 
to depression but one thing I have never done is given up. CalWORKs is an amazing 
program at SCC and I would not have made it this far without this program. Moving 
forward I am looking to nothing but smiles and laughs. I am dedicated and committed to 
making my journey a successful one so that my family can be proud of the woman that I 
have persevered to become. 
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SALLY NGUYEN
Criminal Justice
Contra Costa College

PANRADA  
SRISOMBAT

ESOL
College of Alameda

I used to live in Alameda County with my daughter 
and her father. I felt stuck and not able to leave an 
abusive relationship. One day I found the courage to 
leave him. My daughter and I were living in homeless 
shelters or my small Toyota Corolla. I prayed every day 
for a blessing. During my hard times I had many angels 
reached out to help. I was working at a dead end job. 
One day I picked up my mail at my mom’s house and 
it was a letter for housing opportunity. I felt grateful 

finally living in my own apartment! I lost the job I had moving far. When I went to apply 
for CalWORKs they advised me they would help me through school! This was the reason 
why I felt blessed! CalWORKs gave me a way out of hell and help me reach my goals. 
CalWORKs is my angel!

It was very hard to start everything new especially at an 
age like me. When I met my worker, Miss Karen Dick, 
and my counselor, Miss Marissa Nakano, I felt so warm 
and comfortable. My loneliness was gone.  Everthing 
that concerned me was clearer when I talked with 
them. They are always beside me.
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JEANNAE 
WILLIAMS

Business 
Administration

College of Alameda
Striving for better is a challenge in its self. The 
community college CalWORKs program is the reason 
why I continue to strive for excellence. This program 
has helped me tremendously in meeting my educational 
goals. I appreciate the fact that how encouraged the 
program encourages scholars to succeed with the 
programs help. The CalWORKs program keep me academically in order and keeps me 
on a straight path with getting good grades & making sure I’m not on a path of failing by 
sticking to my education plan and showing up to get those attendance sheets filled in/
out. This program helps scholars like myself stay motivated because they are engaged 
to seeing students succeed & keeping track of one’s progress. Thanks to my College 
counselor (Marissa Nakano) @COA (College of Alameda) is outstanding! I love the fact 
that community colleges have such a program like (CalWORKs) in the campus because 
I am thriving in my education despite my learning disabilities. Thanks to this community 
college program I am doing well academically & will continue to do well because when 
your rooted on by such a Program it makes you feel good that someone’s cares & see all 
the hard work you have put in when friends and family don’t root you on as such. Business 
Administration is the major; here I come AA certificate and will transfer to further my 
education to accomplish a bachelor’s degree as well as a master’s if all go as planned. 
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DAISY CORONA 
Psychology 
Santa Rosa  
Junior College 
This is the milestone story of my success. Once upon 
a time, my life was full of failure after failure. It was 
simply full of disappointments. I believe that each of us 
is born into a cycle that defines who we are as human 
beings. In my case, this cycle of failure kept repeating 
itself over and over, generation after generation. It was 
then that I had the realization that the life cycle doesn’t 

break unless you break out. When I was 19 years old my life changed dramatically. I had 
a terrible experience...I was in a car accident in Oakland. Who knew that this accident 
would be a major turning point in my life? I lost everything. I didn’t see my 1-year-old 
son for two months. I couldn’t sit up in bed, I was immobile. I was only able to move with 
the assistance of the staff. My right arm was wrapped because It was cut open. My right 
hand was so swollen you could barely see the shape of my fingers and both legs, along 
with my entire right side, were immobile due to the swelling. My body was broken and 
my bladder ruptured. I was stapled across my pelvis and hip. I felt ungrateful, realizing 
how up to that point, I had taken my life for granted.

My legs didn’t work, and there was a huge possibility that I would never walk again. Up 
to that point, being grateful for the use of my legs never crossed my mind. Before the 
accident, I was ashamed of who I was and how I looked.

Yet, none of that mattered during my two-month stay in the hospital. I prayed, I cried, I 
screamed, but not once did I stop fighting.

The doctors were certain that I would not survive, and simply wanted my mother to sign 
the papers to take me off life support. They felt it was best just to let me die, but my 
mom, even at her worst, knew I was no quitter.I fought for my son and my life. I knew 
there was a purpose for me.

I recovered in less than 7 months. It took me 4 years to mentally get myself together. 
However, after 23 years of obstacles and virtually nothing I considered a success, I am 
where I am today - I am grateful for where I stand. If it wasn’t for all my life lessons I 
wouldn’t be able to strongly appreciate what I have now.

 In August of 2017, I became a college student, the first in my family to break the cycle of 
an uneducated life. My life goal includes writing a book and becoming a human services 
advocate helping others to learn how to be grateful for whatever life throws at you. This 
is my milestone success story.
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RYAN DAVIS 
Human Services 

Advocacy 
Santa Rosa  

Junior College 
The day started like any other day; I had no cares at 
all. I decided to turn in some of my recyclables at my 
local grocery store. It was a beautiful sunny day on 
December 1, 2015. Everything seemed okay in the 
beginning. I was separating the cans and the bottles 
when something happened to my body that I have 
never felt before. I experienced a sudden intense back pain I had never felt before. What 
I was experiencing was an aortic dissection, a tear in my aorta. I was dying and I had no 
idea what kind of journey I would be on. I gave everything to my higher power. One of 
the things that was going on in my mind was finish school. In addition, from there I was 
able to focus on my goals and reflect on what I was accomplishing and what I would 
achieve as far as my education and my career goals are concerned. Sometimes you really 
have to dig deep within yourself, even in the most difficult times to find out what you 
truly want, and what you are so appreciative of. Of course, I want to reflect and thank my 
friends and family for everything that I have accomplished in my past years of school, but 
I really need to thank SRJC CalWORKs for helping me pave a path for success. Today the 
CalWORKs program has given me the tools to continue to grow to become a successful 
student, but also has given me continuous support to achieve all my educational goals. 
The staff and student workers have helped me so much in making me feel comfortable 
and confident to achieve all my educational goals. My plans are to graduate in 2020 
with an associate’s degree in Human Services Advocacy. My goal is to become a case 
worker that helps families in need. Of course, I want to make good money but the most 
rewarding thing that I want all my education to bring me is an opportunity to give back to 
my community. I believe everything that I have recieved from CalWORKs and my fellow 
colleagues has been priceless. I do community service in my community now by helping 
the homeless. I believe I have a duty as a human being to give back to people who are 
less fortunate. I have been homeless in the past so I can relate to everyone out there that 
are suffering. I have worked with disability services and student leadership on campus 
of Santa Rosa Junior College. I learned many valuable lessons and found out that those 
jobs were very rewarding to me. Today CalWORKs continues to help me in so many ways. 
The staff have been very compassionate to my educational needs. With the help of Santa 
Rosa Junior College CalWORKs, I know I will be able to achieve anything I set my mind 
and my heart to. 
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JOVANA ROJAS 
ENRIQUEZ 
REGION 3 WINNER
Registered Nursing, 
ADN 
City College of  
San Francisco
I still remember receiving my acceptance letter to the 
nursing program and instead of being happy, I became 

terrified of my future. At the time, I had a 12-month boy grasping to my leg and was 
getting ready to deliver my baby girl in a month. At that point, my husband looked at 
me and told me we will figure this out and make it happen, you just worry about school. 
It was easier said than done. I went from being the primary provider of our household 
to being dependent on an undocumented husband who was unable to provide. We had 
nowhere to turn! I decided to go to the county office to see if there was any assistance 
they could give my children and me. It was there when the Social Worker informed me 
about CalWORKs and all its benefits to clients interesting in attending school. I remember 
bursting into tears and finally feeling some relief. I realized that with help of CalWORKs, I 
was going to be able to go to school and complete my RN degree and that the program 
would be there to help me achieve my goals. It was a struggle, the sleepless nights, the 
intensity of the program, the long commute from Sacramento to San Francisco every day, 
the breastfeeding infant and growing toddler. I doubted my resiliency on a daily basis. 
I realized that one of the things that kept me going was the financial and educational 
support the CalWORKs program and program staff gave us. I knew that as long as I 
kept pushing toward my goals, my children and I would be supported. Today, I am and 
RN graduate from City College of San Francisco ready to hit the workforce running and 
currently applying to graduate programs to further my education and complete my dream 
of becoming a NP. I plan to give back to the community that supported my children and 
me. I am happy of my education and personal achievements. I still look back at the first 
day I opened my acceptance letter and tear up thinking that all of this was possible to 
the support I received the from the CalWORKs program and its staff, so much that I wore 
the CalWORKs stole with honor the day I graduated.
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MARIA 
 CARDENAS 

Human Services:  
Drug and Alcohol  

Santa Rosa  
Junior College 

My story has always been one I often hid away. However, 
today I am proud of what I have accomplished. My 
name is Maria Cardenas I am 30-years-old and a 
mother of two. I am a full-time student at Santa Rosa 
Junior College pursuing my AA in Alcohol and Drug studies. I also identify as a domestic 
violence survivor, human trafficking survivor, former foster youth, formerly homeless, and 
sexual assault survivor. My life has come in waves of despair at times. Yet, these titles 
have made me a strong determined woman today. All these accomplishments happened 
through my strength and the aid of others. One story I would like to share with you is 
about last year. After leaving a long-term toxic relationship, I found my children and me 
in dire state of living. We slept on living room floors and inside garages, often went on 
limited food. I cried myself to sleep numerous times thinking of myself as a failure. Then 
a conversation I had changed the tide for the better. I went in to discuss leaving school 
and a CalWORKs counselor said, “Take a moment and wait to make this decision, ask 
for help”. I did that, finally was honest about my living situation, and I was referred to 
right to housing. I hit the ground running in that program. Having the available tools and 
within 3 weeks found a new home. The night I opened the email that I got the house, 
I felt a flood release. I got 34 rejection letters over the span of 3 weeks and there was 
the yes. I broke down from the overwhelming feeling that my children will be safe. That 
I did something right for them! It took my son 3 weeks to want to take his clothes out of 
the black plastic garbage bag to make sure we did not need to leave. I stayed in school 
trying to work towards a better life. The day I went in to change my address I told the 
office I got housing, they embraced me by the utmost kindness from all directions. They 
also went out of their way to provide me with donations to fill up my home. Once I got 
the house, other things fell into place. I restarted the Native American Student Council 
on campus as acting president. I joined a Human Trafficking support group that spreads 
awareness and provides outreach. I volunteer in as many events involving Foster youth 
on campus. One of the biggest things is I am now a working Alcohol and drug counselor! 
I can provide for my children without worry. I will not stop here. I plan to set blaze to a 
new road in my life. We all have the power to achieve the universe in our hands, just give 
yourself the chance.
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ALMA ROSALES 
Communication 
Studies 
Mission College 
and SFSU
Returning to school was always a dream of mine, 
but due to my income, going to college was never a 
possibility. After I separated from my now ex-husband, 
I moved back to California after 10 years of being away. 
The only material belongings I brought back were my 

car and clothing that is it! Everything I worked for in the past was gone. I no longer had 
a home, furniture...nothing! However, those are just material things. Coming back home 
was one of the best decisions I have ever made. I no longer am in a toxic relationship 
that was detrimental to my children and myself. After I arrived in California, I knew right 
off the bat that I wanted to enroll in College, but I was not sure about childcare or how I 
was going to afford it. I was informed about the CalWORKs program from the county. I 
immediately signed up. I knew nothing about this program and what it had to offer, but 
the county helped me along the way answering all my questions and concerns. I enrolled 
at Mission College and started in August 2016. 

I was very fortunate that this Community College had a CalWORKs on campus. The staff, 
counselors and Ms. Donna Hale were always there to help me with my academic needs 
and making sure, I had the books and supplies I needed to have a successful semester. 
In December 2017, I received my AA-T in Communication Studies. In January 2018, I 
transferred to San Francisco State University (SFSU) in pursuit of my Bachelor’s degree 
in Communication Studies. All of these accomplishments have been possible because 
of the CalWORKs program. I am currently in my fall semester at SFSU and am aiming 
at graduating in May 2019. I am in good standing with an academic GPA of 3.34. I was 
having difficulty getting access to a computer at school seeing as it serves nearly 30,000 
students. My county employment counselor, Ms. Erica Garcia knew of my difficulties and 
worked hard to get me a laptop of my own. Completing assignments has been so much 
easier thanks to the generosity of CalWORKs. After SFSU, my goal is to apply to Law 
school and become an Attorney at Law. 

I know this is attainable because of all the helpers at the CalWORKs program. My 
constant motivation is my love of education and the desire to be self-sufficient. School 
is very demanding, late nights studying, doing homework, and commuting daily via Bart 
to school. No matter how difficult things get, or how exhausted I may be, I do not give 
up. All my hard work will pay off, and I know my children and I will have a better, brighter 
future. I want people to know you can achieve despite having all the odds placed against 
you, “A single Mother on welfare”. Many people frown upon that but little do they know 
that these programs are here to help individuals, like myself to become a productive 
member of society. 

64

2019

RE
G

IO
N

 4



FIDELA CURIEL 
Pre-Nursing  

Cabrillo College 
My whole life has been a turmoil of dysfunction, a 
never-ending spiral of melancholic distress and trauma. 
From early on I was placed into 7 foster homes, one 
of which I was abused and molested by a 14-years 
old foster brother. My aunt adopted me at age 5 and 
for some reason never seemed to want me so back 
into the system. After this, I went through four group 
homes and during which I acquired the despicable 
disease of addiction. During my teenage years, I was 
molested more times that I can count. To the point, 
where I learned how to emotionally leave my body to cope with whatever was going on 
in my life at the time. Finally, I emancipated from foster care and graduated high school 
with a 3.75 GPA landing on the streets with nowhere to go. I have spent the last eight 
years of my life homeless and stuck in addiction. My first attempt at college was an epic 
fail due to depression I dropped out after two weeks. Six years passed, I was blessed with 
a beautiful baby boy. My son is my pride, joy and the best thing that has ever happened 
to me. Once confirmed that I was pregnant I was connected with the CalWORKs Program 
whom helped me to enter the welfare to work program which gave me a job to help save 
for my son. Once I decided that I was ready to go back to school, just a week before 
school started my county worker expedited the process in order to get me in contact 
with all of the resources that I would need to begin school. From the moment, I walked 
in the doors at the SRSN building the CalWORKs staff has been supportive and efficient 
in getting me everything that I need. To this day CalWORKs has continued to support me 
emotionally, physically and scholastically. My CalWORKs Program Specialist was there to 
support me during the first week of school when I was having an emotional time due to 
my son’s continual dismissal from childcare because of his separation anxiety. My goal is 
to transfer to a UC to obtain my Bachelors in Nursing, get a job at a hospital and earn a 
well enough income to give my son the life that I never had. With a position at a hospital, 
I will work 3 day 12 hour shifts with enough time left over to be a mom. My son is my 
perfect little angel and deserves the world and more and I will move Heaven and Earth to 
give him just that. I am currently taking 16.5 units and so far accumulated A’s and one B. I 
hope to be a member of the Honors Society next semester. Thanks to all of the assistance 
from CalWORKs. I now have the feeling that I am not alone again from the moment I walk 
onto campus. That’s a feeling that I haven’t felt in years.
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ANGELICA  
MARAVILLA 
Sonography 
Chabot College
In high school I was not doing very well so I decided 
to enroll in independent studies which were one of the 
best decisions that I have made.  I attended Chabot a 
little over a year but didn’t get very good grades. My last 
semester at Chabot was tough because I unexpectedly 
got pregnant.  I decided to put my education on hold 
because I was a young mother and had to focus on my 

son. I left Chabot with a GPA of 1.63 which made me feel like I failed myself.

After my son was born I knew things had to change. I became a single mother and had 
to take responsibility for him without any help. Once my son was old enough I knew I 
had to go back to school. In Fall 2017 I came back to Chabot with a very low grade point 
average. I was able to overcome this obstacle and obtained a 4.0 that semester. 

The CalWORKs Program has helped me meet my educational goals by always pushing 
me and telling me that I can do it. The faculty of the CalWORKs Program go above and 
beyond for their students. They are so motivating and want to actually see you succeed.
I have always wanted to be an ultrasound technician since I can remember. Although it 
was hard and took a lot of effort and dedication, I was able to overcome these bumps in 
the road and proceed with pursuing my career goals. Now I am on track with my classes 
and plan on receiving my AA in liberal arts math and science in Spring 2019. From there 
I plan to transfer to Merritt College or enter Kaiser in Richmond to complete the 2 year 
Radiology program. 

Last year I volunteered at Glassbrook elementary school around Halloween time. I helped 
decorate the cafeteria for a haunted house. I also collected the entry fee as parents and 
students entered. 

The CalWORKs Program has helped me make education a priority by continuously telling 
me how proud they are of me and how great I am doing. It is the little things that make 
you want to strive so hard for what you want.
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SHANA WINBON 
RN  

Hartnell Community 
College

I am 26 years old and I never thought I’d be here. I 
never had very high aspirations for myself that fact 
strangely is how I ended up at Hartnell College. I 
have three children, two beautiful daughters and one 
handsome son. They look to me for everything as most 
children do and one thing I knew I wanted for them more than anything was for them 
to be their best selves. I wanted them to see what I saw in them, which was the ability 
to do amazing things. I have not always been the best example for my children. I had 
my first child at sixteen years old and dropped out of high school, not that I was getting 
good enough grades to graduate. I found myself in a very low place; addicted to drugs 
and never having a secure place to live or income to speak of. The only bright spot in my 
life was my beautiful baby girl who I knew deserved better. I would get sober for small 
stints of time but it never stuck. Once I had my second child I knew that was it, I had to 
change. I got into a rehabilitation program and graduated. The real change didn’t come 
until I prayed. I asked God if he could take the want away, that I would do the rest and 
he did. He made our new life possible and keeps us safe everyday. After the program, 
we moved around a lot trying to find some way to support my children, which was very 
challenging having no formal education. I got a job as a janitor working for a nursing 
home and I loved being there talking to the patients getting to know them and doing 
little things to make them smile, but the longer I stayed the more I saw things I couldn’t 
do for them. The overworked nurses and Certified Nurse Assistants seemed able to 
block out the sounds of the patients. I knew what these people needed was passion 
and compassion. They needed people caring for them who actually cared. That is where 
CalWORKs came into play. Not only did I get encouragement and access to resources 
and financial assistance, but also childcare that was reliable, a place where I knew my 
children were well cared for and cared about, which as a mother is everything. All of the 
events they hold at Hartnell and the help they offer here for my children on the holidays 
is amazing. Then there is Mrs. Nancy Reyes, my counselor at Hartnell College, she gives 
me so much hope and encouragement. I want to be the person she sees in me. I am now 
an A student and soon I’ll be very happy nurse
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MARIA PEREZ 
Business 
Administration
Hartnell Community 
College
The challenges that I have overcome while pursuing my 
degree would have to be when my son gets sick which 
makes it hard because he wasn’t able to go to daycare 
and I would have to stay him in order to take care of 
him. The successes I had during my progress toward 

my educational career goals would be successfully completing classes over the summer 
to help me achieve my goal faster. The community college CalWORKs program helped 
me meet my educational goals by helping with books and other supplies I needed for 
my education. My plans for becoming economically self-sufficient would be to transfer to 
California State University, Monterey Bay and receive my Bachelor’s degree in Business 
with an emphasis in Accounting. I have not been involved in advocacy, or student 
advocacy, however, I have participated in community service in Salinas at the American 
Cancer Society Discovery Shop. I also participated in extracurricular activities with my 
son, such as coaching his sports teams. The community college CalWORKs program has 
helped me make education a priority by helping me achieve my educational goals and 
covering costs for my books and mileage in order to go to school, and other costs that 
may have incurred during my time at the community clevel.

68

2019

RE
G

IO
N

 4

ASHLEY 
SANDOVAL

Enterprise Security
De Anza College

College CalWORKs Program helped me stay on track, 
complete my degree with the services they provided; 
I overcame many of my obstacles because of the 
CalWORKs Program. Sabrina in OTI helped me obtain 
student employment, and that lead me to obtain a job 
here on campus as an IT support. I am really proud of 
myself, for completing my degree and getting a job. 
Everyone in the CalWORKs played a major role in my 
life by providing all the services I needed to get ahead in life. 



MAYA 
 GONZALES 

Nursing   
Evergreen Valley 

College 
As a single mother of three children, one of whom is 
pediatric cancer survivor, I never imagined a higher 
education would be achievable for me. In the Fall of 
2014 I separated from my abusive ex-husband and lost 
my job. I found myself on my parents doorstep at the 
age of 36, homeless and unemployed with no way to 
provide for my children. I had no other choice but to apply for government assistance 
and I decided to go back to school to become a nurse. I learned so much about caring 
for a terminally ill child and was eternally grateful to my son’s caregivers so I decided I 
wanted to pay it forward. I enrolled at EVC as a nursing major and was referred to Ms. 
Reyna Avila the community engagement specialist on campus. The CalWORKs Program 
made my dreams of success in school a reality. The monetary aid as well as the periodic 
cash  incentives allowed me to make ends meet while I studied. CalWORKs partnership 
with Choices for Children provided childcare for my youngest daughter at virtually no 
cost to me, which allowed me to pursue my degree full time. Thanks to the CalWORKs 
Program and Ms. Reyna Avila, I received my AA degree General Studies with an emphasis 
in Health Science in the Fall of 2017. I am also employed full time as a Staff Assistant on 
the Evergreen Valley College Campus for the EOPS/CARE program and I am a full time 
student at CSU East Bay pursuing my BA Degree in Comparative Ethnic Studies while 
simultaneously finishing off my last two courses for the ADN Program at DeAnza College. 
It is my hope that  my children will see all of my sacrifice and hard work and understand 
the value of higher education. CalWORKs has made achieving my goals possible and has 
been a driving force in my success and in the self sufficiency of my family. 

69

2019

REG
IO

N
 4



LEONA BATTLE 
AOD Alcohol and 
Drug Counselor 
Hartnell Community 
College
If you would have told me 5 years ago, that I would 
be where I am today, I would have laughed at you. 
5 years ago, I was pregnant and finding housing for 
myself and my future child. Over the next few years, I 
found myself making up for lost years and getting on 
the right track. I finally found permanent housing for 

me and my daughter and I have figured out what I want from life. 

Every goal I have made since I found out I was pregnant, I have accomplished and made 
new better goals to follow. Becoming a certified drug and alcohol counselor is my first 
step to a higher goal. In January 2019, I will start my practicum and work in the field. I 
have received top grades through hardwork and passion for the subject. I will soon be 
using everything I have learned in order to help troubled teens with drug addiction. 

Balancing school and motherhood has been the hardest thing in my life. With help from 
my CalWORKs team I have succeeded. Nancy Reyes has guided me through this process 
with so much care and attention. She always had the right answer and if she didn’t, she 
would do whatever she could to find the answer for me. I have never worked before and 
CalWORKs work study program has given that opportunity and helped me build so much 
confidence. The most supportive person on my team has been my worker, Tracey Kerbs. 
She has helped me access every tool to succeed. She truly makes everything possible.

By the time I graduate in Spring 2019, I will know where I will be working. With my 
degree, I can have a career. I already have offers to work full time at 3 different facilities, 
and I will be able to make my own choices. I also have the option to further my education 
at a university if I want. I hope to become a licensed therapist some day.

With the help of the CalWORKs program and team, I have been given a lot of confidence. 
They have faith in me, which gives me faith in myself. I know that the time spent at school 
is important and I share that knowledge with my daughter, Ember. CalWORKs has great 
events that allow me to bring my daughter to campus. She sees how hard I work and 
study. Ember started kindergarten this year and she has shown me how my school ethic 
has rubbed off on her. She does her homework on time, studies, and loves to participate 
in class. Her teacher says she is exemplary and must get it from watching me at home; I 
am so proud.

I want to thank the CalWORKs people for everything they do for me, my family, and 
everyone in the community.
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KIMBERLY KUCH 
Nursing  

Evergreen Valley 
College

In high school, I was never a top student. In fact, I 
came very close to not graduating altogether. After 
high school, I attended San Joaquin Delta College, 
where I failed miserably and dropped out. Defeated, I 
decided that school was not for me and retreated to a 
life of complacency, making minimum wage and living 
paycheck-to-paycheck. At my lowest point, I became 
pregnant in an abusive relationship, and ultimately lost 
my job. I spent 9 months contemplating various ways to improve my situation but lacked 
motivation. The birth of my daughter, Rylie, gave me courage to reach out to my family, 
who supported my decision to apply to Evergreen Valley College (EVC) and enroll into 
the CalWORKs assistance program in March 2016.

I quickly learned that being a mother and a full-time student was not an easy task. I was 
motivated to do better, but I had no idea where to start. I struggled with getting into 
the habit of studying, staying focused during class, and balancing time with my daughter. 
After all, it had been ten years since I being in school and I was discouraged, afraid of 
failur, and did not know where to ask for help; I felt alone. 

My CalWORKs specialist at EVC told me about EOPS & CARE, Math and English tutoring 
centers, and many other resources. I continually received emails about new success 
workshops, which I attended, and learned so many things. I found myself constantly at 
EVC’s CalWORKs office, whether it was a counseling appointment or a simple question, 
I knew where to ask for help and knew that my questions would be answere and  I no 
longer felt alone. CalWORKs also provided childcare, which helped tremendously! These 
resources kept me focused in my studies with their mandatory counseling appointments, 
progress reports, and continuous updates. These resources helped me graduate with 
honors. I received my A.A. in General Studies with an emphasis in Health Science in May 
2018 and, shortly after, passed the TEAS exam with an 87.3%. 

My journey to get to where I am now was not easy; however, with the help of CalWORKs 
I am able to achieve my dreams for me and my daughter. Everyone that worked on my 
case played a role in my success. CalWORKs gave me a second chance when I was at my 
lowest, and I will be forever grateful. I rediscovered self-worth, self-respect, and a new 
found purpose in life, becoming a role model for my daughter and making sure she has 
the resources not to make the same mistakes I did.
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REBECCA  
BEASLEY
Human Services
Monterey Peninsula 
College
Coming back to school, after over 10 years of not being 
in school, has been very challenging. I questioned 
my ability to be successful, but I knew that I need an 
education in order to financially become self-sufficient 
and provide for my children. My goal when I returned 

to school was to earn an education so that I could provide for my family. After taking a 
few classes I decided that I wanted to earn an Associate’s Degree in Human Services. 
This seemed like something I could see myself pursuing a career in. In the beginning all 
I wanted to do was graduate with my associates degree, but since then I have decided 
that I wanted to transfer to Cal State Monterey Bay to earn a Bachelor’s Degree in 
Collaborative Health and Human Services. I want to become a social worker.  I have 
a desire to help people and earning this degree will give me the education I need to 
do so. Returning to school has not been easy. I am a single mother and it is a struggle 
to support my family and go to school. Financially I cannot afford to go to school and 
support my family alone. Through the support of the CalWORKs Program, education 
has become something that is possible for me. In times when I have struggled and 
questioned if I was making the right choice for my family,  my CalWORKs workers have 
encouraged and offered guidance that helped me to not give up. I currently have a 3.8 
GPA and that wouldn’t be possible without the support of the CalWORKs Program. The 
CalWORKs Program has made it possible for me to be a full-time student by providing 
book vouchers, childcare, and a plan which keeps me on track. Next semester I will 
be graduating with my Associates Degree and transferring to a 4 year university. The 
CalWORKs has also given me the opportunity to work on campus through work study. 
This has provided me with valuable work experience and extra money that helps me 
provide for my children. With each successful semester I have, I am one step closer to 
having a career in which I can financially support my family and none of this would be 
possible with the CalWORKs program.
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MARIA 
CAMPUZANO 

Health Science
Evergreen Valley 

College 
Before being in the CalWORKs Program, I worked 
three jobs and had to take public transportation to 
and from work. Before I left to my first job, I had to 
get up extra early to get ready and get my daughter 
ready for my mom to watch her at her house. She 
lived close to me but because I had to take the bus it 
took me a longer time to drop her off. She got sick often due to taking her out really 
early in the cold weather. Which made it difficult for me, some nights I would not sleep 
because I would be in the emergency room getting her to a doctor was the only time 
I had to rest. Then her medical issues were a bigger problem because I had to and still 
have to take her to Stanford in Palo Alto and another Stanford clinic they have in Los 
Gatos. All these medical issues with my daughter made it so difficult and depressing 
for me because I didn’t know how I was capable of doing all that by myself. I came to 
a point in my life where I saw no future having three minimum wage jobs. So I decided 
to pursue one of my dream careers which is cosmetology. I had many struggles doing 
it in ten months like the program runs but I did it, I took night classes to make up 
hours and work I needed to finish. Now I can proudly say I’m a licensed cosmetologist 
I pushed hard for a better future. After passing my state board test and receiving 
my license I thought to myself I did this, imagine what else I can do. That led me into 
college to pursue my second dream career which is to become a Nurse. It has been 
hard but thanks to CalWORKs and the CalWORKs staff at Evergreen Valley College I 
have managed to stay in school and do my best. 

The CalWORKs Program has offered me so much help to continue with my education. 
I have successfully passed major important classes towards my major and career goal. 
CalWORKs has helped me make education a priority for myself and my kids because 
now my daughters will have a great example to further their own education in the 
future. They help pay for daycare which is a huge help so I can focus on turning in all 
my homework and getting good grades.  I have gain work study employment at my 
college with the help of CalWORKs and I love assisting my peers with what is needed 
to succeed in school and the program.

Being a single mother was never my choice of future but I’m grateful for my blessings 
and challenges. I hope that after I graduate and become a Nurse I could help the 
CalWORKs Program mentor young students that are starting their educational process. 
I will let them know my story and how the program has been my main support.
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JESSICA RIOS
Computer Science
Hartnell Community 
College

DYANNE 
RAMIREZ

Philosophy 
Foothill College

I am a single mother taking 18 units or more. I have 
to find the time to go to school and also focus on my 
daughter. I’ve recently joined a program in August 
2017 called Computer Science, in 3 years and I have 
been increasing my GPA ever since then. When I was 
a full-time student, I’ve always had to drop a class to 
maintain my GPA 2.7. Now I am taking 18 units and 
passing my classes with a 3.0 or higher. I am at school 

from 8 am until 8 pm or closing time. The community college CalWORKs Program has 
helped me during lunch time by saving money and time by not cooking for lunch and 
packing snacks. The program I am in has a path where this summer I should get an 
internship and after I graduate, I will hopefully have a job offer from the internship. I 
am also giving back to the community by being a member called herScript. I am the 
Vice President of herScript which promotes females in the tech industry. We’ve recently 
added to our mission to not only focus on women, but also to the Latinx and Blacks. We 
help others by going to elementary schools and teach them how to code.

The College CalWORKs Program has made it easy for 
my success to be reachable by helping me financially. 
This is convenient because it’s one less thing that I need 
to worry about which is great especially for a mother of 
two and myself. 
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DAVID 
SEJJOMBWE

Nursing
Hartnell Community 

College, Salinas
I am born and raised in Uganda, East Africa. I 
participated in the Green card diversity lottery program 
of 2015 and I was fortunate to be selected. In May of 
2017, I immigrated to California with my wife and son. 
I tried to find employment through the department 
of social services in King-City and I got a temporary 
position as an office clerk at the King City office. I talked to my CalWORKs worker about 
my educational goal of becoming a registered nurse. Together we developed a work 
plan to pursue school and I enrolled for classes at Hartnell College, King City campus as 
soon as my residence was confirmed. I have been able to complete three classes of my 
prerequisites for the nursing program and they are, Statistics, English 1A  and History 
17B. I have also registered for more classes for the spring of 2019. I intend to study 
Human Anatomy, Spanish and Psychology. The community college CalWORKs Program 
at Hartnell college has helped me develop an education plan for my classes, I was able to 
get employed as a student office assistant and also get the counseling guidance I need 
when faced with challenges. I plan to work towards completing my prerequisite classes 
for the registered nursing program at Hartnell college. Once accepted into the program, 
I intend to study to the best of my ability so that I can graduate on time, find a job with 
the Salinas Valley State Prison in Soledad, and also become an instructor for Hartnell 
College in their prison education outreach program. The college has online tutoring 
services and a tutoring center at both campuses that have been of great use when in 
need of academic assistance.
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MELISSA  
HERNANDEZ
Collaborative Health 
& Human Services
Hartnell Community 
College
I am 28 years old and a single mother of a 9 year 
old boy. I am a first generation college student.I 
have had to overcome many challenges in order to 
continue my education. 

Towards the end of my senior year in high school I got into a relationship and a few 
months after I graduated high school, I got pregnant with my son. My relationship 
with my sons father soon turned into an abusive relationship, both physically and 
emotionally. I enrolled in Hartnell College about a year after my son was born. During 
that time I was working full-time, attending college part-time while being a mother 
and dealing with an abusive relationship. My self-esteem hit a rock bottom and I was 
struggling with depression and anxiety. My grades in college started to suffer and I 
started failing classes because I had very little time to focus on my school work due to 
my job and also my mental health during that time. I eventually got out of the unhealthy 
relationship I was in and got counseling. Due to my son witnessing domestic violence 
he started having problems with his behavior and was diagnosed with PTSD at the age 
of 4. I was constantly getting calls from day-care to pick him up due to his behavior 
and started to struggle with finding a reliable babysitter. I was able to get my son into 
a children’s therapy center to work through his trauma and he attends appointments 
twice a week. Again, I struggled to manage everything and I knew I eventually had to 
make a decision, it was either give up on school and continue working or quit my job to 
continue my education. I ended up making the decision to resign from my job in 2017 
and dedicate my time to being a full-time student and have more time for my son. 

I cannot thank the CalWORKs program enough for their support and the life changing 
opportunity they have given my son and I. They provided me with an opportunity to be 
able to focus on finishing my education without having to worry about the financial part. 
They have helped me with transportation fees and book vouchers to pay for the required 
textbooks for my classes. Since I have been getting support services with CalWORKs 
there has been a significant improvement in my academics, thanks to their support I am 
able to focus on my education and my grades are a reflection of that support. 

I will be attending CSUMB in Fall 2019 to get my bachelors degree in Collaborative 
Health and Human Services. I then plan on getting my Masters Degree. I want to be a 
Licensed Clinical Social Worker.  My life experiences have led me to want to help people, 
especially those struggling with mental and emotional health issues. My ultimate goal 
is to become economically self sufficient for my son and I by having a career that I am 
passionate about which is helping people.
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TINA LEMMON 
Liberal Arts:  

Social &  
Behavioral Science

Gavilan College 
My childhood was not picture perfect, very far from it 
actually. My mom was a drug addict who killed herself 
when I was three and my dad was a high functioning 
alcoholic who was constantly at work and drunk when 
he was actually home. I had a key to my house and was 
raising myself by the time I was 8, when my grandma 
who was my main care provider, died of cancer. I did not have any good parenting to 
tell me how I should do things, teach me about finances or even how to cook. In 2008 
I attended Gavilan College, I left a year later with a 1.68 GPA. College wasn’t for me 
because I was not smart enough, at least that is what I believed.  I left the state and saw 
the world, made a lot of mistakes. I registered at another college just to quit again. I got 
pregnant in 2017 while working as a part time cashier at Home Depot. I started picturing 
a future for my child and realized quickly that Home Depot was not going to get me very 
far and her father decided early on he was not going to have any part of her life. 

I was a single mom who didn’t have family to help me with the baby and child care 
was twice as much as I made in a month. I figured I would take some classes online 
and live on my small amount of welfare until my baby was a little older. When I went 
for my 6 month welfare check-in, I told my worker I had signed up for school. She told 
me about the CalWORKs Program at Gavilan College and she sent my referral. From 
the first moment I walked into the school’s CalWORKs office, I was taken care of. Every 
need and worry was met. Annette and Ozzy went above and beyond to meet my needs 
and insure I wouldn’t fail. I was given a flexible work study position as a Peer Mentor 
and paid childcare. After just one semester my 1.6 GPA was well above a 3.0. When I 
started I told my counselor I was only getting my Associates Degree, but after I realized 
how well I could do in school because of the CalWORKs Program, I decided I would 
transfer and get my Bachelors Degree and even began thinking I could get a Master’s 
at some point. The CalWORKs Program changed my life and my daughter’s future was 
no longer my biggest fear. It is because of the CalWORKs Program that I will not be 
another single mom in poverty.
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MEGAN LANE
REGION 4 WINNER
Psychology 
De Anza Community 
College
I walked into motherhood knowing that I would be 
doing it alone. At that time, I could only imagine the 
hardships I would face as a single parent; however, 
I knew that I would overcome them all for my son. I 
have been attending De Anza College for about two 

years, working part time and caring for my child with minimal help. I had prepared 
for some hardships, but nothing had prepared us for the life altering experience we 
were about to face, homelessness. My son and I are in and out of shelters, staying off 
and on with friends and family, sleeping in our car and some nights we stay in hotels. 
I reached out to all the community resources possible while juggling my studies and 
supporting my son during this hardship. The mental and emotional stress of our 
situation began to take a hold of me and I became distracted mentally. 

As a parent, not being able to provide the necessity of stable housing for your child 
is overwhelming and heartbreaking. The time I spent in class and studying was time I 
could have been using to look for housing. I faced the dilemma of either discontinuing 
my education and working full-time or hold fast my education and push through. 
I knew the importance of added income and the benefits it could provide for my 
family. However, without college education, I would be destined to work a series of 
minimum wage jobs with no opportunities of advancement. A college education is 
what would provide a career and stability for my family. I decided the best choice for 
my family was to push through this temporary challenge and continue focusing on my 
education. I took advantage of any opportunity to study and used time management 
skills to ensure that all my priorities were taken care of. I pushed through and worked 
hard. Despite being homeless; I was able to keep my grades up, work, and I am on 
the verge on finding us stable housing. 

I cannot express how tough life is for us during this time, but because of the CalWORKs 
program, I am not going through his hardship alone. I am set to graduate from De 
Anza this summer and have received early acceptance of admissions letters from 
two California State Universities. My accomplishments were possible because of the 
support I received through the CalWORKs department at De Anza. This challenging 
time showed strengths in me that I didn’t know I had, but more importantly it showed 
me that anything is possible when you have a community to lean on. I was pushed 
to the point of breaking and I stood strong. I never thought I would be applying for 
Universities and on my way to obtaining not only a Bachelor’s degree but a career, 
yet here I am.
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GUADALUPE  
CHAVEZ 

Early Childhood  
Education 

Hartnell Community 
College 

I’m a student at Hartnell College and graduated from 
Alisal High School in 2011. Right after I graduated 
from high school, I remember I created a long list of 
goals I wanted to achieve by a certain age. I detailed 
out when I would get my Bachelor’s degree and then Master’s degree, the type of 
career I would have and the places I wanted to travel. I enrolled Fall, 2011 at Hartnell 
College but my long list of goals I wanted to achieve did not go as planed. My first 
year of college, I dropped out due to something very personal. I got a job then started 
working long hours at different jobs I did not like until I decided it was time for me to 
make a change with my life and went back to Hartnell in 2017. When you have little 
people looking up to you, there is no such thing as giving up. I am a single mother of 
two children ages two and four who motivate me to keep going and they look at me 
like I can do anything not one but two. For this reason and many more is why I am now 
chasing my goals at the same time while I am chasing my children. I want them to know 
that with hard work and dedication anything is possible. I want to inspire my children 
and want them to dream bigger. I want them to know that they can achieve their long 
list of goals after high school. I want to make my children proud but, most importantly, I 
want to make my parents feel so proud of me for believing and trusting me once again. 
They take care of my children after both get home from working long hours and are 
still there babysitting while I’m in class. Hartnell College CalWORKs Program helps me 
in many ways from being able to have my books that I need for each class, to having 
on-campus work study, to the students success workshops. I will forever be grateful for 
this program as well as my counselor, Nancy Reyes, for guidance and for always being 
there. I have to admit that the CalWORKs Program kept me on track and thanks to 
them I am closer to achieving my goal which is to obtain an Associate degree in Early 
Childhood Education and transfer to CSU, Monterey Bay.
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RANIESHA 
HATCHER
Business 
Administration 
Merced College
When I first started here at Merced College, in 
the spring ‘18, I was going from house to house 
staying with different people and I did not have 
transportation. I did not allow my situation to stop 
me from achieving my goals. I completed the spring 

semester with two A’s and a D. I eventually was able to get a car, that I now no longer 
have, and I am still going from house to house but I know things will get better for 
me. I took a class over the summer and passed with a B and I have now passed the 
fall semester with an A,B, and C. My goal is to complete the next few semesters as 
successfully as I can. 

I wish to become a straight ”A” student and to graduate with honors. I plan on 
transferring to Fresno State University, where I would be going for my Bachelor’s 
degree. The CalWORKs program has helped me reach my educational goals by 
helping me with books and supplies. They have also helped me personally by hiring 
me as a work study student. The only extracurricular activities I am currently involved 
in is with my church. I help make bags for the homeless. The bags include different 
food items and hygiene products, as well as socks and blankets. We make these bags 
and drive around the city of Merced and pass them out to those that are homeless. 
I also help the church serve the seniors. We have senior day and we cook for them 
and serve them food in appreciation of everything they do for the community and 
the church. 

CalWORKs has helped me make education a priority by providing the necessary tools 
needed for me to stay focused on my education and goals. CalWORKs has given me 
everything that I need to make sure my education is my priority and to make sure I 
am successful. My plans on becoming self-sufficient includes me continuing to work 
towards my goals so that one day I will not need help from the County. I would like 
to be able to open up one out of three of my businesses after I graduate with my 
AST but working towards my Bachelor’s. I want to get to the point where I can take 
care of myself and my son without having to depend on the county to help me, even 
though I am very grateful for the help I receive, I know I cannot get it forever. I want 
to be able to set an example for my son by showing him that I can provide for him 
and that I can make sure he feels secured, all while working and going to school. I am 
a single mother and it is important to me that I show him I can stand on my own and 
make things happen. I will not give up on myself, I know that I will find housing for us 
and I will get another car.
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KASSANDRA  
ORTIZ SANCHEZ 

Child Development  
Merced College 

My challenge was that I had to take break off school 
because I was pregnant. My job as an Instructional 
Aid for special education has allowed me to become 
one step closer to reaching my goal to get my degree 
and continue teaching. CalWORKs has helped me 
stay on track and has helped me pay for my class 
materials. Without this program, I wouldn’t be able 
to afford school. I already have formed a budget that 
helps me balance what I spend and manage my expenses. I am also starting to build 
up my savings, in case anything happens, so that I will be prepared. Beside playing for 
a community league every Wednesday night, I give back to the community through my 
job. I enjoy helping this kids and also helping their parents. CalWORKs has helped me 
prioritize my education to make time for my child and my education. Wth this program, 
I am able to improve my daughter’s life and be a role model for her.
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NATALIE SAMS
Psychology; Sociology; 
Social & Behavioral  
Science 
Merced College
I am a 28-year-old single mother of a 4-year-old 
boy, a 2-year-old boy, and another baby boy due in 
December 2018. I am originally from Long Beach, 

California and I moved to in Chowchilla of February 2017. I graduated from Millikan 
High School in 2008, and right after began going to school at Long Beach College 
for Architectural Design. Unfortunately, in 2011 my grandmother died, and I couldn’t 
cope with her death. I began smoking meth every day and dropped out of college. 
Eventually my family grew tired of me getting high and threw me out. Depressed and 
felling worthless, I continued to smoke meth and lived on the side of the 405 freeway 
for a little over a year.  

The only thing that stopped me from doing drugs and drinking alcohol was finding 
out I was pregnant with my first son. He gave me hope, purpose, and a drive to be a 
good role model for him. His family continued to smoke meth and was mentally and 
physically abusive to me. Although I had tried to start a new life, I had lost custody 
of my first son due to his domestic violence. Soon after I lost him, I found out I 
was pregnant with second son and moved into a pregnancy shelter. I did everything 
that Department of Children and Family Services told me to do to get my first son 
back. I took counseling, domestic violence classes, parenting, drug tested, went to 
Celebrate Recovery and a life skills class. Every month I was sending my Social Worker 
letters from my counselor asking for unmonitored visits, then over-nights. After the 
longest 8 months of my life, I got Vincent back. While I was at the shelter I got my 
diver’s license, charges taken off my record, raised my credit score, and saved up 
over $2,500 to get my apartment and furniture. I am proud to say that I am 4-and-a-
half years sober.  

I am going to school to be a social worker, so I can help others who are in need just 
like how I was. Currently, I am a student worker in the Counseling office at Merced 
College. I find great joy in helping other students with their questions and adding 
classes. So far, I have taken 12 classes at Merced College and have received all A’s. 
After I graduate form Merced College with an AAT in Sociology, an AAT in Psychology, 
and an AA in Social and Behavioral Science, I want to transfer to a four-year college 
so I can earn a Master’s in Social Work. I have always had a passion for helping others 
and with my education I can properly assist those who are in need.
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MAI XIONG 
Sociology  

Fresno City College 
California Work Opportunities and Responsibilities to 
Kids (CalWORKs) has made a huge contribution to my 
educational path of success. I have been a CalWORKs 
recipient for the past fifteen plus years and it has 
helped me through my grade school years as well as 
the years I took to get my Associate Degree of Arts in 
Sociology for Transfer at Fresno City College. During 
my years in college, I have had many responsibilities 
on my shoulders as a college student, mother, and 
wife. Sometimes, I feel lost with where to go with my 
education because I needed a counselor to advise me with the balance between college 
and life. CalWORKs and its counselors were there to help me with my challenges and 
got me to where I am today.

Some of the challenges I faced were balancing my life with school, work, and family. I 
had my first child during my last year in high school and it was a struggle to manage 
my time when I started college in June 2015 as a full-time student. I would usually get 
to do my homework and study when my son goes to sleep, since my husband was 
working. Moving forward to July 2016, I got my driver license which I was able to drive 
our only car, but that didn’t make it easier. November of 2016, my son started to attend 
the Child Development Center at Fresno City College for speech delay and it was a 
struggle to get to every appointment because we only had one car. In 2017, during my 
second year in college, I had my second child and four months later, I started working 
two part-time entry-level jobs. Everything was a hassle for me because of the many 
responsibilities that I had.

While attending college, I often felt exhausted and would share my situation with 
the CalWORKs counselors. Some of the advice they gave me were to make a daily 
schedule and blocked out what is mandatory for me to do so I can spend my time 
wisely. They were able to create a Student Educational Plan (SEP) which helped me 
graduate in May 2018.They even gave me free Jansport backpacks, USB, folders, and 
other school supplies to help me succeed. I would see a CalWORKs counselor at least 
once a semester to update my SEP. 

After the semester that I received 48 units or more, I started to apply for employment 
with Fresno Unified School District (FUSD) and asked two CalWORKs counselors for 
letters of support. I graduated from Fresno City College in May 2018 as planned and 
was employed at FUSD as a Substitute Paraprofessional the week after I graduated. 

My future plan is to complete my Bachelor Degree of Arts in Sociology by Fall 2020 
and get my Pupil Personnel Service Credential in Counseling by Spring 2022. I want to 
become a grade-school counselor and help students achieve their educational goal!
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LORENA BRENES
Child Development  
Reedley College
Over the summer of 2018 I took two child 
development courses that helped me be aware of a 
college classroom setting. It pushed me to want to 
continue to succeed in all my classes. Also with one 
of my classes that I am taking now we are required to 
do a lab in which we go into a preschool classroom 
to do teaching experience. We create a lesson plan 
from top to bottom, then demonstrate it with a small 
group of children. This has really made me feel more 

confident in succeeding in my career. 

The CalWORKs program has helped me a lot by guiding me with filling our forms and 
choosing the right classes. They made sure my schedule fit and the class-load was do-
able. They didn’t put the hard classes all at once beause they really wanted to assure 
that I was going to be able to keep up with the work and it wouldn’t be overwhelming. 
They also planned out step by step how long it would take and what is required to pass.
I will become economically self sufficient by continuing to go to work everyday, to 
go to class every lecture, to maintain good grades, and to gain knowledge about the 
career I’m going into so I can have a forever job. I do not want to be going from job to 
job anymore. One job, one income for good. 

CalWORKs offers amazing services such as child care, ancillary, and transportation. 
I use these services to get to work and school. It also ensures that my child is being 
taken care of, so there is no excuse for not being able to be fully focused at school. 
They even helped me get a job on campus and gave me an excellent recommendation. 
A major help for me personally is the vouchers for book and school supplies. This shows 
that the CalWORKs program wants you to succeed with no barriers. By always having 
someone to watch my child, as well as always having gas and school supplies, I always 
make school and homework a priority.
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STEVEN 
DRUMMOND 

Business 
Administration  

Modesto Junior  
College

When I began my journey into college, I never 
imagined I would be returning to pursue a different 
degree and yet, here I am. I started this journey 
immediately after graduating from High School, but 
was derailed by negative events in my life. Someone ended up committing a crime 
in my vehicle and lead suspicion to me, ultimately ending in my false arrest. I ended 
up dropping out of school for a few years to free up time for work in order to afford 
a living space away from my brother. I got comfortable in this lifestyle for some time 
until I noticed all my friends were getting into high-paying careers that I would never 
achieve without a degree. At this point, I decided to go to vocational school to fast-
track my career. 

I graduated at the top of my class from Institute of Technology’s Network Support 
Technician Program and quickly found work in a related field. While spending my time 
in the workforce, I eventually realized that this is not the way I had imagined the work 
being. I began to lose interest in my career and fell into a slump where I wasn’t sure 
what to do with my life. During this time, I pursued job opportunities that required no 
education or work experience because I didn’t have any relative to any jobs I would 
pursue.  While working dead-end jobs, I discovered that I would love a career in human 
resources. After a few years of hard physical labor jobs and the birth of my daughter 
I decided to go back to school and earn a degree in something to help me obtain a 
career in human resources. 

I have had tremendous success toward my educational goals so far by aligning my ed 
plan up with classes that closely relate to the field I wish to work in. Along with learning 
an abundance of new things, I have been keeping up with my GPA to earn honors 
when I graduate. These goals would never have been achievable if it weren’t for the 
CalWORKs program. They have fought to get me a position on campus where I can 
work for grants while also allowing me to succeed in schooling with priority registration, 
gas reimbursement, along with many other things. My plan is to start investing money 
into a roth IRA that will build into a nice college fund for my daughter. In the meantime, 
I will obtain experience in human resources by volunteering to shadow a member of 
human resources to advance my skills in the field, allowing me to be optimal for hiring 
immediately following my degree. With the assistance of the CalWORKs program, I am 
not only achieving success for myself, but I am also setting a very solid foundation for 
my daughter to pursue her dreams.
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ANGELICA  
SHIDLER
Adminstration  
of Justice  
Modesto Junior 
College
I am 23 years old, with three children: set of twins 
and a beautiful 4-year-old. My journey to becoming 
a student at Modesto Junior College was rough. I am 
a high school dropout. I dropped out at the age of 

17. I dropped out because I had become pregnant with my first born, and because 
of religious reasons at that time. I was required to marry. In this relationship, I went 
through mental, verbal, and physical abuse. For a long time, it altered my brain to 
believe that I was ruined. I wanted to finish my schooling, but it was fear that really 
held me back. I was afraid of embarrassment, and not knowing much. I finally went in 
to study for my G.E.D. at Learning Quest Stanislaus Literacy. I successfully passed all 
my tests with one try. I was an official graduate from Learning Quest in April of 2018. 
I signed up for college in September of 2018. I am a single mother of 3 children, a 
full-time student, and a student worker. I work in Food Services on the East campus of 
Modesto Junior College. I currently have 12 credits, and ,as of right now, my major is 
Nurses Association. Next semester I will have a new major, that being Administration of 
Justice. Next semester I will be completing 21 credits. I am a very driven person, I am 
passionate about becoming a medical examiner. The reason I chose this specific road is 
because I love learning about the human anatomy, and why things happen. I am a big 
believer in justice, so many people are not given the justice they deserve or any at all. 

I consider myself to be a warrior. I have survived a domestic violent relationship and I 
am even smarter and sharper than I was before. That relationship has not “down-sized 
me” Instead, it was made me grow. The past relationship has taught me to see my 
true worth. I am worthy of self-love and I am enough, and I do matter. I decided after 
I became a mother of three that I had to go to college or find a job. I had nothing to 
offer my children. To be quite honest, I still have nothing but my love. I am attending 
school to learn a trade, a profession to make a good amount of dollars to support my 
children and myself. I want to be an inspiration to my children. When I was 10, I saw my 
mother walk the stage graduation from Kaplan University. I remember playing with her 
graduation cap, reliving that day. Only I was the one who was graduating. I lost that 
before, but now I have it back. This time my children will play with my graduation cap, 
reliving that day in their room.
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“RUTH SMITH“
Psychology/Cert: 

Human Services   
Modesto Junior 

College
As a “non-traditional” student (41 years old), the 
mental shift to transition from thinking processes 
involving daily life skills, to analytical thinking in an 
academic setting was a jarring experience.  “Learning 
how to learn” launched me out of my comfort zone 
into the great unknown.  The necessity to persevere 
in obscure conditions rewards me with a pride 
of ownership.  The staff in the community college CalWORKs program plays a vital 
role in achieving my success.  The CalWORKs staff  has patiently walked me through 
scheduling education counseling, case worker appointments, registering for classes, 
ordering books and access to a wonderful job here on the MJC campus.  

My past involves a 15 year marriage with intimate partner violence.  I was strongly 
discouraged by my abuser to achieve educational, occupational, and financial 
independence.  The methods used to discourage my efforts led to some very dark 
times.  In 2015 I managed to make it to school and ask for help following an event when 
my abuser blocked my ability to leave the house for the previous 5 days (in an effort to 
sabatoge school).  I was able to gain my footing due to being introduced to Haven by a 
CalWORKs staff member.  I am now very happily divorced and moving on with my life.
The financial labyrinth involved in achieving independence is at the forefront of my daily 
life.  As a single mom to my 15 year old daughter my resources are spread very thin.  I 
feel a deep sense of gratitude for the relief offered to my family through CalWORKs.  
There are times when the fear of losing the strides I’ve gained such as having my own 
apartment (I do not get rental assistance), or complications with transportation can 
be paralyzing.  I have had multiple experiences when the advice given to me by the 
CalWORKs staff has been the scaffolding I needed to maintain my financial stability.  

 My strategy to “becoming economically self-sufficient” is to obtain gainful employment 
following the completion of an internship and obtaining my AAT in psychology and 
Human Services Certification.  I am very thankful to be benefitting from the taxes my 
20+ years in the workforce have paid towards programs that advocate “becoming 
economically self-sufficient.”  

Community outreach has been introduced to me through the high poverty area I 
currently reside in.  All except for one member of the complex I live in do not have a 
highschool diploma.  Recently, a few of my neighbors had to apply for assistance.  I 
asked them if their caseworker informed them of Stanislaus County Comeback Kids 
Program and the subsequent vocational training they qualify for through Volt.  Not 
one was made aware of the existence of such programs.  I now have Comeback Kids 
Brochures displayed in English and Spanish by my front door.  I aid in transportation to 
the orientation, logistical support in securing required documents, and moral support 
during appointments with education counselors.  My involvement in this aspect of 
human services has been incredibly inspiring. 
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LUCIA  
OSEGUERA
Communication  
Modesto Junior 
College
I’m a proud single mother to a beautiful 5-year-
old daughter. As I’m writing this short biography I 
remember not too long ago during these holidays 
were the toughest to pass by. I have been homeless 
since I was 16-years-old only because my entire family 

resides in Mexico. I moved to Modesto, California with my then boyfriend and later 
got pregnant, and life changed completely. My daughter was born in 2013 and it was 
amazing. I learned to love, and I had more encouragement to work harder for her. My 
daughter’s biological father and I had a conflict in interest because I wanted to pursue 
my education. My child’s biological father kicked us out a year later. I was once again 
homeless, but this time with my baby. His reason was he wanted to live his life and enjoy 
it with many women, and if I wanted to stay in the house, my job was to clean after 
his family and still attend to him like a woman such as cooking for him and ironing his 
clothes for his dates. His mother was in favor of this absurdity. Only because he was not 
supportive of my goal of furthering my education. I immediately denied his proposal, 
which led them both to gather my stuff. I was booted out with my daughter. Gospel 
Mission was my home for a while, however, I eventually was very blessed and moved 
into Pathway’s, a center for homeless youth. My goal for attending college was still 
there. I eventually graduated from Pathway’s and got my own apartment. The success 
I have had in progress toward my educational and career goals is thanks to CalWORKs, 
I’m a MJC student. My life has had many ups and downs, however, I have been blessed 
with amazing tools to move forward such as CalWORKs. Thanks to CalWORKs, I am 
able to pursue my dreams of going to school. 

CalWORKs financially helps me maintain a job in MJC, which opens the opportunity to 
take 14 units. I want to raise my daughter and be by her side at all times. I want to let her 
know that being a single woman is not an obstacle. My plan is to become economically, 
self-sufficient and to apply all these life skills I have learned in my college lectures 
and work department, and implement them in the real world, also networking and 
connecting with my peers to help me to open more doors for more job opportunities. 
I’m proud to say that I am part of the EOPS and the CARE programs, I also volunteer 
at the Standiford Elementary “daughters school”. Lastly, the CalWORKs Program has 
helped me make my and daughter’s education a priority because it’s helping me fulfill 
my dream of furthering my education, and I already see an enormous difference in my 
life which is changing for the best thanks to CalWORKs. I will never give up and I will 
set an example for young single mothers.
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SOLEDA  
BALTAZAR

Nursing   
Modesto Junior  

College
Throughout my journey at Modesto Junior College, 
I have overcame many challenges. Sacrificing time 
away from my daughter was one. Another challenge 
is being low income, going to school and working a 
minimum-wage job which hasn’t been enough to own 
my own house. Aside from that, I have succeeded in 
getting an Associate Degree in Medical Assisting. The CalWORKs program is what 
got me this far. This program has been a big advantage for me. They have helped me 
financially and have also kept me on track with school which has been a big help. I 
plan on being a Registered Nurse. I have been involved with community service. Also 
working at the EOP&S office at MJC has had me involved with
school and other activities. There has been struggles throughout this journey, but 
CalWORKs has made education my priority with encouragement, grade checks, and 
meetings with a counselor each semester.
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JENNIFER 
AGUAYO
Child Development
Modesto Junior 
College
I can start by saying that I overcame on being more 
dependent on myself by the CalWORKs Program, 
they have offered me help and so many doors have 
opened for me and have provided me with books, 
clothing, work study, child care, etc, and it helped 

motivate me to push myself toward my goals. I can say the CalWORKs Program has 
helped me in a major way because the girls in the front always provide the information 
that you need when you’re not sure about the questions your looking for. I can also 
say that if wasn’t for CalWORKs that a lot of moms and dads wouldn’t have this 
opportunity to push for our dreams and get a good job to able to provide for our 
children. CalWORKs has made it possible for moms like us to push ourselves to 
believe in ourselves and follow our dreams.



JESSICA  
MENDONCA
Social Work  
Modesto Junior 
College
Growing up was not normal for me.  An addict raised 
me.  My mom and dad separated when I was one 
year old.  My dad would have to fight for time spent 
with my sister and myself.  I was raised in so much 
chaos that by the time I was ten years old, my dad 

had enough, and was finally able to fight for his parental rights to raise us.  The custody 
battle took over a year.  I was in the fourth grade when I got the news.  It was the 
happiest moment in my life.  As time went by, my dad was hardly at home.  He was now 
a single father of two girls, supporting us and still having to pay back child support.  I 
had so much freedom.  I was an A student; however, I had my past following me: my 
mother’s way instilled in me.  The damages were starting to come to the surface.  At 
the age of sixteen, I experimented with drugs, and in that moment, I became an addict.  
I was so disheartened because I never wanted to be like my mom.  Since I was a little 
girl, I dreamed of having a husband, children, and a house with a white picket fence.  
How was this going to work, I would ask myself, now that I am an addict?  I gave up on 
my dreams of becoming a mother and having a college degree.  I barely graduated high 
school.  Fast-forward, at the age of twenty-eight years old, I was pregnant with my first 
son, and I was a full-blown addict.  

I did not know how to stop.  I became my own worst nightmare; I was my mother. As 
a result of my drug use, during my pregnancy, I gave birth to my son at only twenty-
five weeks.  He weighed one pound and was born with a hole in his heart.  Seeing him 
hooked up to all those machines and getting a CPS case was a major wake-up call for 
me.  I know I needed help to overcome my addiction to Methamphetamine.  Over the 
first year of my son’s life, I was finally clean and sober.  However, I had to deal with 
my son’s medical diagnoses for the next three years.  At the age of three, he was 
diagnosed with Autism, Sensory Processing Disorder, and is considered non-verbal.  
This took a toll on me, I decided to reach out to CalWORKs, and they suggested a 
program at MJC.  Now, I am majoring in social work, and I have a GPA of 3.56.  My goal 
is to help families in situations like my own.  MJC CalWORKs Program has been key 
to my success, I now work on campus and I’m a straight A student. Not only has the 
program benefited me, my husband and children have benefited from it as well. I now 
am able to give them a better future. My goal in life is to help other and spread the 
word about MJC CalWORKs program.
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KRISTINA 
MODENA

Elementary Teacher 
Education   

Modesto Junior  
College

If someone had asked me just 3 years ago where’d 
I’d be now, I never would have imagined my answer 
would be, about to get my AA and transfer to 
Stan State for my bachelor’s degree and teaching 
credentials. After I finished high school in 2005, my dad always told me I needed to 
go to college. I had a job and I didn’t feel like I had the support, time, or money to be 
able to afford college. I tried to go a few times but an incredibly rough pregnancy and 
then a few short years later the passing of my dad made it seem impossible to go to 
school. It felt like the universe kept stopping me by putting obstacles in front of me. 
When I lost my job of 12 years I was angry and worried and scared. I had to swallow 
all my pride and ask for help. I’d worked so hard over the years that now being faced 
with unemployment and needing to seek outside help really was frightening. While 
attending classes at the county welfare office, worker Pamela Kinser asked me what 
I wanted to do. I told her I’d always wanted to go back to school and become a 
teacher. She told me that now was the time and I needed to apply and stop putting 
it off. She pushed and motivated me to do it. 

Since that day, I haven’t looked back. I am now about a semester away from receiving 
my AA for transfer with a 4.0 GPA. I’ve been on the Dean’s List for the past 3 semesters. 
I’ve dedicated myself to furthering my education, pursuing my dream of becoming a 
teacher, and to prove to myself and my son that anything is possible if you believe in 
yourself and never give up. I never thought school was possible for me but with the 
help and motivation from Pamela Kinser and everyone at the CalWORKs department 
it has become possible. I am thankful to everyone who has come into my life in the 
last two years, who have supported and motived me to be the best version of myself 
and to do the best I can for my future and for my son’s future. I am dedicated to 
furthering my education and hope that once I get job placement as a teacher that I 
am able to continue my education and receive my master’s degree.

91

2019

REG
IO

N
 5



DANA PEREZ
Liberal Arts
Modesto Junior 
College
I’m enrolled at Modesto Junior College to complete 
my transfer classes to attend Stanislaus State in the 
Fall of 2020. I originally found myself wanting to 
become a Registered Nurse, therefore I started my 
college journey to finish my nursing prerequisites. I 
would have applied for the nursing program in Spring 
of 2020. If I got in the first time, I would have finished 

with an Associate’s in Nursing in 2022. The Fall of 2018, I found myself with no drive to 
get a degree in Nursing. With my daughter looking up to me, I wanted a strong career 
choice to support my family, but I left myself with the question of money or happiness. 
I followed my heart and changed majors. I knew I always wanted to be around children, 
so I chose to become an Elementary School Teacher. Immediately, I felt happier with 
my future. I am excited to get a Bachelor’s Degree in Liberal Arts. In the past, I never 
wanted to get a Bachelor’s Degree in nursing because of the pressure I put on myself 
to be perfect in every class. I am now a single mother to a beautiful baby girl named 
Destiny. She was born in September of 2016. 

I knew I had to make us a better life and when she was just two months old, I started 
applying for everything and anything to help me. At four months old, I came back to 
Modesto Junior College half time and with online classes. Prior to having my daughter, 
I dropped out of college because I had found myself single and pregnant at seventeen. 
In the Fall of 2017, I was referred to the CalWORKs program at Modesto Junior College 
and I started to receive supportive services. I only knew that CalWORKs would help 
me with school fees and book costs. I was surprised to find out about all the help they 
offered us. I was able to take my child to day care while I attended classes. I know 
school is the way to better my daughter’s future. I enjoy being a part of the CalWORKs 
program because of how all the students can relate to hard times and open their hearts 
to each other. CalWORKs could have not given me a better path. They have given me a 
bond with students that I never knew I would have. They give me confidence to better 
my future and keep pushing forward even when I feel like giving up. I don’t feel bad 
anymore for receiving help because I know we all are working to better our futures. 
The CalWORKs program has impacted my life tremendously in a positive manner, and 
I believe it will for many other people in the future. The CalWORKs program not only 
helps you, but there is a community of people surrounding you who are willing to listen 
to you and help you hold yourself up and push forward for a better life.
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ANNA JOHNSON
Respiratory Care   
Modesto Junior  

College
I have had many challenges to overcome in my pursuit 
of my degree and some successes to celebrate on 
this road. I couldn’t have gotten this far without the 
CalWORKs Program, my family, friends and teachers.  
My biggest challenge has been my belief in myself. This 
is a challenge because I have PTSD and depression, 
and with these comes low self-esteem and a belief 
that I’m a failure. This comes from two periods in my 
life; first as a child I was molested for many years; 
and second, I was in an emotionally abusive relationship as an adult. I was fortunate 
enough to be able to start working on myself about 4 years before coming back to 
school through counseling. Though I learned that I’m worthy of all that life has to offer; 
I still have my moments of falling back into my old belief system. Other challenges I 
have had to overcome are being a financially strapped single parent, dealing with my 
father being hospitalized three different times in the last three years, and having my 
self-doubts come back after not getting into my degree program on the first try. 

Though I have had, and continue to have, some of these challenges, I have found that they 
have helped me be able to celebrate my successes. I have proven to myself that despite 
everything I have gone through I am still able and willing to push forward and attain 
my education for not only myself but my children. I have been able to maintain a grade 
point average above 3.9 since I returned to college. Not getting into the Respiratory 
Care Program on the first try was a challenge I was able to turn it into a success by 
completing all of my Bachelor’s Degree General Education requirements while I waited 
to re-apply. Now once I graduate with my Associates Degree in Respiratory, I will be 
able to apply for the Bachelor’s program in Respiratory. 

Though my successes are my own, I could not have done it without help from the 
CalWORKs Program, my family and friends. The CalWORKs Program and Work Study 
have been a huge help financially, allowing me to get the books I need, help with 
transportation, and being able to work and provide for my family. The help CalWORKs 
provides is not only about the money aspect; it is about being able to walk into their 
office and see smiling faces and know they are here to help, guide and encourage 
me. Most of the people that work in the office have been in my shoes; it makes me 
feel like I’m not alone.  This comradery is not found only in the office itself but in the 
other students I have met with in the program during work study. As I continue on 
this journey to become a Registered Respiratory Therapist, I will continue to choose 
success over self-doubt and celebrate every class finished and everyone along the way 
that has helped keep me going.  
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VERONICA 
NUNEZ
Human Services:  
Chemical Dependency 
Counseling
Modesto Junior 
College
I have overcome many challenges in my life that 
have allowed me to embrace the title of, not only, a 

stong intelligent woman, but a survivor. I have freed myself from an abusive long-term 
relationship, which was not very easy, but have gained an abundance of self-love which 
was needed. My story also includes addiction and a lot of terrible details that go along 
with that, such as, being homeless and losing the respect of my family. Incarceration 
was my rock bottom and my goal was to regain the love of my children. Little did I 
know, I never lost their love; my children just wanted their mama back. These past two 
years I have been focused on making positive changes in my life. I want nothing more 
than to be a mama to be proud of. Since my release of incarceration, I have gained my 
high school equivalency, and registered into college at Modesto Junior College. I am 
currently working on a double major of Human Services and Chemical Dependency 
Counseling. I have gained employment on campus. I volunteer whenever possible 
both on and off campus and have remained abstinent from any and all drugs, with the 
support of many, and I am now an example for my children. My children have become 
a reflection of the positive changes in my life. I have had two of my sons grasp the 
opportunity to further their education as well and are now enrolled here at Modesto 
Junior College. They tell me I am their inspiration and I have embedded in them that 
there is no challenge that they cannot overcome. 

The CalWORKs program has helped me stay on track and has assisted me with resources 
to help me reach my goals. They have helped me with book vouchers, which I am truly 
grateful for because books are not cheap! They have also provided support through 
their counselors on campus which assist in navigating and planning out realistic goals 
and help prepare educational plans that are reachable! I have made amazing progress 
so far, I was on the Dean’s List this past summer and hold a G.P.A of 3.46. I have also 
learned to embrace the many programs and resources at MJC that will help me be 
successful in my educational career. As a mother, I understand that our children are our 
future. Therefore, I give back as much as possible. I have volunteered at The Hispanic 
Education Conference for the past two events and share the importance of furthering 
their education. My children, grandchildren and I have also given back to the community 
by preparing meals and distributing them to the homeless. My recovery has allowed 
me to assist my 9 year-old autistic son reach his educational goals as well, he is now in 
a regular 3rd grade classroom setting. The CalWORKs program has opened so many 
positive doors that have allowed me to have hope that there is a better tomorrow, all I 
need is determination and anything is possible! 
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KELLEY 
TACHIQUIN

Respiratory Care/ 
Human Services   
Modesto Junior  

College
I am a single mom with two young sons, Levi 5 and 
Carter 4. Their father has been incarcerated since Levi 
was 3 months old and Carter has never met him. I 
also take care of my father who is sick with diabetes, 
hepatitis, and several other health problems.

I have been working on two degrees, Respiratory Therapist and Human Services. I have 
three more classes to complete before I can apply for the respiratory program. I am 
currently enrolled in several human service classes and after spring semester I will just 
need my practicum completed.
CalWORKs has helped me in several ways: gas money, helping me afford my books, 
also emotionally I love how on holidays CalWORKs thinks of us and will have fun events 
for us including our children. My kids love going trick or treating on campus each year. 
I plan on working in either human services or respiratory and helping individuals who 
need help.

I volunteer at a rehab in Ceres, it’s called SRC. I volunteer in the behavioral health part 
and get to help those with both drug addiction and mental illness. I love it. I love being 
able to help others and learn what they have overcome.

By receiving priority registration I am able to take the classes I need to start my career. 
I am able to show my kids the importance of school. CalWORKs also helped me get a 
job on campus that I love. I’m so grateful for the CalWORKs Program, if it wasn’t for it, 
I don’t think I’d be able to be in school and be able to work.
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MIKAELA GREEN
Sociology
Modesto Junior 
College
I am a single mother of a 4-year-old, named Abram Jr., 
with another boy on the way. But these past few years 
have not been easy. At 4 months pregnant, the father of 
my children was sent to prison for over 3 years, leaving 
me to deal with raising a child on my own. The first 4 
years of Abram’s life, I struggled to find something to 
push me forward in life. The few jobs I had either laid 

me off for unknown reasons or I was so miserable I had to let it go due to depression. 
I honestly was not sure how my life was going to end up. It was not until my childcare 
approval meeting that my intake case worker suggested school to me in 2017. She asked 
me why I was not going to school, and I didn’t have an answer for her, so I applied back 
to MJC. It was the best turning point for me. I made sure in the months before January 
that I had everything ready for school. 

CalWORK’s and EOPS walked me through my appeal for financial aid. They told me 
everything I needed to be a part of their programs. They connected me with other 
people and always made me feel like my success in college was their priority. Even when 
I am not the best me, Mary and Judy push me to let me know that I am on the right step 
toward my goals and that my goals are not out of reach. Being able to have automatic 
access to my case worker and having a site to turn in all paper work needed on campus, 
has been a life saver in me pursuing my degree. I have a place where all my questions 
can be answered without being nervous for not being able to turn in paper work on time 
or missing a due date. After I graduate, I plan to move to Fresno to complete my B.A. in 
Social Work at Fresno State and everyone in CalWO RK’s lets me know that I am on the 
right track. During this first year I have been involved in many programs on campus. I had 
a very successful year in the Bridge program my first semester, so well that I was selected 
to be a tutor/mentor for the following Bridge class. I also was selected to be a CARE 
Council representative for the CARE program which helps single parents at MJC. On 
top of that, I have volunteered for many MJC events, which has helped me make many 
connections on campus to staff and other students. Without CalWORK’s, being right 
there to support me, even sometimes being a shoulder to cry on, none of this would have 
been possible. I thank Judy and Mary every chance I get because they kept me on track. 
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ASHLEY 
LENGLING

Registered Nurse   
Modesto Junior  

College
We all face our own challenges when we make the 
decision to come back to school and better our lives 
by furthering our education. Growing up, I went to 
fourteen schools, this made it very hard for me to get 
a proper education. I was starting to feel unmotivated. 
Things changed when I was fifteen and my dad got 
very sick and passed away a short time later. Before he passed, he made me promise 
him that was to stay in school no matter the circumstances.That statement meant more 
to me than anything at that point in time because just a few weeks later, I found out I 
was pregnant, at sixteen. I started losing hope, but I pushed through and graduated 
with straight A’s. 

After high school, I was forced to get a job because it was nearly impossible to get by 
financially. I finally made up my mind to start school. A few days later, my mom got very 
sick with cancer and was given six weeks to live. My family and I made the decision to 
move back to California so that I could care for her. My husband left a good job and I 
had a six week old baby so, unfortunately, school was put on hold once again. Finally, 
August 2013, was my first semester at Modesto Junior College, and I never looked 
back. I have to push through the hard times with work, school, kids, losing my job, 
to my husband not being able to work due to his immigration status. He is currently 
working to become a citizen but until that day, I am the sole provider for my family. 

I have made great success in making progress toward my educational goals. I have 
passed all of my classes needed thus far. Any class that I did not pass, I retook in 
efforts to better my GPA and chances of getting in to the Registered Nursing program. 
MJC CalWORKs has been a blessing to me and my family. I love my on-campus job 
and coworkers. The flexible hours provide me with the freedom I need to spend more 
time on school work and with my children. Without this program, I would be forced to 
work full time at a job with the possibility of not finishing school. My plan for becoming 
economically self-sufficient is to finish school, find a full time job in my field of study.

Before working on campus, I never had time for extracurricular activities such as 
leadership but now that I have a little more time, I would love to join this semester. In 
the past, I have been involved in the community in a few different ways.When I was 
younger I use to volunteer at a homeless shelter where my family and I use to stay. 
There is so much stigma behind the homeless, and I felt like I understood what they 
were going through.
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TERESA MEJIA
Administration  
of Justice
Modesto Junior 
College
Growing up in a new country with a single mother of 
ten children was difficult for me. My mother had to 
work so much that neither I nor my nine brothers and 
sisters got to spend much time with her. Having no real 
direction, I did not make great choices in my adolescent 

life and this created barriers for a successful future. I ended up dropping out of high 
school my senior year, despite having worked hard to maintain a high GPA, to get into 
what ended up being an abusive relationship that ended in divorce. Ultimately I sought 
out mental health help and a relationship with God. I have since then made connections 
with kind people that have developed into positive relationships that help motivate 
me to succeed, both in my educational and in my personal endeavors. After meeting 
my new husband and having our first child, I enrolled in Adult School and obtained my 
High School Diploma. I then came to Modesto Junior College (MJC) where I was given a 
second chance at pursuing higher learning. Once I started here, I rediscovered how good 
I was at reading comprehension and writing. When the time permits I can do very well 
in my classes. I have been on the Dean’s List three times and I feel good about myself, 
where I am and where I am headed. 

The CalWORKs program here at MJC helped me by providing a personal counselor 
who helped me create an educational plan to reach my Associate Transfer Degree. The 
program kept me accountable for my grades and it helped me meet my educational 
goals by providing financial assistance in paying for my books and transportation. My 
dream career is to be a lawyer. I am an administration of Justice major and I plan on 
completing my associate transfer degree this fall semester> Since I had my three children, 
I also started taking child development classes and will receive an assistant teachers’ 
certificate. I plan to work in the child development field while i pursue my law degree. 
I am also planning on contacting Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA), which is 
a national association in the United States that supports court-appointed advocated for 
abused or neglected children, where I can possibly volunteer and gain experience in the 
advocacy field. I am a first-generation college student and I never had much support from 
my family or friends to get a higher education. The communication college CalWORKs 
Proram helped me make education a priority for myself and my children by allowing me 
to see the importance of having a degree. Through some of their special events I got to 
see people who accomplished their educational goals and hear how happy they are with 
themselves. The CalWORKs Program made it possible for me to set my own educational 
goals and strive to set a good example for my young children.
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MARICELA 
SANCHEZ

Psychology   
Modesto Junior  

College
I started college Spring of 2017. It had been 9 years 
since I last attended any school. When I first started 
college I was scared, confused, lost and overwhelmed 
and staying focused has been my main struggle 
because I suffer from major anxiety. I recently learned 
how to keep my anxiety under control and it has been 
the hardest time for me. As soon as I started college, I found myself jobless, dealing 
with custody courts, trying to keep me and my children safe away from the domestic 
violence we had previously experienced, and I had to make sure me and my children 
received counseling weekly. Also, my 4-year-old was born with a Venus Malformation 
and for the past 4 years I have been taking him to Children’s Hospital in San Francisco 
which is the only place that can treat him; everything all piled up in the same year. 
Waking up every morning finding the strength to put myself together, telling myself 
I can overcome it all has been the biggest challenge. After a whole year of being 
stuck emotionally, I forced myself to find ways to balance custody courts, counseling, 
doctor appointments, support groups that, without them, affect my school and school 
is the only way out of my struggles. Starting Spring 2018, I made a huge effort to stay 
focused. I had not received any grade higher than C, but then summer came along 
and I devoted myself to my classes and finished the semester with two As. I was very 
proud of myself, earing my first As and still dealing with all my other issues I managed 
to do good. This was a big deal for me. I began to believe in myself and now I have 
become more motivated to keep pushing through. I became a woman who can one day 
walk into a court room full of anxiety, to the next day walking into a classroom feeling 
confident about taking an exam. 

Being in the CalWORKs program has helped me in many ways and the entire staff is 
amazing. All the women in the program have big hearts who only wish success and 
happiness for their students. I struggled financially since day one and the program 
provided books, materials and child care for me to be successful in my classes. It honestly 
is a big blessing. As soon as I earn my Associates degree I will right away apply for many 
positions available so that I can start supporting my family on my own and give them a 
stable home. I will continue to attend school to earn a Master’s degree in Psychology. 
I do volunteer work at my children’s school as well as joined the CARE Council as 
Secretary at Modesto Junior College. The CalWORKs program always reminds me that 
my situation is only temporary. I will make it through this time. CalWORKs is here to 
help me so that I can get back on my own feet. 

99

2019

REG
IO

N
 5



CHRISTIE  
TINAJERO
Human Services
Modesto Junior 
College
I experienced many challenges in my life that has made 

success seem unattainable. In 2012, I gave birth to my first child, my son Anthony. At the 
time, I did not have a job nor the opportunity to further my education. Luckily I was able 
to obtain a job that helped covered our everyday living. In 2014, my older sister Jessica 
passed away. I never dealt with a death so close to me. She left behind four kids the 
youngest 8 months old and the oldest 8. My heart never felt so broken. Until this day I 
do the best I can to keep my sisters spirit alive and let her look through my eyes to see 
how amazing my niece and nephews are. Months after my sister became our guardian 
angel I became pregnant with my baby girl. Six months into my pregnancy I started to 
experience severe complications. My heart dropped when the doctors told me that she 
was trying to make her entrance early into this world. On May 2, 2016, I gave birth to my 
daughter Aleenah, 1 lb. 5 oz, 12”” long. It would be a long journey for my princess but I 
knew that my sister was right by her side. All of my dreams were put on hold to give all 
of my attention to my daughter’s medical complications. Four months later, my daughter 
was able to come home. A few months after my daughter came home we were victims 
of a drive by shooting with the bullet missing me by a couple inches’. I went through so 
much heartache and felt like I was never going to further my education. One day I woke 
up and said to myself, despite my obstacles I need to go back to school. Not only are my 
kids depending on me, my sisters kids were looking up to me. 

In 2017, I returned to Modesto Junior College. I felt so lost and confused. I wanted to 
get in my car and drive as far away from the college campus. As I was walking back 
towards my car, I heard my sister’s favorite song come on out of nowhere. I knew she 
was telling me to turn right back around and get to class. It gave me inspiration that I 
can do this with my sister’s spirit by my side. I opened up to my peers and that is when 
I learned of the CalWORKs program. The CalWORKs program assisted me in buying my 
books, school materials, and even reimbursed my gas mileage. It was the best feeling 
to know that I have the support from my guardian angel, and CalWORKs. I am currently 
working at the CalWORKs office and love to talk to other students about the amazing 
benefits that the CalWORKs program provides. My dream to further my education is now 
attainable. I was so inspired and loved helping others in hard obstacles that I am currently 
studying to receive my AA in Human Services. 
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MARIA  
CORDOVA

Administration  
of Justice   

West Hills College, 
Lemoore

As a single mother of two children, I have had many 
challenges in every semester as a college student. 
English is my second language, attending school is 
always hard due to personal obstacles like child care, 
my grandfather’s death or parent’s illness, and as the head of the house, I have to be 
strong for my family. I have learned to be patient, reliable, a quick learner, organized, 
and to use my bilingual skills in a positive way. I would not have been able to do 
this without Mrs. Shannon Turmon, Mrs. Brookshire, CalWORKs or my family. They 
helped me get educated, and at home they helped with childcare. Also they helped 
me understand my surroundings. As I continue my education, I know I will go throught 
struggles but I think is all worth it for I remember being recognized through programs 
like CAMP where I was able to attend a leadership conference held in Sacramento, 
or by PTK where I was giving the opportunity to go to China and learn international 
relationships.  I feel great peace and joy as my family sees me as a role model. 
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JANET  
ABDSHOWPOUR
Pharmacy Technician
Modesto Junior  
College
Returning to college was a challenge for me due to my 
life obstacles such as being a single parent. However, 
I have overcome those challenges by maintaining a 
positive and growth mindset. The success that I have 
had in progress, is becoming more organized and 

being more productive.  Although my journey has been challenging, I’m very fortunate 
for the CalWORKs Program. The CalWORKs Program is a positive environment that helps 
students like myself, with counseling and educational guidance.  For example, when I 
first returned to school I was concerned about taking classes that I didn’t need. Due to 
the CalWORKs office counselor’ having knowledge about not only the schools classes 
but also the transfer requirements, I was able to pick the classes that I needed to keep 
me on the right track. There have also been times where I felt overwhelmed with school 
and I believe the CalWORKs staff was supportive and encouraging. I was notified about 
the tutoring services my school offers. Due to this my grades have improved greatly, and 
I feel reassured that I’m supported by a program that also wants to see their students 
successful. In the near future, my plan to become self-sufficient is to remain active in the 
work force and obtain a higher education.  My educational goal is to transfer and obtain 
a Bachelor’s Degree in Nursing. The reason why I have chosen this career path is because 
I was a Certified Nursing Assistant. I enjoyed my job because even the smallest things 
can make a person’s day better, especially if a patient is receiving more than adequate 
care during their time of illness.  I also have chosen my career goal based on my own 
personal experiences of having sick family members that I would help care for. I believe 
the medical field is a great place for those who truly enjoy helping others. I plan on being 
done with my career goal shortly. 

Overall the Community College, CalWORKs Program isn’t just a program but it’s also 
a great support system for me due to the amount of positivity and encouragement the 
staff provides. I’m grateful for my school CalWORKs Program because they have paid 
for books that I couldn’t afford and provided me with a backpack to place them in. The 
CalWORKs Program at school also provides gas cards which has been a great help. The 
CalWORKs Program has also helped me with school supplies. All of the things that the 
program has supported me with is the one the reasons I believe I’m successful today.

102

2019

RE
G

IO
N

 5



JACQUELINE  
BARRAZA

Psychology
Modesto Junior  

College
I am 25 years of age. I am a single mother of a 
4-year-old little girl, as we all know that comes with 
challenges of its own. I have a car that I bought on 
my own two years ago and my engine is going out, 
I have been low on money and without a babysitter. 
Along with trying to overcome my recent diagnose 
of anxiety/depression. This year more than others has weighed me down, but I keep 
thinking of all the support I have with the staff at MJC and my case workers, most of 
all my daughter being my biggest supporter and here I am. Something I have been 
successful at towards my educational goals are not giving up, being persistent and 
taking advice from my previous professors, as well as, knowing my permanent major. 
I am one step closer to my goal every semester I don’t stop my goal. CalWORKs has 
helped me in many ways, child care is a huge help, mileage reimbursement, and work 
study. Therefore, I have a job, gas to get to work and school, and steady child care to 
be able to complete my college degree. Not to mention the preschool my daughter 
attends is an amazing school with great teachers. To become more economically self-
sufficient, I plan to continue to work towards my goal, receive my AS in psychology and 
attempt to start small into my field of study while continuing my studies until I have 
achieved my masters. Being a parent, student and working leaves little time to have 
extracurricular activities, but for my last year at MJC I plan to join student government 
groups and preferably do some community volunteering. For my daughter’s school I 
have been a parent volunteer many times in activities that they have for the children and 
the community in Manteca, CA. The community college CalWORKs program has shown 
me that I am not the only mother struggling and trying to reach for my educational 
goals, they have given us many opportunities, helpful staff, offered scholarships, work 
programs, given us information of outside organizations willing to help and encourage 
us stay on track to not give up. Our counselors are always on top of us and showing us 
alternate routes or straight track to graduation. With the information I have received 
from CalWORKs over the years I am able to also pass it on to my classmates who are 
unaware of all the opportunities college students have. I am able to continue forward 
with the help of CalWORKs. Without this program, I am sure I would have dropped out 
of college by now being that my struggles weight heavy on my shoulders. 
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SELENA  
SAIYASANE
Business &  
Technology: Office 
Professional 
Fresno City College
Throughout my journey I’ve hurdled over mountains 
and conquered battles that were designed for me to 
fail. I am a first generation college student and a young 
single mother. I was raised in the Westside of Fresno, 

CA, with predominantly low-income neighborhoods heavily influenced by gangs and 
drugs. Within these surroundings, I kept my head in books to avoid falling victim to bad 
choices. My mother imparted the importance of education as wealth. 

I became the first of five children to graduate high school, finishing with a 3.5 GPA while 8 
months pregnant. Shortly thereafter, I gave birth to a beautiful, healthy baby girl. I wanted 
to defy the paradigm of teenage mothers not attaining post high school education. I 
enrolled in online courses at Fresno City College to continue my education and care for 
my newborn. The challenge of trying to balance lives as a new young mother and a full 
time student took an emotional toll. 

I battled through many semesters with severe depression and lacking a support system. 
I was homeless, couch-hopping with an infant while stuck in a toxic, abusive relationship. 
Despite these odds, I continued my education—I knew it was something which no 
one could take from me.  I became a CalWORKs student during a challenging period, 
struggling in school to care for my ill father. I soon hit my lowest point, feeling like I 
couldn’t continue and should find a job instead.  A counselor kindly emphasized how close 
I was to a degree; her compelling words watered the dead rose within me, blossoming 
the desire to finish strong. CalWORKs gave me the support system I was lacking.  Beyond 
academic and financial support, the staff believed in me. They made me believe in myself. 
CalWORKs’ support bridged educational and vocational goals; I was succeeding in school 
and my new job. Having a job while being a student has inspired confidence that I can—and 
will—be independent in the future. When my father passed away over the summer, I felt 
myself being consumed by depression. However, this time I had my amazing work family 
and the people at CalWORKs to give me a support system.  I believed that I wouldn’t 
be able to pull through my father’s death nor continue my education, but their support 
erased these negative thoughts. Now that I’m one semester away from obtaining my 
Associate’s Degree, my dreams have turned into a reality.  I say with pride and gratitude 
that I am the first person in my entire family to attend college and obtain a degree.  I plan 
to transfer to a 4-year university where I can enroll in a Business Marketing program and 
take my education further.  Without CalWORKs I wouldn’t have gained the extra push I 
needed to succeed.  I am more than thankful to and for the program in all that they’ve 
done to strengthen a pursuit of further academic and professional successes. I wouldn’t 
be who I am today without the program.
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ANNA OVALLE
Child Development 

Fresno City College
I have always been a dedicated mother that provided 
the best possible example for her children. After 
making the decision to divorce, I returned to work 
to provide for them. It was very hard at that time to 
work 11—12 hours a day, seven days a week. I would 
leave before my children would wake up and return 
when they were already asleep. They spent more time 
with the childcare provider than with me. The salary 
I received was only enough to pay some bills and the 
babysitter. My pockets were constantly empty. At 
times, I would pay more in childcare than I earned and 
that became the breaking point to change my life. Someone told me about CalWORKs 
and that they could help with childcare.

This marked a beginning of new changes I would make in my life. CalWORKs offered 
me the opportunity to enroll in school; something I had always wanted for myself.  After 
being out of school for almost thirty years, this would be my biggest challenge. With 
only an elementary grade knowledge, I took a risk and ventured going back. I doubted 
my ability to do the work and feared not knowing if I could still pay bills. I had to change 
my life because I was the only provider my children had. I had to set an example for 
them. After finishing my GED in Spanish, I enrolled in Fresno City College. The first 
two weeks I cried every day because I did not understand anything the teachers were 
conveying. It wasn’t English, but a different language. When leaving school for the day 
I thought I wouldn’t return the next day. To my surprise, that semester—despite feeling 
very insecure—I was nominated for the Dean’s List for academic achievement. I’m in my 
third semester at Fresno City College and soon will be getting my AA degree. I am very 
excited to eventually transfer to Fresno State University. CalWORKs has been an oasis 
in the desert that saved me and allowed me to achieve my goal. 

The financial assistance I receive helps with books and gas. This help is very important 
and crucial since I live 45 minutes from school and the fuel expense is substantial. 
Thanks to CalWORKs, my children have childcare. CalWORKs gave me hope. It also 
helped me get a part-time job in which I am still working as a student aide at the Child 
Development Center, which has also give me the experience I need for my career. People 
who can enter the CalWORKs program should take advantage of the opportunities 
they provide. With that help, you can be an independent and self-sufficient person. 
Once you accomplish your goal, you can leave the program and allow the next group of 
people who need this same program to take the opportunity to change their own lives.
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THELMA  
NEWBURN
Child Development 
Fresno City College
When I was 18 I attended Fresno City College for one 
semester back in 1999. I decided to take a semester 
off to focus on working full time and caring for my 
grandparents. My grandmother had a stroke and my 
grandfather had alzheimers disease. I moved in with 
my grandparents to care for them. I always thought 
that I would finish college later, but I never got around 

to going back to school. I worked low paying minimum wage jobs over the years.

I moved to Las Vegas in 2011 in search of better job opportunities because there is not 
much in Fresno if you only have a high school education. I met the love of my life, who 
became the father of my two children. I still dreamed of going back to college to have 
a better life for my daughters, but it seemed impossible financially to go back to school 
when I was supporting a family of four on my income.

My dreams of a happy family turned into a nightmare during my second pregnancy. The 
relationship soon turned abusive. My fiance was abusing drugs and unable to hold down 
a job. He became a totally different person and started having a violent temper and I 
knew I had to leave. We left without telling him because I was afraid for our safety. We 
only had the clothes on our backs. My kids were in pajamas. They didn’t even have shoes 
or diapers.  I didn’t have anyplace to go since all my family was in California and I had 
no support system in Las Vegas, since my ex had isolated me from all my friends I didn’t 
know where to turn. Luckily I had a car so I was able to take the kids and drive back to 
my hometown of Fresno

Leaving my home behind, my friends, belongings, and a full time job that I loved was the 
hardest thing I ever had to do. Being homeless, staying with relatives in my late thirties 
with a six-month old baby and a two-year old was not how I thought my life would end 
up. Luckily, I was able to receive support from CalWORKs and food stamps so I could get 
back on my feet and get a fresh start.

It was a dream to go back to school and study child development. It would not have been 
possible without the support of CalWORKs to help with textbooks, supplies,  child care, 
and work study placement. I dedicated myself to school and treated it like school was 
my job. I never skipped class, I studied, and always turned in my homework. I maintained 
a 4.0 gpa every semester.  It wasn’t easy to do with two small children, but I wanted a 
better life for my girls and now those dreams are becoming reality. I’m graduating this 
semester and looking for full time work
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MARANEE  
FORSYTH

Paralegal
Fresno City College

I got pregnant with my first child at 16, and have 
always worked in customer service jobs to support my 
family. In 2016 my mother passed away from cancer, 
my two grown boys had moved out of the house and I 
ended my ten year marriage. My daughter and I found 
ourselves homeless and living with different friends 
along the way. The end of 2017 my daughter and I 
moved to Fresno trying to start a new life. We found 
ourselves homeless again here in Fresno, we stayed 
with friends, in hotel rooms and even slept in our car. I had no luck finding work, and I 
suffered from severe depression and struggled with my addiction to alcohol.

In the beginning of 2018, I received a phone call from my CalWORKs job specialist 
letting me know that I needed to come in for orientation. I did my assessment test and 
later met with my job specialist to determine what to do next. I had always wanted to 
go back to school but never thought I could. I was almost forty years old, I had only my 
GED, and had given up any hope of getting the education I had always dreamed of. My 
job specialist explained that I could go to Fresno City College and CalWORKs would 
help with the costs. I was very excited and began to take the steps to enroll in school.

With the help of my counselor, my job specialist, my amazing boyfriend, and the friends 
I met in recovery I have been able to find a stable home for my daughter and I began 
school during the summer of 2018. I have completed two semesters at Fresno City 
College with a 4.0 and I am excited to start my third semester. I have been sober for 
over nine months. I am planning to get my AS degree in Paralegal in Fall of 2020 and 
then hopefully transfer to San Joaquin College of Law. I plan to work as a paralegal 
while I pursue my law degree.

If you would  have asked me two years ago if I thought I would be a 4.0 student in 
College, I would’ve never thought it was possible. I am so thankful for the opportunities 
that I have had through CalWORKs, EOPS, and FCC. I would encourage people to take 
advantage of the opportunities they have with CalWORKs, It is never too late to take 
the first step. 
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SHARON  
GROGAN
Office Administration 
& Clerical 
Modesto Junior  
College
It’s a breezy, day fairly cloudy but no chance of rain in 
sight. You’re on a race track with you and two other 
race cars. You adjust your helmet and fasten your seat-
belt, and then look to your right and see the black and 

white checkered flag blowing in the wind. Then you look to the left and you see yourself 
driving the other two cars and then you realize you’re in a race against yourself. My 
Journey here at Modesto Junior College has been filled with so many curves, speed 
bumps, and also triumph.   
             
My name is Sharon Grogan. I’m a 33-year-old single-mother to an almost 4-year-old 
named Melody Grogan. She is an amazing child whose talent, vocabulary, & creativity 
grows by the minute. Now that she is getting ready to turn 4 she is excited to attend pre-
school herself. Melody has seen me stay committed to my education, being very diligent 
since 2015. I am currently a double major striving to obtain two degrees; one in Office 
Administration and one in Clerical. The staff in the Modesto Junior College CalWORKs 
Department, along with professors, counselors, and case workers are the race-car pit 
crew. The pit crew team keeps me motivated and fine-tuned and on track, ready to win 
the race to the degree.  

Some personal challenges I have overcome was recently being diagnosed with cysts 
and fibroids. Having these issues has caused me a lot of pain from time to time. But I 
continue to overcome and push through the pain so I can attend classes and gain the 
knowledge I need to graduate. Some success that I have gained has been landing a job 
at Modesto Junior College in the Career Services Center as a student worker. Working 
in this department has given me first-hand knowledge & experience in what I want to 
do for my future career goals. Another success was being one of the four nominated 
for this scholarship. The Community College CalWORKs Program has been tremendous 
in helping me meet my educational and career goals, so that I can have long-term 
economic self-sufficiency. The MJC CalWORKs Program has helped me make education 
a priority for myself and my child. One of the benefits of being in the program is that I 
have received priority registration to make sure I can get into the classes that I need to 
graduate. I’m also grateful for the work-study opportunities, and academic counseling 
meetings to make sure my educational plan is on track. As well as all the financial help 
with childcare, reimbursement’s, and a personal dedicated case manager on campus. I 
have many plans in motion to become self-sufficient, but one major plan is putting my 
degrees in action and applying to jobs so that when I graduate, I will be in a great career. I 
have been involved in community service, volunteering at a place called The Hope Chest. 
This organization is a wonderful charity that provides funds to families who are in need 
of hospice facility care.
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FHMYA  
ALGHARAZI 

REGION 5 WINNER
Registered Nurse

Bakersfield College
I am pursuing an associate of science degree in 
nursing and plan to transfer to a four-year institution 
to earn a bachelor’s of science in nursing. Education 
has always been a dream of mine that has taken time, 
courage, and determination to pursue. 

Life has not always been easy, and everyone goes through hardships, but life can surprise 
anyone. My surprise is having the ability to attend college when I never thought I would 
be going to college and to be able to pursue a career in a degree for nursing. Life as a 
woman who was born and raised into a culture where women are not allowed to have 
jobs and are supposed to just get married and live our lives as housewives and nothing 
more always bothered me from a young age. I believed there was supposed to be 
more to life. After I finished junior high, I was told by family that I could no longer go 
to school because high school or college was not meant for us women.  All we women 
needed from schools is to learn the English language and we should be satisfied with 
that. I was not!

It took lots of courage to talk my parents into allowing me to get a high school education. 
They eventually agreed to let me go to high school and that was the start. Going to 
high school was great and exciting for me. I finished high school and registered to 
Bakersfield College with the help of BC Counselor, Fabiola Johnson, who worked at my 
high school at the time. She helped me and told me everything I needed to know and 
do to get into a college.  Sadly, that did not go as I planned. After high school, I ended 
up getting married as expected by my culture and had two daughters. I am grateful for 
my daughters who inspired me to look toward the future and better myself in order to 
build a better life for them. I thought about how life or my girls would have been if they 
were obligated to follow our culture.  I left the marriage, which was not easy. I grabbed 
my girls at the time three and four years of age and left to my family’s house, who 
were not too happy to find out I was seeking divorce. I eventually divorced through 
the mosque and three months later applied to Bakersfield College. I have been at the 
college for four years pursing my associates degree. In the last year, I gained a good 
job while working towards the future. All has been possible with the help of programs 
like CalWORKs and EOPS. With determination, I will finish my education, get a career, 
and provide a better life for my daughters and myself.  
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LORENA  
PIMENTEL
Criminology 
Reedley College
I am the mother to three kids that are 
my life and my motivation to keep going 
and not give up. I am currently attending 

Reedley College and majoring in Criminology. There have been many challenges that I 
have had to overcome to continue my education, but the one that was the hardest to 
overcome was being abused by the man I loved, the father of my kids. It was hard to see 
how the alcohol and the gangs were destroying him, but were also destroying the family 
we had. There were times where he would come home drunk and drugged and he would 
physically and mentally abuse me. The abuse continued and I knew I had to put a stop to 
it, but there were many things I would think about before leaving him: how was I going 
to continue going to school and pay for the bills. But enough is enough. I put a stop to it 
and left and took my children. No matter how hard it will be, I know and have faith that 
in the long run it will all be worth it. It hasn’t been easy but if it would be easy, everyone 
would do it, and am going to prove to my kids that no matter what people tell you, you 
can do it because that’s when you get it and show them you will do it. When I started 
college it wasn’t to get a degree or a certificate. It was to take a math class to help me 
pass the exit exam to receive my high school diploma.  The first semester I attended I 
wasn’t eligible for financial aid because I didn’t have a high school diploma, but it was 
all worth it because I passed the class and I passed the exam. Not only did I receive my 
high school diploma but I also kept attending college here. I am one semester away from 
being the first in my family to have a college degree. 

The CalWORKs program has been so much help  For me they motivate me to not quit. 
The women there are such a blessing in my life that I will never forget. I admire them all. I 
want to become economically self-efficient and be able to hopefully one day buy my own 
house so that my children and I have something to call our own. I am in leadership I try 
to help as much as I can. I even volunteer in the office after I work my allowed 20 hours 
per week to help the students on assignments or any help they need. The CalWORKs 
program has helped me a lot and has changed the way I used to see things. They have 
taught me how important it is to have an education to be successful and be able to 
provide for my children.
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DAWNE TROTH
Business  

Administration
West Hills College, 

Lemoore
Going back to the school is never easy, especially 
for parents. Trying to balance school with family can 
seem like an overwhelming task. As a mother of three 
small children, I know how difficult the process can be. 
Even with financial aid, the cost of college can create 
a financial strain on parents. Additionally, challenges 
like childcare and transportation to and from school can add to the stress of attending 
school. However, as a parent, I know how important it is to be a good role model 
and show children to put education first. With the support of my church and family, 
along with programs like CalWORKs and EOPS, I am a successful student and a great 
example for my children to follow.

I grew up in a low-income family. My father worked on a ranch and my mother stayed 
home to take care of my great-grandmother. While I never had a college fund, my parents 
supported me the best way they could, by giving me the love and encouragement to 
accomplish anything I set my mind to. My mother was especially proud when I started 
school in January 2017 and helped me out tremendously, even if it was to lend me an 
understanding ear about the stress of school. In October 2017, my second semester in 
college, my mother passed away unexpectedly from heart failure. This was a tremendous 
blow to not only me, but my entire family. Rather than letting her death be the cause 
for me not finishing school, I continued on, knowing that she would have been happy 
that I persevered.

My college experience has been awesome. I am proud to say that I have maintained 
a 4.0 GPA since starting school. I owe much of this success to my sister, who provides 
childcare for me. I am extremely grateful for CalWORK’s childcare program because 
that alone has helped alleviate the financial burden childcare can put on parents and 
allowed me the study time needed to earn good grades. Through school activities, I 
have developed a wonderful support system with my fellow students and have made 
lasting friendships. The decision to go back to school is not an easy one, but with the 
proper support and guidance, it doesn’t have to be overwhelming. Not only did I show 
others that it was possible to go back to school and be a good parent, but I proved it to 
myself. The ability to overcome difficulties has made me a stronger student and I hope 
that in the future, I can help others in the same way to succeed.
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DE COLETTE  
QUEZADA
Business 
Administration 
Fresno City College
I am a wife of 10 years with three children. When 
Daneillie (my counselor) and Charles asked me to write 
my success story, I was stunned. I did not think that I 
had accomplished anything worthy of a success story. I 
just thought that like the other students, I am trying to 

balance a life of school and children. They were very quick to remind me of the obstacles 
I had overcome so far. For that, I will forever be grateful. I am of Palauan decent and lived 
on Guam until January 2018. My family and I moved to Fresno, California to be closer to 
my parents. Deciding to move from what we knew as home was a very difficult decision. 
This decision took my husband and me almost two years to make. We were doing well at 
the time, living in a three-bedroom house with two vehicles and without want or need. 
Things quickly took a turn when my husband let go from his job of four years because of 
a back injury. We went from two sources of income to just one, with rent, power, water, 
personal loans, auto loans and more to pay for. My cell phone was soon disconnected, 
power disconnected and eviction notices served. The beginning of 2017 marked another 
hurdle in our journey to relocate. I had to move my entire life from a 3-bedroom house to 
one room. Living with family is never easy and I was quickly reminded of that. We moved 
into my aunt’s home and lived there for about nine months. During that time, I made my 
final decision to move my family to Fresno. 

I moved here with nothing but my family and the clothes on our backs. I quickly enrolled 
at Fresno City College. I am a Business Administration major working towards an 
Associate’s Degree to transfer to a 4-year university. My previous title was a Recruitment 
Specialist in the HR Department. For this reason, my goal is to become a Director of 
Human Resources. Enrolling in college in less than a year of residency presented more 
issues than I was expecting. Out-of-pocket expenses forced me to drop my enrollment 
completely for summer 2018. I went from 14 units to just nine for fall 2018, because 
that is what I could afford. I live about 15 minutes away from school but ride the bus for 
about 45 to 55 minutes every morning. My life was turned around 180 degrees. It has 
been a very humbling experience to start all over again. Every day is another day for 
me to learn something about my new home and school. I believe my true success is, by 
far, the strength I have instilled in my children. They are my true motivation to continue 
this journey. They are my strength to push through and succeed. They are the authors 
of my success stories.
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SOFIA  
HERNANDEZ

Early Childhood  
Development 

Madera  
Community College

I am 26 years old. My world completely changed 
when I had my son Pilar, who is now four years old. 
During this time I moved back home with my parents 
and returned to school. I started off slowly when I first 
began school. I took one class and then gradually increased my school load to being a 
full time student. This has been one of my toughest journeys. There have been many 
obstacles that created setbacks but I have continued to push forward to accomplish 
my goals. I am a single mother and I have struggled with balancing my education while 
being a positive role model for my son. Throughout these past few years I have been 
going through the courts to establish a custody order that will work the best for my 
son. In my life, this creates the most stress for me and I become emotionally drained. I 
have to maintain my own emotional state while helping my son through his emotional 
state. This has been difficult to do because children do not express their feelings as we 
would expect an adult to do. During these times, I felt like a failure as a mother and I 
would have breakdowns and cry. 

But then I reached out to the Spirit group held by the CalWORKs program. The Spirit 
group offered support, provided strategies to use at home and in school, and this 
program brought many people together. There, I met other parents enduring similar 
situations and we built a positive relationship among each other. I no longer felt helpless 
and I saw that it is okay to reach out for help and support. The group allowed me to 
maintain a positive experience in school and be the best me. I have learned so much 
about myself throughout these past years. 

I am grateful to have the CalWORKs counselors and supportive services available 
because as a student and a parent we need to realize we cannot always be in control of 
everything and that it is acceptable to ask for assistance. I am now on my last semester 
of school and I am set to graduate in May with my Associates for Transfer in Early 
Childhood Development. I will then pursue my Bachelor’s degree in Early Childhood 
Development. I see the importance of helping a child grow and as long as I can impact 
a child in positive manner I have done my job. The most important advice that I have 
learned while attending Madera Community College is to not be scared to reach out 
for help, create time for self-care, and surround yourself with a positive environment 
and people who have goals to better their future. This journey was not meant to be 
easy, we are going to struggle. In the end we will be successful and gain the knowledge 
and education that we need to better our future for ourselves and our children.
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WENDI SALPA
Early Childhood 
Education
Madera Community 
College
In the beginning of the semester everything was new 
to me as a single new mother. Having a new baby 
was new and different. On top of that all my classes 
and childcare was so confusing and overwhelming. I 
wasn’t getting enough sleep. Being introduced into 

the program CalWORKs, was such a great help for me. The counselors are great and very 
helpful. They always find ways to help me with schoolwork and other issues I may have. 
The environment other single hardworking women bring is so helpful because many have 
gone through similar situations as me and they give me great resources and good advice.

 I decided to give some responsibility to the father of my son and bring him into my 
child’s life and that was the biggest mistake that I ever made. The father of my son is 
a very abusing and controlling person. In the beginning it was going well, but then it 
started to become difficult. He started being verbally abusive and obsessive over me. 
This interfered with my school work and personal life. On November 12, 2018 just as 
finals were around the corner, we got into a big argument because he was in my home, 
insulting and being very disruptive. I had no other choice then to defend myself for my 
and my child’s safety. I called the cops and things didn’t go well. In the middle of the 
confusion, he acted as the victim and I was arrested. Adding to my already challenging 
life is the stigma of the arrest and the truth that the police failed to see. I had my son 
taken from me and he was given to his father. I was in jail for 2 days and I got bail for 
$10,000. When I got released the first thing I did was to get my son back. I was put on 
probation after that incident. I have always been a domestic violence victim from the 
father of my son. I never reported any of his abuse. This was the first time. Life is not fair, 
but I continue to move forward and believe I will be able to create a better life for my 
son and I. 

Regardless of these circumstances, I still got back on my feet and returned to school 
to finish the semester. I had so much paperwork to do for my child’s custody and for a 
restraining order. On top of that I had to make up assignments to complete for the days 
that I was absent in my classes. 

Couple of weeks before thanksgiving a drunk driver crashed into the electricity power 
to my apartment. All tenants were left without light for 3 weeks, my son got very sick. 
We were told we needed to look for another place to live. We were out on a motel for a 
week. I still attended my finals and passed all my classes. I never gave up on myself. 
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ALICIA 
SANDOVAL

Business
Madera Community 

College
It all started when I was at the lowest point in my life 
that once you hit rock bottom the only place left to go 
is up. When I was 20 I was enrolled in college at the 
time but had to cut that journey short. My sons father 
refused to let my continue my education. I became 
pregnant at age 21 but found myself in a dark spot. 
I was emotionally abused and unable to escape. I ended up running away with my son 
to my parents home where I was safe but found comfort in all the wrong places. I was 
depressed and was comforted by drugs, by all these so called friends who just dragged 
me even deeper. After battling with meth addiction for 5 years trying to escape trying 
to change my life I never felt strong enough. Until I met my boyfriend. He have me the 
strength I needed and the push, the motivation, the patience I was in need of. But I think 
most of all he gave me the love that I needed. Shortly after I became pregnant with my 
second child. That’s when I knew I had to do something with myself. I wanted my kids to 
be proud of their momma, to show them I was able to accomplish college and much more. 
Being in college is time around brings me a sense of happiness and accomplishment. Like 
i’m here to become a better person, gaining so much knowledge that I can pass down to 
my kids. I am in college to better provide for my kids. My goal is to purchase my kids a 
home and to be financially stable. This mommy of 3 couldn’t be happier and greatful of 
this second opportunity I was given. 

Being in college this time has been a huge difference and I feel a sense of belonging 
especially here in the calworks office. I know I will forever be grateful of the staff here who 
are always available to help with any question or concern. They have always been here to 
help with motherhood questions, wifey concerns, and definitely school questions. I’m not 
sure where I’d be with if wasn’t for the Calworks program to help me achieve my goals 
and to be with me every step of the way of my success journey. The calworks program 
has definitely been a huge game changer in my life with being a full time student and the 
work study program. This program was able to give me the confidence and support to 
keep pushing forward to succeed and meeting my goals. 

I plan to continue my education after graduation from Madera Center and attend Fresno 
State. My goal is to obtain my bachelor’s in business. With my degree my goal is to obtain 
a job right here at Madera Community College and help other students who struggled 
just like me.
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PAOLA 
COLLADO 
CALVILLO
REGION 5 WINNER
Adminstrative  
Assistant; Accounting 
Reedley College 
One of my challenges I have and still overcoming is my 
learning disability. Every day I must push myself and 

try harder to do well in my classes, even when at times I struggles. Sometimes I want to 
give up, and still I go above and beyond to do my best in my classes. By trying to get 
help in tutorial center, writing center, other programs on campus. Can help pursue my 
education goals.

The successes I have achieved in the process is me receiving my Administrative Associate 
in Science Degree and going for Accounting Certificate of Achievement. I have been in 
school for close to four years, since I graduate from the high school, I have focused on 
getting the first part of my associates degree and I have made it to my mini goal which 
I thank all the people in my life. Also, another success I have in achieving my college 
degree is accomplishing already four years of school and keeping my grades to an A’s 
and B’s State or C’s.

The Community College CalWORKs program has been helpful in many ways. They have 
paid for my children daycare, while I am in school. The paid my book voucher as well. The 
CalWORKs program has guided me and put me in my classes and workshops that help 
me learn more information to success in life. If it wasn’t program keeping me on track I 
would have to report to our counselor and I’m glad because that has been a great help. 
I also get free lunch meal card as well.

My plans to become self-sufficient is to learn all the skill I need to by on my own. Once 
I graduate school and transfer to Fresno State I will have the knowledge to become 
successful and once I start my career all the skills and knowledge will help me in school, 
my career, also in life. That is one goal I have set out to accomplish in my school and with 
the CalWORKs program is to become self-sufficient. 

The Community College CalWORKs program has been helping in my education and 
personal in different ways. They paid childcare every month plus giving an education 
to my children it’s a lot of help. By having a daily route to my son who is still small and 
preparing him for preschool and my daughter who get help on her homework and other 
active she needs for school when I am at school getting a better education for the future. 
They help me on books,  supplies. CalWORKs has been a great program and great people 
always having a space when need of a friend. Having that programs that support made 
a lot to me. In conclusion, to my personal statement I would first thank you for taking 
the time out of your day to read this essay I hope my essay of my life and my progress 
in school and to hopefully qualify in receiving in a scholarship to CalWORKs association.
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DESIREE  
SAHAGUN
Social Science 

Porterville College 
I am 30 years old and I have two boys, ages seven 
and five. In December 2017 I received my associates 
degree in Social Science. In summer 2013, I lost my 
husband in a work accident and decided to go back to 
school in summer 2015.  I decided to go back to school 
to get a better education for myself and my boys. I 
wanted to show my boys that you can do anything 
you put your mind to. Being in the CalWORKs program at Porterville College has 
helped me a lot with buying my books and mileage reimbursement. I would recommend 
students who have children and qualify for CalWORKs to take the opportunity and get 
an education. After getting my associates degree I continued my education at Fresno 
Pacific University (Visalia Campus). I also work on campus as a student advisor assistant. 
Next year in December 2019 I will obtain my bachelor’s degree in social work and then 
obtain my masters.



CHRISTINA  
OROZCO
Office Professional II 
& Legal Office 
Fresno City College
I am 27 years old. In 2012, I became pregnant with my 
daughter, Latoya. I realized that I had to accomplish 
my goals, especially for my daughter, and decided to 
go back to school. I was living with Latoya’s father at 
the time when he became physically violent. I soon 

became a single mother. I met with my Job Specialist and I signed up to go to Cesar 
Chavez Adult School, graduating in a few months. I followed-up with my Job Specialist 
and told her I wanted to go to college.  

I was so excited for my first day; I began at Fresno City College in the spring of 2016. 
In addition to being a single parent, I was now a full-time student. CalWORKs assisted 
with school-related needs. After meeting with the Program Development Assistant and 
learning about the Work-Study program, I started working in the Humanities Division. 
It was a blessing in a dark time. In November, I found out I was pregnant with my son, 
Jayden. Tragically, Jayden’s father was also violent. He returned home after his release, 
violating a 3-year restraining order. He nearly overdosed a few weeks later.  

I felt compelled to be there for the Jayden’s father, but his threats persisted and extended 
to Latoya’s father, whom responded by seeking her full custody. I was devastated. I had 
to show to the judge that I was going to keep my daughter safe and that’s exactly what I 
sought to do. I relocated with the help of the Majoree Mason Center. I passed my classes, 
was still working, and attending therapy sessions. However, I was so depressed that I 
wanted to end my life. I wanted Latoya back. 

On July 11, 2017, I gave birth to Jayden, and in September I regained Latoya’s custody. 
In April of 2018, Jayden’s father was released from Wasco State Prison. I let him meet 
our son and we tried to be a family again. Violence returned again as well. Latoya’s father 
became jealously manipulative. He told me I had to be in a relationship with him or he 
would file allegations. He didn’t file. I learned he had previous domestic violence charges 
and was on probation, and therefore would never file.  

I know I’ve made mistakes, but know also that I’m human. I will no longer put the needs 
my children’s fathers before those of my children.  In July of 2018, I started working as 
a Student Aide in the CalWORKs office. I am still employed with them. After custody 
battles for my children, I knew that I wanted to work in the County courthouse to help 
others going through similar issues. I never thought I would make it this far, but thanks 
to CalWORKs I was given an amazing opportunity and have carried on. I know no matter 
what life brings me I will never break.  I am seizing upon my potential. 
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ATHENA  
WELZBACKER

Business  
Administration 

West Hills College, 
Lemoore

I was a completely different person before furthering 
my education. After certain past events, my 
confidence, motivation, and positive attitude towards 
life was almost nonexistent. It was a dark time for me, 
and college was not an option. The sound of money rang in my ears at the thought 
of it, money that I could not afford to spend. Therefore, I put education to the side 
and worked any jobs that I could. Decent careers with benefits did not come easy, 
and neither did my journey. The past events I encountered made living with my head 
above water extremely difficult, and limited the employers I can work for due to my 
background. A little mistake can really put a person under, regardless of how good 
their intentions are. If it were not for my supportive family, friends, and CalWORKs, I 
would have continued to spiral downward. 

The CalWORKs Program informed me of the benefits they provide as well as options, 
such as work training or college education. They help assist with book expenses, 
application fees, transportation, and much more. If you are familiar with these costs, 
you know how big of a help it was to have the assistance. The FAFSA application process 
was easier than I imagined it to be, and once approved for a Grant my adventure with 
college took off. Since my first semester, I have managed to stay on the honor society, 
which was the first feeling of accomplishment I had in a long time. Every semester I 
worked hard to maintain my grades, and it shows. My confidence, motivation, and 
positive attitude towards life began to restore itself, and my GPA was better than ever 
before. Finally, I was doing something that will benefit my family and no one can take 
it from me. Challenges I faced were starting and following through to the end. For so 
long I felt like a failure, that starting anything new and following through with it was a 
challenge for me. However, in order to grow you need to take risks. It is just a matter 
of knowing which risks to take. Although college was not my first choice, it has been 
a great experience, and something for me to be proud about. Truly, one of the best 
choices I ever made. Where there is a will, there is a way.
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DAYANA  
CONTRERAS
Engineering
Antelope Valley  
College

CYNTHIA 
BRIZETTE 
BARAJAS

Administration of 
Criminal Justice
Antelope Valley  

College

I decided to go back to school when I was 23 and I had 
my second baby. I found myself struggling and finally 
understood I had to go to college and pursue a degree 
to make sure my children had a good life and were 
proud of me. I got my high school diploma summer 

2015 and was enrolled at AVC that fall. Its been tough sleepless nights early mornings and 
many struggles but I am thankful I get the opportunity to purse my dream of becoming 
an electronics engineer, and to be able to help my fellow cal works students by being the 
math tutor for the department.

“I am a single mother of 3 beautiful boys. It’s extremely 
difficult for me to support my babies financially and 
attend school full time, but I am doing it and trying my best to move forward. I recently 
moved to the Antelope Valley 1 year and 11 months ago. I moved down here leaving my 
family in the San Fernando Valley to pursue a career in Administration of Justice. I have 
obtained, with hard work, a 3.5 GPA passing all classes and going above and beyond to 
what is required in each course. 

The CalWORKs department has helped me tremendously succeed which I am extremely 
grateful. They provide help and support. My plan to become economically self sufficient 
is to obtain my AA and transfer to obtain a job as a Juvenile Probation Officer and 
to not rely on government funding. I am thriving and moving forward to become self 
sufficient. I participate in Antelope Valley Community Service every Monday 4 hours a 
week. CalWORKs provides everything needed to succeed and obtain the degree I am 
pursuing. They provide support, financial help, and counseling when needed. 
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DEMAS  
FLEMING

Administration of 
Criminal Justice
Antelope Valley  

College
Few issues attract more public attention and generate 
more public debate than those involving crime. Read 
any newspaper, watch any news program and a story 
is sure to be in there somewhere. It’s something that 
is part of our society and sadly an everyday occurrence for many people living in our 
inner cities. The study of crime, society’s response to it and ways to prevent it, are all 
areas that have interested me from my teenage years. To me, the reasons for criminal 
behavior and breaking the law are varied and interesting. It’s an area that I want to learn 
more about. This “”unhealthy”” interest in the criminal world has encouraged me to 
pursue the subject at degree level and to seriously consider a career in a related field. 
My ambition in the future is to possibly join the police force, work with young offenders, 
or be involved in the legal profession in some capacity. However, I have not fully made 
up my mind yet. Whatever career path I do eventually decide on, I have concluded that 
having a degree in criminology will benefit me by allowing me to keep my options open 
and by strengthening my application towards any job role that I do end up applying for. 

I studied Administration of Justice at Antelope Valley College and found that the course 
exceeded my expectations and was even more enjoyable than I thought it would be. 
The classes were very interactive, and we had discussions on related issues where the 
lecturer would encourage students to get involved and voice their opinions. There was a 
good combination of lectures and discussions, along with a lot of coursework that had to 
be done in your own time through research and report writing. I found this challenging 
at first, but later on in the course I came to appreciate it as it helped me to become 
more self-disciplined and focused in my studies. Studying the behavior of criminals or 
investigating their crimes will always be challenging. To help me better understand this 
field and to gain further experience in it, I have worked at St Vincent Medical Center 
and with the local law enforcement agency LAPD. I worked with both current, and ex-
offenders, assisting them through the behavioral rehabilitation process. I wouldn’t have 
met the people I did here anywhere else. The experience was absolutely amazing!  I am 
fully committed to studying Criminal Justice at degree level. I consider myself an outgoing, 
cheerful, industrious, intelligent and friendly person who has much to contribute to the 
wider life of the College and would relish at the opportunity to continue my academic 
studies at the highest possible level. Lastly, my thoughts and concerns on the criminal 
justice system “I encourage everyone to pay attention to the issues that matter to you, 
from jobs and the economy, to education and our schools, to criminal justice reform. 
Whatever it is that you care about, make sure you use your voice.
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DANNI-LYNN  
CARTER
Psychology
Antelope Valley  
College
I spent the majority of my teen years being reckless 
and throwing my life away. After getting pregnant 
with my son at 19, I realized that no one was going to 
raise this baby or provide for him besides me. When 
my son was born I finally mustered the courage to 

change my life. I signed myself up for countless parenting classes, therapy and AA 
meetings. With my baby in hand I began to face everything I had been running from. 
It has been 3 years since then and in no way could I ever turn back. Realizing that 
there is hope for lost souls just like me, I was inspired to do my part. I had found my 
calling, helping young women just like myself, overcome strong holds and obstacles 
that seemed to be so far out of reach. 

The CalWORKs program provided the opportunity for me to start my journey to becoming 
a therapist. Just a few of my dreams include teaching a psychology class at a juvenile 
detention center, providing therapy for young addicts, becoming a motivational speaker, 
and writing a book. Sometimes these dreams seem out of reach, but I know that nothing 
is impossible! Overall my goal for life is to help women find hope and confidence in 
themselves to change tomorrow. I am currently working with a non-profit organization 
called Pen and Napkin. Pen and Napkin fully furnishes homes for families moving into 
their first homes after homelessness, working solely off of donations and the love to 
create better lives for others. Being completely selfless helps me fulfill myself.
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JENNIFER  
TIRADO

Registered Nurse
Antelope Valley  

College
I became a mother at a very young age and was not 
aware of the challenges that I would have to overcome. 
It has been very hard trying to get by with one child at 
first, but now I have two children and figured that I 
have to do something for the three of us. I have no job 
experience whatsoever. I realized that I shouldn’t just 
go for any open position that was available. I thought, why not just go for something 
that I would enjoy doing. The first thing that popped in my head was, “why not become 
a nurse?”  When I was 9 years old, my brother was diagnosed with cancer. He was only a 
year older than I was, but ever since then, my life, until my brother passed away 10 years 
later, was revolved around hospitals. I grew up constantly visiting him at the hospital. I 
was becoming aware of what was going on during my visits, and how well the nurses 
treated my brother. They were very helpful and were very informative with the procedures 
they were doing on him. My brother always shared with me about how great and kind 
his nurses were to him, and how great they took care of him. The nurses were always 
involved with their patients and made them feel like they’re not just any random patient, 
but that they are someone that they deeply care for. As I got older, I realized that there 
are some nurses that are just working to get paid, but that there are also many more that 
do it because it’s their passion. I know that I have a passion to care for individuals, I know 
that I can become a great nurse, like the ones that cared for my brother when he was 
hospitalized. I know that I will accomplish my goals in becoming a registered nurse and 
not just any nurse, but a great one! 

I wouldn’t have been able to get through college without the help from my school’s 
CalWORKs program. I hear many students complaining about being waitlisted or having 
to crash a class, but CalWORKs and having a great GPA has helped me get priority 
registration and secured my spot in my classes. They have always been there to help 
me with making sure I have enough study time, funds for school supplies and books, 
transportation funds, child care for my children, tutoring, provide me with many resources, 
and a helping hand in making sure I am able to have the help and materials that I need 
to successfully accomplish my goals. I really appreciate the great help that CalWORKs 
has been to me, and because of the CalWORKs program, I will be able to accomplish my 
goals and become a Registered Nurse.
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JOCELYN  
CASTRO
Medical 
Administration
Antelope Valley  
College
Everyday is a challenge for me to get to where I am 
and where I am headed. I am a single mom of three 
beautiful children that inspire me everyday to be 
the best that I can be and to move forward in life no 

matter what challenges I may face. After the loss of my father in the year 2016 I was 
inspired to begin college and pursue my goals. My father was diagnosed with CHF 
(Congestive Heart Failure) and encouraged my siblings and I that we were capable 
of accomplishing our goals. He came to the states as an immigrant and accomplished 
so much with so little education. I was moved by his perseverance and realized I can 
accomplish even more if I step out of my comfort zone and challenge myself by getting 
an education. One of the greatest successes I have had has been completing classes 
that are gearing me towards my career choice. 

The community college CalWORKs program has helped me in believing in myself. Being 
a single mother of three has been a challenge and attending college to pursue my goal 
is a greater challenge. With CalWORKs’ help I have been able to pass classes and create 
other goals that I have now set out to accomplish. I feel courageous and confident now 
about facing challenges. My plans on becoming economically self sufficient is by setting 
a career plan and accomplishing every goal in a certain period of time. With the help 
of the college CalWORKs program I have already begun accomplishing a few goals and 
have even expanded my career plan. Being the second woman to attend college in 
my family has opened my eyes to value the opportunity I have in getting an education 
where I can be an encouragement to my kids and other people in the community.
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MARIA GUDINO
Sociology

Antelope Valley  
College

At the age of 35 I decided that I needed to make a 
drastic change in my life. It was to leave my abusive 
marriage of 14 years. Financially I was not ready but 
that would not stop me.The abuse that I endured from 
him was verbal and emotional. He was very controlling. 
He pushed me away from my family and friends. I had 
nobody and felt very lonely. That kind of abuse can 
leave a bigger scar on you than a physical one. It was 
not only affecting me but it was now affecting my kids. My kids had started to isolate 
themselves from everyone. My family was finally fed up with it and stepped up and 
gave me all of their support. It was finally time for me to take control of my life. Most 
importantly I had to be a good role model for my kids. It was one of the hardest things 
to do. But it was the best choice for myself and my three kids.

After one year of working in a dead end job and struggling, I decided to go to school. I 
graduated from high school in 2000 and never attended college. When I told my family 
they automatically supported me in my new journey. My mom said she would help me 
with my kids and I also received support from my sister, nephew, niece, family and my 
friends. They have all been rooting for me all along the way. I never thought that I would 
be able to do it. I doubted myself many times and thought about giving up. Luckily I had 
CalWORKs to help me. I never knew how much help was out there to help me succeed 
in my new journey. CalWORKs gave me all the information I needed to be a successful 
student. Mr. Wiley, the CalWORKs director, is a great mentor. If I ever need help or 
even advice he always makes time for me. He also helped me get a job through work 
study. The ClalWORKs department has given me the strength and knowledge to move 
on. I am lucky to be a part of CalWORKs. When you start something new without the 
proper guidance you might get lost in the process. I plan to transfer to CSUN and major 
in Sociology. Going to college and getting the help through CalWORKs has kept me 
motivated.I still have a long way to go but I will not let anything stop me. My kids are 
very proud of me and see me as a role model now. I have shown them that it is never too 
late to go back to school. Now my kids also say that they want to go to college. I can’t 
wait until I graduate and see my kids’ faces. My success will be thanks to the strength 
and support that I have received from my kids, mom, sister, and the rest of my family. My 
degree will be dedicated to them. 
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MARKESHA  
BRIDER
Child Development
Antelope Valley  
College
I have been through many challenges. When I first 
started school at Antelope Valley College, I was 
struggling to pay bills because I decided to end a 
relationship due to domestic violence. So I had to 
leave everything and start over. I had to work and I 

didn’t have a car so I was taking the train to San  Fernando, Monday through Friday. I 
was hardley ever home, and barely in my daughter’s life. My daughter was only 2 years 
old at the time but I was missing  precious moments in her life. I eventually drop out of 
school and ended up on academic probation. So after all my options failed, I decided 
to get a roommate that eventually failed too. So I decided to reach out to my mom who 
said I could live with her. Living with her for only 8 months, I finally received low income 
housing so I could move out and become self-sufficient. I haven’t been able to find a 
job in Lancaster, but I knew I didn’t want to work down the hill (Los Angeles). I started 
baby sitting for extra money, but when you are watching your own nieces and nephews, 
you do not receive money. I enjoy babysitting anyways . I know I love kids, so I decided 
to go back to school for Child Development. I know I want to own my own Day care one 
day. I recently returned to school in summer of 2018. I was a little embarrassed because 
of my grades, but I knew I could do better. Ms. Cheryl in the CalWORKs office has 
helped me get a job on campus, while pursing my education.  Mr. Wiley its always here 
to answer questions and he has provided me with the tools I need to be successful. 
With the CalWORKs team behind you, how can you fail?
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ANNMARIE 
RIZZA

LAS: Social &  
Behavior Science

Antelope Valley  
College

I’m Annmarie and my journey started when I found out 
I was expecting a child. Growing up, I didn’t have a 
healthy foundation to look up to. All I could count on 
each day was that I could go to school and feel safe. 
When I found out I was pregnant, I was so excited to give the baby everything I never had. 
After finding out the baby was a girl, the relationship I was in took a life changing turn.
 
My mother left my father because of his violence and feared I was falling into a generational 
curse. I was subjected to domestic violence during my pregnancy. My jaw was crushed. 
I suffered weeks with a broken jaw because I was a liability. During this time, I struggled 
to stay strong. The thought of being a mother was a bitter sweet challenge I was ready 
for. During my search for a doctor who would take me, I quit my job and moved my life 
to a little house next to my mother. I had surgery after nearly two weeks of waiting. My 
jaw was wired shut and I could only consume liquid, I had to crush prenatal pills to ensure 
my baby got the nutrients she needed. Four weeks before I gave birth, my jaw was 
unwired. My daughter was 5.9 oz- Heartbreakingly tiny! Forced to stay in survival mode, 
I promised that I would do all I could to provide safety for children. 

I enrolled at Antelope Valley College for my first semester, in spring of 2013. I found that 
it was very difficult being that my daughter was two weeks and I didn’t have much help. 
I finished my semester and didn’t go back. Money was tight and I didn’t have child care.  
Within this time I started a new relationship, it was healthy and full of life. I was being 
motivated to strive to be the best I could be. I enrolled back into AVC, spring of 2016 and 
I found resources I didn’t know about my first semester. CalWORKs gave me the ability 
to stay focused by putting money and childcare problems aside, there was no longer a 
reason to be stagnant. Two years later, my current GPA is 3.00. I’m getting my degree of 
Liberal Arts and Science; Social and Behavioral Science, with a side major in Psychology. 
I want study behaviors of adults and children, I believe they are both vital to my career. 
Being a student worker in the counseling department is preparing me for my career. I 
strive to guide and be a light in dark times. We all have our battles that we fight each 
day, that’s why you have to shine. If you’re a single mother, you’re worth it. If you were 
abused, you’re worth it! Don’t let people take that shine away; misery loves company. 
Don’t ever limit yourself because of your past. You’re worth it!
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CHRISTINA  
RACHFORD
Psychology
Antelope Valley  
College
Early on in life, society labels you based on where you 
were born, your gender, the color of your skin and 
how much money you make. Sometimes people feel 
they do not have the same opportunities as everyone 
else. Sometimes the obstacles we face bury us so far 

down we almost cannot see the light at the end of any tunnel. Some of us are born with 
open doors in front of us and others knock and knock on the doors till our knuckles 
bleed and we never see the other side. No one is exempt from life’s adversities, or the 
pain of failure and bad choices. 

There are times some of our choices will point our lives in a direction we never in our 
wildest dreams could imagine. I have taken quite a few unexpected turns in my own life. 
Growing up with an alcoholic father and a mother who chose drugs over her children, 
set the tone early in my life and left me feeling hopeless and lacking potential. I became 
a high school dropout. I was in and out of jails, prison, rehabs and other institutions. 
College and a career never seemed possible. I had a son in the midst of this downward 
spiral and tried my best to keep my head above water but didn’t have much support 
or options around me. I felt my only option was to let my son live with his father. Not a 
day went by I did not cry myself to sleep, because when I looked in the mirror all I saw 
was failure. I wanted to be better for my son but more importantly for myself. I was 
having trouble finding a job due to my criminal record so I went to the welfare office to 
see what my options were. At that point, I was living back with my son and extended 
family so I qualified for a program called gain that required 20 hours of work or school 
approved activities. Next thing I know I am signing up for college, unsure of what I 
wanted to do my journey began with CalWORKs. That is where I met Mr. Wiley and 
Cheryl Gonzalez. Two people who have given me so much support and encouragement 
to move forward with my life. Every time I thought, something was not possible they 
were there to tell me it was. Gain and CalWORKs have opened so many doors for me 
that I never dreamed about. I am currently a psychology major working towards being 
a drug and alcohol counselor. I have a part time job in the counseling department doing 
clerical work, and I am now married to the father of my two children. All of this I owe 
to the CalWORKs program. I am making something of myself and now when I look in 
the mirror I see a bright future, I see a woman with a past that never has to look back 
because I have too much to look forward to.
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STEPHANIE 
CRUZ

Sociology
Antelope Valley  

College
Throughout the course of my life, I have faced many 
obstacles that have caused me immense pain. However, 
in 2016, I experienced a tremendous downfall that was 
the biggest wakeup call of my life. I was a mother to a 
young child, and was in an abusive relationship. I never 
would have imagined being one of those women who 
was in that type of relationship, but it happened to me. I was in love with someone 
who was not monogamous, did not respect me, and was physically and verbally abusive 
towards me. He made me believe that I was not worthy and that I was not smart enough 
to be anything. One of the most painful memories I have was when I was holding my 
baby girl in my arms when he struck me in the face several times; he busted my lip open 
and blood was scattered on my daughter. I was too scared of what would happen to me 
if I reported this to the police, so I never did. This was one of the many incidents that I 
endured during my abusive relationship. One day, I realized that I had finally had enough 
and I found the strength to leave this horrible relationship. Soon after, I lost my job and 
was now living back at home with my parents and my daughter. I was feeling so lost and 
helpless, it was by far the lowest point of my life. I came to a conclusion that it was time 
for a drastic change in my life.  

I heard about this program called CalWORKs through one of my good friends who is also a 
single mother and is a part of this program. I decided to come back to school for a better 
future for me and my daughter. I am currently working on my Associates of Arts in Sociology 
and plan to transfer to a University to earn my bachelors and my masters. CalWORKs has 
been a tremendous help for me to obtain my goals. They helped me financially with my 
school books, transportation, child care, and amazing counselors that gave me proper 
guidance in order to fulfill my educational goals. I felt as if I had a second chance at life. I 
am extremely thankful for the CalWORKs director Tim Wiley for always going above and 
beyond for myself and the rest of the CalWORKs students to make sure that we get what 
we need and push us to be successful. I am now in a much better place in my life now, I am 
proud to say that I am a survivor! I look forward to earning my degree to do social work to 
help others in need, especially women and children suffering from abuse. I am certain that 
once I meet educational goals, I will set a good example for my daughter to be successful 
in school and she will realize that I did it especially for our future. Thank you CalWORKs!
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AMARI VONNER
English
Antelope Valley  
College
There are times in life when trials and disappointments 
seem to consume you. Fighting through seems 
hopeless but it is within these troubles we discover 
who we are and what our purpose is. After 
graduating high school, I had perfectly and precisely 
planned to go to Southern Utah University. When I 
was accepted to this university my dream was finally 

in reach, but as we all know sometimes life happens. My Grandfather was diagnosed 
with cancer and to give him a fighting chance I donated everything I had for college 
for his treatments. With that, going away to college faded.  It was no longer an option 
for me financially, and shortly after my Grandfather, the man I admired most, lost his 
battle with cancer. I sunk into a deep hole and I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to pull 
out, but to please my parents I started going to a community college in Riverside, 
CA. However, due to lack of motivation and self worth, I dropped out every single 
time. After three years of doing nothing but disappointing myself and those I love, 
my husband and I, had our son. He instantly became my motivation, my light. Because 
of him I decided to go back to college, trying one more time, but it didn’t end there. 
I knew that if I were to flourish I would need a support system, and I found the 
CalWORKs program at Antelope Valley College. 

The CalWORKs program has been an immense help for me, because of them I always 
have counseling available and I am never left clueless. I have been given a new chance 
to prosper and find a path that helps not only myself and my family, but all those I 
encounter. There may have been a time when I was ready to give up on myself, but 
now I can be confident that because of the CalWORKs program there is a whole team 
of people rooting for my success.
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JAQUELINE 
REYES

Medical Assistant/LVN
Antelope Valley  

College
My life growing up was a challenge. My mom raised me 
on her own trying to do her best, however, I had a step 
dad that destroyed my childhood. I told my mom about 
it at the age of nine what I had been living through from 
the age of five and took action immediately to keep 
me safe. I struggled with different emotions because of 
what I had experienced that led me down the wrong path. I found comfort around the 
wrong environment and people. I thought that on the outside I had to put a front to keep 
myself safe from people so I had to be merciless. At the age of thirteen I was giving my 
mom a really hard time and decided that I wanted to no longer live with her and that I 
would be best living with my maternal aunt. 
The moment that I moved  with my aunt to the San Fernando Valley I knew that I would live 
a reckless life. I wanted to stand out and most importantly I wanted to be respected. I met 
my baby’s dad who guided me through the gangs and all the things that came along with 
surviving in the streets. I was stuck in an abusive relationship with him and I soon turned to 
dugs and alcohol to find an escape from him. I was one of those persons who got hooked 
and used on a daily basis to forget about my pain. Soon I was forced to leave our daughter 
in the care of his mom due to the violence. Until this day, I feel that if I wouldn’t have left 
him he would have killed me. 

Throughout all these past years until April 13, 2015 I have struggled with my addictions 
on and off. I have been homeless, in prison, and in rehabs because of my addiction. I have 
had my children in the Department of Family and Children services due to my immaturity 
and addiction. But in April of 2015 I hit rock bottom and I decided I couldn’t live my life 
that way. My kids deserved better. It took the Narcotics Anonymous program and God 
to guide me on a path to stay clean. I have accomplished  staying clean and sober along 
with my husband James. We made drastic changes to completely change our lifestyles, 
environment, and people that we associated with. I take my sobriety very seriously and 
I am grateful for everyday to come home to my family. I am grateful for having another 
opportunity to make things right and set a better example for my children. School has been 
a bit of a challenge due to not finishing grade school, however I won’t give up.  I get to 
attend Antelope Valley College and pursue my nursing career. I thank all the people that 
believe and support me through my challenges I may face due to my past. I have a strong 
support system I can count on.

131

2019

REG
IO

N
 6



HAIAM 
IBRAHIM
Child 
Development
Antelope Valley  
College

LINDA NOONER
Theatre Arts

Antelope Valley  
College

I was destroyed emotionally by my husband, the one who always put me down even 
though I was in the house helping with the children and working as a teacher’s aid He 
took all the money I made from my job.  In addition, he insulted me and hit me most of 
the time. One day I decided to change my life. I met a lady in the store and she told me 
did you finish your career yet, and I did not know how to answer her and at that point I 
decided to go to college to start a new stage of my life. I took all the responsibility on 
my shoulders to reach this stage. I was determined to be a better citizen for me and for 
my children. In the beginning it was too hard for me to divide my time with my children 
between work, home and school. With all the support I get from the CalWORKs from 
Mr. Wiley, Cheryl Gonzales, and Carol Golightly, I found it to be a second home for me, 
because all of the help they have provided me with. I feel that they all have helped me 
emotionally and academically, I feel with their help I am strong enough to reach my goal. 

The biggest challenge I had to face was the death of 
my 1st son. He was killed at a young age. I lost my 
mind, my job and was ready to give up on life.But I 
woke up to overcome my pain and checked in school 
to get my degree. CalWORKs has been a big help. 
They got me though a hard time, helping me pay for 
books and put food on the table so I didn’t have to 
stress and let me know that I can get though anything. I am a student Leader and my job 
is to help students just like me over come everything in their way. tTis program has help 
me so much. My son and I are a team and i just want to thank CalWORKs for everything. 
I’m about to leave AVC with a 4.0 and get in to my dream college.
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RICHARD 
MONTEON

Radiology
Antelope Valley  

College
Once I finished high school, my father got me into his 
profession, which was plumbing. I never really had the 
chance to pick what I wanted to do. As I was working 
in plumbing, I was never happy. It was just a job! Then 
I got married and had two wonderful children but went 
through very hard times. My first child was born 3 
months premature so he was in the hospital for a little over three months. I took work off to 
be with him and it was very hard for my wife and me. His doctor told us many times that he 
was not going to make it. However, he was very strong and made it through. Then we had 
a second child, which was unfortunately born early too, but thankfully, it was not as early 
as our first but it was still very hard. We had bought a house before this. I was not working 
so it made paying the bills very hard. However, what made it harder was when I went back 
to work. I had to travel very far and was never home. Then work got slow and I was out of 
work and could not afford to pay my bills. Therefore, we had to sell the house and move in 
with my parents. That is when I decided to go to college and better educate myself for my 
family. With education, I can get a great job and better support my family. It is very hard 
right now living with my parents with my wife and two kids. However, we know it is going 
to be worth it when I finish school. We will be set to live our lives happy and do not have 
to worry anymore if work will slow down or if the next job is so far away from home that I 
never see my family.
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MELISSA 
KENNEDY 
(DEMAREST)
Registered Nurse
Antelope Valley  
College
What challenges have I overcome? That is a loaded 
question for me. I grew up with a schizophrenic father 
that told my brother and myself that we would never 
amount to anything more than flipping burgers at a 

fast food restaurant. With that constantly in my mind, I was always content with a simple 
job and never had an interest to push myself to further my schooling beyond my GED.

Life took many turns and I eventually became a wife and mother. After 12 years we 
switched roles, he stayed at home with the kids and I returned to work.

It was at this point that I was asked if I would like to work in a private in-home nursing 
facility. I will never forget my first day, I was told I would be observing. When I arrived I 
was greeted with the words “‘If you are going to be here and see if this is a good fit, you 
are going to put on gloves and help.’” 

My defining moment was when I spoke with one particular patient. I looked into her eyes 
and we connected. I saw her confusion, her helplessness, her need for love, her need to 
be cared for, but most of all I felt her fear. In that moment I knew I needed to and could 
do more. I went home and quickly made arrangements to attend St. Joseph’s School of 
Nursing for the Certified Nursing Assistant course. 

After I graduated I secured a job with Palmdale Regional Medical Center working on 
the Telemetry Unit. I loved my job and the crazy hectic business of the hospital. I was 
truly in my element. I worked with so many great nurses that would teach me about the 
medical conditions of each patient and worked with me to make sure the patients’ needs 
were met. After the first two years I was not satisfied with being a CNA. I talked to my 
husband about pursuing school to become an RN. He was opposed and even though I 
returned to school at AV College I was met with constant ridicule about wasting my time 
and our money. I ended up dropping classes and throwing myself into my work as a CNA, 
I worked 12 hour shifts 5 and 6 nights a week. This was not enough to keep our family 
afloat on my wages, and I was constantly told that I was ignoring our children. I talked to 
him about returning to school but he was completely against that. 

After much thought I made a dramatic decision and separated from my husband a 
pursued a divorce.

Since then I have started attending school again with my goals ahead of me.
I love my children more than life itself and if they take anything away from my struggle. 
I want them to know that they can persevere and they are worth the effort that I am 
putting into making our lives better and stronger.134
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AMBAR VARGAS
Business 

Administration
Antelope Valley  

College
As a college student, I am very grateful for the 
opportunity to know that it didn’t matter what my age 
was, and I could attend college. However, as a single 
mother, many things came to mind. How am I going to 
do this? I enrolled in the fall semester of 2014. Perhaps 
not realizing what I would be looking forward to I was 
very excited at the same time. I feared that college wasn’t for me or I may not understand 
what I was pursuing in my education. Therefore, I enrolled in business management 
looking forward to what the future would hold. After my second semester at Antelope 
Valley College, I learned that there’s an organization that can help people who are receiving 
government help and helps students at the college with a sense of direction. Once I’ve 
learned about it, they provided a clear pathway towards my degree.  Shortly after my first 
semester, I had lost my job, books, supplies, and other fees became hard for me to pay. 

CalWORKs provided a way where I wouldn’t have to stress how I would come up with 
money for the supplies. Shortly after my first semester, I had lost my job, supplies were very 
expensive, and CalWORKs provided a way where I wouldn’t have to stress on how I would 
come up with the supplies. CalWORKs helped a provided a way in times that I need it the 
most. However, attending college has opened my mind to see above my limitations by 
helping me understand furthermore. Also, providing resources like child care, and knowing 
that I can’t make excuses for not attending. My goal is to one day own a flower shop in 
the near future. However, I am lost when it comes to the ethics and running a business. A 
counselor helped me and suggested that I go towards business Administration for reasons 
that would help me understand the financial part of it. Also, providing access to tutors, 
counselors which has giving me a clear path to obtain the necessary things, and resources 
to succeed ahead. Therefore, It has challenged me to push myself to continue through, 
even though I am only doing a few classes here and there. Once things fell into place, I’ve 
learned that there are people who will go out of their way to see you succeed. Therefore, I 
am beyond grateful for knowing that at a point of my life, where I was lost an organization 
like CalWORKs have compassion, to help students like me succeed ahead.
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ROSEMARIE 
DEL RIO
Liberal Studies
Antelope Valley  
College

MEGAN RIVERA
Liberal Arts:  

Allied Health
Taft College

I once was a home owner, had a good paying job, but 
one day after unforeseen circumstances it was all gone. 
I lost my home and job and needed the assistance from 
CalWORKs. I began attending AVC after being out of 
school for over 20 years I knew it wasn’t going to be 

easy, but with the help and encouragement from the AVC CalWORKs Program I am doing 
it. The AVC CalWORKs Program does so much for their student Cheryl Sumner helped 
me get a student worker position which helps me and my family not only financially but 
current work experience which I did not have. I know when I finish at AVC I will be self-
sufficient and have a great career for me and my family. I could not have got this far 
without the AVC CalWORKs Program they go above and beyond for the students.

The biggest challenge I have had to overcome in order 
to be able to pursue my dreams of becoming a dental 
hygienist, is not having day care  for my new born baby, 
money for books, school supplies and a laptop for the 
first semester of school.The first semester was very 
trying but thanks to Taft College and CalWORKs, I now 
have daycare and school supplies along with any thing 
else that is needed to complete school successfully. My 
plan to become economically self sufficient is to continue to go to school to pursue my 
dream job along with working while attending school until I graduate the Dental Hygiene 
program. I have been involved with community service around the Bakersfield area 
involving children and the homeless shelter.The community college CalWORKs program 
helps anyone get through any obstacles that may get in the way of being able to put 
school as first priority. With out this program, completing school would be very difficult 
for anyone with similar circumstances.
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BRIDGET EAST
Registered Nursing

Antelope Valley  
College

I have had to overcome many challenges while 
pursuing my degree, such as, raising my son on my 
own, enrolling in classes and making time to ensure 
I pass my  classes, building my own support system 
that includes my girlfriend, my grandmother, my 
auntie and a few close friends I have met here at 
AVC. I have had many successes at AVC. I have been 
finishing prerequisites for the nursing program fairly 
quickly, while maintaining a 4.0 GPA and managing a heart condition as well as multiple 
procedures while enrolled at AVC. 

The CalWORKs program has benefited me in so many ways. I spend long days at school 
and can not always afford food while I am at school, and they provide me with food 
vouchers, gas cards and help me fill out paperwork. They have also offered to help me 
find a job in the work study program. I love coming into the CalWORKs office and seeing 
all the friendly faces of the staff. They are always considerate and take time to catch 
up with students to check how they are doing in school and at home. It is like having a 
second family. My plan for becoming self sufficient is to complete the Registered Nursing 
program and gain employment at a hospital to support my family. I am considering 
taking my education even further after becoming a Registered Nurse. I am not in many 
extracurricular activities, but I volunteer to baby sit and nanny for family members when 
ever I get the chance. I have applied to the honors program and hope to take some 
honors classes to keep my enrollment in the program current. CalWORKs has given me 
the opportunity to build a life for my son and I that may not have been possible otherwise. 
It has taught me the importance of education not only for me, but also for my son. It has 
also taught me that the best way to teach my son the importance of school, education, 
and a career is to lead by example, and I am very thankful for my opportunity to be a part 
of the CalWORKs program at AVC.
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EBONY OWENS
Administration  
of Justice 
Antelope Valley  
College
I will tell you how my daughter Emerald and CalWORKs 
have pushed me to want better and do better. Let me 
start by telling you how in just a year I have come a long 
way. My daughter is one, I found out I was pregnant at 
two months and two months later her dad went to jail. 

For a full nine months, I was on my own depending on his family for everything. I dropped 
out of college because I was having horrible swelling in my feet. My parents kicked me 
out of the house so you can imagine the stress and depression I was. Then a week before 
my daughter was born her dad got out of jail and started cheating and treating me bad. 
Once I had her, she changed me. 

She made me want better but I did not fully do better because no one would give me 
that chance. It was summer 2018 and I decided to come back to school. The GAIN office 
told me I did not have to because my daughter was so young but in that moment I told 
myself you have to make it for her. So I got up and went to summer classes I took COMM 
101. I never knew that this summer class and CalWORKs would change me dramatically. I 
never knew it was a CalWORKs office at AVC. One day my friend was telling me how Mr. 
Wiley was such a wonderful person and how he helps his students. I thought to myself 
“she is overly praising him he isn’t God” but let me tell you she was right he made sure I 
had my books he helped me get a Job. Cheryl always called me back and emailed me. I 
never had a job. I never felt like I could make it until I had people there to help me. Until 
I walked into the CalWORKs office. They greet you with a smile and never make you feel 
judge or unworthy. They have been here for me in just one year of meeting them. Helping 
me with opportunities to take care of my daughter and push myself each day. Mr. Wiley 
told me one day do you love ice cream and I was like, yes I do. He said well your career is 
like ice cream when you want ice cream you go get it so think of your path like ice cream. 
You want it you go get it. You do not settle for the kind you don’t like so don’t settle 
for just any school or any job go for the one you want. That has stood with me because 
it gave me hope when I really needed it. He showed me he cared to take the time out 
and just talk to me about my future about my goals. I love CalWORKs they are my family 
outside of family.
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PAMELA 
BOREN 

BAPTISTE
Business 

Administration
Antelope Valley  

College
I am becoming who I am meant to be. Returning to 
school after almost fifteen years was not only jarring, 
but quite intimidating. I had just suffered a horrible divorce in which I lost my home, car, 
and financial stability along with my self-esteem. I was living in a one bedroom apartment 
with my four children wondering how we were going to survive. When your little ones are 
looking to you for all of their needs and you don’t have the means to provide it, all that is 
left is a deep sense of failure.

Thank goodness for the CalWORKs Program. Having, not only financial support in helping 
me and my children find our footing again, but also encouraging and rewarding me 
for reaching my educational goals, I am now seeing my own potential and worth. The 
CalWORKs Program has assisted with textbooks, supplies, and employment as a student 
worker on campus. This has been a life altering support system for me and my family. 

The emotional support has also been over and beyond. At times, I have felt so overwhelmed 
taking on a full load of classes while working and managing children. There was a point I 
walked into the office in tears of frustration and my CalWORKs counselor, Coleen, sat there 
and just listened, and by the time I left her office my chin couldn’t have been any higher. 
Between the educational advice of Mr. Wiley and the long chats with Cheryl, I have never 
felt so worthy of something better.

When I started as a student here at Antelope Valley College in 2015, I was unsure what 
I was going to study and had no self-worth to muster up, and here I stand at the end of 
2018 with a 3.91 GPA, in the honors program, involved in the Honors Society while raising 
educationally driven children. The director of CalWORKs, here on campus, has made me 
feel like I am someone again, that I should not feel ashamed of reaching out for help, and 
that I will once again be self sufficient and in a position to help others.  

Under the guidance of Mr. Wiley, I have just submitted my FALL 2019 application to USC to 
obtain my Bachelors Degree in Business Administration with a focus in Consumer Behavior. 
My hope is to work in the field of consumer research while creating a broad network during 
my time as a student at USC. My backup plan is to continue my education at Cal State 
Northridge while providing marketing services for small businesses remotely. Either way, I 
am on the path to financial independence and self-worth thanks to CalWORKs.
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SUSANA 
REBIMBAS
Vocational Nursing 
Antelope Valley  
College
I am 28 years old. I had it rough for the last couple years 
with many obstacles in my path. I moved out here from 
New York for different opportunities with my family. I 
have three little boys that rely on me for everything. So 
why not set a good example for them for their future. I 

had decided to better myself by going to college and showing them, I can do it, too. It is 
very important to set a goal and take the opportunity when there is help in front of you. 
Accepting help shouldn’t be shameful you may never know what the outcome may be.  

The challenges that I had to overcome to pursue my degree or certificate is time 
management. Between three kids that need and want everything, how was I going to 
manage it around my school, studying, and work. So, I decided on a plan that can possibly 
work where I just do my homework and study when they are asleep at night. There are 
other challenges like writing my essays and learning new material I never learned before. 
I set a goal to where I show my kids that school is important and by showing them my son 
doesn’t give up when it is hard for him to complete his school work or homework (being 
in first grade must be tough).   

The success that I had in progress is organizing my classes and which ones are important 
that I can get out the way first. The best way to succeed at your degree is to do your basic 
classes first and then focus on your career path next. The community of the CalWORKs 
Program had helped me with many resources like book requests which are really helpful 
and with school supplies. The most important are the counselors, without them and their 
advice I wouldn’t know which classes I should take in order to get my degree in Vocational 
Nursing. With their help I got to accomplish a lot in a year of schooling. 

My plans for becoming economically self-sufficient is graduating school, getting a job 
in the field of Vocational Nursing, and returning back to school to get my Bachelor’s 
in Nursing. The reason why is because I want to make sure my future and children’s 
future are financially set. I have completed the Los Angeles County Office of Education: 
Career Planning & Preparation in 2016 which was very useful in my career path and what 
I wanted to accomplish. The CalWORKs Program at the college helped me focus a lot on 
how important it is to continue your education. How important it is to make sure you set 
a good example for your children and your family. In life nothing is ever easily handed to 
you, sometimes it takes that first step to accomplish what you came here for. CalWORKs 
gave me hope that I can complete my education and make a better future for my family.  
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AYSHEA JONES
Nursing 

Antelope Valley  
College

The day I found out I was pregnant was the day my 
whole life changed I got sober and became free of a 
powerful drug that enslaved me for far too long. On 
May16th, 2015 at 8:05 in the morning I gave birth to 
a little girl, my saving grace. I can recall looking down 
at her as I laid in the hospital bed thinking from this 
moment on everything I do will be to stay sober for 
her, live a peaceful life, and strive everyday to be the 
best mother and role model for her. It was a disheartening feeling holding my little bundle 
of joy knowing I had no career and no higher learning, yet a few months after having her 
I decided to go to school and pursue a career in nursing it was always something I’ve 
wanted to do ever since I was 9 years old. 

The CalWORKs office has definitely helped me by putting together a thorough educational 
plan that has been guiding me through my journey of success. Along with having some 
of the best counselors a student can ask for has definitely made things much easier on 
choosing what classes to take for the next semesters to come and up until the time I 
apply to the Antelope Valley College nursing program, and even advising me to the right 
path to take towards achieving my Bachelor’s Degree in Nursing. Words can’t express 
how truly grateful I am for having the CalWORKs Program and everyone in the office 
for being by my side through this journey towards achieving a degree and becoming 
economically self-sufficient in a world I never truly felt I stood a chance in until now. I tell 
myself everyday success is the only option for me because going back to the life I used 
to live just isn’t part of the plan.
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BETSY 
SANTA CRUZ
Psychology 
Allan Hancock  
College
I had given birth to a beautiful baby girl named Audrey 
on July 19th 2013. Two months after, I lost the father 
to our baby girl. He passed away September 10th, 
2013, two months after our daughter was born. It 
was definitely difficult. I was out of work and felt like 
I needed to do something so I could provide a better 

future for my daughter. I decided to go back to school in 2015. I found out about EOPS 
and was so happy to hear that there was a program that helped single parents who are low 
income! I was extremely happy. Throughout my years at Hancock, I did struggle because 
my daughter would constantly get sick. I would have to miss classes and my babysitter that 
I had wasn’t reliable. I didn’t have anyone to help. I decided to take online classes since 
they were for easier for me. December 7, 2017, was the worse day of my life. I noticed that 
Audrey would wake up swollen, she’d vomit when she would eat and she would tell me 
that her legs would hurt. I decided to make an appointment to see her pediatrician to see 
if anything was wrong. When we got to her pediatricians office he took one look at her and 
knew that something was definitely wrong. He told me I needed to go to Marian hospital 
pronto because she has a serious illness. When my daughter and I  got to the hospital 
the doctors and nurses started to get blood work done on her. They failed so many times 
since Audrey was extremely swollen. Water would come out instead of blood. After several 
attempts they finally we’re able to get blood out and went to run some tests. They came 
back and said that we needed to be taken by ambulance to Fresno valley children’s hospital. 
I started to get scared because I knew it was serious. When we got there everything was 
going so fast. It honestly felt like I was in a movie where all the nurses were rushing toward 
me.I saw my daughter being rushed into a room while the doctor was talking to me, telling 
me that Audrey is diagnosed with kidney disease. My daughter was hooked to an IV and 
monitor for two weeks. She was put on steroids. I still take Audrey to Bi-monthly visits 
to a kidney specialist. Audrey has relapsed three times this year and unfortunately her 
doctor says if she relapses one more time they will do a kidney biopsy to see if Audrey will 
need a kindey transplant or dialysis. I try to put on a brave face for her and show her she 
can do anything! I’ll be graduating next year and will be getting my Bachelors Degree At 
Brandman University while taking more Hancock classes and will continue to be student 
worker at EOPS. Without EOPS. I wouldn’t have been able to finish school. 
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LESLIE 
SALAZAR 
ABREGO

Business  
Administration 
Allan Hancock  

College
2006 was the year that changed me. I became a mother 
to my first born, Mark. Later I would become a mom 
to four children in total. Having my kids encouraged me to overcome the statistics and 
stereotypes of single moms. I feel I have exceeded that expectation. My life came to a 
halt on the date of August 09, 2016. My fiancé passed away from a drinking and driving 
accident. He was the drunk driver, which took the lives of two other friends. Danielle was 
one of the passengers and her life was taken that day. She was barely starting college 
that summer. She was in the Sparks Program at SBCC, which is also part of the CalWORKs 
program in Santa Barbara. I had seen three lives be taken from us and I was not going 
to let their deaths be in vain. It has now been 12 years of trying to complete school. For 
the first time, I have finally found this overwhelming persistence to not let anything get 
in my way and I have jumped through every hoop to finish each semester. It has not been 
easy at all,  the process  of starting school and learning my strengths  and being able to 
see if I do better in online classes or “”in person”” classes. As I learned the hard way I do 
much better  in person. I love the Lompoc campus. It has given me the focus to do what 
I need. Some of the struggles have been that there is no cafeteria which makes studying 
a little hard when you need fuel.  

Within CalWORKs there is a statute of limitations that only allows me a certain amount 
of time to become self-sufficient and my main priority is to end my clock with a degree. I 
want to have set an example of what these resources are meant for and show my children 
there is more to life. School is my ultimate achievement and means I have set my mind to 
completing something I never thought I could finish. Currently, I have been managing full 
time school and part time work and also taking my kids to their sports games that they 
play, having one child in AVID classes at Vandenberg middle school and two toddlers that 
i am  battling to gain custody of my third son and that has not been easy even having 
all these accomplishments. I never imagined my life to be falling into place. I chose the 
degree in business, that way I can ultimately own my own business and give back to my 
community. I have not been one to see the light at the end of the tunnel and for once I 
see I am not alone. I have made friends on campus and it is my own little community. I 
love how when we use our resources to the best of our ability we can create a bigger and 
more secure foundation.
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HELEN JIMENEZ
Political Science 
Moorpark College
When I look back on my life, I began to analyze all the 
people that have helped me through my struggles. 
It made me realize how humble and grateful I am for 
the community and the group of people that have a 
passion for helping others. My challenges that I had 
to overcome was raising my two-year old son while 
being a full-time student at Moorpark College. I was 
encouraged by my GAIN worker, to apply to the college 
CalWORKs program, and there I received positive 

opportunities to apply for CalWORKs, CARE, and surprisingly the EOPS program. The 
challenges I encountered and overcame changed me in a way where I am more driven, 
focused, to pursue my educational career goals, in Political Science. Because I am a first 
year student, my grade goals passing with all A’s and B’s. The CalWORKs community 
college program for me is to pursue my passion in helping my community in both the 
public and the government sector. I strongly believe that the staff and counselors inspired 
me to thrive and do well in all my courses. 

CalWORKs and CARE have helped me to establish a personal connection with everyone, 
especially when I come to the office. I can do my homework, talk to counselors, and 
always feel welcomed and safe. The program provides me with tools and resources 
such as tutoring, laptop program, book and meal vouchers, and grants; these resources 
provide me with incentives and opportunities to excel in my career educational goals. 
I plan to transfer to transfer to a UC system or Cal State depending on where I stand 
in my GPA. My plans are to do an internship within my field of study and apply to a 
work-study program on campus and volunteer in various campus activities related to my 
major studies. I want the connection with my community and thus this will help me to 
become more self-sufficient. I am involved volunteering at Claris Health Support Center 
in Los Angeles. I assist single mothers with activities for their children. We do arts and 
crafts and we provide their supplies with what they need at the home. Because my 
son attends school at The Child Development Institute in Canoga Park., CA. due to his 
physical disability, I volunteer with his physical and occupational therapist to assist not 
only him but also other children in playing as learning. I decided to come back to college 
because my son and many other children like him need people like me. I have a passion 
for children, especially those who struggle with various levels of physical disability. I want 
to be an advocate for them. CalWORKs college program has helped me with my needs 
and that of my son by providing grants and supportive counseling and workshops. These 
have helped me financially, educationally, and emotionally.
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CAPRISHA 
CLARK 

Administration 
 of Justice

Antelope Valley 
College 

In my effort to further my education, I have been faced 
with many challenges as a single mother and adult 
learner. There was first the challenge of the unknown, 
pushing myself beyond the uncertainty and limited, 
and finding seemingly encrypted campus programs that provide resources. Beyond 
that, the struggle had been the challenge of the symptoms and triggers of PTSD in 
my effort to overcome ruminants of domestic violence, and the finalization of the 
dissolution of marriage process. During that time my grades suffered but I didn’t quit. 
I was determined not to allow a minor setback to derail me. Sine then, I have improved 
my grades drastically, have signed with the Office for Students with Disabilities and the 
Umoja program, which has made such an impact on my having that since of belonging 
and community on the AVC campus.

I do not see how I could have done any of this without CalWORKs. I have received 
assistance with child care, books and supplies, as well as programs and activities, and 
academic counseling, that have assisted me in creating a path to my academic success. 
The CalWORKs team has provided me with encouragement to move forward when I’ve 
gotten weary, as well as a job through the TSE program. Since my participation in the 
CalWORKs program, I have been able to overcome the personal and financial obstacles 
that had previously prevented me from moving forward with my education on all levels 
and I am truly grateful for the impact the program has had on my life.

My goals are to become gainfully employed, buy my boys a house and put them through 
school.  I think a degree can assist me in my endeavors. The CalWORKs department has 
provided orientations and events that have been assisting the participants with time 
and resource management and have assisted me in making school and my educational 
goals a priority, 
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YESENIA 
CAMACHO
Computer 
Information Systems 
Oxnard College
I am a single mother, with a beautiful daughter, 
currently working to complete my second Associates 
Degree at Oxnard College in Business. My first 
Associates Degree is in Administration. I plan to 
transfer to Cal Lutheran University to attend the 

Business for Professionals Program and to earn a Bachelor’s Degree in Computer 
Information Systems. Then I hope to transfer to Azusa Pacific University and earn a 
Master’s Degree in Educational Technology. My ultimate goal is to become a professor 
of Computer Programs. I grew up in a dysfunctional home surrounded by alcoholism 
and gang violence. I recall that at the age of nine the only aspiration I knew was to 
become a notorious gang member. By the age of 11, I was well on my way--running 
the streets, proving myself, and building my status as a gang member. At the age of 
16, I witnessed the murder of my boyfriend of 2 years. He was shot in front of me. 
The anger and grief I felt took me in a downward spiral of hatred, pain, and suffering. 
To numb all I was feeling I would drown my sorrows with drugs and quickly became 
addicted. Soon drugs were not enough so I began to look in all the wrong places for 
something to further numb the pain. It was not long before I found myself trapped 
in an abusive relationship. At 20 years old I was homeless, alone and pregnant. This 
was the lowest point of my life. I felt so worthless and completely insignificant. Worry 
flooded my every thought. How was I going to be able to care for and love another 
human being when I couldn’t even love and care for myself? This is when I hit rock 
bottom. In my hopelessness, I cried out to God and asked Him to help me, to give me 
the will to change my circumstances. Soon after, I began to go to church. A Christian 
family took me in to live with them. The love they gave “a stranger” began to soften 
my hard heart and give me hope for a better life and a future. As I continued to attend 
Church, I began to believe that I am worthy of a better life and that with faith and hard 
work I can accomplish great things. My pursuit for a better future for my daughter 
and me began. I went on to Oxnard College and earned an Associates’ Degree in 
Administration with honors. The CalWORKs and EOPS programs are a tremendous help 
in my educational success providing the physical necessities needed such as childcare, 
books, gas travel, and more. However, what I am most grateful for was the emotional 
support and encouragement that I received from my CalWORKs and EOPS counselors. 
My pursuit of education and a better life is not only for me. It is also because I desire 
to be a great role model for my daughter and for other women.
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SYDNEY 
 DOMINGUEZ

Elementary Education- 
Teacher Prep

Moorpark College 
Pursuing my degree and higher education has been a 
difficult process that was made possible, not only by 
my hard work, but by the support and information 
provided by the CalWORKs staff at Moorpark College. 
Thanks to both, I’m now a step closer to fulfilling my 
career goal of becoming a credentialed teacher in the 
state of California. When I began taking my education seriously, I met with a CalWORKs 
counselor and made a comprehensive educational plan which intimidated me solely 
based on the timeframe it showed; about 3 years to complete. Before enrolling, I had 
been homeless for about a year and half, gave birth and had a 5 month old infant, and 
was unemployed and struggling financially, but my counselor and the rest of the staff 
weren’t judgmental and were honest with me. They told me it would take work, but they 
were available if I had concerns or needed guidance along my path to completion. I got 
to work and enrolled full-time, sought tutoring in areas that needed improvement, and 
met regularly with CalWORKs staff to ask questions and get reassurance. 

It is now my second to last semester at the college and I’ve acquired a high GPA, 
submitted my application for transfer to a university, and will be leaving the college 
with two associates degrees after 2 years of being at Moorpark, all while being a single-
mother. I pushed myself and completed my coursework in a shorter span of time and I 
succeeded. The CalWORKs program’s workshops helped me get valuable information 
and being able to talk freely with their staff was an invaluable resource. They’ve made my 
success at education a priority and in turn reaffirmed me of the importance of obtaining 
my degree. Most importantly, they were understanding of the challenges I face as a 
single mother and took that into account when giving me advice on how to complete my 
classes successfully,  and also when I began seeking employment. In terms of becoming 
economically self-sufficient, I plan to put my associate degrees to good use. I hope that 
having it will bolster my confidence and help me obtain a position where I can begin 
interacting with children and enter the early-childhood education system. Throughout 
this journey and the process for transfer, as well as the journey of motherhood, I was 
lucky to have a great support system in the CalWORKs staff. They pushed my limits and 
amplified my ambitions to the point where I am now awaiting acceptance to a university. 
I’m forever grateful of the opportunity to have worked with them.
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FRANCES  
SOTELO
Nursing 
College of  
the Canyons
Many events in my life could have permanently altered 
my outlook on life. I married and had five children with 
a man who was not only emotionally abusive towards 
me, but was also unfaithful countless times. Then, two 
of my children passed away due to separate tragic 

incidents. My daughter, Bianca, was only 19 months old when she was struck by a car. 
My youngest child, Bryce, was born with both heart and liver disease, and succumbed 
to the flu when he was only two years old.

However, after I grieved for all the difficulties life had thrown my way, I dusted myself 
off and slowly tried to become whole again. Because my son Bryce was in the hospital 
for many months of his life, I became inspired to earn my nursing degree.  After seeing 
the nurses in action while my son was sick, I felt, as a nurse, I could help people in 
their time of need—as nurses had once done for me.  As I had failed out of community 
college nearly 18 years prior, in order to begin the early stages of applying for the 
nursing program, I had to restart my college education. In 2015, while raising four 
children, then ages 14, 9, 6 and 2 I went back to College of the Canyons and became 
a full-time student. 

I only have two semesters left until I can officially apply to the nursing school. I work 
at the College of the Canyons’ Sustainability Center, and I am the sole provider for my 
children, as my ex-husband refuses to pay spousal or child support. However, these 
hardships and financial struggles have not stopped me and my three children from 
thriving. My oldest son, now 17, is a senior in high school and has been offered a full 
scholarship to UCLA. My immediate family, including my mom, dad, and siblings, all rally 
behind me and help care for my children while I continue to pursue a higher education. 
I continue to stay positive and say to myself “even if you think you can’t, you can” I am 
able to find direction in my son’s passing and I am now working to enter a career that 
will help others. I am trying to set an example for my children by preserving through 
some of life’s most challenging situations, and in doing so I try to be positive and strong. 
I have to admit some days are harder than others to keep fighting, but even when I 
think I can’t, I do! I know I have been hit with some of life’s most difficult challenges, 
and with determination and fortitude, I will use these challenges to improve my life, the 
lives of my children, and ultimately, through my nursing career I will improve the lives 
of my patients and their families. 
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YESENIA 
 AMEZCUA

Nursing
Ventura College 

I am a single mom of two beautiful boys. 
One day I woke up thinking, “”How am I 
going to be there for them? What can I do 
to make them proud of me and show them that everything and anything you dream of is 
possible?””. I always wanted to be a nurse. I knew I had it in me to take care of others, 
but thought I was never coming back to school. I was so overwhelmed with my job and 
my kids that coming back to school was never my priority. When I finally decided to come 
back to school, the CalWORKs Program was really helpful, supportive, and sympathetic. 
It is an honor to be a part of the CalWORKs Community. The staff has been nothing but 
wonderful and understanding. 

Thanks to CalWORKs, I have been able to continue with my education. I obtained help 
with books, transportation, and even day care. My plan for becoming more sufficient is 
to continue on my journey to become a nurse and keep succeeding in school to maintain 
a 3.0 or higher. Before I came back to school, I felt lost, confused and also a bit frustrated 
with myself because I was working and just making ends meet. I felt so overwhelmed and 
useless. As soon as I began school it seemed that everything was much better. I was not 
so helpless and I knew what I wanted to do with my life. I began to do community service 
with my 12 year old son. He is an AVID student and has to do community service so I 
decided to join him. We have done beach and neighborhood cleanups. Also, when I was 
younger I always wanted to be a nurse so I would volunteer at the hospital and in senior 
homes. I am really thankful, all around, for the CalWORKs Program because with all the 
help that I have been receiving, it has made this journey much easier for me. If it was not 
for this program I do not believe that I would have been able to be a full time student. 
I would have to be working at a job that was paying me minimum wage. I would have 
stayed there forever, not knowing that there was help for me and my children. I am glad 
that I found this program and I have no more words on how to thank every staff member 
that has helped me and pushed me to never give up. I have learned, from them, to push 
through no matter what. There is always light at the end of the tunnel.
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EMILY  
MANSFIELD
Nursing 
Cuesta Community 
College
I first experienced college in 2013 Spring. It was a rude 
awakening for someone who had not given the future 
enough thought. I had no motivation, no dreams for 
what I wanted to be, no reason to be there. After the 
birth of my son, I realized I now had this urge to do 

something meaningful with my life. He gave me the courage I needed to go back. I had 
worked briefly as a CNA at a nearby nursing home and found out nursing was my dream 
job. Bedside manner came easily to me and I actually liked the fast paced work.There is 
something special about being there for someone, making them comfortable in a scary 
place or scary situation. Now I had the motivation and Cuesta provided the rest. 

Cuesta North County’s CalWORKs program is currently helping me achieve my goals. I 
owe them so much for always pushing me to never give up on my goal, even when it feels 
as though I’ll never get there. I have a Cuesta family here, in the CaFE center (CalWORKs 
offices). I know without the CalWORKs program, my dream of being a registered nurse 
will always be that: a dream. CalWORKs is making that dream a reality. And I’ll never 
forgot the help I have received along the way and will always be grateful to those who 
allowed me to dream and who fought to make it happen. Thank you Cuesta Community 
College, North County Campus CaFE Center, you are essential to someone like me, who 
needs that extra push and all the luck she can get.
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JENNA SHABEL
Psychology

Moorpark College 
I am a returning student to Moorpark College after 
ten years. I was a single, working Mom that was not 
satisfied in my career and couldn’t seem to get ahead. 
I wanted to better my life for my children and myself 
but wasn’t sure where to start. The CalWORKs office 
has made my return such an easy and comfortable 
transition back. Each counselor and office staff have 
gone above and beyond to answer any questions I 
have, map out my courses for success and let me know 
of the services and resources that may be available 
to me. Not only has CalWORKs helped my educational goals by helping choose the 
right courses- they keep me accountable with monthly check in’s and offer support 
whenever needed. 

I felt so confident this semester knowing that I have a support system at the CalWORKs 
Department that truly wants the students to succeed. One of the ways the CalWORKs 
office helped make school a priority was they loaned me a laptop to complete this 
semester online. Being a single Mom, I am able to prioritize my home life and school 
life because of this feature, and overcame a false belief that I couldn’t go back to 
school due to time restraints and kids. Although not every semester may be online in 
the future, other resources that I will be utilizing is tutoring. Math has always been a 
struggle for me and because the CalWORKs Department offers free tutoring- I will be 
taking advantage of this to ensure my success in a subject that has been a challenge 
in the past. CalWORKs has made it possible for me to pursue higher educational goals 
that I’m striving to achieve so I can be independent for my family.  I don’t want to be 
another statistic for single Mother’s and I want to encourage others out there that they 
too have another chance to change their lives. These last couple months my children 
have gotten to see their Mom take on a new role of being a student and I take pride 
in showing them that anything is possible. I am beyond grateful for this new chapter in 
life and for the opportunity to learn again. The CalWORKs office has really helped me 
get back on my feet and I look forward to becoming economically self sufficient and 
contributing back to society. A year ago I never thought I would be a student again, 
today I couldn’t be more excited about it!
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JESSICA BECK
Child Development 
Moorpark College
Although I was raised, along with my brother and 
sister, in a two-parent Catholic home and had a great 
childhood, I never learned coping skills. This sheds 
light on the fact that I do not fondly remember my 
high school years.  I did not know how to socialize and 

had maybe one or two friends.  I tried a four-year university and failed miserably.  My 
relationships with others were based upon the fear of being alone. I never had confidence 
to pursue my education.  My life up until a few years ago was backwards.  I had children 
thinking I would someday be married.  Instead of finishing my education, I experimented 
for 10 years with drugs and alcohol.  I was never truly happy on the inside because there 
was something missing.  I fell victim to domestic violence for 10 years. The day I walked 
out of my house leaving the father of my children with just the shirt and shorts I was 
wearing, with bruises up and down my legs from being pushed down our staircase in 
front of our children, was the most humiliating yet enriching experience of my life.  I had 
none of my possessions, yet that was the start to a better environment that surrounds 
me presently. 

As a result, I escaped that lifestyle and have been on my own for over two years. As a 
single mother of two daughters, and at the age of 41 years, I have come to the conclusion 
that it is time to grow up.  I have never lived on my own, nor have I depended on myself.    
I just completed a baccalaureate program at the University of La Verne and am in the 
midst of receiving my degree in Childhood Development along with attending Moorpark 
College to complete that degree. I have received a wealth of knowledge regarding child 
development that is exciting and endless. I plan to extend that knowledge in Jan 2019 
entering into a Master’s and teaching credential program. I believe a good parent is a 
nurturer possessing a relationship with his or her child that is unique to any other.  Children 
are not our property.  Rather they are human beings with rights.  It is our responsibility to 
foster developmentally appropriate experiences for our children so that they will become 
successful adults.

The struggles that I face daily, in order to continue on this journey, include managing my 
time effectively to create a balance between going to school, working, attending to the 
needs of my children while finding the time to not just complete my school assignments 
but to also excel at them.  There were so many times when there were and still are 
thoughts of “I can’t do this.”  However, by accepting that it is okay to love myself, I am 
therefore able to deal with my struggles and turn them into positive learning experiences.  
I will always be a work in progress.
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AMANDA 
RAMIREZ

Nursing
Moorpark College 

My academic career has been anything but a breeze. I 
enrolled in college in the spring of 2016 and would be 
expecting my son in the summer. After having him, I  
went straight back to work and school, and my stress 
was at an all-time high (so I thought). The challenge 
of being a part time employee, full time student and 
full time mother was taking a huge toll on me, and 
self doubt began to set in as I thought my dreams to 
become a college graduate were too big for my circumstances. It hasn’t been easy, but 
I managed to pick myself up and run with the blows of life. I set my eyes on nursing in 
hopes to help people and set up a strong future for my son and I. 

When I came to the CalWORK’s program two years ago, I was in need of financial 
support. I wasn’t proud of this, but I told myself this is not permanent and with this 
help I have the ability to propel myself into the future with my best foot forward. 
CalWORK’s has alleviated a lot of stress that comes with being a full time student (let 
alone full time mother) and they have gone above and beyond for their students. The 
resources go from school supplies and food vouchers, and extend as far as semester 
gas cards and workshops designed for a student’s success. Most importantly, they are 
flexible for me as a student because they understand there is more to juggle than just 
my academics. Although I have not been able to extend myself out to the community 
like I used to because my extracurricular time is limited, I will teach my son to give back 
when possible. He will understand that nothing in this life is given and any chance to 
help others when he is in a position to will always put a smile on his face.

Ultimately, I have never been more grateful for everyone who has believed in me along 
the way. They have helped me re-establish my confidence as a young mother to achieve 
anything I set my sight on. I now graduate in the Spring of 2019 with my associates 
in natural sciences.I am so fortunate to be a part of a program that believes in the 
student’s achievements no matter their circumstances.
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DIANA MORENO
Communications 
College of  
the Canyons
Since I started College of the Canyons in the Spring 
2018, I have, in my third semester, involved myself with 
school advocacy and student leadership in my Santa 
Clarita community and with extracurricular activities. 
I volunteered at the Single Mother’s Outreach with 
their Closet on Main Clothing Store. I helped assist 
shoppers (the community and single mothers from 

the SMO center) with picking out clothes, organizing clothing, sweeping the floors, and 
sometimes being of service and connecting with customers by being an ear, or a support 
with listening to them share themselves with me. I did a total of 10 volunteer hours my first 
Spring 2018 Semester. In the Fall of 2018, I was involved in the Communications Speech 
Club, The Guided Pathways Committee, the Equity-Minded Practitioners workgroup, 
Institutional Effectiveness and Inclusive Excellence committee, and Leadership Education 
in Action Program (LEAP) at College of the Canyons. These are all programs that are new 
and are being built with many Deans at the College I’m attending. 

I also got invited to speak in Sacramento where I met both Chancellor Eloy Ortiz Oakley 
and Communications Chancellor Paul Feist, among other advocates, in a panel to discuss 
bridging the gap between students and faculty. In the Summer of 2018 I was a part of 
the EOPS Summer Institute at UCSB and I am already getting involved with more of 
the same student leadership, community services and advocacy. In March 2019 I got 
invited to the Advocacy and Policy Conference 2019, and I was also invited to return 
to the 2019 EOPS Summer Institute at UCSB as a mentor. In addition, I’m working 10 
hours a week at The Learning Center. I have taken mental health courses in 2017-2018 
at LMU. I have also built community relationships with Soroptimist an organization that 
helps women and single mothers. I have a close relationship with Deputy Chancellor 
Daisy Gonzales responsible for coordinating the divisions of Academic Affairs, Student 
Services, and Special Programs for all of California’s 114 Colleges, in Sacramento. I am 
also a single parent and get involved with my daughter’s school Little iLEADers, with 
extracurricular activities, especially during the holidays. In addition, I got myself involved 
with the Communications Speech Club at my school. With the skills I have acquired with 
my involvement, I have become a student leader in advocating for them throughout daily 
interactions in class, and outside of class. The students confide in my leadership and will 
share intimate problems they are facing and we work through it together. In addition to 
everything mentioned above, I’ve taken extensive workshops on self-improvement and 
attend my own therapy. 
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JESSICA 
DELAZARI

Child Development
College of  

the Canyons 
I am a first generation American who always dreamt 
of going to college. A college degree is a necessity in 
the world we live in today. Winning this scholarship will 
help achieve my goal of going to college,and getting 
a degree. Getting my education seems to be the only 
way out of the struggles I am facing today.  However, 
being in an abusive relationship has prevented me from furthering my education. I was 
trapped in a home by a man who would not let me speak to my own family, or leave the 
house without his permission. My husband controlled me financially. I had no money to 
name, and was not even allowed to mention college. In his eyes, college would give me 
too much knowledge, and that scared him. I was stuck in an environment that did now 
allow me to grow and better myself for my children. My husband abused me in many 
different ways, and prevented me from living my dream of going to college.

I am a victim of domestic abuse and I am grateful to be alive. I have finally left my 
husband and all of the abuse he put me through. Since I left him, he has taken away 
my car and froze all of my bank accounts. I do not have access to anything I thought 
belonged to me. This whole process has made me realize that none of my belongings 
were actually mine. They were all my husbands, HE owned them, he owned me. I realized 
that the ONE thing that could solely be mine is my education. No one could take that 
away from me. If I win this scholarship I would be able to pay for my tuition, my books, 
and any child care needed while I am in school. This scholarship is the helping hand I 
need In order to live my dream of getting a college degree. Getting an education will 
help better me as a woman. Being an educated woman will also be a great inspiration 
to my two daughters. Showing them that their mother is educated will make them want 
to get educated.
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MARTA  
EVDOKIMOVA
Nursing
College of 
the Canyons
I am a student  in the College of Canyons completing 
my prerequisite for the nursing program and planning 
to obtain an Associate Degree in nursing. I am a 
hard worker (GPA is 3.84).  My education aspiration 
consists of acquiring a bachelor’s degree in nursing 

that would assist me in pursuing a medical career as a midwife.

I’m a single mom of five children.  In very important and challenging moments  of my 
life, when my children were born, I  was cared  by attentive and compassionate medical 
personnel. My anxiety  vanished because I felt that I was in good hands. And I was 
visited by the thought of how wonderful is a profession in which you can participate in a 
miracle of a new little human being coming into this world, help both the future mother 
and a newborn.  It is so rewarding to make this intense moment in life of every future 
mother less stressful, safe and joyful. I have always respected  professionals who are 
directly involved in the birth of a new life: and I have decided to become one of them. 
It is my American Dream.

Being an immigrant in California, I am faced with many challenges.  To join a new 
society, I had to break the language barrier and overcome the fear to move forward. 
Recent divorce lead to the biggest hardship in my life. Now I must take care of myself 
and my five beautiful children. I’m struggling with financial instability as I currently 
don’t have a job. 

The community college CalWORKs program helps me meet me educational goals. They 
helps with a child care for my children, provide the necessary material for studing, 
and also, which is not unimportant, provide moral and emotional support. I appreciate 
the help and support of the CalWORKs workers. I hope that the community college 
CalWORKs program will help me to reach my dream.
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JOURDAN 
THOMPSON

STATE & REGION 6 
WINNER

Life Science
Taft College 

I am 28 years old and I am a single parent, a student, 
and a recovering drug addict. When reviewing the 
Essay Question for this scholarship application I did 
not have to give a second thought, I already knew the 
moment that changed my life. On October 13, 2015 I reluctantly entered a residential 
treatment facility to address my out of control drug habit...I was four months pregnant. 
I knew that I could not keep on the way I was; it was never my intention to use while 
pregnant, but when I found out I was expecting a child I was homeless, in a tumultuous 
relationship, and caught deep within the webs of addiction. 

When I entered the program, I was desperate to change my life. I attended 10-14 
meetings of Narcotics Anonymous per week, quickly found a sponsor and began 
working the twelve steps. After the completion of my residential program I moved into 
a sober living home. I knew that with the baby coming in just a few short months, that I 
had a lot of changes to make in my behavior if I wanted to be a good mother. It wasn’t 
just about the drugs anymore. I wanted to be the type of woman that could raise a little 
girl to become a woman that has self-respect; to do that I had to change everything.  

On December 23, 2015 I became violently ill and was admitted to the hospital. Upon 
evaluation, the doctors determined that my baby no longer had a heartbeat and that 
I was dangerously close to having a stroke. My liver was enlarged, my kidneys were 
shutting down, and there was swelling in my brain. I was near death due to severe 
preeclampsia. With only 72 days clean my world was flipped upside down. At 4:55 am 
on Christmas Day 2015 I gave birth to my daughter, Adysen Adair Miller, who was born 
sleeping. It was the single most difficult thing I have ever experienced. 

I made a commitment to her that day that I would not let her go in vain. She was the 
single most important thing to ever happen to me. She made a hopeless drug addict 
into a mother and into a woman of character. I committed to her that I would live a 
life that honors her. Today I have over three years clean. I am a full-time student at 
Taft College with an institutional 4.0 GPA and 3.55 cumulative, and the proud mother 
of a healthy baby girl born on December 08, 2017. I have gone from a homeless drug 
addict, to a successful college student in just a few short years. I believe that with hard 
work and dedication, all things are possible. Even in the times that feel hopeless, there 
is always a way to turn things around.
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DELYN  
CALLAWAY
Life Science
Taft College 
My goal is to work with animals, preferably in a zoo 
that promotes conservation such as the San Diego 
zoo. This would allow me to help with conservation, 
as well as educate others on endangered species. 
In order to work with animals, I will need at least a 
bachelor’s degree in Biology. I achieved 2 Associate’s 
degrees in July 2018 and have been accepted to CSUB 

for the Spring 2019 semester to begin working on my Bachelor’s degree. I am the sole 
provider of my household and have worked the entire time I have been going to school. 
I will continue to work while I continue my education. When I became pregnant with 
my youngest child, I lost my job because I was very sick during my pregnancy. I ended 
up homeless and realized that in order to support my family I would need to get an 
education. I started at Taft College in Spring of 2015, when I was 7 months pregnant. A 
month before my first semester was over I developed pre-eclampsia. My son was born 
healthy and I was able to finish my semester at the top of both of my classes. When I 
returned in Fall 2015, I joined the Taft College CalWORKs program. This allowed me 
to get a job on campus so that I could support my family while attending school. I also 
joined the Taft College STEM Club and became Vice President of the club in 2017. 
The CalWORKs program gave me the support I needed to continue my education. 
Whenever I questions or concerns, I knew I could go to the EOPS/CARE & CalWORKs 
desk and they would help me figure out how to move forward. I would not have been 
able to achieve my degrees without their help and support.

158

2019

RE
G

IO
N

 6



MEGAN WADE
Studio Art

Taft College 
As a child, I grew up in an abusive home with an 
alcoholic father.  I am a single mother with an eight 
year old little boy. We moved from Indiana about five 
years ago. Before I had my son, I was completely lost 
in life.  I didn’t want a future because I didn’t want to 
live. My son became my reason to live. My outlook on 
life changed the moment I set my eyes on him, I was 
in an abusive relationship, and for the sake of my son’s 
future and safety I got away from my son’s father. 
 We moved to California. I decided to pursue a career 
in the arts, and I began my attendance at Taft College. It was challenging being a single 
mother, going to school full time and working. There were many times I thought that I 
would never reach my goal, but I persevered. I joined the Taft College EOPS/CARE & 
CalWORKs program. This program changed everything for me and my son. The program 
helped me see the end goal, and how I could reach it. 

I want to be the best role model for my son. I want to show him that even if life becomes 
hard and it seems like you want to give up keep pushing forward because there is light at 
the end of that darkness. I am now a proud graduate with an Associates in Art. I will be 
continuing on my education to pursue a Bachelor’s degree. Because I have been pursuing 
my own education, my son wants to pursue an education in Zoology to work with exotic 
animals. If it wasn’t for my son, I would not be here today. 

159

2019

REG
IO

N
 6



BREANNA  
OROZCO
Liberal Arts 
Allied Health
Taft College 
After high school I had no intentions to attend college 
right away. I was eager to get out in the world and 
start working. I knew I wanted to be in the medical 
field but wanted something quick so I decided to 
apply to a medical assistant program at the local adult 

school. I eventually achieved a certificate within 4 months and started working a month 
after graduating from the vocational program. Things started to move fast for me, I was 
soon pregnant with my daughter, married to her father, and living in our new house. As 
time went on, I knew I was ready to go forward in my career but never had the support. 
In the year of 2017, I gave birth to my son which was probably the only good thing 
that happened that year. My husband (at the time) chose a different path which led to 
my decision to divorce. My life turned upside down in a matter of a couple of hours. 
I was now a single mother with no job getting ready to sell everything I had. I was an 
emotional wreck but knew I had to be strong for my children. Thankfully I have a pretty 
great family that has been supportive through this journey. I made a decision to go 
back to school to pursue nursing that will eventually lead me to support my family. The 
EOPS/CARE & CalWORKs program at Taft College has helped me out tremendously 
and have been very supportive. These programs are stable grounds I need in order to 
accomplish my goals in life. If these services were not available then pursuing school as 
a single mother would not be an option for me and I will not be able to achieve a career 
in which would provide the wages to support a single household.
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JAMIE  
HUMPHREY

Child Development
Oxnard College 

The biggest challenge for me was returning back to 
school after twenty years and adjusting to the online 
teaching and academic needs and skills.  I was used 
to typing or writing a paper and handing it into my 
instructor.  This was a huge struggle for me to adapt 
to.  I also have a teenage daughter who is in her last 
year of high school, so I am constantly helping and 
making sure she stays focused and maintains her 
grades. Helping her accomplish her college goals, filling out applications as well.  Lastly, 
I take care of my elderly parents who are constantly dealing with health issues.  Despite 
my struggles I have managed to stay focused and achieve honor roll.  After constant 
and self discipline I was able to pull through and accomplish what I was set out to do.  
The goals that I set for myself have been in progress since day one of returning back to 
school.  They are continuing my education, which I am now successfully transferring to a 
University in Fall where I will be continuing my career goal as a Special Education Teacher.  

The CalWORKs program has kept me focused on my goals by implementing an educational 
career plan and with semester follow up appointments to keep me on track and heading 
in the right direction. My future goals are to become a Special Education teacher which 
I will be economically self-sufficient.  Being a student at Oxnard College I received 3.0 
to 4.0 and during my last year I was accepted into the Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society.  
This was a great honor to achieve and I never thought I could be involved in such a great 
organization.  An extra curricular activity that I have been involved in for a few years is 
with my daughters school.  They require a lot of parent volunteer work.  Every Thursday 
for 5 hours I volunteer my time to the Bingo hall and I had to sacrifice my time away 
from school.   The CalWORKs program has given me a wonderful opportunity to get 
the education that I need.  They made it possible with cash aide, food assistance, day 
care, tuition and books/supplies and mileage  reimbursement.  I am so grateful for the 
CalWORKs program for their assistance.  If it weren’t for them I would not be in the place 
that I am today. 

161

2019

REG
IO

N
 6



JEANETTE 
GUITRON DIAZ
Sociology
Taft College 
I never imagined I would be a single mother to four 
children at this point in my life. I had little to no support 
and had many challenges to overcome. I come from 
a strict Mexican family that doesn’t understand the 
concept of having anxiety and depression. I became 
depressed from the lack of support I was receiving. 
My depression and anxiety prevents me from being 

my best self. I have trouble putting my words together and my thoughts don’t match 
the words I am speaking. Thus, being in a college setting and having to cope with 
my depression and anxiety has affected my course work in the beginning of my first 
semester. After receiving my fall grades I realized that college is doable and I can 
provide an example for my children. I believe that I wouldn’t be able to get through 
my first semester of college without the support of CalWORKs, CARE, and EOPS. I 
felt alone and I couldn’t talk to anyone about my situation. Until I came into these 
programs. I wanted to give my children a better life, but in order to do that I had to 
sacrifice spending time with them to go to work and school. 

After being a stay-at-home mom for five years, it was difficult to start a full-time job. 
I was use to staying home with my babies and giving them all the attention that they 
needed when they needed it. I started a job at the Department of Human Services in 
the city of Taft California in November 2017. I realized after my term had ended that 
I had the option to work another term or attend college. I decided to enroll at Taft 
College to someday have the opportunity to have a permanent job there. 

Unfortunately, starting college wasn’t the only challenge I was going to have to face. 
My apartment had some plumbing issues that my landlord would not acknowledge. 
Weeks before starting school all of my belongings from my apartment had been ruined 
by sewer water coming from the bathtub and toilet.  I had to figure out where I was 
going to live and how I was going to replace all of my furniture, toys, and shoes that got 
damaged. Just when I thought things couldn’t get worse they did. I ended up having to 
take them to court and the issue is not resolved as of now. 

Overall, I wouldn’t have overcome all these obstacles without the help of CalWORKs. 
CalWORKs has helped me become a better mother, student, and worker. I appreciate 
everything starting with the employees, supplies and the meals. The program has 
helped me figure out all the courses I need to take up until I graduate, and has also 
placed me in a job where I can help others. Working in EOPS/Care and CalWORKs 
distracts me from my problems and being around my co-works gives me more self-
confidence because they are very understanding, and none judgmental. 

162

2019

RE
G

IO
N

 6



KELLY LOPEZ
History

Ventura College
I learned a lot of valuable lessons starting with my 
sophomore year of high school. Firstly, I lost my best 
friend, my mother, when I was 15 years old. We were 
very close, and she was always a source of comfort and 
confidence to me. She always made me feel intelligent, 
ambitious and full of potential. Before she passed, she 
made me promise to not let losing her impede me from 
pursuing my future. That still resonates with me. That 
sentiment along with getting married and having my 
first child at 18 years old and my second one at 19 has 
motivated me to never stop chasing my goals. Due to our financial situation, my husband 
would work sometimes up to 75 hours as an EMT a week. That work schedule left me 
at home sometimes for three days straight. Though, that struggle taught me something 
valuable. I do not want to stay home for my career. I have developed such respect for 
homemakers and the beauty and difficulties it comes with, but it will not be my sole 
defining factor. That epiphany pushed me to return the next term I could. From there, I 
have learned how to balance my family, school and work. I have been able to achieve A’s 
in all my classes since having children and have been utilizing all the resources possible 
when figuring out the ideal plan for finishing my college career. 

I am on the road to graduate on May 17th of this year and am presently getting IGETC 
certified contingent on my obviously continual passing grades. I am also getting certified 
with an Associate’s Degree for Transfer (ADT) in history by that same date. I just recently 
applied for four UC Schools, 4 Cal State Schools, and one private institution. CalWORKs 
has been beyond a blessing for my family. Having financial assistance has made what I 
once thought might be impossible within reach. I can take the units I need along with 
my husband, who is set to graduate from the paramedic program in May of this year as 
well. The resources CalWORKs has exposed me to has revitalized my energy for school 
when having a husband and children to care for on top of school and work becomes 
disconcerting. Ideally, I am hoping after my husband graduates from the paramedic 
program, he can get a job near a university that I get accepted into so that I can finish 
my undergraduate degree, so that we can become fully economically self-sufficient. The 
staff at the CalWORKs program have helped me with my endurance in school and given 
me faith to apply for things I never would have thought plausible.
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JORDAN STACY
Computer  
Engineering
Taft College 
A few challenges I personally have overcome in my 
time at Taft College to try and achieve my goal is, 
managing my time studying for calculus and physics 
while being the father of two beautiful twin boys, and 
my lovely fiance. Finding that balance was hard, but 
I feel like between them understanding and my hard 
work and dedication both as a father and a student, 

we are getting through it just fine. I also have a herniated disc in my lower back causing 
chronic pain for which I have been undergoing treatment by doctors to fix it with no 
avail for about a year now and the pain for two. Yet, I have managed to kind of power 
through with understanding professors and extremely hard work to pass my classes. 
Since sometimes being in so much pain makes it difficult to attend. Successes I have had 
on my path of education are receiving the title of valedictorian when graduating high 
school and now I am attending Taft College trying to become a computer engineer, CE. 
I have just over 85 percent of my classes completed for the degree I want and I have 
maintained at least a 3.31 GPA the entire course of my time at TC. To me, I consider this 
successful so far but not complete. I can not wait to finish my courses here and move to 
CSUB to further my education so that I can become a computer engineer and provide 
a comfortable life for my family and myself. 

The community college CalWORKs program has helped me with supplies for my courses 
and saved the costs I would have spent on them. This way I can put them toward living 
expenses for my family. They have also helped pay for one semester of books so far 
which is an incredible help. My plans for becoming economically self-sufficient are to 
get a degree from TC. Since I have developed technical skillset studying engineering I 
will be able to find work while also attending school at CSUB to finish my bachelor’s in 
CE. I am an active member of both the S.T.E.M. club and the Chess club in which I have 
participated as a helping hand at a Veteran’s honorary Dinner. In addition, I spent many 
hours in the lab 3D printing ornaments for a fundraiser for the stem club. CalWORKs 
has helped make education a priority because with their help as well as financial aid 
I am able to continue my education to become what I want to be more than almost 
anything in the world, besides a great father. Also by being involved in the engineering 
program, they have really welcomed my children into the program and I love spending 
time at the ETEC building.  The people there are awesome with my children. That is 
how CalWORKs has helped me and my family prioritize education and school to the top 
of the list in our lives.
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NICOLE LEWIS
Psychology

Antelope Valley  
College

I have been struggling all of my adult life with mental 
health issues and a heroin addiction, living on the 
streets and eventually loosing my daughter have been 
a great source of the challenges in believing I could be 
anything more than a junkie. With the help of Mr. Wiley 
and the Cal Works program I can see a future for my 
daughter and I. I’d like to work with fellow addicts and 
let them know: they don’t have to overdose like my ex did; live the way I was living or 
hurt their families ever again. The only way to fulfill my dream of being a drug and alcohol 
counselor is to have an education. I am going for my degree in psychology.I give back 
to my community as much as I can by sharing my experience, strength and hope in the 
program of narcotics anonymous-in addition to volunteering my time with the homeless. 
I’d love to not only be a support but an example on how its never to late to turn your life 
around. Cal Works has made it to where the only thing that can stop me is me; I have help 
with school supplies, educational planning, gas; or even just someone to talk to. Without 
this program,  I don’t know where I’d be.



ALICIA PINEDA
Social Work
Los Angeles  
City College
Though I was born in the United States, I was raised in 
Guatemala from the time I was one year old. My older 
brother and I were raised by our grandmother while 
my parents resided in the United states to support 
us. Growing up, I never had a steady home with a 
caring family. My brother and I moved from house 
to house as children. At one time, my brother and I 

moved in with my sister and her husband. Living at my sister’s house was very hard 
for us because my sister’s husband was verbally and physically abusive. My brother, 
my sister’s kids, and I endured seeing the abuse my older sister went through, which 
affected us tremendously. Back then, I was mainly in charge of my sister’s kids. I only 
wanted my nephews and niece to have a normal and happy childhood, but I was a child 
myself. By the age of fourteen, my mother brought me to the United States to continue 
my studies to seek a better future. By the time I turned eighteen and graduated high 
school, I was forced to live on my own. The struggle to keep up with my living expenses 
prevented me from continuing my education in college. I ended up in vocational training 
hoping that I would find better job opportunities. When I was laid off from my last job, 
I decided that enough was enough. I was divorced with four children to support. So, I 
made a decision. 

It was time to go back to college and finish what I had started ten years earlier. I often 
came across people who told me I had to sacrifice my education in order to care for 
my children, but I wasn’t willing to sacrifice my kids’ well-being in the process. Now 
that my kids are older, I can follow my dreams. While in school, I served as a volunteer 
at different organizations, working with the homeless and the needy in my community. 
Working as a volunteer at different organizations made me realize how many women 
suffer from abuse, as well as the effects this can have on their lives. Whether they 
are in an abusive relationship with a partner or are struggling with drugs and alcohol, 
women need help getting out of dangerous situations. It was doing this volunteer work 
that helped me realize my passion for helping others. Now, my first goal in studying 
social work is to complete all the requirements to transfer to a four year university. In 
5 years, my goal is to finally have a Master’s degree in social work and to be working 
with women in my community. My third goal is to work with women who are not just 
poverty stricken, but who suffer from many kinds of physical or mental abuse. I want to 
help them succeed so that in return, they will be able to help their own children stay in 
school and attend college. 
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MARIA  
CARRILLO

Child Development 
Special Needs/  

Social Worker Child 
Life Specialist

LA Mission College
I am a single mother of a two year old boy, who is a 
special needs child, and am a full time student at Los 
Angeles Mission College. I have been having many challenges back to back. One is that 
my first child was born with Hydrocephalus. I had no clue what that was. He went through 
surgery at 2 months old as a premature baby, and he went through his own struggles. He 
was behind on his development. Another challenge I am facing is going to community 
college after so many years to get a career to offer my son a better life. Sadly, I had 
personal problems because I had no support from my family since for them, I was wasting 
my time by going back to school. I decided to start going back to school when I had my 
son. I started in January 2017, and have not stopped since, even though I have been having 
a very busy schedule due to my son’s situation. He has to go through 4 therapy sessions 
in a week in addition to going to doctor’s appointments. Even I had to go through some 
extra surgeries. As time passed without any family support at all, I needed to recover 
soon to keep going to school and finishing my goals. Then, we become homeless due to 
mental and physical abuse, which was another struggle for me. It affected my son to the 
point that he had to add more therapy on top of his other appointments. I feel grateful 
for having a married couple as friends. They adopted my child as their grandson and 
opened the door to their house and their hearts to my son and me. 

At first, I had heard of CalWORKs, but I was embarrassed to ask them any questions. 
Soon, I got courage and went over to the office. I was memorized by how friendly and 
welcoming they were to everyone that went in. They have helped me in so many ways. 
For example, CalWORKs gives out food vouchers and advises me on which classes to take 
durig a certain semester. I have been able to accomplish a lot in one year and a half. For 
exaple, I have finished 40 units and have been involved in the Child Development Club 
since I started school in January 2017. I feel blessed to have the CalWORKs program on 
my campus. It has helped guide me in finishing my units and specializing in special needs 
children. Soon, in 2019, I will be transferring to Cal State University.
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NEZABETH DIAZ
Child Development
LA Mission College
I moved to the U.S. almost six years ago with my 6 
year old and newborn daughters. Upon arrival, I 
found myself alone with a lack of English skills and 
work experience. I was not able to help my oldest 
daughter with her homework, so I decided to take 
English classes. I started at LA Mission College with 
non-credit ESL classes. After a while, I started to 
feel more comfortable with the language. It was not 
perfect, but I was able to understand things. Soon 

after, my youngest daughter was diagnosed with autism. The feeling of impotence took 
over. I did not know what to do. I wasn’t sure what the next step was, so I decided to go 
LA Mission’s CalWORKs office. There, the staff encouraged me to make an appointment 
with their wonderful counselor, who helped me see a light in my path that would guide 
me in my new journey. I wanted to help my youngest daughter. So, I began my studies 
in child development with a special needs specialization. When I started my process in 
the CalWORKs office, I felt great relief, and the doubts about my ability to accomplish 
this hard journey flew away. I saw smiling faces willing to help in any step of my life. The 
only thing that was required from me was to learn and realize my dreams. I decided to 
do my best to help my daughters. I want to become an inspiration to them so that when 
they face their own problem in life, they will never give up and will always know that no 
matter how dark the road is, there will always be a light to guide them.

While attending LA Mission College, I was offered a part time work-study position 
in the CalWORKs office, which has been a tremendous blessing. In addition to this 
employment helping me financially, it has also helped me realize that by listening to 
the students who come into the CalWORKs office, I can help by sharing the valuable 
information I received that has helped me follow my path. Being part of the CalWORKs 
program has been a great opportunity to work, meet new people, and obtain knowledge 
that I can now share with others. It has helped me succeed in my college career path. 
The program has provided me with all the necessary tools to accomplish my goal. The 
program has also helped me get my confidence back. I only have one more semester 
left to obtain my AA degree, and then I will be transferring to CSUN to obtain my 
bachelor’s degree. I ultimately want to achieve my Master’s degree in early childhood 
special education. My journey has just begun, yet I already feel so accomplished.
Thank you CalWORKs for the opportunity of a lifetime. You have helped me with 
childcare, books and supplies, transportation and so much more. I am happy and 
blessed that I was given this opportunity.
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FEDOSYA  
VARDANYAN

Accounting
Glendale 

Community College
I moved to the U.S. from Armenia to marry my husband in 
2014 on a Fiance Visa. A year after we had our son Nelson, 
and it seemed we were a happy family. My husband was a 
traditional man who preferred that his wife stay at home 
and take care of the family. I didn’t mind, and I was happy 
to take care of my family to see my son grow up. I could 
be with my son for his first steps, hear his first words, and be with my family.

In 2018, my husband suddenly passed away from a heart attack. In the aftermath of his death, 
I became painfully aware of the many areas of my life in which I had no contingency plan for 
this traumatic unexpected experience. Unfortunately, the loss of my husband affected my 
relationship with my mother in-law, who had lost her husband two months prior to the loss of 
my husband, her son. There was already conflict in our relationship, and the death of both her 
husband and her son made the situation even worse. My son and I were not able to continue 
living with her. 

I found myself all alone in this new country without a place to live, without any income, and 
without a job. I only had my son, and my main thought was that we needed to survive. I had 
no idea what to do next. I tried to find a job and soon discovered that wasn’t going to be 
easy without an education and my broken English. I knew I needed to work and be educated. 
Realizing the difficulties I would experience, I decided to attend Glendale Community College 
and major in accounting.

At Glendale Community College, I participated in the CalWORKs program, where I met 
wonderful, kind people. They helped me to regain faith in my future, find solutions for my 
problems, and understand the education I needed to build a better life for me and my son.  
Through the support of the CalWORKs program, I received Child Care services, so I could 
have more time to study and work, and know that my child is safe. 

I have achieved completion of two semesters with a 4.0 GPA and opportunity for access 
to student-worker employment that has offered me priority for work-study to gain work 
experience at Glendale Community College. I’m grateful to be given all these opportunities 
from the CalWORKs program. 

I’m planning to transfer to California State University, Northridge for my Bachelor’s degree in 
accounting. One day I will start my career as an accountant with the hope of becoming a CPA 
and operating my own business.
        
This experience has taught me that life is unpredictable. We never know what life will bring 
and we’re not ever ready for adverse challenges. But we can find the strength to overcome 
them. The resources and assistance from CalWORKs/Glendale Community College have 
been a huge help to my family. 169
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ANUSH  
HOVAKIMYAN
Accouting
Los Angeles  
City College
I was born in city of Yerevan, Armenia in 1987. My 
academic journey started at age of seven. After 
ten years, I graduated high school with high honors 
and was valedictorian of my class. My parents are 
economists, and I inherited their love for education 

and mathematics. In school, I especially excelled in math and science classes. Along 
with high honors, I also received a “”red”” diploma, which signifies excellence in all 
subjects. I got married shortly after my graduation and currently have two healthy and 
beautiful boys. It gives me an extraordinary amount of pleasure to spend time with 
my family, relatives, and friends. I also enjoy playing piano for them, which I learned 
at music school in my youth. Having been born and raised in Armenia, I learned how 
to speak three different languages: Armenian, Russian, and English. My husband won 
a green card lottery in 2015. We have been living in Los Angeles ever since. Moving 
here was a big challenge for us because we didn’t have any relatives or friends in Los 
Angeles. Also, living and raising children in such a big country without knowing English 
was very expensive and difficult for us. Nevertheless, we worked hard and never gave 
up. Now, I am a student at LACC because I believe an educated person is an asset for 
any country. One reason pursuing a degree is important in accomplishing my goals is 
that it helps me learn English. This provides a means of improving my communication, 
finding employment, and making me more confident. 

My education at LACC has also equipped me with skills and tools that have helped me 
find employment as a student worker at my college. Beyond this, I have completed 
54 units with a 4.00 GPA and am working to soon transfer to UCLA. My educational 
goal is to become a professional accountant, since working with numbers comes 
naturally to me, and I enjoy solving complex problems. Also, my education at LACC 
has equipped me with skills that have helped me enroll in the CalWORKs work-study 
program. This work-study program gives me work experience and tools for success, 
which opens doors for my future. I have also been met with many opportunities to find 
enjoyable work in my community. In my time with CalWORKs, I have learned that good 
employment comes from good education.  

Because of CalWORKs, I feel better able to tackle challenging issues life throws my 
way. I will never give up on my educational goals and will do my best to make sure they 
become a reality. I strongly believe that becoming a professional accountant is the key 
for my success. The more educated I become, the more resourceful I can be for my 
family and my community. Ultimately, because of the obstacles I have overcome and 
the support I have received from CalWORKs, I am confident that I can achieve success 
for myself and for my family.
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BRANDY  
MARTINEZ

Sociology
LA Mission College

Where and what you come from don’t make you!

I come from a criminal, gang, and drug engaged family 
with neither parent involved, very little family education 
history, really low income, and many more damaging 
circumstances that all came to play a major part in my 
life. I had no one but my grandmother, Lorraine, who I 
am forever grateful for for adopting my younger brother 
and I when I was only two years old. I witnessed many things that I had no control over, but 
as I grew older I felt I wanted no part of it. I wanted out! I was only sixteen years old when 
I had my first child on 2011. It was life changing in ways I never imagined. I changed my 
whole life around after giving birth to my son, Izaiah, from the very negative path that I was 
headed down. I became determined to go above and beyond to leave anyone who had ever 
doubted me speechless, and I did. In 2013, pregnant with my second child, I walked the 
stage at my highschool graduation, and it felt like nothing I had ever experienced. I was the 
first in my family to graduate high school.

I am now the first in my family to attend college. In efforts to continue my education, I 
enrolled myself in Los Angeles Mission College and began taking courses. As I got further 
into the year, I faced several personal family issues and in December of 2013, had just given 
birth to my daughter. I had lack of support, no child care, and I was a single mom with two 
children at that time. I struggled with all that I had going on, so I had no other choice but 
to put my education on hold to work three jobs to support my family. I felt hopeless and 
embarrassed that I had gave up on something that was so important to me and my future. I 
thought, “How could I allow life to take that from me?”.

I am now 23 years old with three beautiful children, Izaiah, Izabella, and Gunnar. I returned to 
LAMC in spring 2018. I joined the CalWORKs program which has been more than supportive 
and have played a major role in my path to self-sufficiency. They have provided me with many 
resources like free supplies, free printing, tutoring, and more. They paid for school expenses 
like fees, textbooks, a backpack, and more. I was even provided guidance counseling for 
the first time, and overall encouragement from every staff member. I was even given the 
opportunity to be in the work-study program that gives me experience and skills to work. 
Soon, I will be graduating with two AAs as a sociology major and transferring to CSUN.
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ERIKA   
ARIZMENDI
Registered Nursing
Los Angeles  
Valley College
I am a student Registered Nurse and am aspiring to 
obtain a degree in Family Medicine as an MD. Growing 
up I always envisioned myself in a position where I 
would be a helping and healing hand for all people. I 
was always aware of my academic capabilities, but I 

didn’t realize just much how much I would struggle in other areas of my personal life. 

One factor that has really made my life different from the average college student 
is that I have juggled being a single parent since my teen years. Playing the role of a 
single mom and steadily working 2 jobs to make ends meet for my son and I is very 
challenging on my end. I can honestly say that outside of my academics, work, and 
social life, being a young single mom has been the most difficult of all challenges I have 
faced. Though this may be tough, being a single parent has also given me an incredible 
amount of internal strength and resilience in my life. Despite living these struggles, I 
manage to remain focused and motivated in my goals, which makes me proud of the 
young woman I have become today. Due to my academic success, I have received 
numerous awards for academic recognition, earned a spot on the school’s Deans List 
twice, and maintained a GPA of 3.7 and higher. 

Being a single parent has been difficult in life, but it has also permitted me to develop 
personal growth, gain resilience, and above all, gain self-assurance. I managed to turn 
this disadvantage into an advantage and will continue to remind myself that anything 
is possible with the right attitude and will power. I am extremely thankful for programs 
like CalWORKs because they offer me a community of people, like counselors and 
mentors, who guide me along the way. My counselors have been a tremendous support 
system by guiding me with my classes, providing me with resources that the school 
offers, and by giving me moral support. I am extremely thankful for them, and I plan to 
have them with me throughout my success at Valley College. 
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MARTHA  
GARCIA
Sociology

Los Angeles 
Valley College

In life, there are many obstacles that we face. How 
we overcome our obstacles is a reflection of our 
determination and strength. My name is Martha Garcia, 
and my story highlights the challenges that I have faced 
and how I overcome these challenges with the help of 
my CalWORKs family at Los Angeles Valley College. I 
have always been determined to make an impact, and I felt that one of the best ways to do 
so was by attending Los Angeles Valley College.

I began taking courses at Valley College while my daughter was still an infant. I experienced 
many challenges during this time. My husband and I were having disagreements in our 
marriage, I was attending full-time classes as a new mom, and I also struggled with a math 
disability, but I refused to give up. The CalWORKs program helped me with all of my needs 
throughout my educational journey. I was able to meet with counselors who understood 
my personal challenges, get assistance with child care, books, and supplies, and best of 
all, I was able to work in the department that supported me during a period of hardship. 

Working in the CalWORKs department gave me a special sense of appreciation for the 
program. I made lifelong friends with my colleagues, and they encouraged me to pursue 
my dreams of transferring to a four-year university. I chose to major in sociology because I 
was passionate about social issues, and I wanted to make a difference. I studied very hard, 
for hours on end while fulfilling my duties as a wife and mother. Around the time I was 
preparing to apply to various institutions, I learned that I was pregnant. I felt both excited 
and nervous because I knew that this would be another obstacle, but I did not let it stop 
me from chasing my passion. I gave birth to my son three weeks before I graduated with 
my associate’s of arts degree in sociology. What made the day even more special was that 
I was asked to be a speaker at culmination, and I felt that I had finally reached my goals. I 
was transferring, obtaining my degree, and I was surrounded by my beautiful family. I truly 
felt that things could not get better for me. Interestingly, my blessings did not stop there. 

Shortly after I transferred, I was able to obtain employment as a Teacher’s Assistant in 
Sunland Magnet Elementary School in the Los Angeles Unified School District. I credit this 
opportunity to the amazing people that I have met along the way. I received incredible 
recommendations from the people that helped me, and realized that the connections we 
make with individuals are so important. Today, I am proud to share my story to inspire those 
who are experiencing challenges. In the end, I came out heroic, successful, and blessed. I 
am thankful to have been able to fulfill my dreams, and I am proud to say I am a successful 
CalWORKs student.
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REBECA  
HERRERA
Accounting, Finance, 
and Management
Los Angeles  
Valley College
I am a single mother to three boys who is a former 
CalWORKs student. I have faced distressing 
challenges and have overcome difficult obstacles. My 
story is a story of hardship, strength, determination, 

and resilience. I began attending Los Angeles Valley College (LAVC) with the hope of 
obtaining my Associate of Science in Business Administration to set an example for my 
children. Unbeknownst to me, my academic journey has given me far more ambition than 
I expected. 

Throughout my educational path, by far the most challenging experience that I endured 
as a mother was my son’s mental health struggle. I witnessed him go through a period 
of deep depression, which led to multiple hospitalizations. During that time, I was a new 
student and was struggling to pay my bills and rent, while also trying to cover the costs 
of these hospital stays. I often think about that time and how difficult it was for me to 
focus on class assignments when I knew my child was in pain. However, I was lucky to find 
emotional support. 

This support came to me when I reached out to the CalWORKs program director, Ellie 
Rabani, and explained my situation to her. She helped me find a position on campus 
through the Work-Study Program. At the time I was volunteering in the Business Office 
on campus, and I was able to continue working in a department that gave me experience 
toward my major. This was a welcomed relief because it allowed me to concentrate my 
energy toward my advancement in my education, and more importantly, my family. 

The CalWORKs program provided me with the support that I needed to achieve my 
goals. It gave me the confidence to continue, and I was able to obtain three Associate’s 
Degrees in accounting, finance, and management. In addition, I have decided to pursue 
a Bachelor’s degree. I am applying to transfer to California State University, Northridge 
in 2019. My work experience from the Work-Study Program has opened many doors 
for me, and I am currently working as the secretary for the Associated Student Union at 
LAVC. Furthermore, I am the vice-president of the Honor’s Society and a member of the 
Business Club.

Looking back on my experiences, it is overwhelming for me to see how much I was able 
to accomplish despite the daunting hardships my family and I have endured. There were 
moments where I felt as if I could not continue, but I did. I had the support of encouraging 
instructors, my colleagues, and the incredible staff of the CalWORKs department. I am 
thankful for their patience, empathy, and determination for pushing me to move forward 
with my educational goals. I am looking forward to the future and hope to have many 
more accomplishments to share with my children that I can be proud of.174
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ARAMAZD  
DEMIRKHANYAN

Business  
Administration

Glendale 
Community College 

A Rough Road Leads to the Stars

My generation is considered fairly “lost” because we 
had a tough childhood. I was nine when the destructive 
earthquake hit my country, destroying two cities. I was eleven when the war with Azerbaijan 
started, and I was twelve when the Soviet collapsed. All these major forces had an impact 
on my destiny and changed the normal flow of my life. When I was supposed to attend a 
college, I was forced to work. And my dream of getting a higher education was lost until 
I moved to the U.S.. Some people say, “If you want to make God laugh, tell him about 
your plans.”

In 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed, and I found myself in a different country without 
changing my geographical location. It was a hard time – a time of wolves – when people 
don’t care about each other, and everybody thinks just of how to survive. The criminal 
rate raised tremendously, and the majority of the population fell into poverty. I was in 
7th grade at my school when I was forced by the circumstances to start to earn money. I 
waled to school in the morning and returned at noon. After having some food, I would go 
to the open-air market to sell candles. To avoid despair, I tried to keep a positive mood 
by reading books (thank god, we had a lot of them at our home). Books were taking me 
far away from my problems, my country, and the war. During the evenings, when I was 
back after the work, I was able to visit the Wild West with Mayne Reid and explore the 
secrets of the deep sea with captain Nemo. Anyway, the time was passing by, and I was 
proud of myself because at least I was earning enough to cover my daily costs. 

A new Odyssey started when we moved to Michigan, USA. Right from the border, I 
understood that the English language I learned in my country was useless in the U.S.. I 
couldn’t understand a word of what people were saying. After a few weeks, when we 
got all our documents, I started to search for English courses and was near despair when 
one of my friends from LA called me. He heard that I moved to the U.S. and was trying to 
reach out to make sure I was fine. He told me about California’s social aid programs like 
CalWORKs and Cal FRESH. We moved to California in November of 2016. A few months 
later, I got my first temporary job with LA County. Almost a year later, in January of 2018, 
I finally started chasing my dream of getting a proper education. 

Now, at the age of 39, I live with my wife and my seven year old son in Burbank, California, 
which I proudly call “Home.” I’m about to graduate from Glendale Community College 
and transfer to California State University, Northridge for a double major in accounting 
and finance.
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HERMINE  
HAYRAPETYAN
Nursing
Glendale 
Community College 
Numerous people encounter different challenges each 
day of their lives and most of them get over them 
eventually. They find the solution to the problem- the 
key to the lock, the door to success. They find a way to 
cope with everything and to adapt to the situation. In 

my case, there was not just one specific problem that took me by surprise and blocked 
my straight roadway to success. There were multiple coming up every day of my, now, 
immigrant life. Most of them were not that crucial. Most were solved as time passed, 
but some of them could have completely shut down my motivation and my will to fight. 
When I came to the United States in June of 2014, I would have never imagined even 
going to college. I did not have any knowledge of English and had to learn the alphabet 
as I progressed through ELS classes provided by the GCC Garfield Campus. As I started 
writing the letters out and forming words into sentences, I realized that I could progress 
and get into the actual system of pursuing my dream of becoming a nurse. It took about a 
year for me just to learn the spelling of the words, which made sentences that converted 
into essays. It took another half a year for me to comprehend what my teachers were 
saying to me during my classes. And after I finally finished and got out of the ESL, I 
thought that the rest would just be easy. Later that year I took my first science class, 
Biology 101. 

When I first opened that exact book, I just sat there speechless, trying to understand a 
single word of what it said. I spent about seven hours just trying to read and finish the 
first chapters of the book. I got up at four in the morning every day and reviewed each 
chapter with hours of online lectures and hundreds of videos. That biology book was the 
most challenging problem that I have faced. However, as time passed, I adapted to the 
system. Even my two sons understood my problems and tried to help me in everyday 
activities. They wanted me to save a few more minutes with every assignment to watch 
another video on that specific biological topic. Test after test, I got better, and I figured 
out the strategies to study in a smarter and shorter way. At the end of the semester, I 
was in with the top students of the class, I was one of the few students who finished 
the class with an A, which showed me that hard work does pay off. I came to the United 
States with a family of four, without any college diplomas or knowledge of the language, 
without any huge finances, without any properties, and with many problems. At the end 
of the day, the problems that were solved were left behind, but after conquering every 
problem, I become stronger and more comfortable in life.
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SHARY ALONZO
Psychology

Los Angeles 
City College

I am a full-time first-generation college student. I have 
two boys. My oldest son is eleven years old and my 
youngest is three. My parents tried hard to raise us in a 
well-rounded home, but it was unfortunately filled with 
violence and abuse. I was not a good student growing 
up, and I dreaded the thought of going to school every 
morning. I did not graduate from middle school, and 
it was difficult to navigate high school. Eventually, I 
dropped out and decided to get my GED. To my surprise, I qualified for a GED plus-40-
units program and was able to earn a high school diploma. In 2002, I enrolled at LACC 
and did not do very well. I felt like I was not prepared for college, so I left. Over the 
years, I struggled in different types of jobs where I could not excel because I did not 
have a degree. Then, my life changed drastically after going through domestic violence 
and other damaging situations that affected my family. My social worker at the time 
encouraged me to go back to college for my self-development. So, I made it my goal. 

Around the same time, my son was diagnosed with autism and was assigned speech, 
occupational, and infant stimulation. For about a year, I had to take my son to therapy 
sessions four times a week right after class. As a single mother I have felt overwhelmed 
with school and raising my boys on my own, but school has helped me regain my self-
confidence. There have been numerous times that I just wanted to quit because of all 
the pressure that comes with my financial difficulties and everything else I must manage. 
Nevertheless, I am so grateful to have met amazing professors who have inspired me to 
keep striving for my success. They have been very understanding and supportive when I 
have difficulties in class. After a year at LACC, I have learned so much about myself and 
my potential. I have increased my GPA from a 2.0 to a 3.26. This was never something I 
thought I could accomplish. For too long, I allowed my past to affect the way I viewed 
myself. Through therapy though, I have been able to diminish those negative thoughts 
and change my mindset. Going back to school was the best decision. My education is 
the best foundation I can provide for my family. My eleven-year-old now looks forward to 
going to college because he wants to help people. My family has been very supportive 
in my journey, and I always feel so grateful to have the opportunity to go to college. My 
goal is to major in psychology to contribute in my community and spread awareness 
about the negative effects of domestic violence. Together, your investment in my future 
and my commitment to my success for my community will ensure that I reach my goals 
and become the best version of myself. 
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JOCELYN BOYD
Social &  
Behavioral Science
Los Angeles  
Harbor College 
I have overcome so much in the last couple of years, and 
the Cal-Works program has helped me tremendously 
during this time. I didn’t believe I was smart enough 
for college. This fear kept me from trying for a long 
time. I worked for various minimum wage jobs. I had 

a string of dysfunctional relationships, one of which was with the father of my son. I did 
everything I could to try to make that relationship work. I finally got to the point where 
I needed to separate myself and my son from his father’s destructive behaviors. My 
parents gave my son and I a safe place to stay while I figured out the next steps. I got 
on CalWORKs and GAIN. After a period of working some minimum wage jobs, I decided 
to go to school. I applied to Los Angeles Harbor College in the fall of 2017 and started 
classes in winter 2017. 

The CalWORKs office on campus was my first stop.The staff in the CalWORKs office are 
so friendly and helpful. They listened to my story and reassured me that I could do this 
and that they would help me succeed. Since I started school I have maintained a 4.0 GPA. 
I also struggled to find permanent housing during this time. I went through a transitional 
housing program and found affordable housing. I am a participant in the CalWORKs 
work-study program. I am a student worker in the EOPS office on campus, where I have 
the opportunity to help other low income students and single parents succeed in their 
educational goals. I am scheduled to graduate with my AA degree this spring and transfer 
to a local university fall 2019. I look forward to obtaining my BA in Human Services, 
specializing in mental health and recovery or social work. I am making strides toward 
self-sufficiency and providing a better life for my son and I. The encouragement, support, 
and resources I have received from the CalWORKs programs have been so important 
to my success. I recommend this path to anyone looking for a way to improve their life. 
Education changes everything. I’m so grateful for all the opportunities granted to me, 
and I am making the most of every opportunity.
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BRIANA  
MARTINEZ

Registered Nursing
East Los Angeles  

College
After high school, I briefly attended college at LACC 
before dropping out after finding out I was pregnant at 
19 years old. By the time I had my son, I was working 
full time with a decent pay as a special education 
assistant for LAUSD while being a single mom. At the 
time, I felt school was not an option for me. I was on 
my own working full time to support my son and myself. After two and a half years of 
only working for my paycheck to pay bills, I realized I needed to do more. This was not 
the life my son deserved I needed to provide more for him. In order to do this, I knew I 
needed to go back to school. I always wanted to be a nurse, but I was afraid to go back 
to school. I was not sure if I would be able to go to school and still provide for my son 
and myself financially. After much hesitation, I decided to go back to school. I started by 
fulfilling my general education by attending night classes and online classes at East Los 
Angeles College while continuing to work full time. However, in order to take my core 
prerequisites to become a nurse, I needed to resign my position as a special education 
assistant to take the classes I needed. I sacrificed my steady pay and health insurance and 
relied on Cal Fresh and Cash Aid benefits to make ends meet. Even though it was process 
to find out what CalWORKs was from the government offices, I was able to get the help 
I needed. It was worth every step it took to get there. 

While at CalWORKs, they informed me that I could get supplies, school fees, a new 
backpack, and my textbooks paid for. Receiving the funds for school helped me feel 
prepared and excited to come to school. I had less anxiety, which allowed me to come 
to school with a clear mind and retain more information rather than being preoccupied 
with financial struggles. At the time, I was unemployed and too afraid to look for work 
out of fear of losing my benefits. The most important thing to me was making sure my 
son had health care and I did not want to risk losing it. Allen at CalWORKs informed me 
I could get a job through Work Study and not lose my benefits. Within a week, I had 
an interview at the ELAC Reading and Writing Center, and I got the job. I am currently 
ready to transfer as a nursing student, while maintain employment at ELAC. I would not 
have had this opportunity if it were not for CalWORKs guiding me every step of the way. 
CalWORKs gave me the tools to achieve my goal and gave me the opportunity to give 
my son and myself a better future.
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SUSANA  
INTERIANO
Communications
Pasadena City College
Being first generation and the eldest of my siblings, 
going to a four-year college was not on my agenda. 
My knowledge about college access was very 
limited but ever since I can remember, I have been a 
high-achiever in school, taking advantage of all the 
opportunities presented to me. There is no doubt my 
mother played a motivational role as a single mother 

of four, exemplifying hard work, honesty, and humility, while reminding me that she 
wanted better for me. However, after graduating high school, I found out I was going 
to be a mother. When my daughter was 9 months old, her father was deported. Faced 
with this new challenge, completing my general education courses was on hold because 
my priorities were now to work full-time to provide for my daughter and myself. To 
my fortune, I started working at a public charter school a few years later, and there I 
discovered a lot about my passions and abilities. In my role as the Student and Family 
Services coordinator, a position that bridged the communication between school and 
home, I developed my leadership and advocacy for the families. Throughout the course 
of 9 years, I recognized the value of collaborative work between the school staff and the 
families of the students, which in turn, empowered a whole community. To prepare for a 
career in helping underserved communities, in 2017, I decided to come back to school as 
a full-time student, which meant making the difficult decision of leaving a position that I 
loved, and making financial sacrifices. 

The CalWORKs program, however, made it possible for me to focus on my educational 
goals and my family. Through the resources and placement in work-study on campus, it 
has been manageable for me to maintain a roof over our heads while earning a degree. 
I’m grateful to be a part of a community at PCC that understands my particular struggles, 
creates opportunities for growth and collaboration, and that provides guidance every 
step of the way, which all contribute to my everyday successes. Ultimately, the challenges 
I have experienced have not only motivated me to improve my lifestyle but also, to 
reach my maximum potential. I want to continue being an example of resilience to 
my 13-year old daughter, as the first in my family to attend college. In spring 2019, I 
am graduating from Pasadena City College and transferring, to pursue a Bachelor’s in 
Communication. One day, I like to operate a non-profit, community-based center that 
provides resources, referrals, activities, workshops and more, to the families, especially 
those of first generation. I believe that giving their parents/caregivers the knowledge 
and tools to empower them will motivate them to work in partnership with their child’s 
school. I want to help build community and give back for all the generous support that 
was provided to me.
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JENNIFER   
GRIJALVA

Psychology  
East Los Angeles  

College
 I am a single mother that has been a homemaker for 
most of my life. I decided at age 36 to return to school 
to obtain my high school diploma. I wanted to set an 
example for my two older children whom at the time 
were struggling to graduate from high school. My 
decision made a huge impact. My son graduated high 
school that year, 2014, and in 2015 my son joined the Army; one of the most rewarding and 
scary feelings a mother can ever feel all together. Following that,  I graduated high school 
in 2016 and that same year, my daughter graduated from high school. Graduating was 
the proudest moment of my life and made me want to further my education. I continued 
school as a nursing major, but it wasn’t my true calling and later I switched to ELAC and 
decided to become a psychology major and focus on addiction and rehabilitation.

I’d like to thank the CalWORKs program for helping with resources such as supplies for 
the semester and all the financial aid assistance, but most importantly, the work-study 
program. I was able to get a job on campus that helped me tremendously support my 
family and their needs. My job didn’t affect my school work or take time away from 
my family. CalWORKs has made it easier for me to be academically successful. When I 
first started school, I enrolled with intentions of only obtaining a certificate, but things 
have changed and I’ve decided to work hard to get my bachelor’s in psychology and my 
master’s in social work. 

My goals are to be as self-sufficient as possible and take each task seriously. I want to 
fulfill my educational goals. I just need to complete a few classes with good grades so 
that when I am ready to transfer, admissions counselors can see how hard I’ve worked 
and how committed I am to succeed. I want to be a positive influence for my children, my 
peers and the individuals I will someday help in outreach.

It would be a true blessing for me to receive this scholarship. I want  to accomplish all 
of my goals and help reduce the stress of how I am going to pay for resources such as 
books, writing paper, pens, pencils and anything else I will need to be successful in my 
next educational endeavors. This scholarship will help me tremendously so that I won’t 
stress so much about financial matters and I can stay on track with my responsibilities 
of studying. It would help me by giving me a break of not having to work extra hours so 
that I can still have time to spend with my family. With that said, I would be truly grateful 
for the scholarship.
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NONNA  
HAYRAPETYAN
Accounting/Business 
Administration
Glendale 
Community College
I am a student at Glendale Community College majoring 
in 3 degrees: Associate in Science in Accounting, 
Associate in Science  in Business Administration 
for Transfer, and Associate in Arts in Business 

Administration. I came to the United States three years ago with my husband and one-
year-old son. As an immigrant mom, I have encountered challenging moments in raising a 
healthy family and pursuing my career goals at the same time. It’s been extremely difficult 
for me as I don’t have any relatives in the United States that could help me with caring for 
my now four year-old son.  However, I became empowered, and I told myself that I can 
do everything: be a housekeeper and wife, parent my son, and reach my academic goals. 
This inspired me and gave me hope that I could have a good career and a better life. I 
overcame my challenges starting with my participation in CalWORKs. My first challenge 
was overcoming my language barriers through completing my ESL program. 

Living in a new country, I’ve experienced many trials and much stress. I worked my first 
job for two weeks while also attending classes. However, I was so disappointed because 
I didn’t receive a paycheck and the employer told me it was just training. This experience 
helped me realize I didn’t want to go through this work trauma anymore, and I decided 
to make a change.

Now, I am proud that I am able to work for the CalWORKs program as a student worker 
while I participate in the program. Working in the CalWORKs program helps me make 
my education a priority for me and my son. The CalWORKs program has made it possible 
for me to pursue my education while achieving work experience. I would not be able to 
afford to go to school if the program didn’t provide support services for books, tuition, 
transportation, child care, and employment. 

Originally, my hope was to transfer to California State University, Northridge from 
Glendale Community College. However, I have transportation limitations and need online 
classes. I discovered that California State University, Northridge doesn’t offer the online 
program I need. Thus, I changed my mind, did some research, and explored many other 
schools offering online degree programs. Although schools offering online programs are 
far away, I am able to work towards my B.S. degree in General Business from home. My 
plan is to complete A.S. and A.A. degrees at Glendale Community College, and transfer 
to California State University, San Diego and later transfer to Sacramento State University 
for my Master’s of Business Administration in Accounting degree. My goal is to initially 
work as an accountant for a Fortune 500 company, and my long term goal is to own my 
own accounting/tax services business. I’m thankful for my lessons learned through my 
negative work experiences because those experiences helped me on my path to success 
in my education.182
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YESENIA   
MERINO

Administration  
of Justice  

East Los Angeles  
College

Being a mother of five, two girls and three boys, aged 
11, 7, 3, 2, and 8 months is very challenging. I have to 
manage time to spend with my children and have to 
be able to care for one of my sons who suffers from 
asthma, eczema, and allergies. He has to have a certain diet and sometimes be on a 
nebulizer. So, I have to make sure everything is good with him before I leave the door. 
So, managing school and work are a bit challenging.

I try to work as best as I can to provide for them, but working at fast food restaurants 
as a cashier is not what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. I realized I had to get an 
education in order to get a better job, so I made the decision to enroll in college not 
knowing how I was going to manage time for school. I thought to myself that if I didn’t 
do it now, I would never do it. At one point, I thought I was too old to go to college.
My mom was the one who got me into going back to school, telling me not to put up 
obstacles that are going to keep me from doing better in life. Now that I have been 
attending school and getting good grades, I am surprised because I thought I was 
going to be really behind, not knowing anything since I haven’t been to school in more 
than eight years. Now, seeing myself doing well keeps me motivated to keep going and 
continue doing well.

My children are proud of me. I am proud of myself for doing it and getting information 
on the CalWORKs Gain program. Thanks to them, I have gotten help with school and 
have even been able to get a job at the college. I see myself doing things I didn’t 
imagine I was going to be able to do. I have overcome the challenges that kept me 
from going back to school and furthering my education.

My goals are to graduate and transfer to Cal State Los Angeles and get my degree in 
criminal justice. Every night, I tell myself that I am one step closer than I was before- 
that all these nights to come will be worth it in the end when I get to hold my Degree 
with my hands and make my mother proud.  My dream to be someone professional is 
coming true.
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REBECA  
CEDENO
Sociology
East Los Angeles  
College
I am a mother of two and a wife. I am currently fulfilling 
my educational goals at East Los Angeles College, 
majoring in sociology. Throughout life, I have faced 
many adversities that made me put my dreams and 
goals on hold. At the age of sixteen, I had my first child 

and was kicked out of my home. Being a teenage mother and a sophomore in high school 
became very difficult to balance, so I eventually dropped out of school. My husband 
worked while I stayed home to care for our child, but soon after he became incarcerated. 
I was left alone to fend for myself and my children while being pregnant once again. I had 
no moral support when things became overwhelming, and it took a toll on me mentally. 
Being a teenage mother without any support, money, or a job, I was clueless as to how to 
overcome these obstacles and excel in life. At that moment in life, pursuing my education 
was not something I made my priority. I had to find a way to push through and attain 
an income for my children in order to survive. Eventually my husband was released, but 
because of his incarceration, it was difficult for him to attain a job. Not having stable 
income and struggling as two young parents made us feel like failures, and we knew our 
children deserved better. I refused to continue to be yet another statistic and decided 
to continue and finish my education. Although I knew it would be a challenging journey, 
I knew the outcome would be worth it. I knew my children deserved it, and I owed it to 
them to try.

I have benefited greatly through the CalWORKs program.  At a time where I felt I could 
not afford to continue my education, CalWORKs was there to help cover every school 
expense from books, supplies, and transportation.  I am very thankful for CalWORKs and 
their guidance. CalWORKs helped me at a time where I felt lost, hopeless, unmotivated, 
and did not have a path in life. They have uplifted me in the most amazing ways possible, 
and for that I will forever be thankful. The CalWORKs program has helped me excel with 
both personal and educational goals. I have exceled greatly in my education and because 
of their help, I have become inspired to become a guidance counselor and help those 
who find themselves in a position I once did. Not only have they guided me onto a path 
of education that will help me succeed, but they have also taught me that there is always 
hope followed by support. With their help, I no longer feel like a failure, and although I 
still have a long journey ahead in order to achieve my career goal, I know I am on the right 
path I was always destined to be on. 
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EULALIA   
FRANCISCO

Business 
Administration

Los Angeles 
City College

I wish to be an inspiration and a role model for my 
family and community when it comes to chasing my 
education. My name is Eulalia Guadalupe Francisco, 
and I am Guatemalan American. I am twenty-two 
years old and am proud to say I am a first-generation college student. I was raised with 
my parents’ old beliefs, like many Central American’s, that women should stay at home 
or go to work because education shouldn’t be a priority for women. As much as I love 
my parents, I could not follow their beliefs. Coming to school, for example, was me 
stepping out of my comfort zone because it was not typical for my community to see 
a woman attend school. To this day, I still find myself confronting my dad regarding my 
education. He thinks that as a woman I should be working. Aside from that, he sees no 
future for my education because I am a young mother. It hurts me that my dad never 
asks me “”How’s school?”” or encourages me to strive in my educational goals. Since 
high school, my dad never believed in me graduating. He would constantly ask why I 
was still in school and tell me to go work with him instead. Thankfully, my mom never 
stopped believing in me, and she would always encourage me to do my best in school. 
I was able to prove many people wrong when I graduated from high school at the City 
of Angels Independent Studies. My partner was by my side, encouraging me as well. 
He didn’t turn his back on me, in fact, he was a great support. I want to make a change 
in my community and set the example that it is possible for women to have a better 
quality of life and be successful. 

I am currently enrolled at Los Angeles City College, and I am hoping to obtain 
a Bachelor’s Degree in Business Administration. I am proud to say that math is the 
subject I am best at. It’s my gift. I want to have a career as a Chief Financial Officer in 
the financial functions of organizations. This is the path I choose, and I know it won’t 
be easy, but I’m driven to make this happen. I am thankful that the CalWORKs Program 
was a big support to me as well. They gave me motivation to continue my educational 
journey. This scholarship would be a great support for me and would help me fulfill my 
goals. As the young parent of a three-year-old and a full-time student, it is financially 
tough for me because I am not getting enough income in my household. Although I 
am struggling now, I know that in the long run, I will be successful and will soon have 
the resources to help others. I would like for the donor to be a part of my educational 
success because education is a necessity to me, not just an option.
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THUAN VO
Accounting
Los Angeles 
City College
I came to the United States back in July of 2014, with 
my husband and my two children, as political refugees. 
My husband expressed his views on the need for 
democratic policy in Vietnam through writings and 
leaflets. Consequently, he was arrested and spent two 
and a half years in jail. As a result, we could not live 
in our hometown after he was released from prison. 

Before coming to the U.S. we lived in Thailand for three years as political refugees as well. 
Today, we are fortunate to live here in America. 

After we arrived, both my husband and I enrolled at Los Angeles City College. I completed 
English 101 and Accounting 1 last semester. I will be completing Accounting 2 at the end 
of this semester. I really feel privileged to be attending Los Angeles City College. I am 
especially grateful to be part of the Community College CalWORKs Program, which has 
been very supportive and helpful in my academic journey here in the U.S..  With the help 
of my counselors, I have learned the subjects I must complete for my major. I can work 
part-time as a student worker on campus because the CalWORKs Program has given me 
opportunities to apply for work. I get a lot of assistance from the staff of the CalWORKs 
Program as well. The orientation programs have provided invaluable information I use to 
better navigate my life here. In addition to this, the CalWORKs Program has helped me 
support my family financially. My husband and I are confident about studying full-time 
to gain more self-sufficiency in the future because of all of the resources and support 
CalWORKs provides.

After getting my Associate’s Degree in Accounting, I intend to work as an accountant. 
I also hope that as I transition from a student to graduate that I will be able to devote 
more of my time to volunteer work. I believe that if I continue to be honest, diligent, and 
cooperative with those around me, I will be fortunate in life. 

Being a student at this point in my life is not easy for me. My English communication skills 
are still limited and my children are still in high school. Because of my age, when I study, 
I can only retain very small portions of what I have learned, at a given time. Despite this, 
I try my best to focus on my studies. While I have not had the opportunity to participate 
in any school activities yet, I hope to become more involved on my campus soon because 
my current college has been so instrumental in the progress I’ve made in the States. I also 
think that participating more in campus activities will help me improve my English quicker.  

I would like to take this opportunity to thank all the staff of the CalWORKs Programs across 
the state. You are all good-hearted and exceptional. You always dedicate your efforts to 
assisting students with their difficulties.
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VIVIANA 
HERNANDEZ

Human Services
Los Angeles 
City College

I am a 34 year old single mother of two children.  
For the past three years I have been attending Los 
Angeles City College (LACC).  When I decided to 
come back to school, it was hard to think that I was 
given a second opportunity to fulfill my goal.  When I 
first started, I was very disoriented to the point where 
I didn’t know that there was a CalWORKs office on campus.  That first semester I just 
took classes not really knowing what I wanted to do.  After my second semester, I was 
able to get the guidance that I needed that finally put me on the right path to a career.  
Being a single mother is tough, but being a single mother and a student goes beyond 
being tough.  I had to learn how to juggle my time between my children and my school.  
Anyone can come to college and just show up.  There is a difference in those who come 
to just fill up a seat and those who want to make a difference.  To be able to maintain a 
good standing means that you are dedicating yourself to your classes. 
 
Now that I am finally seeing the light at the end of the tunnel, I will be able to graduate 
with two AA degrees.  I have been on the Dean’s Honor List which is gratifying to me 
because the hard work that I have put into my classes is paying off.  It hasn’t been easy, 
but now I know that I want to go further, and I know that I will be able to because being 
at LACC has taught me and prepared me to expect more and do more.

When I first went to the CalWORKs office, my only plan was to get a Human Services 
certificate.  After talking to Ms. Lakatos, I realized that I could get more than a certificate 
and that I could go to a 4 year college.  To go and get my Bachelor’s Degree has been 
a goal I’ve wanted to fulfill.  Ms. Lakatos showed me that the possibilities were endless 
if I decided to go ahead and take the leap.  

My plan was not to be dependent on CalWORKs.  This was one of the main reasons I 
decided to come back to school.  I wanted to provide a better outcome for my children. 
I knew that the only way that was going to happen was by getting my education.  I want 
to major in Sociology or Rehabilitation Services and become a case manager.  I want to 
be able to help others and show them that everything is possible if you really want it.  
My Community College CalWORKs Program has made education a priority by providing 
me with the tools to succeed.  My children see that I am giving it my all, and they are 
looking forward to me graduating and going off to a 4 year college.  
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JIHYUN KIM
Administrative 
Assistant 
Los Angeles 
City College
I am a student at Los Angeles City College, majoring as 
an Administrative Office Assistant. I was born in Seoul, 
South Korea and initially moved to Los Angeles twenty 
years ago to study special effects makeup for movies. 
When I arrived, my father told me he would no longer 
be able to support me financially, and I was forced to 

withdraw from school. I felt lost and crushed, but decided to stay in Los Angeles to try to 
find my way. I found work and attempted to pay my way through school. 

I had three different jobs, but still could not afford to pay my tuition. Eventually, I took 
a break from school and was offered a marketing job in Maryland. After working in 
Maryland for ten years, I moved back to Los Angeles where I married my ex-husband and 
had three boys.

Three years ago, I became a single mom. My ex-husband left to Korea because he wanted 
a different life and stopped contacting me for two years. The day he left, I thought he was 
going on a business trip, but he never returned. I was completely on my own to provide 
for our children, so I worked full-time every single day. Now, in the process of divorce, I 
have decided to return to school to provide my children with more financial stability. 
I am so happy that I enrolled at LA City College in the fall of 2017. Because I am working 
at the Office of Student Life as a member of the work-study program, I have an easier 
time balancing my studies with work. 

My plan to become self-sufficient includes incorporating what I learn from school into 
my work. 

Receiving this scholarship would give me a sigh of relief as I struggle to raise my three 
boys while I work and study. I want to get an AA degree and get a good-paying job as 
soon as I can. When I became a single mother, I was so scared and unsure of how to live 
with my children by myself. Now that I have proven I can do it, I want to ensure I am 
supporting my children as best as I can. 

Now, one of my biggest goals is to encourage others to push through their struggles. 
Receiving help, myself, has inspired me to pay it forward to others. I completely understand 
that life presents tough obstacles and that sometimes we need support in order to get 
around them. I am so grateful for the CalWORKs Program for the support it has given me 
through all of my hardship. I want to share my story to inspire other single mothers not 
to give up. One day, I hope to work in a position that allows me to be of service to those 
who need it most. I want to be there for others to give back to my community. 
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JESUS  
GUTIERREZ

Arthitecture
East Los Angeles 

College
I was born and raised in East L.A and graduated 
from Garfield High School in 2009. I was unable to 
determine what career path to pursue, and had to fend 
for myself, so I went straight to work in construction. 
I enjoyed working in the construction field but 
moving up on the ladder seemed near impossible, 
without education that is.  After having to work several minimum wage jobs I saw how 
education can make surviving feel easier. However, I was stubborn and kept neglecting 
true education for 8 years. I attempted to better myself in the past and decided to take 
quick training courses. 

I went to National Polytechnic College to get a certificate as a medical assistant. I 
enjoyed working in the medical field since I was able to help injured patients and elderly 
folks. Medical assisting earned me enough to support my small family, but I wanted 
to do more. So, I decided to attend Regan Career Institute to become a Certified 
Phlebotomist. I enjoyed working in the medical field, but I hit a barrier. I had a physical 
done as requested from my phlebotomy school and found out I had tuberculosis. Good 
news I was not going to die from the disease since it was dormant (not active), bad 
news, I was not allowed to do my externship. I became upset and discouraged. In 
order to get rid of the dormant disease I had to take prescribed medications for seven 
months. Around this time my second child was born so I went back to being a laborer. 
I had trouble finding work, so I decided to go to work agencies. I was quickly fed up 
with the constant simple routine, I wanted to do more with my life than palletizing. So, 
I returned to my ideal work, construction. I love construction. It made me feel like I 
was extremely productive, and alive. I was my own boss; I started working by projects 
instead of by day or by hour. I felt like a great man knowing I made my wage based 
on how sufficient I was.  Then, I hit another barrier yet again. This time it was more 
difficult to overcome; it was not as easy as taking pills to deter a disease. I now have a 
herniated, slipped disc in my lower back. This new condition I suffer from impacted my 
work drastically. 

Along my journey of success I made a stop at CalWORKs. In 2017 I decided to attend 
ELAC, and enrolled for spring semester. I had taken a long break from school and 
struggled to adjust to the college life. Since I was temporarily partially disabled I could 
not work, and I needed help with getting my books. CalWORKs was there for me. I’m 
currently doing work study on my campus, and I have gained back my confidence. 
CalWORKs provides me a warm healthy environment to learn. This program has helped 
me catch up in school while feeling useful and efficient again.
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TYESA HARVEY 
REGION 7 WINNER
Liberal Arts:  
Behavioral &  
Social Science 
Santa Monica College
In September of 2015, in a Hollywood hotel room, 
shortly after giving birth to my toddler twins, I made 
a decision with my life. My decision was to not allow 
my children to witness an unstable lifestyle filled with 

trauma. I left a seventeen-year trafficking situation, and decided I would save myself for 
the sake of my children’s future. Things were not easy in the beginning, because at age 30 I 
had no work experience, no skills, no home, no money; just two newborns and a resilience 
not to turn back. For the first couple of weeks I stayed in hotels until I could come up 
with a plan as to how I would take care of us. After about two weeks in a motel room, 
“hiding out”, a social worker contacted me and when I told her my situation she assisted 
me with being housed in a domestic violence shelter. Those critical two weeks marked the 
beginning of my journey. 

After leaving the shelter I researched, via Google, organizations that could assist women 
like myself with finding work or even clearing my record. That’s when I found C.A.S.T. ( the 
Coalition to Abolish Sex Trafficking) who assisted with case management. C.A.S.T. then 
introduced me to Alexandria House, which assisted me with housing. Alexandria House 
introduced me to Two Wings, which assisted me with my first job. After 1 year of being 
homeless, I was finally stable and able to work on my educational goal. 
My educational goal while, at Santa Monica College, is to receive my Associates and 
transfer to a four-year college. I plan to keep going to until I receive my PhD in Sociology. 
My career goal is to create a trauma informed curriculum for programs to assist families 
that have dealt with generational trauma.

The CalWORKs Program has been a huge support system to all my educational, emotional, 
and mental health needs. Through the CalWORKs Program I am assisted with classroom 
materials, advice as to what path to take to reach my career goals, and even a listening ear 
and support system when I have had personal problems.

In addition to school I have been involved in a survivor leadership program called Resilient 
Voices, and the National Survivor Network. In these programs I have been very vocal 
about my experience of being trafficked for all of my teenage years, and most of my 
adult years. Using my personal testimony I help to educate and raise awareness about 
the issues of domestic sex-trafficking and generational trauma. My volunteer work and 
speaking engagements have included, speaking at Saddleback Church Human Trafficking 
Symposium, FBI 1st annual African American and Hispanic Human Trafficking Workshop, 
being featured in Palomar College’s upcoming documentary Shattered Dreams, and a host 
of local trauma focused, and trafficking focused forum.

I appreciate the CalWORKs Program for advocating for me in my educational goals and 
providing me the opportunity to further my personal goals through education, by opening 
their doors.
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LYNNE NEAL
Health Care  

Administration
Los Angeles  

Mission College
I am 43 years old and a single mom of one. My 
daughter’s name is Lamesha and she is 9 years old. I 
am a five year domestic violence survivor.  After the 
last and final violent attack perpetrated on me by 
my partner of ten years, I ended the vicious cycle of 
domestic violence for good. On February of 2016, my 
daughter and I literally ran with just the clothes on our backs. With no one to turn to 
and no place to go, I was faced with yet another crisis in my life. Up until this moment, 
homelessness was never real to me, but homelessness has been an acute reality I’ve 
had to face for the last five years. In August of 2017, I was in the same predicament 
I was in, in 2016. My daughter and I had no place to go. I frantically started calling 
homeless shelters to try and find some place to stay. After hearing so many rejections 
of “”we’re full”” or “”there’s no room”” the only place that said yes was Union Rescue 
Mission. I stayed at Union Rescue Mission for about five months before I was moved to 
their transitional facility for women and children, called Hope Gardens. Hope Gardens 
is where my daughter and I are currently residing. With the security and support that 
Hope Gardens provides, I can focus on rebuilding. I can now focus on what I really want. 
The only thing I really want, right now, is my education. I am fully aware that education 
is going to transition me from temporary housing to permanent housing. 

Despite the adversities I’ve had to face in my life, I would get up and go to school. 
That’s the only thing that was a real constant in my life. There has been many times 
where I would go to school, not knowing where the books and supplies I needed for 
the classes, would come from. I would ask God to make a way out of no way. I would go 
to the reserve station in the library and just pray that the books that I needed for the 
semester would be there. To my great relief, they always were. I know that education 
holds the key to a better future. That’s why I keep holding on. For the first time, in 
a long time, I can just go to school and learn because I don’t have to worry about 
the financial aspect of my education. I feel greatly blessed. Thanks to CalWORKs and 
Financial Aid I can go to school and do just that.  At present, I am attending Los Angeles 
Mission College. In the fall of 2019, I will be attending CSUN and pursuing my Bachelor 
of Science in Health Care Administration. I’ve had so many black days, but now I feel 
the tingling of hope coursing through my veins. The past is over and the future is now.
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JASMINE  
DUARTE
Statistics
Los Angeles  
Pierce College
From the time that I was a young child, I always knew I 
wanted to be someone important. When I say important, 
I don’t necessarily point to someone who is rich, or has 
power. What I mean by important is someone who can 
make a positive impact on the world around them. My 
goal was to find a career that I enjoyed doing and that 

I believed would do good for the world around me. Although I did not know exactly what 
career would be, I knew it would require a higher education, so I always planned on going to 
college. Somewhere throughout my adolescence I lost sight of that goal. It would seem the 
older I got the more complicated reaching that goal became. My life took a complete turn 
for the worse when I was 15, and my house burned down. This event ultimately separated 
my family for many years to come. With no real home to go back to, my mother and I 
drifted from place to place, with education taking the back burner. I was plunged into a 
deep hole of depression and an overwhelming feeling of hopelessness. My grades fell and 
with it so did my hopes for graduation. Even after trying to pull myself out of this mess, by 
the time I was a senior I was far behind and would not be graduating with my peers. It was 
around this time that I found out I was pregnant. This fact alone was enough to remind me 
of the drive and determination I felt as a young child. The issue was that I felt it was too 
late for me. What good can a high school dropout teenage mother really do? Luckily for 
me, a teacher at an adult school I attended in the past suggested that I apply for public 
assistance. When I was told that I qualify for CalWORKs I didn’t know what to expect. I 
had no idea I would be encouraged to complete high school, and given the opportunity to 
access a higher education, despite my past academic failures, through community college. I 
never imagined I would receive support with childcare, class expenses, book expenses, and 
counseling. All the obstacles I thought would prevent me from continuing my education, 
CalWORKs took care of. For the first time in my life I am able to focus completely on school.

Without these benefits, I would have never been able to come to college and figure out 
just how much I love it. I now have just over 50 credits, with dreams of transferring to 
UCLA majoring in statistics. I aim to become a statistician, to use mathematics in a useful 
and meaningful way. The CalWORKs program has shown me that I can be everything I ever 
wanted and more! 
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ERIKA  
SUMMERS- 

DEGEN
Child Development

Pasadena City College
First of all, I will say that I am not your typical 
community college student. I am in my forties and 
this is my second time attending community college. 
Like most students, I chose to attend community 
college after high school. I chose child development 
as my major when I arrived at Pasadena City College. 
I knew that I loved working with children, so I chose child development as my major. 
At that time I didn’t think I was smart enough to obtain a degree, so I just took several 
child development courses and went into the workforce. Right away I was hired by a 
Head Start program and became a teacher. Eventually, time passed and I got a job 
as a site director for a school age child care program. I never thought I would be a 
director of any kind. It was that experience that showed me that I could do more and 
I chose to pursue a college degree. I enrolled at the University of La Verne in 2011 
and began working on  a degree in liberal studies. I finished most of my classes at 
La Verne when I was told that I was running out of financial aid. I still needed three 
general education courses, so I was advised to return to community college. This 
is because it would be cheaper for me to take the classes at a community college 
than it would be to take them at the University of La Verne. I dreaded going back 
to community college because I was so worried about walking around campus with 
my knee injury and there would not be as many online classes for me to take at the 
community college, but I had no other option.

I am so glad I did go back to community college because I needed the challenge. The 
challenge had become motivation and this was what I needed. Around the same time, 
in 2015, I was injured at work. That was devastating. I had injured my knee and could 
not return back to work. In 2017, I returned back to Pasadena City College, but with 
little no income, I joined CalWORKs. The CalWORKs program has been a wealth of 
support to me and my family. I was able to get a work study job through CalWORKs, 
which has been a tremendous blessing. With my knee injury, it can be a challenge to 
walk across campus and attend classes, but the challenge just reminds me that I can 
do this. Being a single parent and trying to attend school is very difficult, but I know 
now that I can do this and that I am smart enough to obtain a degree. I can’t wait 
for my daughter to see with receive my first college degree. I want her to see the 
importance of getting an education, persevere, and to never stop dreaming.
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ISABEL  
DIAZ BAUTISTA
Biology
Los Angeles  
City College
Although my childhood was filled with instability, I 
dreamed of attending and graduating from college. 
The CalWORKs program and other support groups 
have helped me overcome financial and emotional 
struggles and better transition into community 
college. My childhood consisted of abuse and neglect 

by an alcoholic mother who struggled with mental health issues and poverty. When she 
attempted suicide, I was placed into foster care. In those seven years in foster care, I 
moved from home to home, and from school to school. It became increasingly difficult 
for me to adapt to new environments and establish relationships. I looked forward to 
adulthood incessantly, but a lack of guidance and support led to my struggle to survive. 
My inability to attain employment, my homelessness, and my agonizing memories from 
my traumatic childhood led me to attempt suicide. It wasn’t until I became pregnant that 
I began to heal emotionally. I turned my memories and reality into a passion for reading 
and education.  

With the help of CalWORKs, I have been able to focus on my educational goals. The 
community college CalWORKs program has helped guide me to understanding school 
requirements, given me financial access to books and supplies, and given me educational 
advice through counselors. I am now attending college full-time and working part-time 
while raising my daughter with unconditional love. I have received two A’s in the summer 
classes that I have completed and I currently have two A’s and two B’s in my fall courses. 
Because of this program, I have the hope and strength to beat the odds. I aspire to 
become an obstetrician-gynecologist, a philanthropist, and an involved member in the 
foster youth community. I have chosen this particular career because of my interest in 
women’s health and pregnancy. Throughout my own pregnancy, I attended preparatory 
classes and learned how important healthy habits are in the development of the fetus. 
As an OB-GYN, I will not only become self-sufficient, but I will also be able to provide 
pregnant women with necessary resources and excellent healthcare. The foster youth 
community has remained an important part of my life. It has helped me become a better 
advocate for myself and for others. I have begun attending workshops and connecting 
with supportive groups to help guide me through different aspects of my life. I have also 
recently joined a foster youth organization, California Youth Connection, that advocates 
for better policies and practices in the foster care system. Through this group, I will be 
able to bring awareness of issues related to my experiences and make suggestions to 
improve the quality of care that present and future foster youth will receive. 

Although my childhood and early adulthood were unfortunate experiences, I have 
persisted and continued to strive for higher education. CalWORKs has served as a vital 
stepping stone to beginning my educational journey. I now have the ability to turn my 
dreams into reality. 
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VAHE  
MARTIROSYAN

Nursing
Glendale  

Community College
I came to the US from Armenia four years ago with my 
wife and two children, having absolutely no relatives 
here. Everything was strange and challenging. We 
had lived in a motel for two months while finding 
affordable housing. For two years, I managed my 
family’s needs without a car, depending only on 
public transportation. Because of my poor English, which is my third language, I 
could not find any jobs. After many searches, interviews, and fails, I finally found new, 
physically challenging work for just seven dollars per hour. 
Despite having to do exhausting work to survive, I started to attend Glendale 
Community College because I knew the importance of education. After finishing 
noncredit ESL classes, I enrolled in the credit classes. My major is nursing. I have 
completed prerequisites for the Registered Nursing program and I am going to 
apply for nursing schools. I am still a full-time student and a full-time worker. I have 
maintained a high GPA (3.95). I have been awarded the John & Gael Davit Scholarship 
for my academic excellence. 

During my studies, I have always felt the readiness and alacrity of CalWORKs workers, 
ready to help me. From financial assistance to appreciated advice, from small trinkets 
like free coffee to valuable free books and scantrons, all of those can be found in the 
CalWORKs office. I know that I can count on CalWORKs with whatever challenge I 
meet. After completing the RN courses, I hope to find a job and became an effective 
healthcare worker. Becoming a RN would help me gain the necessary financial stability 
for my family and me. I hope that during my future career I can use my knowledge to 
help simple and hard-working people like myself and will be able to pay back to our 
community and our country.

Although it is very difficult to manage my classes, I find free time for my family. We have 
explored many of California’s natural wonders during our camping trips. As soon as I have 
free time, I go to hike in our local mountains. I love reading, blogging, and gardening. 
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VICTORINA  
JARDON
Psychology
Los Angeles  
Mission College
I always wanted to pursue my education, but I never 
could afford to because I come very low income 
family. In fact, my parents never even went to 
college themselves as they had to work on their own 
agricultural properties and that was never enough to 
afford my educational expenses. They couldn’t even 

attain a better quality job because of their lack of education.

Now that I am my own adult, I’d like to pursue my education but still continue to face 
many economical obstacles. I am a single mother of two children struggling to provide 
my family a better quality life. I would like to be able to provide my children with greater 
opportunities that I didn’t have myself as a child. Unfortunately I am currently not 
financially stable to do so and that it was what I am working on to better my current 
circumstances.

I am currently attending a community college majoring in Psychology to obtain an 
associate’s degree. There after I plan on transferring out to university to later obtain a 
bachelor’s degree because I would like to teach others how to manage stress to prevent 
more serious diseases, and to provide families with a good emotional education. I want 
to be a leading example for my kids to follow in my steps and to teach them to follow 
their dreams and to stay in school.

Since I’ve began college I have enrolled into the CalWORKs Program and EOPS that 
have assisted in providing me with several resources. I get help with tutoring, some 
school supplies, books, and overall have been a strong support system. OI show them 
my gratitude by receiving good grades, maintaining my GPA, and staying on track with 
my education for my career goals. For the last two years, I have been enrolled full-time 
and have given my education my full attention and efforts.  As of February I have been 
given the privilege to join the work- study program that has benefited me by providing 
and income while I attend school to support my family. Though my income is limited and 
my position isn’t permanent, I am being provided with the skills and education I need to 
better my chances in having a successful future and becoming self-sufficient for myself 
and my children.

I am an excellent student who is always looking forward to overcoming my obstacles to 
succeed in school as well as in my life. I am always ready to learn and there’s always room 
for improvements in myself. I will continue to put in all my energy into work to keep a 
good academic standing and so that I can reach my goals.
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MARIA OLMOS
Health Information 

Technology
East Los Angeles  

College
“I am 34 years old. As a single mother of two, it’s 
been a struggle to follow my dreams. As I was 
growing up, my dream has always been working 
inside a hospital. It all started when I was 11 years 
old and I would go to the hospital with my cousin, 
who had leukemia. I became very interested in what 
the people did inside the hospital.

When I graduated from high school, I decided to take some time off so I can start working. 
However, I became pregnant with my first child. After he was born, I went back to work 
to support my family. I applied to Long Beach College and Cerritos College but never 
attended classes because I was scared to go back to school. Therefore, I decided to go 
to a nine-month school program in medical office management. Meanwhile, I became 
pregnant with my second child and I separated from my kid’s father. However, I finished 
my school program and received my certificate. I was working at a staff agency and I had 
both of my kids in a daycare so that I could have the ability to work any time that the 
agency needed me. It was very difficult for me because my daughter was a newborn and 
I could not spend too much time with her. I had to work to provide for my family. It took 
me three years to start working in a medical billing office. While I was working, I decided 
to attend a one-month course in phlebotomy so I can expand my work opportunities. 
Although I graduated and received my license, until now, I can’t find a job as a licensed 
phlebotomist. I became worried and sad that I was not going to provide for my children. 
Since I didn’t have a good job, we had to keep moving from house to house all the time. 
I had my kids in the daycare from 5:30 AM until 6:00 PM. It was very hard because I had 
very little bonding time with my kids. Therefore, I decided to move back with my parent 
so that I can provide some feeling of security for myself and my kids. In fall of 2018, I 
enrolled at East Los Angeles College to work towards an Associate’s Degree in Health 
Information Technology. I am anticipating to graduate in spring of 2020 with the help of 
my family and the CalWORKs office. Day by day, I am getting closer to my dream. I have 
told my kids that we are graduating in the same year. It’s hard being a full-time student 
and a full-time working mom, however my kids are now a little older and they understand 
why I was not there for them when they were so little. I appreciate the support that ELAC 
CalWORKs has given to me and I am grateful to have the opportunity to turn my goals 
into reality with the support of my family and CalWORKs.
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HASMIK  
ALEKSANYAN
Sociology
Glendale  
Community College
Upon arriving in the United States in 2013, I had to 
step up my career and educational goal and faced 
many challenges harder than I faced before in my life. 
Each period of my life has its specific challenges but 
now my daughter is the most important person in my 
life, and my priority is to take care of her. I have lost my 

both parents in Armenia and faced many difficulties in my life. Arriving to a new country 
with new culture and customs, and meeting people of various nationalities and religion 
was a new challenge for me. My parents always taught me that education is the most 
crucial concept in the life of each individual, and I intend to do everything in order to 
succeed in life and provide a successful future for my daughter.

I knew that I needed to change a lot in my life in order to create a better life for my daughter. 
Though having a background of English language, I didn’t feel confident about getting an 
education and making a career. In addition, to work on my AA degree with a one year old 
child was very challenging and almost seemed impossible. However, I was determined 
and ready to walk the path despite the challenges, and make it a successful path for my 
daughter’s future. Sometimes it was overwhelming to focus on tasks and manage my time 
if I didn’t meet my CalWORKs worker Pamela and the director Aarin Edwards.

I chose Child development as a major because I believe that this major would be an 
excellent opportunity to help other moms with  their kids’ appropriate development. 
CalWORKs program supported me and gave me encouragement and inspiration in 
planning my courses, and providing resources for maximum success 

The role of CalWORKs program is essential in my life because this program helped me to 
open a new page in my life and implement my plans. CalWORKs helped me to work and 
the benefits of work study were both financial and professional, as it was an opportunity to 
gain a great professional experience. I am thankful to my worker Pamela, and appreciate 
director Aarin Edwards because they were the people who always supported me, gave 
me confidence, and encouraged me to walk always forward, never to give up, assisting 
me when I need help. 

Now I feel self-confident attaining an AS degree in Child Development as a teacher 
at Glendale Community College and I intend to get a bachelor’s degree at Cal State 
University in Sociology. I am sure this positive experience will provide me an opportunity 
to continue doing my Master’s degree in Sociology as well and support my daughter and 
live a happy life without government assistance. CalWORKs office was a blessing for me.
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EMMA  
MANUKYAN

Mathematics
Glendale 

Community College
I have two sons and came to the United States in 
2014 from Russia. Appearing in a new country and 
having English language difficulties, we realized that 
we were going to meet lots of difficulties. We had 
nobody to help and care for my sons. If we wanted 
to work or attend a college, I didn’t feel enough 
confidence to think about education, jobs, and career. All my life was full of challenges, 
but I recognized that having nobody around to help me, no relatives around, was the 
most challenging thing for me. I lost my father when I was fifteen and my mother 
worked hard to support my sister and me. It was extremely difficult to make the 
decision to move to a new country, but it was in order to complete my degree and 
become something of myself. 

First, I started in noncredit ESL programs because my English was poor and it took 
me about two years to be able to communicate and understand in English. Attending 
Glendale Community College, I was introduced to the CalWORKs program, which 
provided me assistance when I needed educational guidance, advice, counseling, or 
just encouragement. After I was making progress with my English, I continued taking 
other classes toward an AS degree and plan to continue with a bachelor’s degree at 
Cal State University, to become a math teacher.  

CalWORKs provided me a great opportunity in my life, allowing me to get an education, 
supporting me financially and morally. I started to believe that I can do it and felt 
more confident. I will transfer to CSUN next year with a major for teaching math. The 
CalWORKs program supported me and played an important role in my life. I experienced 
a lot of success and obtained knowledge due to the CalWORKs program.

I am thankful to my CalWORKs worker Karen Tu and director Aarin Edwards for the 
support that I received. They make me believe in my potential, help me with positive 
attitude, advice, and a reason for the future. Now I know that I can take on challenges 
because I have the motivation and the experience to overcome the obstacles and be 
on my way to succeed in achieving my goal.
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HUA-TZU LIU
Dental Hygiene
Pasadena City College
I am a single parent of 2 children who are now 7 and 8 
years old. Being a single parent and domestic violence 
survivor, I realized I needed to better our lives by 
working on my education to be able to fully provide 
for my family. I then enrolled at Pasadena City College 
in 2012 with the goal to become a registered dental 
hygienist and found support through the CalWORKs 
program with counseling, books, transportation, 
and school fees, which has helped me through my 

educational journey. As a first generation college student in my family, being able to meet 
with supportive counselors and staff through the CalWORKs program each semester has 
helped me to formulate the ed plan that I follow for my prerequisites each semester. I 
was then accepted into the very competitive dental hygiene program consisting of 16 
seats in 2016. Today, I am the first of my class to complete the program requirements. 
I received my license as a registered dental hygienist as of November 2018! For me, 
being a hygienist means that I am able to create my working schedule around my kids 
and fully support my family while being an active member in my community to fight oral 
disease. Since there are no medical or dental benefits as a part time hygienist, I decided 
to continue my education to obtain a bachelor’s degree so that I may one-day return to 
Pasadena City College and teach dental hygiene in the clinical setting. 

The CalWORKs program has blessed me with the value of community and having a 
strong support system. It has encouraged me to volunteer on campus and in my local 
community through the Lancers for Life club, Give Kids a Smile program, Pasadena’s 
Young and Healthy program to educate elementary school children, assist in annual 
health screenings through Union Church of Los Angeles, and participate in student 
hygiene volunteer programs in Veteran’s centers in downtown Los Angeles, North Hills, 
and provide hygiene services at Kids Community Dental clinic in Burbank. I also volunteer 
with my mom through the Tzu Chi organization. I will forever be grateful for all the 
assistance I received through CalWORKs in order to fulfil my educational goals.  

CalWORKs has helped make education a priority for my children and I, as it reminded me 
my goals for my family are important and gave me hope for the future. 

CalWORKs kept me engaged by regularly providing interesting workshops and end-of-
the-year holiday events for my family to attend, checking in each semester through my 
counselor, and always providing a safe and supportive place I can easily stop by at on my 
school campus. The CalWORKs program made sure I was on a path to success!  
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NATALIE 
PATTERSON

Nurse Practitioner
Pierce College

Sometimes my life can be overwhelming. I’m a single 
mother with two beautiful children. I didn’t have an 
easy life growing up. I had my daughter at a very young 
age. Just a few months after I turned fourteen, I gave 
birth to her. I never had the chance to be a teenager. 
I dedicated my life to taking care of her. I dropped 
out of school when I was in the eighth grade. I was 
fortunate to have parents who were willing to help me 
financially and emotionally, but that support faded when I lost my father at the age of 
seventeen. After my father’s passing, I went into a major depression and lost everything I 
ever owned. I gave birth to my son when I was nineteen and decided to go back to school 
to get my GED, but I was unsuccessful many times. I finally received my GED in March of 
2017 and enrolled at Pierce College right away. I wanted to give myself a better life and 
give my kids a better life too. 

I started Pierce College in the fall of 2017, and I struggled to balance my life with being 
a fulltime student and being a mother. I didn’t know which direction I was headed. With 
the help of CalWORKs, I was able to benefit from the numerous resources they offer and 
pursue my education. They helped with books, supplies, and priority registration. I was 
able to see my goal of becoming a nurse practitioner more clearly in the education plan 
my counselor created for me.  This is my third semester at Pierce College and being in 
the CalWORKs program. The fantastic CalWORKs counselors have been there for me 
whenever I had questions about issues I faced. They are always more than willing to help 
me achieve my goal of making a better life for myself and my children. I can proudly say 
that I am on the Dean’s Honor Roll list, with a GPA of 3.7. For the past six years, I have 
volunteered my services at my son’s elementary school. I helped the students with their 
various projects and assignments. 

My experience with CalWORKs has been wonderful and I am very grateful that they can 
make my experience with being a first-time college student less stressful. I finally know 
what direction I’m heading in, and I can’t wait to be able to own a family practice one 
day. I want to be able to give back to the less fortunate because I know that not everyone 
can afford health insurance. I understand their struggles because of what I went through 
growing up and after having been homeless with nowhere to go. Getting my degree 
is my opportunity to be able to give back and show my community that there are still 
people like me in this world who care about their well-being.
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PATRICIA AYALA
Nursing
East Los Angeles 
College
I’m 27 years old. After working four years as a physical 
therapist aide at Cedars Sinai Hospital, I realized there 
were no growth opportunities. That’s when I decided 
to go back to school to pursue my nursing career. 
Shortly after, I became pregnant. I told my boss that 
once I gave birth I was going to quit and go back to 
school. In life you have to take risks and make sacrifices 

in order to get to where you want to be. Quitting was a big sacrifice but I knew I had to 
do it, for my son and me. I would do everything for him. He’s the reason and motivation 
why I’m taking school very serious. I was blessed to have had savings before quitting. I 
calculated that I could live off my savings for about a year and a half. When my son was 
born with health issues, I wasn’t expecting hospital expenses and the medical supplies 
he would need. My savings were dwindling, with no income or financial support, I started 
to panic. I spoke with a school counselor because pausing school was not an option. 
The counselor told me about the CalWORKs Program. I learned about the program and 
the opportunities it offered to low income students. I applied in 2017. Honestly, I didn’t 
want government help because it made me like I had failed in life, and I didn’t want to 
be judged. Many people told me it was ok to ask for help when you need it and I really 
needed it. I was behind with my payments, over using my credit cards, and running out 
of money. I put my pride aside and took the help that was being offered.  

Thanks to CalWORKs, I was able to get back on my feet financially. I was offered work-
study, and the extra income kept me stress free. CalWORKs has been super helpful with 
my schooling. I’m doing my last pre-requisite before I apply to nursing programs. I’ve 
learned to balance my life as a mother, student, and part time worker, along with other 
responsibilities. I’m so proud of myself for coming this far and proving to myself that 
if you want it, you go for it. I recently became a mother for the second time. I was 
hospitalized for 46 days due to complications. During my stay at the hospital, I would 
study. I was determined to not give up, no matter what challenges came my way. Once 
again, I started to have financial difficulties. So, I had to come back to work, a week after 
I gave birth. Receiving this scholarship will help me a lot with my school expenses. Soon, 
I will start applying to different nursing programs and taking the teas exam. Getting this 
scholarship will help with the application and exam fees. It will be one less expense to 
worry about.
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MURSAL  
FROTAN

Cosmetology
Los Angeles  
City College 

I was born to a middle-class family in Kabul, Afghanistan. 
I am the 8th of 9 children in the family. I was born when 
the Soviet invasion in my country had just ended- 
during the start of the civil war in Afghanistan. It was 
very hard for my father to find work during this time, 
as there were motors and rounds and bombs going 
off every day in the city. My family moved north of the country because of this, and I 
remember my dad and my big brother leaving home every day to find work to no avail. 
The daily labor they were able to find afforded them just enough to buy bread for the 
family and come back home. The civil war continued for four years before the political 
situation became somewhat stabilized. Eventually, we moved back to Kabul and my 
father found work in the market.  

In 1995, though, a new group of people came into power. They were much more dangerous 
and radical than their predecessors. They would beat people in the streets and force people 
into joining them to fight the old government resistance groups.

These people were called the Taliban. Under their rule, women were not allowed to go 
outside if they were not accompanied by a man from their family and schools banned 
female students. The five years that this continued were the worst years of my life.

The country’s economy was very bad which caused my father to move to Pakistan for 
work. There were no phones then, so we did not communicate with him for the two 
years that he was away. During this time, things got really bad at home. My mother, 
my siblings, and I had no food for many days. Other than the few times neighbors 
and relatives would bring us something to eat, we were starving. Later, when my dad 
returned from Pakistan, we found out that he had been in jail for all that time because 
he did not have the proper documentation. 

In 2001, the United States forces attacked my country to destabilize the Taliban government. 
Within months, the Taliban were gone and a new government came into power with the 
help of American forces. 

In October 2015, as a result of my husband’s service to the U.S. military in Afghanistan, 
my family was granted special immigration visas to America. I was just a housewife that 
had just graduated high school, had never worked and didn’t speak English. After moving 
to the US, I knew I had to continue my education in order to help my family, so I started 
ESL classes at Los Angeles city college. Having two kids while my husband is mostly away 
working, losing both my parents after arriving here, and battling stress and depression did 
not make this easy. Nevertheless, I continue my ESL classes in the pursuit of an AA degree.
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JESSICA  
MCCARNS 
REGION 7 WINNER
Psychological and 
Brain Science 
Los Angeles  
Harbor College
I am a 31 year old single mother with a 6 year old 
child. First in my family to go to college. I endured 

many hardships to come as far as I have. Born a premature drug addicted baby, while 
my mother was high on heroine. Spent the first two months of my life in an incubator 
trying to fully develop. After I was born my mother left, and father went to prison 
for attempted murder. I was given to my father’s’ parents to be raised as their own. 
Destined to struggle from birth just to breathe and exist. I stayed my grandparents 
child till I was 4 years old and their son was released.The first day he was released 
he took me to the park. To this day I remember seeing children on the playground 
screaming as bullets flew past our faces as a rival gang jumped out of their cars and 
walked through the park shooting. I spent many years watching our house get raided 
or shot at while he had strangers in and out all hours of the day and night. There was no 
food and I was afraid to sleep. I was beaten and abused as my father came in and out 
of prison. I tried to stay as long as I could to help my grandfather who was dying from 
Alzheimer’s, but the mental and physical abuse became too much. I moved out on my 
own at 16, worked two jobs, and lived in a garage till I was 18. At 18 went to a trade 
school, then went to work full time as a medical assistant. Years living from paycheck to 
paycheck I had a child and needed stability. We went through financial challenges and 
ended up homeless and living out of motels.

I never knew what it was like to have anyone care about me, or about the things that I was 
doing.I found meaning and the person I was always meant to be because of CalWORKs. I 
remember walking into Los Angeles Harbor College CalWORKs office afraid, not knowing 
which direction to go in. They were so kind and made me feel important. Even after I 
told them I was currently homeless and needed a way to stay in school they directed 
me to Work Study, where I could have a place to call home. After all this support and 
dedication, I have maintained a GPA over 3.0. I am the current President of the Alpha 
Gamma Honor Society, last semester’s runner up for Student Government President, and 
founding member of Los Angeles Gateway Student Chamber of Commerce. I organize a 
food distribution on campus for struggling students. I can now look in the mirror and be 
proud of the person I am. I  plan to transfer to UC Santa Barbara for Psychological and 
Brain Science next Fall.
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JACQUELINE  
VASQUEZ

Kinesiology
Los Angeles  
City College 

Being a brand new mom at 37 years old has been a 
challenge: not only in adjusting to the new changes of 
having a baby, but also in reevaluating my career goal.  
During my pregnancy I kept contemplating the idea of 
switching my career. I worked for a for-profit school, 
requiring constant monthly metrics. If you were unable 
to meet your goals three months in a row, you would be let go. It was tough and I knew I 
had to make a decision. 

During my pregnancy I was determined to try to stay as healthy as possible because the 
doctor kept reminding me that due to my age, mine was considered to be a high-risk 
pregnancy. It made me realize how important being healthy is, so I decided I was going 
to pursue a career in kinesiology. I just did not know where to start. I started doing some 
research and found out I qualified for CalWORKs.

I know that many moms say that once you have a baby, it transforms you and I admit it’s 
absolutely true. I feel like my son has given me special powers that I never had tapped into 
before. He gave me the strength to walk away from that job, despite the financial security 
it offered me. I was determined to find a career where I could not only remain healthy 
physically, but also mentally and spiritually because my son and I deserved that.

I was blessed to come across the CalWORKs program here at LA City College. I was greeted 
by such welcoming and knowledgeable staff that immediately guided me into the steps I 
needed to pursue this career. I was able to get the guidance I needed to know, not only 
where to start, but also what my academic planning needed to be in order to achieve my 
associate degree in kinesiology. I was also able get help finding the resources available for 
childcare for my son while I was in school. 

One of the biggest successes I have had in pursuing my degree is the opportunity of 
working at my campus. Through the CalWORKs program, I was able to qualify for work-
study and was placed in the Student Services department at LACC. This has allowed me to 
network with so many departments, both on and off campus. It’s given me the opportunity 
to participate in community service events and other extracurricular activities.

The CalWORKs Program has been a true advocate for me in every step I’ve taken toward 
pursuing my associate degree. It has offered a plethora of resources that I have been able 
to utilize when I’ve needed help. I can definitely say that without the help of the CalWORKs 
Program, I would not be blessed to have this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity of pursuing my 
career while still being there for my 2 year old son.
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SUE MONTOYA
Administration  
of Justice
East Los Angeles  
College
I am 25 years old and I am currently expecting a second 
child. I attend East Los Angeles Community College 
with a current GPA of 3.0 and am two courses shy of 
receiving an associates in science transfer degree in 
administration of justice this upcoming summer. My 

goal is to attend law school and become an attorney; however, my ultimate desire is to 
climb the justice totem pole of the legal system, and partake at any capacity. My passion 
derives from my natural abilities and other skills I have acquired throughout my life as 
an independent intellectual. Although I have a family and priorities as a mother in place, 
there isn’t anything that can keep me from realizing my goals, as long as I am blessed 
with stability and both mental and physical health.        

I have been considered an independent student since I enrolled into college. I became 
a ward of the court at age 16, entering the juvenile legal system as a consequence of 
the lifestyle I favored at that age. In turn, I dug my own hole and cut my cord from my 
mother’s legal responsibilities as she chose to give up her parental rights to the court. I 
was not thrilled about the decision but nonetheless, I cut off all contact from my mother 
and focused on myself and the life I would experience after my release. The anticipated 
months of rehabilitation became an unpredicted year and a half until my eighteenth 
birthday, in which I was then emancipated. The hardest part of that experience was not 
knowing what the near future would look like for me. 

Due to that experience, I do feel like I crossed a huge milestone at an early age. 
Technically, although I haven’t been fully financially independent, I learned the 
essentials of independence throughout the years, as I have been the head of household 
since I turned 18. I strongly believe that independence at home impacts and reflects 
independence as a person. 

I have been enrolled into community college since 2011, but I wasn’t mentally committed 
until 2014, two months after I gave birth to my first child Angel Jordan. His birth became 
my focal motivator to pursue my associate’s degree because I do not want to remain a 
statistic, as I already meet most details of one: former foster youth, Hispanic minority, 
single parent, on welfare. I want to defy the odds because I also have plenty to offer.

My natural abilities include critical thinking, being articulate, having leadership skills, being 
analytical, persistent, consistent, fair, independent and motivated. I hope to provide all 
these abilities and commit them to being an attorney.  I want to reach my goals, and 
ultimately, if I’m respectful in my career, I would like to be respected. I know I have 
passion that will take me far in this society, no matter how many boulders I have to cross.

206

2019

RE
G

IO
N

 7



CHERRY MORSE
Business  

Administration
Los Angeles  
City College 

Ten years ago, I had the desire to go to college to obtain 
a degree. Then life happened. I fell in love, got married, 
and had children, but my marriage turned out to be an 
abusive relationship. I was with my partner for 13 years. 
I stayed so long because I did not think I would survive 
on my own. Finally leaving him in 2016 was first and 
foremost the biggest challenge I had to overcome. 
I’ve had many successes in my educational and career goals.  I am an A student and have 
succeeded in creating a healthy balance between school, work, and my four children. I am 
proud of myself because despite the hardships I endured in my marriage, I was able to raise 
four wonderful children. I look up to them.  

I am in my third semester at Los Angeles City College. Before I started here, I had not set 
foot in a school for a long time. I felt lost and anxious because I did not know how I was 
going to figure everything out: my schedule, my kids’ schedules, babysitting, transportation, 
money, and more. I vividly remember feeling tortured by these thoughts when a CalWORKs 
counselor walked me to my class because I was lost. She could have handed me a campus 
map or simply given me directions. Instead though, she spent her time getting to know me, 
answering my questions, and guiding me to my class.  

CalWORKs has helped me tremendously in meeting my educational and career goals 
as well as my basic needs. The staff is very efficient and when I am having difficulties 
with paperwork, they assist me until my problem is resolved. The Women of CalWORKs 
Seminars have also helped enhance my personal and professional skills. I feel confident 
after hearing inspiring women talk about their experiences. The CalWORKs staff know 
me by name, always ask about my day, and help me with homework. I would not be as 
successful of student if not for CalWORKs’ support and assistance.  

I am determined to finish my AA degree in business administration and transfer to a four-
year university to become self-sufficient. I am also gaining new experiences through my 
work-study program. I also practice budgeting effectively and saving money for the future.       
I have been involved in my community by speaking publicly about my experience as a 
domestic violence survivor. I have spoken at four events hosted by non-profit organizations 
within Los Angeles County. In the future, I hope to create more awareness around domestic 
violence. Beyond this, I am a member of the Board of Directors of the Good Shepherd 
Shelter. I share my experiences and advocate for the needs of families to make the programs 
there better.   

It took a lot of guts, sacrifice, and support for me to start pursuing my degree. I am grateful 
to CalWORKs for empowering me to better organize my life and for giving me tools and 
resources to be a successful student, mother, and community member.
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ALEJANDRA  
CORDOVA
Nursing
Los Angeles  
Mission College
I am a single mother of my 2 year old son. 

I’m in process of completing all the classes required to obtain my certificate as a medical 
coder and biller specialist. I am expected to receive my certificate in June 2019.
Unfortunately, I’ve  experience a very difficult time in my life. I was a victim of domestic 
violence, and I developed severe depression for a very long time. Thanks to God, I’ve 
managed to overcome that horrible depression and have managed to escape from those 
helpless days.Today, I refuse to be a victim of any kind, so I do my best to stay busy by 
giving back. I’ve volunteer for the food-serving shelter in my community. I also help give 
food to those in need in Los Angeles. I also just completed 40 hours of interning work 
that was offered to me by the college.  

I feel as if everyday is a challenge for me to overcome my fears and doubts within myself. 
Everyday is a constant work in progress to continue to improve myself as well as to 
pursue my education to obtain a stable job to become a independent women, offering 
my son a better life and future. I do my best to successfully complete my classes with the 
best grades possible.

I recently joined the CalWORKs program, and since the first day I walked into the office 
the staff have been extremely helpful. These amazing people have even helped me obtain 
a job. I feel a part of their family because they all have taken me in with open arms with 
the best and most positive attitudes. They have encouraged me to make my education 
a priority. They provide me with resources that help with the cost of books, money for 
supplies, snacks and water at no cost to us, and more.

My current goal is to obtain a certificate in medical coding and billing specialist. Thereafter 
I plan to obtain my associate’s degree in Nursing and transfer to a university to then 
obtain my master’s degree. The coding and billing certificate is needed for me to obtain 
a stable job, that pays well, while attending college. 

I would like to thank all the staff of the CalWORKs program because they have helped 
me make my education a priority for myself as well as for my son. 

They have not only helped guide me in the right direction, but they have assisted me 
with any questions or confusion I may have regarding my education. The staff here 
have made my education process accessible for me so that I can stay focused on my 
academic progress.
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TONYA  
MICHAELS

Psychology
Los Angeles  
City College 

The challenges I have overcome to pursue my degree 
are overcoming family hardship, trauma, and rejection. 
At five years old, I remember waking up to my mother 
abandoning my brother and me. She decided to leave 
my abusive father and return to the home to her mother. 
My grandmother, however, would not allow her to bring 
my brother and me because we were mixed children. Later, when I was sixteen, my father 
died from complications surrounding drug and alcohol abuse. I received the news before 
daybreak one morning while living in a group home.  

I lost my step-mother at seventeen. She was the only person who had shown me real 
love and support in my life. Although I was taking honors classes, I dropped out of school 
when she was diagnosed with cancer to work full time. However, she made me promise 
that when money was no longer an issue, I would return to school and finish my education 
because she saw my potential. When she died, I kept my promise to her. I obtained my high 
school diploma at twenty-one and continued onto college. 

When I became a single mother at twenty-two, I knew that continuing my education 
was the only way to secure a future for myself and my son. Slowly but surely, I would 
take a class here and there at various community colleges; However, my focus was on 
supporting us and making sure my son had all the support he needed for his education. 
Twenty years later, when I attended his college orientation, I decided it was time to make 
my own education a priority.  

I set my sights on getting a doctorate degree in psychology and knew that LACC was the 
clear choice in taking the first step in this journey. My current career goal includes becoming 
a licensed professional clinical counselor, and the CalWORKs program has helped lighten 
the load of responsibilities associated with cost of attending LACC. 

I am currently applying to California State University at Los Angeles in pursuit of my degree 
in psychology. I joined a local church for spiritual and community support. There, I volunteer 
with the children’s ministry. I put smiles on children’s faces while teaching them and giving 
them hope to overcome whatever challenges life brings their way.  

Since joining the CalWORKs program, I have benefitted from access to resources like 
school textbooks and other supplies that I would not typically not be able to affordable. 
CalWORKs has put me at an advantage with priority registration, counseling, and tutoring 
when I need it most. I am happy to get help filling out documents because the CalWORKs 
staff take the worry out of the process. I have lived a life that proves that challenging 
circumstances can be overcome with a caring support group. The CalWORKs team has 
been the missing link that has made all the difference in my student success story.
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ANI HAKOBYAN 
Registered Nursing
Glendale  
Community College 
I have to overcome different obstacles in my journey 
towards my goals. Looking back at life, the challenges 
that I face only make me stronger to go forward in life. 
I came to the United States four years ago with my 
husband and two sons. Before coming to America, I 
knew the difficulties and the amount of responsibilities 
I had to face as a mother, wife, and student. Fifteen 

days after our arrival, I took ESL classes at the GCC Garfield campus. After one year 
passed, I transferred to GCC Main campus to pursue my dream of becoming a nurse. 
Several years ago when I was diagnosed with an atrocious illness, I admired the work 
of the doctors and the nurses who did everything in their power to bring me back to 
life so I could enjoy the company of the people I loved. Their tremendous efforts were 
successful since they cured the illness when the odds were against it. Hence, whenever 
I came to America and figured out that I had the opportunity of receiving an education 
in health care, I chose nursing as my major, without hesitation. In the future, I would 
love to help people with love, passion, and dedication in order to make a positive 
impact in their lives. It was also hard for me to be a mother of two and be a student 
at the same time; however, with the tremendous help of my husband it became easier. 
The CalWORKs program staff at GCC is doing a great job helping and preparing people 
for college life. The amazing staff, particularly Karen Tu, take care of me and give a 
lot of valuable advice regarding my educational goal. Also, the program provided me 
help with books, supplies, and transportation. They helped me with getting a part-
time job where I am currently working as a student worker. I am grateful to God for 
this opportunity and the amazing CalWORKs program for making me feel welcomed. I 
could not have done it without their support. 



BASEL SULTAN
Dental Technology

Los Angeles  
City College 

Being from Syria, the language barrier has been the 
most challenging thing I’ve faced pursuing my degree. 
I had to put in a lot of extra hours into get better at it. 
Reading books, and watching movies helped me a lot. I 
also had to force myself to get out of my comfort zone 
to meet new people and to get better at speaking. 

Something that stood out to me is that in all of my 
dental tech classes, I was getting easy A’s, and it wasn’t because the classes were easy. It 
was because dental tech is my passion and it is what I want to pursue in my career. I found 
out that doing something that I loved and had interest in made things easier to me. 

Since moving here in 2014, CalWORKs has offered me an emotional support with counselors 
that are available to assist me anytime I needed help with anything. They provided an 
environment that make me feel at home. For me, CalWORKs is a place I can actually 
depend on with people I make real connections with. CalWORKs has also helped support 
me financially. I have been able to get all the books I need for my classes without worrying 
about how much they were going to cost me. 

My plan to become economically self-sufficient is that after I graduate I will work in a dental 
lab that I’ve already had the opportunity to intern with. I feel that this opportunity will be a 
smooth transition from my studies into my career, and I am looking forward to it. 

As far as my extracurricular activities go, I have been very involved in my community working 
voluntarily as an HR representative at the superior court of Los Angeles. This opportunity 
helped me gain a lot of experience with dealing with frustrated people and how to calm a 
situation when it is very heated. I have also worked as a student worker at Los Angeles City 
College in the Life Science Laboratory. This experience in particular made more interested 
in my major, especially after seeing all the tools that I study. It made it very easy to get 
familiar with my course work since I was seeing visual materials.  

CalWORKs never made feel like I needed anything, be it school supplies, food vouchers, or 
easy transportation access. All of these things were provided to me by this great program. 
The best thing to me is that you will always feel welcomed at CalWORKs. It truly feels like 
family. CalWORKs also provides workshops to all of their students, helping them with real 
life situations. For me, this has been the most helpful thing that I have gained in my time 
at LA City College. No matter what material you learn in school, if there is no one showing 
you how the lessons you learn apply to real life, the information is useless. CalWORKs has 
helped me understand that, and that is why I’m grateful to them.
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LAURA BUENO
Child Development
Los Angeles  
City College
Coming from a background of renowned classical 
musicians that travel the world, it always seems 
unbelievable that I would be the first to fully graduate 
from college of the first and most immediate family 
raised with. In fact, I was 40 when I found out I had 

actually completed high school. And it seems more unreal that 25 years of my experience 
teaching English at all ages and developing community and educational programs in 
an underdeveloped country would go underestimated and unaccepted in California 
when I sought work to raise my 5 children. But it’s happened. And while I thought these 
obstacles would be my greatest challenges to overcome, much more was to happen.
 
I landed in Los Angeles in 2016 following my eldest son after I´d completed 11 years of 
an independent missionary trip to Colombia, South America. I´d contributed peace in a 
violent community considered ̈ red zone¨ while having no other school choice for my kids 
than homeschooling. So, I bundled myself with Christian, North American curriculum 
and looked to follow much higher than expected contents at the 3rd, 5th, 8th, 9th and 
11th grade cut-offs for assessments, which required a lot of inexperienced research 
on my part. However, the results were outstanding as my home became a school for 
talented, well-rounded and bilingual youth who graduated with honors. Little did I 
know this would be the beginning of my future successes in education.
 
Cleaning hotel rooms to survive in LA while preparing immigration papers for my 
husband to enter the US, I realized that without the degrees, I´d never start my self-
sufficient DREAM schools for churches. So, in Fall 2016 I enrolled at LACC´s Childhood 
Education AST to pursue a BA in Christian Liberal studies with emphasis in Organizational 
Leadership and reach my goal of an MA in Education Administration. I trusted that God 
would give me the strength and courage to move forward, especially because I am a 
student of OSS with learning disabilities that slow me down.

My husband made it into the USA in perfect timing and became pillar of support to 
me at home with the kids. Also, he was our main provider which, while limited, allowed 
me to become a working student to make ends meet.  I´ve loved studying and sit in 
front in my classes to raise all the questions possible. It’s hard to go unnoticed and I´m 
always available to share what I know with others. I´ve also remained a volunteer at my 
children’s schools as well as a student teacher, all in helping to build community and 
care. This, in turn, supports my efforts despite life. All along, God’s encouraged me as 
I haved ACHIEVED “A’s” in every class.
 
But 3 months ago my husband passed away. To wither or to grow? CalWORKs was the 
answer! Each team member lead me in the perfect direction to seek the help I need, 
especially with my children. Now I can stay growing and looking into the future to 
SUCCEED despite any challenges!
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GINA DE FOUR
Sociology

Compton College 
“When I was 24 years old I immigrated to Brooklyn, 
New York from Trinidad and Tobago. Shortly after my 
stay in New York I had my first child, who is now 18 
years old. After three and a half years of living in New 
York my partner and I struggled to make ends meet and 
decided to move to California. Migrating to California 
was challenging, as it meant that I would leave behind 
my support system. Not long after arriving in California, 
my partner completely changed, and became verbally, 
emotionally and physically abusive towards me. 
Completely isolated in California, I decided to escape my abuser and leave for Oklahoma 
with my son, where I moved in with my Aunt who offered me a job. Unfortunately, my 
time in Oklahoma was not long and I decided to move back with my child to California. 
Once back in California, I was unable to provide for my child and made the heartbreaking 
decision to send my child to live temporarily in Trinidad with my parents.

I worked endlessly to gain employment because having a job meant that my son could 
return from Trinidad. I found a job at a group home taking care of developmentally disabled 
and mentally ill individuals. I loved working in this type of environment because it permitted 
me the opportunity to advocate for a better quality of life for those I cared for. Once I had 
a job, things in my life began to change for the better. My son returned from Trinidad and 
began living with me and unexpectedly a second child came into my life. My ex-partner 
unbeknownst to me fathered a son that neither he nor the child’s mother could take care 
of, so I decided to take in the child, who became another son to me. The job position I 
had and my personal experiences led me to pursue an associate’s degree and eventually 
a bachelor’s degree in sociology, once I gained legal residency. Being a single mother, 
working full time, and attending school became a challenge to balance it all. I had to learn 
to strategically dedicate time to every part of my life, especially for my children. 

As a first-generation college student, the successes I experienced in my courses gave 
me the drive to push harder to achieve my education and career goals. The CalWORKs 
program has helped me to keep on track and has assisted me in getting the help I need to 
successfully complete my education. The CalWORKs program has throughout encouraged 
me to not give up and in turn I do the same with my children. 
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MARISOL  
LOZANO
Business 
Admininstration
Los Angeles  
Pierce College
I began Pierce in August of 2015. My son was about 
5 months old. I didn’t know what I was going to do 
with my future when I had my son. I was just thinking 
of how I was going to put food on the table and put 

a roof over his head. I was waiting in the line for Financial Aid when I crossed the 
CalWORKs office. I went in thinking that they were just part of County, but they were 
so much more. I started school after my sons’ dad left. It was the only option I could 
think of to better myself to provide him a better future that he deserved. Although my 
sister had attended college, she didn’t know of the program so she wasn’t able to give 
me information about it. They were able to pay for all of my books and supplies which 
helped me be able to afford living,  knowing that I was alone with a 5-month old. After 
a year I applied for work study through CalWORKs, I interviewed with the Director 
Claudia. I was hired and started to work for the CalWORKs program in August of 2016. 
Claudia has been one of the most influential people in my life. She has helped me begin 
my career here in LACCD. I have since received a part-time permanent position here 
at Pierce and with her help I am currently going to interviews to finally reach one of my 
goals, to be able to support my son by myself with out the generous help of CalWORKs.
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STEVEN   
DUARTE

Business 
Admininstration

Los Angeles  
Pierce College

I was born in Baldwin Park, California. I lived most of 
my life there with my parents and three brothers. Both 
of my parents are immigrants from Mexico who came 
here looking for a better life for themselves and their 
children. They have always set an example for me by working as hard as they can to provide 
for me and my brothers. Neither of them ever went to college and this has affected the 
types of careers they went in to. They are not extremely poor nor extremely wealthy. The 
issue with that is that I never truly believed that they would be able to put me and all my 
brothers through college on their own. From the day I graduated high school I did not think 
I would have the opportunity to go to college as my grades were never good and I had 
no money on my own to pay for it, so I decided to work. After awhile I met my wife and 
we had a child. It was hard to support them because I drifted from temp job to temp job. 
Finally we signed up for benefits from CalWORKs, and this has changed my life. My worker 
encouraged me to go to college and continue with my education.

CalWORKs made it possible for me to support my family while attending college in the 
hopes of eventually being able to get a stable career and help my family become self 
sustainable. Now I hope to transfer to a four year university and earn a bachelor’s degree 
in computer science.
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ANABELLA  
DELEON
Business 
Admininstration
Compton College
The night that I decided I wanted a divorce I knew 

that my life would not be the same and that my kids and I deserved a better life. At the 
time I was not working because my child was only eight months, so I was lucky to find 
a full-time receptionist job. I worked as a receptionist for three years before becoming 
assistant manager and my aspiration was to become manager. Unfortunately, I was 
not offered the mangers position because I did not have an associates or a bachelor’s 
degree. I was greatly disappointed and I knew that I wanted more in life because I 
needed to provide for my two boys.

I made the decision to enroll in school and began with two night classes at Santa 
Monica College. I struggled to find a balance between a full-time job, school, and my 
children. At that time I was also living with my mother and brothers and unexpectedly 
we were served with a notice that we had two months to move out. As the oldest, my 
mother asked me to be in charge of searching for a new home. As if all this added stress 
were not enough, the court date for my divorce had arrived. My divorce process was 
excruciatingly long but it was finally coming to a close. Ultimately, all these external 
factors contributed to my failing grades. Fortunately, my luck turned for the better and 
in the midst of it all I was able to find a new home in Compton and the judge granted 
me full custody of my children. Yet, something was missing in my life, and it was a 
college degree.  

In fall of 2017, I began taking classes at Compton College. I only started with two 
classes because I did not have childcare for my youngest child, until one day, I saw a 
young mother on campus with her one-year-old. I approached the student and asked 
her questions about childcare, which is how I found out about CalWORKs. I learned 
that CalWORKs provides assistance to students with children. CalWORKs provided me 
the necessary support to transition from a part-time student to full-time. Continued 
CalWORKs support through workshops, events, and work study have contributed to my 
3.5 GPA and has provided me with the skill set to network and build camaraderie with 
my instructors. Now more than ever am I ready to graduate and transfer to Dominguez 
Hills to continue my higher education degree in business administration.
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LATANYA   
NEVENS

General Studies: 
Social & Behavioral 

Sciences 
Compton College

The CalWORKs program has provided me with an 
invaluable degree of confidence and improved self-
esteem that was previously non-existing in my life. I was 
unsure of my ability to return to school after being out 
of the educational environment for seven years. Why did it take so long, you ask? It all 
began in the summer of 2011 when my life took a turn for the worse. At that time I was a 
single mother to a two-year-old son and I started down a really dark path.

I began to experiment with hard drugs and instantly I became addicted. Fortunately, for 
me and my son, my parents were there to take care of him while I continued on a road of 
destruction. In the grips of this acquired progressive illness, I had several distasteful and 
horrifying experiences. While using drugs, I did things that I thought I would never do. 
Childhood friends that I grew up with would see me and ask me questions like, “Why don’t 
you go home?” or “I don’t understand why you’re doing this to yourself. What’s wrong 
with you?” My most common reply was, “I don’t know, but I hope you never understand 
because for you to understand, would be for you to experience it and I wouldn’t wish this 
on my worst enemy.”

On April 8th, 2012, I ended up at the home of a stranger that I had only met the night 
before. I have two recollections from that night: 1st that I blacked out, 2nd that when 
I woke up the next morning the stranger snuck me out of the house and I went to my 
parent’s house. Once I got home my mother took me to a Cocaine Anonymous meeting, 
where I found myself relating to the members as they shared how they couldn’t meet their 
obligations such as being: daughters, sons, mothers, fathers, etc. Additionally, I followed 
their suggestions and my life has changed for the better. I have been attending meetings 
and have done what the fellowship suggests I do and I haven’t found it necessary to drink 
or do drugs since then. My sobriety date is April 8th, 2012 and I am so grateful to God for 
saving me from the gates of hell. 

I returned to school in the summer of 2014. Since returning to school, I have overcome 
my fears of mathematics. The CalWORKs program has empowered me to achieve my 
educational goals. CalWORKs has influenced me to reinforce my positive work ethic, expand 
my job skills, and enhanced my abilities to interact with others. This program has kept 
me grounded and served as an anchor as I diligently accomplish the milestones that will 
ultimately lead me to my professional career goal. This broader view that I have developed 
from working in the CalWORKs program has equipped me to be a more responsible parent 
and a student that exhibits a greater level of academic maturity. 
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AMY SNYDER
Nursing
Compton College
I became a CalWORKs participant during the spring 
semester of 2017. My journey to achieve a higher 
education degree began when I became a mother 
to my beautiful daughter named Mia. I made the 
life-changing decision to return back to school for a 
successful future and to achieve a rewarding career. 
One of the biggest challenges I have encountered is 
the ability to balance school, work, family, and social 
life. With all that is required of me on top of caring 

for my daughter and being a mother first, finding time to study, construct outlines, 
and work on assignments has been a challenge. However, since my time at Compton 
College, I have successfully obtained an Associates of Arts in Biological and Physical 
Sciences in spring 2017 and was placed on the Dean’s List for the fall 2014 semester. 
I am a currently a second semester Compton College Nursing student and received a 
nursing scholarship when I began the Compton ADN program spring 2018.

Prior to CalWORKs I was not employed for five years and struggled as a single mother. 
Fortunately, the CalWORKs program provided me the opportunity to work as a work-
study student, providing financial relief. Having the weight lifted off my shoulders 
knowing that I am able to be stable and work to support my daughter and myself is 
the greatest thing that the CalWORKs program has done for me. I am able to focus on 
my career and degree while maintaining adequate amount of hours working in order to 
successfully provide for my family and accomplish my career goals. 

CalWORKs helped me to realize that my education is top priority. I aspire to become 
economically self-sufficient by pursuing my nursing degree. It helped me recognize 
that there is value in what I have left to accomplish and to build. Often when there 
is disappointment, stress, anger and confusion, it tends to blur your vision and may 
make you feel as if you will never make it. However, I have learned that there is 
purpose to my life and I am grateful for the skills that I have gained thus far, from 
being a CalWORKs student.
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MONICA   
GOODWIN

Nursing 
Compton College

On January 12, 2012, I left my marriage of ten years 
due to a domestic violence issue. Prior to the physical 
altercation I dealt with verbal abuse for years. It is 
true when people say abuse does not get better as 
it progressively gets worse. From that point on I was 
determined to change the lives of my children and I. 
I made the decision to go back to school to pursue a 
career in nursing. Shortly after being faced with having 
to apply for public assistance I learned about the services through CalWORKs that were 
offered to aide students in being successful in completing school. If I did not have this 
program’s support with books, fees, and supplies I do not know where I would be. Through 
the program I was able to get a position at Augustus Hawkins Mental Facility to further 
enhance the skills necessary for my future career and it has been a great opportunity for 
me to be around career minded individuals. 

Although CalWORKs has been of great support, maintaining a roof over our heads and 
paying bills continues to be a struggle. There have been so many financial obstacles 
thrown at me that I actively seek programs that can provide assistance with bills and 
rent. I do not have much family support and having CalWORKs advisor’s has been life 
changing. I am not just another student and they know me and my children by name. They 
treat us like family, they have been beyond supportive to me in my time of need. All they 
have done has helped me stay on track and to continue to make my education priority. 
Although difficult, I maintain twenty hours a week through work-study just to have that 
source of income coming in. Through it all I maintain a 3.0 GPA, and I was selected for 
a student worker position with Los Angeles County. I have been doing a good job of 
concealing my struggles from my children and for good reason. They are both on honor 
roll and I do not want my struggles to affect them as my children have been through 
enough; seeing me be physically abused and having to uproot and move out on our own. 
Right now my children are able to see me begin and complete my nursing education and 
begin a new career for us.
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LESLIE MIRANDA
Social & Behavioral 
Sciences
East Los Angeles  
College
For the past three years, I have been in this routine 
that cannot change. Welcome to my world of being 
successful from hitting rock bottom. Life has hit me in 
so many ways. As a single mother of three children, 
I’ve learned how to survive without fighting. This was 

a result of the domestic violence I suffered which impacted my attitude and all areas in 
life. Not only did I feel ashamed of getting public assistance, but I progressively felt that 
I could not remember or study as effectively as before my relationship. Even though 
I recognized that I needed public assistance and went to get help, I still struggled 
financially to support the treatment my children and I, who was diagnosed with cervical 
cancer, receive. Nevertheless, I am completing my education as a college student 
despite the challenges in hopes of providing a better life for my children and myself. 

As an outcome, I have built a routine to face the challenges head on. Even though I sleep 
less hours, I take power naps during breaks. With no help of Family members, I have 
taken advantage of Child Care Services to care for my children while I am attending 
school and work. The little time I have with my children I dedicate my time to show 
them that I love them and care for them and make them feel wanted. The impact of my 
previous relationship no longer lives in me as I have graduated from a two-year therapy 
that has also given me the strength to accept my diagnosis of cervical cancer. 

My name is Leslie Miranda, and I am 27 years old with 3 children. I am trying to achieve 
my AA degree and be a great example to my children. I attend East Los Angeles 
College as a Full-time student and Part time student worker. CalWORKs has been very 
supportive in my education. Thanks to them, I have achieved my goals and succeeded 
in life. I will graduate in the spring of 2019,  and I am on my way to finding an accounting 
or case manager position in mental health clinics. 
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DEBBIE RAMOS
Child Develpoment 

Los Angeles 
Pierce College

I am striving towards success in my goal to complete 
my years of education. For the past years, I have 
been progressing in my objective to be transferred 
to a university from a community college. Of all 
universities, I decided Cal-State Northridge would 
be the best option as a result of my family and many 
responsibilities. Currently, I attend Los Angeles Pierce
College and through all of the hardships, I have 
remained in this college since 2016 and going on two years. I am a single mother of four 
children ages 16, 14, and twins who are 3 years old. 

In 2016, I went through the most difficult family matters. Our family was separated by the 
children’s dependency court due to the father of my children who suffered from mental 
illness. I gained custody of all my four children and I continue to care for all of them. As 
a participant of GAIN, I was offered the opportunity to enroll in a college; so I did. One 
person who motivated my education was Alla Karpus. She was my assigned GAIN worker 
who interviewed me when I was in need of help. During our interview Alla questioned 
me about what I would decide to do, and I answered that I needed to work in order to 
provide for my family. Alla suggested attending a community college would be a great 
choice to create a brighter future for myself and most importantly, my children. This was 
not a bad suggestion at all considering the fact that I am not so old and can be successful 
in many areas. After this interview, I thought deeply of how going back to school could 
benefit me in many ways such as, financially and also in fulfilling my passion for teaching. 

In the fall of 2016, I enrolled at Los Angeles Pierce college to focus on my career in child 
development. In my educational plan in Early Child Education, I have progressed and 
developed the ongoing skills to work with a diversity of children and families. Going on to 
two years of attending Pierce College, I have recently applied for my transfer to Cal-State 
Northridge. I would like to attend Cal-State Northridge because it has been a lifelong 
dream of mine and I anticipate on pursuing my career. Financially, I have faced many 
hardships, but one thing for certain is that I have the capability to overcome them all. 
With the assistance of CalWORKs and working as in the work-study program at Pierce, I 
can provide all my children’s needs. In my previous years, I was incompetent in attending 
a college due to an early start in motherhood. Therefore, I hope to be the first college 
graduate in my family. I want to be a role model to all four of my children who will look 
up to their educational foundation and be able to decide for a bright future.
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MUBARAK SHAH
Film Production 
Pasadena City College 
I have seen many challenges in life. Growing up in 
Afghanistan and staying alive has been a challenge. 
I survived two suicide bombs, and I lost three of my 
best friends in that incident. For me, it was hard to 
attend school regularly due to lack of security, so I 
did not have a chance to finish my education. When 
I immigrated to the United States three years ago 
with my one-and half year-old daughter, while my 
wife was pregnant with our second child, another 

chapter of my life began. Life was totally different than what I experienced during 
three decades in Afghanistan. The first two years were tough until I found a job and 
good place to live. In my first two years living in California, I start doing volunteer 
jobs. My first job was at the Canoga Park Job Search Center as a computer assistant. 
I worked there for four months, then I worked with the Self-Help Legal Access Center 
in the Van Nuys Courthouse for six months. I was helping people to fill out legal 
documents regarding family cases and evictions. Since the USA is known as a land 
of opportunity, I did not want to lose this golden chance. I enrolled in Pasadena 
City College in 2017, along with my wife, to peruse our dreams and make a bright 
future for our kids. My dream is to become film producer and document the negative 
results of war on people around the world. My first semester of college was hard, I 
started college after a long-time gap since high school. In addition, learning each 
subject in English was a big challenge. Attending different workshops and student 
helping centers at PCC helped me to get A’s in most classes, including math classes 
which I thought would not be possible. It would be impossible for me to complete 
each semester successfully without the CalWORKs programs support and help me. 
I did not have any idea where to start, what subjects I had to take, or how to make 
an education plan. It was the CalWORKs office which helped me more than what I 
expected. They provided me job opportunities inside campus, and I am currently 
working as a gallery assistant in the Art Department. They are also helping me with 
my educational plan every semester. I can’t imagine how hard it would be without 
their help. I believe with their help I can successfully finish college and transfer to one 
of California universities (UCs).
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ZARSANGA 
PARWIZ 

REGION 7 WINNER
Political Science 

Pasadena City College
I grew up in Afghanistan which is no country for 
women. However, I was born in an educated family, 
but because of society’s rules for women, I always had 
limited rights. Homicides, killings, beatings, cutting 
off body parts and taking multiple wives was everyday 
news. I always wanted to change the existing situation and advocate for those women 
who didn’t know their rights so, I started working as a volunteer for Afghan Women 
Education Center who works for women’s rights. We were going to high schools and 
homes to give women information about their rights including the right of education 
and marriage. Unfortunately, because of security problems for women, and lack of 
opportunity I didn’t get the chance to study law which I always wanted. After one year 
working as a volunteer, I got married as the rule of my country for all grown up girls, 
but fortunately, I have a supportive and encouraging husband which most girls do not 
get in my country because of arranged marriages. Three years ago, we had to leave my 
country with my one and a half year-old daughter, while pregnant with my second child 
because my husband was working with the US government and we started getting 
death threats from terrorist groups. One year after living in California, my husband 
Mubarak, and I made the decision to start our education in order to make a good future 
for our family. 

Life was giving me another opportunity to fulfill my dream of being a lawyer, so I 
chose political science as my major which could help me get closer to my goal. Before 
admitting to college, we both researched about different colleges and we found that 
Pasadena City College is one of the prestigious and diverse colleges in California. 
However, studying in a totally different language, being a mother of two kids, and 
being a work-study student to support my family was not easy, but I am happy that 
I started my education at PCC. One can find help anywhere on campus, especially 
CalWORKs which is a great program for parents. CalWORKs helps parents get jobs on 
campus, provides different workshops, gives students priority for registering in their 
classes and provides counseling each semester. Since I always wanted to help people, 
and be a part of volunteer clubs, I was able to join Puente and its mission to help 
students that want to transfer to four-year universities. Since I am part of the Center for 
Community College Partnerships (CCCP) program at UCLA, I have knowledge on the 
transfer process, threfore I’m able to share with my club members. Although I faced a 
lot of adversity in my life, and have many responsibilities, I work hard to maintain my 
3.8 GPA to attend UCLA which is my dream school.
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CHARON SCOTT
Business  
Adminstration 
Compton College 
Throughout my early childhood and into my formative 
years, I experienced great challenges. I was raised in 
Compton and came from a large family of eight siblings. 
My mother was a single-mother and my father was 
only present in the early years of my life. Fortunately, 
my uncle, my mother’s only brother, became my father 
figure. As a young adult I experienced great loss. My 

father figure and two of my brother’s passed. During this period I also fell victim to a 
drive-by shooting, in which I suffered massive life threatening injuries. By the Grace of 
God, I survived and was able to keep moving forward. 

From a young age, my mother instilled in me the importance of education. I started 
attending Compton College in the spring of 2008. Lacking guidance on degree options, 
I was an on and off student. After I stopped attending college, I unfortunately began 
to experience a series of unfortunate events. In 2011 my mother passed away after 
a long seven year battle with breast cancer. My grandmother also passed away after 
losing her battle with lung cancer. My support system was fading away at a time when 
life became even more challenging. A few months after my mother passed away, I was 
awarded custody of my five year old nephew. I did not have children of my own and 
was unsure of how I would be able to care for my nephew. I felt lost. This led to me to 
experience a health decline and fall into a depression, of which I eventually came out 
with the support of my church. 

In 2016 I returned to school and joined the CalWORKs program. The empowerment and 
motivation I receive from the CalWORKs program is unmatched. The support, compassion, 
counseling, and listening ears are invaluable to me. The incentives, mentoring, financial 
support, work-study, counseling and guidance, and the empowering workshops have 
provided me tools to succeed in college and participate in extracurricular activities. I 
actively participate in the Compton Initiative, a non-profit organization founded in 2006 
with a 40-year commitment to restore the City of Compton by painting homes, schools 
and churches on quarterly workdays in partnership with individual volunteers and other 
organizations, as a lieutenant. I also participate in community services and outreach 
services in Compton and assist with troubled youth. I do not think I would have made 
it this far in college without the CalWORKs Program. 
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LATOYA SMITH 
Business  

Administration  
West Los Angeles  

College 
On the April 17, 1985 there was an amazing tragedy 
that would shape my future education, attitude, and 
health forever.  That tragedy was the birth of myself 
Latoya Smith.  It was amazing because I was born after 
a tubal ligation but tragic because I was born with 
crack cocaine in my system.  This led to long term 
learning disabilities that seemed impossible to overcome. As a child I was diagnosed 
with ADHD and continuously received failing marks all the way to High School.  My 
Father was 45 when I was born and had only attended school in the South, up to Jr High 
so, there was no way of getting educational help at home.  When I was about 16 I ran 
away from home to go and live with my mother. It’s ironic because I had no memories 
of ever living with her only memories of passing her by as she stood on corners drinking 
Magnums (beer). 

Upon moving in with my mother things were great. She was supportive and even helped 
me get on track for graduation, only a year late. However, this didn’t last long because 
once she relapsed, I was out on the streets with nowhere to go. I was desperate, so 
I started working in a strip club where I met a guy who I thought could help. Instead, 
I ended up being forced onto hard narcotics and spent  2003-2010 lost, beaten, and 
a part of a human trafficing scandal.  When I became pregnant, I tried to hide it, but 
when they found out I was beaten so bad I ended up having my appendix removed 
when I was seven months pregnant. I died on the table at Mesa, Arizona, and they had 
to defibrillate me back to life.  

After having my daughter, she was sent to live with the other children, who were sent 
off, so that we could work. It also caused us to be more obedient. I composed a plan 
to escape, which I did. I left Arizona with all I needed, my baby and my life. I returned 
to California where I decided to further my education.  It was an up and down struggle 
at first, but  thanks to the staff at west L.A College, I have completed my first semester 
with a 3.333 GPA and have no plans on looking back.  Above winning this sholarship I 
really want to share my story with others who may be in the same position that I was 
once in, and tell them not to give up. You are worth way more than your past.
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MARSHETTE  
WILLIAMS
Sociology/Social Work 
Los Angeles  
Southwest College 
I am a 33 year old returning-student at Los Angeles 
Southwest College.  For the last fifteen years, I 
have overcome many challenges while in pursuit of 
continuing my education.  When I was six years old, 
my family moved to the United States from Belize 

City (Central America) on a Visa. Although, I was a very young girl when I first moved 
here, it was not until I was sixteen years old that I found out that I was undocumented. 
The mere thought of deportation was so frightening and overwhelming that it began to 
affect me both mentally and emotionally. The amount of fear that built up was surreal, 
especially knowing that at any time family members and I could be deported. 

I managed to graduate high school in June of 2003, which was the very day we moved 
away to Bakersfield, CA. My Mother became extremely paranoid, which is the reason 
we relocated. She felt moving away would grant our family some sense of ease, and 
it did! Over the years, my family struggled financially and emotionally, but I continued 
to stay positive. I was told that I would be able to attend Community College despite 
my illegal status. Reluctantly, I attended Bakersfield College in the pursuit of a nursing 
degree. Although I was at ease, my fear of deportation affected me academically. The 
first couple of years, I struggled, but I was able to complete more than 30 units towards 
my degree. On the other hand, I was not a U.S. Citizen and I was unable to qualify for 
financial aid or any form of Government grants. Without financial assistance, I knew it 
would have been impossible for me to afford a four-year university’s tuition. It wasn’t 
until 2013 that I officially became an American Citizen – twenty-two years later! My 
determination to achieve my citizenship may have been delayed, but it does not falter. 
They say slow & steady wins the race; that’s me! 

I finally enrolled back in College in the fall of this year, by the grace of God. The 
Community College CalWORKs program has helped in such a significant way.  I went 
to the CalWORKs office at Los Angeles Southwest College and spoke to my appointed 
counselor, Mr. Camacho, who has been extremely helpful and informative beyond 
measure. After reviewing my transcripts, Mr. Camacho was able to determine that not 
only am I ready to graduate with my Associate of Arts degree by June of next year, but 
I will also be able to submit my application to transfer to a four-year university. Without 
the help of the CalWORKs program and Mr. Camacho, I am certain I would have missed 
the deadline to graduate and transfer. I am beyond ecstatic that my dream of furthering 
my education is becoming a reality. Nothing is holding me back!
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HENNESSY 
ROMO 

Radilogical  
Technology  

El Camino College 
Since the very beginning, there have been challenges 
in my life. I am a single parent with sole custody of two 
children. I was attending school and going to court to 
fight for my sons. I had to learn how to be a student, 
attend classes, care for the boys, and adhere to their 
separate schedules. I had my homework, as well as 
theirs.  There was also the issue of attending court due to domestic violence. I was constantly 
afraid of what my ex would do: take the children or show up at school to harm me.  

A lot of people thought I couldn’t succeed in school since I had a child at such an early 
age. I have passed every single class I’ve taken. I have a renewed sense of self confidence. 
I am finally done with all my prerequisites and can apply for the Radiologic Technician 
program.  Right out of high school, I completed the LVN program. After completing that 
program, I knew I wanted to work in the medical field, but at a higher level with more pay.

Without the CalWORKs program I would not be able to attend school due to the cost of 
books, transportation, and child care. The staff in the CalWORKs office has always been 
so helpful with the forms required by GAIN and e-mailing them to my GAIN Services 
Worker, saving me numerous trips to my GAIN office. The extensive academic counseling 
has helped me more than I can ever express.  Vera Cheng has assisted me so many times 
in the planning and decisions of my academic career. She is patient and knowledgeable.
 
In order to become self-sufficient, I want to become a radiologic technician and continue 
the learning process required in this field. I have always excelled in math, so I plan on 
specializing in radiation therapy. This will mean an increased salary, which will enable me 
to be self-sufficient.

I would say that I have been involved in advocacy on a day-to-day basis. I can sympathize 
with other single parents and their struggles. I have often advised people on the benefits 
of CalWORKs and CalFresh.  I volunteer in my son’s church school. I have prepared lunch, 
cleaned, coordinated events, and helped in any way needed. I have done this for a year 
and a half. 

The continual and consistent academic counseling and assistance with the GAIN 
paperwork has helped me make my education a priority for myself and my family. Having 
this assistance has helped me focus not only on school, but also on the most important 
job of my life: raising my boys.  I was able to see the same counselor each time, and 
she got to know me. I have never dropped out for a semester. Without the CalWORKs 
program, I know that I would have had to drop out from time to time to work. I am a first 
generation college student, and this program helped me focus.  
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SUMMER 
WOODS
Psychology 
Los Angeles  
Southwest College 
The most significant challenges I have faced is having 
worked hard to attend one of the top women’s 
universities, having life come along and take me in a 
different direction, and then having to start school five 
years later with two children. When I graduated high 

school, I was set up for success and the plan fell through when my family decided I was 
18 and therefore, did not need them anymore. When on my own, I never abandoned 
the idea of college. I tried to attend college online while I traveled, but I was worried 
about the credibility. After five years, I finally made the choice to attend a California 
Community College. I have been able to overcome this challenge because I realized 
that the path I journeyed was supposed to happen. Although I did not go straight from 
high school to college as was “the plan”, education was still my destiny. I was able to 
give myself something just as valuable and worthy: I was able to explore and equip 
myself with life skills. When I left for one year and lived in Chicago, IL on my own, I was 
able to follow a passion, and work in the luxurious fashion industry. I gave myself the 
opportunity to discover myself and honestly find what I wanted from this life and what 
to do with it. I have also overcome my challenges by organizing my time, allowing my 
life skills to truly guide me, and holding myself accountable for my future. 

Through my educational journey I have had many successes and guidance along the 
way. The first contact at my school I ever made was with the L.A. Southwest College 
CalWORKs program. The first meeting I had with a CalWORKs counselor completely 
changed my life.  The encounter allowed me to effectively execute my plan for my future 
career goals. Later in the year, I made the Dean’s Honor Roll. Each year I challenged 
myself to take high units and succeed.  I also later received gold recognition from a 
behavioral & social science support program on campus where I earned a laptop and 
letters of recommendation for my dedicated participation. Recently, I was elected to 
ASO Chief Justice, and joined the UMOJA program. I am also Vice President of the 
Sociology Club, and a member of the Psych Club, Students Against Alcohol & Drug 
Abuse, Journalism Club, and Hip-Hop Congress.

In addition to providing me with the supportive services I need to prosper in college, 
the CalWORKs program has also allowed me to receive work experience in my area of 
study through the work study program. My active student and academic life started 
with CalWORKs and I have always been able to depend on them for guidance on my 
journey to self-sufficiency. Through my continued dedication to my academics and 
student life, I will continue to thrive on my path to becoming a psychiatrist and set an 
example for my children who deserve nothing but the best of me.
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AIDA QUEZADA 
Mortuary Science  

Los Angeles  
Southwest College 

I am 36 years young. I became a teen mom at the age 
of sixteen and dropped out of high school. After many 
years had passed, while I was five months pregnant with 
my third child, my husband at the time got incarcerated. 
With him being the sole provider, I found myself being 
homeless and having to move into my sister’s house and 
sleeping in her living room with my children. My self-
esteem was very low, and I saw myself as a high school 
dropout. As a single mother, I found myself living paycheck to paycheck in a job that was 
going nowhere, and I knew that was not enough.

In 2016, I needed to make a change. My kids were getting older, and I didn’t see myself 
as a good role model for them. I enrolled at Los Angeles Southwest College and obtained 
my HiSet. Soon thereafter, I applied for DACA and now I am part of the Dreamers. I was 
thrilled because being undocumented was another thing that made me feel insecure and 
worthless. I knew education for me was limited. Therefore, my job options were limited. 
In 2017, I finished my HiSet. Ironically, I left high school because I had my son, and now 
eighteen years later, my son and I completed high school at the same time. Right after 
getting my HiSet, I enrolled in college level courses. I was blessed enough to have the 
CalWORKs program helping me every step of the way. I explained what I wanted to major 
in, and right away my counselor made a clear career plan. The CalWORKs Program has 
been accommodating by always answering every question I have. This program is indeed 
the best because they make me feel comfortable without making any judgments about my 
current situation.

With the career plan my counselor and I crafted, I am now two semesters away from 
obtaining an associate’s degree and graduating from Los Angeles Southwest College. My 
goal is to transfer in hopes of graduating with a degree in mortuary science. I am so pleased 
that the CalWORKs program exists because it has allowed me to volunteer and participate 
in videos advocating on behave of CalWORKs showing other students the excellence of 
this program. Perhaps other students that need the help would see the videos and find 
the vidoes useful. The plans I have for my future were dreams before, and now with the 
support I have received, I know I can make them come true. I will now be able to provide 
a better future for my children and myself. I once was afraid of going back to school at 
my age, but with the guidance of great people like my CalWORKs counselors by my side, 
my insecurities and fears no longer hold me back. I’m determined to obtain my bachelor’s 
degree, and I know my children are proud of me for being in school and continuing my path 
to self-sufficiency and success.
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ANGEL BROWN
Child Development  
Los Angeles  
Southwest College 
Growing up in the city of Compton was tough. As 
a child, I saw friends get killed and witnessed drug 
transactions among neighbors. I knew I had to do 
something with my life. Growing up, I have always 

heard what I could not do. However, those words did not discourage me. Instead, they 
drove me and motivated me. I overcame many obstacles to pursue my career as a child 
development and theater arts major. I’ve been a student at Los Angeles Southwest 
College since I was 17 years old. I put the initiative forward to pursue my long-term 
goals even if I was scared. I attended weekly tutoring, workshops, and conferences to 
gain more knowledge that will be beneficial for my future.  

I have been successful working towards my career with the help of the CalWORKs 
program. This program helped me see my full potential as a student, mother, employee, 
and a leader. I made sure that my personality was as good as my grades. The counselors 
helped me stay on top of my education plan and future goals. I gained knowledge 
from visiting the CalWORKs office, and they helped prepare me for life outside of 
community college. Over the years, the counselors have guided me to what I am now. 
I will be graduating in spring 2019, and I can finally say hard work does pay off. I am 
aware, prepared and on track to a brighter future all thanks to the CalWORKs team. 

This program helped me realize that I can be the change that I wish to see in my 
community. I took the initiative to become the voice for the youth on television and 
film. My viral video has over 1.2 Million views on Facebook Watch, as I help young girls 
embrace their uniqueness and love the skin that there in on a show called “The Mirror 
Challenge””. I’ve been a part of public service announcements about gun control that 
have over 320,000 views. I am a part of a non-profit organization called “Women of 
Watts” where we march for a cause around the city to stop the violence and release the 
peace. I came out on Kevin Hart’s new competition series “TKO” Total Knock Out on 
CBS. I recently made my television debut in a music video by Reason from Interscope 
Records called “Colored Dreams,” and it touches on incarceration and violence within 
our community. The video also sends out the message that violence is unacceptable 
and portrays the idea that “if I can do it all over again, I would do it differently”.  

I am an active member of the Theater Club at Southwest College. I volunteered 108 
hours at the infant and toddler center on campus, and I recently was offered a substitute 
teaching position to work with the children. I am graduating, and I officially have a job 
that I am thankful for. The CalWORKs program guided me to my degree, and at the end 
of my journey, they ensured me that this was only the beginning.
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AURORA  
GALVAN 

Business  
Administration  

Los Angeles  
Southwest College 

I was brought to this country in August 1989, at 15, to 
work as a babysitter, not to study. When I turned 16, a 
family sponsored me for one year and enrolled me in 
high school where I happily completed the 10th grade. 
The family provided a healthy and loving home environment for me and I pictured someday 
having a family of my own just like theirs. My temporary new family encouraged me to be 
the best of me and I beamed with pride as I became an “”A”” student which was different 
from the “C” student I’d been back home.
Unfortunately, a year later, my family picked me up and put me directly to work. My 
attempts to complete high school all failed as I felt my life slip away from me and that 
goal get further away from my reach. Life happened - I got married and had four children 
making it difficult to return to school with a family and a full time job. After facing many 
problems, including a painful divorce, in February 2017, I began attending ESL classes at 
my daughter’s school. I was so hungry to get back on track with my educational goals; that I 
began to attend L.A. Southwest College. I enrolled in HiSET classes and after a mere seven 
weeks, I passed the HiSET exam in English on my first attempt.

The wonderful CalWORKs program came into my life October 2017. By December 2017, 
I was a full-fledge eager-beaver CalWORKs student, fulfilling all of the county and college 
requirements. I have diligently met with my counselor, Mr. Camacho, who has been guiding 
and supporting since. I am in the process of obtaining an associate’s degree in Business 
Administration and transferring to a four-year university by Fall 2020. My educational 
aspiration is to earn my B.A. in accounting. My dream is to become a CPA accountant and 
have my own business. In September, I also became a proud U.S. Citizen.

As I’ve become a happy mother, student and employee, it has allowed me to dedicate part 
of my time to serve others. I am highly active and involved in my church as an event leader 
as well. I have also served as a speaker at college functions, motivating my peers.

The CalWORKs program has been one immense blessing to me and my daughter; it has 
changed my life by offering everything I need to succeed. However, I must make sure 
to continue to do my part because in the end, the sole accountability falls on me. In 
addition, I also have been blessed with a work-study position in the CalWORKs office, 
where I’m learning immensely under the leadership of Ms. Blanca Barajas, CalWORKs 
Director. Working in the CalWORKs office has steadily provided me with a newly-found 
confidence in myself. Thank you to the college and CalWORKs for diligently working with 
me in navigating the pathways to achieve my goal of self-sufficiency in a country I have now 
embraced as my own!
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CECILIA FELIX 
Administration  
of Justice   
Los Angeles  
Southwest College 
Becoming pregnant at the age of sixteen was not the 
ideal thing to do, especially while being a sophomore 
in high school, but that was the situation I was facing 
in 2011, and I decided I was going to make the best 
out of it. Although, there were many difficulties along 

the way. I knew the best choice was to continue my education. I graduated high school 
in 2012 and attempted to keep moving forward at El Camino College. Unfortunately, 
things did not go as planned. One of the most substantial obstacles my growing 
family and I faced was not having the support from my mother and father. Without the 
support and guidance of my parents, I was not able to visualize how I was going to 
move forward. It felt like I was running in place, unable to see the finishing line. Without 
a doubt, I knew education was essential to be stable in all aspects of my life. After 
five years and two children that depend on my support, I decided to make positive 
changes. Returning to community college was one of them. 

Attending Los Angeles Southwest College and joining the CalWORKs program was one 
of the best decisions I have made by far. The CalWORKs program guided me in the right 
direction from the start, but there were multiple steps I had to make to commence. First, 
we must meet with a counselor and create an educational plan that details what classes 
should be taken each semester in order to graduate. Secondly, the program requires 
follow up appointments and progress report cards throughout the semester, which 
demonstrates that they care for educational progression. The number one support I 
have received through the program was childcare. I am able to attend school fulltime 
while my child is being taken care of, which has helped me tremendously in school and 
my personal life. Continuing CalWORKs students are given grants for books, supplies, 
transportation, work-study job opportunities, and lastly tutoring services for those that 
need an extra hand. In my perspective, the CalWORKs program and staff goes above 
and beyond for their students to make sure they are moving in the right direction 
towards success, which is what I truly needed. 

To become more economically self-sufficient, I plan on graduating from Los Angeles 
Southwest College in June of 2019 and transfer to a Cal State University with an 
associate’s degree. I aspire to become a youth counselor within the community to help 
those young men and women who face difficulties moving forward like I once did. I 
want to be able to extend my hand to those that desire change just like it was given to 
me through the CalWORKs program.

In conclusion, I would not be where I am today if it was not for the support of the 
CalWORKs program and staff. I am genuinely grateful to be a part of a program that 
creates change in the lives of so many people like me.
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KEENAN YOUNG 
Barbering  

Los Angeles Trade 
Technical College 

I used to gang bang and sell dope back in the 1980’s 
as a young man.  As a consequence, I went to prison.  I 
didn’t have any marketable skills coming out of prison 
and needed to stabilize my life to take care of my 
fifteen-year old daughter.  It was hard moving forward 
successfully due to a felony hanging over my head.  I 
was on my own and had to be responsible to set an 
example for my daughter.  Despite having challenges as 
a single father, I pursued my desire to go into the barbering profession.  

When I came to LA Trade Tech College, I could not get into the barbering program 
immediately and had to wait a whole semester to start.  I took English, math, and business 
courses to prepare for the program.  Then, I started the barbering program in fall 2016 
and gave it my all.  I worked hard and eventually graduated from the program in spring 
2018.  I am proud to be the first CalWORKs participant to graduate from the first California 
Community College Barbering program with a G.P.A of 3.85 with accolades.  It is important 
to me to motivate my kids to push them to do their best.  

The GAIN/CalWORKs program has been a blessing to me.  Their support to purchase 
equipment and materials for my barbering courses paved the way for my success.  As I was 
going through the program, it was tough.  I had to ride a bike to school and recycle cans 
and bottles to earn extra money.  My barbering instructor, Mr. Robinson was an excellent 
role model for me in how to act as a professional.  The Men of CalWORKs group on campus 
played a key part in my staying motivated and assisting other fathers at the college.  

My daughter graduated from high school and is now enrolled in cosmetology at Compton 
College.  I can see in people that when they care about you, it provides motivation to do 
more.  My family believes in me.  I will not let them down.  I can’t even slack a little bit to 
possibly disappoint them.  In November 2018, I took the state board exams and became 
a licensed California barber.  My dreams are coming true.  I have plans to create my own 
hair and grooming products for men.  My life has come full circle since the days of gang 
banging.  Now I am building a different kind of empire to elevate the community and not 
tear it down.  I have a solid foundation with marketable skills that people need.  I can feed 
myself now.  One of the joys of my life now is that I am self-employed and can be liberal 
with my time to help my family on my own terms, and not have to ask for permission from 
a supervisor.   I am thankful that GAIN/CalWORKs and so many others helped me get in the 
position to build an empire for myself and take control of fulfilling my dreams.
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NYCOLE  
JOHNSON 
Child Development
Los Angeles Trade 
Technical College 
I didn’t have a job and was still grieving the death of 
my mother from 2009. I took odd jobs here and there, 
but didn’t have financial stability. I had lost two babies 
through miscarriage and was pregnant with my third 
child who I call my miracle baby. I had her in 2014 and 

decided to go back to school to make a better life for us. I became a single mother 
at 32 years old and at the time was getting through college. I graduated in 2016 with 
my first degree in Health Office Administration, but was unable to use it because the 
school was not accredited. I decided to go back to LA Trade Tech College in 2017. I 
had attended classes there before back in 2000, but never really did well. I had a lot of 
withdrawals and failing grades on my transcript.

I came into the GAIN/CalWORKs office and Dr. Cole insisted that I get serious about 
my education because I was on the verge of being kicked out due to my old grades. My 
GPA was a 1.2. It was like a wake-up call. I had to pick a career and stick with it. I chose 
Child Development as my major. The classes helped me with patience and humility as 
a mother. The staff at school motivated me to acknowledge and take responsibility for 
my life. I started to show up and apply myself in my classes. After two semesters of 
GAIN/CalWORKs helping me, financial aid and EOPS kicked in at the same time as I 
got better grades with my new attitude. The additional money from financial aid and 
EOPS gave me more motivation. I learned that people are willing to help, when you are 
helping yourself.

GAIN/CalWORKs gave me a work study assignment in the college’s Child Development 
Center. I was a full-time student working twenty hours a week in the CDC. I was paying 
my rent and a car note all by myself. My counselor, Mr. Hopper was worried that I 
was trying to do too much and might sabotage my success, but I proved him wrong. 
I realized I can do more than what others expected of me. I continued to take four 
classes every semester, while working at the CDC. I raised my GPA to 3.0 and was 
recently offered a full-time job thanks to earning 24 units in Child Development.

The childcare center that I enrolled my daughter in wanted to hire me as a lead teacher. I 
started working with them during the fall semester. I continue to conquer my fears with 
every step that I take. After I graduate with my associate’s degree from LA Trade Tech, I 
will continue my education at the university level, while I work as a teacher. Eventually, I 
will earn my bachelor’s degree and later my master’s and doctorate degrees. I will either 
own my child developmental center or be the dean of a child development program.
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MARIA  
RODRIGUEZ 

Professional Baking  
Los Angeles Trade 
Technical College 

I came from Mexico City and had to deal with an abusive 
first marriage that produced my two daughters. My 
first husband would take the money I earned and 
spend it on drugs. When my first husband left me, I 
actually felt freer. My second husband was a good man 
and father to my eleven-year old son. When I ended up 
on CalWORKs, the welfare-to-work person told me that due to my residency VISA status, 
I would have to pay out-of-state enrollment fees for all my classes at Trade Tech myself. 
The cost was more than $230 per unit! I am a professional baking student at Los Angeles 
Trade Technical College. My biggest challenge is that even though GAIN/CalWORKs 
helps pay for my baking supplies, every semester I have to come up with over $2,700 
to pay for classes. This has been extremely challenging for me. Every semester, I had to 
borrow from family members and sell my own baking items to people on the street to 
raise the money necessary for my classes at Trade Tech.  

I love baking and give every class 100% effort, despite the stress of having to raise 
money for tuition. The result has been that my Culinary/Baking G.P.A. is 2.70, and this fall 
semester, my work is being displayed in the college library. I only have one more class left 
to take in Spring 2019 to finish my baking certificate. I started in spring 2016.

Sadly, my second husband recently died, leaving my son and I alone. However, before 
he died, he blessed me with the opportunity to apply for my own work permit, so I can 
work in the United States legally. I received word that my social security number and 
work permit should be approved by January 2019. This will allow me to work in bakeries 
legally and eventually open up my own bakery after I graduate with my Professional 
Baking certificate in June 2019.  

It is my dream for my bakery to be run by me, my adult daughters, and my young son. I 
heard my son tell his older sisters that he is proud of me. This means a lot to me. I have 
sacrificed and gone through a lot these past two years to provide a better life for myself 
and my son. I miss my husband and wish he could be here to enjoy the fruits of his labor. 
My life has been full of trials and suffering, but I always kept believing that my future 
would be better.  

I thank the GAIN/CalWORKs program at LA Trade Tech for helping me with the county 
paperwork, trying to help me get my classes paid for by the enrollment fee waiver, and 
being there to listen to me. My dream is about to come true this June and I am proud of 
myself for making it this far. I will continue to give it my best in my career for my family 
and myself.
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KHARY DAISE 
Electrical  
Construction  
Maintenance  
Los Angeles Trade 
Technical College 
I am a high school graduate, but I struggled in school. 
I went to a behavioral school for challenged learners. 
I was not sure how to apply myself to learn. I ended 
up in prison in 1997 and did three years for unarmed 

robberies and got out in April 2000.

I joined the Carpenter’s Union in June 2000. It was a great program, but I sold drugs to 
make ends meet. The union school was very fast paced. It was designed to get us out 
there on the worksite as soon as possible.

By 2010, I had a wife and child, and there was no work in California for carpenters. I felt 
confused and my attitude stinked. Times were tough and I was living from pillar to post 
with my daughter and wife in tow. My car was totaled on Normandie and Imperial in 2013. 
It was hard. I had no job, and no place to live. I moved out of state to Georgia. While we 
were living in Georgia, my wife died in a car accident in 2015. I returned to California with 
my daughter. I lived with two families and returned to the union to realize it was too fast 
for me. I was lacking in the skills necessary to succeed because the union training was too 
fast paced. So, I left the carpenter union again. At this time, I kept hearing about Trade 
Tech on the streets. After months of doubting myself, and CalWORKs telling me I had to 
do vocational training, since I was not employed, I enrolled at Trade Tech.  

As I kept stepping forward in faith, with a better attitude, things got better for me. 
We ended up getting our own apartment, and with stability, this helped me to excel in 
school. My college has been a blessing. The teachers teach you and the staff are here for 
me. I appreciate the staff in the GAIN/CalWORKs office at Trade Tech because they made 
the college process easier. The Men of CalWORKs support group for fathers inspired me 
to be a better father and student. I am really learning now for the first time in my life and 
my grades are proof. My G.P.A. is 3.64.  

I used to doubt myself academically, but now I am achieving more. I know I can learn. The 
instructors at Trade Tech take their time to really make sure I understand why and what 
I am doing. I am doing so well that now I am tutoring other students to complete their 
assignments. Instructors and insecure students who were once difficult for me to deal with 
have pushed me to grow in ways I didn’t realize existed within me. My communication 
and interpersonal skills have improved during this whole process.

I only have two more classes left to complete my Electrical Construction Maintenance 
certificate. After I graduate, I will let the world know that GOD and Trade Tech rewarded 
my studying and participation.
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NICOLLE  
WILLIAMS 

Nursing  
Los Angeles  

Southwest College 
I have been a student at Los Angeles Southwest College 
for almost two years. Through the years, I faced many 
challenges.  During my first year of college, I failed all 
of my courses, ultimately earning a 0.0 GPA. Being a 
mother, working two jobs, and not having any family 
support or knowledge about higher education added 
to the stress that eventually affected my grades.

The last two semesters I changed that around. I went from a 0.0 to a 2.7 semester 
average. My progress towards earning my degree is great because I passed the classes 
I need to fulfill the nursing program prerequisites. I mostly contribute this change in my 
educational journey to the people in the CalWORKs/GAIN office. CalWORKs counselor, 
Mr. Juan Camacho, has guided and assisted me with grade removals and registering for 
classes. Mr. Jerome Robertson, case manager, helped me with my ancillary requests and 
constantly gives me confidence to move forward with my goals. The resources provided 
by CalWORKs definitely alleviates a lot of the stress single parent students face. Not 
worrying about paying for textbooks and supplies, receiving tutoring in areas I need, 
leave me to do the work and focus on passing all of my classes.

My plan is to become economically self-sufficient. I tell myself every day that my daughter 
is looking up to me and I have to give her a better life. I also try to show her that no matter 
what happens in life, you have to give back by helping others who are less fortunate. 
We go to Skid Row and give clothes and other items to the homeless garnered from 
charitable organizations. We also go to homeless shelters to provide services as needed 
and soup kitchens to volunteer to pass out food. 

The men and women in the CalWORKs program helped me understand that I should take 
my education seriously. When I first entered the program, I remembered my counselor, 
Mr. Camacho, sharing how he struggled his first two years of college. He informed me 
how he not only turned his grades around, but how he got his life back on track. Mr. 
Camacho and the people in the CalWORKs office always help me when I need it. They 
give me good advice when I am not doing my best and provide me with the moral 
support and guidance in areas of my personal life.  They always remind me that I can be 
an inspiration to my child and that I am evolving to become a better person every day. 
Most importantly, they remind me that an education can help make a better life for my 
daughter and me.
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AMALIA  
HERNANDEZ 
ORTIZ 
Nursing
Los Angeles  
Southwest College 
I am a single mother of two amazing children. 
Throughout my life, I have put myself through 
challenges that I am proud to say I have overcome. 
Becoming a mother at the age of 17 was the beginning 

of the many challenges I faced during my life’s journey. I dropped out of high school 
and received my GED in hopes of obtaining employment. However, I wanted more for 
my family so I decided to pursue my dream career of becoming a Registered Nurse. 
Throughout my journey, many challenges tried to push me in the direction of failure. 
I became pregnant with my second child and soon thereafter divorced my husband. 
My marriage of 14 years failed and it lead me in the direction of hardships. Although 
I was struggling financially and emotionally, I am thankful for these hardships because 
I strongly believe that our downfalls are blessings in disguise. Though my emotional 
and mental state was fragile and I wanted to give up many times, I persevered and 
continued to work towards my goals. 

During my journey at Los Angeles Southwest College (LASC), I took advantage of the 
many resources and opportunities that were offered to me. LASC offered me work 
study employment through the CalWORKs program. The amazing opportunity allowed 
me to advocate on behalf of students. I was able to increase my skill set and be exposed 
to other opportunities. As a result, I am preparing to apply for a permanent classified 
position within the Los Angeles Community College District. Classified employment 
will provide my family and me the financial stability that I need in order to pursue my 
ultimate goal of earning my BSN. As a former CalWORKs recipient, I will never forget 
how much this program helped and still continues to help me. The CalWORKs office 
has such a welcoming vibe that you instantly feel welcomed. They genuinely want every 
student to succeed in life regardless of the circumstances involved. The program helped 
me financially by paying for my books, school supplies, and child care. They provided 
me with a solid foundation of support and guidance. They took my responsibilities 
of being a mother, student, and worker into consideration when helping me make 
decisions about my career choice.

Since then, I have completed my credentials and graduated summer 2017 with my 
Associate of Arts in Natural Science. I am transferring to California State University, 
Dominguez Hills and will begin classes Fall 2019. I have a better paying job that allows 
me to still go to school and have personal time with my children. I am happy to say 
that I am now self-sufficient enough to support my family and me while I pursue my 
educational and career goals - I have even set up college funds for my children! I hope 
that one day, my struggles and challenges become an inspiration to my children that 
they too have it within themselves to overcome any adversities that come their way.
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LIZCET CHAVEZ
ASL interpreter 

Mt. San Antonio  
College

Some challenges I’ve over come have been to become 
independent and leave the fear of not succeeding 
behind me. Taking a step of courage and enrolling 
into Mt. SAC has been the best decision I have ever 
made. I have been able to complete my first semester 
at Mt.Sac. I have been able to move and learn to love 
myself and my children. I have been able to buy myself 
my first car. If it wasn’t for the CalWORKs program I 
would be lost on campus. I don’t think I would have been able to begin my semester. 
Before I heard of the program I thought I had everything prepared to begin but when I 
came and talked to the people at CalWORKs they showed me everything I was missing. 
I am so grateful for them.  I plan on getting my degree and applying at the Los Angeles 
court to become an ASL interpreter there. I have not gotten involved any leadership on 
campus because it is my first semester but I do hope to get more involved once I get 
comfortable with the campus. The CalWORKs program has been able to help me put my 
children in childcare so I would be able to go to school while my children are being cared 
for.  I’m not worried about finding them a sitter because it has already been covered. 
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BERLYN ASTURI 
Nursing 
Cerritos College 
I am a single Mother. My education has always been 
important to me. If I continue my education my 
daughter and I will have a better future. I have had a lot 
of setbacks this semester due to my vehicle breaking 
down, my daughter not having daycare, but no matter 
what, I have made it a point to not leave school behind. 
My educational goals are to become an RN with a BSN; 
work for a few years and go back to school to receive 
my NP with a Masters. I am very determined to keep 

pushing to my goal. As long as I stay focused I will not let anything or anyone hold me 
back from my goal. I have overcame many hurdles in my life and I won’t let anything small 
stop me. My daughter is counting on me to be able to give her a bright future. 
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LISA SUAREZ 
Nursing 
Cerritos College 
I am a single mother to a beautiful one-year-old 
daughter and a returning student, completing my first 
semester at Cerritos College. 

The challenges I had to overcome, to get to where I 
am at today, came in a package of drug addiction and 
postpartum depression.  When my daughter turned a 
month old, I became a single mother.  At that time, 
the school was not my priority, and I needed to return 

to work because I became the financial support for my daughter.  Not being financially 
stable put a significant strain on my mental health.  However, this is now all a thing of 
the past because I am proud to state that I am now a full-time college student and I a 
participant of the CalWORKs Work Study Program.  As a single parent, I have learned 
to balance school and work.  I am also happy to report that each passing day I have 
continued to add a count to my sobriety. This was a mental chain that I am very grateful 
to be liberated from!  

The Cerritos College CalWORKs Program has allowed me to work towards my 
educational goals continuously.  My educational goal is to earn my Bachelor’s Degree 
in Nursing.  With priority enrollment, I was able to create a schedule that worked with 
my childcare and study time.  The faculty and my gain worker were great with making 
sure that I had access to all the required textbooks and school supplies before my first 
class assignments.  The Counselors have also been excellent with helping to manage the 
required county paperwork. Also, the resources that the CalWORKs program offers such 
as their computer lab, access to free printing, success workshops, and the food pantry 
have all helped me to become a successful college student. 

Receiving my college degree is so important now than it has ever been before. I am 
expected to complete an AA degree in 2020.  My goal is to transfer to a university and 
graduate with a Bachelor’s Degree in Nursing.  For me, being economically self-sufficient 
means to follow my dreams to become a Register Nurse.   

 Aside from school, I enjoy staying busy by participating in activities that help me stay 
focused on keeping a healthy mind and body.  Also, I am a volunteer with the children’s 
nursery at my community church.  On my leisure time, I enjoy coloring, baking, scrap 
booking and exploring parks with my daughter and spending time with my family.



LAVONIA LEWIS 
History  

Saddleback College
I am a re-entry student who suffered a cascade of 
tremendous loss, which required an entire life reset 
during October 10, 2012-April 27, 2013. Some of the 
many challenges that I experienced included emotional, 
physical and economic loss. I ended a career of 30 
years as an executive manager to support my mother 
whose life was transitioning. Also, I suffered a medical 
set back after my mother’s death. I received a call that 
a family member’s children were in the care of Child 
Protective Services (CPS) and within 5 months of that 
phone call, I became a single mother of two children, an infant girl, and a 15-month-old 
boy. The transition of being self- sufficient to now dependent on public funding was 
very challenging. I initially thought I could return to work in my 30-year career, but the 
children needs were overwhelming. I wrestled with the idea of returning to school, as age 
was a factor for me, along with college culture has changed. I shared my fears with my 
caseworker at social services, and said, ”You should follow your passion,” so I returned 
to school.

In 2015, I officially adopted the kids who are now 3 and 2 years old, and our lifestyle 
was solely in my hands. In my previous career as a manager, I enjoyed developing and 
informing employees and could use these same skills as a teacher. I am passionate about 
history, and I mentored young girls from 13-17, so I decided that high school history 
would wake my passion for inspiring others.

The counselors are like advocates who genuinely want to see you succeed. Their support 
pulled me through difficult days when I was ready to give up and get a job. Their 
encouraging, empathic, and supportive approach strengthened me, by taking it a day at 
a time. I would not have made it without their assistance.

My purpose to continue higher education is to prepare myself and eventually sustain my 
family and provide the lifestyle I am accustomed. The goal is to transfer to a University 
and obtain my Bachelor’s degree and teaching credential to become a high school 
social sciences teacher. Social sciences comprise diverse disciplines that includes history, 
geography, political science, economics, sociology, and psychology. My plan consists of 
teaching in a traditional educational school. I recently decided to obtain a Master degree 
in Education, with the goal to write curriculum in history, which includes “the American 
History” as the diverse contribution and cultural egalitarian of all people.

Community advocacy is essential to me. I am currently the Vice President of Locke High 
1982 Alumni committee. Our mission is to mentor, support; educate the students of the 
reality of the world today. We are committed to fundraising for college tours, bus trips to 
the beach, reading programs, tutors, scholarships for college books, transitional parent 
for teens and job readiness.
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MARIANA  
WAHBA 
Child Development
Citrus College
I was born in Egypt and I lived my whole life in Cairo 
City. I have a great family and they are still living there. 
I missed them a lot. I have two lovely daughters. They 
are the most wonderful things in my life. They are a 
real blessing. I put in all my effort to make them the 
best people in the world. I changed my whole life for 
my daughters’ sake. That is when I came to the United 

State of America, and I started from zero. It happened over 3 years ago, when I won 
the lottery for immigration. The news was a complete surprise to me. Suddenly, I got a 
chance to come to the USA. That opportunity only becomes one in a million. I decided 
to leave my home country of Egypt to come to the USA. I was afraid, but I had to take 
this step. I wouldn’t see my family for a long time. I remember feeling scared about my 
future. The time came when I received the passports. I sold most of my belongings, and 
bought three one-way tickets. Then I left everything. It was not easy for me to leave 
everything behind and head towards a fresh new start. It was hard to leave the place 
where I spent my childhood and leave my friends was not something that I was willing 
to give away, but in the end, God had better plans for me. I came to California with my 
two daughters. At the time, I didn’t know the language, had no family, had no friends, 
and didn’t have a job. Although, it was difficult for me, it was necessary for the future 
of my children. Communicating in English is a crucial requirement in order to live in the 
United States. 

Life was complicated during the transition stage when I was learning to acclimatize to a 
new language, culture, and customs. I started as an ESL student at Citrus College. Life 
was still difficult for me. At one point, I felt like it was my weakness and I felt like it was 
holding me back from expressing myself. Moving my whole life to another country so I 
can start a completely new one requires a good deal of resilience and bravery, but fear 
is usually the first emotion that creeps in. What if I can’t find a job? How will I rent a 
home if I don’t have a job? How can I get my daughters into a good school? How can I 
finish all the paperwork without speaking the language? After many mild panic attacks, 
I was able to learn English and continue to learn English.  I am also working on courses 
towards a Certificate and Associate Degree in Child Development to find employment.  
It has been a long road, and more to come, but I know that it will make me a better 
person and I can give my daughters a better future.
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EVELYN  
ROACHO 

Registered Nurse  
Mt. San Antonio  

College
One of the challenges I have overcome is myself, I do 
not have the self-confidence many students have. I am 
negative when it comes to myself and academic as well. 
I have learned that I can do it and I am smart enough 
to reach my goal and get through to earn my degree. I 
always believed I sucked at Math and English and this 
year it has been the most shocking experience to see how good I am doing. I would have 
to thank my professors which are Mrs. Velasco and Mrs. Hall. I am so proud of my work so 
far and I am going to continue striving to succeed and continue doing good. My plan is to 
eventually move up in my current job to get full-time and get the benefits they offer for 
myself and my son. Another way will be to learn how to not just waste money but to save 
and not waste it on things I don’t need. I am not involved in anything right now, I do want 
to get involved but I just don’t know what exactly yet. Eventually I will. The CalWORKs 
Program has helped me a lot and they are the biggest and most motivational support 
ever. I couldn’t be any more thankful for their commitment, honesty and their help. I am 
more than thankful for the help and support from them. 
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KATHRYN  
MUNOZ 
Nursing
Mt. San Antonio  
College
As a mother and returning student to college after 
9+ years I’ve faced a lot of challenges. I came back to 
school on academic probation with a very low GPA and 
it seemed like my goals were way off in the distance. 
Many people have told me that I would never be able 

to accomplish my goals and that I should just change my major because it would be too 
difficult. Since returning I have maintained and received straight A’s in every class I have 
taken; I have since gotten off of academic probation and I am enrolled full-time at school. 

CalWORKs has been an amazing help to me, they helped me to choose the right classes 
and they were the only people in my life that believed I could accomplish my educational 
goals. The staff and counselors at CalWORKs continue to support and encourage me 
everyday to go after my dreams and their faith in me has help to restore the faith I have 
in myself, not only as a student but as a mother. I hope that I will be able to get a job 
within a hospital soon so I will be able to afford Nursing school until then I will remain 
a work study student and work whenever I can. I have not been involved in many 
extracurricular’s due to my and my child’s busy schedules but I help whenever I can with 
Boy Scouts, and the church with food and clothing drives. The CalWORKs program has 
allowed me to realize that it is ok to take this time now for my education because the 
lives of myself and my son will be far better after everything is accomplished, and after 
all it only a few years that will impact a lifetime.
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CINTHYA 
VALLADOLID 

VERGARA 
Culinary Arts   

Cerritos College
My biggest challenge that I had to overcome to get 
my Associates of Arts without a doubt was time, and 
understanding that being a single mother will always 
be a challenge. Before attending schooI, I preferred 
to work to provide a better life, but I was wrong. I 
realized I was living in a lie. I noticed that I barely spent 
time with my children, like 10 hours a week (always in a hurry, never quality time). Given 
my situation with my children, my most important and primordial need was going back 
to school and finish what I had started years ago. Time is the most valuable thing that 
exists. I decide to invest my time in school and becoming a chef would give all three of us 
a better life.. My daughter Mellany is the eldest, she tells me I don’t spend time with her. 
Not spending enough time with her, she became a bit rebellious. She has lied to me, and 
her grades are very poor. She now attends therapy, which have been very helpful and we 
are doing everything to recover 30 credits she lost this year. My children are my priority 
and my responsibility. This Associates of Arts has been a tremendous challenge, but 
thank God I am achieving it. Now more than ever I treasure the time I spend with my two 
children. Thank God the progress of my goals has been successful. After so many tears 
shed, sacrifices made, unveiled, and emotional crisis, I participated in domestic violence 
therapy, all that has given me positive results, that’s why next May 2019, I finally, proudly, 
and humbly will receive my Associates of Arts. Yes! 

The CalWORKs program has helped me with being able to work, attend domestic violence 
therapy, child care, and help with my transportation among other things. Thanks to that, 
I achieved my goal of returning to school. My Associates of Arts will provide me with a 
better salary. Chef Pierini has relationships where they hire students from the Culinary 
Arts program, and thank God I am one of those lucky ones. I am ready to work! And to 
stand up for myself, but always grateful to the CalWORKs program for so much help and 
support. I have also volunteered in Culinary Arts events. Education has always been a 
priority for me and without education it is unlikely to stand out in life. CalWORKs helped 
me prioritize my studies, giving me solutions for my concerns like, who will take care of 
my son and how will I pay? How will I pay for books and transportation? They told to me, 
we have solutions for you Cinthya, welcome back to school! Thanks to all of the support 
from CalWORKs, all three of us were already in excellent care; now everything depends 
on my success.

245

2019

REG
IO

N
 8



LINDSEY  
CARDENAS 
English
Mt. San Antonio  
College
The momentum of my college journey began at the 
age of seventeen. I was a regular teenage girl and 
the second in my family to even consider college. 
Although I had my priorities set, life intervened. I 
went through every woman’s unimaginable nightmare 

as being victimized as a woman. But that was the problem, I did not want to be a victim 
I wanted to be a survivor; a success and voice for women. My barriers are more than the 
typical stresses of young women my age, but I refused to use that as a reason to not 
succeed but as motivation to strive for my dreams. I am currently completing my third 
year at Mount San Antonio College.  Although it has taken me longer than expected, 
I feel prepared to pursue my career aspirations and transfer to a four-year university. 

Experience is a key essential to success in life because you cannot know it until you have 
felt the detrimental pains. Becoming a part of the CalWORKs department has provided 
me with an abundance of support to help achieve success. As a first-generation college 
student, navigating this experience alone and without guidance came with a surplus 
of questions. I came across CalWORKs as I explored the Student Services building 
during my first visit to campus. This program has aided me through my many travails 
and supplied me with resources to access funds for books, supplies, transportation and 
most importantly, childcare. As an English major, my desire is to be a writer, but that 
dream may take longer than I planned for. In the meantime, I am pursuing a career as 
an English professor to support my family. During this process, I hope to inspire and 
motivate others who may feel like giving up. Being a full-time student, mother, friend, 
sibling, and worker requires many responsibilities many of which are not optional. 
When I meet other single parents who are struggling, I encourage them to inquire 
about the CalWORKs program. I assure them that there is no shame in needing help, as 
the program is designed to help student-parents become self-sufficient. I try my best 
to set an example by being a good student and showing results to others. Aside from 
my school responsibilities as a mother, I volunteer yearly to the Megan’s Wings Non-
Profit organization that helps raise funds for parents whose children have cancer. All 
these contributing factors have played a vital role in my success. CalWORKs and their 
staff has not only helped me with my dream to become an English Professor, but they 
have also indirectly helped me give my son the life he deserves. There is never enough 
help for parents who want to better their life and I am beyond grateful to be a part of 
this program.
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JENNIFER  
WILSON 

Alcohol & Drug  
Counseling; Paralegal   

Mt. San Antonio  
College

As the daughter of a drug addicted mother and an 
alcoholic father, addiction is in our genes.  Although, I 
personally was able to avoid addictive substances, my 
brother was not.  We were raised in a house where coping 
skills were not taught, eventually at 36 years young, he succumbed to his demons. All the 
while, I was attending Mt SAC’s Alcohol & Drug Counseling program to gain the education 
to realize their addictions were diseases. While he battled his disease, I battled cancer.  
Attending classes diverted my attention from my doctor appointments and treatments to the 
positives of making friends and forming support groups. I have been strong in persevering an 
education and able to maintain stability for my four young children as a single mother.  

I have come a long way from where I was six years ago, prior to coming to Mt SAC.  
Since fall of 2012, I have finished the Alcohol & Drug Counseling courses, successfully 
completed two internships at local treatment centers, the Paralegal courses and Sociology 
transfer degree with honors to Cal State San Bernardino or Mount Saint Mary’s. Mt SAC 
has afforded me the opportunity to excel academically by providing resources from 
CalWORKs, their efforts in providing campus activities, and support from President 
Scroggins and the Professors. I have never felt as if I didn’t have their support since they 
have always maintained an open-door policy. 

The CalWORKs staff has been a crucial part of my overall success. They have reduced my 
stressors in many ways by providing vouchers that cover the cost of books and supplies 
to giving the students quality backpacks. Most of all, the events coordinated with outside 
encouragement; guest speakers, self-care workshops, recognition ceremonies, and 
inspirational luncheons.  The guest speakers spoke of how they have overcame hardships 
and serve as who are role models to us who are feeling like we are carrying the weight of 
the world on our shoulders as we travel through the journey of attaining our Associates 
Degrees. Sometimes the difference can be as simple as offering free pencils. To some, it is a 
pencil while to others it is the instrument that you did not have the money to buy but will be 
necessary to use in class.

I lost my family but gained new members from the connections made through CalWORKs.  
I am passionate about giving back to the community with volunteering efforts helping 
others fill out legal paperwork (e.g. child custody paperwork), mentoring youth in the local 
Mental Hospital, volunteering in community, and school projects at the Women’s Center and 
Skid Row. As a Paralegal and Alcohol and Drug Studies graduate, I am prepared for career 
opportunities with Los Angeles County Sheriff Department or that expand into transitional 
settings (such as treatment centers, halfway houses, social service agencies, corrections 
facilities, academic institutions). I want to make a difference and give others the positive 
encouragement they need to overcome obstacles they may be experiencing in their lives. 247
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CAMILLA IDREES 
Child Development
Cerritos College
Being a single mom  is very challenging, but worth 
every second. I was 23 when I had my oldest daughter 
and her father was absent.  Life wasn’t simple for 
her and I. At the time I was attending school to be 

a surgical technologist. I had finished all my classwork but unfortunately since I was 
pregnant, I was denied my internship , resulting in not being able to graduate. They 
had offered me to come back to complete my education after she was born, but due 
to financial reasons I was unable to.  

When she turned 7 months I met my 2nd daughter’s father. We were together for 
some time and had a daughter of our own, who is now 7 years old. 3 years later her 
father had left one day to find a new job and never returned home, by choice.  At the 
time I was taking classes periodically at Cerritos College, and I clearly remember that 
he left us the morning after my night class. He was a heavy drinker and that may have 
contributed to his decisions. 

I continued to work full time and take care of my daughters. My mom would help 
me out as well. Up until this past summer, I have worked as a full time preschool 
teacher at a church, my passion. I am currently attending school with my major in 
child development and an emphasis on special education. My ultimate goal is to 
transfer and work in the preschool/elementary education system.

 Last school year my youngest daughter was struggling and needed my help. I 
stopped working full time and am now able to focus more on my children and return 
to school to complete my education at Cerritos College. I want to show my daughters 
that even though my timeline is out of order, there is never a reason why you cannot 
better yourself and also finish what you started. This semester I started as a part 
time student and working part time for AUHSD.  Next semester will be my first time 
attending school full time as I continue to work part time.  Shortly after starting 
this semester, my youngest daughter got diagnosed with ADHD and DMDD.  I am 
learning how to manage my time for myself and my girls. Luckily, because I work in 
the school system, we are on the same schedules. This is also a very important factor 
for me working as an educator. 

I am blessed to have a few selected friends and family as a support system. One of my 
biggest fans is my mom. She raised me on her own and struggled but pulled through 
in many ways.  Returning to school has been a big positive change for my family. My 
biggest reward that I want to receive from this part of my life is to know that I have 
two little girls that are proud to call me their Mommy.  
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LARA DUENAS 
Sociology; Social & 
Behavioral Science; 

Alcohol & Drug  
Counseling 

 
Mt. San Antonio  

College
As a single mother of four who did not graduate high 
school, I faced numerous obstacles when I decided to return to school after 27 years 
away. Two of my children have special needs and I have my own challenges mentally 
and physically. In my early twenties, while I was seven months pregnant, I was shot in 
my stomach at close range. The bullet narrowly missed my unborn child and drastically 
changed the way I viewed the rest of my life. In spring of 2011, I decided to enroll at Mt. 
San Antonio College with the goal of pursuing a career where I can utilize my own personal 
story of survival to empower other women who are trapped by domestic violence. The 
moment I stepped foot on campus my very first obstacles were note taking, writing and 
reading since I suffer from double-deficit dyslexia and type 2 diabetes. During my fourth 
year at Mt. SAC, I learned that my oldest daughter became an addict and lost custody of 
her children. When this happened, it threw my whole life in disarray and caused a state 
of depression. This prompted me to see a counselor for help. They provided me with 
services I needed to get through this dark time of my life. 
    
Despite these obstacles, I’ve been on the Presidents list and been accepted to participate 
in UCLA Center for Community College Partnership scholars program for the 2017-2018 
academic year. Being a part of this program allowed me to become determined and 
empowered. I’m earning 3 degrees from Mt. SAC and transferring to a university. For the first 
time in my life, I’m going to know what it feels like to participate in a graduation ceremony.
  
Mt. SAC enriched my life in so many ways. It has allowed me to be a role model for my 
kids. It has given me hope that my children will also become college graduates. Before 
I decided to attend Mt. SAC, I felt that my family’s future was predestined to poverty-- 
dead-end jobs with no security and more than likely my children would’ve followed in 
my footsteps. Mt. SAC has given me the sense of pride I have never felt before. I finally 
feel whole within myself instead of carrying an emptiness of self-worth and hopelessness 
which has been weighing heavily on my shoulders due to the fact that I’ve never finished 
high school.    

Various student services programs helped me improve academically. I started at a 2.5 but 
I increased to a 3.0 with the help of one-on-one tutoring from CalWORKs. I would not 
be where I am today without the help of my CalWORKs Counselors and mentors from 
programs such as these. CalWORKs provided me with support groups for low-income 
families and single mother academy. Mt. SAC has not only given me a way to support my 
family, but it has open many doors of opportunities for furthering my career.
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JENNA DUMP 
Kinesiology; Social & 
Behavioral Science; 
Registered Nurse 
 
Mt. San Antonio  
College
Education and school have always been an area of my 
life which I have been successful in and have always 

found so much joy in learning.  I was always in gifted classes in grade school and was 
even able to graduate high school early by taking college courses in the evenings as 
well as AP courses during the school day.  However, my educational path changed 
direction soon after this, and I could no longer afford college and my family could no 
longer afford to help me.  I began working countless menial jobs that truthfully left 
me with no future for myself to speak off.  It was after having my first child and being 
laid off of my job that I knew within myself I had to do more not only for me but for 
my son as well. 

I went to my local community college and took the placement tests, and was placed 
in the highest English class that I could have been and only had to take some remedial 
math classes.  As encouraging as this was, I still had issues that I was dealing with 
at home.  I had all the challenges of being a new mother, we were living below the 
poverty line and I was in a domestically violent relationship with the father of my 
child.  I could only attend classes one night a week because my mother was able 
to come watch my son for a few hours, but I was so thrilled to be able to be in a 
classroom again.

I spent a year and a half at that community college and within that time I had another 
child half way through my semester, my daughter.  I finished my classes that semester 
and began my separation from the violence I was experiencing at home.  I moved, not 
only to escape the father of my children but my new school had excellent child care 
and opportunities for me that I had been struggling with before.  I was part of the 
CalWORKs program, which supplied me with books, school materials, and educational 
CalWORKs Counselor really made all the difference in my educational journey.

My goal is to become a registered nurse.  I love the idea of helping people through 
difficult times, caring for people, and the science involved in it.  I ended up being 
able to take all my prerequisite courses and receive an A.A in Kinesiology & Wellness 
and an A.S in Social & Behavioral Science before completing my nursing education at 
L. A. County General Hospital.  I will graduate as a Registered Nurse this May, and I 
do not have the words within me to express the gratitude I have for the CalWORKs 
program, I know that this program was the answer to my prayers.
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CHUI MAK 
Sociology

Mt. San Antonio  
College

As long as I can remember, I have always enjoyed 
learning new things and exploring the unknown.  I 
have been privileged to live in a county that is filled 
with opportunities to further your educational goals 
and build a strong and sustainable career.  This was 
especially meaningful to me when I became a single 
mother, I was glad to have come across the CalWORKs 
program at Mt. San Antonio College.  Without the 
guidance and support from the CalWORKs staff, I don’t know what I would have done.  I 
always dreamt about doing something good with my life, a positive impact in this world.  
I remember that as a child, I always found pleasure when I was helping people.  I believe 
my parents instilled in me the importance of having concern for those in need.  When 
I have had the time, I try to volunteer in my community; It’s difficult now that am a 
mother, but I also try to teach my daughter how important it is to help our society.  As I 
returned to college, I decided to major in Sociology, I want to become a Social Worker 
and work with elders.  I feel that I am prepared academically to move towards a career 
in the field of helping.  I am thankful for my family that has been a big support in my life.  
The CalWORKs program has played a key role in my success, they were always available 
to help answer my questions and made sure that I had all my books, supplies and my 
child care so that I could attend classes.  My CalWORKs Counselor helped me with my 
educational plan, she made sure I took the right classes and didn’t lose focus. I can’t 
believe how fast time has passed; I’ll be graduating and I have the option of transferring 
to a university.  I was just offered a full-time job and I can’t wait to be back on my own 
feet.  I appreciate all the help that I’ve received from the CalWORKs program at Mt. SAC.  
I have a quote from Steve Jobs that I often think about and has helped me stay motivated 
“The people who are crazy enough to believe they can change the world, are the ones 
who do.”  That’s me; I’m going to change the world!
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SAMANTHA  
RAJSAVONG 
Business  
Administration
Rio Hondo College
After my son was born, I stayed at home to care for 
him until he was of age to start preschool. That was 
also when I made to decision to go back to school 
myself to further my education. Upon returning to 
school, I dealt with financial aid issues and did not 

have the means to pay for college. I had already registered for classes at that point 
and was struggling to figure out how I was going to get through the semester. And 
so, I was introduced to the CalWORKs program by Edward Henderson, a Rio Hondo 
College counselor. At the same time, my son also contracted a serious eye infection, 
which led to permanent damage to his left eye. Since the beginning of March, I would 
go to class and leave to take my son to his various eye appointments. It has been 
very difficult to keep up with my classes, study, and be the sole caregiver to my son. 
However, I managed to maintain a 4.0 GPA.

I take a lot of pride in my success toward my educational goals, considering what I 
had to deal with to get here. I know the long nights and the stresses of school and 
my son will be well worth it in the end. I will be graduating next Spring 2019 and 
hopefully transferring to either Cal State Long Beach or Cal Poly Pomona by Fall 
2019. From registering for school, receiving financial aid, applying to transfer, and so 
on, each process is progress to providing a better life and future for me and my son. 
Despite of everything, I know I will continue to work hard to reach my goals.

In addition, part of my success is owed to the CalWORKs program. The community 
college CalWORKs program has supported me immensely in school. I have really 
appreciated the extra counseling, the resources provided to me, and the friends I have 
made through CalWORKs. I also loved being surrounded by students and mothers 
who are going through a similar path as you. I cannot wait to graduate in May with 
some of my fellow CalWORKs students by my side. The CalWORKs program helped 
make education a priority for me by eliminating some of the financial and emotional 
stresses of going back to school. 

My hope in becoming economically self-sufficient is to first finish my time here at Rio 
Hondo College. I will be receiving my associate’s degree to transfer and transferring 
to the university of my choice by Fall. Once I am done with school, I would love 
to start off at an entry-level position at a business and work my way up the career 
ladder. Then, I would want to get a place for me and my son to call our own. By then, 
I feel like I will have achieved everything I wanted to do. My journey is still ongoing 
but I know I am taking the proper steps to get where I need to be.
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RAQUEL KIRK 
Nursing

Mt. San Antonio  
College

I have had my share of challenges in the previous 
years, being a single mother and having no father for 
my son. The CalWORKs Program has allowed me to 
return to school with ease. Since being back at Mt. Sac, 
I have received my A.A. in Kinesiology and Wellness. 
This huge accomplishment for me as a single mother 
gives me great pride. I strive to provide the best for 
my son.  Mt. Sac CalWORKs Program has helped me 
tremendously over the past two years.  I love the staff and I know that they’re always 
here to help me when I’m in need. I especially appreciate that help that I have received 
from Danette Perkins and Ana Silvia. They have made my life less stressful and helped me 
prioritize my goals. I have not worked in three years since having my son. 

Mt. Sac’s CalWORKs Program provided me get a job through Work-Study and I love being 
back in the workforce. I plan to continue working throughout the next years to come. I 
am involved in the ASPIRE and CalWORKs Programs. I love how the staff and students at 
Mt. Sac make me feel loved and welcomed. I even had the opportunity to help a friend 
give back on Thanksgiving this year. It is the little things like that, that warm my heart 
and encourage me to persevere. Mt. Sac CalWORKs program has helped me make my 
education a priority for not only myself, but for my child. By allowing me to create a flexible 
schedule with my classes as well as with my son’s school. I appreciate all the help that I 
get through CalWORKs. Providing childcare, money for gas, classes, books...it is endless! I 
appreciate those who have helped me achieve my goals along the way.



NANCY   
BULGARELLI 
Business  
Administration
Mt. San Antonio  
College
As I reflect on my time at Mt. San Antonio College, 
I believe I had a rough beginning. I dealt with 
severe depression due to the unfortunate death of 
my father. I then had to have emergency surgery 

to remove my gallbladder and shortly after, I dislocated 3 discs on my back. I was 
originally majoring in Registered Veterinary Technician; my love for animals came 
to an end, due to the chronic back problem that I now live with because of the 
dislocated discs. My doctor informed me that I could not work with animals and so I 
was forced to change my major to Business Administration.  However, none of these 
challenges derailed me from continuing my education. I am a mother of two young 
boys, in order to make school work, I always have to make sure my schedule aligns 
with theirs. I make sure to have time for them and their needs, as well as my schooling 
commitments. During my second semester at Mt. SAC, I discovered the CalWORKs 
Program. I have been successful at passing all my classes with the tutoring sessions 
available to me through CalWORKs, along with the financial support, which has lead 
me to reach my educational goals of transferring to the University of La Verne for 
my bachelor’s degree. Without the help of CalWORKs and the staff, I truly feel like I 
would have been lost in school. I intend to reach my educational goals by utilizing all 
the resources available to me. I have learned to be informed and to be a strong self-
advocate.  Being a first-generation college graduate in my family, I know I am a role 
model to my boys.  My ultimate goal is make positive impact in the lives of my boys 
and to provide a better life for us.
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LOURDES 
LOPEZ 
Business  

Administration
Cerritos College

For thirty-eight years I have experienced a 
number of challenges, but I was never prepared for what happened January 26, 2016. My 
husband left our home and I became a single mother of six children.  I wasn’t worried or 
concerned for myself but more so for my children. I was a stay at home mom for thirteen 
years.  When I became a single parent, I started working for different job agencies, and 
the income I was earning was not enough to support my children. I wanted to go back to 
school and thanks to the government assistance from CalWORKs, cash aid, and Calfresh 
I was able to do so. I also had the opportunity to receive therapy for our family. It was 
important for me that they expressed to someone what they felt.

Returning to college has been a challenge; especially being away from home, and leaving 
my youngest in a childcare, the major difficulty has been with my oldest son who is now 
fifteen years old and has expressed feelings of anger and sadness with this change. I had 
many fears of going back to school such as the fear of failing, not doing well in my classes, 
feeling older than most students in class, and balancing my time with school and family.  

The CalWORKs program has brought me one step closer to my goals.  I feel confident in 
myself. I have been at Cerritos College for five semesters, full time, and have a 3.72 GPA.  
I plan to get my Associate in Science Degree in Business Administration and transfer to a 
California State University to receive my bachelor’s degree.  I would also like to pursue a 
master’s degree in Accounting and eventually a Certified Public Accountant (CPA) license.
My primary goal is to raise my children in a loving and supportive home, help each one finish 
their education and become strong independent individuals. To become economically 
self-sufficient, I plan to complete my education, work part-time, and pursue my bachelor’s 
degree. I will utilize the skills from my work-study position to secure employment and 
become a working professional. I would like to give back to the community and help the 
people and programs that have significantly impacted my life and my children’s lives. 

I do my best to stay involved with activities on and off campus, I have participated in 
fundraisers like the Turkey Trot at Cerritos College, business week, career workshops 
etc.. I joined the EOPS and CARE programs which offer extra support. I have also taken 
parenting classes in my home for a year and four months. 

Providing my children with basic necessities such as clothing has been difficult, but we 
work with what we have. The hardest is paying the difference in childcare, and neglecting 
involving my children in extracurricular activities. My hope is that my children understand 
that this journey I embarked on is to provide a better life for the seven of us. 
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FRANCISCA  
RIVERA
Citrus College
I am a 35 year old single mother of 3 children, they 
are 17, 12, and 2 years of age. I became a young 
single mother at the age of 17 and dropped out of 
high school my sophomore year. I obtained my GED in 
order to focus on providing for my son and working full 
time. I was raised by my mother who did the best she 
could, unfortunately she battled drug addiction for the 
majority of her life. As a child I had very little supervision 
at home, and no support or guidance. Higher education 
was not something that was discussed in my family, 

and I am the first person in my family to attend college. 

My most recent employment was working as an Operations Manager for a food 
brokerage company. As an employee I was dedicated to acquiring new skills and always 
took advantage of the opportunities to enhance my knowledge. I was promoted to 
Operations Manager within the first 2 years of being employed with the company. I 
held the position of Operations Manager until being laid off in the summer of 2014, 
which marked a pivotal moment in my life. At that moment I decided that in order for 
me to take control of my future and have the ability to provide for my family long term, 
obtaining my college education and receiving a college degree was vital and it became 
my main objective. 

 After the birth of my daughter in 2015, I enrolled at Citrus College full time. Learning 
about living organisms and how the human body works is something that I find extremely 
exciting, which led me to major in Biological Science. My two year old daughter has 
developmental delays and several medical issues which have made my educational 
journey challenging. Earlier this year I was informed that her medical issues stem from a 
neuromuscular disorder and genetic abnormalities. The exposure to the different medical 
fields that I have gained due to my daughter’s health has led me to develop a passion 
for Neurobiology. I am interested in studying the field of Neurobiology because I want 
to gain the knowledge I need to be better equipped to help my daughter and others 
who have medical issues associated with Neurology and Genetics through a career in the 
medical field and public health. 

 The resources and support offered through the CalWORKs program and the CalWORKs 
staff at Citrus College has given me the necessary tools to choose the right career path 
and achieve my goals. I have found a renewed motivation and confidence within myself, 
and with the support and guidance of my mentors, I am closer to achieving my goals 
of being a successful and self-sufficient mother and role model for my children. When 
faced with adversity I am unyielding and determined to succeed; the CalWORKs program 
has been paramount to my personal and educational success and I am grateful for the 
opportunities the program has offered to me and my family.
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YANINA HRUBY
Cypress College

I am a single mother with two beautiful six-year-old 
children, they are twins, a boy and a girl. They are my 
pride and joy, my “”engine”” that keeps me going; my 
children motivate me to go back to school to get a 
degree. Unfortunately, I lost my job last year, I have 
three dependents - two children and a disabled mother 
whom I fully support and I am going through a divorce. 
But all these challenges are not stopping me from 
attending school and getting closer to my educational 
and career goals. 

My goal is to achieve a Bachelor degree in Business 
Administration (Accounting) to pursue a career of an accountant. In spite of the obstacles 
in the path to getting a degree I have no doubts that a degree will help me to become 
self-sufficient and financially independent person. I believe that my children deserve a 
brighter future and I am working hard to make sure they will have it. I made educational 
progress by achieving GPA 3.56 last semester and that’s a goal that I’ve set for myself. 
Currently I am actively looking for a part-time job The Community College CalWorks 
program gives me and my family financial and moral support while we going through 
tough time in our life; From my very heart I want to thank all employees who work 
within this program as they provide excellent customer service showing respect and 
warm attitude to people in need.
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MONICA CURTIS  
Sociology
Mt. San Antonio  
College
I am incredibly proud to be a student at Mt San 
Antonio College as a sociology major student. This is 
something that I thought was not going to be a part 
of my life because I maintained a steady job as a single 
mom until my downfall in 2011. In 2011, I made poor 
choices that changed my life forever. I was arrested, 
and served 3 months in the Lynwood Jail for Women. 

These experiences made me realize this was not the lifestyle I wanted to live. 

In addition, I was the only parent supporting her and it broke my heart to be away from 
her for so long without any contact. My daughter’s father has never been in her life. He 
was not there when I delivered her, and she has never known him. That made things even 
harder for me when I was in jail. Although I was guilt stricken, a humbling experience 
show me I needed to change my lifestyle. I completed all of the requirements set by the 
court. Unfortunately, I was not able to get my job back where I had been working for 
6 years. This was the only income that was providing for my daughter and me. I tried 
to apply other places but due to my background, I was unable to get a job. In 2012, I 
gave birth to my second daughter. I was unemployed for 4 years and I knew I had to do 
something to provide for my family again. 

I diligently applied for employment opportunities but I was denied time-and-time again 
due to my background. I finally decided to come to Mt. San Antonio College. My parents 
who had adopted me at birth were the only support I had. I had no knowledge of my 
biological family until November 2016 and as of now I started to build a relationship 
with them. My Biological mother had me at a young age of 16 years old, already a 
mother to a son at the age of 14 years old; she made the difficult decision of giving me 
up for adoption, thinking I could have a better life.  My adoptive family has been my 
family since day one, and family is an important value I hold. 

I started Mt. SAC in fall 2015, and during my first year I performed poorly and was placed 
on academic probation. I knew I had to better my life and figure out a way to do well 
in college. I started looking for resources on campus and decided to take advantage 
of the support offered through CalWORKs. This included, counseling support, tutoring 
services, and classes designed for single parents. All of these resources help change my 
life and guided me on the right path to become a positive mentor for my children and 
family. The CalWORKs program has provided me with the confidence and understanding 
of the importance of education and establishing generational success for my family. 
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YAJAIRA LEON 
Nursing

Cypress College
Becoming a mother at 19 meant that I had to put my 
education on hold for a few years. Three years later, I 
felt that it was time to get an education. I became a 
Dental Assistant (RDA) through an ROP program, and 
got a job immediately after. My family was doing well 
financially, until my husband left us while I was 5 months 
pregnant. I knew that my single income was not going 
to be self-sufficient. I went to a nursing informational 
workshop at Cypress College and decided I had to go 
for it, not only for my kids, but I wanted to prove to 
myself that I am fully capable of being the star academic student that I knew I was, but 
put on hold when I became a young mother.

Although I did not have my families support in going back to school because I had an 
infant, I signed up for classes and worked full-time for the first year of taking classes. 
Not only was I a full-time student who worked full-time, but I was a full-time mom which 
for my happiness meant prioritizing my boys and being fully present while maintaining 
straight A’s in my classes, and making sure I did well at work and that all my household 
duties were being taken care of. 

The second year came around before I knew it, it was time to start taking my biology 
classes on top of other pre-requisite courses, and the only place I could cut down on was 
work. I became part-time then in the summer I had to quit because of class schedule 
interference. I had prepared for this, nonetheless, it was the hardest thing I had to do 
because my children depended on my income, and so I applied for CalWORKs and Cal-
Fresh, and was approved. I had a great weight lifted off my shoulders because they 
provided us with childcare, money for food, and a small amount of money to make it 
through the month. 

On September 1st, I applied to the nursing program with a competitive transcript, I 
anticipate starting the nursing program in January. Without the help of CalWORKs, I 
would have been unable to quit my job and complete my physiology class in time to 
apply to the program, which would have set me back a whole year. The ADN program 
takes 2 years to complete and during this time, I plan in enrolling in a dual-enrollment 
BSN program at CSUDH, which means that by the time I finish the program at Cypress I 
will have completed 20 units towards my Bachelor’s degree. I then plan to get a Nursing 
job and continue working towards my BSN. 

Through this journey, I learned that no matter how many times I fall, I have the courage 
to pick myself up and keep moving forward. I am no longer afraid of failure, but of not 
living a life that I am proud of.
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AMELINDA  
BEAS- 
SANCHEZ
Citrus College
My name is Amelinda Beas-Sanchez. Life 
has given me a variety of experiences, from 
the death of my mother when I was 16 
years old to the death of my father when I 

was 29. Them my only child was diagnosed with autism. Yet these difficulties in my personal 
life have not deterred me from achieving my education. I have persevered through the 
many struggles that have been placed before me because as a single mother I realize that 
time is finite. I must give everything I have to my child and my education because these are 
the only things that will help us rise from poverty. 

 Returning to school after having my child has shown me success is different as a parent. 
I have been very successful in my educational goals of completing my associate degree 
for transfer. I have experienced set-backs and difficulties in class but, I never gave up 
because my son needs me to succeed. 

 The support of CalWORKs has been crucial to my success. Having the ability to pursue my 
education, while having the peace of mind that my child is in a safe environment is indeed 
a blessing. The counselors here at Citrus College have provided a safe haven for mothers 
that are determined to reach their educational goals. Like many students we have the 
pressure of getting the best grades possible however, as students and mothers we are 
very critical of ourselves. My CalWORKs counselors Toni Billiet and Lelaine Arredondo 
have given many mothers like myself the resources we have needed to get us to reach 
our educational goals. From searching for the best possible classes, to a simple hug that 
gets us through a difficult day. 

I plan to start working as a teacher’s aide. I realize if we support children from a young 
age to cultivate a positive attitude towards education, we can make a very important 
impact in their lives. It is my goal to continue my education and become an educator and 
give back to the community.
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JASMINE  
BRYANT

Cypress College
For some, I should be a walking statistic, drug addicted 
and homeless. I was a drug baby. I was abused and 
abandoned by the age of three and tossed around, 
finally settling into my grandparents’ abusive home. 
At seventeen, a boyfriend promised me the world and 
an escape from my abusive life. Therefore, I married 
him two months before graduating high school. 
Two children later and six months pregnant with my 
youngest son, he gave me $300 and sent me to drive 
across country to live with his parents. Our marriage, 
also abusive, was over. I was alone, and I had no job 
experience or education past high school. Suddenly I found myself as a single mother 
with three children aged four and under having to depend on welfare. 

Eight months later, I met a family who took me in and continues to mentor me. I got a 
minimal wage job but could barely provide for my children. Their father refused to pay 
any support. My mentor, a retired teacher, told me that the only way I would break this 
cycle in my life is to go to school and get a degree. She helped me apply to Cypress 
College, and I have been attending full time while also being a full time mother to my 
three boys. I attend school during the day while my sons are at school, and when I get 
home my role shifts from student to mom, filling my afternoons with childcare. After their 
bedtime, and on weekends, I study and do homework. My life is overwhelming, and at 
times, I am brought to tears because my end goal seems so far away. 

 When I started college, I did not think it was possible to be a good mother and go to 
school. I had no confidence in my abilities and the thoughts of writing a paper, taking a 
test, or giving a speech in front of a group of people sent me into a panic. In the past 
semesters, I have maintained a 3.91 GPA, and through my experiences, I have become 
confident in my abilities and myself. The CalWORKs program at Cypress College has 
provided me the support to make college possible through providing financial assistance 
for books and fees. If this were unavailable, attending college would be financially 
impossible. The support I am receiving from Cypress College and CalWORKs is changing 
me from an uneducated unemployable dependent single mother into and independent 
self-sufficient woman. My educational path is leading me to a nursing degree and a career 
in the nursing field. I want to be that person who beats the odds and for whom programs 
like this are designed. 

Clearly, my priorities must lie with my children. They are why I am doing this. Any 
extracurricular time is spent involved with our church, little league, Cub Scouts, and their 
education. I want to be a role model to them and show them the value of a good education.
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EMILY COSTELLO  
Dental Hygiene 
Cypress College
I am a single mother of 2 amazing children, my son 
is 8, my daughter is 6. Before making the decision 
to go to school, my children and I were living in a 
one-bedroom house and I was working full time as 
a dental assistant. Unfortunately, I stopped receiving 
help with my children and was required to leave work 
early every day to pick up my kids before daycare 
closed. This led to working less hours and finally to 
being laid off. Two weeks before school started I 

moved in with my mom, went to and from social services and Cypress College to get 
on the CalWORKs/EOPS/CARE programs and prepare for my first day. I look back on 
my struggles; realize how far I have come, what I already achieved and it gives me hope 
for my children’s future.

The success I have achieved in my educational career is a love for writing and being 
eager to learn. I have gained confidence and humility in this area because that is what 
will help me to remain teachable. The CalWORKs program at Cypress College has 
been an asset to my career in school. All our financial needs are met by the monthly 
assistance, my books for all my classes are covered which is a huge relief. In addition, 
my supplies and parking fees are covered, and with all of these benefits, it makes it so 
worth being able to go to school. I do not know what I would have done without all this 
support. With all of these worries out of the way, I can focus and study for my classes 
and be better prepared to get into the dental hygiene program. 

I am involved in student leadership by being an example to my peers within the 
classrooms. Due to my busy schedule with kids, work and school, I have not been 
able to join clubs. Therefore, in the classrooms I make myself available to help my 
fellow students and work to form a camaraderie so that we can succeed. I also have 
a work-study job and to be a part of a team, I remain open-minded to others ideas 
and collaborate to make a more stable work environment. I am also dedicated to 
my children’s extracurricular activities, like soccer, baseball, and help their teams by 
bringing snacks and giving ideas for parties that the kids get at the end of the season. 
The community college CalWORKs Program has helped me make education a priority 
for my children, and myself by giving me the courage to change my life dramatically. 
The program has allowed me to make education a career in my life. I had so much fear 
about how I was going to survive and take care of two young children and be able to 
afford school. These fears disappeared when I started this program. We no longer have 
to be in fear; we can strive for greatness and have the courage and support to do so, 
with CalWORKs.
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MARIA C.  
ALVAREZ 
Psychology

Cerritos College
I am a single parent of five lovely children. 
My children are my life’s priority. I was 
together with my children’s father for 
sixteen years. One morning the father of my children came home intoxicated and violently, 
physically, and verbally abused my children and me. He dared to hit our daughter because 
she tried to defend me from him and not to hurt me. That same morning he hit me so 
terribly and threatened to kill us. I do not know how I escaped out of the house with all 
of my children and drove to the police station. I was treated at the local hospital and he 
was arrested and locked in jail. My children and I were in protected custody because it 
was a domestic violence case. I overcame this situation by seeking help. My children and 
I were receiving counseling services for almost three years.

In February 2015, I was diagnosed with cervical cancer. My life stopped. I did not know 
how to handle this devastating news and how I was going to tell my children that their 
mother has cervical cancer. I went through a painful biopsy twice because the pathologist 
wanted to have a second set of samples to be sure of the findings that I had requested; 
I could not believe the results. On May 4, 2015, I had surgery. My oncologist did a 
hysterectomy; I had a slow recovery because of the complexity of my condition. With the 
support of my children, I have another opportunity in life to continue my journey. I am 
stronger than ever because I battled with a deadly disease and I won the battle. 

With all that said, I decided to enroll in college to achieve my dreams and become 
economically self-sufficient. Currently, I am attending Cerritos College as a returning, 
re-entry and part-time student. Now, I have the confidence to attend college as a full-
time student and pursue my goals. My educational goal is to earn an Associate Degree 
in Psychology, transfer to a 4-year university, and continue my education to earn my 
Master’s Degree in Psychology. Now, I am more dedicated than ever. Now, I have a 
second chance in life to pursue my dream of getting my education, and nothing will stop 
me from being successful. 
  
I also volunteer at Kaiser Permanente in their Hospice Department. Companionship and 
helping people in need is my passion. My dream has always been to help others, such 
as children and battered women. I see myself as a psychologist to help people in need.
The CalWORKs staff have been so supportive and have helped me manage the required 
county paperwork.  Also, my CalWORKs counselor, Nellie, has been fantastic and has 
given me hope and encouragement to move forward to complete my educational and 
career goals. Besides coming to tutoring, using the computer lab and study area has 
helped me do well in all my classes.
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JOHANNA 
MEDINA
Citrus College
As a 24-year-old single mother, I reflect on the last years 
of my life and there have been countless instances 
where I found myself hopeless and with no purpose in 
life. I was in a both, physically and emotionally abusive 
relationship for over five years. A relationship that 
produced the most horrific challenges; depression, 
low self-esteem, a miscarriage, incarceration, and an 
immense feeling of solitude. This relationship also led 
to the abandonment from friends and family, I was left 
to deal with all of this on my own. I found out I was 

pregnant at the age of 20, and like many girls in my situation, I felt the conception of this 
little ray of hope would be the solution to all my struggles. Although my little best friend 
is the meaning to my life, this was not the case. The abuse continued. My son, Arturo 
helped me find the strength and motivation I needed to leave this abusive, draining life. 

 To this day, I am still working on improving myself. I have found so much comfort through 
education, it is therapeutic. I currently have a 3.5 GPA, with three more semesters to go, 
I am confident this will only keep increasing. My success in academics has also helped 
with my self- esteem. My ultimate career goal is to become a Licensed Social Worker 
by attaining my Master’s Degree in Social Work at UCLA. The events I have endured 
have given me insight that I will not let go to waste. I will one day open a non- profit 
organization to help anybody experiencing any type of abuse. I want to connect these 
fighters with the resources they need because I know how difficult this struggle can be if 
you don’t have the support of friends or family. 

 The CalWORKs counselors at Citrus College have been so helpful to me in my journey to 
self-improvement. Through CalWORKs, I have been blessed with a job at the Counseling/ 
Transfer Center at Citrus College. I have been provided child care for my son, an early 
registration date, help with purchasing my course textbooks, school supplies and moral 
support. I am beyond grateful to CalWORKs, I wish for all those experiencing hardships 
that can take advantage of the wonderful services CalWORKs offers to do so. I cannot 
even begin to make up excuses as to why I can’t succeed, if there is a will, there is a way. 
CalWORKs has helped pave my path. 

 I am extremely proud to say I have been on the President’s list twice at Citrus College, 
I plan to graduate with an Associate’s Degree for Transfer in the summer of 2018. I 
am actively involved on campus, I am the secretary of Alpha Gamma Sigma—an honors 
society, and I am the Communication Liaison for Latinos Unidos Student Association. 
I am also attending Domestic Violence Survivor classes to help me move past those 
experiences and start living the life I’ve dreamed of with my son-shine.
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WASAN  
ALRUBAYE

Cypress College
My story began when I had to flee my home county 
of Iraq because of the civil war that threatened my 
family’s life. I had lived a tragedy of being away from 
my family and my home when I had to be separated in 
2007 because my husband and I practice two different 
religious beliefs. I was not the only one who suffered. 
There were many families that had been through the 
same adversities. 

Therefore, I decided to support people who were 
going through this same situation by providing their 
children with my teaching experience. My husband and I were not able to live like this 
anymore, so we thought seriously about leaving the country. Therefore, we applied to 
be refugees in the U.S. and we were fortunate that we were accepted. This was the 
beginning of a life change that has been proven to be the best decision I could have 
possibly made for my family and myself. This was a new chapter in my journey. The culture 
was dramatically different and my expectations were met, but many times failed as I had 
hoped that finding a job for my husband and me would be much easier than actually was. 
Even though we faced tremendous financial hardships and felt at a loss, for once in our 
lives we were safe. My husband has struggled from the beginning of our arrival to the  
U.S. with his limited ability to understand and speak the English language. This issue has 
created a barrier for job opportunities, which made it very difficult for him to support 
us a family. The responsibility fell completely on me. I decided the best option for my 
family, which it was going to a college. I believed, as I still do, that education is priceless, 
and it provides a better future for a person. I want to be a good example for my son and 
show him what hard work can accomplish in his life. I came over here in hopes of a better 
future, and I began to understand that it is not enough to just hope. This process requires 
me to work hard. I started studying at Cypress College to improve my English and to 
follow my dream to become a math teacher. Working as a math tutor now provides me 
with the experience that I need to be inside an American school. Being a teacher in the 
US requires hard work, and a language development, and of course money to get in one 
of California’s universities. I hope to get this scholarship to help me to reach my goal; 
additionally, I hope that my contribution to society will be through my education, how I 
raise my son, and how I work. CalWORKs association provides me with an opportunity to 
follow my dream. Their social, emotional, financial support are highly appreciable.
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GERALDINE  
LOPEZ  
Diagnostic Medical 
Sonography 
Cypress College
It is difficult to revisit the dark memories of my past. I 
was once lost. I was obsessed with a man who fogged 
my mind. I was in a relationship and was being “loved” 

in all the wrong ways. Without realizing it, I had become a victim of domestic violence. 
My spirit was shattered and my self-esteem was nonexistent when my children and I 
found ourselves living in a shelter for battered woman and children. I stayed with this 
man for five years.

It was not long before I found myself in the same pattern with another man. Only this 
man was an addict - emotionally and verbally abusive. I had gotten used to feeling as 
if I did not deserve more and drowned myself in work with two jobs. This was the cycle 
of my life, until I had a rude awakening. Amongst getting complaints from my children’s 
school and daycare, I had received two visits from a social worker. The minute I was 
threatened with my children being taken away, the veil was removed from my eyes.

The guilt weighed heavily on my conscience. How do you begin to understand that the 
choices you are making have a negative impact on your children? The harder concept 
to swallow was that my children had been suffering this entire time. Somehow, I found 
strength in God and was empowered with the will to change. I was able to relocate my 
children and I to a more safe, stable environment. With the help of therapy, I slowly 
regained my composure and grew stronger as the days went by. 

In 2018, I had the courage to return to school after 10 years. I am fortunate enough 
to receive government assistance in programs like CalWORKs, CARE, and EOPS at 
Cypress College. There is a better future in attaining an education. Every day, I work 
hard to set the example for my children.  Now, when I look back at the life I have lived, 
I am proud at what I have overcome. I have learned that there are no mistakes, only 
learning. No matter what, I cannot give up in life.
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VANDAD  
OLADIAZIMI 

Business  
Administration; 

Accounting
Cypress College

I am a father of two beautiful children and a husband to 
a wonderful woman named Lida. Going back to school 
has not been an easy decision and it is definitely a real 
risk even after I know the benefits it will bring to my 
family’s future. I must have a plan that includes; how I will provide for my children and 
wife? How much time will I have to spend with my studies and family? In addition, how 
long will it take to complete my degree? These are important concerns because my 
children are growing up fast and I do not want to miss any of it. I am grateful to have my 
wife’s support and help with everything I do. 

In addition, my education journey has not been easy. I have been a student in six different 
colleges in three different countries. Unfortunately, I was not able to continue my 
education in the last two countries because of the political problems. I was also unable 
to continue in Utah or Tennessee because of financial issues. Despite all the problems I 
have encountered this is my second semester at Cypress College with a 4.0 GPA, which I 
will continue to keep this fall. 

I am grateful for the CalWORKs program because it is making my educational journey 
easier to navigate. They provide assistance with school supplies, textbooks, mileage and 
money that helps pay for our rent. These issues previously stopped me from continuing 
my education but now I am excited to have a clear pathway that the CalWORKs program 
has provided for family and myself. The program is giving me the opportunity to develop 
as an individual, as a father and most importantly on how to become a self-sufficient 
member of society. I understand that the support provided is temporary and must make 
the best of all the assistance I receive. It is like a painkiller that makes a damaged body 
feel better but it will not take care of the problem forever. The CalWORKs program is 
helping with my pain and finding a cure that will last forever, for that reason, one day I will 
reach financial stability that will last a lifetime. Therefore, I will continue to improve my 
English skills and work hard to reach my ultimate goal in obtaining a degree in accounting. 

Lastly, I want to thank the CalWORKs program for all the help and support they have 
given me. This is the support I needed and lacked from my own country. Therefore, it is 
amazing to decrease the barriers I previously encountered and be closer to my degree. 
Thank you for that!
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MONIQUE  
MAGALLANES
Citrus College
I grew up in Los Angeles. At fourteen years old I 
moved from the only home I knew, and my life was 
never the same. Growing up in the Inner City did not 
prepare me for the Valley. Here I was judged, ridiculed, 
bullied and eventually turned to gangs for protection 
against other teens. I rebelled acted out and felt so 
lost, alone, scared, and angry. I barely graduated high 
school and soon found a fulltime job deterring me 
from going to college.

The next ten years of my life were a blur of bad choices and harsh consequences. I 
became depressed and starting using drugs. I started getting into trouble with the law 
and soon found myself incarcerated. Around this time my father was diagnosed with 
Stage Three Cancer and died shortly after. I then became pregnant with my first child. 
Soon after I separated from my son’s dad, I found myself a single mom. With no money 
or choices, I soon had to turn to Government assistance. It was at this time I realized that 
I needed to change my life, but still didn’t know how to. I slowly started going to church, 
became sober, and soon began to repair my broken home and soul.

In the beginning of 2012 I was thirty years old and pregnant with my second child. After 
my daughter’s birth I started developing physical problems with my back and left leg 
making me partially disabled. Around this time I enrolled in Citrus College. One of the 
first challenges I faced as a fulltime student was learning how to balance school, work, 
and motherhood all at once. I soon became overwhelmed and sought assistance from 
a therapist. Through therapy, and the CalWORKs/EOPS Program I was able to find the 
support and resources I needed to continue my education. Slow and steady is how I 
have worked towards my degree. Through every semester I have steadily kept moving 
forward. I slowly worked my way from low level English and Math courses to college level 
courses. My GPA along with my confidence have grown tremendously.

I now work on campus for the Counseling and Transfer department. Here I am able to 
help and provide resources to fellow students. My goal is to transfer to Cal State LA in 
the fall of 2018 and work on my bachelor’s degree in Social Work with an emphasis in 
Criminology. After that I plan on obtaining my Masters in Social Work from USC. 

Before coming to Citrus College my life was so dark. The depression, environment, 
drugs, and bad choices I was involved with, before coming to Citrus College made me 
feel worthless, hopeless, lost and alone. I never could have imagined I would have a 
brand new life. Thanks to my education, determination and self-resilience to never give 
up, I now feel brand new, restored, and as though I have a purpose in life. Education has 
not just improved every aspect of my life. Education saved my life.
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FELICIA  
CLEAVER

Cypress College
I have always had a love for learning. I sleep no more 
than four hours a night because of my desire to be 
proficient and meet my many commitments as a full-
time mother of two, a fighting advocate for autism 
awareness, as a student, and as a member of society. I 
am a Psychology major and upon successful completion 
of this program I will obtain my AA in Psychology and 
transfer to a four-year CSU. I strive for high honors 
upon completion. This is not where I will be stopping. I 
am going all the way in hopes of obtaining my Doctoral 
degree in Psychology. I am a perfectionist and always strive for success. It has been 8 years 
since high school but I developed that muscle of determined discipline, and I now watch 
how it drives me towards my goals. I was enticed to choose psychology as my career 
by its carried and challenging nature. Throughout my life I have overcome challenges 
and worked as long and hard to affect beneficial changes in both school and society. 
In my teen years I lived in a household of chaos and constant crisis. My focus became 
education and getting grades that would allow me to enter college. Regardless of the 
world around me I successfully graduated high school in 2009 with a 3.1 GPA. It became 
very important to me to be able to choose a career and not settle for a job that would 
not allow me to show my full potential. I am a daughter of an abusive alcoholic mother. 
The mental abuse was so real. Time after time I have been disappointed and betrayed by 
her absences and detachments. Similarly, during the summer following eleventh grade, 
things only got worse in my life. This brought me not only closer to God, but to focus 
more on my education to open a productive path for myself. I wanted a different life 
so I consistently pushed myself to be self-sufficient in all categories of life. The Cypress 
college CalWORKs program has helped me in every-way to pursue my education further 
and make it possible to go back to school. The help with books, childcare and even 
tuition has been priceless.

My son was also diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder 3 years ago but knowing I 
have the support of all the staff at Cypress community college and in the CalWORKs 
program I can breathe and I could actually afford to pursue my education. I am an 
advocate in society and meet my many commitments as a leader of Autism service dogs 
of America to help families like my own strive and find resources to help autistic families 
in need. I grew up in the ghettos of Los Angeles and I can say my training for my career 
goal came from my upbringing. I want to help people who need help, people who need 
support, people who need resources, neglected or otherwise at a disadvantage in life. 
Being helpful is one of the easiest ways to practice becoming a better person. I find that 
the more I help others, the better I feel about myself and everyone around me. If I can 
help 1 out of 10 people then I know I made a difference in the world. You don’t have to 
be a super hero to have a mission.
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ASHLEY ROSS  
Psychiatric Technician 
& Nursing 
Cypress College
No matter what ascribed situation you are born 
into, life has a way of teaching lessons. It is a 
beautiful struggle filled with joy and laughter, as 
well as heartbreak and disappointment. Given that 
information, you can choose to either accept failure, 
or see difficult experiences as opportunities to learn 
and grow. This was a life lesson I learned early in 

adolescence. My mother’s famous words when I fell were, ”Get up and stop crying. No 
one wants to hear it.” She is right. No one wants to hear how you failed. They want to 
hear how you were victorious when all odds were against you. My name is Ashley Ross 
and I am proud of my story. 

I thank my mother for setting the example of how to excel in the face of adversity. 
From passion to persistence, the most important quality that I learned was how to work 
hard. In the work force, I have proven to be an asset by working well under pressure, 
assessing situations, and adapting accordingly. 

At the age of 27, I was engaged and pregnant, thriving in my career, and in the process of 
purchasing my own home. At 6 months of pregnancy, my partner fell victim to drugs and 
decided to he wanted his life to head a different route. He has been absent and missing 
from my life since August of 2016. Devastated, I decided failure was not an option. 

I moved back into my mother’s home and patiently waited for the growing life in my 
belly to be born. On November 26, 2016, God blessed me with a wingless angel named 
Naseera. Her life breathed a new desire within mine. A little after she turned 6 months, 
I decided to finish my formal education and acquire a degree in order to be more 
marketable in a competitive workforce. I enrolled at Cypress College ready to excel 
and achieve an education that no one can take away from me. 

In fall of 2017, I received accolades for being on the Dean’s Honor Roll. In the summer of 
2018, I completed all my courses to graduate with an AA in Liberal Arts. I am currently 
in route to graduate with a second degree in Math and Science. I have also enrolled in 
the psychiatric technician program at Cypress College. Upon completion, I will transfer 
and work towards my BSN. I feel I have a lot to give to the world. Being in the medical 
field will allow me to encounter lives where I can achieve that - to give back to the 
community by making a difference one patient at a time. 

It has not been easy financially, mentally, or physically. Every month is a constant battle 
to budget between needing diapers, gas, and paying bills - just like everyone else. I 
am blessed to have programs in place like CARE & CalWORKs that help support my 
educational needs by providing childcare assistance, gas cards, and additional grants 
by attending informational seminars.
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HANNAH  
WATTERSON 

Radiology
Cypress College

I am a current student of Cypress College, pursing an 
AA degree in Radiology. This fall 2018 is my second 
semester here, but this is my first semester being a part 
of the CalWORKs Program. I am still learning about all 
the benefits and resources that they offer or provide 
to all the participants of the program, but so far they 
have helped me keep my head on the goal of finishing 
and getting my degree for a better future for me and 
my son. All the staff here are very energetic, understanding and always there to help 
when you need it the most. This semester I have had to overcome many challenges, this 
honestly has been the hardest for me I have had many setbacks when it comes to staying 
on top of everything for my classes. The CalWORKs Program in Cypress College has 
helped me meet my educational goals. It helps me keep on track by providing resources 
that assist to further myself in school to reach the goals that I have for myself! I am so 
lucky to be a part of such a great program with such great people!
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MICHELLE 
GONZALES
Coastline College
As I look in the mirror these days, I am proud of who 
I’ve become. I can sleep at night knowing I did my best. 
This was a completely foreign feeling for me most of 
my life. 
 
I am a 38 year-old single mother who is raising an 
amazing 5 yr. old boy. Looking back to when I became 
pregnant with him, I could never imagine myself where 
I am now. Unconsciously, I had created a relationship 
that was similar to what I had experienced growing up. 
I found myself in a dysfunctional relationship holding 

on to the hope that it would soon turn into a happily ever after. Sounds crazy but love is 
blind. Soon after the birth of my son, I was faced with my biggest fear. I was staring face to 
face with becoming a single mother, which left me feeling stripped away and vulnerable. I 
couldn’t understand how I didn’t recognize that I was following these unhealthy patterns 
and making choices that led up to this. 
 
As I became conscious of the path I was going down, I made a decision to break these 
unhealthy patterns and create ones I could proudly pass down to my son. I knew I had 
to become the example that I would want him to follow. This was the beginning of the 
discovery of my true potential. 
 
Suddenly I had become more focused than I had ever been in my life. I started to 
understand that what I had previously hoped for lacked a solid foundation, so as a result 
we were directed towards something bigger. I let go of the anger and sadness and chose 
to be grateful for the miracles that were put in our lives. Once I changed my perspective 
on life into a more positive one, I had gained the confidence to go back to school and 
pursue a career that I am passionate about. 
 
Never in a million years did I think I would ever return to college, but this time around I was 
excited to learn and meet people of like minds. One of the biggest supporters through 
my journey is the CalWORKs staff. CalWORKs has provided me with the guidance and 
encouragement I needed to help get focused and on my way to a better career path. 
With this amazing support and all the resources it provides, I have been able to make 
the Honors List in 2015, the Deans List in 2016 & 2017 and currently hold a 3.7 G.P.A. 
Through the program, I have been fortunate enough to develop amazing relationships 
with people that I will forever be grateful for. 
 
Thankfully I have broken the chains that bounded me and live every day in a state of 
gratitude. That young, scared, naive little girl I once was has been put to rest and I have 
become the woman and mother I was meant to be. I became the author of my own book.
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JACQUELINE 
SALMON

Citrus College
I found out I was pregnant when I was 17 years old. I 
was a baby having a baby. I was terrified but I knew 
what I had to do take care of me and my daughter. I 
stayed in school and got my high school diploma and 
enrolled in community college. I had a really hard time 
figuring out what I wanted to do at first. It was hard 
to stay on track when I didn’t know what my end goal 
was. I changed my major about four times with all of 
them leaving me feeling unfulfilled. In the midst of this 
struggle of self-discovery, I was fighting a battle at 
home and was stuck in a financially abusive relationship. I worked at a McDonalds for 
almost 3 years. My paychecks, as little as they were, were very precious to me and I was 
able to get by on them. While I was in this toxic relationship, my paycheck would be gone 
the next day before I could even get my hands on any of my money. I was constantly 
changing bank account passwords and pin numbers, I could barely keep track of them. 
 I happened to stumble across dental assisting and thought I might give it a shot. It only 
took a few classes to know that was what I wanted to do with my life. I pushed myself at 
both the book part and practical part of dental assisting. I began to get good grades and 
was also able to remove myself from my toxic relationship. 

 I am now a graduate of the Citrus College RDA program and am finishing my prerequisites 
go to a Dental Hygiene program. CalWORKs has helped me tremendously with getting 
me closer to accomplishing my goal by creating an educational plan for me, helping me 
get an amazing job on campus, and provided me with what I need from a computer to 
print out my school work to a backpack to carry my books to school in. They also help 
provide me with financial assistance that help me pay for books and parking permits 
which would be a struggle if I was doing it with the help of the program. 

 Soon, I will be able to take my test to become a Registered Dental Assistant and work as 
an assistant so I can gain more experience in the dental field before I go to hygiene school. 
In my spare time, I like to educate myself on what’s happening in the dental community 
by going to seminars. I am a part of Citrus College’s RDA Club and a member of the 
American Dental Assistants Association. I also participated in the CDA Table Clinics, a 
scientific competition held by the California Dental Association. Hopefully, I will be able 
to give back to world when I become a hygienist and can join the Global Dental Relief 
which is a charity that provides free dental care to children in need all over the world.
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DEBRA COOPER  
Court Reporting 
Cypress College
In the last year, I have had to overcome many challenges. 
In 2017, my life fell apart, causing extreme financial 
and emotional hardship for my daughter and me. I was 
at the lowest point of my life. My daughter was very 
traumatized by all the changes and sudden poverty.

What gave me hope and saved my life was the 
opportunity to go back to college and pursue 
education that would lead to a career I will do well 

with, and that is court reporting.

In less than one year, I have reached a speed of 100, completed many classes, and I feel 
so hopeful of my future. To reach the speed I have in such a short time is well above 
average. I do not mean to boast, but I need to build my self-esteem, since I hit a severe 
crisis point in 2017.

I do not know how it is at most community colleges, but the staff at the Cypress College 
CalWORKs office are so great to me. They are so kind and very helpful. The kindness 
and patience helps me to achieve my goals and know I am not alone, that means a lot 
to me. I thank Briceyda, Connie, Heba and all the staff for their support.
 
My plan to become economically self-sufficient is to complete the program, achieving 
all the requirements. There is a shortage of court reporters in California and nationwide. 
Therefore, as I have been told, as soon as I pass the State CSR exam; I can expect 
agencies to be calling and offering me jobs. 

I have had little time for advocacy, student leadership, and community service. When I 
started at Cypress, I knew I would be driving two hours to school and two hours back. 
Most of the time I wake up at four a.m. to get ready for school. When I return home, 
I have my disabled dog to take care of and my daughter. The times I wanted to get 
involved with activities, they were not easy for me to get to when I am away from the 
campus because of the driving time. Because of the driving distance, I have to make 
use of my time on campus to reach my educational goals as soon as possible. I am in 
the business lab all the time transcribing and working on my others classes.

I am forever thankful for CalWORKs and the opportunity to better my life. My daughter 
has seen me go from being at such a low point that I did not want to exist.  We could 
have been homeless. She saw her mother pick herself up and find hope in education. I 
have tears in my eyes as I write this.
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NANDEYE   
QUINTERO 

Biology/Natural  
Sciences

Mt. San Antonio  
College

I started Mt. San Antonio College at a young age of 17.  
After graduating from high school, I had huge plans 
for my future. However, I soon found out that I was 
pregnant.  That semester I ignored my studies and I 
fell into depression. I distinctly remember the week of finals, I woke up 10 minutes after 
my finals had started and as I looking out the window, I felt my goals and dreams slowly 
leaving my body.  I recall seeing my father’s disappointment, his expression made an 
impact on me and I sought help for my depression.  I applied for county benefits and 
learned about all the assistance they offer students to complete their educational goals. 
My situation was about to improve and I began to feel the strength and passion I had 
for science.  As difficult as it was, after having my daughter, I vowed not to stop until I 
reached my goal.  I learned how to manage my time and how to study effectively.  I tried 
to spend as much time with my daughter, taking mini breaks to play with her and hear 
her giggle. My daughter is now two years old and she has definitely shaped me to be the 
person I dreamed of becoming.  

I appreciate all the assistance I received from the CalWORKs program and staff; they were 
always available to help me get my textbooks, supplies and updated my educational plan. 
The love and support of my family and boyfriend have been instrumental to my success. 
Motherhood has been good to me; it brought true purpose to my life. To me, that is the 
biggest accomplishment I could have done. I do not fear hard work, I fear not leaving a 
footprint where I had the opportunity to not only change my life but the world’s. I have 
a dream, and it is to see a world full of people fall in love with the earth and its wonders 
the way I did.
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SUSAN KIM
Cypress College
My name is Susan Kim. I’m a full-time nursing student at 
Cypress College working towards my Associate Degree 
in Nursing. I’m also a mother to four beautiful children 
ages, 15, 14, 7, 7. The first challenge I had to overcome 
was being a single mother overnight due to certain 
unexpected circumstances. The thought of having no 
income or no support system really overwhelmed me 
to the point where I was so terrified. With that being 
said, I quickly realized in order to make it in this world 
and be able to provide for my children was to go back 
to college. Although the decision to return to school 
made sense, I had a lot of doubts and concerns whether 

I could possibly succeed knowing I was entering a setting with students much younger 
than me. As I started taking my classes at Cypress College, I mainly focused on completing 
my GE requirements. Slowly and surely, I started to get my confidence back and started 
to realize I could succeed if I just put my effort in it. It wasn’t easy juggling being a mother 
and a full-time student. There were times I wanted to give up and throw in the towel and 
quit, but I was so determined to set a good example for my children. I wanted to show my 
children that giving up wasn’t an option. That with hard work, determination and sacrifice, 
anything is possible no matter how old you are.  

Attending Cypress College and being a part of the Cypress CalWORKs program gave 
me so much support and encouragement. I could still remember the first time I walked 
into the office and everyone was so nice and helpful. With the amount of support of the 
CalWORKs program and my amazing counselors Connie Boehler, Lili Perez, and Briceyda 
Maldonado who helped me further my educational goals and provided directions on all 
the steps I needed to choose my career in Nursing. Cypress College Nursing is known 
to be a very competitive program which is very hard to get accepted without having 
excellent grades. I was so discouraged and full of doubts that wasn’t going to apply to 
the program. I honestly didn’t think I had a shot because there was so much competition 
out there. With much convincing and motivation from my counselors, I applied to the 
Nursing Program and got accepted! 

 They taught me such a value lesson to always try and keep moving forward. You never 
know what’s in store for you unless you try. If wasn’t for the CalWORKs program I won’t 
have made it this far. I’m extremely grateful to CalWORKs program, they have become 
my second family! 

 I’m currently entering my 2nd semester Registered Nursing program at Cypress College 
and have maintain a grade point average of 3.0 and above while raising four children. 
I plan on becoming a class representative to help organize fundraisers to raise money 
for our program. I occasionally volunteer at my children’s youth group at church and 
volunteer at local community events. I also look forward to mentoring incoming students 
who are new to the nursing program.
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HEBA MOSTAFA
Cypress College

My name is Heba Mostafa and I am originally from 
Egypt. I am a single mother to my three children: 
Hannah, who is 15-years-old, Malak who is 13-years-
old, and Youssef, who is 3-years-old. In life, everyone 
goes through hard times, but I am thankful for those 
hardships and challenges, as they have helped me 
become an unbreakable, strong woman. My biggest 
challenge was finding the courage and strength to 
leave an abusive and violent marriage. It was a long 
journey, but finally I am able to live a safe life with my 
kids. After leaving the toxic marriage, my challenge 
became being able to financially support my children. 

 I enrolled at Cypress College in order to gain an education so that I can better provide for 
my children. I am currently working towards completing an Associate Degree in Medical 
Sonography. It was a huge decision for me to go back to school, because as a single 
mother, I have many responsibilities. Initially, I was apprehensive, as I was unsure of how I 
would be able to manage my time between my kids, a competitive school program, and 
a part-time job. 

 The day I entered the EOPS/CalWORKs at Cypress College was a turning point in my 
life! The staff are so passionate and dedicated towards helping foster student’s success. 
Everyone in the office is always willing to go the extra mile to assist students in fulfilling 
their dreams. With their assistance, I received a customized education plan, thanks to my 
counselor Connie, which helps me to know which classes I need for my major. I also receive 
additional help with book costs, childcare and priority registration. Most importantly, I 
am a participant in the office’s work-study program, which I am so proud of. I will always 
be grateful for my phenomenal supervisors Lili and AnnMarie, as they have given me an 
opportunity to be a part of their amazing office. Working as a student advisor brings me 
a tremendous amount of joy and happiness, as I love helping other students. 

 After two successful semesters, I have been able to maintain a 4.0 GPA in college. My 
personal success has inspired my children. My oldest daughter has dreams of becoming a 
cardio thoracic surgeon. Last summer, she received a full scholarship to a medical program 
at UCI, and she is only 15-years-old. For this upcoming summer, she is the first high 
school student ever chosen for an internship at the University of Southern California’s 
Skillify program. 

 My Ultimate dream is to finish my Associate Degree in Medical Sonography, and transfer 
to Loma Linda University to obtain a Bachelor’s Degree in Cardiovascular Sonography. 
Perhaps one day I will be able to work in the same room as my daughter after she 
becomes a doctor! Ultimately, no words can express my gratitude for the support of the 
CalWORKs program, which has helped my family turn our goals into reality.
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DENGJUN WEI  
Psychology;  
Registered Nurse 
Mt. San Antonio  
College
Time flies by! I am graduating this semester with an 
A.A-T in Psychology with a 4.0 GPA and admitted 
into the nursing program at Mt. SAC. During the last 
two years, I was on the President’s list twice, was 
recommended for the Students of Distinction Award 

and recommended to the Honors Program.

I wouldn’t have done so well without the CalWORKs Program. Besides the thousands of 
dollars, book fees, the priority to register classes, and the supportive workshops, I am 
grateful for all the staff members of the CalWORKs Program at Mt. SAC. I remember 
when I came to Mt. SAC in Spring of 2016, I was lost and scared. I went through a lot 
of stress, fear, and anxiety all by myself in the first semester. My experience at Mt. 
SAC changed after I got to know the CalWORKs Program. It was like my home in the 
school. All the staff members are very friendly and supportive. I especially want to say 
“Thank you” to Ms.Turcios, who was my CalWORKs Counselor. Before I met with Ms. 
Turcios, I was fumbling along on my own because it was hard to see a counselor at the 
Counseling Department, and I didn’t feel cared by them. Ms.Turcios was so different. 
She was like my personal counselor, my guide, and my friend. Every time I saw her, she 
would give me a warm hug first. Besides helping me through the whole education plan 
at Mt. SAC, she also cared about how my life was going. I wouldn’t feel embarrassed to 
share my personal difficulties with her. She would give me suggestions, or just listened. 
Although I am Chinese, I felt warmly included like a family here. 

As a mother of three children, I want them to know that we can stand up from a lower 
starting point through our own efforts. My husband and I take our responsibilities of 
the family seriously and together we do our best to raise our children. I try my best to 
do well in school and to get into the nursing program as soon as I can and help with 
housework and children; he supports me by taking care of our children and by working. 
In just two more years, I will be an RN, and we can live a self-sufficient life. That’s our 
plan!  We have made many sacrifices and we encourage our children to hang on for a 
better future is nearing. We think it’s worth it. 

Besides trying my best at school, I participated in the workshops the CalWORKs 
Program offered; I was able to learn many things out of my regular classes. I also made 
new friends and I was able to help them by offering them study tips that I used to help 
me get through school.  I know my journey is not over, and I still have a lot to learn, 
but I am becoming more and more confident, thanks to the help and support of the 
CalWORKs Program.
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SARAH MACHAI 
Nursing

Cerritos College
I have always been the black sheep of the family 
because I became a mom at the age of seventeen and 
disappointed my family. I dropped out of high school 
to care for my son and tried many times to go back 
to school but was just not motivated enough to ever 
complete it and did not have the support I needed. It 
was not until I became pregnant with my third child that 
I said enough was enough. I went back to school and 
graduated with a high school diploma. The moment I 
received my diploma I knew anything was possible if I 
stayed resilient. I never had the feeling of accomplishment until my graduation day. That 
day is special to me because it was not easy going back to school while being a mother of 
three. I dealt with a lot of backlash from family when I became a teen mom and was under 
the impression that I would never amount to anything. Earning my high school diploma 
gave me the confidence to continue to strive for a better life for my children and myself 
as well as helped me gain my family’s support and encouragement. After I graduated 
high school I enrolled at Cerritos College and have been working towards my Associates 
Degree in Nursing. One of my goals is to enter the nursing program here on campus and 
become a Registered Nurse to become self sufficient for myself and my children. 

Coming to college has made me feel like I am a part of something greater. I feel as if I am 
living a new life, knowing that I am progressing and doing better than I ever expected 
makes me want to continue working towards my goals. As of right now my GPA is a 3.75, 
which I am very proud of. My GPA has given me many opportunities here on campus, I was 
invited to join Phi Theta Kappa Honors Society. I am also a Federal Work Study Student 
which gives me the opportunity to work on campus, build new skills for my future career 
and to meet many inspirational individuals. I am also part of the CalWORKs program, 
which has helped me in so many ways. CalWORKs has helped me with providing a study 
place, computer lab and tutors to continue pursuing my education. On top of that I 
receive priority registration, which helps me register for the classes I need without being 
waitlisted. Although I have been able to accomplish a lot here on campus, it has been a 
hard journey while juggling being a mother, student and employee. Having to sacrifice 
time with my family, adjusting my work schedule to accommodate my school schedule 
and scheduling child care. I know that in the end it will be all worth it.
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NATALIE  
SALGADO
Fullerton College
Being a single mother has been my 
toughest, yet most rewarding experience. 
I have encountered many challenges that 
continue to mold me into the person I am. 
Prior to having my daughter, Audrey, I had 
no intention of furthering my education. I 

found comfort in working at a fast food restaurant as a way of getting through life. At 
the time, I felt like it suited me. I was born into a working-class family that had little to no 
education. My parents made me believe higher education was a longshot for our family. 
Unbeknownst to them, their words throughout my teen years lowered my self-esteem 
and confidence. I truly believed I was not worthy of an education. With this mindset, I put 
college on hold; that is until my daughter came into my life. 
 
Currently, I am a full-time student at Fullerton College and a part-time work study at our 
CalWORKs office. My journey has been tough. Managing motherhood, homework, and 
a part-time job impacted my life in many ways. Adjusting to my new lifestyle became 
stressful as the work piled on and my daughter grew. There have been many instances 
in which I second guess my ability to balance my emotions and responsibilities. As the 
semesters went by, I acquired several skills and gained knowledge that has been applied 
to becoming a great student and even better mother. With discipline and dedication, I 
have proven my ability to overcome fear and uncertainty. I grew up with a flawed support 
system; with that in mind, I am proud of my performance in maintaining a positive attitude. 
I now have goals for myself. 

 As of May 2017, I am a proud Fullerton College graduate with an A.A. in Psychology. I 
have been admitted to UCB, UCI, UCSC, UCSB, UCR, CSUF, CSULB, CSUDH, and CSULA. 
My plan for the future is to transfer to UC Berkeley and pursue a B.A. in Psychology. 
Psychology has always been an interest of mine. From an early age, I became interested 
in people. The fact that we are all unique and respond to situations differently has always 
intrigued me. My interest in this field has lead me on a path to pursue a Master’s Degree 
and become a clinical psychologist. 

The CalWORKs Office at Fullerton College has offered students a great amount of 
support. Through this program I have gained confidence, independence, and learned 
how to advocate for myself. The assistance they provided me played a huge contribution 
to my success story. As a work study student, I have seen the compassion and dedication 
our counselors have for their students. I am truly grateful for being a part of this program. 
The Fullerton College CalWORKs office has empowered many of their low income, single 
parents and transitioned them into a more independent life. One by one, we are reducing 
the stigma of young parents by earning an education.
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CAMILLE  
MCCULLOUGH

Cypress College
In my life, I have had to overcome many challenges to 
pursue my education. I have never had the support of 
a family who encouraged me or made me feel loved. 
Because of this, I have struggled my whole life with 
self-worth and pursuing my education was something I 
never thought I could do. It has taken many years, but 
I have finished all my general education and am taking 
my last prerequisite class to apply for a registered 
nursing program. It has always been my dream to work 
in the medical field and to help others. 

I was an independent and self-sufficient person for the most part until a bad marriage, 
which ended in domestic violence left me with nothing and a baby to provide for. The 
Community College CalWORKs program helped me instrumentally by providing me the 
resources to afford school and provided childcare resources for my son, so I was able to 
focus on my studies. I cannot express my gratitude enough for programs like this. 
 My plans are to complete a 2-year registered nursing program and start working so I can 
provide a stable life for my son and me. In the future, I do plan to continue to get a BA 
in nursing as well. 

I continue to struggle because of my domestic abuse past but I am in various programs 
that are helping me grow stronger every day. This cause is close to my heart because 
domestic abuse is so prevalent in our society and so devastating to the victims and 
families involved. I hope to be strong enough to be able to volunteer with women just 
like myself who have been affected.
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ROBIN HUERTA 
REGION 8 WINNER  
Social Work 
Santa Ana College
I dropped out of school at a young age because I 
became frustrated with subjects I didn’t understand. 
However, since I returned to school at SAC two years 
ago until now I have done better. I have been getting 
good grades, and learning a lot more than I before. 
I am able to help my children with their homework. I 
no longer feel that I am not smart enough. My kids 

are happier that they can come ask me for help. Before it was like they didn’t ask me 
because they said I didn’t understand and it made me feel like a failure. 

I will complete my high school diploma this year with over 35 high school credits 
completed. My GPA for high school is 3.4 and for my college is 3.0. In 2020, I will take 
major classes for social work. 

Meeting with CalWORKs once a month to do our monthly reports and to check in and 
see how I am doing with classes and how my kids are doing. They help remind me to 
take care of myself. Sometimes if I’m having a hard time I just make an appointment 
just to talk.

Work harder towards my educational goal. If it were not for my parents always supporting 
and watching my kids, it would be hard to succeed without the family support. My 
family is very happy that I have changed my life. The amazing CalWORKs team has 
been behind me the whole time. I can honestly say if it was not for them and my family, 
I do not think I would of got this far. The only thing I did well in my life was have three 
amazing kids who called me back. They are my cheerleaders I believe in myself a lot 
more than I did. I never thought I would be where I’m at today in my education. I will 
become a drug counselor to help others who is struggling with addiction, because I 
know from past experience how hard it is.

I’ve been involved in the student leadership  for two days to learn many skills, like how 
to talk in public and no matter what we are going threw we can still become a success. 
I go to every works actives we have. I have done community service at the ASG office 
helping them during fall semester.

They helped me realize that I would be able to help my family if I get my bachelors. My 
CalWORKs team at Santa Ana College has my best interest in mind. They have been 
behind me every step of the way in my journey. The team loves what they do and go 
out of their way to make sure we are doing well. In addition, if we go off the radar they 
notice right away. I can relate to the CalWORKs team They try to get our kids involved 
with the holiday events. They really care about our children and us. 
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DANNAH ELHAJ 
Psychology

Rio Hondo College 
Starting at a very young age, I dove deep into the world 
of drug addiction and crime. By the time I was 16 years 
old, I found myself in my first drug treatment center, 
following what would be the first of many overdoses. 
Over the next decade, my life was a never-ending cycle 
of using hard-drugs, and the revolving door of jails 
and countless rehab facilities. By the age of twenty, I 
was a high school dropout, a homeless heroin addict, 
and completely cut off from all family and friends. At 
27, I found myself pregnant, strung-out on heroin, 
homeless, and in a new state with an abusive boyfriend.

For me, rock bottom, was losing custody of my newborn daughter to the Department of 
Children and Family Services (DCFS) in November 2016. At that moment, it was clearer 
to me than ever before that my life was at a breaking point and that I needed to make a 
drastic change before any more damage could be done. It was in that moment, I begun 
to make the necessary steps to change my life. Higher education became my priority.  

I left my abusive partner, moved into a sober living house, and enrolled in a year-long 
intensive outpatient program for mothers. Both my daughter and I were able to attend, 
and I successfully graduated from the program after a year. After eight excruciatingly 
long months of separation from my newborn daughter, who was placed in the foster 
care system, we were able to successfully reunite, after meeting all of DCFS and Family 
Dependency Court requirements. Through a lot of hard-work, perseverance, patience, and 
critical self-reflection, as of February 2018, my case with DCFS and Family Preservation 
was successfully closed.

Now, I am a single mother and recently celebrated two years of continuous sobriety. I am 
a full-time college student at Rio Hondo College with a 3.8 GPA. Ever since I was a child, I 
dreamed of becoming a psychologist to be able to help people in need and advocate for 
those unable to advocate for themselves. Upon receiving an associate degree, my goal 
is to transfer to UCLA to complete my undergraduate studies, and then word towards a 
Masters and Ph.D. in Psychology. I anticipate working with children and adolescents who 
suffer from mental illnesses, drug addiction, and severe trauma. With my background 
with both addiction and mental illness, I have the potential to make a lasting impact on 
those suffering from such stigmatized illnesses.

The Rio Hondo CalWORKs staff has played a substantial role in my decision towards my 
major. I knew what I wanted to do, but I was not positive I would be able to accomplish it 
without their continuous encouragement and motivation. Once again, I began to believe 
that I could accomplish anything if I applied myself, and the results are apparent. With 
the help of the CalWORKs program my life has dramatically changed for the better. I can 
finally feel excited about what my future holds
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CHRISTINA 
RAMIREZ
Cypress College
I am a single mother of five boys, I’ve 
been on government assistance since 
2013. I am currently in the CalWORKs 
/ Gain program. Financially, I struggle. 
I began the work-study program for 
Cypress College in August 2015, I got 

hired in the Student Support Services office and work on the CalWORKs side of the 
department. 

I worked long hours and days, 35-48 hours week, which took a toll on my body, so my 
doctor took me off work at three months of pregnancy, since having complications with 
my second pregnancy, the doctor did not want to risk a miscarriage. I applied for FMLA 
but was denied because I did not have enough hours worked within that year, I was than 
laid off. My mother was usually the one who baby-sat for me while I worked, sadly, this 
time around she could not help me out. She was diagnosed with breast cancer. Gratefully, 
my mother overcame the disease and is now three years cancer free. Unfortunately, 
finding a day care for babies only weeks old was very difficult and extremely expensive, 
let alone having three little ones in child care was challenging. Losing my only source of 
income was devastating. I went through my savings faster than I anticipated, leaving me 
no choice but to receive government aid. I put my pride a side and knew it was giving 
me the opportunity to raise my children and also help me out in going back to school to 
pursue my dream as a registered nurse. 

 Every day is still a struggle but I am grateful for the help I can receive. Caring for people 
that need help is the most important thing for me. There is no bigger satisfaction for me 
to know that I made a positive impact on another person’s life. Being a nurse is one of the 
most thankless jobs around and I am ready and willing to take that task on.
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VANESSA  
PRIETO

Fullerton College
I have faced many different challenges in my life while 
pursuing my degree. I am a mother of four who  returned 
to school after nine years was difficult to adjust to. A major 
obstacle was I did not know I had learning disabilities. I 
was diagnosed with dyslexia and test anxiety and have 
struggled with dyslexia and test anxiety for too long 
without getting help. DSS center at Fullerton, was able to 
test and provide resources to aid in my academic success 
leading to the completion of my degree. Being able to 
get the help I needed helped ease my academic stressors, 
I was then able to excel and focus on my end goal. 

Through my struggles, I have been able to push to become motivated in moving forward 
with my educational and career goals. I have had the opportunity of working as a Student 
Ambassador with the program Supervisor, Life Skills Coaches, Academic Counselors, and 
University Mentors from the Student Diversity Success Initiative (SDSI) program. I have had 
specialized one-on-one developmental meetings with the Life Skills Coaches to help me focus 
on and finally reach goals that I had difficulty reaching in the past. My main goal throughout 
has been attain a degree to set an example to my four kids, they are my motivation. I want to 
continue to lead by example and show them that no matter what we go through in life, education 
is very important because it will elevate us to new academic and professional opportunities. 
The Community College Cal WORKS program has provided me with additional support with 
resources. Being able to take advantage of the program has made my journey easier. I do not 
have the added monetary stress that the cost of college and parenthood bring. In addition, 
I have been able to participate in work-study, which has created a tremendous amount of 
financial relief for me and my family. I plan to continue my education in working towards my 
bachelor’s degree. I want to learn more about the importance of meeting needs through an 
applied knowledge base, focusing on prevention as well as remediation of problems, and 
maintaining a commitment to improving the overall quality of life of service populations. I want 
to strive to be a part of service users through civic engagement, education, health promotion 
and social change at all levels of society. Also engage in advocating so human systems remain 
accessible, integrated, efficient and effective. 

Through my years in and out of community college, I have been able to be involved in advocacy, 
student leadership, community service and extracurricular activities to help support my goals. 
As stated before the SDSI program has helped me in more than one ways. The supervisor 
of the program, Michelle Garcia, has also taken the role of my holistic growing mentor. My 
mentor has helped me grow by pushing me to take on roles as a student leader and within 
extracurricular activities. I want to continue to share my experiences and what worked for 
me, to be able to reach at least one student. I have been fortunate to have amazing fearless 
mentors who have taught me to always stay positive and never give up. My goal is to be that 
person for someone else. I have begun in giving back by participating in a program hosted by 
NASPA, one of the professional organizations for professionals in the field of student affairs. I 
was able to be a Peer Educator in the BACCUS Initiatives of NASPA. As a Peer Educator I am 
involved in teaching or sharing health information, values and behavior in educating others 
who may share similar social backgrounds or life experiences.
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CHRISTINA  
LITTLE  
Language Arts 
Citrus College
I am 30 years old and a mother to one son named 
Omari age 5. The last time I came to school was 
almost five years ago, when my son was still a young 

infant. At the time no one knew that I was being victimized by a pimp and being forced 
to have sex with strangers in exchange for cash. At the time of leaving I didn’t realize 
how close I was and the help I could have received had a spoken up about the danger 
my life was in. I left the lifestyle and went into shelter almost 2 years ago. This year was 
a big struggle for me not only emotionally, but mentally as well. The biggest struggle I 
face is financial stability for myself and my son. Having to battle staying out of the sex 
trafficking world and working a regular day job for income causes much stress. To work 
almost 20-40 hours in week for a few hundred dollars verses trading my body for sex 
and earning much more has had its hardship. I had to learn to let it go and realize going 
back is not an option for myself or my son. In the past year that I have been in shelter 
living I had to overcome emotional barriers, trust, financial hardship as a single mom, 
but most importantly learn my self-worth.  

Coming back to school was a huge thing for me. Not only to complete my education, 
but to give myself something positive to look forward to. One of the biggest things I 
battled coming to school was becoming overwhelmed with my personal life as well as 
school life. When I first started back I started with three core classes. Early on I had to 
drop my Spanish class due to the speed the teacher was going and not being able to 
keep up. The next class I had to drop was Math. Math not being my strongest subject 
was not as hard as I thought it would be as I was managing and doing well. Shortly after 
my son had surgery. His surgery was successful, but his recovery was not. This resulted 
in me having to take time off work and school for eight days to ensure he remained 
healthy and recovered without needing further surgery. My teacher at the time was 
allowing me to make up some work, but upon my return I was almost four chapters 
away from my peers. Feeling heartbroken I knew I had to drop the class as I was too far 
away. Today although, I am not finishing the semester with all the classes I signed up 
with; I am happy to say I have completed my first semester back at school and passed 
my class. I don’t know what the future holds for me or my son but I am proud that I 
have not given up and I’m one step closer in reaching my goal and Graduating soon!
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SHAUNISE PRICE 
Early Childhood  

Development
Cerritos College 

I am 33 years old. I have two children ages 2 and 7. 
In 2017, I became a single mother when I made the 
choice to leave a mentally, emotionally and verbally 
abusive relationship. It was a very hard choice because 
I didn’t want to split up my children’s family. But, at 
the same time, I knew my children needed to live in a 
healthy environment, and so did I. In my relationship, 
I was a stay at home mom with no income and little 
savings; I used the savings to move myself and my kids back home to California from 
Florida where I lived for seven years. I thought returning to family would be easy but it 
was not. The kids and I moved three times in 7 months before becoming in a somewhat 
stable living situation here in Los Angeles. We stayed with my father, but had to leave 
because he became verbally abusive towards me and mentally abusive to my son.                                                                    

Since in L.A., I have decided to pursue a career in Early Childhood Development. Time 
management and the resources at CalWORKs have helped me to obtain a high G.P.A. I 
really love how helpful and encouraging all the counselors have been. The computer has 
been a great source to completing homework and printing. To reach my financial goals, 
I created a budget book that I am proud of. The book contains all my expenses and how 
much I need to save monthly to reach my goal with my given timeline.  I am doing this so 
that I can have the ability to get myself and my kids a home. Right now, the three of us 
stay in a back house which is like a small studio. My son asks me when we are going to 
have our own home, which just pushes me even more.

This semester I have taken what I have learned in my child development class and using 
them in real life to build a stronger bond with my son. CalWORKs helps me by providing 
additional resources such as the pantry in the office which is nice when I don’t have lunch. 
Having certain school supplies, like an extra USB card, has helped me when I needed to save 
something on the computer in the lab. CalWORKs gives a support system that provides a 
push to keep going to achieve my goals that I want to achieve, not only for myself but for 
my children, to have a better life. Every day I do my best to keep my head up. 
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ARLENE GARCIA
Fullerton College
For the past two years I have been living with my 
daughter in a DV/Homeless shelter. I never thought I 
would ever have to do something like that. It hurt my 
heart to have to enter into a shelter with my baby girl 
who was not even one year old yet when we moved in. 
It was quite a change but I did what I had to do to give 
my daughter a roof over her head. I just had to make 
the best of things. About five months into staying in the 
shelter I decided to attend Fullerton College. I have to 
say, I was terrified. Although I had thought about going 
back to school many times, that was about the extent 
of it. I had struggled in high school so automatically I 

thought things were going to be a disaster in college. With so many rules I had to follow 
living in the shelter, I didn’t know how I was going to make college work for me. I also 
didn’t have proper transportation to and from where I needed to go. I had to search for 
a good daycare for my daughter before I got anything started. That was a challenge in 
itself. I had never left my daughter with anyone else before. It was very hard for me to 
let go. When the day came for me to meet with my counselor, Daniela Rodriguez, I was 
very nervous and apprehensive. Going back to school was becoming a real thing and 
my mind was filled with what if’s. Walking into the CalWorks office with my daughter, for 
the first time, I was greeted by the women at the front desk who were smiling and very 
kind to me. Every time since has been the same experience. CalWorks and my counselor 
have been the one thing at school that has been what I stand on to get through each 
semester. Daniela has helped me in so many ways to guide me and give me advice on 
what my options are and to never give up. She always takes her time with me knowing 
how nervous I become when a new semester is going to begin.Calworks has helped me 
set up my Educational Plan to help me stay on track and to make decisions for my future 
for my daughter and I. Some successes I have had so far in making progress toward my 
educational and career goals are,I currently have a 4.0 GPA and have managed to obtain 
an A in every class I have taken so far. Even I’m shocked. And although I’m not exactly 
sure what career path I want at this point, I have never felt pressured or hurried to make 
a decision. I am always guided and encouraged to continue on with my general education 
and continue looking for what best suits me. But I definitely know that the right career 
path will come when I least expect it and I really excited about that. I have also graduated 
from the first step program of the shelter and am now living in my own apartment in the 
second step program with my daughter. Right now I am doing my best to save money 
while I am living in the shelter and plan on getting my license soon. I have also become 
more determined than ever to go all the way to the end being the best mother and 
student I can be. 

I’m not too sure what the future holds for me, but I am sure that if I can continue on this 
path, with the help of CalWorks, my counselor and others, my daughter will have the 
life she deserves. That’s all that matters to me in the end. My daughter has been my 
drive from the beginning and she’s the reason I want to make it. Thank you CalWorks for 
helping me get back on my feet.
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MELISSA  
BATTLES

Golden West College
My time here at Golden West College has been great. 
I have worked hard and become very involved in 
the community here. I was introduced to CalWORKs 
Program right away when I decided to go back to 
school at thirty-three years of age and a single mother. 
CalWORKs introduced me to the EOPS and CARE 
program where as a single mother I was able to get 
additional help with tutors when needed and priority 
registration to help me get the classes I needed to 
succeed. Although my time here is great, it was not 
without difficulty. I had many late nights working on papers and taking care of sick 
kids. Group projects seemed to be the hardest for me, working with other student’s 
schedules and my kid’s schedules proved to be complicated. During my first semester 
of college my dad was diagnosed with cancer. I am the only other driver in the house so 
taking him back and forth to doctor’s appointments, taking my mom to work, working 
on school assignments, raising kids and getting to all of my classes was quiet a juggling 
act. I made it through that first semester with straight A’s; I knew right away, if I could 
survive that semester, I would survive anything. I continued to work hard and strive to get 
through college to help my parents and kids. I did not want to be preaching to them the 
importance of a college education and I myself not have one. The second semester here 
my kids joined sports, so juggling was key. I attended summer sessions and intersession 
to graduate in exactly 2 years. In my third semester, my Dad was cancer free and my only 
problem seemed to be a car that no longer worked. We have made it work with one car 
in a house of 7 people. I got an amazing opportunity, my third semester, to be a student 
aid worker at the Criminal Justice Training Center; it has absolutely changed my life. 
They have given me tips on life and school in addition to introducing me to meaningful 
connections that will help me down the road when I become a counselor for veteran’s 
who suffer from PTSD. My last semester here has been extremely busy with 16 units. I 
was accepted to all of the UC’s and CSU’s that I applied to and have accepted the offer 
from California State University, Long Beach. I recently lost my best friend unexpectedly 
at the age of 36 but I continue to work hard to finish. I could not be where I am today 
without the help and guidance of my CalWORKs counselors. They have helped me so 
much with scheduling, school supplies and life-skills seminars that helped to make my 
crazy world calm. They were always there to listen when I needed and helped me to stay 
on track. I look forward to graduation here at GWC and cannot wait to see where I will 
go through CSULB and beyond.
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COREY COON  
Registered Nurse 
Mt. San Antonio  
College
I have faced several obstacles: being a low income, 
single mother, of a chronically ill child, searching 
for a missing nephew, and dealing with emergency 
surgery for my child, having a severe car accident 
and struggling to arrange childcare during my time 
at Mt. Sac.  Each new obstacle showed me that 
God had a plan for me and my life and that Mt. SAC 

was exactly where I was supposed to be. Since Starting college, I have been blessed 
with wonderful CalWORKs staff and teachers. Ana Silva created ed plans that quickly 
and efficiently guided me through my classes in order to reach my goals. Danette 
Perkins always found time to schedule me in when she had a cancellation and get my 
ancillary request submitted on the same day they were done. My Gain worker, Virginia 
Rodriguez, occasionally works Saturdays just to ensure all her caseloads get payout as 
soon as possible. Additionally, my teachers were always accessible so that I could ask 
questions, get help or if I needed to deal with my daughter’s health issues. 

In addition to all the wonderful people, priority registration helped me get every 
class needed in a minimum amount of time.  After less than 1 year of classes, I had 
met all my prerequisites for nursing, was able to apply and even were accepted into 
the Registered Nursing program for 2019.  The CalWORKs program also paid for my 
daughter’s childcare so I could go to school, study and attend tutoring sessions in order 
to pass my classes and the HESI exam to get into the program. The pre-requisite classes 
taught me about immune disorders, blood tests and body part locations….because of 
these classes I was able to request a panel of tests which lead to my daughter being 
diagnosed THIS YEAR.. I had waited 5 ½ years to find out why my child was so sick with 
the potential diagnoses of Lupus and this year I was able to ask for genetic tests and 
allergy tests.  The allergy test came back positive and removing eggs and milk from 
my daughter’s diet enabled her to not be sick all the time. This year I was also able to 
distinguish a tummy ache from a more serious complication and was able to rush my 
daughter to the hospital due to radiating pain on her lower right quadrant. The doctors 
were stunned that I knew enough to bring her in.  It turned out to be a large ovarian 
tumor causing torsion and the slow death of that ovary. If I had waited to take her in, 
my daughter would have had a partial hysterectomy at 6 years old! However, because 
of my classes, I knew serious signs and was able to get my daughter an emergency 
surgery, which enabled her to keep her reproductive system intact
. 
Once I get my RN degree I will be able to immediately provide for my family as well as 
continue on to become a Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetist.
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JESSICA  
RAMIREZ 

Teaching
Fullerton College

I am currently a full-time student attending Fullerton 
College in order to pursue my career as a P.E. Teacher 
and a Cross-country coach at a high school. My plan 
is to receive my Associates Degree here at Fullerton 
college then transfer to CSUF in order to then receive 
my Bachelor’s Degree in Physical Education. I will 
be graduating from Fullerton College Fall 2020. I 
feel honored to be on the President’s honors List for 
receiving a 3.7 GPA last semester, Spring 2018.The impact that CalWORKs has had on me 
is tremendous. It has helped keep education a priority by assisting with books and schools 
supplies. I honestly dont know where I would be without CalWORKs. I feel proud that I am 
the first one in my family to graduate high school and attend college. Most importantly, I 
hope to change the life of my daughter and my family. I have high hopes and dreams and I 
always dream big and believe that I can do it. A CalWORKs scholarship will change my life 
because it will give me more hope for my future. I am involved in a program or club called 
Phi Theta Kappa and Honors society program which I joined because I qualified with my 
GPA.  I have been participating in the meetings and hope I can soon take leadership in it. 
Some challenges I have faced have been mostly financial issues, not having enough money 
to pay bills and having to live in a room because we can’t afford anything more. Other 
challenges have also arise like my daughter getting sick during finals, and hardly getting 
sleep because I stay up studying. It’s hard but not impossible! 

The community college CalWORKs Program has helped me meet my educational goals. 
They have helped me step by step to get to where I want to be. They have assisted me 
with staying organized, preparing for the Teaching creditial and become a role model for 
my daughter so she can succeed later in the future. I want to inspire young women in the 
future especially, young moms who want to succeed but it is very hard for them to without 
financial support. Someday, I am going to start and create an organization which supports 
young moms and helps them succeed in the future. I will forever be grateful for everything 
CalWORKs has done for me and my family because of them, I will thrive. I want to change 
lives just as CalWORKs has changed mine! 



JENEH 
SWARAY-AKAJO
Cypress College
I am grateful for the opportunity to be included in 
the CalWORKs Portraits of Student Success. This 
opportunity has created a sense of excitement for my 
kids and I. My kids are my inspiration and the reason I 
am determined to pursue my long-term goal of Nursing. 
However, I must acknowledge that pursing my Nursing 
career has been very difficult due to many obstacles. 
As an abandoned wife and homeless mother of three 
young children with no support from my spouse or 
loved ones, one of the greatest challenges my kids 

and I face daily has be the issue of not having a stable and safe place to sleep. My kids 
and I have been exposed to many unsafe situations, such as sleeping in many dangerous 
places. This has exposed us to many harmful things, causing us to feel anxious about our 
safety, future and basic necessities. Because we are homeless, our car is our home and 
has been broken into and important belongings have been stolen, which often times 
makes me feel hopeless. 

Each time I feel like quitting my studies, my precious children and the LORD remind me 
of reasons why I should be motivated and work harder. Each time my mind seems to 
wonder to negative feelings about our struggle with homelessness, I am reminded of my 
overcoming life and death situation during the brutal Sierra Leone Civil war that took the 
lives of many, including my relatives. I am also reminded to work harder by all the people 
I have helped through my volunteer services who were undergoing difficult and painful 
situations. 

To overcome our adversity and to provide sustainable solutions to our problem in the 
long term, and to contribute to our community and the greater society, I have realized 
that pursuing my goal in nursing while working my temporary job is not debatable. With 
respect to CalWORKs, initially I was not aware of the program until my kid’s school 
informed me about it. Since then, I have reached out to get help and encouraged by 
one of the representatives at Cypress College, who informed me that the program has 
resources to help me with the purchase of books, for the upcoming semester, which was 
one of the challenges I encountered. 

One of my passions is helping and motivating people to achieve their full potential. I 
have offered my time, efforts and talents through volunteering in local community 
clinics, daycare centers and homeless shelters to reach out to the most disadvantage 
population to enrich their lives however I can. In exchange for my volunteer services, I 
have been given the opportunity to create new connections with others, learn and gain 
new experiences, strengthen my technical, social, and academic skills necessary for my 
overall success in school and in my profession.
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LAKENDRA 
PITCHFORD

Cypress College
My Name is Lakendra Cheri Pitchford, I have had the 
pleasure of being a student at Cypress College since 
the summer of 2015. I have always had a passion 
for helping and giving. Every Sunday I participate in 
singing in my church choir. I am also well rounded with 
many ministries we have at our church, including giving 
back to the people that are in need. I love talking 
with many individuals, helping them stay positive and 
clear minded. I am a single mother of one son Dailen 
Hodges, and being his mother has pushed me to 
further my education. I can say that I am strong, determined, focused and positive. I can 
also say that I am not perfect and I have made several mistakes. The mistakes and failures 
that has happened in my past has shaped me for my today. I have had the ability to turn 
everything that is negative into a positive with faith. When I first graduated high school in 
2010, I started college, not because I wanted to but because my parents wanted me to. I 
can truly say that I had no focus and no drive. I left school and I decided to start working a 
full time job. In the year 2012 I gave birth to my son. I encountered a great deal of mental 
and physical abuse from my ex that I thought I would never overcome. I decided to go 
back to school a second time around. This time I realized I could not afford it. I left school 
again and I started back working. In 2014, I experienced racial discrimination and a great 
deal of personal attacks at my job. One day I received a call from my job telling me that 
I could no longer come back to work and they did not have to explain why. At this point 
in my life I really felt like a failure. Not just in life but that I failed my son also. We lost 
everything we had and we even became homeless. Throughout this time, I had to gain 
government assistance to make sure we could afford little necessities. In 2015, I told one 
of my case workers that I would love to go back to school. He then introduced me to the 
Cal Works program. I wrote down a plan and told myself that this time no matter what I 
would finish because God granted me the help. Summer 2015, I started off with one class. 
Fall 2016, I decided to take three classes. Spring semester 2017 without even noticing I 
was taking five classes! Spring 2018 I will be graduating. I thank God for my mistakes and 
failures I made in the past. I thank God for Cypress College and the Cal Works program 
for providing help financially. The Cal Works Program has been so amazing to my son and 
me. I am closer than I have ever been towards reaching my degree. I anticipate making 
my contribution and becoming more  self- sufficient by helping young mothers or anyone 
that is in need like myself, reach their goals by passing down resources; that has been 
given to me to help them through their personal hard times.
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ROSA MARIN  
Nursing 
Cerritos College
I am a determined student and a single mother. I 
have conquered many obstacles to get where I am 
today. I am pursuing my long-term goal in becoming 
a Registered Nurse.  I started as a Medical Clerk for 
a clinic at the age of 19.  Five years later, I obtained 
a Medical Assistant Certificate and a Limited X-Ray 
License. I have been a Medical Assistant for 15 years 
now.  I enjoy working in the health care field. I love 
coming to work and taking care of our patients. I give 

them the best possible care and try to assure that their medical needs are met. This 
working experience led me to my goal of becoming an RN. 

I am a first-generation college student. My parents migrated from Mexico and struggled 
financially to give my siblings and I a better life. In the summer of 2013, I decided to 
attend Cerritos College to make my dream come true. My son was five years old when 
I attended college for the first time. Being a single mother, a student, and having to 
work has not been easy. In order to attend the college I had to cut back work hours, 
therefore, binding me to a financial burden. 

Moreover, I had to overcome health and emotional endurances while I attended 
school. I was diagnosed with ulcers and gallstones. In fall 2016, I had surgery. I had 
my gallbladder removed. During that time I was taking Statistics and Anatomy. In the 
midst of my physical pain, I managed to pull through the semester with determination.  
In the spring of 2017, I was struck with the saddest news of my life.  My son’s father 
passed away. I had known him half my life, for 20 years. I loved and cared for him 
deeply.  During this semester I was taking physiology while, battling with my son’s and 
my emotional pain. I was now in between school, work, and therapy.

In December of 2017, I completed my prerequisites required for admission to an RN 
program. Not only did I complete my prerequisites but, I obtained an Associates 
degree in Natural Science. During the term of my school attendance, I enrolled in the 
CalWORKs program. Through this program, I was able to receive the proper guidance 
through counseling, as well as tutoring, which helped me succeed in my classes. 

Outside of school next to being a mom, I help support my little sister who has downs 
syndrome and mild autism. We engage in daily activities, and I help take her to school 
and therapy classes needed for her condition. 

I have always been ambitious and goal oriented. With perseverance, I do what it takes 
to complete my goals successfully. I am hopeful that I will receive this scholarship. This 
will help ease my way through financial hardships as I pursue my education. I will be 
able to give my son a brighter future and do more for my family.
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CELENE PEREZ 
Administration  

of Justice
Rio Hondo College  

Being the first one in my family to attend college has 
motivated me to obtain a degree in Administration of 
Justice for transfer. While attending Rio Hondo College, 
I was very fortunate to have the opportunity to be a 
part of special programs that provide assistance for 
low-income students and parents like myself. The 
CalWORKs program assists parents by encouraging 
students in continuing with our education. Being a 
part of CalWORKs has allowed me to continue with my educational goals while being 
able to financially provide for my daughter and provide her with adequate child care. The 
counselors in this program are very inspirational motivators who have been very supportive 
of me throughout my journey. 

One of the most significant challenges I have faced in life was in 2016 when I became 
a single mother. During that year, my life drastically changed overnight. I gained the 
courage and made the decision to leave my daughter’s father due to being in a turbulent 
and physically violent relationship with him. Having to deal with all the responsibilities of 
supporting and providing for my daughter was very difficult and challenging. There were 
days when I would not eat due to the stress. I was trying to maintain a positive attitude 
by putting up a façade. I tried not to show any feelings that would make people feel sorry 
for me. I have always been someone that no matter what I was going through, I did not 
show it, because at the end of the day I have to overcome this by myself. I believe that my 
competitiveness has a major impact on me as a student and a parent. Another attribute 
that makes me competitive is how I take my education seriously and how once I start 
something, I make sure that I finish with it. I understand the value of my educational journey, 
given the barriers I overcame to ensure that I kept my education doors open. Without the 
different government and educational programs, I do not think I would be pursuing higher 
education. This experience and privilege fuels me to always be the first in everything. My 
desire to accomplish my career goals have always motivated me as a student to give my all 
in order to pass all my courses with B’s or better. 

I would like to have the opportunity to one day be able to give back to my community, 
teaching individuals how the criminal justice system works, and how people have rights to 
many opportunities that they may not be aware of. I have knowledge of issues concerning 
females who have been involved in domestic violence relationships, as well as for our 
community to know their rights. I am very persistent when it comes to doing the right 
thing and I hold myself accountable for my own actions if something goes wrong. I am also 
a very resilient student who continues to move forward despite any barriers and challenges 
that life brings.
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ANDREA  
FRANQUEZ
Fullerton College
This Fall 2018 semester will be my last at Fullerton 
Community College. I will be transferring to CSUF into 
Communication Disorders major in Spring 2018. I see 
this as a step towards accomplishing my educational and 
career goals. This is a stepping stone and I know that 
I can obtain more despite any out side circumstances. 
 
 Throughout this journey, I have faced many hardships 
ranging from financial struggles, housing ,being a 
single mother to a young daughter, trying to provide 

for her and myself. My daughter was two years old at the time I enrolled in college. At this 
time, I rented a room, worked part-time, and I was having a difficult time adjusting to this 
schedule. I had so many fears and worries. I didn’t know where to start with child care nor 
did I have a car. There were many times when I felt overwhelmed and thought “”maybe 
I should just get a full time job””. I was focused on current circumstances instead of the 
future outcome. I shared my fears with my CalWORKs counselor and we were able to 
prioritize my goals and realized how my dreams can be accomplished. Deciding to go to 
college has been a life changing experience and one of the best decisions I have made. 
 
 I have been a CalWORKs student since I started college. This program has helped through 
my journey by providing me with support, resources, and services that have benefited my 
success with my studies and home life. I was able to consistently meet with a CalWORKs 
counselor that guided me in this journey. I had the opportunity to be employed as a work 
study student, providing me with experience that I will be using in the future. Before this, 
I was very insecure with high anxiety. 

Having the support, I have been able to address my insecurities and reduce my anxiety. 
Through this journey, I have grown so much emotionally and academically. I have 
developed into a much better person thanks to God , school, CalWORKs and even the 
hardships that I endured. I believe my perspective has changed and I have broken a 
mental barrier. 
 
Moving forward, I will work towards my B.A as a full-time student and I will continue 
to seek employment to develop my skills to help with my career. I now have a very 
optimistic outlook on life. I will no longer let outside circumstances define my future. I 
know that my sacrifices will ensure my daughter and I to have a secure and stable life. 
I plan on obtaining my Masters in Speech pathology and work in this field as soon as 
possible. I have been proactive and made connections with my daughter’s school to 
shadow a Speech Pathologist and develop a deeper understanding of the career of my 
choice. My experience as a CalWORKs work study student has helped me advocate for 
student who are in similar situations like mine. I want them to know that they can achieve 
their goals also.
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CARMEN  
PULIDO

Fullerton College
Most of my life I worked in lower paying jobs that didn’t 
require too much skill or training. After my 2 children 
were born, I separated from their father and was faced 
with many difficulties getting good employment. It 
was very hard to support the 3 of us on the  little bit I 
was able to earn. I knew that the main key to getting 
a better paying job was to  get an education. But 
before I could do that, I had to learn English. I had 
been in the  United States since 1991 and had never 
had a big reason to learn English because I associated 
with people that spoke Spanish and even in my various jobs everyone generally spoke 
Spanish. But now I had 2 children and was raising them as a single mother. My financial 
resources were very limited. While volunteering as a teacher’s assistant at my children’s 
elementary school, the teacher advised me to take an ESL class at the Wilshire Center. 
I took her advice and enrolled in an ESL class. Now things were much more difficult 
because not only did I have to make time for my homework, I also had to help my children 
with their homework, plus housework and everything else I had to do to help my family 
survive. I finally made it through several semesters of ESL and did well enough to enroll 
at Fullerton College. Now I am working part-time as a mentor for North Orange County 
Continuing Education, and enrolled at Fullerton College in their Child Development 
courses with the hope of getting a job helping preschool children. I owe a lot of thanks 
and truly appreciate all those that helped me through the last few years with their advice, 
tutoring, financial support, and my temper when I got overly stressed.

297

2019

REG
IO

N
 8



BRANDY  
LEEKLEY  
Nursing 
Cerritos College
I am forty-one years old, a U.S Army veteran, first 
generation college student and a single mother.  I 
also am the first in my family to earn a Degree in over 
10 generations of which I truly owe to CalWORKs and 
the wonderful staff here at Cerritos College. 

Life is a journey with many hills as I have come to 
know.  With each hill and mountain, you gain strength, perspective, and a will to keep 
climbing.  As it is in my case where I have overcome so many challenges and setbacks.  
I am a survivor of domestic violence as well as molestation and rape. I have overcome 
addiction and homelessness and have five years of sobriety.  The most recent challenge 
and setback I believe was the most devastating and I suffered mentally with PTSD and 
depression from it. Last year in September, I was homeless once again but to no fault 
of my own with my daughter, due to rent increase and denial by housing authority. I 
had to drop my classes and worry about working extra hours and finding somewhere 
other than our car to stay.  

My successes so far have been great; I have held a CalWORKs work-study position that 
led to a semester of regular employment for four years, the longest I have had in fifteen 
years.   Currently, I work two part time jobs as I am finishing my last semester.  I earned 
my first Associates Degree and now I am working towards my long-term goal, which is 
a Bachelor’s Degree in Nursing.  My career goal is to work with terminal ill children at 
St. Jude’s Hospital. 

I have volunteered at two Cerritos College fairs, and participated in the breast cancer 
awareness booth for Student Health Center, and passed out food for the LA Food Bank 
on campus. For my community, I was a volunteer youth basketball coach for the YMCA 
and have gone out and passed food out to the community in need for thanksgiving with 
my church.

Without CalWORKs I would have been completely lost and off track. I have been able 
to make and keep to an educational plan which is revised every semester to see my 
progress and fine tune things to overcome barriers. I have used the computer lab when 
I did not own a computer, and received educational supplies.  When I did not have 
money for transportation, I received gas cards to be able to make it to school.  I earned 
a CalWORKs work-study position, which absolutely made life much better and opened 
doors. I have no family or support and was truly scared at coming back at my age, as 
well as being a new single mother. Here I was given support but mostly I felt very close 
like I had a family that was important mentally. The staff have been so wonderful and 
understanding and always willing to go the extra mile to help me succeed, I cannot 
thank them enough. 
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JANETTE  
PADILLA 

Child Development
Citrus College  

I’m a Citrus College student. I was born in Indio 
California but problems happen while growing up so 
I moved to L.A. County with my mother and my little 
sister when I was 7years old. I have always had a dream 
since I was a little girl which was to make a lot of money 
to buy a home for my mother and sister because we 
will always be moving from place to place. I went to 
11 different schools from when I was in kinder to 12th 
grade. I thought that when I got older and finished high school, it was going to get easier 
to accomplish my dreams and succeed in a good career, but it never happened. That is 
because I never really had the support and help from someone that could guide me the 
right direction because my mother was always at work and my father was long gone since 
I was 5 years old. While life kept going, I always struggled from anxiety and depression, 
which started since I was 11 years old. This mental health issue made life harder for me 
than it already was because there was many times that I thought about suicide. What 
stopped me was my little sister. I didn’t want to leave her alone, so I fought harder. Thank 
god I made it through elementary and high school, but after graduating high school, my 
mental health got worse where most of the time I went back to suicidal thoughts.  I tried 
my best to get better because my mother remarried and she had three boys that she 
really never paid attention to, so I  knew that they needed me.I started raising them and 
I don’t regret it because they made me feel alive, specially when they started calling me 
mom because they thought I was their mother. 

While raising my baby brothers I started working because I had to pay rent so my hopes 
and dreams in finishing college had to stop right there.  I made sure I paid my rent each 
month for my room because I wanted to stay in the house with my brothers and sister. I 
tried to think positive and kept day dreaming that one day I will go back to college but 
time passed by and my step dad always tried to keep me down by telling me that I was 
never going become anything good and that I will probably just end up working in a 
corner if I will ever want to start winning good money. I learned to ignore my stepfather 
in the time that I lived with him because all he did was talk mean to me and my sister. 
Then I meet my spouse, that’s when my life got better because he showed me how to be 
strong because he had a worse childhood than me. We have been together for 11years 
and we have 7 year old son.
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ARELIA  
BOURONICH
Golden West College
Once I graduated from high school, I quickly applied 
to a trade school and received my Medical Assistant 
Certificate eight months later. I worked in a Pediatric 
office and fell in love with being a caregiver. After a 
year, I wanted to learn more so I returned to school to 
then receive my license as a Vocational Nurse (LVN). 
That experience opened my eyes to so many options 
and specialties in the nursing field. As I worked in the 
hospital, it sparked something deep inside of me to 
continue my education. Unfortunately, life’s difficulties 

stopped me in my tracks. I was faced with my marriage that turned verbally and physically 
abusive. I lost the trust that I once had for my husband and found my sole identity as 
being the mother of my two daughters. I had forgotten about my passions for music and 
for nursing altogether. I fell into a depression. After counseling and attending church 
again, I found strength to leave my unhealthy relationship and continue my pursuing 
passion again. Returning to school as a 27- year-old, single parent was frightening; but 
with God’s strength, my mom’s encouragement and the motivation to provide for my 
girls, I decided to overcome that fear. 
 
A lot has changed over the past 3 years. I am very involved in my church which includes 
leading worship almost every Sunday. I am part of the women’s ministry helping other 
women going through similar struggles that I went through. I am proud to say that I 
got accepted to the Nursing Program. My expected graduating date is May 2018. The 
specific area I would love to work in would be Labor and Delivery where I can encourage 
and provide care for a mom in distress (labor) and then minutes later see that all her hard 
work paid off. I love the concept of bringing life and joy into a situation through pain, 
struggle and uncertainty because it relates to my own story. 
 
I currently work on campus at the International and Inter-cultural Department for19 hours 
a week. Since being in school I tried to be as involved as I can. I consistently have been 
a part of the Alpha Gamma Sigma Honor society at GWC. I am a representative on 
the Admission/Retention Board in the Nursing Department. Although it is difficult to be 
more involved than I am, I am proud of the areas that I can contribute. 
 
CalWORKs has been with me from the beginning. I remember walking in to the office with 
my two children so nervous about the financial side of education. The coordinator there, 
Naomi, was kind and gave me specific steps to take to speak with my case manager. 
Without an educational plan being made with the counselor, I would have been lost. The 
ease of knowing what classes I would be taking each semester took so much pressure and 
stress off of me. I would not be the successful student I am today without the Community 
College CalWORKs.
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ROSA  
RODRIGUEZ

Irvine Valley College
In May of 2017, I drove up to my sister’s house in a 
used car, honking the horn with excitement. My son 
Noah ran out happily to greet me and we went out 
for ice cream. This may seem like a typical evening 
- but not in my life. That night was a stark contrast 
from everything that had come before. I am a victim of 
domestic violence and grew up in a cycle of addiction. 
Over time, I fell into alcoholism - hard. Five years ago, 
I woke up in jail for the fourth time. I didn’t know how 
I got there or how long I’d been there, but realized if 
I didn’t make a change, this would be the story of the rest of my life. I had two amazing 
sons, but was facing my fourth felony DUI, and soon CPS removed them from my care. 
At my court date, I asked for treatment and thankfully, the judge gave me three months 
in jail and 120 days in a recovery home. I made an honest effort toward sobriety and felt 
like I was beginning to heal. As my release from the home grew near, I was scared that I 
wouldn’t be able to support my sons. I was a high school dropout and had only worked 
in bars. I took baby steps: GED courses, the GED exam, and soon: classes at Irvine Valley 
College (IVC). The progress I made meant I was granted custody of Noah again. We 
didn’t have much - but nothing was better than being a family again. I had no driver’s 
license and no car, I took the bus everywhere and at the same time, Noah transitioned 
into a new school. While I juggled family, work, and school, my grades began to slip and 
I couldn’t pay my bills. I realized I needed help and went to seek CalFresh benefits. I 
walked out with a referral to CalWORKs at IVC. I met my counselor Parisa and decided 
to be brutally honest with her - this was the best decision I could have made. She helped 
me through so many issues and I built up my confidence and self-esteem. With the help 
of Parisa and CalWORKs, I’ve had convictions expunged, got my license back, bought 
a used car, and decided that I wanted to go into a helping profession, nursing. In May, I 
graduated with Honors and a 3.9 GPA. I am the first college graduate in my family and 
my sons, nieces and nephews cheered and shouted as I crossed the stage. That was one 
of the best days of my life, I wanted to give my children a life to look forward to. I cannot 
believe that I have been given this second chance at life and I want them to see that they 
can achieve anything they set their minds and hearts to. This January, I will begin classes 
at Loma Linda University towards my BSN. My days are full, and overwhelming at times, 
but I remind myself everyday of how far I have come.
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ROCHELLE  
WINGO  
Child Development
Citrus College
I never thought I would go to college. My life was 
working and taking care of my daughter. Then I lost 
my job and I couldn’t find another one. It was my 
brother and sister who encouraged me to apply at 
Citrus College. I am so glad that I did. 

I am also dealing with several chronic health diseases 
and by dealing with these issues I have been absent a lot. However, I have had wonderful 
professors and the staff here at CalWORKs who have been the most supportive. 

My success is due in part to the counselors here in the CalWORKs department. They 
have always encouraged me especially when I had lost faith in myself. They have helped 
by letting me know what is available to me and my daughter. and how I can best 
work towards my goal of completing my degree and certificate programs. With their 
assistance and encouragement I have been able to not worry about finding money for 
my books and school supplies. I only needed to concentrate on passing my classes and 
doing the best I can. 

I always walk away feeling like I have been listened too and encouraged to continue 
the process. They have helped more then anyone so that I can be an example to my 
daughter. Even though I struggle health-wise and finances are an issue, CalWORKs staff 
and director have maintain that steady support, encouragement, and time. I would not 
be where I am without them.  My next goal is to finish this school year and find a job 
where I can utilize what I have learned while at Citrus College and CalWORKs.
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FURAT MAHDI 
Computer Science

Irvine Valley College  
The most challenging aspect of getting a higher 
education and furthering my knowledge was learning 
a new language. In my home country of Iraq, I learned 
a very minuscule amount of English. When I came to 
the United States, I needed someone to translate mail 
for me and I couldn’t keep up when someone spoke to 
me in English.  Through the Orange Education Center 
and working in an English-speaking environment, I was 
able to adapt to English enough so that I can start 
going to college. There were many financial challenges 
that affected me before and while getting my education. When I first came to the United 
States, I had to pay $12,000 in rent with no income plus other living expenses. It was a 
very hard time for me and there was no way I could afford to go to college. California 
law required that I had lived in California for at least one year before I could apply for 
financial aid, so I worked until then and waited until I can start my education. CalWORKs 
had been a great benefit to my family and I, and I am proud to not have received aid 
from CalWORKs for the past year. It was hard to attain my Associates Degree from Irvine 
Valley College and CalWORKs helped greatly in that. Even greater, however, was the 
opportunity to experience higher education and meet many great people that I am proud 
to call friends, it was truly unforgettable.
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KIMBERLY 
HOEKWATER
Mt. San Antonio 
College
After 10 years of being out of school, I decided it was 
time to return and so I enrolled at Mt. San Antonio 
College. I returned as a single mother of three very 
young children (5 yr. old, 3 yr. old and a 6 month old). 
The CalWORKs program at Mt. SAC has personally 
been a tremendous asset to assisting me to complete 
my educational goals. The CalWORKs staff made sure 
to make it a seamless transition for me and my children. 
Besides assisting me with the county documents, they 

also made sure that I had financial support for my books and childcare and parking fees, 
and they helped me to stay focus and determined. They have been a great support 
system by ensuring that I had my required classes every time, in addition to helping 
with county paperwork or answering my questions during my counseling meetings, and 
providing me an extremely helpful and inviting place to come to when I needed it most. 
 
I can honestly say without the help of the CalWORKs program staff, I would not have 
been as successful in reaching my educational goals. They have not only helped me stay 
on track, but also pushed me to think beyond Mt. SAC and help me see that I am capable 
doing what I want. This has allowed me the opportunity to think about transfer to a 
university and eventually go to law school. 
 
I cannot thank the entire CalWORKs program enough for all the help, encouragement 
and support they have all given me, because of them I have a better future for not only 
myself, but for my children. I leave Mt. SAC with two degrees an A.S. in Paralegal/Legal 
Studies and an AS-T in Sociology, plus I’ll be transferring to a university fall 2018.
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PRISCILLA  
ESTRADA
Long Beach 

City College
The value of education is something that I have 
understood at a very young age. I grew up in a single-
parent home. Early in my life, my mother made a 
commitment to do everything within her power to 
instill the importance of education, hard work, and 
dedication in me. Shortly after graduating from 
Paramount High School in 2010, I, myself, became a 
single-mother of two daughters. I put my education on 
hold, and began working full-time. I did this in order 
to provide for my daughters, as a single-parent, and tend to their needs as infants. 

After three years, I decided it was time to go back to school, and pursue my career, being 
that my daughters were becoming less dependent on me. I am the first generation in 
my family to attend college. I am currently a full-time student, and major in Registered 
Nursing at Long Beach City College. The medical field is something I have always been 
passionate about since I was young. I feel I have the perseverance, and heart needed 
to become a nurse. My goal is to become a registered nurse in the Labor and Delivery 
Department at Long Beach Memorial hospital. I am confident that I will care for patients 
to the best of my ability, giving 100%, and completing such tasks with compassion. I 
have faced many challenges: balancing work, my children, and school, and I have willingly 
given my time. I am working part-time on campus, while also being a full-time student. 

 The CalWORKS program, here at Long Beach City College, has really helped me maintain 
success. The employees make sure that I have been helped and all of my questions 
have been answered, before I leave the office. The counselors are also really helpful 
when creating my Educational Plan. In addition to school related activities, I am involved 
with my local church. I teach ministry to a class of K-5th graders. I have participated in 
community cleanup, children’s ministry, and help feed the needy with my church. I feel 
that by participating in community-related activities, I am setting a positive example for 
the children. 

I greatly appreciate your consideration. Please know that this scholarship will make 
a significant positive impact on my ability to continue in school and will be greatly 
appreciated. I look forward to becoming a Registered Nurse once I graduate from college 
and begin working in the field. I can assure you that I will be a dedicated professional.

305

2019

REG
IO

N
 8



WENDY TORRES  
Sociology
Mt. San Antonio 
College
I am a single mother of eight children. I first started 
college in 2001, immediately following high school 
and having my first son. During this time, I decided to 
work full-time in order to provide for him.  I attended 
one class each semester for two years. I was working 
full time and raising my family. After fifteen years 
of an extremely unhealthy relationship, I left. I then 

found myself homeless with all of my children with no family support. I was on my own 
struggling and living in hotels one after another. I knew I had to get my life on track 
and continue what I started. During this time, I decided to return back to school. Now 
here I am 35 years old and a single parent trying my hardest to accomplish my goal and 
be successful for my children. It is a hard journey and a lot of struggles and stress but 
something I have to do! I know that working a regular full-time job is not an option for 
me nor did I ever want that. I have always known I wanted to further my education but 
I have faced many obstacles and challenges along the way. I am currently attending Mt. 
San Antonio College with an education plan and following every single step of it.

The CalWORKs department at Mt. San Antonio College has helped me so much through 
this stressful journey. At first I was not aware of the program and what they offered but 
I shortly was informed and they have guided me in the right direction and have helped 
keep me on track. They are my biggest support team and the people I run to for support 
and for exciting news! They motivate me and believe in me and have witnessed all of 
my struggles. They want what is best for me and help in any way possible. I personally 
like all the emails with upcoming events and activities because sometimes you are not 
aware of what is going on unless someone informs you. And the resources that they 
offer are extremely helpful and have helped me dramatically to be a successful student. 
They are the best!

I plan to transfer to a Cal State and receive my Bachelor’s degree in Sociology. I know 
it’s hard and challenging but my kids are my biggest motivation, and I am all they have. 
I want to set a good example for them and one day they will follow in my footsteps 
and finish their education. I know that by accomplishing this goal and obtaining my 
bachelor’s degree my kids will have a better future and that is the best reward any 
parent can have. The sky is the limit and if I can accomplish it with so many kids and no 
family support anyone else can. As I share with others, you just have to be motivated 
and willing to do it. It will be hard but rewarding at the end.
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NICOLE  
LAWSON 

Paralegal Studies
Mt. San Antonio  

College
I am currently a mother of two beautiful children, 
Cassidy who is 4 years old and Vincent who is 2 years 
old, and I am an addict in recovery. Three years ago, I 
was homeless and on the verge of losing my family and 
children but I was able to find a rehabilitation center 
that was willing to take me in and help me get my life 
back. I worked very hard in battling my past and I was able to confront all of my fears 
in order to change my outlook on life. Once I was able to become sober, I re-enrolled in 
school to continue my education. I have been going to school full-time for about 2 years 
now and during this time I was able to find the Paralegal Studies program and fell in love 
with working with the law. I was able to meet amazing professors that were a part of the 
program and they helped me to decide that the law was my passion. I was given a referral 
into the Honors Program at Mt. San Antonio College and was given an opportunity to 
take Honors classes for some of my general education classes. 

I now have two and a half years of sobriety, and I will be graduating with an Associate’s 
Degree in the Spring of 2019. After that, I plan to transfer to a University to pursue a 
Bachelor’s Degree in Business Administration before I apply for law school. Recently, I 
have also started working part-time as a Legal Assistant in a law office and have been 
given the opportunity to gain some experience in the field through this position. The 
CalWORKs program was also able to offer me CalWORKs Work-Study through financial 
aid and I have been working part-time as a Legal Assistant in the Child Development 
faculty office, which has also provided me with experience working in an office setting. 
I have been provided with an abundance of help and mentorship from the people 
that I have met at school and the dreams that I thought were unattainable, become 
accomplishments. If it were not for the assistance of CalWORKs, I would not have been 
able to pursue my education in such persistence. I have been so blessed to be a part of 
this program because they have offered me guidance, assistance, and advice for how I 
can overcome my struggles and challenges in order to pursue my dreams!
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ODALINDA 
CHAVEZ
Mt. San Antonio  
College
Enrolling at Mt. San Antonio College with the 
responsibility of three children has not been an easy 
task. As a single mother, learning to manage my 
time and make good use of my resources has been 
key to furthering my education. I have had my share 
of challenges over the years, however, I’ve learned 
to not allow these hardships to dictate my life. The 
first semester at Mt. SAC were difficult, adjusting to 
the demands of a college student were more than I 

thought. I was struggling financially and I found myself renting a bedroom for myself 
and three children. This was a very humbling experience for me. I made my education 
a priority along with supporting my children and so I worked two jobs and went to 
school full time, this brought on some heath issues, and I was physically, emotionally 
and spiritually exhausted. The summer of 2016, I miscarried and was later diagnosed 
with pre-cancer cells and had to undergo surgery. I missed several days of school, but I 
refused to give up, I discovered the Disabled Student Services Program and they would 
take me to my classes on a shuttle. Being part of the CalWORKs program has been a 
huge benefit. They provided me with the support I needed to be a successful student. I 
took advantage of their services such as tutoring, I was able to build a network of support 
with other single parents, and I was mentored by counselors as well as some professors. 
I would stay on campus to complete all of my homework and this was especially helpful 
because I was available to spend quality time with my children and not worrying about 
doing homework. I am proud to have maintained a 3.74 GPA, I made the Presidents and 
Deans List several times and I was nominated for Student of Distinction. I graduated with 
my A.S degree in Paralegal Studies and Social & Behavioral Science. I also transferred to 
UC Riverside to earn my B.A. in Sociology. My plans are to obtain a Master’s degree and 
become a college counselor. I am thankful for programs like CalWORKs that provided me 
the help I needed with school, they believed that I would fly and I did. I am not ashamed 
of my situation, it has motivated me to work harder at meeting my goals. I’ve learned to 
be resilient and to be prepared for life’s obstacles. I know that I will achieve my goals and 
I’m on my way to being self-sufficient, I know I am successful.
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FRANCISCA 
 LEZAMA
Long Beach 

 City College
The nightmare began as a youngster who was 
starting college. I met my future husband and became 
pregnant. During that pregnancy difficulties with him 
began to surface. He would yell and scream at me and 
then apologize. It would become worse when he was 
drank. He would use profanity, then the next day say, 
“I’m sorry”. When my son was born, he couldn’t stand 
his crying and would tell me that the only thing woman 
are good for was to clean the house, take care of the 
kids. At that point the abuse escalated, not only yelling obscenities to my son and me. He 
would physically hit me, drag me by the hair, kick me and would do the same to my son. 

For a period of six years the abuse became more frequent. He would say, it was my 
fault for making him mad. I became pregnant with my daughter, a pregnancy he wanted 
stopped. He ordered me to abort and because I did not do as he wanted he said, “I was 
going to pay dearly for disobeying him”. He kept his word, during the pregnancy he 
would constantly humiliate me and would hit me anywhere on my body with no regard 
for the baby. He would make me serve him no matter how I felt. I would have to get on 
my knees and take his shoes off, he would force himself on me and make me have sex 
with him against my will. It was the most awful experience anyone could endure. But I did 
it for my children. He was cruel to our son, he would hit him with a closed fist, kick him 
and use the butt of one of the many guns he had. He was verbally abusing us; telling us 
that we were garbage and good for nothing. He would use words that made us feel small 
and that we did not deserve to live. 

Most of my family lived in the United States. When we came the last time on Oct-2014, 
the abuse continued. He threaten to kill my family if I said anything. I got tired of living 
this way, tired of feeling weak, tired of seeing my children suffer and seeing how the 
abuse was never ending. I asked for the strength to take my kids and escape from him. 
We finally escaped. I applied for and received a Restraining Order from the court. It was 
hard to start again with no idea what to do, felt lost. I did not understand the language 
nor the system. With the help of my family and friends, I took the first steps. The positive 
impact that the help and support from the Woman’s Shelter of Long Beach taught us that 
life was different, they supported us and directed us towards the road to recovery.
 
My wish is to continue our education to continue to learn the language (English) so that 
I may have access to career as a Paralegal and hopefully beyond in law. I want to show 
my children that through hard work and dedication, anyone can achieve their dreams. I 
want to give them a better life then the one they were born into. We do not want to be 
a burden to this country, we want to contribute, to be a part of the solution. I want to be 
self- sufficient, I do not want to rely on the government for my support and health needs. 
This scholarship will be a start towards that goal. I will always be eternally grateful for the 
opportunity I and my children have been given.
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LIGIA  
ANDERSON
Mt. San Antonio 
College
My name is Ligia Anderson. I was born in Guatemala on 
January 3, 1961. Although I was raised the old fashion 
way. I have four daughters: Maria-Rene, Maria-Jose, 
Ariana-Maria, (Mt. SAC Alumni), Maria-Abril and two 
grandchildren, Ulises and Daniel. Like many others, I 
immigrated to the United States without regulatory 
documents, but for reasons that are a little different 
from others. 

 
It was not easy to live far from my country because I not only left my daughters, but also 
my parents. Then, getting a job was very difficult. Between my many frustration and pain, 
I just wanted to return to my country. However, because I was the victim of many lies and 
tricks, I did not have the conditions to do this. Four years later, my youngest daughter 
was born and her health conditions prevented me from returning to my country. In 2004, 
my eldest daughter got married and I could not attend her wedding, but the father of my 
third daughter, who is a US citizen, traveled to my country. He attended the wedding and 
brought my youngest daughter, Ariana. I was very happy to receive my daughter here, 
who was only 9 years old. 
 
For a long time, I felt oppressed due to my migratory situation and concerned about the 
future of Ariana. But, after many legal battles and an exhausting divorce, in August of 
2014 the government of the United States regularized my immigration status. While this 
was happening, I was a victim of stolen wage. So, I did what I never thought I would have 
to do and enter the CalWORKs program. Emotionally, this was not very pleasant for me, 
because I have always been very independent. At the beginning it was very frustrating 
because the program has many rules and trying to understand, follow, and learn them 
was a frustrating experience, especially because of the language barrier. 
 
Even though, I was already an ESL student at Mt. SAC, my rescue came in with my first 
visit to Mt. SAC’s CalWORKs office. I felt welcomed by each of the people who work 
there, because they have always been willing to listen to me, guide me, and support me. 
Mt. SAC CalWORKs, not only has guided me academically, they have also offered their 
time, other resources and many informative workshops to improve my quality life. 
 
Finally, after some years of effort, to stay on track, the support of each my teachers, my 
classmates, counselors, friends of Mt. SAC, and with the unconditional support of the Mt. 
SAC CalWORKs staff, this semester I will receive my first certificate for an Administrative 
Assistant I, and in about another year, I will get two more certificates. But, this is only 
the first step because they have enforced into me the courage to continue beyond. So, 
my goals have grown, and I hope that very soon I will complete my dreams. Thanks, Mt. 
SAC CalWORKs! Thanks for the unconditional support, the guidance, and above all for 
the patience.



MARIANA  
ISWARA 

GED
Mt. San Antonio  

College
I was without job for a long time; however, I wanted 
to do something different with my life to support my 
family. I could not get a job because I did not have 
a High School diploma. In January 2018, I decided to 
attend Mount San Antonio College to complete my 
high school diploma. I was introduced to the CalWORKs 
Program in January 2018. They guided me systematically how to enroll in the Adult Basic 
Education. I took noncredit classes. The teachers guided and supported me to complete 
my lessons.

I discovered that to get a high school diploma I had to take five tests. I completed each 
test starting in October 2018 and finished in December 2018. It is hard for me to study, 
and take care of my children. By the time I took the third test, I felt very tired with 
studying and school. I did not want to go continue. I almost gave up with my school, but 
I realized if I give up, I am not going to get a good job. I then started studying again and 
finished my last two tests. I felt so happy when I got all the test results. I was excited 
to find out that I passed each test. I never thought that I could receive my high school 
diploma. I am the first one in my family to get a high school diploma in United States.
The CalWORKs Program at Mt. San Antonio College has helped me. Their support with 
educational supplies and the assistance I receive to complete all CalWORKs county 
forms has hepled me. CalWORKs always informed me of new programs on campus. Mrs. 
Danette Perkins always supported me with school and activities. I am now planning to 
go to college for credit classes to becoming a teacher. I know I still have a journey to 
become a teacher; however, I am determined to meet this goal. I have a passion to learn 
more about teaching children. I desire to keep them safe. I learned many things from 
CalWORKs Program. They helped me to be stronger in my social life and focus on my 
educational goals and make my dreams come true.
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STEFANIE 
RUIZ
Long Beach 
City College
Diagnostic Medical Imaging has been the projected 
goal for quite some time. Prerequisites were not easy 
to accomplish but with focus, determination, strength 
and support from my family, friends and professors all 
required courses were completed. Anatomy was the 
gatekeeper and even after attempt, after attempt 
that goal the third and final try did the job. Even to 
that another fork in the road block my entry into the 
Diagnostic Medical Imaging program for this spring 

2018. The ATI TEAS test was added to the programs prerequisites by the department 
director. Since, October of 2017, I have taken the test twice and have yet to succeed. 
But with my past failed attempts with college courses that experience has helped me 
develop that extreme confidence in one’s own resources, powers as being self-sufficient. 

This year has had its’ challenges. First, at the beginning of the year I decided to take 
my children and myself out of domestic violence situation. To find ourselves aided by 
the Department of Public Social Services office as they awarded us vouchers for motel 
stays that lasted four months. In that time, I was calling 2-1-1 for shelter availability and 
resources for food and shower facilities. 2-1-1 California is the state-wide network of local 
2-1-1 information and referral providers. Also with the help of Long Beach City College 
as an enrolled student and homeless I was able to use the shower facilities at both LAC 
and PCC campus if that ever had become a need. 

 Here at Long Beach City College, has help students like myself meet academic goals. A 
resource such as the CalWORKs programs help families with children. Services available 
within the program also help with child care, priority registration and work-study. Being 
eligible for such a program I was given the opportunity to be hired on campus to work 
through the Disabled Students Programs and Services (DSPS). The DSPS program provides 
many support services that enable students with disability related limitations to participate 
fully in all through appropriate and reasonable accommodations. Accommodations are 
eligible to student with verified disability if they have a learning disability, mental health 
disability, blind and low vision, deaf and hard of hearing to name a few. 

 By being employed within this department I have been able to involve myself to advocacy 
for our students; an example that they are visual impaired. I am able to assist by being 
their personal in-class aide, taking notes or describing their surrounding areas with the 
material displayed on PowerPoints or videos, I am able to be there eyes. I am also able 
to help our student registrar for their classes each semester to navigate them though our 
campus web-site and direct them to the correct department if they seek other questions. 
It has been great working with Long Beach City College and I greatly appreciate the 
opportunity they have given me to work on campus with students and faculty.
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JAIME  
MARTINEZ

Long Beach 
City College

Being a single mother of one, I’ve had to make many 
sacrifices to ensure that my daughter is well. I left an 
abusive relationship just a month after my daughters 
first birthday. Leaving that relationship left me 
emotionally instable but also financially dependent on 
county programs. When I was without child care, I’ve 
had to miss classes. I wasn’t able to enroll in certain 
required courses because I wouldn’t have a baby sitter. 
I’ve sacrificed time spent with my daughter to study 
and do homework. We have faced homelessness and am still going from friends’ houses 
to family couches to ensure we are safe and able to sleep comfortably. Doing my best to 
be a good mother at the same time making sure my mental and emotional well-being and 
self -worth is well enough to function has been the most challenging. I do take an active 
part of my own healing from past experiences; but it has been difficult when I have this 
sense of urgency to succeed. It’s a feeling that lingers because I know it depends on me 
to make sure my daughter will have the basic necessities to survive and most importantly 
a future we can thrive in. 

I am currently enrolled in two programs that will help me find employment. One is job 
club with the GAIN program and the other is Work-study with my school. Once I am able 
to obtain a job that will allow me to work at least part-time, I can apply for low-income 
housing. Once I find stable employment and affordable housing, it would relieve me of so 
much anxiety, guilt and inner turmoil I feel being without it and having a child. . 

CalWORKs at LBCC has given me some amazing opportunities I didn’t know were 
possible. I’ve had the best counselors I’ve had in community college, they have helped 
me to understand the transfer process, and have been very supportive in my growth. My 
short term goal to become self-sufficient is to find employment closely related to the 
field I am pursing, while my plan to transfer to a university will help achieve my long-term 
goal of obtaining my Master’s degree in Occupational Therapy. 

I haven’t had much time to be able to fully invest myself in extra curriculum activities, 
as my free time is spent in the library and tutoring center to ensure I am utilizing the 
resources available to me; Failing classes are not an option. When I do come across 
an individual who may be struggling I do provide them with the resources that I have 
available to me. Such as numbers and locations to shelters, food banks, low-income 
housing, county program information, CalWORKs information, Medi-Cal numbers and 
dates for enrollment, and resources my campus provides for the students. I have realized 
that not very many people are aware of the things that are made available to them and I 
do my best to help spread this information, even if it’s an individual at a time.
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AJWAD   
ALBATAINEH  
Culinary Arts 
Cerritos College
I am a 44 years old father of three girls 
struggling and trying to secure my family 
economically. It all started last year when 

I realized that nothing would help me achieve my goal of becoming self-sufficient and a 
proud father than going back to college. I  thought of getting a degree that would work 
well with my experience and passion, as I have many years of experience in the food 
industry. A Culinary Arts major was my first choice and I know it was the right major for 
me. One of the biggest challenges I had was the fear of being out of school for so long, 
mainly because English is not my first language and my high school diploma is from a 
foreign country. I felt like I had to work twice as hard as other students who completed 
their education in the United States. 
 
I knew I had to start with taking English as a Second Language (ESL) classes. CalWORKs 
and the GAIN program were my first step; they helped me get access to educational 
programs that fit me best. I completed three months of intensive English classes and 
received my Culinary Arts certificate from LA Harbor College. Then I realized that I 
need something more, so I am attending Cerritos College to get my Associate’s degree 
in Culinary Arts, and I plan to transfer to a university to achieve my Bachelor’s degree.

A challenge has always been the cost of attending college, and how to afford it, on 
top of my responsibilities as a parent. However, I have great support from my wife 
and kids, and the most significant support has been the CalWORKs office at Cerritos 
College. The staff are friendly and work with me on how I meet my educational goals, 
completion of paperwork, and the food bank on campus is a great help too. Although 
it was difficult adjusting returning to college, I have been able to make friends in my 
courses, get tutoring services, and the instructors at Cerritos College are easy to work 
with, very helpful and understanding as they offer me many opportunities to participate 
in events on and off campus. Some of the events I have attended are the Expo 2018, 
resume writing workshops, the 5th annual Maryland cup of culinary excellence.

Finally, I would like to mention that my commitment now toward myself and my family 
during this journey is to keep up my 3.70-grade point average. I will continue to do my 
best and achieve all my educational and personal goals. I am very thankful, and I feel 
proud of myself to have so much support in becoming self-sufficient.
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LIANA ELIAS 
GED

Mt. San Antonio  
College

My major is Respiratory Therapy. There are many 
challenges that I have overcome, and have made many 
sacrifices to get to where I am today. In 2016, I had a 
job at a warehouse, a place I called home, and three 
beautiful children. However, I was very unhappy and 
I decided that I needed to make changes so that I 
could provide my children with a better quality of life. 
I started making sacrifices and left everything behind 
so that I could continue to pursue my goals. My children and I have been living with my 
grandparents ever since then.

In the Fall of 2017, I started the Respiratory Therapy Program at Mt. San Antonio College 
and have been very successful. My grades so far have not been anything below an 80 
percent and I am the class representative for the second year students. The CalWORKs 
Program has had a huge impact on my educational success here at Mt. SAC. I am able to 
get all my paperwork completed with their assistance on campus. Through the ancillary 
process with the CalWORKs program I am able to acquire the textbooks and supplies 
that I need ahead of time and be prepared at all times. They regularly have snacks and 
additional supplies for the participating students as well as access to the computers and 
printing. CalWORKs is able to provide us with our necessities and moral support.

My long-term goal is to achieve a Bachelor’s Degree in Respiratory Therapy possibly 
at Loma Linda University. As for now my short term goals are to achieve an Associate’s 
Degree in Respiratory Therapy and a new graduates position at a hospital possibly St. 
Joseph’s or Kaiser. My family has attended the lung force walk with the Respiratory 
Therapy program since 2015, and when I am not studying, I volunteer in the nursery at 
my church or in my children’s classes at school. When we are able to, we assist at food 
banks. We like to help and give back.

CalWORKs has helped me put my goals into perspective and has helped me to focus on 
achieving my goals. There is no way I can have all this help and not make it. They keep 
me motivated and fighting to strive.
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JENNIE 
GARCIA
Mt. San Antonio 
College
When I first enrolled at Mt. San Antonio College, I had 
just completed my first year of remission from having 
battled a rare form of cancer called Natural Killer T-Cell 
Lymphoma. I was a single mother of three and we were 
homeless at the time. Even though I was homeless 
and not physically able to work, I took my unfortunate 
circumstances as an opportunity to better myself and 
go back to school to obtain my degree. My children 
and I were bouncing around from place to place staying 

with different family members and friend, we slept on couches, and even in a garage. This 
went on for a year before we finally found stability though a local housing program that 
we qualified for due to my youngest having special needs. 
 
 When I first came to Mt. SAC, it was intimidating. I felt insecure with my skills and my 
abilities. Having just completed chemotherapy, I was afraid that I would not be able to 
keep up with the course work and academically I would fail. However, early on I learned 
about programs like DSP&S and CalWORKs, and I learned to conquer those fears and 
surpass my own expectations. It has been a tremendous experience at Mt SAC; they 
met me where I was academically. I was allowed to work at my own pace due to the 
challenges I have faced. I have grown and set new goals for myself. 
 
 I have received a lot of loving support from all the caring CalWORKs program staff and I 
am so thankful for them. They have been so supportive and informative; they have helped 
me navigate through my educational journey. At the end of fall 2017, I will be obtaining 
my Associates Degree in Welding. In addition, I recently took my certification exams and 
I am now a Certified Welder with the City of Los Angeles. I have plans to work as a welder 
in either aerospace, fabrication, or in construction, while continuing my education and 
eventually earning my bachelor’s degree. I would like to incorporate welding into art. I 
see myself as possibly teaching art or welding to local youth. Wherever life takes me, I 
know that I am prepared to provide my children with a better future.
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ADRIANA 
MARTINEZ

Mt. San Antonio 
College

I have been a student at Mt. San Antonio College since 
fall 2011 and throughout this time, I have faced a number 
of challenges in meeting my academic goal. However, 
with the help of the CalWORKs program things in my 
life have improved significantly and it’s allowed me the 
opportunity to position myself to gain the skills to be a 
successful student. 

I’m a single mother of two beautiful girls. My girls are 
my number one priority, it is the most important role I will ever have. It is my responsibility 
to make sure they are safe and that their basic needs are met. In 2016 I became homeless. 
I lived in an abusive household and the only way I could escape was to literally leave 
everything behind. I made that decision and I left with only my two girls. For the sake 
of my girls, I pretended everything was normal, our daily routines didn’t change, but 
nothing is normal when you’re living out of your car. I had failed in my most important 
role. I was so affected by my situation that I became depressed and felt disgusted with 
myself and it didn’t help that I had a miscarriage. In the midst of this hardship, I continued 
attending Mt. SAC, but my grades were only a reflection of what I was living. I knew I 
needed to take time off school to deal with my situation. I was so emotional, I needed to 
get help and I needed to heal. 

Being homeless has been one of my biggest hardships, so much was involved in what 
lead me in that direction, but I consider myself an optimistic person and because my girls 
are my priority, I knew I had to return to Mt. SAC to finish my degree. 

Having the support from the CalWORKs program was a key component in helping me 
get back on track to successfully complete my educational goal. Through the program, 
I acquired the knowledge to better assess my own abilities and skills to improve my 
life. I learned how to ask for guidance and direction. The CalWORKs staff have been 
great advocates, mentors and tutors to me. The CalWORKs Counselor assisted me in 
understanding my requirements and in helping me evaluate my transfer options. I will 
be graduating fall 2017 with an AA-T in Psychology and an AA in Social & Behavioral 
Science, plus transferring to UC Riverside. 

I have learned a lot at Mt. SAC but the main lesson I take with me is to not give up, don’t 
abandon your dreams, learn from your mistakes, and reach out to those that are willing 
to help you. I can’t wait to see what life has for me and my girls.
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TIFFANY 
CONANT  
Alcohol and Drug 
Studies  
Mt. San Antonio  
College
I am currently a student at Mt. San Antonio College.  
I have overcome a lot of struggles in my life. For 
many years I was addicted to drugs. Somehow I still 
managed to graduate high school.  After graduating I 

got myself into some trouble and ended up in jail. That became my life style for a while. 
At twenty one I had a baby boy. I stopped a lot of my bad behavior, continued to use 
drugs. When my son was about four I lost custody of him. I put myself into rehab and 
got custody back of him three months later. When I got clean, I knew I had to change 
my life. After completing a six-month program. I decided to go back to school. I wanted 
to show my son anything is possible. I decided to major in the alcohol and drug field so 
I can help others who struggle with drug addiction. I did really well my first semester 
and got all A’s and B’s. I started only to receive a Certificate. I did so well in all of my 
classes that I decided to stay to get my AA.  

My counselors in the CalWORKs department believed in me when I did not believe 
in myself.  I currently have a 3.43 GPA. I have worked hard in school despite of my 
challenges. By the grace of God, I will be graduating this semester. I love all the staff in 
the CalWORKs department I am thankful for all of their guidance and support. I really 
do not know where I would be without them. Whenever I need someone to talk to, I can 
always go to the office and know someone was there to listen. I appreciate all of the staff.
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DANIELLE 
RICHMOND

Irvine Valley College
I am a CalWORKs student that has overcome 
tremendous hardships over the past 14 years. 
Shortly after high school I became addicted to 
methamphetamine and my life went downhill pretty 
fast. I went to jail for the first time at age 20 and 
continued to go in and out (roughly a total of 11 times) 
until age 30 due to probation violations and new drug 
charges. I could not stay clean. Meth ruled over my 
life for the majority of my twenties. During this time I 
was also involved in a toxic and abusive relationship. 
Domestic violence became a normal thing for me 
during this time. I lived in constant fear and uncertainty. I feared my life and came close 
to losing it a few times. The only period of sobriety I had during this time was when 
I became pregnant with my son by the same man who abused me. Even after having 
my son, I went back to using drugs. I lost my son to the system and eventually became 
homeless, as my parents and all other family wanted nothing to do with me. I lived so 
recklessly. I remember waking up each day hoping I would die. 

By age 31 (roughly 3 years ago), I became pregnant with my second child and turned my 
life completely around the same day I found out I was pregnant. I have been sober for 
almost 3 years now (Dec 15th is my sobriety date). I am certain, had I continued living the 
way I was before that I would not be alive today. I’ve had to work so hard to prove that 
I am a fit mother and can take proper care of my son. Last year, I got custody of my son 
back. That was one of the best days of my life. We are still working through a lot of what 
was lost, but having him back in my life is the most rewarding gifts of sobriety. 

My education has become so important to me because as a single mom I truly believe 
that having a college degree is very important in the workforce today. Getting my degree 
will bring me closer to my goal to be self-sufficient and be able to provide for my children. 
I know that through my education I will be able to have a career that will allow me to 
provide solely for my children. I also want to be an example to my children so they will 
see that having an education is extremely valuable and rewarding. 

I maintain a 3.82 GPA and work so hard to keep all areas in my life as balanced as possible, 
with my kids being #1. When I started back here 2 years ago, all I had to show on my 
transcripts were a lot of W’s (withdrawals from classes). I’ve had to work my way through 
“satisfactory progress” probation and prove that I am really serious about completing my 
education. I am committed to doing whatever it takes to achieve my educational goals. 

My intended major is Business Administration. I plan to transfer in the fall of 2018 to Cal 
State University Fullerton to get my bachelor’s degree in Business Administration with 
a focus in Accounting. My goal is to become a Certified Public Accountant (CPA). My 
education is required to be able to sit for the California CPA exam. I feel so encouraged 
and inspired by my professors, that I am considering teaching accounting in the future. 
I plan to work in the field of accounting and gain practical knowledge and hands on 
experience. I truly have a passion for this subject and I hope I can inspire and enrich the 
classroom experience for others in the future.



ORALIA 
ALCORTA
Rio Hondo College
As a 34-year-old, full-time college student and mother 
of six children I have learned that my past does not 
define who I am today. I’ve had to overcome many 
challenges, which determined the course of my life. 
Coming from a family of immigrants with limited 
education, I was not expected to excel but here I 
am. Since I can remember, I’ve had a dysfunctional, 
downward spiraling, traumatic and abusive past, which 
included domestic violence, sexual assault, mental 
health issues, drug abuse (5 years drug free today) 
and past incarceration. Although, I had experienced so 

much, it wasn’t until August 9, 2012 when my then partner put a gun to my head and 
threatened to kill me, that made me want to change my path in life. 

I decided to reach out for help, only to end up losing custody of my children in November 
2014 because of my own mental health issues. This was a turning point for me. I had 
nothing to live for and yet at the same time I had an even greater purpose to live. I 
enrolled in school and started Rio Hondo the following semester with the help of the 
CalWORKs department while simultaneously trying to regain custody of my children. 
Since the spring of 2015 until now, I have regained custody of my children and I’m on the 
verge of graduating with 3 degrees this spring (2018), an AA-T degree in Social Work, AA 
Degree in General Education with an emphasis in Social Science and an AA Degree with 
an emphasis of Social Behavioral. 

The GAIN Program which permits the CalWORKs program at my campus has helped 
me tremendously with transportation, childcare, books and supplies. Without GAIN 
or CalWORKs, I would not be where I am today. My CalWORKs GAIN worker and the 
CalWORKs counselors have been part of my progress and success from day one. 

I’m majoring in Social Work, because I want to work with families, impacting their lives 
in a positive way as others have done for me. I plan on transferring to Whittier College, 
where I will continue my degree in Social Work. Following Whittier College, I would 
like to obtain my LCSW. Ultimately, I would like to start my own non-profit, one stop 
center that focuses on helping women with children overcome their own struggles that 
can consist of: sexual assault, domestic violence, mental illness and substance abuse. By 
understanding their backgrounds from a personal perspective, I can relate and help them 
in their growth and success. 

While at Rio Hondo, I have become incredibly involved on-campus, from being part 
of the CARE program, CalWORKs, EOP&S, TRIO, DSPS, and AGS/Honors Club. In the 
summer of 2016, I received training to become a certified peer advocate, which allow me 
to then work for VIP, which is our Violence Intervention Program on campus. Presently, 
I work hand in hand with many agencies to bring resources and services to my peer 
students. In addition, I also volunteer monthly to feed the homeless and speak at various 
agencies, sharing my testimony to inspire others who have lost hope. A special thanks to 
CalWORKs and the GAIN program for believing in me before I could believe in myself.
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HENRY 
VASQUEZ

Long Beach City 
College

My name is Henry Vasquez, I am currently attending 
LBCC and taking 15 units this semester. I began 
attending college in 2012 at LBCC and have been 
attending school ever since. When I graduated from 
High School, which was in 2004, my plans were not 
to continue my educational goals as I had to work a 
full-time job to support my family. School was always 
my last priority because I was living on paycheck to 
paycheck and did not find the time available to continue 
my education. 

Before attending college, I was working full-time at a warehouse in the shipping and 
receiving department. I was working graveyard shift and had to work long hours each day. 
When the warehouse company closed due to an economy shut down many people had 
lost their job including myself. I tried looking for work, but was unsuccessful in obtaining 
one. I was receiving unemployment benefits at the time of my job loss, but after my 
funds were exhausted I was unable to receive any benefits. I applied to many agencies, 
but the work was always just one day or two out of the week, which was not enough to 
make ends meet. I was unable to apply for a stabled position due to not having a college 
education or vocational studies. It was very difficult to obtain a position because many 
jobs wanted more educational skills than a High School diploma. I was hopeless and was 
unable to support my family and my only choice was to get on public assistance. 

Even with the help of public assistance I still was unable to obtain a stabled position so 
it was then when I discovered that now was the time to further my education, because I 
would be able to pay for college with the help of financial aid. I had decided to register for 
college and attended as a full-time student. Attending college has been the best decision 
I have ever made because I will finally be able to accomplish my career goals. Attending 
school even helped me to obtain employment by working as a work-study student and 
being able to attend my classes without my job interfering with my education. I am 
currently a student worker for the Disabled Students Program and Services High Tech 
Center and assist students to use the equipment designed , relating to their difficulty. 

My educational goal is to obtain an Associates Degree in Sport Kinesiology. I plan to 
transfer to Cal State Dominguez Hills to further my education and obtain a Bachelors 
Degree. Supporting my family of five has been very difficult for me as I am the only one 
that is bringing in income. Our financial need is a very huge burden on us, as I have to 
juggle with attending school, work, and our family struggle with limited income to pay 
for bills and education.
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PATRICIA 
GUEVARA  
Psychiatric Technician  
Mt. San Antonio  
College
Starting college with two young children was one of 
the hardest things any mother can do. Since starting 
college, I was so confused on what I wanted to do 
and how I was going to do it. When I came to the 
CalWORKs office at my college, they helped me every 

step of the way. From meeting with my assigned program specialists to meeting with 
a counselor that helped me maintain my classes and keep me on track with the time 
I needed to take my classes and receive my degree. Since being in the CalWORKs 
Program, I had so much success on working towards my career goal. I just was pinned 
December 12, 2018 for receiving all of my educational and clinical hours to receive my 
psychiatric technician license and now I need to take my boards. It is a huge stepping-
stone to my career because I want to join the Nursing program here at Mount SAC. 

The CalWORKs program has helped me so much by getting my ancillary for my book 
vouchers and the supplies needed to help me succeed in my classes and even helping 
with mileage. Although it is difficult to get and maintain a job while going to school 
full time CalWORKs has even help with an extra grant with financial aid that I have to 
work for called Work-study. I plan to further my education and eventually become a 
registered nurse so I can support my family and me. With the help from CalWORKs, 
I even have help with day care to help take care of my kids while pursuing my career 
and working to become an independent mother. I am beyond grateful for all the help I 
received from CalWORKs I do not know if I could have done it without the support and 
help. So if I can do it so can you.
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BRIANA  
MOE ACOSTA 

Psychology
Cypress College

When I began my educational journey at Cypress 
College, I was not prepared for the transformation 
that would follow. In returning to college, there were 
quite a few challenges in maintaining a single parent 
household financially, and at times I found myself 
overcome with stress and exhaustion. However, I was 
able to find support in professors, counselors and work-
study supervisors. Through this, I persevered. As an 
emancipated foster youth, who has experienced homelessness and domestic violence as 
an adult and as a child, I am statistically pre determined to fail, but I have made it my 
mission to alter these statistics. 

With the assistance of the CalWORKs office, I have been able to support myself and 
my child through the acquisition of my Associate’s Degree. Through work-study, I have 
acquired the necessary attributes to re-enter the workforce with a fresh set of skills and 
personal development qualities, developed through patient leadership at Cypress College. 
In my most recent semester, I have been able to overcome previous feelings of depression. 
I was able to restart volunteer work and the President of Cypress College has called me 
for my self-advocacy, which has resulted in the possible development of a childcare center 
on campus for students to utilize. The development of the childcare center began with 
a conversation with the President and myself, I was able to bring the students who are 
also parents to the attention of the college in order to increase the support we receive 
with an onsite childcare facility. The most important fact I presented to the President was 
that in educating parents, we are solidifying a better quality of life for children and our 
generations to come. Access to education is proven to help parents provide better care 
for their children. As for myself, having come from foster care and not having a frame 
of reference to go by, becoming educated has taught me how to be a supportive and 
loving parent through textbooks and different classes. In addition to this journey, which has 
developed me personally, I have earned a degree. 

This August, I was selected by the Anaheim City Council to serve as a Youth Commissioner 
for the City of Anaheim. As a Youth Commissioner, I am responsible for providing input and 
guidance to the City Council as a representative of the youth in Anaheim. This has been an 
extremely exciting opportunity, as I have not had direct leadership work for the community 
yet, although I have volunteered in many other capacities. As I continue my educational 
pursuit, I plan to utilize all that I have learned thus far and seek employment opportunities 
to support myself. Ultimately, I am going to continue on to earn a Ph.D. in Psychology 
and work in an educator capacity. Cypress College has been instrumental in my personal, 
professional and educational journey and I could not have had the freedom to grow as 
much as I have without the help of the CalWORKs program.
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MARIA 
CARBAJAL
Long Beach City 
College
The challenges I have, it’s the time I’m missing out with 
my kids; but the only comfort I get is to know that I’m 
doing this for my kids, to have a better future. Another 
challenge for me is that I have to limit myself and my 
kids from lots of things like going out to places; like 
to take them out to eat or even buying them a simple 
$1-dollar toy just because I chose to go to school and 
work part time for a better future. Also, I had to learn 
how to overcome my emotions and my health; there’s 

time where I cry my life out. I had to just suck it up and tell myself everything will get 
better once I get my degree. In regard to my health there’s times when I been so sick that 
I couldn’t even get out of bed but I knew a paper was due and I was sick in bed on my 
laptop doing my paper, and I tell myself you’re not allowed to be sick you have to do this. 

The successes I have towards my career goals, is I am graduating this spring 2018. I’ll be 
getting my AS degree and 4 certificates; who would have taught I would ever accomplish 
all this. I’m setting a great example for my son. 

The CalWORKs program has help me so much in my educational/career goals and who 
I am now. The great workshops they have offer; like self-defense; that change my life 
because I was rape when I was younger and older. I wish I knew this before maybe I would 
have known how to defend myself back then. It’s ok now with me having this knowledge 
I’ll be able to defend myself. Also, workshops for computer literacy-, PowerPoint, Excel; 
has help me with my job and be able to be more successful. I was really excited to have 
had the workshops of “How to Dress and Prepare for Job Interviews” and a workshop 
where they teach you the proper way to conduct yourself at a business meeting or 
luncheon. They also provided me with clothes for my job and supplies for my school. The 
CalWORKs staff and counselors have been great and have been there for us and always 
listen to me. This has helped me personally because sometimes I just need someone to 
hear me out and guide me through the right path. I am so glad that CalWORKs exists 
because the truth if it wasn’t for this program I wouldn’t feel as confident as I do now. 

My plans to be Self-sufficient is to finish school and get my degrees AS, BA, and my CPA. 
I have big plans; I want to run a company and one day open my own company. I plan to 
open a BIG homeless shelter; to focus on self-sufficient, from the beginning and help 
through their goals. Like CalWORKs, Long Beach City College, they don’t give up on 
people so easily.
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BRENDA 
CORONEL

Rio Hondo College
The most significant challenge I overcame was leaving 
my physically abusive fiancé. I have been supporting 
myself since I was eighteen, but I could not hold a full-
time job and offer my full potential in my academics 
while being physically abused at home. After I gave 
birth to my daughter I left her father because I did 
not want her growing up experiencing his damaging 
behavior. He was too prideful to stop the abuse, which 
hindered him from taking responsibility as a father, so 
I left him to raise her on my own and took a two-year 
gap from school. Instead of viewing myself as a victim of abuse from my past, I looked 
at the bigger picture, which is providing my daughter with a brighter future. For me, 
education is the golden key to help me succeed in life and break the stigma of single 
parents raising only low-income families. A counselor at CalWORKs once told me, 

“Education is not something tangible and is something that no one can take away.,” 
which influenced me to pursue my Doctorate degree. Being successful in college is vital 
to my long-term goal of becoming a psychotherapist. 

When I returned to school my grades soared, reflecting my determination to my 
educational and career goals. I could not have furthered my knowledge without the 
help of CalWORKs, which provided me with the school supplies I needed to succeed 
in my classes and more importantly, the emotional support of my CalWORKs counselor. 
Our monthly meetings motivate me to never give up, despite how challenging it could 
become being a single parent while balancing school and work. The time and dedication 
it will take me to achieve my degree is not just a sacrifice for me, but for my child as well. 
Overcoming physical abuse is no longer a barrier to my education but an asset, because 
I can help my future patients in similar situations. I accomplish what I set my mind to 
and my hope is that I set an example for my daughter by overcoming obstacles so she 
believes there are no limits to what she can accomplish. 

The CalWORKs program has inspired me to give back to my community. My personal 
contribution to my community is being the voice for undocumented students whom are 
afraid to speak up. As the first in my family to attend college, I value the importance 
of social justice. Therefore, I joined Students Without Borders (SWB) at Rio Hondo 
College (RHC) because the club’s mission is to advocate and push for student equity. 
Since there is not enough funding for undocumented students, SWB has been able to 
create scholarships for students through our fundraising events. By being one of the 
leaders in our community, I help with events and have become the Secretary for SWB. 
As Secretary, my duty is to plan out the agenda and strategize events to support our 
undocumented students on campus. Being involved in this club has greatly strengthened 
my advocating skills.
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ANDREA 
ACEVES  
Child Development  
Cerritos College
Growing up, I overcame an abusive family home 
watching alcoholism and depression throughout my 
family. I faced homelessness at a very young age, 
and later as an adult as well. From stealing food as 
a child to living in my car as an adult, I was able to 
overcome the situation and keep striving for my goals 
and dreams. I became a foster child in my teenage 

years. I was able to overcome through the feelings of low self- esteem, depression, 
rejection, and neglect. Now, I am faced with the obstacle of being a single parent, but I 
am more resilient than ever. I am ready to succeed and reach my goals no matter what 
difficulties come my way. 

Deciding to stop my habits and cycle of abuse, and coming back to school has been a 
significant success for me. By doing that, and staying focused on my goals, I have been 
able to accomplish receiving my Associate’s degree in Early Childhood Development 
and graduated with highest honors. I am one semester away from transferring to a 
university to continue my goal of receiving my Bachelor’s Degree. 

If it was not for CalWORKs, I don’t think I would be where I am today. They have 
encouraged me and gave me the resources I needed not to give up and to succeed. 
Through their Work-Study program and workshops, I have gained work skills, skills 
on time and money management, and most important workshops on how to maintain 
a positive mentality through life’s hardships and stressors. They are always available 
to answer questions and help. The amazing counselors have helped me create an 
educational plan and help me follow through every semester. They helped me with 
tutoring that has helped me obtain A’s in my math classes. They provide food and 
educational supplies that help with our financial stresses. They also give resources to 
transfer centers, scholarships, and work-study. 

My plans for becoming financially self- sufficient are to continue my education and 
manage my time and money as well as possible. I want to spend less and save more, 
so I can one day buy a home for myself and my child. I am involved in my community 
church as a children’s ministry teacher. Being able to lead children and be a positive 
role model for children in low-income communities means the world to me. I am also 
involved in the Cerritos College Child Development club. Being able to be an advocate 
for children is important to me because of the difficult childhood I had growing up. I do 
not want any child to go through what I went through and sometimes all they need is 
someone to count on. I want to be that someone. 

I do not feel alone on my journey. I know that I have this amazing program to help me 
along the way.
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GISSELLE  
BERNAL 
Sociology

Cerritos College
I am a single mother of 3 beautiful children. Life has 
certainly not been easy, I suffered from domestic 
violence for many years; lost myself, my identity and 
forgot what it was like to have goals and dreams. I lost 
my children to cps due to the abuse that was occurring 
at home. I felt lost without my children, went through 
a deep depression, but knew I needed to fight and 
be strong, because they needed me. I started little by 
little meeting all the requirements necessary to gain custody back. I also went back to 
school and realized how smart I truly was. I made it on the Deans honor list consecutive 
semesters in a row. I am now close to graduating and getting a step further into fulfilling 
my career as a social worker in Domestic Violence. I feel there is nothing more special 
than speaking to someone who has experienced it first hand and can relate to what you 
are going through. 

My experiences have led me to help women in any way I can from church to school and 
even at work. Every Volunteer activity revolves around women. I feel that is where God 
has called me to be and minster to them through my experiences and accomplishments. 
I have applied to all the local Universities and plan on continuing to use what I have 
learned and applying it into everything I do. I want to be someone who helps women 
find out who they are and have a voice in this world; knowing they can become anything 
they want to be in life. 

The CalWORKs office has truly been a blessing to me and my children. They provide 
assistance which I truly needed last semester to pass my statistics math class. They also 
provide computers and free pages to print which truly helps when you are struggling 
financially. All the counselors there are truly remarkable and special and always there to 
assist you, to the best of their best of their ability and go above and beyond for their 
students. They are more than just employees but family who always looks out for you. 
They have food available and the Christmas Party at the end of the year is my children’s’ 
favorite event. That alone shows that they are all about family and helping us succeed 
through unity and love. They are our biggest supporters. I have truly been blessed these 
last three years by each and every person in the office. Down to a welcoming greeting to 
a “”hey how are you?”” and they mean it with all sincerity and with a warm caring heart.  
I pray your offices continue being a part of my life because they are a part of my success 
story and helping me beat the statistics that society has set upon us single moms; we are 
fighters, survivors, and single moms furthering our education and will be the exception.
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D’ANN 
NAJAR
Santa Ana College
After 10 years of being out of school and not having 
much to show for it I overcame my fear of failure and 
went back to school. It was my sheer desire to change 
my future and to be a role model for my kids. I got off 
track and was lost, but this was the process I had to 
experience in order to get the drive and be focused 
to I have now to succeed. My two children give me a 
reason to make my life better. I want to improve my life 
skills and further my education, so that I can provide 
a better life for myself and my children. I know that 
school is my path to success. 

Because I am a single mother, I struggle financially. The CalWORKs program is the reason 
I am able to attend school. The support provided is immensely helpful. With assistance in 
books, school expenses and childcare, I am able to attend classes at Santa Ana College. 
That financial help frees up my mind so that I am able to focus on school. In my first 
semester I earned a 3.75 GPA. 
 
The biggest struggle that I have overcome is losing my father while attending school. I 
felt like giving up, but I realized the importance of my education. I know that my father 
would’ve wanted me to go on, and finish my education. The thought of my future is what 
kept me going. 
 
In addition, I’m very involved and committed to helping others. This year I plan to begin 
hosting an annual Christmas Celebration for low-income single parents. I organized a 
toy drive and dinner for the families. I also work with College Advancement/Professional 
Development where we help students access resources such as scholarships to fund 
their education. 
 
My education will provide me with the skills I need to obtain a career that will support 
my family. It will also give me a sense of satisfaction by being a productive member of 
society. I feel good about myself when I am of service to others. After I graduate from 
Santa Ana College with a Social Work Degree, my first priority is to work in the field and 
become self-sufficient. 
 
I am an active participant in the Santa Ana College CalWORKs program. CalWORKs has 
been such a big part of my life, giving me financial help, but most importantly, giving me 
emotional support. When I feel I can’t go any further I have my case manager, peers, and 
our team at school that make sure I am performing at my full potential. They are always 
there even if I just need someone to talk to. Having a great team to support me keeps 
me focused and motivated. I hope that I can be an inspiration to many, so they know that 
despite being a single parent anything is possible. My advice to others would be to keep 
reaching for your dreams because the sky’s the limit.
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VALENTINA 
HIGGINS

Rio Hondo College
Pursuing my education has been a dream/goal of 
mine ever since I graduated from High School in 1992, 
but financially this was out of my reach. As a result, I 
decided to work instead of continuing my education, 
but this was far more detrimental financially due to not 
being able to maintain employment, stable income 
that resulting in more debt than it would have been 
to attend college. The determining factor that lead to 
my decision to attend college, was the repossession 
of my vehicle after working with a unstable company 
whose paychecks bounced causing so many financial issue’s, embarrassment and 
heartache. I was also faced with second threat of eviction. As a single mother, I am 
determined to provide much more and leave a legacy behind for my daughter. Not 
only was I experiencing financial issues, currently unemployed once again, but also 
there was lack of support from my family when I was adamant about my plans to attend 
College, instead of working. I stepped out on Faith, enrolled as a student summer 
2017 and completed with a 4.0 GPA; I was excited and received more motivation and 
encouragement from the Professors, students and CALWORKS staff not to give up. My 
daughter is still my inspiration to this day, I look in the mirror daily and tell myself, “I 
can do this, we deserve this and I will finish what I started.” I will now be completing 
my second semester here at Rio Hondo College; have already registered for winter 
intercession and spring 2018. 

There is a passion burning within in me, in spite of initially struggling to put food on 
the table for my daughter and now only able to work part-time of 11 hours or less 
per week in order to qualify for benefits. Having the office on campus reduces the 
stress of not being able to submit paperwork on time, check in, and get immediate 
appointments, support and encouragement. CALWORKS, enables me to complete me 
educational goals and supply books as well as supplies I need for my classes. I know I 
will complete my educational goals and be one-step closer to becoming self-sufficient. 
Upon completing my requirements to obtain my A.A. Degree, I will transfer to CSUF 
to complete my B.A. requirements, begin looking and obtain employment with a 
reputable organization/college that will not conflict with my class schedule. Overall, 
obtaining my degree will open many doors of opportunity for me, finally allowing me 
to become self-sufficient. Currently, I am a member of MOCA, a club on campus for 
mothers. In addition to MOCA, I represented the city of Whittier on the All-American 
Cities team in Denver, Colorado, as one who was able to use the available resources 
to prevent homelessness. I am motivated and determined to complete my goal, along 
with the support of the CALWORKS and CARE department; I know I have the support 
I need to be successful.
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MELINA  
PALOMARES  
Child Development  
Cypress College
I am a single mother of an amazingly beautiful little girl. 
Since I made the choice to come back to a community 
college I have been doing a lot better in my education 
than I have ever done. My first semester back I made it 
on the Dean’s Honor list for completing the semester 
with great grades and a 3.08 GPA. That was an exciting 
moment for myself because I went from not being 

motivated about school to having a completely different look on school and now trying 
my best for my daughter and me. Now fast forward to two years later I am now finishing 
up my Fall 2018 semester and next will be my last semester which is Spring 2019, and I 
couldn’t be any prouder of myself because of how far I have come and never gave up on 
myself even though there was plenty of times I wanted to give up.

The CalWORKs Program has helped me keep myself on track and always making sure 
that I am doing my best in my classes. When I first attended Cypress College, I did not 
know that they had a CalWORKs Program until my worker told me about it. I did not 
know that these programs helped you to succeed in your studies. I am thankful to be a 
part of this program. I know I have struggled to be a single mom and I did not think the 
school would be an option for me, but thanks to the CalWORKs Program, I have been 
able to continue with my education.
 
My plans are to obtain my AA and to transfer to a CSU and get my BA. Maybe I can go 
further and get a Masters. After I plan to gain employment in a school since my major is 
Early Childhood and hope to be a teacher but to start I would be an Assistant Teacher. I 
want to go as far as I can with my education, so I am able to support my daughter. I know 
by getting all the education I need I will be able to accomplish my goals. 

Overall, the CalWORKs Program has helped me make my education a priority by 
providing childcare assistance, ancillary services, and moral support. I am able to balance 
my education, daughter and now work with the help from my CalWORKs Counselor. They 
help me make sure that I am not pushing myself too hard and that I am making sure that 
I still have time for both my daughter and homework outside of class. I have gained the 
motivation to keep moving forward and it is all thanks to all the CalWORKs staff.
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CHERYCE  
SWANCY 

Business  
Administration

Cerritos College
I am a returning student to Cerritos Community 
College. I graduated from Mayfair high school in 2008 
and attended Cerritos Community College shortly 
after. I stopped attending school and ended up 
working full time to support myself.  During this same 
time, I was caring for my ill father who suffered from 
a form of Dementia and brain cancer. Additionally, I had an unhealthy relationship with 
the father of my son.  I became a mother to my son in 2015.  As a single mother and a 
domestic violence victim, I realized that I needed to return to school to better myself and 
be a great example to my son, Chace. 

I returned to Cerritos College in Fall 2017 to complete my Business Administration 
Associate in Science Degree for Transfer.  I started receiving A’s and B’s in all of my 
classes while working part-time for the Walt Disney Resort. There were times where I 
had to adjust my work schedule to accommodate my school schedule.  I am now focused 
on school and I want to complete my goals. My long-term goal is to earn my Bachelor’s 
Degree in Business Administration with an option in Management.  My career goal is to 
become a Human Resource Manager for the Walt Disney Resort. I am currently applying 
to Universities of California and California State Universities to pursue my Bachelor’s 
degree. 

The CalWORKs Program at Cerritos College has helped me become a successful college 
student.  The CalWORKs staff and counselors have been supportive, friendly and 
encourage me to move towards my educational goals. They respect me and offer me 
recommendations when I have a problems or issues.  The workshops, computer lab and 
tutoring services that are offered have helped me pass my classes.

I enjoy giving back to the community.  I have volunteered in different ways such as beach 
cleaning, and creating educational packages for the youth. In church, I was  a secretary, 
part of the choir, and head of the children’s nursery.

In today’s age the rate of single motherhood is growing rapidly. The job of being a 
single mother is not only difficult but exhausting. Single mothers must work extra hard 
to make money to pay the bills, while trying to care for their children, and fit time in 
for themselves. If I was selected as a scholarship recipient, I would use the funds for 
tuition, transfer fees, and textbooks.  It would be amazing to be blessed to receive this 
scholarship to help with school. As a single mother, I want to be successful and achieve 
my dreams of graduating with a Master’s degree. 

I want my son to be proud of his mother. I want my son to go to school, graduate 
from a university and pursue his dreams. Even though I have made mistakes, I have had 
achievements. I want my son to learn from my journey. 331
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DULCE VALLE
Santa Ana College
I am a strong determined Latina, single mother of 
three boys. Though I may have had difficult challenges 
throughout my career, here I am ready to graduate 
soon. I will be the first of my family to become a college 
graduate. Thanks to Cal WORKS, I have been able to 
break through walls and overcome the struggles of 
being a single mother and victim of abuse, so that I 
can pursue my education and become self-sufficient. 

At the time I first attended college in 2002 I majored in 
T.V. Communications and Dance. Unfortunately, I suffer 
with back pain due to the sciatic nerve, which causes 

me drowsiness daily. Although I loved what I did, I decided to stop dancing for my health, 
in addition to some personal problems that made me change career. During my study 
time, I had trouble concentrating and not being able to give my full potential since it 
was time I revealed a childhood secret. My father had been sexually molesting me from 
age eight until eighteen. Finally, I felt strong enough to defend my middle sister who 
had suffered the same. As an adult, I fell into toxic relationships because of my feelings 
of emptiness. Thereafter, I visited a psychologist every other week provided support 
emotionally to overcome my trauma. I was able to move on after I wrote a letter to my 
father as he was serving eight years in prison, to tell him that I forgave him even if he 
never admitted his guilt, or asked for forgiveness. After years of distress, I learned that I 
was a survivor, and not a victim 

As a result, of being a victim I was able to apply for a U Visa, which gave me an 
opportunity to continue education and work as an Activity Assistant with seniors at a 
Rehabilitation Center. 

Being able to provide for my family and pursue a career in Psychology gave me happiness. 
In consequence of government delaying my visa extension I was let go of my work and 
had to stop attending college. Meanwhile I awaited, impatiently for a visa extension, I 
attended Colleen O’haras Beauty Academy. There I learned hair design in color, style, 
makeup, and much more. With this purpose, I was able to help my community by 
attending shelters for woman and Woman Helping Woman where I did manicures, hair, 
and makeup. My reward was their happiness. 

Santa Ana College CalWORKs program has helped me meet my educational goals as well 
as personal therefore I was broken down emotionally and financially. I made the right 
choice to ask social services for support. I was able to continue my education at Santa 
Ana College with the help of childcare, books, and any other fees, otherwise, I would not 
have been able to afford. I have implanted a seed in my heart to become a Psychologist. 
I am capable of helping the victim as well as the abuser as my goal is to obtain a Master’s 
Degree in Psychology.
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STEPHANIE 
SAENZ

Rio Hondo College
Going back to school was one of the biggest fears 
I have overcome. I struggle with severe anxiety and 
symptoms of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder from an 
abusive relationship with my son’s father. The thought 
of being in a classroom with strangers, especially men, 
and the fear of failing all my classes kept me from 
pursuing my education for many years. I still struggle 
with panic attacks but I have learned to cope and 
recover quickly from them. 
 
Continuing my education has helped me gain self-
confidence. I have learned to push myself further than I could have ever imagined. I 
was able to make Rio Hondo’s honor roll for the spring semester of 2017 and I have 
become more vocal in my advocacy for mental health and art programs at my son’s 
school. CalWORKs has helped me by providing the financial means to get the books and 
supplies I need for my classes, and have provided wonderful and understanding staff 
members. I plan to graduate with my Master’s degree in Art and come back to Rio Hondo 
to teach. 
 
 I volunteer with spcaLA at least once a month with my son. We walk the dogs, read to 
them and help bathe them. I also help my son’s teacher and aids by going to class once 
a week and helping them clean and organize special art events. I just recently joined 
MOCA at RHC. I look forward to organizing art therapy events on campus that are open 
to all students and staff.
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KATALINA  
DE HOYOS  
Child Development  
Cerritos College
am a single mother of three beautiful daughters. After 
my divorce in 2013, getting a job at that time was 
hard, so my other option was to return to college. I 
graduated from High School in 1997; never did I think 
that 16 years later I would be starting college. As 
challenging as this new venture was for me, I knew that 
I was ready for this and that failure was not an option.

My first semester at Cerritos College in the fall of 2013 was a daily struggle. I was going 
through my divorce and trying to start over. I scheduled my classes around my daughter’s 
school schedule. In the evenings, I would do homework with the girls and get them 
ready for bed. After they were in bed, it was my time to do my homework. I stayed up 
every day until two in the morning writing my papers for English, studying for Math and 
working on my Child Development homework. My day would start all over at 6:30 in the 
morning to get myself and the girls ready for school. It has not always been easy; I have 
had many setbacks, but I continue to work through them. 

My daughters were all enrolled in the Headstart program for the City of Bellflower. I 
volunteered 12 hours a month to help in the class. This program is what got me started 
into my educational journey now. Currently, I am completing my Early Childhood 
Education Associates in Science Degree for Transfer. My long-term goal is to earn my 
Bachelor’s Degree from California State University, Dominguez Hills. I want to become an 
elementary teacher to be economically self-sufficient.

The CalWORKs Staff has guided me towards the right path. I utilize their tutoring services 
and computer lab to study; it has helped me pass my classes. Not sure what I would do 
without them. Because of the support and assistance that I receive from CalWORKs, I am 
closer to finishing my academic goals and graduating at Cerritos.  Also, the CalWORKs 
Work-Study has helped me obtain work experience.

Volunteering has always been an essential part of my life. For the last seven years, I 
have been part of the PTA Board, including being the President, at the girl’s elementary 
school. At Cerritos College, I am on the S.P.I.C.E. Club (Supporting Parent in College 
Education) for the past four years. I also coach and manage two softball teams for the 
Greater Bellflower Little League that my daughters are playing for. 

If selected for this scholarship, this will help me to continue my studies as I transfer 
to Cal State Dominguez Hills. I am looking forward to receiving my Bachelor’s Degree, 
becoming a teacher and continuing to be a great role model for my daughters. They are 
my inspiration and my reason to continue with my educational journey. 
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SULEYMA  
MARTINEZ 

Sociology
Cerritos College

In the past ten years, I have been a single mother 
of four children with two jobs.  Working long hours, 
not spending enough time with my family and living 
paycheck by paycheck was difficult.  One day, I realized 
that the lack of education was not going to take us 
anywhere, and I needed to do something for my 
children.  Now, I am a re-entry and first-generation 
college student who is working hard to give my children 
a better life. The drive and determination that I have shown them make me adamant and 
confident that I will achieve my purpose. 

My major is Sociology, and I wish to transfer to a California State University and focus on 
being a Social Worker. While attending Cerritos, I have volunteered in Foster and Kinship 
Care Education events. These events strengthen my passion that I want to help children 
reach their potential and make them know that although they are going through rough 
time, things do not stay that way. I have been part of my children’s PTA, and the school 
site council. I was nominated to be an ICC rep for PHI THETA KAPPA; this is a student 
leadership position that I will be running to stay connected with the students. I helped 
with the PTK in the homecoming float building and have been invited multiple times to 
be a speaker for the Live Your Dreams Soroptimist club.

Since attending Cerritos, I have been recognized for the Dean’s List and President’s honor 
list. Currently, I have a 3.2 GPA, and I am taking 17 units every semester to graduate in 
Spring 2019.  I am also a member of the PHI THETA KAPPA honor society, Spice Club, and 
Psychology club.  I have won several scholarships including, CalWORKs, CARE, Norwalk 
Women Club, Cerritos Artesia Women Club, and Live Your Dream.  I never realized that 
by pushing myself in getting good grades I would be recognized.

CalWORKs has been with me throughout my educational journey, pushing me every step 
of the way. With the counselors to guide me on the right path, I knew that I would 
achieve my goals. Tutoring, computer lab, was always there for me at arm’s length. The 
CalWORKs Work-Study Program has alleviated a financial burden. They have motivated 
me to push myself, giving me the confidence that I need. They see the potential that I 
had to succeed and fulfill my responsibilities. 

Receiving a scholarship will not only help my family financially, but it will show my children 
that by working hard, you will be rewarded for your drive and motivation. I would use the 
money to help with books and to alleviate the financial situation that has been bestowed 
upon me. In a way by receiving this scholarship, it will be a cycle if giving, you will help 
me to achieve my goals, and when I graduate, I will be out on the field helping those who 
need help.
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DEBORAH 
TRELLES
Santa Ana College
I’ve faced many challenges that have hindered my 
ability to attain a degree and even a certificate. In high 
school, I received citizen of the month and best all-
around student. However, when I was 16, my mom’s 
mental health decreases dramatically. I wasn’t’ allowed 
to leave the house nor attend school. The following year, 
I attended an independent study program. The abuse 
at home affected my self-esteem and confidence which 
carried out into my adult life so instead of receiving 
my high school diploma, I completed my G.E.D. During 

2006, I was ready to attend Santa Ana College. However, there was no basic needs 
available at home. One day, I got home from school and found that my money was gone. 
It turns out that even my own family took the cash I have been saving from financial aid. 
It took my means of supporting my family and education. After that, I stopped going to 
school. I became a college dropout up until I returned to Santa Ana College in 2016. 

I am an active member of Phi Theta Kappa and Alpha Gamma Sigma program which 
helps me achieve my educational goals. I interned at the Public Law Center in Santa Ana 
to help interpret for the attorneys, immigration judge, former human trafficking victims 
and others who were seeking asylum. Another great success was gaining employment 
on-campus as a work-study student. 

Working on campus helped tremendously. I also had the privilege of being accepted 
to attend a two-day workshop from the Student Leadership Institute at SAC and its 
sister school California State University, Fullerton. Currently, I am in the transfer mentor 
program as a mentee. I am learning the ins and outs about university life so when I 
transfer I am ready 

The EOPS/CARE and CalWORKs programs on campus have been phenomenal. They 
have provided academic support by informing me what courses I should or should not 
take. There are my second family. They have supported me during times my lowest times. 
SAC always has events for students. They not only provide academic assistance, but also 
have encouraged me when I was ready to give up and quit. They have been activists 
for us when needed. I have learned so much from these workshops that the CalWORKs 
have provide me. They helped me understand that even though I am a single mother 
on government assistance, I an equally important and that my education matters. I have 
learned when to advocate for myself all thanks to this program. Being a student can be 
hectic at times add in a child or two and it becomes overwhelming. With the support of 
these programs, I would not what else could have supported in my education. 

My priority is to become self-sufficient. I plan to get a certificate as an interpreter and 
a Community Social Services Associates degree at SAC. This will help me to provide a 
better life for my family and break cycle of poverty. I plan to transfer to a California State 
University for my bachelor’s in Human Services. I learned so many invaluable lessons and 
information that I will carry with me for the rest of my life.
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TERESA 
MORENO

Rio Hondo College
Hello, my name is Teresa Hammond Moreno, and I 
started here at Rio Hondo College 30 years ago after 
I graduated from high school in 1986. I had my son 
in the summer of 1988, I came back to school when 
they were offering classes off campus, so I was able to 
bring my baby to school with me. I was a single mom, 
going to school off and on, working full time at two 
preschools. My family was getting sick and I was taking 
care of them too. After my grandparents died in 1995, 
my dad died also, while he was picking up my son from 
school. I left school again. I started working at the mortuary where all my family had gone 
through. The last two of my loved ones to go through the mortuary were my mom and 
my second daughter. I tried school again after I had my last daughter in 2004. I worked 
so many long crazy hours that I did not have time for school. My son graduated from Rio 
Hondo College in 2015. Then in 2016, I got hurt at work, so with the support of both of 
my kids, I went back to school, this time for good! I was advised to go to the CalWORKs 
Department so that they could help me get set up with everything. I got there and saw a 
beautiful department with a wonderful staff. (Back in the day someone from the County 
office would come once a month to get the paperwork and you didn’t get the help that 
was needed.) This department provides all the materials that are needed for my classes, 
including a backpack. They also have computers regularly available. The paperwork that 
is required to turn into the counselors in order to continue to stay in the program is 
easy to understand. If I have a question, anyone I ask has the answer, especially if it has 
something to do with the computer, they are right there. The staff here is on top of our 
paperwork and reminding us of when the next item is due. It’s like having 10 different 
mommies! It is a great feeling knowing that there is a place to go and get help that is 
needed, especially during finals week when I’m not thinking about what I need to turn in, 
but the staff is there to remind us. Everyone in the CalWORKs department is awesome! 
I feel now with this program, I am headed in the right direction of finally completing my 
education at Rio Hondo and moving on to further my education. I could not have done it 
without the help of the CalWORKs department. Thank you for your program.
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ELIZABETH BEAN  
Registered Nurse   
Mt. San Antonio  
College
I once read a quote, ”Every day focus on your purpose. 
Remember why you do what you do. We don’t get 
burned out because of what we do. We get burned out 
because we forget why we do it.” Jon Gordon. One of 
my greatest challenges was finding my purpose in life 
and living life where I would be proud of the legacy I 
would leave behind for my girls. I remember one day 

coming home burned out from working in fast food and one of my daughters told me 
she wanted to be just like me when she grew up. It was then I realized that I wasn’t 
living up to my purpose in life. I wasn’t proud of where my future was heading or the 
example I was setting for my girls. I wanted more out of life, for me and for them. The 
only thing holding me back from my future was my self-doubt. I talked about heading 
back to school with my husband, my parents and my pastor. Every single one of them 
encouraged me to go to school. 

The last person I had to convince was myself. I remember feeling terrified when applying 
to Mt. San Antonio College. I remember that feeling of fear and excitement as I looked at 
my school portal, planning my future in academics. With the guidance and encouragement 
of the CalWORKs department, I knew I wasn’t alone on campus. Having a counselor that 
was dedicated to you, helping you stay on track and help encourage you when you’ve 
had a tough day makes all the difference when going back to school. My first class was 
math and I remember my self-doubt chanting “”I can’t do this..I can’t do this..I don’t 
belong here.”” My professor, Professor Carolyn Robinson, could see all the self-doubt on 
my face and she not only encouraged me but she inspired me to believe in myself and to 
look to the future with hope. I held on to her words of encouragement and built myself 
up since then. Every semester brought its own challenges and I strived to succeed in my 
classes and I did it. I would remember the reason why I’m doing all of this, my purpose. 
I’d imagine my future as a nurse working bedside with patients and know that’s what I’m 
supposed to do with my life. Knowing my girls are seeing their mom going to school, 
studying hard and not giving up. They will see the path their mom is forging for them, 
a path of finding your own purpose in life and going for it no matter what obstacles life 
throws at you. When I feel my self-doubts trying to take over I remember what all of this 
is for and I find strength in that to overcome and prove I can achieve more than I think I 
can. I am worthy of a fulfilled future.

338

2019

RE
G

IO
N

 8



CRISTINA  
HEREDIA 

Criminal Justice
Citrus College

I have faced many challenges and hurdles all of my 
life. I was in an abusive marriage for thirteen years. My 
children and I faced with abuse in so many ways such 
as physical, emotional, sexual and financial. Due to 
my husband’s abuse, my children and I had to escape 
from the hotel we were living in and lost everything we 
owned. I even lost my job due to the batterer coming 
into my job and threating me and my coworkers. I had 
to restart my life and move forward with nothing and no one’s support. I have three 
children and my oldest child has autism. My children are my strength and now that we 
are away from the batterer I chose to change my life. I chose to be a creator and have a 
growth mindset and not allow my struggles and issues to stop me from getting a degree 
in Criminal Justice. The CalWORKs Program is the only program that I get support from. 

The CalWORKs counselors help me and ensure that I have a plan to follow to gain the 
best results in my journey. I am studying in this field to help me gain a career in helping 
abuse victims overcome any obstacle. I am involved with an agency named The House 
of Ruth and my children and I receive counseling four times a week. I also participate by 
sharing my story with other victims and telling them how my family escape and telling 
them how abuse looks like. I know if I continue with school and having the support from 
the CalWORKs program I will excel in life and be a positive role model for my children.
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SHELLY BOX
Santa Ana College
At the young age of 44 I live a surreal life. Coming back 
to school to earn my GED, I am now ready to graduate 
with a Medical Assisting Certificate, as well as two 
Associate degrees. I will earn one in Communities and 
Social Work and the second in Liberal Arts in the spring 
of 2018. My goal is to transfer to a Cal State University 
to get a Bachelor’s in Human Services and become 
self-sufficient. 

Initially, I never thought this was possible as I have 
overcome horrific obstacles to get to this place; 
however, I received the help of many angels to get 

through such a background of abuse, domestic violence, substance abuse, homelessness, 
and sexual assault. I decided to seek for help; and consequently, received years of extensive 
counseling. Also, I received support from other programs that gave me the guidance to 
build a new life for myself. 

Eventually my journey led me to the Santa Ana College CalWORKS Program which blessed 
me with the ability to go back to school. I grew up believing what I had been told growing 
up that I was stupid. The counselors referred me to tutoring and other resourced, and 
they made an educational plan, which I followed having faith that they knew what was 
best for me. Additionally, I rode the bus to school every day and used that time to study, 
so when I got home I could spend quality time with my daughter. I also voluntarily attend 
monthly self-improvement workshops which promote various community resources. I love 
the comradery my fellow single parent program peers and I have built. They are so fun. I 
also became Vice President of PHI THETA KAPPA honor society. 

Furthermore, with the support of the CalWORKS/EOPS programs and all their resources, 
I’m able to maintain a 3.41 GPA. I spend so much time in the EOPS tutoring center that 
I was asked to be a student assistant. I now work as a CalWORKS work study student 
assistant in the disabled student program. I volunteer every week at American Family 
Housing, which helped me when I was homeless. I love the opportunity to help others 
in my community. I organize Power Points and activities for the children’s group, safety 
presentations for the volunteers, and help with several projects for the veterans. I also 
volunteer at Mary’s Kitchen serving meals to the homeless and handing out clothing. 
For the last three years, I have participated with my daughter in the Relay for Life event 
raising money for cancer research. 

Overall, I work hard and persevere by showing my daughter that anything is possible, I 
have been given the guidance and the opportunity to make my life an example for others 
that may be struggling and feeling hopeless. This too shall pass, and great things will 
happen if we never give up on ourselves.
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YVETTE 
ROMAN

Santa Ana College
“The struggle you’re in today, is developing the 
strength you need for tomorrow”. 

Understanding this quote is understanding who Yvette 
Roman is and the many struggles and responsibilities I 
have had to balance in order to achieve the goals that 
I have set for myself. I am the mother of 2 beautiful 
daughters ages 5 and 3 years old, furthermore I am 
the oldest out of 7 siblings. As a child I experienced 
drug addiction from both parents and had to raise my 
siblings, Therefore I didn’t have much of a childhood 
or aspirations in life. Once I became a mother I made it my priority in life to create a 
better future for my daughters and to let them have the privilege of innocence. As a 
teen mother I realized the true struggle I was in and faced the reality that I was living in 
a garage with 2 children, no food or transportation. At that moment I set myself 3 goals 
in life and they were to get educated, get my career and one day owning my own home. 
I knew that the lifestyle I longed for my children was not going to be reached with a job, 
but with a career. 

I had been attending S.A.C for a year before I sought out the help from Cal works 
and was drowning with work, school and family. Upon attending an E.O.P.S counseling 
appointment I had received the information of the Cal works program and I took initiative. 
As the meaning of opportunity sank in my mind I changed my education plan and set 
myself up for a career one that I can actually see myself achieving. Once approved for Cal 
works I received many benefits such as, childcare, cash aide and motivation, therefore I 
made the choice to obtain my bachelors in Criminology and go to law school in order to 
become a District Attorney. Since being in the program I have quit my job and became 
a full-time student taking 12+ units a semester, therefore with the help of childcare I can 
spend my time efficiently. 

As I placed my education at an all time high with motivation from both Cal works and my 
children I have obtained a G.P.A of 3.9, furthermore I am also in the SAC honors program. 
As I found it quite difficult to maintain my A average grades I had to reevaluate my life 
once again and make a decision to be a full time student and no longer work.. Cal works 
also helped me gain a set of priorities and self discipline I need in order to reach the goals 
I have created for myself. As a mother I dread the moments I miss, but have gained the 
notion that sacrifices must be made in order to establish success, therefore I will become 
the self-sufficient woman I have learned to become through my life experiences and the 
many gracious Cal works counselors.
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ALEJANDRA  
BARCELOS  
Nursing   
Cerritos College
Despite my personal responsibilities of being a single 
mom, and all of the sleepless nights managing my 
time to be able to assist my children with homework, 
projects, ect. has not been an obstacle for me it simply 
gives me more strength to keep pushing forward. 
I am a mother of three kids I have a teenager that 
since her early years of school was diagnosed with 

learning disabilities, a nine year old that definitely keeps me on my toes and a year old 
baby. They all have contributed to my return to school. I feel that I am focused and 
determined to achieve my career goal as a Nurse Practitioner/Physician Assistant, so 
far I can say I have accomplished and survived the first year of my college life and many 
more to come.

With the help of the CalWORKs Program, I have been able to see great tutors that have 
been super helpful, especially in Math. I also participate in the work-study program it 
has been a blessing to have an additional source of income. It has been a tremendous 
help financially. 

One of my great desires as a parent is to teach my kids that it is ok to be scared as long 
as you work hard because hard work is always rewarded. In this time in my life, I feel I am 
more determined to keep pushing forward and not to give up under no circumstances.

My career goal, or as I prefer to look at it is more as a dream career is to become 
a Nurse Practitioner/Physician Assistant. I have been a Medical Assistant since 2004 
and for the past 14 years, I have worked not only as a Medical Assistant but also as a 
Customer Service Representative. These positions have helped sympathize to others 
need and concerns.  

However, my passion is to help others and be able to be there when they need me. 
With that said, my past jobs experiences have been one of my motives to pursue my 
career goal and continue my education. I am currently enrolled in 15 units, and I am 
looking forward to the next semester. Different counselors at Cerritos College, from 
various departments such as Admissions, CalWORKs, and EOPS, have seen me and 
have been able to help me create an Educational Plan to achieve my career goal. 
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ANA  
HERNANDEZ 

Business-Accounting
Mt. San Antonio  

College
Being a single mother has taught me to seek opportunity 
to improve the life of my son and myself. I enrolled in 
school not having a car, a babysitter, a computer or a 
printer. These challenges did not stop me. Having been 
out of school for 5 years brought up the concept that I 
had skills to improve. Thankfully, CalWORKs provided 
me with a bus pass, computer access and printing on campus, childcare referrals and use 
of campus resources to build skills that have allowed me to overcome my limiting beliefs 
and take action. The Mt. SAC CalWORKs program has provided the support that I needed 
in the form of academic counseling, academic support and access to technology. By 
receiving academic counseling, I was able to get assistance to set my academic goals plus 
guidance to achieve them. Meeting individually one-on-one with a counselor provided 
me with reassurance to continue on my academic goal. Priority registration allows me to 
access the classes that I need to transfer and meet my academic goal. Most importantly, 
as previously mentioned is the access to technology that has allowed me to take online 
classes, write my papers, and print paper work for the CalWORKs Program and for school. 
To become economically self-sufficient I plan to apply to internship programs, jobs and 
programs that will give me the work experience in accounting and business to start my 
own business in the future. 

I plan to work to gain experience and continue building on my skills to leverage my 
time to continue my independent path to self-sufficiency while raising my son. I plan 
to use the skill obtained to receive my certificate to apply to the programs and jobs 
that will give me the opportunity to bring about my skills and professional work ethic. 
I will use my professional skills certificate to obtain a job and continue into my bigger 
goal of graduating from CSULA with a bachelor’s Degree. I plan to be a business owner 
in the future and create jobs that give people opportunity to progress. My current 
extracurricular activities include being part of a running group called Running Mamis, 
which is a running support group that creates a non-judgment space for mothers. I ran 
a 5k called Mom’s helping Moms Run with the group as a stroller runner. Attending self-
development workshops by RISE Programs. Catechism and my Religious Development 
have given me the opportunity to re-affirm my faith. Last year, I was a parent volunteer 
in my son’s class in Vineland Elementary. For the 2018-2019 school year, I am the Class 
President for the committee meeting for my son’s Early Head start Program class in New 
Lexington Elementary. The Mt. SAC CalWORKs program has helped me prioritize my 
education by providing me with resources that facilitate accessibility to education. Class 
attendance matters while I attended class my son attended Early Head start program. 
He has received a certificate for perfect attendance. Education is a tool to independence 
via individual determination.
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LAURA VELARDE
Santa Ana College
I am a single mother of an amazing eight year old 
boy. When I first came to Santa Ana College, I felt 
overwhelmed and over my head. I had just finished 
a rehab program for my drug addiction and I was 
only working a part time job. I decided to apply for 
welfare and any other kind of aid available to me and 
my son in order to survive. Getting sober was the best 
thing I’ve ever done for myself, for my son and our 
future. I enrolled at Santa Ana College in fall of 2013. 
During my time at Santa Ana College, I’ve been able 
to maintain a 3.0 GPA. I’ve completed my pre-nursing 
classes and earned a certificate for Medical Assistant 

and an Associates of Science Medical Assistant degree. I truly believe that my success 
would not have been possible if it were not for the help and support I received from the 
Santa Ana College CalWORKs Program. 

Being a single mom, working and attending school has been a challenge. Having to juggle 
so many tasks can be overwhelming, but I found help and guidance from my CalWORKs 
counselor. My counselor and the rest of the staff were always willing and read to help me 
with any problems, concerns or issues I may have. The CalWORKs program has played a 
major role in my success at Santa Ana College. 

The community college CalWORKs program has helped me in reaching my educational goal 
by giving me the necessary tools to succeed in my educational career. A major part of my 
success I owe it to my CalWORKs counselor. He has guided me every step of the way and 
has been my biggest support. My plans for becoming self-sufficient are getting accepted 
into the nursing program, receiving my Associates of Science in Nursing and become 
a Registered Nurse. Then, I will pursue my Bachelor’s in nursing to become a Certified 
Registered Nurse Anesthesiologist, which is my ultimate educational goal. Attaining these 
degrees will enable be to gain employment and be completely self-sufficient. 

While at Santa Ana College, I worked part time as a student worker at the Health and 
Wellness center thanks to the CalWORKs work study program. The experience I gained 
from my employment will help me to find employment as a medical assistant. I also 
volunteer for my son’s football league and baseball league. I also love to volunteer in 
my son’s classroom to help his teacher with any special events or projects. Through my 
different roles of being a mother, student, employee, or volunteer I give my all in the 
hope of being able to help others.
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KIMBERLEE 
FAVELA

Mt. San Antonio 
College

I can’t believe I am finally going to be graduating. It 
has been a long and tedious journey. Yet, as I take a 
moment to think about my journey, I have to say it’s 
also been amazing and rewarding. I have struggled 
in so many areas of my life, mainly my health and 
academically. I suffer from Multiple Sclerosis and it has 
been extremely difficult to attend to all the demands 
I have, but I know that my children are looking at me 
and I have to be a positive role model for them. I want 
them to learn how to get up when life puts you down. It’s not easy when you’re alone, so 
you have to make sure you connect with the people that are your true supporters. 
 
Enrolling at Mt. San Antonio College was especially difficult for this single mother of two. 
I don’t know where I would be without the help from the CalWORKs program. They have 
been very helpful in assisting me with all of my county documents and making sure I had 
money for my books, supplies, and any other things that I need to be a successful student. 
The program offers one-on-one tutoring and they have some of the most amazing tutors, 
especially in math. I failed math twice, but then thank God for CalWORKs tutoring and 
for my amazing professor. They really believed in me and helped me get through it. I 
ended up conquering my fear of math and earned top grades. 
 
Completing the Psychiatric Technology degree has not been easy either. I had lectures, 
labs, clinical and endless hours of homework. I sacrificed time with my children and I 
was also dealing with the loss of my grandmother. There were times I felt like I’d never 
finish, but in those moments, I met with my CalWORKs Counselor and I was reminded to 
believe in myself and that I could do it. Every step of my journey, the CalWORKs program 
has been there believing in me and pushing me, guiding me to finish what I came to Mt. 
SAC to do. I am truly thankful to the CalWORKs program, my professors, my children and 
mom (my backbone) for sticking by my side. It’s been hard, but I want to be an example 
to my children. I need them to believe in themselves and in their dreams. 
 
Coming to Mt. SAC was a second chance to change my future. As I graduate, I dedicate 
my degree to my children, my mom, and for my dad and grandmother that are no longer 
with me. I feel their presence and know they share in this amazing accomplishment. It 
is never too late to follow your dream and become what you have always hoped for 
your whole life. Also, to not stop believing in yourself and having a support group to 
encourage you along those difficult times. There is always someone who may be inspired 
by your story.
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BRANDY KELLEN  
Administrative  
Assistant   
Mt. San Antonio  
College
The beginning of my life was hard, because my birth 
parents were not able to take care of me, and I was 
placed in foster care at the age of 2 years old. I 
meet my adoptive mother at the age of 5, and I was 
adopted at 8 years old. My mother always emphasized 
how important it is to have an education. I’ve always 

struggled in school because of a learning disability, and it wasn’t until my senior year in 
high school that I finally received the help I needed. A program called SERVE helped. 
They provided supportive services and being a part of this program, I was able to 
graduate high school with good grades. My teacher in SERVE was very helpful to me; 
he helped me stay focused by encouraging me and by giving us weekly check ins.  

A few years later, I was working and became pregnant with my son. His father did 
not want the responsibility, so he disappeared. I decided to go back to school to be 
able to support my son. At that time, I was unsure of what I wanted to do, but I 
remembered my mothers’ words “Brandy, in order to succeed in life, you need to have 
an education.”  I began my education at Santiago Canyon College during spring of 
2009 where I meet my daughter’s father. During my last semester there, I was pregnant 
and he became abusive. I stayed in the relationship for three horrible years. In 2012, I 
finally had the courage to leave. In an instant, I became homeless with my two children. 
Not having a place to go, I found a shelter for victims of domestic violence. There I 
received counseling and the words of my mother kept ringing in my ear. During this 
time, I took a long look at what I wanted to do with my life, so I decided I wanted to 
better myself, so I enroll at Mt. San Antonio College.

When I enrolled at Mt. SAC, I became a part of the CalWORKs program. This program 
has helped me tremendously, with counseling, tutoring services, and a class that was 
created to help parents with children. Through this class, its professor, and the students 
I meet, I learned that I’m not alone and there are so many individuals that are like 
me. The CalWORKs program has helped me understand how important an education 
is and has helped me build confidence within myself that I never really had before. 
Most importantly, I learned to believe in myself and now I know I can do this. I can do 
anything I want as long I believe in myself. 

Throughout my time at Mt. SAC, I have been through so much including the death 
of my birth mother, my grandmother, and a good friend that worked at the school. 
However, I have not been overwhelmed because of the supportive service that I have 
received through CalWORKs. I am forever grateful to the CalWORKs program. 
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CELIA AGUILAR 
REGION 8 WINNER 

English
Santiago Canyon  

College
There are many challenges that I have overcome 
including the fact that I am a first-generation college 
student. The community college CalWORKs has greatly 
influenced my college experience because I have been 
able to receive the resources that I need. I have been 
at Santiago Canyon College since spring 2014, and will 
be graduating in spring 2019. At times, it seems relentless to have been going to school 
for so long that it may seem that I have not been advancing even though I am. Although, 
I have been in community college for about four years now, I have seen growth in many 
aspects of my life. As I leave community college to transfer to a four-year university, I now 
have a full understanding that nothing comes easy but I can achieve the unthinkable even 
as a single parent. I have learned that I am resilient and I must be strong in order for me 
to continue with my education. 

Life has thrown hurdles in my path that made it difficult for me to see my success but 
with CalWORKs, I have found the support that I needed in order to continue with my 
education. I have met a counselor who has always reminded me to prioritize my son 
and myself because at the end of the day it is just my son and me. I learned to take 
care of myself, so that I can be able to get through tough times and continue with my 
goals. Being a first-generation college student has influenced my life. I did not know 
of all the resources that my school had to offer nor did I have a mentor to guide me 
into the right pathway. Once I joined CalWORKs, a counselor was assigned to me every 
month. The counselor have become my mentor and has helped guide me academically 
and personally. Coming from a low socioeconomic background the only way to be able 
to give my son a better future is to pursue my educational goal of becoming an English 
professor. Aside from being a college student, I am a mother, to a handsome young boy. 
As a parent, my priority is my (family) son, as a single mother I have the responsibility to 
ensure his safety and success. Upon becoming a single parent I wanted to make sure that 
I was able to provide a better future for my son which was my incentive for signing up 
for college. I dealt with custody battles during my first years in college, so going to court 
constantly was hindering my college success. Furthermore, something that I learned in 
college is that in order for me to be a good student, employee, and a good mother I 
need to take care of myself first. One of the biggest influences on my persona has been 
CalWORKs has guided me into success in school and reminded me that I am capable of 
achieving my goals.
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FLOR AGUILAR  
Sociology   
Fullerton College
One the biggest challenges I’ve faced is moving to 
a different county while pregnant. Moving in with 
immediate family that was not supportive and having 
to move from one family members home to another 
was extremely difficult. I finally was able to find shelter 
with a very supportive aunt and uncle. They are the 
ones that encouraged me to return to school once 
my daughter was born. Upon returning to school, my 
goal was to complete a certificate program quickly 

to become employable. I am what colleges would consider a re-entry adult, I felt too 
old to be in school, I had a baby, and could think of so many reasons of why I didn’t 
belong in college. My past experience in El Salvador had left me emotionally vulnerable, 
insecure, and feeling worthless. After meeting with my CalWORKs Counselor, I realized 
that I can do so much more with my future and was amazed with the support this 
program provides. 

The CalWORKs staff have been extremely supportive through my journey at Fullerton 
College. A few months later, I interviewed for a work study position and got the job! 
It hasn’t at all been a stroll in the park, I’ve had to deal with county issues, child care, 
experiencing difficult times with certain subjects, and providing for my daughter. 
Fullerton College CalWORKs staff have been there with me through it all, especially 
with any county issues. I have learned to have confidence in myself and abilities as an 
employee and person. Having the opportunity to work at the CalWORKs office made 
me realized how important this program is for students like me. The staff is there to 
help students realized their potential, reach their educational/career goal, and become 
self-sufficient.  I recently submitted my transfer application for fall 2019! Something 
I never saw myself doing. Upon graduation from Fullerton College, I will receive two 
Associates Degrees (Paralegal Studies and Sociology). I plan to pursue a career in Social 
Work and give back to my community and to others who have struggled like me. My 
uncle that took my daughter and me in at a time of need recently passed away. Before 
saying farewell, he made me promise to continue my education until I reach my goal. I 
will reach my goal, I will set the standard for my daughter so when she’s ready to start 
higher education she has no excuse.
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SHAWNTEL  
PALACIOS

Sociology   
Fullerton College

Early on, I was inspired to earn a prosperous life by 
earning a college degree. Without hesitation I spoke 
to academic counselors to begin college preparation 
classes my freshman year. Along this journey, there 
were sacrifices, endless amount of studying and 
managing sport obligations. Despite it all, I achieved 
an early graduation date, with the incentive of enrolling 
in courses in the spring rather than the summer. At that 
moment, I was at an ultimate high and proud. During my freshmen-year in college, I 
became a mother and was faced with unexpected circumstances of domestic violence. 
In the most difficult time, my perspective on life had changed. I dropped out of college 
as a single mother and dealt with life as it came. With a high school diploma, I was 
limited to apply for qualified jobs. Living paycheck to paycheck, experiencing layoffs, I 
felt discouraged and disappointed. I gave up on my goals. I allowed twelve years to pass 
before placing the internal battle of dissatisfaction of what I wanted to achieve in life 
behind me and returned to college. I recommitted to the challenges of earning a degree 
in area of expertise and raising a family. Hands-down, this was the best decision I made 
for my family. 

As a recipient of the CalWORKs program, I was assigned to the caring hands of an 
academic counselor by the name of Daniela Rodriguez that I now view as one of the 
strongest aspects of my support system! In times of doubt and financial hardships, I 
was able to learn to trust again, gain confidence and strength. This was my story, my 
dream and I could do it! With undivided attention, she listened to my train of thought, 
how I desired to not give up like I did the first time around and we managed to find 
resolutions. With the allowable avenues and resources that I would have no knowledge 
of without her guidance. For many years, I functioned as a mother, and through this 
new path, I have found me again! Living through domestic violence, insecurities take 
over and your drive disintegrates. Without the CalWORKs program there is a chance I 
would have turned away and reverted to believing I was everything that I was told I was. 
I commend the patient, kind, intelligent and ambitious individuals who are a part of the 
CalWORKs program. I view them as family and my backbone of support. Their efforts 
have made a difference in not only in my life but in other families as well. Witnessing this 
first hand, I couldn’t ignore the fact that I have a passion in helping others, using my voice 
to validate what is right and chose to pursue a career in Sociology and one day advocate 
for survivors of violence. I firmly believe that with perseverance and support any situation 
can be made into a positive one.
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NICOLE LOPEZ
Mt. San Antonio 
College
In 2006, I suffered an unfortunate traumatic experience 
and I was diagnosed with Severe Bereavement - Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder. As a victim of crime, I 
received therapy and after many years of learning to 
cope with my trauma I decided it was time to enroll 
in college. I enrolled at Mt. San Antonio College as 
a single mother. I began to learn of the resources 
Mt. SAC offered students like me and I learned of 
programs like CalWORKs and EOPS. I gained a lot of 
support through these programs, I received academic 
and personal counseling to assist me in furthering my 

education. As a psychology major, my courses also provided me with a learning platform 
where I learned about how the brain reacts to traumatic events and this helped me learn 
more about myself. 
 
I took a course called “Single Parent Academy” and this was an amazing class. I learned so 
much and I was presented with an opportunity to apply for a scholarship. The thought of 
applying was never something I considered, but in the end, I was awarded the scholarship. 
I remember feeling so valued and it encouraged me to stay focused on my educational 
goals. Soon after, I became involved in work-study and campus clubs. I became a peer 
advisor and I mentored students who were just starting their academic journey. I joined 
the Psychology Club, Communications Club, Philosophy Club, and Culture Shock, these 
were great way to learn new skills and meet other students. 
 
Unfortunately, I had a setback in 2011 that triggered my Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. 
I felt alone and troubled. My original therapist whom I trusted was no longer available so 
I looked to Mt. SAC for assistance. My CalWORKs Counselor and a previous professor 
assisted me with finding a therapist to treat me. I stopped attending Mt. SAC to once 
again deal with my past. During the time I was not enrolled at Mt. SAC, I did not forget 
about the programs and people that have been on my side believing in my ability to 
succeed. I returned February of 2017, where I finally completed my last two courses 
and I was eligible to walk with my class at the end of the spring semester. I have learned 
patience, and how to appreciate life and its timing. I accept where life has taken me. I 
have been encouraged, and I have inspired my children to not give up. My path is not yet 
finished, but what I have accomplished I am very proud of, for my children and myself.
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SUZELLE 
LUVIANO

Mt. San Antonio 
College

My name is Suzelle Luviano; I am a mother to two 
wonderful little boys. I am a current student at both 
Mt. San Antonio College and at University of La Verne 
majoring in Education. I am currently a recipient of 
CalWORKs and have been a part of the CalWORKs 
program at Mt. SAC for almost two years. My 
educational goals include gaining my Bachelor’s and 
Master degree in Education, while my career goal is 
to become an elementary school teacher teaching 
kindergarten or first grade. 
 
The challenges that I have had to face and overcome while pursuing my degree were 
health challenges. I knew that no matter what came my way, I had to stay strong in order to 
continue to care for my children and remain successful in school. Since day one of starting 
school, I have been through so many struggles that should have put my education on hold. 
From my Mom having brain surgery for a giant aneurysm last September. Resulting in 
me becoming her primary caretaker requiring me to commute from Keck- USC, to home, 
and to school while also being a mom while she was in the hospital recovering. Two short 
months after that I received the shocking news that I also had a brain aneurysm in which 
is being monitored. Doctors had “accidentally” found my aneurysm in the results from 
an MRI that my neurologist requested in hopes to conclude as to why I often suffer from 
migraines. Which alone can be difficult for me handle my duties as a mother and student. 
Five months after this, I lost my Grandfather who had been battling stage 4 cancer for 
almost five years. He was one of the biggest supporters in my system and now that he is 
gone I have a feeling of being lost, finding it hard to stay motivated. 
 
The CalWORKs program at my College has helped me keep and maintain not only my 
educational goals but my personal and financial goals as well. Since the very moment I 
enrolled into the program I have had access to anything and everything that I needed 
to meet my educational needs. The CalWORKs program has lead me to becoming more 
active in my community by motivating me to stay the course of becoming an educator. I 
have also been volunteering in extracurricular activities for children by serving as a board 
member and a Player Administrator for the local football team my sons’ are a part of. 
The staff in the program have been the greatest mentors. Whenever I have felt in a rut 
my counselors and case worker has lent me a guiding hand that helps me get back on my 
feet. I can honestly say, without it I don’t think I would be as far as I am in my education. 
I will forever be grateful for the guidance and help that I have received from being a part 
of this program.
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SHAITON LEDET  
Registered Nurse   
Mt. San Antonio  
College
Being a teen mom with four children by age twenty-
five, resulted in poverty, lack of support from my 
family, kids’ dads, feelings of inadequacy, intervals of 
homelessness/unemployment, depression, and being 
battered and abused. Low wage jobs were financially 
insufficient. I attended college sporadically. I worked as 
a Ship fitter, Highway Constructor, and Longshoreman 

however I was still poor. I refused to succumb to my tribulations. I discovered California 
had greater opportunities. God miraculously moved my four children and me to California 
from New Orleans, Louisiana, two months before Hurricane Katrina. My California friend 
was unreliable. I was alone and afraid in a foreign place. My alternative was to believe 
and stand on faith. I had the coursework to get into an RN program but not enough 
points. I earned an AA in Natural Science and Mathematics. I have raised three of the 
four children. They are all college students. The fourth is a 2019 High School graduate 
awaiting college acceptance! My goal is to become a Family Nurse Practitioner/Holistic 
Healer. I have always had a heart of caring and the desire to heal the heart and souls of 
those wounded. I became an LVN in 2014, a BLS Instructor, Notary Public, and started a 
Nonprofit Organization called Cornucopia Society in 2017. I was ordained a Minister in 
2018. I am currently working on Small Business and Business Management certificates. 

My plans for self-sufficiency include keeping gainful employment, continuing higher 
education. Raising holistic awareness, educating, encouraging, and employing others 
to be of service to communities while decreasing poverty, homelessness and unhealthy 
behaviors that trigger low self-worth and poverty. I have more to learn, businesses to 
create, and nonprofits to start to help those in need and desire of a better life while 
strengthening communities worldwide. My community services include empowering 
and encouraging middle/high school youth to remain focused on the greater qualities of 
life, higher education, self-love, diversity, spirituality, and uplifting people no matter the 
need, through God’s word. I help provided food, clothes, blankets, and hygiene items to 
the homeless. 

The structure of the college CalWORKs program is phenomenal. The employees advocate 
and believe in me. Financial costs, books, tutoring and essentials supplies for my education 
were not ever something to stress over. The vast resources, workshops, networking 
events and assistance with Gain paperwork is greatly appreciated. The community college 
CalWORKs program has allowed me to prioritize education for kids and myself by being 
my backbone, strength and guidance. If it had not been for this program, I would still 
be in pursuit of success. Their intention is solely about my prosperity and sharing their 
own testimonies to show they walk and/run with me through this journey. This support is 
imperative to my success. It has helped me to endure my trials and strengthen me while 
persevering. This experience has proven I can do anything. I am a greater role model to 
my children, women and others. I instill this same value in them to this day.
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YANETT  
CAMARILLO 

Sociology
Fullerton College

Living in a small community where it’s always active of 
violence, drug abuse, and gangs was one of my many 
challenges. In addition, going to high school I was not 
a student with a good GPA. However, I graduated 
from high school and pregnant. My main purpose right 
after high is to keep on going to college and pursue 
my career. But, it was not easy with a child on board. I 
stop going to school and work. Hello my name is Yanett 
Camarillo regardless of my struggles I managed myself to enroll in college and I will be 
receiving my associate’s degree in Sociology of May 2019. Although many family members 
and surroundings didn’t believe in me in continuing my education. I have maintain myself 
focus to make a difference in my life and be role model for my daughters and love ones.
In 2014 I started working in a program named “Extended Opportunity Program and 
Services” (EOPS) and I started to go back to college. I recruit for the program so the 
students can get a book award, tutoring services and priority registration. I am very 
passionate about my job that it leads me to go beyond the call of duty. I help the students 
by holding their hand and guided them through the steps to success. 

If it wasn’t for CalWORKs Program I wouldn’t be doing what I’m doing right now by helping 
others. They help to get this amazing job and guide me to the right path and given me so 
much assistance on tutoring hours, counselors, child care, and positive vibes on not giving 
up because of getting so much help I’m proud to say that I’m also graduating with honors. 
CalWORKs program has prepared for my next journey at Cal State Fullerton.

Moreover, from 2015 until 2016, for a total of one entire year, I would volunteer and go 
once a month to the juvenile halls and talk about college life and my life experience. This is 
because I was able to relate to them. This was a dream for me because I can at least have a 
very positive impact at least one person’s life. Also, each semester, every Friday, I am part 
of an organization called “DV” group. We meet every Friday, a total of ten weeks. 

The Fullerton College CalWORKs Program has helped me overcome my economic worries. 
It has allowed me to make my education a priority. Since, my own family would discourage 
me, and my siblings would bully me. I was being seen to them as a joke but deep down it 
hurt like I was stabbed in the heart. I thought that there was no one to help me process 
applications, homework, or even my feelings. This was because I was a teen mom of two 
beautiful daughters, and I was single. Ever since I became a part of the Fullerton College 
CalWORKs Program, I gained confidence within myself to ask for assistance.
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ANA CUZ
Santa Ana College
I started as a Santa Ana College student in the Fall 
of 2015. I have now completed 60 units for the 
undergraduate program with a GPA of 3.68. My major 
at Santa Ana College is Criminal Justice. My ambition 
is to transfer to California State University Fullerton 
in June 2018 to earn my Bachelor’s Degree. I want to 
study Criminal Justice because I get inspired by all of 
the work that law enforcement does. I am inspired to 
succeed, overcome hard challenges, go to college, and 
finished what I started. Some challenges that I had to 
overcome was transportation and the doubtful mindset 
I had when I would get a bad grade on a paper. I have 

no car and I take two buses to get to school, so getting to school on time and making 
sure I do not miss a bus is a mission. I also get worried when I receive a bad grade on 
my paper in the beginning of the semester. It makes me believe I will fail the class, but 
instead of just giving up I ask for help right away. I go to tutoring to learn from my 
mistakes and I have improved in my classes. Another challenge that I had to overcome 
was time. I believed that 24 hours in a day was not enough time for homework and 
studying especially as a single mother, a full-time student, and a part-time employee. I, 
of course, made time to be able to study and do my homework with no rush and it has 
been working for me. 

I have been making successful progress towards my education and career goals by 
passing my classes even when it gets hard. Applying to scholarships will make it 
financially easier for me, and applying to universities to continue with my education to 
obtain a career. I just need a couple of classes to go until graduation and applying to 
scholarships is always an achievement. I am also looking into an internship in my field 
that I would be interested in. 

Programs like EOPS/CARE and CalWORKs are the reason why I can attend college today. 
CalWORKs helped me get my first job in Santa Ana College with the Disabled Students 
Program and Services as part of work study. I have worked as a student assistant with 
DSPS since the Fall of 2015. This job has helped me mature, be more confident with 
myself, and build my first resume. 

With the job, I am able to provide needs for my daughter and pay my monthly bills. 
The CalWORKs program is a family, who make sure you are doing well and that you are 
meeting your requirements in the process of succeeding towards your career. They also 
help you to make sure you get your books requested to your case worker, so you can buy 
them before the semester starts. 

Overall, I am very grateful for everything CalWORKs has done for me and for many other 
students like myself.
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LORENA 
RODRIGUEZ

Santa Ana College
I am a single mother to a wonderful thirteen-year-old 
boy. I am the oldest of five sisters. I originally wanted 
to attend college right after high school, but since I 
was already working, I decided to take a year off. 
Those plans quickly changed when I found out that I 
was expecting my first child. I was waiting for my son 
to turn five to go back to school; however, I was doing 
great at my job. I really didn’t see the benefits of higher 
education. Eventually, the industry went down and the 
company shut down. After I found myself with no job 
security, I decided enroll at Santa Ana College. 

I first started as a full-time student but that quickly changed after I found a full-time job 
as a Legal Assistant. As a result, I started attending school part-time at night. I quickly 
learned that the path to education came with many challenges and sacrifices. I want to 
be an example to my son that even under difficult circumstances goals can be attained. 
I also want my son to learn the value of earning a degree and to see it as an investment 
towards his future. It is important for me to keep striving for success because it will only 
improve the quality of life I can offer to my son and my mother. My mother has supported 
me unconditionally by taking care of my son while I work and go to school. 

Attending community college has given me the opportunity to gain the skills I need 
to continue pursuing a degree in Criminal Justice. I have persisted and successfully 
completed my general education courses, and I’m currently a semester away from 
transferring to a university for my B.A. My ultimate goal is to become self-sufficient and 
continue to provide for my family. 

I’m actively engaged in the following three programs: The Paralegal Program, the Work-
Study Program and the CalWORKs Program. Being part of the Paralegal Program has 
allowed me to network with other students and professors that are attorneys. This gave 
me the opportunity to participate in one of the Expungement Clinics held by the Legal 
Aid Society. I also participate in the work study program as a receptionist at the Math 
Center. The CalWORKs program has made a major impact in my life and has provided me 
with adequate resources. The counselors want to make sure that we have the resources 
needed to accomplish our goals. 

I would like to be considered for this scholarship because it will alleviate some of the 
financial hardships I face as a single mother. Having a son as a single mother is extremely 
difficult and exhausting; however, I am determined to finish my studies. It will prove that 
it is never too late to decide to take a different path for the better. I want to break the 
barriers and show that I was the first one in my family to attend college.
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KENYA MARTIN
Fine & Applied Art; 
Real Estate
Norco College
I owe much of my positive college success to CalWORKs. 
CalWORKs has alleviated much stress by helping me 
receive assistance for textbooks, school/testing supplies, 
printing, processing of paperwork, computer access, 
gas assistance, early class enrollment, the list goes on. 
What really reassures me is how professional the staff 
are, how willing they are to help you by giving positive 
advice and encouragement. It warms my day to stop 

by to just say hello. You’re welcomed with a huge smile and a “how can I help you?” I will 
always remain grateful to CalWORKs for helping me achieve my goals. I hope CalWORKs 
continues to remain available for others as they were for me. Thank you CalWORKs.
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ANA SANCHEZ
Early Childhood 

Education
Mt. San Jacinto 

College
My education and career have coincided since high 
school. I always took dance classes in school because 
I could not afford them as a hobby; however, because 
of my skill and drive to acquire the experience, I ended 
up working by the age of 15 up until now at the age 
of 30. My first studio offered me a job after seeing a 
performance at school, parents now ask me from time to time to choreograph for their 
child’s party or just as a favor. I have been able to use my experience with people I’ve met 
at school to continue to keep dance in my life. 

Now that I have a child, I feel like it actually made it easier to stay involved in school and 
dance because I want her to see life outside of home and our community. I stay active 
with the kids she plays with in our community by bringing them together to dance then 
tell them about a book we just bought. This keeps the parents interested in working with 
me because through the art of dance, we can help develop their love for reading. After 
working with Kids Excel in El Paso, I have more ideas on how to keep education and 
dance together, now for a certificate and degree!



JENNIFER  
ALONSO
Administrative  
Assistant; Office  
Management &  
Facilities Management
Chaffey College
At the start of my customer service career, I was a 
babysitter at the age of thirteen and continued this 

until I turned eighteen. I graduated high school and kept working, though it was by this 
time mostly clerical jobs and customer service in retail or real estate. After the economy 
took a turn for the worst in 2008, I have had a lot of trouble finding steady work. 

However, in 2014 I landed a job at the Girl Scouts of San Gorgonio. This was a fun job 
and I loved it, but it made me see how much I needed to hone my skills in Excel, Word, 
Outlook, etc. At the time, I also became pregnant with our first and only child.

This was a blessing, as I have been waiting many years to conceive. As my husband 
worked, I remained at home with our son because we have no access to trustworthy 
childcare. It has been four years and now I am ready to get back into the workforce.

This is why I chose Chaffey College to get my certification as an Administrative Professional 
and a degree in Facility Management. As part of the CalWORKs program, this has helped 
me greatly in achieving this goal. I enjoy relearning these skills I had not used in quite a 
while, as well as learning new ones. This was something I have been thinking about doing 
for quite some time and this was the opportunity to do it. Certification and the eventual 
degree will help me be much more marketable to any job I apply for. I am proud to say I 
have completed several certificates since attending Chaffey and I know these last classes 
I will complete will solidify my road to success.
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AMANDA 
STADELBACHER

Anthropology
Chaffey College

Prior to starting classes at Chaffey, I found myself 
trapped in an abusive marriage with 2 young daughters.  
I didn’t recognize myself anymore and I knew that I 
needed to change something to protect us all so I left. 
It wasn’t easy but I got out.  My escape began the long-
term fight to protect my daughters and has proven to 
be the fight of my life. My ex-husband remains a stress 
in our lives but family, friends and the justice system 
have provided us with necessary support.

Once my situation was (relatively) stable, I decided to work on my educational goals in 
order to provide myself and my daughters with a better future. I don’t want my past 
relationship to define me as a person or as a mother, so education and a degree is 
extremely important to me. I want the very best for myself and my daughters and I 
know that education will help me get to where I need to be. It’s not always easy. While 
pursuing my degree, I also face the challenges of protecting my daughters in and out 
of court at any given time. The emotional and financial strain is devastating. However, 
the alternative reality of my daughters growing up in an environment without love, 
compassion or respect is not one I’m willing to allow. I’ll never stop fighting for them.

My parents have been my saving grace and I’ve had to rely on them heavily on this journey. 
Over the summer my father suffered a stroke that left him partially paralyzed. While we all 
readjusted and supported him as he learned how to walk again, my own health suffered. 
I experienced a back injury that gradually worsened and I became effectively disabled. 
Without surgery I was facing the possibility of permanent nerve damage or paralysis. 
I was devastated by the seriousness of my condition and my inability to care for my 
daughters and stay in my classes. I am now post operation and on the road to recovery. 

I am amazed at how far I have come on the journey towards my degree. Starting out, 
I had little faith in myself and was afraid of failing. I had never done anything like this 
before and now I have 2 small children to take care of.  Math was a beast that I didn’t 
think I’d ever be able to overcome. With a lot of perseverance and support, not only did 
I finish math, I was actually offered a job helping other students who struggle with math!

I didn’t think I’d ever see the day that I might apply to transfer to a 4-year university. 
Each class that I have taken has broadened my horizons and has given me the confidence 
I need to make my dreams a reality. I am proud to say that I will soon graduate from 
Chaffey with 2 degrees. Currently, I am applying to several universities and I plan to 
eventually obtain my masters.
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BONNIE  
MERCADO
Sociology/Social Work
Chaffey College
I am grateful that I made the decision to attend 
Chaffey community college. Chaffey has a wonderful 
CalWORKs program. This program has undoubtedly 
been instrumental in assisting me with meeting my 
educational, and thus my future career goals. The 
whole experience of coming back to school to pursue 
higher education has taught me the importance of 

putting my education first.

As a CalWORKs participant I am afforded the books that I need to successfully complete 
my classes, the supplies that I will need for each course, as well as little extra benefits like 
backpacks, water bottles, free bus access and even gas cards to help get me here to the 
campus and then through each day.

This has been my first exposure to the college process, and at times the whole process for 
me has been a bit confusing and overwhelming, especially with the added responsibility 
of caring for a family with a sick mother and kids at home. However the CalWORKs 
counselors have been such a crucial part in keeping me focused, and moving in the right 
directions. The CalWORKs office staff as a whole; with their knowledge, guidance, and 
accessibility to the students has truly made me feel lucky to be a part of this program.

As a CalWORKs participant I was eligible to obtain a part-time job on campus with the 
Chaffey Library. Since I have been working in the library, I have had the opportunity to be 
exposed to so many interesting books and I have already learned so much. I would have 
never thought that I would ever hope to get locked in the library one night, just so that 
I can explore all of the books. I absolutely love my job, my co-workers, and my boss. My 
two years there have flown by, and I will be sad when it’s time to leave. Also, because my 
work schedule is so flexible with my school schedule, I have been able to stay on track 
with my educational plan, and I will graduate and transfer to a University as scheduled.

The success that I have been having in my classes has only boosted my confidence, 
awakened my excitement for school, and education which has fueled my determination 
to succeed in my future career. However, the thing that I am most proud of is, that I will 
earn my AA at the same time that my oldest daughter will graduate from High School. 
We can both move on to further our educations and obtain our degrees together. Now I 
can be a mother that she can be proud of, and she can use my hard work as an example 
for her to look back on later in her own life.

Thank you Michelle, thank you Sabrina for your concern and support. I will always be 
grateful for your help, and making this a very positive experience for me and my family.
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DAISY IRIBE
Business  

Administration
Chaffey College

Not everyone has the privilege of being born into 
wealth and education. When I was young, I grew up 
with a family of seven, living under the poverty line. 
What made matters worse, was the excess use of drugs 
and alcohol my dad did every single day. My siblings 
and I witnessed a lot of domestic violence in the home 
with us and our mother. It is true that we follow what 
we see growing up, especially from our parents. I was 
in an unhealthy relationship for almost 3 years with the father of my daughter. I faced 
not only physical abuse, but also verbal abuse. To this day, I still can’t forgive myself for 
allowing this abuse to happen for such a long time, and most importantly, allowing my 
daughter to see all of it. I didn’t want the chain to continue with her, so I left one day and 
never looked back. 

I was reborn that day, and I knew I had to create a new, promising life for my daughter 
and me. I decided to pursue school and for this time around finish what I had started 
a long time ago. Thanks to the CalWORKs Program, I have been blessed to have the 
opportunity to go to school and excel in it. The CalWORKs Program has helped me 
tremendously, by paying for my books, gas and most importantly, daycare. I alone, 
couldn’t afford daycare and be able to do countless hours of homework without it. These 
programs facilitate women’s lives, especially single mothers like me attain an education 
so we can get promising careers and futures. 

I am aware that I am a statistic, a number in this world right now; I am labeled as a 
single, low-income mother on welfare. However, with my continuous effort to excel along 
with the commitment that CalWORKs has for me, I will no longer be a number when I 
complete my education and start my career. My daughter will see my hard work and will 
follow my path to a successful life. I will be a living, walking testimony that CalWORKs 
Programs help make successful women.
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DELANEY  
PINCUMBE
English
College of the Desert
As a first-generation college student, re-entry student, 
and working single parent, I am no stranger to 
educational obstacles. For two years I have commuted 
over an hour each way to attend COD. During this time 
I faced homelessness, divorce and single-parenthood.
Through it all, my commitment to my education 
never waivered.I maintained a 4.0 GPA from start to 

finish. Balancing being a mother, breadwinner, and student has been incredibly difficult, 
however, it was not faced alone. I discovered a tremendous source of support in the 
CalWORKs program. There, I found a community of thriving people, both students and 
faculty, who encouraged me to continue moving forward. In addition to the counseling 
support, I received emotional support as well. The benefits of the program went beyond 
any monetary value. 

I am in my final weeks at COD and I cannot believe the amount of growth I’ve experienced. I 
had the privilege of gaining the ability to communicate with the deaf, a highly underserved 
group of our society.  I also had the privilege of working in the DSPS high tech center. 
Working with these students provided me an invaluable set of life skills. Adapting to their 
learning styles and building bonds with them has been one of the most rewarding parts 
of my college career.

Now, I am prepared to transfer to UCR where I’ll complete my B.A. in English. 
Simultaneously, I’ll pursue an internship in my field, placing me in an ideal situation to 
become gainfully employed directly out of college. I am forever fueled by an intrinsic 
passion to provide a better life for my child than was provided for me and to ensure 
that she knows that getting an education is the absolute highest priority in our family. 
CalWORKs helped me to achieve this by providing support, guidance and a community 
of individuals all fighting to provide bright futures for the next generation.
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EVELYN WIMBY 
Liberal Arts Studies: 

Fine Arts &  
Humanities

San Bernardino  
Valley College

I have overcome many obstacles just by enrolling in San 
Bernardino Valley College. I received my GED in 2009. I 
began community college that following semester with 
no major, but I was excited to begin my educational 
journey. I failed many classes and dropped out due to my personal life and some bad 
choices. I was involved with toxic relationships and homelessness for about 5 years after 
that. When I had my son in 2016, I vowed to change my life for the better. I enrolled in 
San Bernardino valley college in 2017, and have been excelling. I have my own place 
and raise my 2 year old son by myself. I work very hard and have received good grades 
since enrolling. The CalWORKs Program has helped me tremendously with financial help, 
book vouchers, and counseling which keeps me on the right track. I honestly couldn’t 
do it without the support of the CalWORKs team. My plans for becoming economically 
self-sufficient in receiving my bachelors degree in Liberal Arts so that I can become a 
teacher. I have a passion for children by helping and motivating them through positive 
reinforcement. I didn’t receive that as a child so I want to change that. My son gives me 
strength I never knew I had. I volunteered at the Veteran’s Hospital in Loma Linda, CA 
reading to stroke patients the beginning of this year. I worked as a caregiver years ago 
and I still like to help. The CalWORKs Program has helped make education a priority for 
me and my child by making sure I turn in progress reports and receive tutoring help if 
needed. The counselors are also very helpful and resourceful.
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MEGAN  
CARDONA
Liberal Arts
Victor Valley College
When I first made the decision to go back to school, 
I was a newly single mom.  My son was just about 18 
months old and I had no income or way to support 
myself.  I went to the county to apply for assistance 
and registered for classes at Victor Valley College.  I 
started my education path again at the age of 27 
during the summer 2016 session.  I was brought in to 

the CalWORKs office to meet with Manika to develop an education plan and get me 
started with my career goals.  Through each semester, Manika and all the staff in the 
CalWORKs office have served as a support group for me.  Every time I go in, I see 
Tracey working at the front desk and she always brings a smile to my face or reassures 
me in times I am questioning my path.  My experiences with her have shown me how 
supportive and comforting she is through everything she says.  

Manika has been my backbone through the CalWORKs Program.  She is always one to 
give you straight forward advice and to tell you to suck it up when you feel like taking the 
easy way out on something.  She expects greatness from you, and I am very thankful for 
that part of her guidance.   I am now concurrently enrolled in Victor Valley College and 
Brandman University and scheduled to finish my bachelors’ degree in the fall of 2019.  I 
was able to complete my degree in about 3 years because of all the support I was given 
when I wanted to register myself for 17 units each semester.  I am able to start teaching 
at the beginning of the next academic year and am very excited to show my son that 
no matter what goes on in life, it’s never too late to re-route yourself to work towards 
something better.  With all the support I received though the CalWORKs staff and my 
family, my educational path has been able to be my main priority for the last 3 years.  I am 
very grateful to each person who guided and helped and lent support over these years.
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ASHLEY  
HORTON 

Nursing
San Bernardino  
Valley College

Returning to college was a challenge for me due to my 
life obstacles such as being a single parent. However, 
I have overcome those challenges by maintaining a 
positive and growth mindset. The success that I have 
had in progress is becoming more organized and being 
more productive.  Although my journey has been 
challenging, I’m very fortunate for the CalWORKs Program. The CalWORKs Program is 
a positive environment that helps students like myself with counseling and educational 
guidance.  For example, when I first returned to school I was concerned about taking 
classes that I didn’t need. Due to the CalWORKs office counselor’s having knowledge not 
about only the schools classes but also the transfer requirements, I was able to pick the 
classes that I needed to keep me on the right track. 

There have also been times where I felt overwhelmed with school and I believe the 
CalWORKs staff was supportive and encouraging. I was notified about the tutoring services 
my school offers, due to this, my grades have improved greatly, and I feel reassured that 
I’m supported by a program that also wants to see their students successful. In the near 
future, my plan to become self-sufficient is to remain active in the work force and obtain 
a higher education.  My educational goal is to transfer and obtain a Bachelor’s Degree in 
Nursing. The reason why I have chosen this care path is because I was a certified nursing 
assistant. I enjoyed my job because even the smallest things can make a person’s day 
better. Especially if a patient is receiving more than adequate care during their time of 
illness.  I also have chosen my career goal based on my own personal experiences of having 
sick family members that I would help care for. I believe the medical field is a great place 
for those who truly enjoy helping others. I plan on being done with my career goal shortly. 

Overall, the community college CalWORKs Program isn’t just a program but it’s also a 
great support system for me due to the amount of positivity and encouragement the 
staff provides. I’m grateful for my school’s CalWORKs Program because they have paid 
for books that I couldn’t afford and provided me with a backpack to place them in. The 
CalWORKs Program also provides me with gas cards and this has been a great help, and 
they have also helped me with school supplies. All of these things that the program has 
supported me with is the one the reasons I believe I’m successful today.
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SAMANTHA   
BOWLES-RUSSELL
Business  
Administration 
Copper Mountain  
College
I thought it would be impossible to go to school and 
raise five children, but with the help of CalWORKs, I 
am working on a better life. Not only have they helped 
me with school but they are also helping me to teach 

lunch-and-learn class at Copper Mountain. I have had a hard time finding all the time 
needed to study, but I refuse to give up. The program helps me stay on track and when 
I am second guessing my choices they help me make sure that I am making the right 
choices to keep going in the right direction. I was having a hard time finding a job to 
work with my schedule, but to become more self-sufficient I have applied and have an 
interview through Copper Mountain student work program. going to school has been 
the best choice for me and my family.
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VANESSA 
VARIEUR 

Political Science
Victor Valley College

Facing true financial hardship with loss of my spouse’s 
job which was our only income, and the relocation 
to another state that fell through at the same time, 
I overcame the fear and anger I had for our family’s 
future. I had a real hard look at what we had been 
enduring, the fear of homelessness, vehicles being 
repossessed, utilities being shut off. I had a baby in 
diapers and that needed formula yet I had zero income 
coming in. I had sent several hundreds of employment applications for two months with 
not a call back. It was at this point I knew in order to be able to get off my feet and 
provide for my family I needed to make myself a valuable asset to an employer. The only 
way that was going to happen was if I enrolled back into school. I knew that an education 
is the only way that I would be able to improve not only my self-worth, but that of my 
family’s life as well. No matter the hard situations, being no car, money, food, surgery, I 
still came to school and put forth my best effort. 

The CalWORKs program has encouraged me by having access to computers that 
otherwise I would not have. This gave me the ability to complete my research and 
assignments on time. In the event I needed advice with my classes or access to a county 
worker the CalWORKs department was here ready to help, and having a county worker 
here once a week made this easier on many of us in the CalWORKs department.  Having 
the stress of buying books was taken care of with book vouchers, and food cards. So 
many times I would have not eaten all day, but the aid that is offered took this burden 
off me and I was able to really focus on my studies, while keeping my focus on the ability 
to transfer to my desired university. Without this fundamental guidance I would’ve been 
lost.  Through these time-tested struggles, my children have seen their mother’s example 
on how important education truly is. It might not be easy, but it is possible. There is a way 
to accomplish what you want, as long as you put forth the effort and you keep your eye 
on the prize. I am mindful enough that once I obtain my bachelor’s degree my career path 
will open up opportunity that have never been available to me before. 
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ROSEMARY   
MEJIA
Business 
Administration 
San Bernardino 
Valley College

Joining the CalWORKs program at San Bernardino Valley College has been a really great 
decision. They have been able to assist me in many ways. Firstly, their counseling sessions 
are great. My counselor there has really helped me with my classes and she also guided 
me into the classes I would benefit from the most. CalWORKs also offers gas cards, 
which in my case have come in handy tremendously. Being a single mother, full-time 
student and maintaining a part-time job, gas money can be the last thing I worry about 
sometimes. Having that gas card has really helped me a lot. I also appreciate greatly the 
supplies I receive from this program. If it weren’t for these benefits, college would be 
ten times harder. CalWORKs is a huge part of my education, I would have not been able 
to successfully continue without them. With this assistance I have been able to focus on 
coming to school and making sure my grades do not fall. I have also been able to join 
clubs and participate in community events.

368

2019

RE
G

IO
N

 9



ADRIAN SOLIS
Water Supply  

Technology
San Bernardino  
Valley College

I am currently a full time student at San Bernardino 
Valley College to obtain a certification in Water Supply 
Technology. I would have never imaged furthering my 
education to pursue an associate’s degree, despite 
the many interruptions, challenges, and rock bottoms 
that made me realize I needed to set better goals. The 
most important part of my life is being the best single parent that I can possibly be to my 
fourteen year old son. 

I am now inspired and grateful to be able to get a second chance and an opportunity 
to receive an education. In the past I have made bad choices and poor judgment on 
my ability to deal with life in general. I had a prescription drug problem due to the fact 
I needed a hip replacement and I was in denial because I was self-medicating myself 
and was able to hide the pain. My injury was caused by overcompensating my leg due 
to having reconstructive knee surgery ten years ago; as a result, it led me to drugs and 
alcohol addiction resulted me being in the court system. I have been in this position 
before and I was getting tired of this lifestyle. I knew for a fact that that I had to change 
my life around to change my reckless behavior.  

On the positive side, the San Bernardino Mental Health, Probation Department and 
Superior Court Commissioner, Judge Ronald J. Gilbert gave me a chance to become 
a member of society. Judge Ronald J. Gilbert provided me with the tools I needed to 
improve my life and redeem myself so I can move forward.

One important person who impacted my transition and made me who I am today was 
Leslie Gregory, Counselor at San Bernardino Valley College from the CalWORKs program. 
She sat me down and explained my issues and problems that she could see and how this 
cannot happen if I wanted to achieve any of my goals. At that time, I did not have any 
goals, nor was I motivated to achieve any goals. Mrs. Gregory did not give up on me. 
I left the college for one year to focus on my sobriety. Going back to CalWORKs, I did 
not know what to expect. The CalWORKs staff welcomed me back to the program. Their 
first impression was very welcoming. They knew I was there to complete a goal and they 
assured me they were going to keep me on track and it would definitely be worth all 
the struggles. With that in mind, I am more determined to make my goals happen and 
show how the CalWORKs program goes above and beyond their job to make sure their 
students accomplish their educational goals and  setting other life changing goals.

I am four years clean, sober and truly more focused than I’ve ever felt in my life. My son 
and I can see my goals getting closer.
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TAYLOR  
ROUSSEAU
Nursing
Mt. San Jacinto 
College  
Menifee Campus
No one plans for the unexpected; It just happens. I had 
your typical average family with the person I assumed 
I was going to spend the rest of my life with and 
had been with for almost 10 years. We were happily 

expecting our second planned child in 2 short months and my ex was a truck driver 
for a well known corporation, while I was a veterinary technician at an emergency and 
specialty hospital, and we both contributed equally to the household. But circumstances 
tore my life apart. I had no idea what was next or what I was going to do. I was now a 
single parent living back with my mother in California, with only a suitcase of clothes, 
trying to find a leg to stand on. I tried working as a Veterinary Technician again, but it 
did not pay enough to support a single parent household in California ,as well as court 
costs, with no steady child care for my now two young children. My car got repo’d and 
I was swimming in debt from traveling costs and attorney fees from my separation and 
I reached out to everyone I could think of to try to help, but with no luck, I resorted to 
government assistance programs. 

CalWORKs was the only program eager to allow me the chance to change my situation 
and actually help me prepare for the future, instead of just keep my head above water. 
I didnʼt like feeling like I was a leach on society and the idea of not working to support 
my family was hard for me to swallow, but because of the CalWORKs team were the only 
ones who had faith in me, it gave me the strength I needed to go back to school to better 
myself and try to prevent needing help in the future. My goal is to support my family on 
my own as an independent women who contributes and gives back to her community 
and society. CalWORKs was there to talk to and help me at the worst time in my life and 
truly cared about me and my children by helping me find child care and giving me the 
financial assistance needed to keep me in school. I am now in a Nursing program, finally 
where I belong. Thanks to CalWORKs, and one day I hope to thank them personally for 
believing in me.
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REBECCA  
BARRON

Adolescent and Child 
Development

Mt. San Jacinto 
College 

I’m currently in the process of earning my A.A.-T 
in Adolescent and Child Development. The main 
challenges I have overcome in pursuing my degree is having to go through courts due 
to domestic violence, that my son and I experienced (emotionally, mentally, physically) 
throughout many years. For that reason, I submitted myself in therapy for anxiety and 
have learned to control it. Same went for my son and he’s still in therapy and doing great 
at home and school now. 

The success I’ve had in making progress towards my educational and career goals is to 
work hard in my educational and career needs and goals by contributing with volunteering 
and being hands-on with my community in Lake Elsinore. Also, by supporting my children 
in their educational goals and going to workshops, events and fieldtrips based in their 
school’s curriculum and policies. 

The community college CalWORKs Program not only helped me, it also educated and 
shaped me to be a better example for my children and to help me feel good about myself 
and my dreams. Without CalWORKs’ help I wouldn’t have been able to afford college. Their 
resources and guidance have shown me to better educate myself to live a better life and 
not depend on anyone, as well as to have faith and believe in what I can do. My children 
and I will forever be grateful for this amazing opportunity that CalWORKs offered us.         

My plans for self sufficiency are to be independent, to be a survivor because every year 
there is less pay and more expensive food and necessities. As well as keep controlling my 
anxiety because of my past experiences. I have a hard time, at times, not thinking about 
that problem. Providing for my children is very important to me and because of this, I 
plan to not just educate myself but give them a decent good life. I am first generation 
in my family going to college and I’m excited to set that example to my children and 
younger brothers and sister.

I’ve been in parent programs such as Boys Town, Padres Unidos, PIQUE (Parent Institute 
of California) sponsored by CSU, and a parent volunteer for various schools in LEUSD. I’ve 
also volunteered for the early/head start Board Policy Committee program as a parent 
representative and nominated this year as PC Chairman. 

The Community College CalWORKs Program helped me make education a priority and 
be a good citizen for myself and my children. It has also set good boundaries in my home 
environment about furthering their education towards going college and toward pursuing 
their dreams, just like mommy is doing. This program is a blessing and it has shown me to 
always pay it forward by showing the world that everything’s possible. I thank CalWORKs 
for all their time and hard work to help me and my children make our dreams possible. 371
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JAZMINE  
RIPPETOE
Human Services
Mt. San Jacinto 
College 
Let me start off by saying that from the age 9 and 
into adulthood, I’ve lived a rough life full of sexual 
abuse, domestic violence, kidnapping, addiction, and 
becoming a teen parent. I’ve been molested before I 
even knew what sex was. Before I hit puberty, alcohol 

and pills were are how I coped. I ran away because of domestic violence in the home. 
I was pregnant at 16, only to be beaten, tormented, and controlled half my life, and 
disowned for having mixed children. I’ve been homeless and abandoned my kids to be 
with their father to chase an empty high. To make a long story short,  any and every type 
of abuse you can imagine I’ve endured. Thankfully, my life didn’t end there. Jail release 
forced therapy sessions, the best thing to happen. I was told about MSJC by my case 
manager. I applied, but never registered out of fear of failure. My whole life, I couldn’t 
embrace any good fortune, saying it’s a matter of time before I screw it up, I’m not 
worthy of success, or capable. 

Finally I registered. 

The CalWORKs Program was like being adopted into a new family that genuinely wanted 
you to succeed and is constantly pushing you until you do. Everything academic and 
personal were positive, even the setbacks. Full of encouragement, they never focus on 
the problem, but on laying out the solution. I never felt alone or ashamed. I can be open 
and honest with my situations, knowing the advice and resources are meant for my good 
and the good of my kids. Director Lisa encouraged and uplifted me in and out the office. 
She is always responsive to any questions or concerns. The CalWORKs program gave me 
the hope I needed. Dispite all the bad experiences, I survived and am able to succeed 
and use what I’ve been through to help others just like me make it too. 

This college experience is more than an education journey, but a life journey with 
opportunities to fulfill a dream I never thought possible until the amazing support system 
I’ve encountered MSJC. In the CalWORKs program, in recovery, in mental health, in 
therapy, and in my new life period. My goal is to further my education of course, but it’s 
bigger than that. Now my goal is to change lives, mend inner bonds within others, build 
a platform that gives a voice to the voiceless, not to speak for them but to show them 
that they have one and no matter how they’ve been silenced in the past, its never to late 
to take it back. I want voices to be heard, not in shame or sympathy, but in power and 
triumph for generations to come. My goal is more than a dream. It is a drive that I will 
succeed in accomplishing. My whole life, I’ve been told what I can’t do. Today I’m here 
show what I can and will do!
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CHRISTINA  
GREENWOOD

Respiratory Therapy
Victor Valley College 

I am a 36-year-old College Student at Victor Valley 
Community College. I am a Math / Science major and I 
hope to start the Respiratory Therapy program at Victor 
Valley in the fall of 2020.  I am a full-time student with 
three children ranging from three to nine years old.

When I decided to go back to school after 17 years, I 
had two major goals.  My biggest goal was to have self-
sufficiency and to be able to provide for my children in every way needed on my own.   My 
other big goal was to find a career that would help children like my seven-year-old daughter 
Katlyn.  She has a rare disease called Primary Ciliary Dyskinesia and it has affected her lung 
function her whole entire life.  She is the reason that my education goal is to get my degree 
in Respiratory Therapy.  My career goal is also to become a Respiratory Therapist and to 
hopefully work in a children’s hospital. 

After I started going back to school, I was forced to end the relationship with my husband 
because he was no longer safe to be around.   My first term back I dealt with his four 
suicide attempts and he refused to get help.   I am a single mom with three children, on 
cash aid, struggle to pay rent every month and I drive an hour to and from school because 
that is my only option.  With the help of the CalWORKs Program at my school, I was able 
to get a work-study job, where I can make more money with fewer hours. This gives me 
the ability to still focus on my schooling and provide for my family.  I still deal with my kids’ 
dad’s mental illness, but I have worked very hard and still managed to get all A’s and B’s 
in my classes so far.    I make sure I see my CalWORKs counselor regularly to stay on track 
and see tutors through CalWORKs department to help secure my understanding and keep 
my good grades.  I do these things to make sure I am successful with all my goals as a 
student.  I was also just recently accepted to the Community College Honors Society Phi 
Theta Kappa. Only students with a 3.5 or higher GPA get this privilege.

In conclusion, I am a hard working determined single mom of three children.  I make sure I 
am always doing the best that I possibly can in all my classes.  I will make a difference in my 
kids’ lives and other kids’ lives when I become a respiratory therapist.  My seven-year-old 
daughter who has Primary Ciliary Dyskinesia has given me more purpose and goals in my 
life than I ever thought could be possible.
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LEISLI ANGELICA  
ARRIAGA 
VELAZQUEZ
Associates in Science
Mt. San Jacinto 
College 
I was born in Toluca, Mexico. I came to America in 
1991 when I was 1 year old. My parents carried me 
over La Frontera or the border through the Tecate 
dessert. My mom told me the journey took two days. 

I moved to Phoenix, Arizona, when I got married at 16 years old. Married life proved 
to be very difficult. At first my husband made good money, and I had my own business 
selling designer purses at the swapmeet. However, things took a turn when I found out 
that my husband was cheating on me with a relative. In addition, he started to abuse me 
physically, emotionally, and financially. Eventually I had to call the police because he tried 
to shoot me with a gun. He was arrested and sentenced to 4 years in prison. Because 
of my legal status at the time, I could not go to school. I stayed at a domestic violence 
women’s shelter for 6 months where I got help with my immigration status and getting 
my GED. At the shelter I had good therapists and emotional support. Being that close to 
death made me appreciate life and I was determined to make something of myself. After 
the women’s shelter I moved back to California and settled in Hemet. 

A month later I got my permanent residency card good for 10 years. I started to attend 
Mount San Jacinto College where I started taking general education classes. I am a 
mother of 2 children; an 11-year-old boy and an 18-month-old girl. It is not easy juggling 
being a single mother, student, and waitress. Currently I am taking 7 units and working 
25 hours a week at a popular restaurant franchise. My academic goal is to finish my 
Associate Degree in Science. Afterwards, I want to transfer to Loma Linda University 
for the nursing program. As a single mother, I have no one to depend on, so I must be a 
father and a mother. I often explain to my son, who wants designer clothes and shoes, 
that I cannot give him everything that he wants. My son is often upset because I have 
to be strict since I am the only parent. Being the only parent working I find it hard to 
make ends meet from check to check. I have learned to be frugal, wait for sales, and clip 
coupons. Thanks to programs such as CalWORKs I am able to put food on the table if I 
do not make enough that month, and I am able to continue going to school. I only have 
one year to go before I finish my Associate Degree. Ever since I divorced my husband, 
I vowed to be a success and set a good example for my children. I am not a victim. The 
abuse I suffered does not define who I am; however, those experiences made me want to 
be independent and not just a man’s wife. 
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DEIDRE REYES
Public Policy

Mt. San Jacinto 
College

I was born in Central America, Belize. At age five my 
mother left our country and moved to America for a 
better life. My sister and I were left behind with our 
father who neglected us. Our mother learned of the 
conditions and we were rescued by a family friend. My 
sister and I were given new names and new passports. 
Our aliases worked, and we made it into America. We 
lived in South Central in an apartment. My aunt and her 
sons lived across the hall and we kept each other company while our parents worked. Our 
very first summer in America one of my cousins began molesting me.
        
As a teen I found myself in an uncompromising position which led to me being raped.  I 
blamed myself and became withdrawn. Lost and confused, I attempted suicide and was 
rushed to the hospital. While there, I learned I was pregnant. My first child was born at age 
19, second at age 20, and third at 29 years old. 

After several failed relationships, at 36, I married a man I believed I would spend the rest 
of my life with. I became pregnant with baby number four. My husband sought refuge in 
drinking and other substances. The combination proved dangerous as I became his target. 
We lost our baby boy 11 days after he was born. One week prior to delivery my husband 
physically abused me. I thought I was okay, but a few days later I went into labor. My son 
was born weighing one pound and eleven ounces along with having an opening near his 
heart. He needed surgery and ten days later was wheeled into surgery. After surgery I 
held him for the first time. That day would be our last. Late that night his nurse called and 
advised to rush back to the hospital. By the time we arrived resuscitation efforts failed. I 
called time of death and said good bye to my baby.

One year later I became pregnant with baby number five, the physical, mental and emotional 
abuse never subsided. I needed to make a change in my life. With encouragement from 
my bonus mom a few months later, I left my husband. I enrolled in Mt. San Jacinto College 
and began spring 2016 at age 42.  I am thriving and maintaining an impressive 3.7 GPA. 
My success is directly attributed to services offered through CalWORKs, where I received 
assistance with transitioning from parent to student. As a CalWORKs student I received 
priority registration which gave me an advantage, in addition to counseling services, gas/
meal cards and extra school supplies when needed.  

My future plans are to graduate from MSJC, transfer to U.C Riverside and earn both a 
Bachelor’s and Master’s in Public Policy. I believe that, like me, there are others who need 
someone to fight and champion for them. I was built for the job, given the challenges and 
unique circumstances which I have overcome.
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ASHA MARTIN
Agricultural Office 
Professional 
College of the Desert 
I am a single mother of 3 and I have utilized the 
CalWORKs program at College of the Desert for many 
reason, from getting text books to help with gas for 
my vehicle. I have been a part of the program for a 
few years now and I have completed 12 units towards 
a nursing degree. When I moved, I changed my 
profession to agricultural office professional, which I 

am currently employed as now and I’m doing very well in my  classes. The CalWORKs 
program at College of The Desert has given me a positive vision for my family, which 
pushed me to go back to college. My plans after receiving my certificate for agricultural 
office professional is to get higher up in the company I work for until I am at the relaxation 
state with my family.  To know that there are people really trying to help those in need of 
just a little uplifting or a little help is very relieving and makes schooling much easier. The 
photo I am submitting is of my thee blessings that I call my children. My youngest, who is 
only three now doesn’t know how much of my blessing she has been to this family. I am 
a three-year domestic violence survivor and giving birth to my only baby girl opened my 
eyes to wanting the best for my little girl and I would never want her to believe when a 
man says he loves you that it is supposed to hurt. Sad to say, I endured six years of it and 
thankfully got out of it alive, but my little girl opened my eyes. 

In 2015 I left my abuser with just the clothes on me and my children backs. We had to 
start all over.  Once I established living, I was focused on making up for the things my 
children had to be witness of and to create a better life for us as a family. That’s when I 
was informed about the CalWORKs program. That will help you go back to school, so I 
utilized the information I was given, and I been a student ever since. I also am teaching 
my children that school is the best place to set up your life to become any and everything 
you want to be. I recommend the CalWORKs program to anyone eligible and wanting 
to get their life together for their family or just ready for a better future. CalWORKs is 
helping lots of people to create a better and brighter future for our next generation and 
every encounter is positive, respectful and uplifting, which makes me very appreciative 
of the CalWORKs program. Thank you for having such a program.
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ERICA VALENCIA
Liberal Arts, 
Humanties & 

Development
Victor Valley College

Victor Valley College is a huge impact in my life. As a 
struggling mother and student, having financial and 
academic barriers, I became discouraged and had low 
self-esteem. I was lost and often found myself battling 
with personal failure. When I first enrolled into Victor 
Valley College in the spring of 2015, I didn’t know if I 
could successfully make it through college a second time around. It was during my first 
semester, when I sat there in Sean’s office, discouraged. Sean looked at me and said, 
“Erica, I can see you are broken. You are battling with your personal failure, but I believe if 
you apply yourself and continue your studies here you can be a very successful student.”

After leaving my previous college in 2011 with a low GPA, it was during my second semester 
is when I saw my hard work pay off. For the first time in my life I has above a C average 
student. I passed with an overall 3.7 GPA. I can remember sitting in Sean’s office as he went 
over my grades and was just so proud of what I had accomplished. I can recall his words. 
He said, “Erica, I hardly ever say this to anyone, I just want you to reflect on what you just 
overcame.” He continued to tell me how he remembered how broken and discouraged I 
was when he first met with me. He said he saw a flame light up and he was proud and that 
I should be proud. What that did for me was everything. I never felt heard and understood. 
From that point on I knew, and experienced firsthand, that Victor Valley College cared 
about their students and their success. 

Through my past experiences I can see the difference and one thing I can say is how much 
Victor Valley College supports their students. Since being enrolled here at Victor Valley 
College, I have gone spring, summer, fall, and winter, for two years now. I have managed 
and worked extremely hard to keep my GPA above a 3.0. I have seen opportunities open.
When I think of my school, Victor Valley College, I think of all the endless opportunities that 
I have gained. I am humble and determined more than ever. As I continue to complete my 
studies here at Victor Valley College, I will graduate here with four associates degrees in 
Math & Science, Child Development, Early Child Development, and Liberal Arts. I will also 
have two certifications, which are; Early Childhood Education level I and Early Childhood 
Education Level II. When I have the tools, I have acquired from Victor Valley College to be 
successful in my studies.

I am a proud Victor Valley College Student. I am even more so blessed to see how far I have 
come and how much I have grown. In 2015 I walked into Victor Valley College and never 
looked back, not once.

377

2019

REG
IO

N
 9



LAURA RAMIREZ
Dental Hygiene 
Mt. San Jacinto 
College
After being a dental assistant for 11 years I decided 
to further my education and pursue my career goal 
of becoming a dental hygienist. As I entered my first 
semester of school during the summer of 2016, my 
daughter was months old and her father became ill and 
was in and out of the hospital. It was a difficult time 
trying to manage the responsibilities of being a mom, 

work, school and him being sick. I was determined to fulfill my career goals and worked 
through life’s challenges. At the end of the semester I made a very difficult decision and 
quit my job in order to concentrate my efforts on school, to work towards providing a 
brighter future for my daughter and me.

Later, when I met with my GAIN worker, he explained to me all of the benefits I could 
receive to help me get through school with less stress. My daughter’s father passed in the 
spring of 2017 due to his illness. It was a very hard time and I was faced with the reality 
that my daughter’s future was dependent on me, more than anyone else. As a single 
mother, it is tough to balance all the responsibilities that come with being a parent and 
going to school. One thing that keeps me going is that I want to be a good role model 
to my daughter so she will learn to follow her dreams, regardless of the circumstances. 
The Community College CalWORKs Program has provided me with the academic support 
that I needed in that difficult time. CalWORKs has helped me in paying for my books, 
which we all know can be hard financially. Being part of CalWORKs, I have met other 
students who are also motivated to accomplish their goals. I am blessed to be part of 
the great CalWORKs team at MSJC as a student worker. I hope that I have been able to 
pass along some encouragement just as I have received in the time I have been part of 
the program.
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JENNIFER LUGO
Business 

Administration
Norco College

After four years of raising my daughter alone and 
working long hours in order to provide for her while 
her father has been in prison, I would have to say that 
the hardest challenge in pursuing my education has 
been choosing a degree over my fiancé/daughter’s 
father. To further elaborate on this, when I communicated to my daughter’s father that I 
was going back to school to accomplish my life goal’s/dream’s so I could one day better 
provide for our family, he made me choose between him and school. School for me 
means a chance at a better life and future for our daughter. So I chose school. At the 
time I was ridden with guilt, but I know that I made the right choice, not just for myself 
but for our daughter. It was a challenge because I was giving up a childhood dream of 
having a two parent home for my child, as well as taking something away from her. I’ve 
been called selfish and heartless, but I know that the choice I made will benefit my child 
in the future. Apart from the personal challenges, time can sometimes be an issue. At 
times, it feels like there are not enough hours in a day to get everything done. This is 
where being employed by the Norco College CalWORKs department itself has been one 
of my greatest blessings. It is not only a program that I benefit from as a student, but 
also as a student worker. I am able to learn more about the process ,as well as give aid to 
other students who are parents. I understand what it is like to be a parent on cash aid and 
live a hectic life. It is a program and job opportunity that I am truly grateful for because 
it allows me to be more present in my daughter’s life as well as more involved in other 
programs such as EOPS,CARE, SSS, and HOPE. 
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BRANDILYN  
SILVA
Photography; 
Humanities
Barstow Community 
College
To get my college degree means the world to me. 
If anyone had told me 5 years ago that I would be 
graduating with not just one but two degrees, I would 
have bet big money being so sure that they were wrong. 

I not only surprised people who didn’t think I would make it, but I actually surprised 
myself. There were many opportunities for me to just throw in the towel and give up. My 
(ex) husband left me and our son years ago and we were practically homeless. When you 
are a parent you have to make some hard decisions for your children in order to survive. 
Even though I had to work to pay the bills, I wasn’t enjoying my job. I did not want to 
feel stuck. I am not that kind of person that just lets the bad things in life take over. So, 
I gathered up my pride, tossed it in my purse, enrolled at Barstow College, and I could 
not be happier.

I began at Barstow College in 2015. Since then I have not only grown as a student, 
but as a person. I have gained so much confidence that I joined the new business club 
on campus called the Collegiate Entrepreneurs Organization. I went from being just a 
member, to becoming the head of marketing, to officially gaining the vice presidency 
because of excellent leadership skills. All this while jumping from a part-time student to 
a full-time student. 3 years and 80 credits later I will be leaving this campus with not just 
my degrees and my business and marketing experience, but two key things that I have 
learned from the amazing staff and instructors. Never make excuses because it will be 
hard to excel at anything, and you only fail when you stop trying.

My plan is to transfer to a 4-year university and get my Bachelor’s in graphic design. 
I want to work with a great company and utilize my leadership skills. I love creating 
graphics and coming up with different designs and combinations of ideas. I hope that I 
can go as far as I can with my passion and maybe one day start my own boutique graphic 
design agency.
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KIMBERLY 
NEGRETE 

REGION 9 WINNER
Political Science 
Mt. San Jacinto 

College
When I started college after high school in 1999, I was 
not prepared.  I had graduated high school six months 
late due to poor grades, and a college education was 
not valued in my household.  I was expected to start 
work right after high school, so when I signed up for 
courses at Mt. San Jacinto College instead, my family was unsupportive.

It didn’t take long for me to feel defeated, so I dropped out and went back to work as a 
medical biller. I continued to work in theatre as my hobby and eventually began working 
full time as a Production Stage Manager.  My career in theater took me far; I toured with 
Broadway musicals and worked on cruise ships as an Entertainment Manager. 
 
When I was 35, I got the surprise of a lifetime when I found out that I was pregnant.  I 
knew immediately that I would not be able to continue my career with a child in tow, 
which was heartbreaking.  I knew I would keep the pregnancy, but it seemed to be at the 
cost of my identity and the vagabond lifestyle I fit so perfectly in to. 

After my daughter was born, the plan was to start school again to become a high school 
theater teacher.  My first semester back was summer of 2018.  I was elated to realize that 
I could not only enjoy history and political science, but that I could be good at them as 
well.  When I received my first A in nearly 20 years, I burst into tears.  That semester I 
earned an A in Political Science and a B in History.

The day I changed my degree from Theatre Arts to Political Science is a day I will never 
forget. I felt like I had a purpose again.  I felt like I could teach my daughter about 
what it was like to have a stable home life and about the importance of getting an 
education.  The next semester I enrolled in math, guidance, two English classes, and a 
communications class.  I brought my GPA up from 2.77 to 3.8 and was accepted into the 
Honors Enrichment Program. I became the President of the Parents Advisory Council at 
the Child Development Center on campus where my daughter goes.

CalWORKs has been a saving grace for me.  Helping me get childcare, book vouchers for 
all my textbooks, and school supplies has been a wonderful support.  Having this support 
frees up brain space usually reserved for stress and allows me to focus on my schoolwork.   

After receiving my Associates degree from MSJC, I intend on getting accepted into UC 
Riverside as a Political Science – International Relations major. I will be applying for a 
fellowship that will pay for me to get my Master’s Degree.  This fellowship is in line with 
my career path of becoming a Foreign Service Officer.  With my love of travel and my 
love of politics I think this will be a wonderful fit for my family. 
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SOPHIA  
SANDOVAL
Music
Crafton Hills College
Over the last four semesters I have overcome many 
obstacles in the pursuit of my degree. I am a single 
mother of twin boys, one of which is on the autism 
spectrum, and that has been a journey in itself as I have 
to balance being the best student, employee, and 
mother I can be. Late nights, early morning, and fast 
paced days are all part of my life during a semester. 

Sometimes I feel like I am running on autopilot and finding motivation to complete such 
a variety of daily activities can be a daunting task. However, I see the silver lining and I 
know that acquiring my degree will result in a better future for my family and personal 
success for myself. 

I plan to become a Music Therapist so I can help those with mental illnesses and disabilities 
through applying therapeutic coping strategies that focus on listening to music and/or 
playing an instrument as the center point of the treatment. I have learned very much 
about music therapy from my music major and psychology classes as well as independent 
research I have done about Music Therapy. I have also learned how to research and 
critically analyze information to form valid opinions on issues in society, which is an 
important skill for anyone to have. In light of this, I have obtained the skills to become an 
extensively well rounded student.

I owe much of my successes and ability to take on these welcomed challenges I face to 
the community college CalWORKs program at Crafton Hills College. This program has 
provided me with an on-campus job that is flexible to my classes and changing schedules 
as the semesters change.This has helped me pay for the living expenses of my family 
without having to sacrifice my education. I am also extremely thankful for all the supplies 
and work that CalWORKs department puts into making sure I have all the necessities I 
need to have a success college experience. In addition, the programs Advisor have been 
a great and understanding guide to consult in when I am faced with roadblocks and 
changing destinations in my college career. Without the community college CalWORKs 
program to provide support and opportunity for me along the way, it would be extremely 
difficult for me to commit to getting a higher education.
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MELISSA  
CEDILLO

Business Real Estate 
Victor Valley College

The biggest challenges I have had to overcome to 
pursue my degree was a lack of support as well as not 
being financially able to put myself through school. 
Although most of my adult life I have been blessed 
to work full-time because of the amount I made I was 
never able to qualify for financial aid or any assistance 
although as a single mother running my own household 
I barely had enough to make ends meet. Thankfully I 
have had a lot of success in my progress towards my educational goals. I have worked 
hard and maintained a minimum 3.3 GPA. That is a lot better than I have done in high 
school and I am proud of that accomplishment. The community college CalWORKs 
Program has helped me meet my goals with all the excellent resources and staff they 
have available that actually care about you and want to see you succeed. My plans for 
becoming economically self-sufficient are once I complete my degree, I plan on going 
right back into the workforce with the new skills I have acquired and using them to help 
me gain a better position using what I learned at Victor Valley College and the working 
knowledge I already had.  

The CalWORKs Program has helped my make my education a priority for my children as 
well as myself by assisting me with childcare and providing me with resources to become 
successful. Which is the support I have been missing all along that has prevented me 
from being successful in my educational goals in the past. I have done a lot of community 
service while working at Keck Medicine of USC. We did Adopt-a-Family, Feed the Troops, 
a Back to School Drive and numerous other things to help the local community. I also 
had a leadership role as a KECK Service Culture Ambassador. As a KECK Service Culture 
Ambassador, I was responsible for team building and received additional training for my 
leadership role. I think that all the skills I have acquired over my 11 years experience as 
medical biller and collector as well as the education I have been receiving will help me 
become a great asset to any company. I hope to use everything I learned and encourage 
others to not give up on their goals no matter what their circumstances may be. With 
hard work and dedication any goal can be achieved regardless of how bumpy the road 
may be along the way. Just keep pushing through and you will see the light at the end 
of the tunnel.
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BRITTANY   
MELENA
Respiratory Therapy 
Victor Valley College
When I was four, my parents got a divorce. My 7 
siblings and I stayed in full custody of our mother. My 
mom then began using drugs, which lead to moving 
from home to home with no housing stability or even 
food to eat. At the age of 13 I was raped by a friend 
of my mothers. When I told my mom she didn’t believe 
me so she kicked me out of the house. Being homeless 

at 13 I didn’t go to a relatives house or a group home. I stayed sleeping in closed laundry 
rooms or inside a big dumpster. I soon began using drugs. Fast forward to me being 
18 years old; I’ve already lost custody of my son I had at 16, and even served time in 
LA juvenile detention centers. At 19 I met my husband and he brought me to the High 
Desert with his family. He helped me get sober and I started to expirence normality with 
him and his family. I decided to put myself in school in October 2016 and that’s where 
my journey here at Victor Valley College began. At 20 years old I had to start all the way 
from the bottom of the barrel and work my way up the educational scale. I dropped out 
of school on my first week of 6th grade, so just jumping into a GED course, let alone a 
college environment, was no walk in the park. In fact I pushed myself beyond my limits 
and poured my heart into furthering my education. I am now a mother of two, and at the 
age of 23 I’ve been through more than you’d expect. But having nothing from a young 
age really motivated me into bettering myself. I figured I could sit here and cry about it, 
or get up and do something about it. So I did. 

Thanks to my struggle, I built myself into a strong, intelligent, young Latina woman. 
I do an outreach service in San Fernando Juvenile Hall once a month. I volunteer my 
time to tell my story with those currently in this detention center, to open the minds 
of kids who are walking in the same shoes I once did. I chose to come to this specific 
juvenile detention facility because I grew up in the SFV and most of my family members, 
including myself, have been incarcerated in that jail. So, I feel I have not only changed 
and turned the tables on my life, but am also making an impact on others as well. The 
CalWORKs Program at my school is amazing. The amount of support I receive as a 
CalWORKs student is a huge help and is probably the only positive influence we receive 
being on government assistance. I praise this program and am thankful my country and 
government are providing me with CalWORKs .I’m now pursuing a Bachelor’s Degree, 
and it’s only possible because the CalWORKs Program.
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ADRAN  
HERNANDEZ

Nursing
Norco College

The reason I decided to go to college was to pursue 
a career in nursing so that I could be self-sufficient in 
raising my son. Recently, I assumed sole custody of my 
son and was quick to realize that I did not make enough money to be his sole provider. 
I applied to college and financial aid and quickly learned that I was eligible for federal 
funding. I enrolled in 12 units for the fall semester. School was an adjustment and the 
financial aid did help keep me in school. The aid did not arrive until later in the term, so I 
struggled to acquire the required textbooks. I had to continue working 30 hours a week 
on top of being a full-time student and dad. I was failing miserably! At the end of the 
semester, I passed less than half of my classes and was on the verge of a breakdown. In 
December, I felt completely defeated. I decided to never go back to school again!

Then someone told me about CalWORKs. I applied and quickly learned that I was eligible 
and that CalWORKs would supplement my income, which would allow me to work less so 
I could focus on passing my classes and being a good dad. During the spring semester, 
I was able to become a part of the CalWORKs program with the county and Norco 
College. The following semester I enrolled myself into another 12 units and at the end of 
spring, I made the Dean’s list!

CalWORKs has provided me with the needed support and guidance to keep me in 
school and focused on my classes. Staff in the program provided supportive services 
and advocacy with the county, academic counseling, moral support and school supplies. 
Their support helped me to stay accountable to the county with textbook requests and 
attendance reports. With the support of county CalWORKs, I have been able to maintain 
my volunteer hours at my son’s school once a week and my weekly volunteer hours at a 
nonprofit outreach, Corona Serenity, where I help with counseling.

Daniela and staff helped me with job placement on campus, so I now work part-time on 
campus in the EOPS office assisting students. Of course, working on campus has helped 
increase my income, but more importantly, it has kept me here on campus. It has given 
me more study time and the ability to become part of a community at the college, which 
has excelled my progress towards my academic and personal goals.

I am currently enrolled in my last two classes and I will be graduating this spring with 
an AS in Math and Science, counting towards the completion of my prerequisites to be 
accepted into a nursing program. I am extremely grateful for everyone at the CalWORKs 
office. I could not have done it without their help!
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TARA BEAM
Sociology/Social 
Work
Riverside City 
College
I have overcome many different challenges 

throughout my life, but the biggest challenge that I have had to overcome has also been 
my biggest inspiration, my grandsons. I legally adopted my two grandsons through foster 
care, and because of my boys, I am inspired to pursue a degree in social work. My boys 
were one and two years old when I first started school. I also have two teenage daughters 
still at home, so it can be complicated at times. I am grateful that I am in a position today 
to be mentally and physically strong enough to take on this great responsibility while 
pursuing my degree. I have been quite successful at Riverside City College. I have a 
3.25 overall GPA and a 3.6 transferable GPA. I have held a 4.0 GPA for 3 out of 5 of my 
semesters with the hopes of achieving a 4.0 in the current semester. Being successful has 
been a challenge, but I have learned to balance my home life and my schoolwork. Time 
management is the most essential tool that has helped me to stay focused and on track. 
I am on track to graduate spring semester 2019 with four Associate degrees and hope to 
transfer into the Social Work program at Cal State San Bernardino. 

The Riverside City College CalWORKs Program has helped me in all aspects of my 
education. They have been there for me for academic support and guidance, as well as 
financial support with gas cards and school supplies. My plans to become economically 
self-sufficient is to earn my bachelor’s degree in social work and start working right 
away. I hope to be able to move forward and earn my master’s while working. I was 
recommended to be an English tutor on campus, and I interned as an English tutor this 
semester. I was offered a position as a tutor for the spring 2019 semester. This tutoring 
experience has been quite rewarding. It has helped me to develop stronger interpersonal 
communication skills but also gives me satisfaction to be helping in the development 
of student writing at Riverside City College. The RCC CalWORKs program has helped 
me to make education a priority for myself by encouraging and giving me one-on-one 
counseling. The CalWORKs counselors were always there to answer any questions. From 
schedules to courses, and with my transfer applications they were there to help guide me 
through the process. I also have a nineteen-year-old daughter who is attending Riverside 
City College; she has told me that I have been her inspiration to pursue her degree. I 
will be a first-generation college graduate, and I hope my daughters continue to make 
education their priority as well.
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SARA  
OLIVAS-GRADIAS

Child Development
Victor Valley College

I was pregnant my first year of college. Needing to 
start saving money for my future child I faced the 
challenges of balancing a part time job, being ill from 
pregnancy and being a full-time student. It was very 
difficult but I kept moving forward. Taking the bus to 
get to work and school; even when my feet swelled 
up as did my belly. When my daughter was born; that 
day in the hospital I continued to work on my papers 
for finals. Being a new mother I try to give the best to my baby, but I knew if I wanted to 
give her the best, I needed to finish school, so without taking breaks I strive. Now I am 
in my last semester before I graduate with a double major and planning to transfer to 
a university to get my bachelors. CalWORKs was a big part of that by helping me with 
planning my classes around my daughter and the process of transferring. They help me 
become several steps closer to my goals. 
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MAUCABRINA 
WILLIS
Nursing
Barstow Community 
College
Being a student at Barstow College has been a good 
experience, but being a CalWORKs student has been an 
even greater experience. The countless opportunities 
that the CalWORKs program offers to its students is 
extremely helpful. Facing the many challenges that I 

have had to overcome as a single mother, not having a strong support system, and at one 
point being homeless, continuing my education was never a priority. Barstow Community 
College CalWORKs program has and is currently helping me reach my educational goal 
by providing personal and educational counseling, meal assistance, and school supplies. 
To come from having no support to having the guidance from counselors and advisors 
who have been students before, is motivating. Hearing the words, “I am here to help” 
or “Come see me about it,” continuously reminded me that there is someone willing to 
help me. The willingness they had to help got me through many semesters. I have never 
met counselors and advisors that want their students to succeed so badly until I got into 
the CalWORKs program at Barstow Community College. I have been able to successfully 
meet the educational needs to pursue my degree in the nursing field, as well as gain 
professional experience being a CalWORKs student worker. 

The CalWORKs program has also assisted me by providing books, transportation, and 
meal vouchers. My plans for becoming self-sufficient is to continue my education. In two 
years, I plan to receive my degree and have a stable career utilizing my degree. As for 
community leadership, I was the Secretary of The Black Student Union Club for two years. 
Working with such a diverse group of students has been a great experience. Hosting and 
organizing on-campus and off-campus events has helped me to be more active within the 
community. The BSU partnered with the local police department in the annual Christmas 
toy giveaway as well as volunteered time to the local Boys & Girls Club. 

During the two years that I have been a CalWORKs student I have been able to begin 
a secure future for myself and my child. The CalWORKs program has shown me that 
education is very important in order to be self-sufficient. Had I not taken that first step 
to apply, I cannot really say where I would be in this present moment. I have taken the 
necessary steps to apply to a few Cal States and several other colleges to continue my 
education, which had never been a thought in mind up until now. For the first time in my 
adult life, I started something and I’m getting closer to completing and that is all with the 
support that the Barstow Community College CalWORKs program has provided. Giving 
me the motivation, guidance, and overall support, the CalWORKs program has helped 
give me more than I could have expected to have a successful future. I will be forever 
grateful to the Barstow Community College CalWORKs program.
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TRENSHONDA  
JACKSON

Psychology 
Victor Valley College

After obtaining my Bachelor’s Degree in Psychology, 
I plan to advance in social work. I have a passion and 
a drive for those whom are dealing with hardships 
and facing poverty. Those that have hit rock bottom 
and need just a bit of a pick me up in order to move 
forward with life. I would like to utilize my degree to 
help others with their life challenges. I would like to 
open a community center that is open to the public. 
The community center will be a one stop shop consisting of but not limited to: a clinic: 
mental health counseling; therapy of all kinds; youth aged single mothers/fathers; 
parenting classes; homeless shelters; food pantry, and so much more. My Psychology 
Degree will help me to advance with all of the listed services and to make sure that the 
individuals are receiving the proper resources. 
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AMANDA 
MILLER
Criminal Justice
Victor Valley College
Well hello there everyone.  Thank you for taking the 
time to read this little essay about myself!  My personal 
goal in life is to graduate from a University so I can 
prove to my son that it doesn’t matter your age, only 
your heart.  If you put your mind to it, you can achieve 
any goals you set for yourself.

My immediate academic goal is to transfer to a University.  Followed by graduating with 
a Bachelor’s of Science in Criminal Justice, and ultimately to open my own little Private 
Investigator business.  

In my short 32 years on this earth, I have gone through so many barriers, all designed 
to knock me off my track.  A perfect example is just 6 years ago when I turned 26, the 
following day I gave birth to my son who was 6 weeks premature.  Exactly 3 weeks 
after that my father decided to remove himself from this world.  The following week 
was the hardest thing I had ever had to experience; with being a new mom, going back 
to work, and handling the aftermath of my father’s suicide.  I didn’t know how I would 
get through it all.

Thank God for my little boy.  He has helped me through so much.  Through everything 
he has been the rock in our tiny, 2-person family.  Without him, I can honestly say I would 
not still be on this earth.  Without him, I would not have decided to go back to school 
to actually pursue my dreams.  Without him, I would not have been able to adapt and 
overcome so many barriers in my life.  Without him, I would not be the strong, abiding, 
and determined woman I am today.

390

2019

RE
G

IO
N

 9



AILEENA  
DELEPORTE 

REGION 9 WINNER
Nursing 

Riverside City College
There have been a few challenges that I have had to 
overcome to achieve my childhood dream of obtaining 
a nursing degree. The most challenging aspects 
in returning to school after being in the workforce 
for 20 years is learning to use new technology and 
taking courses that are foreign to me. It has been a 
struggle to learn everything but I have managed to succeed thanks to the services that 
CalWORKs offers. I did not have a computer and CalWORKs has always supplied my 
need every semester. Additionally, I am a single parent with two teenagers and I help 
take care of my elderly mother suffering from memory loss verging on dementia, which 
has been quite challenging.

My proudest accomplishment while being a CalWORKs student is completing my required 
classes for the nursing program and to transfer. By attending full-time, I am on track to 
graduate in spring 2019 with four Associate Degrees. I have been able to achieve that 
because I have fantastic CalWORKs counselors at RCC who really show an interest in my 
success. By helping pay for my books, parking, and college fees, CalWORKs has taken 
the monetary burden away so I can concentrate on my studies. Their belief in me has 
given me so much confidence and their unwavering support and guidance showed me 
the pathway to achieve my goals. I have had to change my nursing route several times, 
which has caused me some concern, but the CalWORKs counselors have successfully 
helped me navigate new routes to reach my goal. I plan to obtain my CNA license by 
February 2019, then enroll in the RN or LVN to RN program or transfer to a university to 
earn a BS in Nursing, culminating with a Master Degree. To become self-sufficient, I plan 
to obtain employment as a CNA and then as an LVN.

I am President of the American Red Cross and RCC’s Red Cross program. As their liaison, 
I have participated in numerous school clubs and American Red Cross events and have 
the honor of being awarded the Member of Distinction for my 70+ volunteer service 
hours. I am also a CERT (Community Emergency Response Team) disaster volunteer, and 
certified in Advanced Healthcare Professional CPR and National Safety Council Advanced 
First Aid. However, my proudest accomplishment was volunteering with Alternatives 
to Domestic Violence, speaking out against domestic violence and the effects of not 
speaking out against an abuser, as I am a survivor of domestic violence.

RCC’s CalWORKs Program has helped me make education a priority by providing counseling, 
supporting me, and giving me the confidence to overcome my challenges. I appreciate the 
assistance with school supplies, printer use, a study space, computer access, laptop, and 
gas cards. By giving me all of that, it shows that they care for my education and for me to 
provide for my family with a great career. I am thankful and blessed to have CalWORKs in 
my corner, and I give credit to them for my success in school.
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LISA FRANKLIN
Psychology 
College of the Desert
I started college a year ago. It was very challenging 
for me because after being out of school for almost 
eighteen years, I was nervous to start all over again. 
I think one of the biggest challenges was me and 
the mental blockages that prevented me to believe 
in myself. Could I actually do this? Was it possible? 
Essentially I was my own worst critic every time when I 
doubted myself. It seemed so far away at the time and 
almost unobtainable to even earn my degree. After a 

short while (one week) of speaking to my CalWORKs counselor and knowing her email 
by heart, she gave me the strength and courage to get moving, and I realized that I can 
do this. I just needed to believe in myself not only scholastically, but in all areas of my life. 

I know that I am in college to get my degree, but it is more than that. CalWORKs helps 
you set your goals not just for education but for your career as well. This is the time when 
you get the opportunity to decide what you want to do in the future. They help you 
build your niche, and they helped me to develop that while going to the College of the 
Desert. The CalWORKs program that I am in has helped in every way; they gave me the 
motivation and the courage to move forward even when I fell down, even when I thought 
to myself, “What are you thinking!!??” They taught me that no matter what happens, 
dust yourself off and try, try again. Because there is that finish line, and once you are 
there, you can look back at all the hardships, all the trials and realize that it is all worth it. 
Besides the obvious goal to graduate, I believe that my main goal is to support my family. 
That is why I started going back to school. By going back to college, I have noticed 
a change in my son. He sees both his parents going to college, staying up to finish 
homework, and just getting it done. I think that has inspired him to pursue his goals 
even further. He is starting to become stronger each passing day and as we continue 
on with our path scholastically, he looks at us and he is proud because he knows that he 
is the reason why we set out to do this. I want to see him succeed and he wants to see 
us succeed. It is then he feels the confidence to continue on with his schooling. I think 
that is the best thing that could have come out of CalWORKs, the motivation to become 
something more, to be something more. I could not have been more blessed when I 
speak with my counselor and she ends each and every email by, “You can do this, you got 
this.” And you know what, she is right.
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FELICIA   
BARROW
Psychology 

College of the Desert 
I began my college journey back in 2001, as a recent 
graduate of Oceanside High School in Oceanside CA. I 
was off to Spelman Ivy League College, the college that 
I worked all my high school years, maintaining Honor 
Roll, to get accepted into. While attending college I 
discovered that I was with child, my first daughter. At 
that point I decided that I would come back home and 
become the wife of my then boyfriend. College was 
placed on hold. I ended up going into mortgage banking for many years, during my first 
marriage that ended due to abuse. I was remarried and continued working in banking but 
with my 3rd child and being at home, I decided that I would return to school. It was no easy 
task given my husband, at the time, did not want me to progress in that area. The problem 
was he was an abuser as well, physically and mentally. At times he would make doing my 
homework assignments difficult for me, by turning off the internet while I was trying to 
complete them, etc. I ended up leaving him recently, with my four children, and we are 
now starting over. I hope with my education to one day research the psychology of abuse 
of all sorts, and help with the recovery process for those that experience abuse and those 
that perpetrate the abuse. I now have over 130 degree applicable credits yet only 40 apply 
toward my degree in Psychology. 

I am so grateful for the CalWORKs Program because it has truly helped me focus and 
streamline my course of completion. I hope that within the next 1.5 years that I will be able 
to obtain both my AA and BA and begin working in a related field. In recent years it has 
become a requirement of many employers that underwriters have a Bachelor’s and due to 
that I have not been able to return. Having a Bachelor’s will open that financial door for me, 
giving me the option to return to underwriting while continuing my education. Thanks to my 
cultural anthropology class I attended many events at the college, as well as other events 
within the community. I learned so much about the rich Native American culture here in 
this beautiful valley. The CalWORKs program has helped me to put things into perspective 
with regards to my current financial standing and my future one. Relocating here, to the 
desert, as a victim of Domestic Violence has been life changing for my children and I. I want 
to make sure that my children and I have a secure financial future, and education was the 
way to obtain that. I know that with education I will be in a higher income bracket with 
employment, and therefore will be able to support my four children without any assistance 
in the future. I hope that with my degree it will give me the tools necessary to maintain my 
independence forevermore.
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ROSANA GOMEZ
Business  
Riverside City College
Being homeless at a point in my life, a single mother 
with four children to support and feed, having a parent 
and two siblings incarcerated while trying to help them 
with their trials and things they needed, plus being a 
high school drop-out and not having much formal 
education made it difficult to keep up with the rigors and 
curriculum of college. Nevertheless, I have been able 
to overcome those challenges and continue forward in 
pursuit of my degree. I have also managed to obtain 

employment at my school’s financial aid department, where I have excelled as an employee 
and was promoted from Student Aide I to Student Aide II within less than six months. This 
past summer I was also honored with the Most Helpful Award by the College Cap Program. 
This is very meaningful to me because working in the financial aid office my job description 
was to help students with their financial aid questions and needs. 

The CalWORKs program at my college has made my college experience possible. Without 
CalWORKs, I would not be able to afford to attend college. There have been times when 
my county aid would not cover books or gas money, but CalWORKs did. This enabled 
me to continue forward and not miss a semester. CalWORKs also provide extra funding 
to my employer for work study, which allows me to continue to work uninterrupted by 
depleted work study funds. This in turn helps me to pay my rent and feed my children. 

My plans and goals to become economically self-sufficient consist of earning my business 
degree and advancing to Administrative Director at my college within the financial aid 
department. This would not only give me a livable wage but also fulfill my passion to work 
with and help people in my community fulfill their goals and dreams of attending college.
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VICTORIA   
ALEXANDER

Education 
Riverside City College

Returning to college to continue my education and 
work toward my degree was the best decision I have 
made for myself and my family. At the time when I 
returned in Fall 2016, I did not realize how important 
that decision would be for me. Being a first-generation 
college student, my family did not agree with me going 
to college, as they thought it would take away from me 
helping to support my family financially and caring for 
my children. When my husband left in the Spring of 2017, I was glad I followed my instinct. 
Now as I am raising three children on my own, I have a plan. I did not have to figure out 
how to support my children, but instead, I just needed to continue my educational goal I 
was pursuing. I know that one day in the near future I will be economically independent. 
I plan to finish my prerequisites at Riverside City College, and in the Fall of 2019, I will 
transfer to a university. I applied to the University of California, Riverside. There, I plan to 
receive a multi-subject teaching credential and a Master’s in Education. Knowing that when 
I graduate and start teaching I will have a career that can provide a stable, comfortable 
life for me and my children is the greatest feeling as I overcome struggles while working 
toward my goal. One of the struggles I have faced while at RCC is financial struggles. When 
my husband left in 2017, I decided to not get a job, but continue taking classes full-time. I 
knew that in the long run, that would benefit my family best. 

The CalWORKs program has made that possible by helping me with books, childcare, 
and school expenses. This has been such a great support for me since my ex-husband 
does not help us financially. At the time, this allowed me to make school a priority and not 
work while I situated myself as a full-time student, single mom of three. Now I work part-
time on campus in the SI (Supplemental Instructional) program. I work as an SI Leader for 
an English 1A class, providing academic support to the class I work with by attending all 
their class sessions and holding 2 one-hour planned, group sessions per week throughout 
the semester. Being able to work with students as an SI Leader has been the greatest 
job opportunity. I have had the chance to not only help them in their English 1A class but 
encourage them to keep working until they reach their educational goals by reminding 
them of the importance of what they are pursuing. This is the reason I want to be a teacher. 
I understand the value of a great education and hope to encourage as many children as I 
am able to throughout my career. Despite struggles in my relationship and opposition from 
my closest family, I have maintained a 3.6 GPA and plan to make the most of my education.
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TIFFANY  
SHARMAN
Nursing  
MiraCosta College
My academic goals for the future include obtaining my 
associates degree in nursing from MiraCosta college and 
continuing my education to become a certified nurse 
midwife. I am passionate about serving underprivileged 
communities and dream of traveling to countries where 
I may provide services that will positively impact families 
and more specifically women who lack access to quality 

medical care. Additionally, having the opportunity to teach my children the meaning of 
compassion, not just through words, but by truly seeing and experiencing different cultures 
and their challenges is very important to me. I believe by exposing them to other ways of 
life, their worlds will open up and it will help them to recognize and appreciate what they 
have and discover the gifts they have to offer others. My goal is for my work to have 
meaning and purpose and to create a better future for my children in the process. 

I believe that by obtaining my degree I will be in a better position to give back to the 
community. As a nurse, I can provide compassionate and safe care to patients in need. 
On a personal note, the past few years have been extremely difficult for my family, and 
although we have had to make many sacrifices, quitting has never been an option. The 
most important success I can hope to achieve is that my children will know the rewards of 
hard work and perseverance. I have worked hard to teach my children what it takes to rise 
above your circumstances, believe in yourself, and continue on even when there is a rock 
on every inch of the road. I know that in the future my children will also make a positive 
contribution to society because I have been the example of who I want them to become. 

The accomplishments that have been most meaningful to me have been my ability to 
maintain a 4.0 GPA while working, homeschooling, and being the sole physical and financial 
provider for my children with help from CalWORKs. A few years ago, my son began having 
problems in school and has since been diagnosed with ADHD and Tourette’s syndrome. 
I tried everything in my ability and explored every option including public, charter, and 
private schools with no success. Eventually the only option left was for me to take on the 
responsibility myself. I have been homeschooling my son and daughter for the last four 
years and it has been the most challenging but rewarding experience of my life.

I am so grateful for this opportunity to attend nursing school so I can have a meaningful 
career that will also ultimately allow me to better care for my children. I have worked hard 
and fought harder to get to where I am today and I have no doubt I will succeed on my 
path. I am determined to do whatever it takes to make it. This scholarship would truly make 
a huge difference for me and my family, and I thank you so much for your consideration. 
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YUSRA   
UWASE HASSAN

Social Work 
San Diego City College
I am a student at San Diego City College, pursuing a 
degree in social work.  I am planning to finish all my 
required courses in fall, 2019. Coming to the United 
States as a refugee from Rwanda, I was so enthusiastic 
and hopeful to continue my education for a better life. 
I attended college as soon as I settled. I am the first 
generation who attend college in my family, and I’m 
now working on to finish my bachelor degree. While 
living in my country Rwanda, I was hoping for a better life, but I didn’t have a choice or 
a chance because of genecide. Sometimes I blamed myself because I felt envious of the 
world and people that had more opportunities. Living in the camp for 13 years, I thought 
I was never going to be able to continue my education, and I had so little hope when 
I thought about my future. However, I am really happy now that I could start to dream 
about my future in real life and not a daydream anymore. Going to school full time and 
as a part-time student aide, full time single mom and raising my 15 year old sister. It 
might be very difficult, but in order to finance my family without giving up on my dream, 
I motivate myself every day to have enough energy. 

When I started college, I was very happy but clueless. It felt amazing that I had the 
opportunity to continue my education, but I did not know how to make it through my 
first semester. However, I said to myself that I should grab this great opportunity, or it 
would go past me. I looked up for support from every resource I could get from college, 
and surprisingly I made it through smoothly for the last three years. I feel so grateful and 
honored that I am going to be the first generation in my family to graduate from college. 
CalWORKs gave me school supplies every semester and gas cards. I was welcomed like 
it was my own home with snacks, support, and happiness. Now to be offered a chance to 
get a scholarship, I feel beyond blessed to be able to get a chance for something I never 
thought I could have. The CalWORKs program has helped me to continue pursuing my 
education, while being able to support my daughter and me. Furthermore they provide 
encouragement, counseling and many resources I needed.

My last hope is one day I would like to become a useful resource person in my 
community as a social worker. My fellow Rwandans who have been fleeing war and 
became refugees for many decades. Many generations missed educational privilege. 
Many children did not have educational opportunities because of life they had to go 
through. I was once like these children and was not happy with my life. Therefore, I 
hope to be able to help make a difference in these people live so that their dream may 
come true as other people in the world.
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ABDULRAZZAK  
ALNAJJAR
Undecided  
Cuyamaca College

MOHANAD  
MATTI
English 

Cuyamaca College

It was difficult to get education in my country, Syria, 
and then in Jordan, the country I was displaced to. But 
when I arrived in the United States in 2016 I had the 
opportunity to go back to school and challenge myself.  
I work for five days a week at Plant Power Fast Food, 
a cafeteria.  I would love to own a restaurant someday.  
Sometimes it is difficult balancing family, school, and 

work especially in a new country learning a new language.  I have a family but with the 
help of the CalWORKs program through the County of San Diego, they provide facilities 
for childcare and other benefits that have facilitated many difficulties.  I am undecided as 
to my major.  I am concentrating on learning English right now.  The Cuyamaca CalWORKs 
Program helps me to choose classes and provide supplies and other supports for me to be 
successful.  My goals are to provide for my family so that they are happy.

English is my second language and that is hard. 
I’m learning English while I’m studying in college. 
Everyone at the college has been very helpful in 
answering all my questions. I am friendly with all the 
students and staff around me. I dream of having my 
own restaurant again.  Learning English will help with 
communicating with my children’s teachers.
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LENA MATTE
ESL  
Cuyamaca College

RANA HANNA
ESL 

Cuyamaca College

I came with my family to the United States first to live in 
peace and safety and second to learn English because 
it is very important to me. I also want to earn a degree 
in Child Development to work in a preschool.  I am 
single mom with one child, a seven-year-old girl.  The 
challenges I faced were language and how to adapt 
to the new life in America. This is my third semester at 
Cuyamaca and am passing all my classes very well.  One 
of my goals is to complete my degree and then work. 

The CalWORKs program helps to make things easier for me in my education. I participated 
in the service of the people through the volunteer work that I do from time to time giving 
out food to poor people. CalWORKs helped me in the community college by encouraging 
me and facilitating the way forward in the continuation of the study.

I started my study with Cuyamaca College on January, 
2018. My first goal was improving my English skills 
because I came from a country that nobody can 
speak English. After a while I was able to read and 
write in an acceptable way, and I started looking 
forward to earning my license for child care and 
child development.  Cuyamaca College is the most 
helpful part in my education.  I was studying in many 
education centers or ESL centers but nothing was 
efficient for English class like the Cuyamaca College 
classes.  I am sure I can finish my studies and do all my goals within a few years. When I 
get my degree in child development will help my family to pay our bills and we can do 
more activities as a family that we can’t afford now.  

Each semester I meet with a Cuyamaca College CalWORKs counselor, who always 
helped me to think about my goals and going forward to work on them.  Now I can 
see my path through this education field more clearly. I know I need time to make my 
dreams true and improve myself but I know I can do it with my family support. My 
family life is better because now I can read my children’s school notifications and talk 
with my children’s teachers.  This helps me to improve my children’s study and my kids 
now always feel proud of me because I am not just able to help them to manage their 
life at home and now I am able to help them with their school study.
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MICHEL’LE  
WIKOFF
Pre-Medicine  
Cuyamaca  
College
One of the challenges that I have overcome 

within the pursuit of my degree would be to go to tutoring every day of the week to 
better understand the material for my classes. The success I have had is in studying in 
depth the concepts of class material enabling me to answer questions that the professors 
asked of me. Being a first time student in four years, I appreciate that the CalWORKs 
program has gone above and beyond to help me figure out what classes I would need to 
take in order to successfully complete the prerequisites to enter into the cardiovascular 
program at Grossmont College. My plans to become self-sufficient would be to gain 
better employment through my degree program within the medical field and hopefully 
while doing that, try to rent or own a home in the El Cajon area. At this time I am looking 
for work and I am a single mom of three having survived a DV situation with my ex-
husband.  I am not able to be involved within my community just yet due to being in 
school, caring for my children, and having to ride the bus everywhere.  I have the desire 
to be involved as I have been in the past at a children’s hospital.  That experience let me 
to my educational goals.  

The community college CalWORKs program makes sure that I have all of my books and 
school supplies.  My counselor breaks down my schedule to include study times so that I 
can focus on learning what I need for my classes. If I have any questions about my classes, 
my counselor is always there to answer them.  This is the first time I have ever applied 
for a scholarship and it would really help me financially at this time.  I appreciate the 
opportunity to apply.
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HOZAN  
ARDALANI

Computer Science  
Southwestern College

I’m 49 years old. I’m married and mother to three sons 
(19, 16, and 11). I’m under CalWORKs program. I was 
born in Erbil City, Kurdistan Region, north of Iraq. I’m 
Kurdish. I can speak four languages: Kurdish, Arabic, 
Turkish, and basic English. Due the war in Iraq, my 
family and I were forced to flee from our country for 
a better and safer life. I have witnessed many deaths 
due to war, including family members. My family 
immigrated to the United States in April of 2017. At first, I experienced many difficulties 
in understanding and adapting to the new society and the new culture. It was difficult to 
connect with people because of the weakness of my English. So I decided to attend to 
adult school and I took two semesters ESL classes. When I improved in English, I decided 
to achieve my goal about having a career in Computer Science.  I applied for Southwestern 
College to take a Computer Science classes. Because of this major is so hard to achieve 
it, I needed more classes of ESL for my English to be more improved. Last semester I 
took one ESL class and a class in child development.  My GPA was 4.0. I’m planning to 
transfer to the SDSU to obtain a bachelor degree in Computer Science. Furthermore, 
maybe in the future, I’ll try to get a master degree and PHD in the same major. At first at 
Southwestern College, I had many difficulties in how to apply for Southwestern College 
classes, how to apply for financial aid, and which classes should I take. 

I learned all of those processes with the help of CalWORKs program  staff; such 
as counselors and other employees. I got a lot of information about the classes, the 
scholarships, financial aid, and the college’s campus departments through the workshops 
of CalWORKs program and through its staff. They always support me financially and 
morally, and encourage me to get my goals that they make everything easier for me.
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VALERIE  
CORREA
Accounting
Southwestern College

SASHA  
BOSTWICK

Child Development 
Miramar College 

I am a single mother of 4 boys. I’ve had many challenges 
as the years have passed. Many doors have been 
closed for the fact that I did not finish high school. I 
recently recieved my GED, which has a great impact 
on my family. I set a career goal and plan to accomplish 
it as soon as possible so I can become self-efficient 
economically. The CalWORKs Program is helping me 

accomplish my education goal and has made everything seem possible in my situation. 
We just need to take advantage of the doors that open to us and I really thank everyone 
that has crossed my path and is helping me and my family. There is nothing impossible to 
do.  You just sometimes need a little push. Thank you, again.

In 2016 I left a very scary domestic violence 
relationship. It controlled my life for over 10 years and 
I was completely broken for it. It took a lot of internal 
strength to pick myself up and go back to school to 
finish my degree. CalWORKs has been a huge support 
system.  Without them and rescare I don’t know where 
I would be today. Being a single working mom going to 
school is not an easy task, but know that I have a team 
behind me is extremely encouraging.
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HANAA  
KHAMROO

General  
Education  
Cuyamaca  

College
I have a lot of challenges because I am a homemaker with 6 children and I want to study. 
I am new in America and English is the second language.  I should study a lot to arrive at 
my dream and that is hard for me. I want to earn a degree in Child Development because 
I want to help my family because in America all persons in the family should work to help 
meet expenses for a large family. CalWORKs helps me a lot to make an appointment 
with counselor who helps with an education plan.  My favorite counselor is Sandy Sada.  
CalWORKs helps to pay for the books I need and help with hours for P.C.G. I like to help 
the group in my class and my classmates.  I want to get a job to help my family and I want 
to have a good future for me and my family.  I think it is important in my community to 
help my family. The program CalWORKs teaches me that there is nothing more important 
than studying English.  I should try hard to achieve my goal of teaching children.  English 
helps me to teach my friends and my children should they study because life is not easy 
in the U.S. without learning English.  I have traveled to a lot of places and I saw a lot of 
difficult things but I did not give up easy and now I am studying to improve my life.  I also 
help poor people and their dogs in my spare time.
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SOPHIA  
SALAZAR
Sociology
MiraCosta College
During my college education I’ve struggled and 
managed my time despite depression. It was a hard 
struggle as a student and being a single mother. It had 
affected me personally, mentally. During that time I 
managed to receive the help I needed in order to stay 
in school. Since then all these resources have helped 
me improve and to be the successful student that I am 

today. Growing up I had an unstable childhood. Both of my parents were drug addicts 
while growing up as a young child. My childhood was very unstable and did not have 
both parents around all the time due to the drugs, parental incarceration, domestic 
violence and at one point our family was homeless. I’ve struggled in school, had to 
receive personal counseling and had to work on personal growth throughout the years. 
Since I started college being in school has given me so many opportunities to grow. I 
have learned many things such as responsibility, time management, working in a diverse 
population, networking with people, job opportunities, and allowing me to feel more 
connected to the campus. Being in school has also given me knowledge and motivation 
to continue higher education. 

Being in the CalWORKs program on campus has allowed me to start and soon finish 
college. From our own personal counselors, printing, computer use, educational plans, 
workshops, holiday activities, and many opportunities to grow and succeed. Without the 
CalWORKs program I do not think I would have even started college. The CalWORKs 
program allows single parents like me to go to school full time, work and has helped 
me succeed along the way.  I know my education and hard work will one day get me 
off of government assistance so I can be financially stable. I want to own my own house 
and be able to provide for my son on my own. Since being in college I volunteer on 
campus during different events and at a family shelter in Vista. Working in the Outreach 
Department on campus allows me to be a leader for our campus, help high school junior/
senior students at their schools and help new students who are thinking about starting 
college. Being a single parent and being on the CalWORKs program comes with many 
challenges. Not being able to live without assistance is stressful but also gives me the 
motivation to grow and prosper so I can be self sufficient along with pursuing a higher 
education. This program gives low income parents hope and motivation we need to 
succeed. It also allows me to be a good role model for my son while he is young and will 
also allow me to be a good resource for him when he is ready to go to college. Being 
a part of the CalWORKs program allows me to receive help, and the support I need to 
continue my education while being a single parent. 
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CHRISTINA   
STEPHENS

Business  
Administration:  

Management 
Southwestern College

My personal story is truly very long so I will summarize 
the best I can as 500 words is very few. I am a single 
mother of 5 who left an abusive relationship in 2016 
after noticing a terrible pattern I had fallen into, I left 
to make a better life for me and my children by myself. Not receiving any help from 
the fathers of my children. My eldest child is Bi-polar with psychotic tendencies and 
PTSD. My eldest daughters also have anxiety and PTSD. My youngest son has also 
been experiencing seizures.  As of now the doctors are not sure why as he has not had 
an episode while around them. We are also homeless and we live in my van.  We have 
tried many places but have only received temporary help, which always ends with us 
back on the streets. 

So far I have been able to maintain a 3.4 GPA and have maintained good academic 
standing. I want to be able to provide my kids with the essentials and by obtaining my 
bachelor’s degree.  I will be able to do so and will also be able to provide them more 
services and help that I am unable to afford at this time. I am really busy and doing 
extra involvement in other activities can be very little, but I do try and help when I 
can. CalWORKs has helped me and encouraged me to pull through and they lift me up 
every day.  They also help with easing the burdens of life by supplying backpacks and 
supplies that has made life a whole lot easier. They also provide gas cards when times 
get really hard as well as book money.  Again they have helped me continue going to 
school not only by aiding with costs, but also with an open ear to listen and hear what it 
is you need.  I just truly wish CalWORKs had a program to help those who are homeless.
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SELENE MEJIA
Spanish for Bilinguals, 
Interpreter
Southwestern College
In my Mexican culture, family always comes first.  I have 
never worked since for me taking care of my family has 
always been my priority. I have four children and my 
youngest, Gael, has autism. Family always comes first 
and for me there was no reason not to be there for my 
family. I would take care of the house, my kids, and 
everything that involves schools and activities. About 

2 years ago the father of my kids, who I was still in love with, told me he was leaving me 
because he didn’t love me anymore and he had another person. I was devastated, for he 
was my life along with my children. I was torn apart.  It felt like my life was over and what 
was I going to do. He had the house under his sister’s name and I had to leave with my 4 
kids and rent rooms because that is all I can afford. He stopped paying the car, which was 
repossessed. I cried every day and I was hurting. 

The County helped me to go back to school and finish a degree to succeed and help 
my family. Now I must go back to school because I need a career to support my family. I 
only finished high school because I got married young and never made money because 
was devoted to my family. I have to be well prepared for my children and to know there 
is more that life has to offer for us. It has been very difficult because all jobs want a 
degree and experience which I don’t have.  Also they seem to want young people. I 
have to go to 3 schools leave my children, go to my school and then pick up my kids 
and do housework, prepare food and after school activities. As I mentioned earlier, my 
youngest son is Autistic and requires a lot of my time, energy and attention for his special 
needs. During this journey, I have discovered that I would like to help people by being 
an Interpreter in the Courts and use my Spanish speaking skills to help others. I plan on 
getting my Associate’s degree and Certification this May 2019. I know that this career 
goal is manageable for me and will allow for me and my children to have a better future. 
This award will help me and my family in many ways since we are passing through difficult 
times. My life was great, I was married to the father of my children for 17 years and 
devoted to them 100% hard to provide for my kids what they deserve and that at my age 
I can still succeed. I know that without CalWORKs I wouldn’t be where I am today and for 
this I am grateful.
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NOORI 
SHATEH

General Studies;  
Social &  

Behavioral  
Sciences

Cuyamaca College
The challenges with coming to the U.S. were learning the language and earning money. 
I am limited in certain jobs because I was having pain in my back.  English is my third 
language and I will succeed in this semester with high grades. Cuyamaca CalWORKs help 
me in a lot of things including education plans, meet with counselor for which classes I 
will take each semester. If I earn the certificate, I can find a good job and money to live 
a good life with my 4 children and my wife.  I volunteer at Chaldean Middle Eastern 
Social Services at fairs answer questions for people and give out food every week. The 
community college CalWORKs program helped me to get classes with priority registration 
to choose classes. Now I am studying in college I can understand my children what they 
want from me because I can speak better English and I can teach my children too. 
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WEAM 
ALSHALALY
Business Office  
Administration   
Cuyamaca College
My family and I faced many challenges prior to coming 
to the U.S. because of the war in Iraq. We didn’t have 
water, our lives were hard, and we were scared because 
we weren’t protected. I had success in receiving a 
diploma from high school because I was really smart. 

Two years ago, we moved to the U.S. I came to Cuyamaca College to learn English and a 
degree to get a good job. The CalWORKs program has helped me to understand what I 
need to do to be stronger and more confident to be in college. I work harder and am better 
at speaking and understanding English. My plan is have a good job and to be successful 
in life, so that I can help people, and be a good student. I have been involved in my son’s 
school by helping people and learning what it means to be a student. This program has 
helped me make education a priority for me and my children by making them see that 
education can help you get a job, money, and a great future. I am a BOT major and hope to 
work in an office in a school. Before I came to the U.S. I taught elementary school for five 
years. I really enjoy working in a school.



BASMAH 
HANGELAH
General 
Education
Cuyamaca 
College

I have a lot of challenges and one of them is the language because I am new in America. 
Another challenge is that I am a homemaker with three children. I came to Cuyamaca 
because in America it is better to have a degree to earn a good living to support my 
family. I am trying my best to earn the degree but first I have to take English classes 
to be ready. The Cuyamaca CalWORKs helped me to talk with a counselor for the next 
semester schedule. 

I am grateful to have a free education as a CalWORKs student. The CalWORKs program 
gives me school supplies. My plans for becoming economically self-sufficient is earn my 
degree to help my family and to live a good life with my children and my husband. I 
am not involved in advocacy, student leadership, community service, or extracurricular 
activities because I am busy with my family and my school work. Sometimes life is hard 
for me because my children need me to take them to school and doctor’s appointments. 
I am not giving up because I am determined to earn my degree. The community college 
CalWORKs Program helped me to make education a priority. As I learn English better, I 
can help my children with homework and talk to their teachers. In the future I will be able 
to help other young children in a preschool.
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BASSAM 
MOUSA

ESL  
Development; 

Exploring/Auto 
Tech

Cuyamaca College
My biggest challenge is learning a new language because I am new in America. Another 
challenge is going back to school to get a certificate and one day to work in my field of 
auto mechanics. My career goal is to work in auto mechanics to gain more experience 
and I want to do something important in my life. The Cuyamaca CalWORKs helps me to 
register in the college and receive free registration. CalWORKs gives me school supplies 
and a plan for becoming economically self-sufficient. My dream is to open a small auto 
shop after I earn the certificate and work to gain more experience. I didn’t have any 
involvement in advocacy, student leadership, community service, or extracurricular 
activities because I work and help my family and study. If someone doesn’t work, life in 
America can be hard. The community college CalWORKs Program helped me to make 
education a priority for myself and my family to live a good life. Now I can help my 
children because I am studying in the college and I can help my children in their lessons 
in the school. I just want someone to read my story and don’t give up easily in your life 
because life is hard, just think about something good in your life.
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MICHELLE 
SAVAGE
Graphic Design;  
Museum & Gallery 
Studies
San Diego City  
College
I went back to City College for the fourth time ready to 
give education a chance in my life and take the classes 

required to transfer. I was a bit apprehensive since I didn’t feel that I was smart or would 
not be able to keep up with the readings since I read so slowly. However, I wanted to 
give my dreams one more honest effort. The first class I decided to take after returning 
back to City was Anthropology with Professor Pepe. He was tough and he basically said, 
if you are late don’t bother coming to class because you are absent. I thought for sure I 
was doomed since I was always late. First exam I received a 40% but I didn’t want to give 
up this time, so I studied even harder I managed to get 80% on the next exam. Then I 
began to gain hope that I could succeed if I just try hard enough. Then I took a class with 
Professor Stewart and he changed the way I think about myself and I way I learn, which 
is visually. After that, I had confidence and determination that I could achieve my goals 
of achieving a Master’s Degree or PhD. As I returned to school there were many bumps 
in the road. First I had a major car accident that has left me in chronic back pain, then my 
father ended up in the hospital the next semester. I felt like this is life and I will never get 
out of living life in order to go to school. This concept that was hard to swallow, being a 
first generation student my parents were not able to guide me. 

I decided to not let life’s challenges get in the way of my dreams of getting an education. 
My father ended up dying a terrible death after spending three months in the hospital, 
then went in to a nursing, then went home and died that night. This was October 14, 2016 
during the Fall Semester and I managed to keep my grades up and got on the Dean’s list 
that year. So I continued bringing my GPA up a .10 of a point a semester, taking classes 
over that I received bad grades in to bring my GPA up to a 3.0 so I would have a chance 
at transferring. I managed to meet my goal last June and graduated from City College 
with a Graphic Design Degree and an ADT for Art History. I was accepted to UC San 
Diego and awarded the Chancellor’s Associate Scholarship Program which is a full ride 
scholarship and PATH Summer Academy, basically a bridge to the quarter system. I have 
a new lease on life and have hope for the future.
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LIZBET SALAZAR
Psychology and  

Social Service
Palomar College

The CalWORKs Program is so great and helpful to 
families like mine, because I was in a toxic relationship 
and when we finally separated I did not know how I was 
going to support my children. I had many challenges as 
to how I was going to afford to pay childcare, and how 
I was going to pay for rent, if at the same time I wanted 
to improve my education and receive a degree. 

The CalWORKs Program helped me to pay for my childcare for my three year old girl 
and which helped me go to school and take care of her and my other two children and 
provide them with a program where they can be taken care of while I attend school. I 
have been on and off in the past from college and this time I feel like I am involved more 
in the experience of being a college student, the program at Palomar College has been 
so supportive of me and has provided me with much positive vibes, as well as provide me 
with support groups that I attended throughout the semester. My plan is to obtain my 
Associates Degree and transfer, and once there to obtain a career that can provide me to 
be dependent and as well as keep on going in my studies while in a career to extend my 
knowledge and graduate from an university. Like I said, before I attended the CalWORKs 
Support group throughout the semester and which help me cope with everyday life by 
listening to the other members of the group that are going thru similar situations as me. 
The CalWORKs Program has helped me make my education a priority because it guides 
me and to strive for the best I can be with their excellent counselors and their positivity.
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KARA  
NAZAROFF
Social Science
Palomar College
In early 2015, I found myself alone and abandoned 
by my family.  I was being religiously persecuted by 
them and by ones that I once called my friends.  I was 
shunned and labeled “wicked” and I carried that heavy 
weight.  I found comfort in the arms of a stranger and 
not long after became pregnant with his child.  I made a 
choice to keep my baby even though there was strong 

pressure from this man to have an abortion.  In that one moment, I chose to become a 
single mom.  I wasn’t sure how I would do it, where I would get the funds, who I could rely 
on for help, but I knew that nothing else mattered by my baby and me.  My daughter has 
given me so much more purpose in life.  She is a ray of sunshine that beams during my 
darkest times and she is the reason I decided to return to school.  After 16, I went back 
to school to give my daughter and I the best life possible and to be a positive role-model 
in her life, which was something I lacked growing up.  My goal of returning to school and 
pursuing a Bachelor’s Degree almost came to a halt as quickly as it began.  

At week ten of the Fall Semester 2017, I was hospitalized and diagnosed with Transverse 
Myiltes, a neurological disordered that effected my central nervous system causing 
severe paraplegia.  I had to learn how to stand, how to walk again without falling over.  I 
was forced to withdraw from my classes in order to focus on my health.  I wasn’t sure if 
I would be able to return to school and I became depressed.  I found my inner strength 
and knew that I could overcome this.  I set a goal, that at my daughter’s second birthday 
I would be walking without assistance and that I could pick her up and hold her again.  
On her birthday, I did just that.  

I have learned to rely on what I call “my tribe” or ones who support me in my goals.  The 
CalWORKs CARE program at Palomar College has been a part of my tribe.  They are 
my school family and I am so grateful of them.  The CalWORKs counselors have taken a 
personal interest in me and are always there when I have a question or just need to talk.  
They have inspired me to keep going in my educational journey and assure me that I am 
doing a great job.  

These adversities have shaped me into who I am today. I wanted to become a mother, 
and I am.  I wanted to become a student, and I am.  The way in which I got to becoming 
these wasn’t the easiest or how I had planned, but I’m here.
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GABRIELA 
VELAZQUEZ
Criminal Justice

Palomar College
I have overcome my challenges to pursue for my 
degree because I was working when I injured my lower 
back. I have been struggling in chronic pain. I had to 
stop working due to my pain. I tried to get better, but 
for some reason it was worse and worse. I ended up in 
bed for 1 year and was not able to stand or get around. 
My kids got worried about me and tried to make me 
something to eat and I tried eating, but I had lost my 
appetite and ate very little. My mom helped out with my kids to school and looked over 
me. The doctor had to give me steroids to help restore my muscles and get me up again. 
He said I was too young to go down like this. Then I got up within months and I decided 
to go back to college to finish my career goal to do something good with my life and 
become someone important. My kids are my strength to keep going and not give up. I 
want to succeed in life to be a better person. 

The CalWORKs Program has helped me out because I cannot support my kids in this 
moment. The program feeds my children and that gives me hope and support to keep 
going and trying my best to succeed. The program helps me meet my goals by providing 
food for my children, since at the moment I cannot work and support them. My plans to 
become independently is by finishing College to get my career job, so I can get enough 
money to support my family and ‘ve successful in life. CalWORKs activities really helped 
me to how to cope with stress and especially depression. CalWORKs make my education 
priority because I get support that gives me peace that my children can eat. I can focus 
on my school to finish and be successful.
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NICHOLAS 
GREENE
Welding Technology
Palomar College
I have recently removed our family from homeless status 
to somewhat stable housing environment. I struggle 
with welding due to a nervousness condition. My 
success has been a struggle. Fighting with the system 
all the way for me to become successful and have 
some form of income to make it.The current school has 
assisted in getting me the materials and books needed 

for my courses. I am currently working on a five year business plan to get our family into a 
family owned business. I am working on getting some Small Business Loans to assist. I am 
a full time dad of four children, three dogs, a chinchilla, and have a wonderful supportive 
wife. I am so focused on supporting our family and making life better for my family that 
I have been unable to give more outside our home. My commitment to my family is my 
drive. CalWORKs is there from the financial standpoint. 
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HAVANA 
ALKHAWRI
Child Development 
Cuyamaca College

SAMARA MHEW
Child Development 
 Cuyamaca College

I am new to the U.S. and learning a new language 
has many challenges. I work hard on my studies.  I 
accomplished a lot of my goals, like how to better 
communicate with people and to be able to help my 
kids with school homework.  CalWORKs programs 
helped me achieve my goals by helping me understand 
all the educational programs available that will benefit 

me. Through these programs I will finish my education and graduate, which will help me 
work and even start my own business to support myself and my family economically. The 
community college CalWORKs programs made the education easier to understand and 
provided a lot of guidance to help with education and especially for the people who have 
a hard time with the English as a second language.  My goal is an associate degree in 
child development to someday have my own preschool.

I am new to the U.S. and one obstacle I had to overcome 
to purse my degree is leaning a new language. My goal 
is to earn a child development degree and certificate. 
Changing countries was really hard for me and my 
family.  I am doing well learning English. I am able to 
communicate with other people and also understand 
the concept of different cultures in my school. The 
community college CalWORKs program helps me reach 
my goals by providing me with counseling services and 
supports to earn them. One of my goals is to speak 
English fluently. I have a plan in place for getting my certificate in the next two years and 
also will be able to work independently and support my kids and husband. I have already 
completed some English courses that I need to take classes in my major. My certificate 
will put me on the path to the larger goal of becoming a child development specialist 
overall. I am excited to use my new learning skills and added knowledge to better myself 
and those around me, especially my kids.
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SEZEIF  
AL NISSAN
Paralegal Studies
Cuyamaca College
During my educational journey at Cuyamaca College, I 
have confronted a lot of obstacles. I remember myself 
working a whole night at 7 Eleven Store and at morning 
going to college without sleep. I was determined that 
I should overcome this struggle. I should walk out of 
the Cuyamaca College with a degree that will help me 
be independent and make a better life for my family 

and be a good example for my son to follow my steps later in his life. So far, I think 
I have achieved a lot regarding my educational goal. By next semester, I will have my 
associate degree in paralegal studies from Cuyamaca College, which is an American Bar 
Association Approved program. 

I am so proud of accomplishing that within three years, although legal terminology 
is difficult for a person who is not a native English speaker. The community college 
CalWORKs program helped me a lot in meeting my educational goal by providing me 
with wise counseling, educational planning, work study, and paying my books and fees. 
Without CalWORKs, I think it would be impossible to pursue the educational journey 
when you are a refugee in a new country with different language and culture, with a huge 
responsibility toward the family in such an expensive city like San Diego. But CalWORKs 
helped me pass this hard period with a degree. My plans for becoming economically 
self-sufficient is to keep applying for a job using my paralegal degree until I find the 
best position that will pay me enough that will make my living and improve my life. I am 
currently a member of Cuyamaca Association of Paralegal Students. We meet regularly to 
discuss the best means that will improve our program and we link with other associations 
in San Diego to find job opportunities for our association members. The community 
college CalWORKs Program helped me making education a priority for myself and my 
child. I knew that without education I will not develop any career. I would stay all my 
life working at minimum wages if I don’t make this sacrifice. I know my life was so busy 
during the past three years, but I will get these fruits now after graduation. I will get 
better job, and I will be good example for my son in his educational journey.
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NAHLA ODISH
Child Development 

 Grossmont College
I came to the United States in 2009 as a refugee from 
Iraq. I am here with my beautiful family, my husband 
Atheer, my 16 year old son Kevin, 15 year old Mark, 13 
year old Rudy and my princess, 8 year old Katherine. I 
did not know English when I first arrived to the U.S. I 
have learned throughout the years by attending adult 
schools, community college, and by a lot of practice. 
One of biggest challenges I had to overcome to pursue 
my degree was having English as my second language. 
It was challenging because I would sometimes 
not understand what the teacher would be saying or trying to explain to us. Another 
challenge I had to overcome in order to pursue my degree was working. Working 
proved to be more difficult because, not only would I have to go to work after college, I 
would also have to complete my homework. Lastly, I had to use a translator to help me 
understand my assignments when I could not be able to understand a certain question 
or phrase. In addition to my work and school responsibilities, I am a full-time mom and 
wife. Unfortunately, my husband is disabled, therefore, he is not able to work or help out 
in the house. I am the only breadwinner of the house, and all household responsibilities 
fall on me. I also have to help him on daily tasks since he suffers from horrible migraines 
and asthma and cannot do many tasks by himself.  

Every day is success for me. My CalWORKs family at Grossmont College have helped me 
in so many ways. They helped get my job in the Child Development Center through work 
study. They have been a great part of my emotional support, and they helped me learn 
how to advocate for myself to help me continue being successful in completing my major.
I am grateful for passing my classes and enjoying my time learning about child 
development. I am also grateful for the support I had received after school because I 
really had some tough times where I needed help with work and college homework. My 
plans to become economically self-sufficient are to apply at a school and to work with 
children. CalWORKs has helped me make education a priority and helped me enjoy being 
part of Grossmont College, especially because they would throw Christmas parties and 
Thanksgiving gifts for me and my children.
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IDREES HUSSEIN
Biology
Southwestern College
I want to talk about my several goals in my life, the first 
one is to improve my English language to be talking 
like an American native because without that I can’t 
achieve to what I planned for. Also, is to get a bachelor’s 
degree in biology and get a good job in this country. In 
addition, my goal is to get American citizenship after 
four years. I’m from north of Iraq and I have been here 
in the USA for one year and few months.

The community college CalWORKs program helped me to met my educational and  
career goals through their counselor, financial aid, and their orientation.

Currently I have 13 units in southwestern college, child development and ESL classes. 
Last semester I took math and ESL classes and my GPA was 3.69. Also I work as volunteer 
in Chula Vista Sharp Hospital and I have three children. That is why I need to apply for 
scholarship to help me to continue on my studies.

I feel that I’m on the right path to achieve my goals. There is a big change happening in 
my life. I have learned many new things here in the USA during this short period, and it is 
not easy to change your life totally and I need more time to adapt to all those differences 
between my previous country and here with my new life. 

In my opinion, nobody can live without goals, otherwise there is no meaning of life. When 
we put our goals in front of our eyes and think about them seriously, that makes us think 
about tomorrow, put in more effort, give hope and more meaning of life, which is why 
I’m very happy about this change in my life because now I have a many goals to work on 
to achieve them. Finally, I trust myself and I’m very optimist to achieve all my dreams.
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LAURA 
SZEMENYEI

Business 
Administration 

Palomar College
As a single mother, finding a balance 
between motherhood and being a good student after almost a decade out of school was 
a whole new ball game, let alone the financial aspect of finding ways on the side to make 
ends meet. Thankfully in my situation, with all of the nay-saying and put downs from 
most of the people I know outside of school, I decided to use it as fuel to burn a very 
large fire in my soul. Not only a fire to prove to myself what I could accomplish, but also 
to set an example to my daughter and prove to everyone that did not believe in me was 
wrong. I found myself crying in my counselor’s offices many times, and they have been 
so gracious in helping me stay strong. They may not realize because they work every 
day to enrich the lives of others, but they opened up many resources that have helped 
me become successful in my education. Meeting with my counselors once a semester 
to once a month has helped me stay accountable to my commitments, and the supplies 
that have been given to me have helped me know what I need for my classes. Without 
the supplies that were given to me, I would not have walked into my first week of school 
prepared.

It has only been a year since I started attending Palomar College, and I believe I have 
taken full advantage of the tutoring that is provided on campus. I would not have been 
able to write anything like this without the referral from Veronica to meet with an English 
tutor once a week. I did not know what to expect when I first started my classes, but with 
the guidance of classes and what I need to accomplish to receive a diploma, my mind has 
been opened up to a variety of topics that have made me feel very confident and open 
minded. I truly think that the education I have received in the last year has led me to use 
my mind in different ways than I have before. My goals are to be a business leader and 
share light with the communities around me. With the support of Palomar college, my 
commitments to my education are stronger, because they help me see that I can achieve 
what I came to accomplish.
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JIAUNNA  
ARNELL
Early Childhood  
Education
San Diego Miramar 
College
I have been a devoted employee with the City of San 
Diego Parks and Recreation Department for a total of 
8 ½ years. I have developed many professional skills 
through working with the City by providing quality 

program activities and curriculum that is heavily influenced by the communities that I serve. 
In addition to this, I have also implemented programs such as dance, ceramics and fine 
arts classes. In the summertime I head the Summer Lunch program for underprivileged 
families and youth services within the greater San Diego communities. I have also been 
highly acknowledged by staff, parents, and directors for the quality of my programs. As 
such I have received an award from the Deputy Director of City of San Diego Park and 
Recreation Division CP1 for my hard work and dedication.  I have received an Associate 
Teachers achievement certification with highest honors, and will soon complete my child 
development associate of science degree in 2018. 

Among my many academic achievements, I have received several awards which include 
Honor Student award, as well as the Dean’s list honor for a cumulative GPA of 4.0 during 
the 2015-2016 academic year. The Park and Recreation Division offers various programs 
that serve to enhance and support healthy lifestyles and resources to lend a hand in 
any way that we can. I have been in charge of our summer lunch program, which serves 
underprivileged youth and low income families for the last 7 years serving over 400 families 
annually since my participation. I have been a co-chair for our Fall Halloween Festival, and 
currently teach a diverse range of quality programs like my James and Rose Irish and Ballet 
Academy that I started 8 years ago with the beginning of my employment with the City 
of San Diego. Working with the families within the Mira Mesa communities has been my 
greatest joy since the outset. I enjoy being a point of liaison for parents and families and 
being at a hands-on level to assist these families with quality resources and programs. 

Subsequently as a single mother of a wonderful 4 year old daughter I have a strong drive 
and determination to complete the goals that I have set for myself. I have had bouts with 
homelessness, financial and food insecurity issues, as well as mental and physical stress 
related to the struggle to survive. Through my financial struggles and concerns to provide 
an environment for my daughter that is of quality and productively constructive, I have 
found that my educational goals help to sure that I am well versed in what it takes to 
provide proper home environment, despite my economic disadvantages. I am living proof 
that higher education as well as a strong determination to finish what I start by taking 
advantage of educational opportunities like this scholarship to further support my ability 
to provide a clean and healthy lifestyle for my family.
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RAND JAMEEL
Computer 

Engineering  
Cuyamaca College

I am a wife and mother. Omer, my husband of four 
years, and I have two children. A son, Taym, is 3 and 
our daughter, Lamar, is 1. In 2015, my marriage and 
the birth of our son were the most satisfying events 
in this year. Another event that year, not exactly a 
positive one, was when we woke up one morning to 
find a threatening note wrapped around a bullet from 
the local militia on our front door. Three months later 
my father-in-law was kidnapped from the street and was returned home after a ransom 
was paid. This was a terrible time for me and my family, so we left Baghdad. It was 
emotionally damaging and traumatizing on many levels. I am missing all of my family’s 
happy and sad moments. Also I left my work.  In my home country, I was working in the 
computer and communication field.  

After I moved to the U.S. from Iraq, I couldn’t obtain the same jobs here. Employers 
typically prefer work experience within the U.S., and certifications outside of the U.S. 
usually doesn’t transfer.  I realized that college is my opportunity to improve my life by 
having more opportunities to get work. Also I had problems of not knowing the language 
or how the education system worked. Everything was different from my country. Many 
people told me that graduating would be hard for me because I did not know the language 
and was just starting to learn English. Instead of being upset about this comment, it 
motivated me to study hard and to get good grades.  My college journey began with a 
struggle, because at the time, I had a two-year old and a newborn baby.  I was juggling 
college classes and motherhood.  I was not sure if I could manage college classes with 
two little babies. 

It is now one year later, and I am happy to say that I have not given up and I was able to 
achieve a 4.0 GPA. However, it has not been easy, and I had some major setbacks and 
challenges. There were times when I had no childcare and had to bring my daughter with 
me to class.  My goal is to earn a Bachelor’s degree. I selected computer engineering 
as a major to improve myself and my family. I also feel that it is important for me to 
set a great example for my children.  When they see me studying and achieving my 
educational goals, they will know that hard work and dedication leads to success. I 
can’t wait for them to see me in my cap and gown and graduating with a degree. I also 
know that the rest of my family will be extremely proud of me.  I would be honored 
and grateful for whatever assistance you are willing to provide. Your investment in me 
will not only assist me in the accomplishment of my personal goals, but will benefit our 
community. Thank you for your consideration.
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NANCY KIM
Nursing
MiraCosta College
At the end of this summer, I needed to make a decision 
regarding my choice to go back to school. Would I 
continue to go to school full-time (as I had initially 
planned) or would I need to go back to work and try 
to finish school? About a year ago, I decided to pursue 
a degree in nursing. I tried to go back to school when 
my son was younger but ended up quitting because it 
was not financially feasible. Last year the company I was 
working for was closing and I thought this would finally 

be a good time to pursue my longtime career goal. 

After attending MiraCosta for about a year and nearly finishing my prerequisites for nursing 
school, I was having financial hardship that made me question if I would be able to continue. 
Unexpectedly, I happened to meet someone in the park that informed of CalWORKs and 
that there are programs to help people like me. The financial help I receive is important, 
but also the social and emotional support through CalWORKs has been tremendous. I 
no longer have to worry about “”making it”” and am able to focus on my classes. This 
semester, I expect to have a 4.0 GPA!

I find requirements, like the midterm progress report, are helpful in that they encourage 
me to stay on top of my studies. Also, I am able to get feedback from my professors so I 
know where I need to improve. Although I have only been enrolled in CalWORKs for a short 
time, the support has been invaluable in propelling me forward to meet my career goal. 
Being a single parent and student is tough, but with the help of family and the availability 
of CalWORKs I feel I am thriving. 

422

2019

RE
G

IO
N

 1
0



RETA ISSAK
Front End Web  

Development
San Diego 

Continuing Education 
North City Campus

Six years ago, it seemed as if all my dreams were lost. 
I left my homeland Iraq fearing the terrible situation 
approaching and because my family and I were facing 
religious persecution. I had friends, relatives, a home, 
job, and a Bachelor’s Degree of Computer Sciences, but they were all gone when we 
fled Iraq.

Four years ago, I arrived to America. It was a fresh start for me, a new beginning, but 
everything was different. I decide to learn how to take the bus and how to drive a car. 
My English was good, so I began volunteering at the library in El Cajon. It made me 
exited, but it wasn’t enough. The degree of computer sciences I had worked so hard 
for in Iraq meant nothing here, so I set out to earn another. A friend who studied at San 
Diego Continuing Education told me about the CalWORKs program, and I decided to 
apply for it.  At the time God sent me an angel who asked me to be his wife. He was 
living in Washington. I was thirty-three years old and I knew it was the right time for me 
to start a family. I also knew that it meant putting my dreams on hold. We got married 
and moved to Washington where we had twins, a boy and a girl. After a year we started 
thinking about moving back to California. It was a huge challenge to take this decision; 
we were a low income family, and we were able to apply for welfare.

Finally I had the chance to realize my dream. I immediately signed up for courses at the 
North City Campus, and thought hopefully, this is going to be an average education 
even though it is free. Once I started attending classes here, I discovered so many 
things about this place. I was learning new, practical skills and the teachers were so 
wonderful and understanding of my situation. Right from the start I knew this was an 
amazing place to study.

In 2017 I finished IMCP program, where I learned how to design for print and other 
media, and now I am studying front end web development for building websites. It is 
a huge challenge to do it, not only because I am a mother of three years old twins, but 
because my husband is now studying business communication at the Mid-City Campus. 
Sure, it gets difficult, but we never give up. I’ve met great people along the way, 
like counselors on my campus who have been so kind. They help us a lot in different 
situations and also advise us to draw our future.  I thank God for putting them on my 
path. My goal is to find a career that can help my family live better lives, working in my 
favorite field, starting a business in the USA associated with this field, which is my old 
big dream. Finally, I want to raise my kids and provide for them everything they need 
and deserve.
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SELVANA 
POLIZA
Business Office  
Technologies -  
Administrative  
Assistant
Cuyamaca  
College

I am a student at Cuyamaca College and I entered the United States in 2008. We as a family 
had a very hard time to learn the English language in general. Therefore, the very hardest 
issue that we faced, my husband, my children, and myself, was a financial issue. My husband 
worked so hard to support us in all the needs that we were struggling with. Coming as an 
immigrant to the U.S. with no English and not having a stable job; it is not easy at all. The 
challenges of understanding English, I am overcoming through my ESL classes and other 
classes of my degree and certificate.  I am an immigrant student and a mother of four 
daughters. My husband is the only one in the household that works and supports us.  

I am very thankful for all the support that I receive from financial aid, CalWORKs, welfare, 
and all the support that I receive from the federal government. By improving my English 
language has helped me to assist my daughters’ needs on their school or homework 
questions. In addition, the community college CalWORKs program helped me meet my 
educational or career goals by providing free tutoring, it also assists me with meeting 
counselors in regards of completing my educational plan. I am looking forward to completing 
my degree because I love school and my dream has been to achieve this goal.  Education 
means a lot to me. Since I did not have the time to finish my school several years ago in 
my country due to my raising my daughters. I personally did not want to go to school 
because I wanted to spend more time with my daughters and raising them with a great 
manners. My plans for becoming economically self-sufficient are saving money and try to 
help my husband as much as I can financially. We do not spend a lot of money because 
our rent is too much and other monthly expenses that we pay monthly for our daughters. 
We also need more income that each month; for example, gas for car, kids clothes and 
shoes, etc.  With that being said, sometimes I volunteer in my kids’ school by assisting 
their teachers, and going into field trips with the kids as well as watching them. Through 
this I have improved my leadership skills. I volunteer in my church too by assisting the nun 
teaching first communion kids on their projects or reading books. The community college 
CalWORKs Program helped me make education a priority for myself and my children by 
providing all these supports to me as well as my family. It has improved my language and 
has helped me to support my family needs as well. Thank you for giving me this opportunity 
to share a part of my life journey.
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AFNAN 
KHODAN
Business Office  
Technologies
Cuyamaca College

ZIAD FINDAKLY
Business Office  

Technologies
Cuyamaca College

Sometimes I dont understand the class readings, so I 
have to translate and it takes a lot of time. Still, I am 
getting all A’s in my classes. I want to become a teacher. 
CalWORKs has helped me by a lot. 

I still haven’t earned my degree or my certificate yet, 
but I have been studying and working towards it. I’m 
passing all my classes. My plans are to learn how to 
speak English well and to work a better job that pays 
more. CalWORKs helped me a lot. 
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LESLIE PLANDOR
Nursing
Cuyamaca College
I believe I am a perfect candidate to receive this award, 
considering myself a representative from a group of 
young mothers who are wanting to become more 
than just a house wife, more than just working as a 
nanny, housekeeping, or settling with a job at fast food 
restaurants. I’m a part of those strong independent 
mothers who want to become somebody more in life. I 
became a mother at age 17 and being a single mom of 
4 children, I knew i needed to go back to school. I will 

be the first generation in my family to go to college. So far, I have successfully completed 
two years of school, reaching my half-way point in getting my associates degree in nursing. 
I have found programs that have accommodated to my health conditions that have helped 
me along the way in becoming this successful for the first time in my life. My ultimate goal 
in life is to obtain a Bachelor’s degree in nursing. I knew in order to reach my goal I had to 
develop a plan in order to avoid making extra turns into reaching my ultimate goal. The 
plan was to follow my General Education Plan: a list of required classes that are fitted to my 
degree. I have learned a great deal through this process in aspiring myself to develop good 
grades and become knowledgeable with the terminology, functions, and components in 
the medical field I will be able to reach what I have been most desiring to become in life 
becoming a nurse. 

Thanks to the guidance and knowledge of the CalWORKs staff Sandy Sada and Sara 
Allen i have become successful in accomplishing the classes that are needed to reach my 
ultimate goal. These two wonderful woman are caring and make us students there priority 
in assuring that we receive all that needed through out our semesters.
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NEAAM 
KHODAN

Accounting
Cuyamaca College

I am Neaam Khodan. When I came to the USA in 
2017, I attended ESL class and VESSEL classes to 
improve my language because I think that will helps 
me to find a job. Then I worked as a volunteer in PCG 
organization. There are many challenges faced by me, 
such as financial, language, and transportation. First, 
the biggest challenge for me was financial because I had 
no money when I came to the USA, and I spent all my 
savings in Turkey when I was a refugee. So, I borrowed money when I bought a car. I didn’t 
have enough money to pay bills, buy clothes, and pay the rent. The second challenge is 
language. Because of my language, it was not easy to communicate with others and get 
a job. The final challenge faced by me was transportation, especially when I was pregnant 
and I didn’t have a car. So, I should arrive at my daughter to her school walking. These 
challenges didn’t stop my goal because I am determined to succeed.   

 To overcome all these challenges, I decided to improve my language and get a certificate 
that will help me to find a job. I joined Cuyamaca College to achieve my dream and support 
my family. I think the CalWORKs was one of the best programs to support and help me to 
live my dream because I got financial support like the cost of books, parking, transportation, 
child care, and counseling services. Because I was pregnant and had my baby in my first 
semester, my GPA was 2.00, but in the second semester I increased my GPA to 3.333. My 
goals are to graduate from university in accounting, get a job, and support my babies. 
That will help them to survive and succeed in my new country, the USA. I will hard work 
to complete my studies at Cuyamaca College and transfer to the university to become an 
accountant and try to succeed in work. This is my dream.
 
CalWORKs helped me to achieve my goals by completing my studies and thus this will 
positively reflect on my children and their education. 
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ZOILA ROMERO
Liberal Arts: Social & 
Behavioral Sciences
Southwestern College
To begin, I would like to mention that I overcame 
many challenges to be where I am today. I come from 
a troubled childhood, where I had to drop out of high 
school when I was only 16 years old due to me being 
pregnant. I moved in with my boyfriend at the time and 
he was unable to help me to continue school. That’s 
when everything went wrong in my life, I became angry 

at my life and was depressed. I continued to make bad decisions without thinking about the 
consequences that would bring. I started to used drugs at 17 years old, and keep having 
kids without thinking about how I was going to provide for them. By the time I was 21 I had 
3 children and was living back at my dad’s house. Eventually all my bad actions caught up to 
me. I went to jail, a horrible experience. But it helped me change my life around. I became 
self-sufficient and got my 3 children back living with me. At that time, I met a man that 
turned out to be physically and verbally abusive to me and my kids. It took CPS to become 
involved to get out of that relationship, but by then I had my children removed from my 
custody. I eventually lost custody of my 2 youngest daughters.  They got adopted out. It 
took me 2 years to do something about my situation. I stared by completing an in-patient 
rehabilitation center, and I am 3 years sober today. I got a job and a place to live. When 
I was stable, I got my 2 oldest boys back in my custody. My oldest daughter stays at my 
mom’s home, but I still have contact with her. Today I have overcome so many obstacles, 
but I stay confident. I am older now and I really want to become someone in life. I want to 
accomplish my goal of becoming a drug and alcohol counselor, not only because that will 
help me provide for my family, also to help woman and others in a situation I found myself 
in years ago. I want to be an example for my children, and others.  

I am not proud of everything I have done in my past, but what I am proud of is the person 
I have become from it. Going to school provides me with self-confidence, just knowing I’m 
doing something for my future and my children’s future. I will continue in the right path 
because I have gained so much that I will not give up now. So far in my classes I have been 
getting good grades and I am trying my best to stay on track. Thanks to CalWORKs, it was 
made it so much easier. It really helps me provide for my family while I get my degree and 
I will be able to provide for my family myself. It is a great program.
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DALILA  
SANCHEZ

Administration of  
Justice

Southwestern College
I am a single mother of two children who grew up within 
socioeconomic disadvantage. I had no role models or 
support whatsoever. Most of my family members met 
their needs by being merchants, so education was 
never valued or encouraged. Today I want to change 
this by pursuing a career that can enable me to have a 
sustainable income so that I can meet my entire family needs. In the meantime, I support 
my children and self with supportive services and with a part time employment from the 
CalWORKs Work Study program at my current college.

I believe that every person is shaped not only by their actions but by their parents’ actions 
as well. I mean, you don’t choose your family, economic status, or the environment your 
raised on. But for most of us, it will define our challenges and influence in a way our success 
or formation. I come from a large family with a broken environment. I grew up seeing 
my father getting arrested for domestic violence, an older brother for organized crime, 
another brother for smuggling illegal persons into the country, and a sister for becoming 
an aggressor after so many years of being a silent victim of domestic violence. I also had 
another brother who was kidnapped, tortured, and murdered at the age of 18. My life 
challenges and struggles unfortunately affected my academic background, so I dropped 
out from high school where I was enrolled in honors with a 4.2 GPA. After years of chronic 
depression, I was able to acquire my GED. I was also very fortunate to come across 
supportive services such as CalWORKs. Through the CalWORKs program, I was able to 
succeed by finding a flexible part time employment as a student worker that allowed me to 
continue my education and at the same time, gain meaningful working experience.

Since my children started their education, I became very actively involved and I started 
advocating for their educational programs.The more I got involved, the more passionate 
I became regarding their education. This further led me to think about the continuance 
of my own education. What life and examples was I setting to my own children? How 
will I teach them self sufficiency if I couldn’t even apply it to myself? I realized that I had 
the moral responsibility to heal. Not only for my own wellbeing but for my children, my 
grandchildren, and my future generations to come.

Having a child with a disability has motivated me to push myself harder with my dedication 
and effort. As my family’s first generation in college, I am very driven to obtain a diploma. 
For me, a diploma is not just a diploma. It is an accountability of your own success. When 
you acknowledge your power, you realize that you alone have the ability to manage your 
career and life.
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MAJID  
AMMANUAL
CIS Enterprise  
Networking
Cuyamaca College
I am Majid Ammanual. I moved to the USA in 2017. 
When I arrived at the USA, I thought I wouldn’t complete 
my studies in university or get a certificate in college 
because I didn’t have enough money. The important 
challenges faced by me to complete my studies are 

how do I make money for my family when I am studying, find a job, and get information 
about USA education?  First, when I didn’t have enough money to support my family that 
was very biggest challenge faced by me to complete my education. However, I noticed 
there were some programs to support students to complete education, such as CalWORKs 
and Financial Aid. They gave me hope to review my plan and start to achieve my goal. 
The second challenge was that when I came to the USA it was not easy to find a job 
with different previous experiences. I suceeded to overcome this challenge. I worked and 
studied at the same time and I got 3.684 Cumulative GPA in two semesters. Finally, I had 
more questions, and I needed to know more information about education in the USA. That 
was so important to help me to complete my education. CalWORKs program helped me 
by providing a counselor to answer my questions and show me how to chose my major and 
information about the process. My plan is to increase my income by getting a bachelor’s 
degree and improving my skills. I like to attend activities that happen in Cuyamaca College, 
such as activities for Native Americans and lectures about the cultures of different countries. 
The CalWORKs program encourages and supports me and my family to complete the 
education that helps us to become economically self-sufficient.
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JASON CRUZ 
REGION 10 WINNER

Nursing
San Diego City 

College
Three years ago I was laid off from work just weeks after 
finding out my wife was pregnant with our second child. 
I struggled to find work and the pressure was mounting. 
I had a mentor at the time that said that I am a very 
caring and considerate individual and suggested I look 
into pursuing a career in nursing. I went to a nursing 
workshop at SDCCD and knew this is where I belonged, but had no idea if it was even 
possible with my circumstances. I was 35 years old at the time and it had been a long time 
since I had graduated high school. The real challenge was the fact that I had a growing 
family and very limited income. To my surprise I was graciously given the opportunity to go 
to college for the first time in my life and I knew that I would have to put it all on the line. 
I learned of the CalWORKs program and gave it a try. I am grateful every day for the love, 
support, and generosity that they have given me each step of the way.  None of what I have 
accomplished so far would be possible without the CalWORKs program.  

It hasn’t been easy, but CalWORKs has made it possible.  The CalWORKs staff has gone 
above and beyond.  They have become my family and have guided me through everything.  
I fought tooth and nail to earn a 4.0 GPA in my prerequisite classes and was 1 of only 60 
students who were chosen out of over 600 applicants to be accepted into SDCCD’s nursing 
program. The reason this was so impactful to me, was because of what it took for my family 
and I to even get to the point of applying.  We now have 3 children with one on the way.  All 
5 of us sleep in the same room so that we can afford for me to go to college and pursue a 
nursing career. We receive benefits from the state each month just to survive while I go to 
school to try and better my family’s future.  With the support and sacrifice of my wife and 3 
beautiful children I have successfully made it through 3 ½ years of college. I am now going 
into my last semester of nursing school at San Diego City College. Month after month we 
struggle financially. In tears and sleepless nights, my wife and I have learned to lean on 
each other for the support we need to push through the hard times. My children often go 
without a lot and it hurts my heart. I try to remind them that what makes us truly happy are 
not things.  My wife is my hero. Every day while I am at school she selflessly cares for our 
4, 3, and 1 year old. She gives the most and at the same time goes without the most. I owe 
her the world and I plan on giving it to her.
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SONIA  
CAMARGO
Business 
Southwestern College
The first challenge I had to overcome was rebuilding 
my life after an addiction to selling and using 
methamphetamine and all the chaos that came with it. 
It was a lifestyle I had known my entire life. In and out of 
rooms of recovery for ten years and what finally turned 
on the light for me was almost losing my youngest child 
to Child Protective Services. With the help of a great 

sponsor, I have 636 days of continuous clean time. The other extremely difficult challenge I 
had was getting away from a very abusive man, After six years was finally able to get away 
and I intend on never looking back. The successes I have had in making progress toward 
my educational and career goals are that I’ve successfully completed three semesters 
of college on my way to my Associates Degree, with a 3.6 grade point average. Then I 
plan to pursue a Bachelors in Business, while juggling working and being a single mom. 
Southwestern College CalWORKs program has been such a tremendous help for me in 
meeting my goals in many ways. 

To begin, my CalWORKs counselor Sandy Sada took time with me and reviewed each 
program, along with job availability, to see which placements I could get, due to my criminal 
history. She took the time to make sure I got the best of what I needed. She encouraged 
me when I felt I couldn’t do it anymore. She had faith in me when I had none myself. 
Also the employment Specialist Fabiola Beck-Threat has been a real blessing to me. My 
first semester during winter break she had come to find out I had no food at home. She 
ended up giving me the leftover food from our workshops, then had the kitchen make a 
care package for me to take home. Since then she’s helped me in getting a job, as well as 
clothes for that job. Lastly, the program also gave me the financial resources I needed to 
take the class, commute to school, as well as the support I needed when emotionally I was 
falling apart. My plan to once again become self-sufficient is to finish school with a degree, 
obtain a good position with good pay that include benefits, and then save up to buy a 
home for my children. In between work, school, and raising children, I am very involved 
with an organization called “Break the Silence”, which helps victims as well as survivors of 
domestic violence. Another place I volunteer is the Barrio Station, which is located in Logan 
Heights. It is a place teens can go to get off the streets, and we help to keep kids out of the 
gangs and that lifestyle. The CalWORKs Program has helped me make education a priority 
for myself by showing me that with an education all things are possible. That anything 
good is worth giving it your all.
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SUNGHUI KIM
Nursing

San Diego City 
College

As a single mother of a six-year-old child, a second-year 
nursing student, and a non-native English speaker, there 
have been many obstacles I have successfully overcome. 
I was born and grew up in South Korea. It has been a 
great challenge understanding lectures, reading, and 
testing. I appreciate the kindnesses given to me as a 
foreigner, but I have missed seeing my family. Since my 
American husband abandoned us in 2014 and I do not 
have any family support in this country, finding trustworthy childcare has been a primary 
concern in my going to school and work. At times I have had to take my daughter with 
me to classes. I do not have a car so we must walk or take buses to school, shopping, and 
doctors appointments. It is routine to take a 1.5 hour-bus-ride to my nursing clinical. 

My unexpected life experiences have enriched my academic journey and given me a strong 
motivation to be productive in society. While attending college, I have volunteered to feed 
the homeless in downtown San Diego, to clean the Chicano Park, and to serve on various 
campus events, including the City Women Rock festival. I also volunteered at my daughter’s 
Child Development Center for two semesters, in which I assisted the teachers. I worked 
as a peer advocate at the First Year Services at my school in 2017, and I was awarded 
the best employee of the month. During the summer break from my nursing school in 
2018, I volunteered at Alvarado Hospital Medical Center, in which I helped the staff in the 
emergency room and at the front desk for 90 hours. I believe community service is part of 
a well-rounded education. Currently, I am a member of Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society and 
the Associated Students Government of my college. 

The CalWORKs program at my school has greatly helped me achieve my educational goal 
and supported my family financially and emotionally. The program helps me pay for the 
text books and provides lots of useful information, including writing resumes, applying for 
scholarships, and acquiring communication skills. The friendly counselor Ms. Mariam Mena 
always allows me to cry on her shoulders and encourages me to move on my life. Thanks 
to their help, I received an associate degree in biology in 2017, in which I graduated with a 
4.0 GPA. I will complete the associate nursing degree program in May 2019. Upon getting 
my nursing license, I will work as a registered nurse and consecutively further my education 
to get a bachelor’s degree. This will enable me to better support my daughter. My ultimate 
goal is to be a psychiatric nurse practitioner. I have no doubt that education is the main 
key to open the door to a better future for everyone, especially for people who have less 
available resources like myself.

433

2019

REG
IO

N
 10



NATALIE HANNA
Psychology 
Grossmont College
As a young child I did a lot of traveling. However, this 
is not the sort of traveling we all think of; such as when 
taking vacations. To me, traveling was not considered 
a vacation, but a necessity to maintain our life. The 
reason for this was because we lived in an R.V, along 
with my eight other brothers and sisters for much of 
our childhood after moving here from my birthplace, 
Thailand. There are twelve of us all together, yet only 
8 came to the States with us. My mom never had much 

money, or much of any other support to care for all of us. We would fluctuate between 
relatives’ homes, which all took place in different states. In between traveling my mom 
would do some missionary work to supply the absolute essentials for us. The vast majority 
of my childhood was based on “just getting by”. 

At 18 I graduated from high school and moved out of my mom’s to live with my now ex-
boyfriend while still consistently working full time jobs. Living with my ex started off what 
I thought was a supportive life style, however soon turned into an abusive relationship 
during the 8 years that we lived together while trying to raise two children. I finally found 
strength to leave, so I took my children and went to live back with my mother. 

During my separation, there was a death in our family. In Dec of 2015 my older brother 
passed from cancer at age 35. This effected us all, for regardless the size, we have always 
been extremely close to one another, for we were all each other had throughout our lives. 
However, life continued and I knew with being a single mother, I needed to be able to get 
on my own two feet for my children, my mother, and of course myself. 

I found out about the CalWORKs Program and immediately joined. Two years have passed 
and I would have never believed I had the ability to make it to where I am now as a person 
and student. I started school with doubt, fear, and anxiety, feeling as if my past has 
impaired any success or achievement towards my future. Little to no financial support from 
family due to our situation made me believe success was out of my league. Nevertheless, 
CalWORKs provided me with a motivating and engaging fulfillment in my life. The support 
I have received through this program has given me an opportunity I never believed I’d have 
for not only myself, but my children as well. CalWORKs has not only inspired my outlook 
of my future, but has even encouraged the way I study and my views of the importance 
of schooling and education. I am now succeeding immensely with a high GPA giving me 
the honor to be on the Vice President’s list. Without CalWORKs I wouldn’t want to image 
where I would be in my life right now.
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We appreciate the students who agreed 
to share their stories in the 2019 Portraits 

of Success publication. In addition, we 
are grateful to the California Community 
Colleges CalWORKs staff who assisted in 

collecting and compiling the information for 
this publication.  
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