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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

To provide professional
development and
leadership, promote
statewide collaboration,
influence policy, and
advance CalWORKs
families' success and selfsufficiency through
educational excellence
and workforce training.

Is the program in California
for low-income families
with children under 18.
CalWORKs parents receive
4 years of cash aid,
childcare, transportation,
books, and supplies.
All 114 California
Community Colleges have
CalWORKs Programs.

The best way to prepare
CalWORKs parents for
success is through
education and training at
a community college.
Children of CalWORKs
families will thrive as a
result of seeing their
parents attend college.

Every CalWORKs
student begins with a
vocational assessment
and a career goal
which is tied directly
to an education
program.

CalWORKs Programs
provide enrollment
assistance, SEPs, &
intensive orientation.

Childcare, work study,
textbooks, supplies,
transportation,
counseling, and case
management for all
students.

Job development,
monthly & quarterly
progress reports, and
homelessness, mental
health, & hunger
resources.

CalWORKs has been following the principles of Guided Pathways for decades.
eet with your campus s CalWORKs

irector to learn how we succeed with low-income students.
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Butte College
College of the Redwoods
College of the Siskiyous
Feather River College
Lassen College
Shasta College

KATHRYN
SIEBEN

NURSING
SHASTA COLLEGE

Being the fourth child of a single mother who also attended Shasta College and obtained her
nursing degree, I feel I had already gained my inspiration for the medical field. Once I had
a daughter of my own, my dreams really became set in stone. When my daughter was one
year old, she was diagnosed with a rare congenital disorder called Optic Nerve Hypoplasia,
which means she has essentially no vision in her left eye and probably never will, as there is no
cure. With this condition, she has had to seek treatment from eye specialists every six months.
She has had to get blood drawn and eye drops and have weird robotic machines put on her
face. Every time we attend these appointments, she is surrounded by a care team of nurses
and doctors who go out of their way to make her experience as kind and calming as possible.
Seeing them get to know her on a personal level and make her laugh, the doctors attempting
to make a difference in a situation that should be terrifying for a two year old, gave me the
inspiration and drive I needed to get myself out there and achieve my dream of being a nurse.
I hope to get my nursing degree and make a difference in people’s lives just like the nurses
and doctors in our lives have made such an impact on us. Without CalWORKs, this wouldn’t
be possible. As soon as I informed CalWORKs of my plan to get my nursing degree I was met
with compassion, understanding, and most of all support. I could never repay CalWORKs for
what they have done for me, but I can become one of their many success stories.
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American River College
Cosumnes River College
Folsom Lake College
Lake Tahoe Community College
Los Rios CCD
Mendocino College
Napa Valley College
Sacramento City College
Sierra College
Solano Community College
Woodland Community College
Yuba College

GLENNDA

GERONTOLOGY
BUSINESS

BROWNELL

AMERICAN
RIVER COLLEGE

A single father raised me with my younger sister in a home that unfortunately was not an
ideal place for children. My father turned to alcohol after the death of my mother. My home
lacked parental guidance and support, and we were in and out of homeless shelters. School
was never a priority for my father. From that experience, I believe that he did not understand
the value of an education. I myself have battled with my own addiction to alcohol. In 2005,
I met my son’s father and realized that change was necessary and I have been sober for
fourteen years. My husband has recently received his G.E.D and is studying ESL to improve
his communication skills and opportunities. In 2009, I got my G.E.D, and a few years later,
I enrolled into American River College and the CalWORKs program. Going to college has
been a struggle. I am a full time mom and student. One of my goals is to teach my son
the value of an education and hard work so that he does not make the same mistakes I have
made. CalWORKs have been with me all the way. The support they provide their students
is priceless. I have learned so many valuable skills from workshops like time management,
doing the most with little monetary resources, and so many other valuable life skills that I have
not learned from my own upbringing. The counselors are wonderful and keep us on track to
reach our goals and they are always there for us when we are struggling and need words of
encouragement and direction. In addition, the book vouchers, supplies, gas cards, and other
monetary resources are one of the reasons I have been able to be a successful college student.
I have been able to maintain a GPA above 3.5 and now I am a member of the Phi Theta Kappa.
This scholarship would greatly help me to continue to purse my academic goals. Thank you for
your consideration.
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WAHIDA
RASOLI

SOCIAL SCIENCE
AMERICAN
RIVER COLLEGE

I am mother of two kids and we are family of four. My husband and I came from Afghanistan on
September 2018 to California. It is a big challenge for everyone who comes to a new country
and having kids’ responsibilities on their shoulders. We decided to be a superhero to our
children in the future and doing work will never let us to become superhero. We continued
our education in the USA and as a mother, it is hard to leave my kids in childcare and not
see them all day just to make their future bright. I joined American River College and got a
part time job as an Interpreter with one of the organizations working to help refugees. I am
a busy mother who works, study during the week, and give my weekend time to my children
and home tasks. The American River College CalWORKs program supported me to build my
career in the United States by helping me to participate in their programs and finding a job
on campus. I started working with Career and Pathways Support Service office in American
River College with the support of CalWORKs program and currently I am working as a part
time student helper in the college, working as an on-call interpreter and studying in college.
I believe that working toward my career and getting work experience in this college will help
me to get good jobs in the future and after I complete my education. I am going to be able
to support my children to continue their education and have a bright future. I believe that my
husband and I should be big support and friend to our children as we are now.
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GENELLE
LOPEZ

LAW ENFORCEMENT
WOODLAND
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

My family and CalWORKs staff have influenced and encouraged me throughout my journey.
I’m a single parent, first-generation pursuing a degree in Law Enforcement. With the support
of my counselor, my hardships have not deterred me at all. I was flagged on my FAFSA
for having withdrawn from classes due to personal circumstances and possibly becoming
homeless. Unfortunately we have been down that road before when I left an unhealthy
relationship, followed by the death of my mother. At that time, I was 8 months pregnant
with my three other children, without a home to call our own. We pulled through and never
looked back. Although the memory of being homeless will be with me forever, I am grateful
for the blessings that surround us today. I have accomplished a 4.0 GPA for four semesters.
I have earned a Certificate of Award in Recognition from the Yolo County District Attorney’s
Office of the Citizen’s Academy and Recognition of the Woodland Police Department of the
Citizen’s Academy. WCC CalWORKs program has helped make the barriers though college
and life more at ease with guidance and resources, which will carry me through my goals. For
one semester, I was accepted as an intern at the Yolo County District Attorney’s Office and
Victim Services Unit. Currently I am a volunteer of the Woodland Police Department. In my
personal life, for the past 8 years I have advocated for my daughter, as she has an Individual
Educational Plan (IEP). I attend all yearly and tri-annual IEP meetings and collaborate closely
with case managers and teachers. I believe the scholarship would help relieve any worries and
stress with financial issues I have. I have perseverance and am determined. I am focused and
I finish what I start. I never give up on what I pray for. In the midst of my schooling, work and
internship, it shines light on what I strive to become. My education is what will lead me to
achieve success. My children, my school, to gain more knowledge, is what I love. Thank you
Rajdeep Johal and the CalWORKs Program.

28

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 2

BRITTANY
RASCON

HUMAN SERVICES
WOODLAND
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

I believe my special powers are empathy, adaptability, compassion, forgiveness, resilience,
love, faith, determination, strength, grit, and kindness. When I start something, I like to finish
it. When I started college, I could already see what education could do for others, and my two
children. I have a serious mindset on what I want to do with my degree and how I can make a
positive impact in life. I wouldn’t be done by just obtaining my degree, I am going to utilize
it by helping others. I am a Supermom because I survived. I have endured major hardships in
life, brought on by my own mistakes. Since then I have been dedicated to my children and
creating a better future for us.
I have put my children in school with the help of my first county worker Tonya Jones, she
helped my family become stable. She placed me into an internship called World of Work
where they taught me how to maintain employment and gave me work experience that I
could have never gotten on my own. That internship gave me courage to pursue a degree
in Human Services. I am a Super student because I will not give up! When I’m confused I ask
questions. When I need help, I utilize the Student Success Center. Even though in the past I
had a bad time in school, I always wanted to learn. Back then, I would have never imagined
that a higher education was possible.
While coming to college I have learned a lot from my CalWORKs counselor Rajdeep, she
has explained the many resources available to college students that I never knew about. I
started with one class then, because I was successful, I went on to take two. I have always had
these super powers of empathy, adaptability, compassion, forgiveness, resilience, love, faith,
determination, strength, grit, and kindness. But since challenging myself to become a better
version of myself I have seen growth in my super powers and adding more positivity in me and
my family’s life. Thanks to CalWORKs and college, I have a chance.
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TAYSEER
ABUSHARIFA

AUTOMATIVE
TECHNOLOGY
COLLEGE OF
ALAMEDA

Kids make me successful in my family and college life. I get power from my kids when they
stay focused on their goals, just like dad. I heard this encouragement from my children and
am aiming for my associate degree in Automotive Technology. In spring 2019, I received
three straight ”As”. I work very hard in my classes to get the best GPA. Today, when I told all
of my kids to come next to me to have a photo of our family, they were right there in less than
a minute! We captured the photo saying “cheese”. We are all laughing loud with a big kiss
from my daughter Hala, crossing finger from Jana, a big smile from Karim and honest looking
from Mohammad my little boy to the camera. We all were smiling as you see.
My goal is to graduate in the next term, hopefully. Always I thank God to have all good
people around me all the time when I need help, such as EOPS, DSPS Counselors. and all of
the instructors in the division of automotive technology department. Many thanks to my wife
that she always next to me and support me to finish my dream for six years of studying and
learning in the College of Alameda. I started in COA in 2014 until 2020 finishing the dream.
I thanks CALWORKs program too that giving me the chance to advance my career and help
me to get up on my feet after I had many trauma in the past two years. Finally, I encourage
everyone to study no matter what is your age, keep working hard and hard to get success for
my four kids, my family and me. I think people need love to get started in this hard life, but
love not always there, because we are very busy in our daily life. Hope in this coming semester
love will arrive and shine our family home. I live in two bedroom a apartment, it’s very small
but with our love it can fit 50 people, our family love.
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RACHEL
CHURCH

TELEVISION
CITY COLLEGE OF
SAN FRANCISCO

I am a super mom and super student because of programs like CalWORKs! I came from a
tumultuous alcohol addiction in which I spent a few years on 24th Street between Mission
and Bryant. While homeless and addicted to alcohol, I became pregnant in March of 2016. I
spent several years sleeping on the stairs at St Peter’s Catholic Church on 24th and Alabama.
I surrounded myself with the day laborers who spent most of their time on Cesar Chavez
working construction. They taught me Spanish and watched over me for the years that I was
homeless and addicted. Mission local newspaper published my story on March 19 of 2019 and
Children’s Council published my story at the end of 2019. Both stories highlight my past and
my present and where I intend to get an education at City College of San Francisco. There
would be no way that I could do my classes if I did not have CalWORKs benefits and Section 8
housing. My daughter is half Puerto Rican. I am culturally sensitive to her and want to support
her, and part of that is being educated myself. I am grateful for CalWORKs and I am so happy
that I have become a part of the program because it has helped me to achieve my educational
goals. Overall, I am a super mom and a super student because of programs like CalWORKs
and the ability to pursue my educational goals.
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MAYA
WASHINGTON

SOCIOLOGY
CITY COLLEGE OF
SAN FRANCISCO

I am a single mother of two. I have a four year old girl and a 9 month old boy. I found out I was
pregnant shortly after starting the Fall 2018 semester. Due to the high risk of my pregnancy,
I was overwhelmingly concerned with how I would juggle school, work, and raisng a toddler.
After meeting with the staff at the college CalWORKS program, I was given job placement that
was flexible and conducive to my situation. I powered through two semesters, returning to
take finals 2 weeks after giving birth, and breastfeeding during tests! I received two associates
degrees in Administration of Justice and Liberal Arts. Upon completion of this semester’s
classes, I will obtain an associaites degree for transfer in Sociology. I would not have made it
through this rollercoaster scholastic journey without the assistance and care I received from
the wonderful people in the CalWORKs college program here on campus.
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MOHAMMAD
RAHIM
ARSHAD

BUSINESS
DIABLO VALLEY
COLLEGE

How am I super dad for my children? I grew up in Afghanistan, where we always heard the
horrified sounds of small and big weapons. Being alive was a chance every day. No one knew
what will happen today. Every day the death of dozens of people was a usual case. I take
my first responsibility to take care of my children. I worked hard in that horrible situation to
take care of them. I registered them in a top grade school. I provide them with healthy food,
the best clothes, and fulfill their other needs in better ways. Finally, I applied for a special
immigrant Visa (SIV), when myself and my family were receiving death threats for working
to USA government. I moved to the USA in 2017, the place where I faced a lot of financial
problems and loneliness. Everything was so expensive which I never thought of it.
CalWORKs helped me to be a super dad, after moving to USA from my home country. As I
mentioned earlier, I faced a lot of financial problems. Continuity of education was a dream
for me. I was thinking to find the food for family. Working for minimum wage jobs at $10
per hour only helped me to pay for my one bedroom apartment rent. With the passage of
time, I thought for my education. I met Marcia Perata, the CalWORKs Coordinator at DVC.
She gave me information about free education and financial aid. She encouraged me for
other CalWORKs benefits with needy people. I work full time at minimum wage to keep my
family surviving. Meanwhile, I study and am a good father to my children. I hope they will be
educated in the future and will be an asset to USA and the rest of the world.

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 3

35

DANCIA
COX

BUSINESS
DIABLO VALLEY
COLLEGE

My village is responsible for helping me change the course of my life, by pushing me and
sometimes pulling me towards my goals and dreams during the most challenging times
of my life when even I did not believe success to be possible. Going back to college and
opening my own business was thrust into my lap after my life exploded in front of me. In
2013, I was on my way to the “American Dream.” I was a county worker, just became vested,
and just got a promotion. I was engaged to a great guy and my four children were smart,
healthy, and happy. Life was looking great. Then without warning BOOM! Between 2014
and 2017, my world was no longer one I recognized. My mom passed away from cancer, I
was diagnosis with 3rd-degree heart block, chronic fatigue, and a blood clotting issue that
landed me with a pacemaker, damage to my cognitive process, which prevents me from
ever working a full-time job again. I eventually lost my job, and fiancée, and by 2017 was a
39 years old, unemployed, single mother, who did not recognize her life anymore. However,
God had other plans. I didn’t realize at the time that He was equipping me with a village
full of angels. My two oldest children, Keli’i (freshman at DVC) and Raezhelle (high school
senior) lit the first sparks. They pointed out there were plenty of students at DVC my age
starting their second life journey and encouraged me to turn my hobby of paper crafting
into a business, so I can work on my schedule. Once enrolled, God sent me CalWORKs
Coordinator Marcia Perata and Counselor Alicia Brizzi whom I owe my success at DVC to. I
have cried on their shoulder so many times about school or my personal life, and they always
offer the best advice, encouragement, and support. Although there were many times, I felt
like giving up, when I look back on my journey, I realized how much God equipped me with
my village of angels who changed the course of my life.
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MISTY

ALLIED HEALTHNURSING

FAGUNDES

DIABLO VALLEY
COLLEGE

When I first embarked on this journey to become a nurse fifteen years ago, I did not have
anyone but my ex-husband to help me with my four boys. Every time I tried to go back to
school my ex-husband would go out, use drugs, and leave our kids with random people I didn’t
know. This worried me to the point that I saw the pattern my ex-husband was forming. Every
time I went to school, he would go out and do the same thing. Eventually I figured out for my
kids’ safety, I needed to put my education on the back burner and stopped enrolling myself
into classes. In 2016, I left my ex-husband and took the kids. I was homeless with my four boys
for a few months staying in our van, or couch hopping until I moved us in with someone who is
now my fiancé and his niece. Since I have moved in with them, I have been able to successfully
complete three full semesters of classes without worries of where my children are or are they
being fed. The reason I have been able to accomplish my goals now is due to the village I have
been accepted into. My fiancé, Paul, and his niece, Jessica, are big supporters of mine and
help tremendously by taking the boys to school, picking them up from school, watching them
while I have homework or if I need to study, and helping them with their homework so I can
do mine. My fiancé takes the boys to and from their extracurricular activities so I am able to
do my assignments. I get help and advice from them whenever I am stumped on homework
questions. Without them, it would be hard for me to give my all to my classes. Because of my
village, I am now able to succeed! I will be graduating with my A.S. in the spring of 2021 and
will be transferring that same semester. Thank you to my Village!
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ANDREA

CHILD DEVELOPMENT
TEACHER

GUERRA

DIABLO VALLEY
COLLEGE

Do I have special powers? I would say, “I don’t know.” I mean, I do not have the ability to
fly, have laser vision, or invisibility. When people ask me, “How do you do it?” I answer
back, “what do you mean?” with a smile. They are suggesting, “How are you able to go
school, raise two kids, and attend to your husband.” That is a good question. It must be
a superpower, and I call it, “perseverance.” Being the oldest daughter of four kids of a
single, immigrant mother, I struggled with continuing my education after graduating from
high school. Unfortunately, I stopped pursing my education in order to work full time to help
support my mom and siblings. Although I was working, I was unable to pay for my college
fees. A few years passed and now I am a mother with two kids. I decided to go back to school
to get an associate degree with a certification in child development. I made this decision
so that I could return to the workforce and ultimately, help provide for my family. I chose to
become a full-time student so that I could complete the education requirements at a fast
pace, while having my kids at a reasonably young age. I enrolled at Diablo Valley College
that offered child-care services. It worked out great! However, when my husband was laid
off, we struggled financially and at that time, I sought for help at the CalWORKs program
and met the eligibility. Thankfully, the CalWORKs program supported me by providing
vouchers for books, parking, supplies, tutoring, printing, and other resources. The staff at
the CalWORKs program welcomed me as if I was a part of their family. They gave me advice,
guidance, and directed my questions to persons whom helped me further. In between being
a full-time student, wife, and mom, I use my perseverance “superpower” in combination
with the support of the CalWORKs program at Diablo Valley College to help complete my
educational journey leading to a successful career in the field of child development.
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STEPHANIE
MARTINEZ

BUSINESS
REAL ESTATE
DIABLO VALLEY
COLLEGE

My village consists of my fiance, his grandparents, aunt, cousin, mother and myself. I don’t
know what we would do without the family that helps us take care of our child. We are both
enrolled in college and are in the federal work study programs at our schools. My fiance is also
on student counsel and holds a 4.0, while I spend all day at school attending class and work.
The first half of my day I am in the Applied & Fine Arts Division Office as a student worker, then
I have just enough time to grab lunch and run to class until 9:50pm. While we are gone all day,
our son is at home with my fiance’s grandmother. On weekends when we’re spending time
studying, we have my fiance’s aunt and cousin come over to play with our son or his mother
comes to take him out for a few hours and keep him preoccupied. We could not do it without
our family and we are truly grateful for them.
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HOWIDA

CULINARY ARTS

RAMADAN

DIABLO VALLEY
COLLEGE

I am an ordinary person. I am married and have five children. I came to America three years
ago. I like to cook and study, since it gets me out of the state of depression. The day I
arrived here, I haven’t seen a day of happiness because I could not see my father. I had one
sister, but she passed away, and I could not see her because of my nationality, a Syrian. I
suffer from seizures because of over stressing my mind from severe depression. Don’t go
home, just go to university. I have five children and nobody helps me because I am far from
my family and the nervousness that I am trying to complete, but when I learned about my
seizures, I entered a state of great sadness and depression. There is a very wonderful woman
at the CalWORKs Office whenever I talk to her, I feel completely improved. When I enter
the kitchen, I feel excited because I cook great food with my chefs who help me, whether
morale or financially, it will be great because they are wonderful people. I feel that there
are people who fill them with good I wish to fulfill my dream, enhance my capabilities and
study hard. I have to reach my dream, even if it is far, because there is nothing that stands
in my way other than death. My husband is with me and with the kids. And it’s CalWORKs
that kept me feeling good, even though I’m far from my family. I don’t feel like there is life
after my sister’s death, she always supported me and did not leave me, but after her death,
nobody, even my children felt normal. It helps me out of sadness and disease because the
person who was carrying me air and water and supported me in this trick left and I could
never see her and I will not see her, I just hope that I can visit her grave and fulfill my dream,
to open my own restaurant with my mother one day.
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MAI

ALLIED HEALTH

SALEH

DIABLO VALLEY
COLLEGE

My passion, since I was a teenager, is to help and communicate with people. My aspiration is
to have a career that is really rewarding, so that as a single mom of three little kids I would be
self-sufficient and able to provide a good quality of life to my family. I also want to fulfill my
own passion simultaneously. I decided to become a physician assistant. I sent my plan to join
DVC to finish all the required education, and then transfer to a four-year university. In summer
2018, I applied to Diablo Valley College in Pleasant Hill. I started with one class, Psychology
101. This was my first educational experience in the U.S. and my first experience in school
while being the head of a household with three little kids. By the end of that short fast-paced
term, I got an “A.” That encouraged me to move forward. In fall 2018, I finished three classes:
ESL 117, Math 120 and ECE 114. My grades are all “A’s.” For spring 2019, summer, and fall of
2019 I earned all A’s. So far, my GPA is 4.0 and I promise to do my best until I get my degree.
My goal is to finish all the prerequisites within two years. I also need to finish 1,000 hours of
clinical or hospital work experience by the next year. I am grateful for being a member of the
DVC CalWORKs program. I would not be able to do any of the achievements I have done
without their help and support. I was able to put my kids in the DVC childcare center because
my name came to the top of their waiting list for being in the CalWORKs program. Special
thanks to Marcia Perata and her team. She always goes out of her way to help and support
me from my first day in collage until now. With her genuine kindness, wisdom, sincerity, and
encouragement, I overcome all my struggles, challenges to become ambitious, successful,
and confident. I appreciate the CalWORKs’ role in my life.
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ALEXANDRIA
TOLLAST

COMMUNICATION
DISORDERS
DIABLO VALLEY
COLLEGE

As far back as I can remember, I have always wanted to help children strive to be the best
version of themselves. I want to become a speech therapist because watching first hand what
the right support can do for children has inspired me to help kids who are in need. My son has
a diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. He has
received help from an early age and continues to improve with his team of educators at school.
He has made tremendous achievements in all areas. Gaining the ability to communicate his
needs has allowed him to grow confident, passionate, and have a better understanding of the
world. I would love to help other children gain this satisfaction because I learned, from my own
taunting past, that having the courage to speak your truth is easily unappreciated, though
greatly needed.
It took me years of self-reflecting, leaving an abusive cycle and trusting in a support group to
find my voice. Finding the courage to speak up for myself, allowed me to see a path of giving
my children a better future. Going to school was not a natural next step in this new way of
living, but with the help of CalWORKs, I can attend school full-time, with minimal stress. My
children are taken care of, my supplies and books are provided, and my dreams can turn into
reality. I am excited to see what life will be like as a mother of two, with a career that will not
only provided for us financially, but provide me with gratitude for giving back, fulfillment for
helping others and a different perspective on life.
I am about to finish my educational career at Diablo Valley College and transfer to Cal State
East Bay in the Fall of 2020. While I am there, I will pursue my master’s degree in communication
disorders to obtain a title of speech and language pathologist. I am honored for the opportunity
to apply for this scholarship and being awarded will show how my persistence, hard-work and
determination, won’t go unnoticed.
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ZACHARY
DOMINGO

CONSTRUCTION
MANAGEMENT &
CARPENTRY
LANEY COLLEGE

I believe my dedication to completing school is my superpower. Spring 2019, I took 10 classes
for 25.5 units and achieved a 4.0 GPA. I am a father of a handsome three-year-old boy. My
fiancé and I, along with our son, have been with CalWORKs since 2018. The program has
helped us tremendously! Since we began the program, I knew I would take advantage of
being able to go back to school. I am currently completing two degrees at the same time
as well as a certificate. Next semester, spring 2020 will be my last semester and I will have
earned a degree in Carpentry and Construction Management as well as a certificate in High
Performance Building. I wake up in the morning at 4:30 am and return home at 10:00 pm,
Monday-Friday. I believe my determination and dedication make me a super dad. I am also
in student government and in the stages of opening an additional student government for
evening students. Currently I am the president of club affairs for all the clubs at my college as
well as the president of Laney’s Construction Club. I started my education in the summer of 2018
and thinking about my future career in construction being able to achieve financial freedom
for my family is my number one goal. My fiancé is also a full-time college student earning her
business degree. We will one day open our own construction business and would like to be
able to put our son through one of the best school districts in California, San Ramon. The
CalWORKs program has made it possible for us to be able to achieve our goal of completing
college. I would also like to personally thank Mrs. Vu and Mrs. Pruitt, two of our caseworkers,
for being so supportive throughout our milestones with CalWORKs.
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EMILY
CUSTER

MATH AND SCIENCE/
SONOGRAPHY
LOS MEDANOS
COLLEGE

As a young girl in Sunday school, I knew I wanted to work with small children. I began taking
child development classes and became an Early Childhood Educator. I was so happy and was
then able to move out and support myself. This felt like such an awesome accomplishment.
After a short time of being employed at La Petite Academy, I was promoted to Assistant
Manager. As life went on I became a mother and with the cost of living consistently rising, I
was no longer able to provide for my children without receiving assistance for food, childcare,
and tuition from the state. The cost of living had increased so incredibly that it has forced me
to return home to live with my parents. Being a single mother of two children can create some
major challenges, but I am eager to push through and become a successful mother and citizen
in my community. I am excited to return to school and feel I will be an amazing role model for
my children. I want to show them that it is never too late to further your education and though
it is going to be tough, we do not give up. I want to encourage them to never give up, and
that life always has room for growth and improvement. After this life situation and research,
I have again found my passion. My daughter was born with a hole in her heart that did not
naturally close as normal. She was a NICU (Neonatal Intensive Care Unit) baby and they did
not catch it. If the nurses would have done an ultrasound on my daughter’s heart they would
have seen the abnormal blood flow, and they could have given her something in the hospital
that would have created the hole to close naturally. She was able to have surgery to close
the hole when she turned one and it was a success. Due to this experience, I find sonography
extremely fascinating and look forward to helping expectant mothers see their babies in the
womb and screen their babies’ hearts to prevent and preventable invasive surgery.
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NICOLE
HUNNICUTT

SOCIOLOGY
LOS MEDANOS
COLLEGE

Education is something that is a top priority to me. Neither my parents nor my siblings attended
college, I will be the first to pursue and obtain a college degree. I am currently a full-time
student at Los Medanos College studying sociology and will transfer to a 4 year University
in 2021 to obtain my BS in counseling. My mission has always been to help others achieve
success in their day-to-day life. Therefore, my aspiration is to become a social worker, and
eventually a Licensed Therapist working specifically with those who struggle with addiction
and their families. I am a single mother living in a transitional housing unit. I want to be able
to provide a financially stable future for my children. Receiving this scholarship will enable me
to continue to make progress toward my degree, my educational goals, and most importantly
giving back to the community. I am in recovery from drugs and alcohol abuse. I have been
clean and sober for 30 months. I am also a domestic violence survivor. I believe I went through
my trials and tribulations so that I could help others and be living proof that you can recover
and live a quality, fulfilling life, regardless of your past. My lived experience gives me a unique
sense of empathy and compassion. The amount of people dying from overdoses every day
is astounding. It is never too late for an addict; as long as there is breath in their lungs and
a beat in their heart, they still have a chance. This is something that is very personal for me.
I am seeking a position that will feed my soul. I truly believe this is what I am meant to do.
Spending the rest of my life making others feel less broken. I want to thank you for letting me
share some of my story with you. I greatly appreciate your consideration. This scholarship will
make a significant positive impact on my ability to continue my education, which plays a key
factor in my mission to be able to help others.
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JASMINE
CARTER

SOCIOLOGY
MERRITT COLLEGE

I am a continuing student at Merritt College. I am currently pursuing my Bachelor’s Degree in
Sociology. In my years as a college student here at Merritt College, there were times I wanted
to give up in life when I became homeless and my car was taken. I attended the Employee
Assistant Program (EAP) counseling sessions and pushed forward because I had two toddlers
that depended on me. Seeing them happy is what motivated me during my trying years at
Merritt College and created my super powers as a mom/student. I had to be strong for them,
I got up every morning to meet my childrens’ needs. As a single mother, I carried my children
with me everywhere. As a student and a mother, it was difficult to manage my time, but
through the help of my planner I succeeded. I am not perfect. I dropped a large number of
classes and after noticing the amount of withdrawals on my transcript, I chose to get my things
in order. I knew I needed help, that’s when I found out about CalWORKs.
CalWORKs has helped support my children and my educational goals. I was struggling with
being able to purchase all of my school materials due to my limited finances. CalWORKs
was able to help me with just about everything I needed to succeed in school. I had the
power to create change with my academic improvements, and a molding of my strength. I
graduated May of 2018 with not one, but two degrees, thanks to the support that CalWORKs
provided for me and my family. I received my degrees in Social Behavioral Science and African
American Studies. I’m proud of myself for being the supermom/student that I transformed
into in order to leap over the hurdles I endured. I want to extend my love and appreciation to
my CalWORKs department here at Merritt College for everything, because their support and
guidance doesn’t go unnoticed.
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TATIANA
PEREZ

NURSING

MERRITT COLLEGE

My passion for the health field started when I was a junior in high school. One day I woke up
and said, “I want to be a Doctor so I can cure everyone from all diseases”. Once I graduated
high school, I realized it was going to take me a long time to become a Doctor, so I decided to
become an become a Nurse Practitioner. I took a year off school and only worked and saved
money. In 2012, my sister passed away and it hit me very hard. I gave up on life and let a year
go by without accomplishing anything. When 2013 came around, I went to go visit her at the
cemetery and I talked about life and it felt like she spoke to me and said, “Get it together.””
That is exactly what I did.
In 2014, I signed up for the Medical Assisting program at Carrington College. Aside from just
wanting to better my life, I found out I was pregnant one month into the program and at first
I felt devastated and defeated, but my unborn child motivated me even more. I was done 3
months before my due date, but I didn’t want to stop there. I completed my internship and
got a job in a private clinic. After my son was born I knew that becoming a Nurse Practitioner
was what I wanted to do. I needed to work before going back to school, so I applied for a
job at Kaiser Permanente and got it. I got comfortable and stayed with them for 4 years and
one morning I came to the realization that I didn’t want to be a Medical Assistant forever. I
resigned from my position and have been attending school for 2 years now. It has been a
hard 2 years, but my son motivates me and I keep my eye on the prize because of him. Once
I do become a Nurse Practitioner I would love to open up my own fertility clinic, so I can help
women get pregnant and experience genuine unconditional love.
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ROCIO
GUARDADO

ALLIED HEALTH
SKYLINE COLLEGE

My experience at Skyline College has been wonderful since I have reached out to the CalWORKs
program. This resource cares for the wellbeing of the student who take on a responsibility of
parenting, yet also attempt to strive academically. The CalWORKs program is a miracle as they
help students during challenging circumstances to ease our stresses. They provide me a meal
card in which I am so grateful for; especially those times I skipped meals to be able to meet
an assignment deadline or I did not have spare cash to get a wholesome meal. My CalWORKs
coordinator frequently stops to ask me how I am doing academically, how my family is doing
or if I need anything. Skyline College has a monthly parent discussion where I have attended
once. These gatherings allow parents to brainstorm ideas.
My superpowers as a parent start at 5:30 a.m. I feed our chameleon crickets and give the dog
water and food. I make lunches, iron uniforms, dress the baby and I gather my three kids to
go to school and daycare. I work at Skyline part time, and attend school part time. I pick up
my kids from school and head home for dinner and we all do homework together or I take
my son straight to basketball practice or daughter to volleyball practice. I normally complete
homework and study when the kids have fallen asleep and in between preparing dinner. Over
the weekends, I attend my kid’s sports game or I begin to prepare for the following week by
cleaning, cooking, washing, and grocery shopping.
Working closely with CalWORKs has made a difference in my life due to having emotional
support from the program who believes in me and wants to see me succeed. I want to prove
to society that the stigma of CalWORKs recipients of being lazy or unwilling to work is not
true. CalWORKs recipients want to better their lives and are willing to challenge themselves,
and take a risk in order to achieve their goals, be happy and healthy.
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ERIC
TORRES

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
SKYLINE COLLEGE

I am a first generation college student within my family. I am also a single father with full
custody of my son, Louie, since he was two months old. I find it very difficult to mitigate the
workload of a full time college student while simultaneously being a positive role model and
guardian to my son. I sacrifice a lot of my time to make sure my son is in school and well taken
care of. My son was recently diagnosed with autism in November 2019. I utilize every possible
resource within my reach to make sure my son and me have the best possible future. One of
these resources, that I am extremely appreciative of, is the CalWORKs program at Skyline.
They have helped me in a variety of ways and I have made sure to utilize their services in every
way possible. I have enough school supplies to last me until I graduate with my Bachelor’s
Degree thanks to the program. I have used the counseling services as much as I possibly can.
This program has helped bring me many steps closer to my educational and career goals.
Without the CalWORKs program it would not been extremely difficult to hurdle over the many
challenges I face as a single parent in college. I am humbled and blessed to have discovered
the CalWORKs program. I would recommend it to any student in need of their many great
services. I owe a lot of my recent success thanks to their efforts in making sure I was the
best possible version of myself as I could be. I am currently the Skyline College Financial Aid
Ambassador on campus with a 3.5+ GPA. I have recently joined three International Honor
Societies, which include Phi Theta Kappa, Alpha Gamma Sigma, and Kappa Beta Delta. I
graduate in the spring 2020 semester with my AS-T in Business Administration. I have financial
need and the ambition to achieve my education and career goals. Thank you for considering
me for the CalWORKs scholarship!
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OLIVIA
VIALAU

CIVIL ENGINEERING
SKYLINE COLLEGE

Living in a house with 11 other people can be stressful at times but we stick together to take
care of each other. My mother is the leader who plans family outings and designates chores.
My mom took care of my kids while they were just babies before they could get into day
care while I was working on my education. My step-dad makes sure the bills are paid and is
grandpa to my children. Without his presence, we would be struggling to make ends meet.
My Lolo, is also a stabilizer in our family structure. He still works as a full time security guard.
Then there is my younger brother and his girlfriend who work to contribute financially to hold
their part of the household. My teenage sister has been instrumental to providing childcare
for my kids and my 3-year-old sister. My family all work together to maintain the household
and everyone supports each other. When I need to study, my family steps up and helps me.
We work as a team because sometimes we need breaks and it is helpful to have someone
there to allow you to do that. At school, I have the CalWORKs program. Sharon Quach is the
Program Coordinator and without her I would feel alone in my education. She is always there
with helpful advice. Cynthia Haro, the program counselor, has been there since day one! She
has helped me by keeping my education plan on track. Cynthia is coordinator for the Parent
Group and she has made it possible for me to meet other parents on campus. She has aided
me in building relationships with other student parents, which in turn has strengthened the
foundation of my “village”. I have maintain a 4.0 GPA throughout my time at Skyline and I owe
it to my village to do well! As time goes on, my village will grow and everyone who becomes
a part of my village contributes to the success of my education and growth in my family! This
is all possible because of the CalWORKs Program!
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JANESSA

CRIMINAL JUSTICE

GARIBAY

CABRILLO COLLEGE

As a single mother of two beautiful children I consider myself to have superpowers. By having
the ability to be a full time student, a full time mom and an employee. As a student-parent
it can be very difficult for me to plan out a schedule . Thanks to the CalWORKs program and
Serena, they assisted me with time management for school and parenting. Cabrillo College’s
CalWORKs program has supported me continuously. They’ve offered us a safe place to study
and a warming welcome into there office. Not only are they always there to support and
answer my questions, but they also provide referrals to on campus and community services.
One thing that they help with that allows me to keep going on with my education is support
with book vouchers and school supplies. They supported me and help me build my career
life skills by helping me find a work study placement on campus, where I’ve learned many
life skills and office experience which will later help me in my career in Criminal Justice. The
CalWORKs program has helped me with childcare, which helps me juggle school and work.
Without that assistance, it would’ve been very difficult for me to come back to school.Their
one on one counseling helps students with planning out what courses to take in order to
achieve their goals to graduate and transfer. What makes me a super-mom and super-student
is that I still make time for my children regardless any obstacle I go through. I strive for my
education to better my children’s life and to make sure we are always taken care of. I use my
time management skills in order to be involved with my children’s life while going to school.
The CARE and CalWORKs programs bring families together by having events that also involve
the students children, which allows us to still stay with our children while attending important
events. I’m very grateful for all the help Cabrillo College’s CalWORKs program does for us
single parents in difficult times.

52

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 4

CHRISTINE
KRYNAK

BUSINESS
CABRILLO COLLEGE

I am a single mom, going to school to get an Associates in Business with the long term goal of
owning a small business. My daughter is currently in second grade, and she has Celiac’s, which
limits the food she can eat. She is allergic to all wheat, gluten, barley, malt, and rye. We rent a
room with a family of five, and there is a lot of cross contamination which can affect her health.
I get her up in the morning, take her to school, feed her dinner, bathe her, and put her to bed,
all while taking 12 or more units, working on campus three to four days a week, studying,
doing homework, and finding time to spend with my daughter, and take care of myself.
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LORENA
MILLER

NURSING
CABRILLO COLLEGE

My chosen career path is very challenging, extremely time consuming for anyone, and a highly
sought-after path for most students today. I have been working on my prerequisites to become
a nurse for the last few years now, knowing that one day I will be a certified RN. Becoming a
RN is difficult enough for a single person, but I’m in a whole different ball park of challenges.
I am not only a full-time student with learning differences that I refuse to let hold me back and
stop me, but I am a mother of two young very demanding and active boys. I also have the
weight of helping and caring for my grandmother now on my shoulders too.
There have been many obstacles and setbacks that life has continuously pushed me back and
has postponed me reaching my final goal with graduating and being able to apply and getting
into an RN program. I look and think about my children and my grandmother and know that
I have to push and strive for my goal, because I have so much riding on me. Persevering
through everything I know I am setting a life’s example for my children. With all the setbacks
in life, you have to keep pushing through and not give up at any cost!
In my case, I would not be able to make this dream a reality if it was not for CalWORKs.
The supportive services they provide includie emotional help, cash aid, books, school fees,
childcare and also life’s unexpected setbacks that I could not afford, I could not have made it.
CalWORKs is here to help me and make sure that I will be able to reach and achieve my dream
career, which I am so thankful for this amazing program!
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ANN
NILAND

ENGLISH
CABRILLO COLLEGE

This modern life has a way of making me feel small. Bills, and climate catastrophe, and jars
with lids that are too hard to open. But at school I don’t feel small. Or maybe the kind of small
I am is exactly the right size. Each assignment is a joy to accomplish because it means I get to
learn about something I chose for myself. Each subject opens the world to me, and it gives me
a beautiful perspective on what I could offer it.
I survived years of domestic violence, and within one year I witnessed the sudden and violent
death of a loved one, experienced sexual assault from my intimate partner, went through
a divorce and was rejected by my entire support system for leaving my abuser. No matter
how much mental health professionals told me I was strong for persevering, and getting my
daughter and myself out, I felt very small after all of that. But I did keep going, and soon I
decided it was time to choose hope for my future. I ended up enrolling in Cabrillo College.
I have gotten help from mentors and resumé crafters, there have been workshops, and events
that have helped facilitate the success of so many small people just like me. There are so
many small gestures that have made up the story of my small success. And there are a group
of students that are part of the CalWORKs community that help me to see how possible,
how important, and how good it is to achieve big goals while being small… as long as we’re
together. It’s never one thing that creates the success of a person, even for us “little people.”
So many things must work together to create. And I am grateful for all of it.
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JULIANA
ROCHA

NURSING
CABRILLO COLLEGE

When I was very young I was homeless with my mother and older sister. My sister and I grew up
without a father figure. My siblings and I were subsequently taken from my mother’s custody
and placed into the foster care system for approximately one year. Despite the upheaval of my
school years I worked diligently to earn the credits that I needed and managed to graduate
high school early at the age of 16 in the year 2013 from Hartman High school,.Shortly after, I
started school in Cabrillo college. In August of 2014, was when I had to pause my schooling to
raise my daughter who is currently 5 years of age. Through a difficult situation process I came
to the realization that I need an education to overcome the obstacles I have confronted. As a
young girl, I nearly died from asthma, and as a result, I developed an interest in the medical
career profession. I am bilingual and biliterate in the Spanish and English language and I
would like to use my language abilities to assist others in the Latino community whose medical
and mental health needs are underserved and have had similar experiences as myself.
Despite the obstacles I have faced, I am grateful to the educational and counselor staff because
they have helped me to believe in myself and have also motivated me to do better in life. I am
currently doing 12 units, working part time as a front desk receptionist, volunteering as a coach
and all while raising an intelligent young girl. It is my desire to pursue a degree in nursing to
help others in need and be able to support my family on my own without any setbacks. Given
my situation, it will be very difficult for me to realize my dreams without additional financial
assistance. If you favorably consider my request for a scholarship, I promise that I will continue
to be successful. I will put my best effort forth and also help others in my community overcome
challenges similar to the ones I have faced.
Thank you kindly.
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BENJAMIN
WARN

DIGITAL MEDIA
CABRILLO COLLEGE

My biggest challenge as a CalWORKs student and parent, has been figuring out how to play
the role as a mother and father in our household. After a brutal custody battle and losing trust
in other people, I struggled with depression for many years.The one thing I feel I lack, is hope.
I have been through many journeys and it’s been very scary. My daughter also struggles with
depression because she misses her half-sister.
As a single dad, I feel there is so much on my plate, but I try to do what is best for our family. I
struggle with a chronic illness, and the weight of that itself holds me down and I struggle
to move forward. In the past, I have tried to seek help from professionals. However, a lot of
people don’t understand how depression works and in return I have been abused by their
use of power. I have been mocked, abused, punished and pushed away because they lack
knowledge of depression. My situation is real. I lived through hell and I’ve lived through some
dramatic experiences that I wish I never saw. Due to my isolation I don’t have any friends and
lack of communication. I feel like I don’t have anyone who can relate to my situation and I
don’t know how to build a thriving community.
The CalWORKs program at Cabrillo College has opened opportunities that I have never
before seen. I have learned how to be challenged by growing my skills and knowledge and
slowly gaining trust in other people once again. The CalWORKs staff takes time to listen, to
acknowledge my feelings and they clarify questions to understand what I am going through,
then help me comprehend the issues. They try their best to comfort me and help me journey
towards the solution. I can’t predict what the future will be. I feel nobody can. I know that I’m
given a gift of a good heart. It shines in me. My life experience feels like a nightmare. It’s not
my life story but, it just the beginning of what’s to come.
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CATHERINE

HUMAN SERVICES

WHARTON

CABRILLO COLLEGE

It takes a village to raise a child is a proverb that means it takes an entire community of
different people to raise children. Meet my village. It consists of my mother, father, brothers,
sisters, aunts and uncles. If it wasn’t for my village, I would not be able to have 5 children go
to school and work. My name is Catherine Wharton and I am mother to 5 children, ranging in
ages from 19 to 1. Three girls, two boys and a mountain of help we go. In the morning, kids
are dropped off at school. If I am working, then my brother and uncle are picking them up.
If my brother is on shift helping our mom (in a wheel chair), then my uncle goes it alone. At
home, we have Uncle Chunky who watches the 2 babies with grand-mom. While all the kids
are at school, I go to school and work, as well as my partner. In the afternoon, my mother and
cousin watch the kids until we get off work and get home to feed them. I wouldn’t know what
to do without my network of family to help me out. I wouldn’t be able to have an education
without my family helping. I wouldn’t be able to have a career goal. I didn’t even think school
was a possibility until my father told me that they will always be there to help me achieve in
life. My village, my family and my life is a part of my culture. Being Hawaiian and a part of a
Hawaiian family means everything. We all stick together to make sure we all prosper. It isn’t
enough for a mother and a father to have kids and raise them in this world anymore. You need
the support of your family, friends and CalWORKs to be great.
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ELIZA
KURMANOVA

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
DE ANZA COLLEGE

I survived domestic violence. Right after I had my son, I was left alone. My family lives 14 hours
and 6,989 miles away from the United States. I had no car, no one to rely on; no father for my
son to ask for help. It was the beginning of a difficult and long journey my son and for me to
seek a better life. My son was too little for a daycare and my savings were depleting every
day. I applied for car donation program and waited for months to hear from them. One day I
had a call and they have good news. I was so excited and thankful for kind people. I did not
have higher education, nor career to earn enough money to provide for my family. Waiting at a
restaurant part time allowed me to pay bills and dedicate as much time as possible for raising
my son. I was mostly scheduled to work late shifts and it was heartbreaking to wake my son
at midnight to bring him home from daycare. I found out about CalWORKs program that help
women to get education and assists with vocational school programs. I was to CalWORKs at
De Anza College and immediately applied to start taking classes. I worked with counselors at
OTI department. I plan to complete the required units to get a bachelor’s degree in business
administration with a concentration in accounting. I think it is a very practical career and that
there will always be a demand for accountants. My plan is to transfer to one of the UC or
State universities to get my bachelor’s in the fall of 2020. In order to stay on track with my
educational goal, I take three or four units each quarter. I am working at an insurance company
and recently obtained my insurance license. I had to juggle with taking care of my son, school,
work, and extra time to study for my certification exam. I am prepared to go through anything
and everything to achieve the best for my son.
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MARRYSA
REYES

DENTAL HYGIENE
FOOTHILL COLLEGE

I am currently enrolled in my second and final year as a Foothill College Dental Hygiene
student. I’m fortunate enough to be part of a dental hygiene program that offers a bachelor’s
degree. This program allows for a large variety of opportunities that lie within the field of dental
hygiene. After having my daughter and becoming a pharmacist, my original goal, seemed farfetched because I wanted to be able to enjoy her childhood. I researched other good paying
jobs in the healthcare field and came across dental hygiene. I learned that dental hygienists do
so much more than clean teeth. We work one on one with patients in providing education on
ways to improve and maintain oral and overall health, examine for signs of oral cancer and oral
diseases such as gingivitis, caries, and periodontitis, and provide comprehensive preventative
dental care. The job requires certain skills such as compassion, being detail-oriented, having
good dexterity, interpersonal skills, and physical stamina. Additionally, dental hygienists have
the option to work part time while still making enough money to provide for their family. I
fell in love with dental hygiene because it’s a career that truly involves giving back to the
community and helping people improve their overall health, while still having enough free
time available to spend with family and attend things like school field trips.
The CalWORKs program has made it possible for me to get through the dental hygiene program
with a little less stress about finances. After the costs of upper division courses, required
textbooks, dental hygiene instrument kits, scrubs, clinic gowns, clinic materials, magnification
loupes, and the upcoming licensing exams, the amount of money it takes comes to thousands
of dollars. Having such a large workload, full schedule, and an energetic 5 year old little girl, it
seems impossible to have a part time job as well. I’m truly grateful for the CalWORKs program
and all it has done and continues to do for me as a single mother. Because of CalWORKs, I
am able to purely attend school, study, and be mom.
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JENNIFER
BERBERIAN

BEHAVIORAL SOCIAL
SCIENCE–
SOCIAL WORK
GAVILAN COLLEGE

I am a recovering addict with three years clean. I am determined to rise above and to
beat the odds. While I once felt hopeless, the hope I know in my heart today drives me
to keep pushing for my goals. I had a social worker make a huge impact on my life. This
social worker inspired me to want to become a social worker myself. She believed in me
and inspired me to be the best me that I could be. I want to give back what was given to
me. I want to be a social worker to help others. I want to assist families by providing them
the support and resources they need to achieve their goals. I am a firm believer in second
chances in life. I believe that mistakes and misfortunes in life do not define you, but in fact
can have a positive influence in one’s life.
I find pride in my ability to succeed in school. I am very close to graduating from Gavilan
College. I will graduate in the Spring of 2020. In the Fall, I will transfer to California State
University Monterey Bay where I will get a bachelor’s degree in social work, then a master’s
degree in social work. My goal of becoming a social worker is becoming closer and closer to
be my reality. I find myself to be a naturally altruistic person and I feel that social work is my
calling. I was pulled up from a very dark low place by a social worker and I will never forget
the influence she had on my life. I want to be that positive influence for someone else. I have
worked hard to be where I am today. I feel that my past does not define me, but my personal
experience and struggle will help me be empathetic and non-judgmental when working as
a social worker. The CalWORKs program makes it possible for me to reach my goals by
providing me with the support and resources that I need to make my dreams reality.
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JESSICA
MCCRARY

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
GAVILAN COLLEGE

I am a single mom trying to show my son that if I can make it through all of the trials and
tribulations of my life, he can do it too. My son was born with a disability called Micrtoia He
was born without his left ear. Before being in the CalWORKs program, my life was a mess and
I did not know where I was going..I had no path and no motivation to do anything. I wanted to
give up, but have always had my son watching me. Now that I am in the CalWORKs program,
everything has fallen into place. This program helped me shift my job path and put me into
the Financial Aid Office at school, which is beyond a blessing. I am so thankful for all of the
opportunities coming my way since starting this program. I do not know where I would be
without the CalWORKs program.
I am showing my son everyday that anything is possible, if you have the right support and
resources. I can show him that just because life is hard, that does not mean you give up. I keep
pushing and pushing everyday to reach my goals..I cannot say that was the case few months
ago. I feel like a supermom since I have started school and working at the school as well. There
are so many skills I have learned along the way. The counselors with the CalWORKs office want
to see me succeed just as much as I do, if not more. I am truly thankful beyond words for being
a part of this program. I am confident in myself, as well as from this program. I now know my
path in life for myself and my son. We will make it! We just have too keep giving it our best.
So thank you to the CalWORKs program for helping me find myself again and pushing me to
be the best mom, student, and friend I can be.
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VICTORIA
QUINTANA

SPANISH/
PSYCHOLOGY
GAVILAN COLLEGE

I am a single mom to a 5-year-old happy, loving, caring, smart girl. My daughter gave me
super powers the moment she was born. I didn’t know that I could be this powerful, by
standing alone in this world. I learned as a student it would be hard to get by every day and
to organize my life to work well with her life. My daughter and I are a team; I build strength
through her courageous personality she carries. Being a super mom means I carry the load
of more than a full time student in the CalWORKs program . I am in 5 units at Gavilan Junior
College and 14 units at the University of Monterey Bay.
CalWORKs has lifted my life to be a better person, and an I can do this attitude. To have
CalWORKs is to have the ability to have a counselor by your side to push you to be your
own best. I study 30 hours a week, long nights to early mornings, to making breakfast/
lunches for my child so we both can go to school. I have created my school schedule to
work well with my daughter’s life, to volunteering in Girl Scouts, Soccer and St. Josephs on
Tuesday’s at the Lords table. I find balance to fit in family time, to helping others who need it
most, to my studies, and most important, my child. Being selfless and giving when needed,
teaching others to stand alone and build their future into the positive of this thing we call
life. Creating my super power mom and student has been my journey to discover who I am.
I am a mom, a super mom, a super student, a nurse to my child, a counselor to listen to
others, I am and forever grateful for CalWORKs as they have taught me it’s never too late
to go back to school.
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MELISSA
SIMPSON

PSYCHOLOGY
GAVILAN COLLEGE

I am a self-motivated individual. I love to study, do in-depth research on a variety of topics,
and I also homeschool my own four children while going to school full-time and working parttime. Since I have gone back to school with CalWORKs, I have maintained a 4.0, graduated
with my AA from Gavilan Community College in May 2019, and have gone on to receive
multiple scholarships so that I can continue my education at Biola University in their online
Applied Psychology program. During an ongoing traumatic event in my family’s life, my school
life has kept me going. I know that the desire to use the resources given to me to the best
of my ability is a primary factor in my ability to continue to achieve in academics. It has given
me a purpose and a way to achieve outside of my family life, making me a better mother
as well. My counselors have encouraged me to continue and pursue my life-long dream of
getting a PhD, and gradually I am working towards those goals. I have been supported with
transportation costs, meal cards for the school cafeteria, and books. It was actually through a
CalWORKs scholarship workshop that I received the skills needed so that I could receive the
funding to continue my education without loans. With my gained knowledge I have been able
to support many friends and family members process their grief, suffering, and loss and I am
currently planning to become a grief counselor. I truly believe, without the support I received
at Gavilan through the CalWORKs program, I would not be working towards my educational
goals and improving the life and well-being of my family. The best part is my kids getting to
see my success and it encourages them to work hard academically so they can also graduate
and pursue their own dreams. We fully believe through what we can only call a miracle, that all
things are possible. I was given the tools I needed to turn a bad situation around and we are
far better for the opportunity.
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PRISCILLA
AMAO

PSYCHOLOGY

HARTNELL COLLEGE

Navigating school as the first in my family to attend college, was difficult. I didn’t know what I
wanted to study, but I knew I needed higher education. As I stumbled along, not really knowing
where it was all taking me, I came across the Women’s Education & Leadership scholarship.
The program promised budgeting, stress management, goal setting and mentorship. As a
surrogate mother, I was able to stretch a dollar, but the rest seemed to be the key to some of
my educational and personal struggles.
For years I was ashamed of my past, but through skills I developed while attending college, I
was able to transfer my inner strength and passion to something fulfilling. After eight years of
working an entry level job at a nonprofit, I was hired with Court Appointed Special Advocates
as the Advocate Supervisor. I supported and supervised advocates that provide mentorship
and advocacy for youth in foster care. CASA was extremely supportive and has provided me
with a scholarship to attend Leadership Education and Development, which is driven to build
the skills of successful nonprofit managers serving the diverse communities.
Further training allowed me be hired by a Foundation as a Philanthropy Officer. I provided
support and fundraising expertise for the development related activities of the college. I found
a way to continue my education at Hartnell College while working full-time.
At age 30, I became a single mother to a baby girl. Camila taught me so much about life,
love, patience, and even self love. She lead me to realize that I needed to make a very difficult
decision to better our future. That meant giving up everything I had built before her, to give
her and my college education the attention they deserved. As of now, I am a full-time mom
and student. After 7 years of being a part-time student, I will graduate this fall with an AA in
Psychology and Liberal Arts. I will start as a full-time student at CSUMB in spring 2020. This
scholarship will allow me to provide a secure, and healthy future for my daughter and I. Thank
you for your consideration.
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SARA
INFANTE

PLANT SCIENCE
HARTNELL COLLEGE

I do not have any family in the state of California. I do, however, have a network of support
that comes from a less conventional group of people
Two years ago, I began my journey to recover from substance addiction when I entered rehab.
Thanks to Alcoholics Anonymous, on October 31, 2019, I will have two years sober from all
drugs and alcohol. In addition to helping me find a new way to live, A.A. has given me a
network of men and women with whom I can relate and connect. These individuals helped
me through my daughter’s first year when I had no family to support me. They encouraged
me to enter transitional housing and to create a better foundation of stability after years of
homelessness. As a single parent, the support network I’ve found in A.A. has been invaluable.
In order to maintain my sobriety, I find it necessary to attend A.A. meetings, and many of
my friends in A.A. have helped me by providing childcare for my toddler so I could go. Two
members of my A.A. support network have been especially generous in this regard.
Upon starting at Hartnell College in August, some unexpected circumstances prevented my
daughter from starting daycare on the correct date. Lauren and Patrick, a couple I met in
A.A., offered to watch my daughter five days a week for free until I could get her into daycare.
Without their help, I would not have been able to start my classes as planned. Lauren, Patrick
and I now regularly exchange childcare shifts in order to get to school and meetings. Some
days, Patrick and I have quiet study time together while Lauren watches the kids. We eat
dinner as a family twice a week. Before getting sober, I felt disadvantaged because I did
not have parental or familial support as many students have. Now that I have my family in
Alcoholics Anonymous, I feel blessed that my experiences led me to where I am today and I
wouldn’t trade it for anything.
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NAOMI

REGISTERED NURSE

MEDINA

HARTNELL COLLEGE

My name is Naomi Medina and I am a single mother with a 3 year old child. I know how hard it
is to be a mother and a full time student at the same time, but I have a goal, many goals, and
my determination is going to get me to accomplish all of them. My primary goal is to become
a registered nurse because I believe that is where I can make a difference. I care about others, I
always look out for others and help people when they need it. I am really good at listening and
giving advice and if I can’t think of any advice to give, sometimes just being there is enough.
Nurses care for others and that is what I do, so when I become a nurse I will do it even more,
not because I have to, but because I enjoy doing it. I like helping people, it is my passion to
do so, and gain nursing skills because that can save a life one day.
Knowledge is very important to me and I will be teaching my son to enjoy gaining knowledge. I
want to be a successful person, for me and for my son. He is my inspiration and motivation that
allows me to look further and accomplish my goals. CalWORKs is one of the primary reasons
why I am in college and why I finished my GED. It is a program that has helped me through all
the process and continues to do so. CalWORKs has literally gave me everything I needed to be
able to succeed in school and out of school. It has been a big support in my path of becoming
a registered nurse. Thanks to CalWORKs I am where I am, accomplishing my goals so I can have
a better life with education. Every day I am one step closer to making my career dream a reality
and that is thanks to CalWORKs, that has helped me economically and mentally.
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DEJA
SLAUGHTER

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
LAS POSITAS
COLLEGE

I am a single mother of three. I have faced some struggles this year trying to get my life back
on track. I have been in a homeless shelter and recovery program through Shepherds Gate
since September of 2018 that I currently reside at now. I struggle with helping my kids with
their IEP goals through school and continuing counseling services for them to get through
the trauma they have experienced. When I was asked if I wanted to go back to school by staff
at Shepherds Gate, I said yes! I did not think I could start my life over again since I’ve been
through a domestic violence relationship for six years that ended in 2015. That led me into
homelessness and a self-destructive lifestyle to survive with my kids ever since. I heard of the
CalWORKs program, which helped me get back on track. Through the program, I was able to
create goals for my course here at Las Positas College. I was able to transfer some of my units
from another college that was applied to my degree requirements. Together my counselor and
I made an education plan so I can make realistic goals with my circumstances to complete my
goals and stay on track. Through the CalWORKs program, I got financial help with books and
supplies since I have other financial obligations. I also got help with employment on campus
through the CDC. I did not realize that by saying yes I would change my life tremendously. I
thank the CalWORKs program for making this transition back into school as smooth as possible.
I admire the dedication the team has for me to reach my goals and I am ever so grateful for
them. With so much encouragement and support, I was able to maintain my grades, work,
and raise my three children and have been very successful in my journey. I am still in need of
housing but I believe with determination and God I can accomplish anything because I have
the support through the CalWORKs program supporting me in my educational goals.
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ERIKA
CORTES

NURSING

MISSION COLLEGE

My parents immigrated to the United States with the dream of providing a better life for their
family. It was not easy learning English at school and made school very challenging, which lead
to me becoming a very shy student who barely engaged in school. Enrolling to a community
college was intimidating but my parents were very supportive and always made me feel, like
I was smart enough and could accomplish my school goals. My parents and sisters are such a
big help to my children and I. They are always there to help me, to help listen to me practices
my speeches for Communication class, go over flash cards for Biology, and proof edited my
essays for English class. I know that they are all a big part of my academic success. I’m a single
mother of two beautiful children and their well-being always came first. I knew that I wanted
to show my children that you can always follow your dreams, and with sacrifice, and hard
work anything is possible. My children have been my biggest cheerleaders and remind me
of why I’m working so hard to get my nursing license. They encourage me with their words
and patience’s when I need time study. I was very fortunate that CalWORKs has been a great
blessing in my life and I’m extremely grateful for the hope they gave me during a very difficult
time in my life. My Mission college family has contributed to my educational journey and I’m
extremely grateful to have them on my side helping me navigate through college.
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DEANNA
KNIGHT

NURSING
MISSION COLLEGE

My story begins with growing up in a dysfunctional of abuse. I was told I wouldn’t amount
to anything in life. At the age of 12, I coped by using pot, at 15 I was drinking, and by 17 I
turned to meth. At the age of 18 is when I met Rudy, I was still using drugs but a month into
our dating I quit on my own. In 2010, I was working retail jobs but nothing I enjoyed. One
day I got laid off and worked as an assistant office manager in a psychiatrist office. In 2012, I
became pregnant with Emilee, at this time we found out Rudy’s mom’s cancer was terminal
and I left my job to help take care of her. Through this time of caring for my mother-in-law the
nurses would keep asking why don’t you become a nurse. I would brush it off. With the push
and encouragement from Rudy I decided to start. In 2014, I applied for the CNA program at
Mission College and was accepted. I loved it. I applied to the LVN program in 2016 and was
accepted. A month or two before the program started Rudy was laid off after 20+ years with
his company and diagnosed with HTN, type 1 diabetes, and low kidney function. This is where
CalWORKs comes in, they have given me the gift of pursuing my dream. I was dealing with
the struggle of being a student, taking care of family and wondering if I could even continue
with my program. In 2017, I found myself pregnant again with Everett. When Everett arrived
we were blessed with the opportunity for Rudy to stay home to take care of his health and our
son. The staff at the Mission College CalWORKs office has helped me with guidance, tutoring
and being my advocate when I’ve needed it. They helped with the financial burden of school,
Medi-Cal, and transportation. I graduated LVN in 2017. I’m a NOC nurse at a psychiatric
facility and have been accepted to the RN to BSN program starting 7/2020.
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JESSICA
SANCHEZ

COMMUNICATIONS
WEST VALLEY
COLLEGE

Growing up, asking for help has been hard for me. I found myself in a situation of barely
keeping food on the table and unable to move my career further due to my lack of education.
Having a daughter in this day and age is tough. Having a daughter at a young age is even
tougher. I have always considered myself to be a compassionate and good person. I want my
daughter to look up to me. I want her to be proud of the woman I have become while wanting
her to do better than I did. She has been my motivation to be the best I can be while building
her up to be the best version of herself that she can be. I became a single mother just after
finishing high school. With no extra income for a babysitter, it just became a full circle of failure.
I was unable to work longer hours at either job because I had no childcare. Finally, after long
thought and processing, I applied for CalWORKs. After being approved for CalWORKs, I was
able to advance my education to grow towards my career. I felt like things came into place.
Stress was lifted off my shoulders and I was finally able to breathe and make clear decisions.
Through CalWORKs, my daughter has grown and shined as well. Through her daycare, she is
noticing everyday positive mannerisms. I am able to be a happier and more loving parent. It
was hard not being able to be with my daughter all the time but I realized the time away from
her was time for me to be an adult and learn different skills to become a better person for her.
At the same time, I am finding a balance in my personal life. Life did not stop because I was
a young mom with a child trying to work and go to school. However, life became enjoyable.
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KHATEREH
TAGHIZADEH

COMPUTER SCIENCE
WEST VALLEY
COLLEGE

I was born and raised into a poor family in Iran. I was the oldest of six. My dad was a construction
worker and my mom was a housemaker. I grew up going through hardship financially and
emotionally. I always desired to succeed and build a better life for my family and myself. I was
an A student and dreamed about going to college and becoming an engineer, but when I got
older I found out that due to my father’s religion as a Bahá’í, I would not be allowed to go to
college and earn a degree in my home country. Years went by and I worked hard to support
my family, but I was never fully satisfied and wanted to achieve my dreams. I finally grew the
courage to leave Iran and started a new life in Turkey as a refugee applying for my visa to
United States. At that point, I was a single mom with a three-year-old daughter. Our immigration
process took much longer than expected and we had to stay in Turkey for six years. Finally, the
visa process cleared and we were able to come to the States. When I went to college to learn
English, CalWORKs financial and spiritual support included me. CalWORKs help provide the
basis for pursuing my dreams. What keeps me going and makes this bearable is thinking about
the future and building a better life for my daughter. I always dreamed about being a computer
science engineer and I know that I will get there in just a few years. Even though I am forty-five
years old now and need to learn a new language and a new culture, I am beyond excited for this
new journey in my life. Waking up every day and knowing that I finally have the opportunity to
achieve my goals and dreams gives me that kick and energy to keep going. I am so thankful to
be where I am now and I will do all it takes to achieve my life long dreams.
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FRANCISCO

RADIOLOGIC
TECHNOLOGY

ORTIZ

BAKERSFIELD
COLLEGE

Hello my name is Francisco, I graduated high school in 2008. After not valuing an education
inmy adolescent years, I barely seemed to scrape up enough GPA points to graduate. I figured
I would just live life as it came, I never really planned ahead. Well, after getting married and
having three beautiful children, I was living life paycheck to paycheck, struggling to make
ends meet. I decided that I should have valued education more as a child. After having a long
thought out conversation with my wife, we decided that I would enroll into college and pursue
a higher education.
I had always wanted to work as a person taking X-rays or CT-scans. After 10 years out of
high school, I wasn’t sure I could take up such a challenge. After speaking with counselors
at CalWORKs, they steered me in the right direction so that I could pursue an A.S degree
in Radiologic Technology. CalWORKs has been a great help to me academically. They have
helped me with school supplies and also with guidance to make sure I am staying on the
correct path to achieve my goals.
The Fall 2019 semester was an amazing experience for me. As I enrolled in classes, I had
realized I was full of fear knowing I was going back to school. I had enrolled in 5 classes
totaling 14 units. With the assistance of CalWORKs, I was able to get additional tutoring hours
so that I could have a greater chance of passing my classes. Tutoring was a major factor in my
learning success, as I was able to pass 4 of my 5 classes. As for the 1 class I failed, I plan on
retaking it next semester. I learned that as we plan, we should learn to SMART plan. In short
this is planning more realistic, I learned that for me personally, I could probably get better
grades with a lightened work load.
If I could recommend CalWorks to everyone, I would. CalWorks rocks!

74

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 5

TIANA
SWANK

COMMUNICATIONS
BAKERSFIELD
COLLEGE

For years, I had not a clue of what I truly wanted to do. I would become immediately full of
passion with every new discovery I would make in life - from art to sea life and everything in
between. Over the years, I found myself loving to serve others, to help those in need. When
the unexpected event that took my husband out of the home just weeks after our child’s
birth occurred, I was thrown through quite a loop. It took years to recover, and I found my
passion through it all. Simply put, I now want to help women in crisis. Even though I am
currently over 70% of the way done with earning my AA-T in Communications that is only the
beginning. As a 4.0 student and Phi Theta Kappa Honors Society member, I aspire to earn an
MPA following my bachelors, and then an MD-PhD in Neuroscience after that. For, my end
goal is to found a women’s development center. After filling up many journals and notebooks
already, I am excited to bring what I have discovered through personal experience with what
is there to discover within labs and research experiments. In addition, I must emphasize here
how grateful I am for the unexpected journey that I was taken on in the first place. Of course
it did not start out as ideal, but it has unlocked the most beautiful and unique pathway. I
have to add how immensely grateful I am for the CalWORKs program that has been with
me for more than half of these past several years. I was dead set on being there to raise my
daughter, and you motivated me to log my self-employment hours when I could squeeze them
in. Moreover, when I explained what career I wanted to go into while taking a peculiar route to
it, you worked with me and rooted for me. Now as I attend school, CalWORKs helps me with
resources including supplies, counseling, and awards. My joy is full, and my journey is bright.
Thank you CalWORKs. Let’s keep changing the world together!
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AMBER
BUI

SOCIAL SCIENCE
CLOVIS COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

I’ve been blessed to have returned home to family support after 15 years. Along with having
CalWORKs as a program, I have been able to structure my life, as well as establish a hopeful
future for my 3-year-old daughter. CalWORKs has helped me organize my life and transition
back home. I lost track of who I was and what I was meant to do. I figured it was too late to get
my AA, but CalWORKs helped me realize otherwise. Having structure has kept me consistent
and on track. I always wanted to contribute to my family and society, but somewhere along
the way life happened and I was facing so many obstacles. I gained confidence to follow my
dreams. My family has been there for me, even though I have not been consistent myself. I
realized that family is truly everything. I’m glad they never make me feel alone going through
life. My family has motivated me and helped me care for my daughter. I have an abundance of
love and support from them. I’m also humble and forever grateful that the CalWORK staff has
been sincere and readily available when I need assistance a well.
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ESTEFANIA
GARCIA

COMMUNICATIONS
CLOVIS COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

My three biggest supporters are my husband, my daughter and the CalWORKs program. Why?
My husband and daughter have supported me since I first decided I was going back to school.
Sure there has been sleepless nights, days were I cried when we left my daughter Maryalice at
daycare, but my husband reminded me everyday that seeking higher education will be worth
it. I cannot explain how many times I have tried to give up these last couple of semesters here
at Clovis Community College. But then, I look in my daughter’s eyes and see how she supports
me by going to daycare all week with a smile on her face since she was a year and a half, and
then I tell myself I will not give up. Last but not least, the CalWORKs program has supported
us by paying for my school books., gas, diapers, and cash aid. Without this program, I would
have not been able to go back to school to seek higher education. Thanks to CalWORKs, we
no longer stress about paying for my school books, diapers, and gas to and from school.
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NANCY
KROMPICHA

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
CLOVIS COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

I moved to California with no support. I came here with my two girls, now 10 and 7. I started
school to be a better mom to give them a better life. During my last year of college, I was
pregnant in the beginning of the school year. I took five classes and worked 20 hours,
all while being a mom still to my two young girls who also depended on me. When I had my
youngest daughter in May, it still didn’t stop me from continuing my educational goal, so I
took three online classes while caring for my newborn and girls. It was a struggle, but mentally
I knew I needed to continue and not stop my education. I needed to even push myself harder
now as a single mother of three. And as I’m sitting here filling this out, I am five weeks away
from graduating with two AA degrees and AA/transfer, in total three degrees, even with all
the mini bumps I had. I will be continuing my educational goal, as I accepted my admission to
Fresno State for Spring 2020. I will only better myself knowing that my girls are watching my
move as they continue to ride this journey with me. Without the help of the program I wouldn’t
be able to make it this far. I came here with no support to having my CalWORKs worker and
counselors as my biggest support system. They knew I was pushing myself hard, but knew I
would be able to make it. The program not only helped me financially, but also emotionally
and mentally. I was able to talk to them, ask for things I needed during my education journey,
and get the help I needed to get where I am today. I am beyond thankful for the help they
gave me, so I can help my girls and be their superhero. Just seeing where I came from and
how far I came, I feel like nothing is stopping this supermom from getting to her finish line as
I carry my babies with me.
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RAYMOND
ANTONIO

FIRE TECH

COLUMBIA COLLEGE

I have recently become interested in becoming a firefighter. I have been at Modesto Junior
College and was finally able to get on a good track with school. I have experienced a rough
life as a minor and school was something that was not in the books for me. I was encouraged
to get my high school diploma once my wife enrolled herself at MJC. I never thought school
was something I needed until I felt the accomplishment of getting my high school diploma at
age 26, many years later, five children, and after moving from job to job. I realized I needed
to make a major change and am thankful and proud I chose to continue my education. I feel I
am a Superbad because I am young, married, with five children, not working, and continuing
my education to provide for my family and hopefully soon be a firefighter as of Summer 2020.
I am devoted to my career plans, my career choice, and CalWORKs has helped me a great
deal from book vouchers, to academic counseling, and everything in between. I am now very
happy I have the support from CalWORKs and I know the difference I am making for my kids.
It will inspire them to know that anything is possible and they can achieve all their goals with
the right help and resources when they get into college and chose their career goals. I am
proud of all the accomplishment I have made and I know my success story will help others who
may struggle being on CalWORKs. If my wife and I can make it work getting our high school
diplomas, struggling for childcare, struggling to pay bills, but staying in school and doing what
we have to, so that we will succeed in our education. The personal skills I have learned since
being in college have also helped me to make friends, change many bad habits I once had,
and I see life in such a positive way.
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DE COLETTE
QUEZADA

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
FRESNO CITY
COLLEGE

Have you ever been approached by someone who shows you gratitude for what you do?
They take you by surprise and leave you wondering what you did. You rack your brain until
you finally realize why they know you. You were the one who gave them a chance. This is one
of the most rewarding things you could will ever experience in your life. The ability to help
others support themselves is a gift that just keeps giving. That is why I am going to school
to acquire my degree to one day become a Director of Human Resources. Before moving to
Fresno, I worked as a Recruitment Specialist in the HR department of a financial institution.
It was the most rewarding job I ever had. I knew then that it was my calling and I wanted to
turn it into a career. I may have realized this a little later than I had planned, but I do believe
everything happens for a reason. I had to have experienced everything I did to appreciate the
position I was in. As a recruitment specialist, I was the very first point of contact prospective
employees had with the company. I was that window that showed them the possibilities of
their determination. Having been on the other side of that window before, made it easy for
me to fall in love with my job. I was once the person looking for a chance through that window.
The mere satisfaction of working in HR is what drives me to pursue my degree. Just as I have
given others a chance before, CalWORKs gave me a chance to see the possibilities available
to me through hard work and determination.
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SEE
VANG

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
FRESNO CITY
COLLEGE

I have recently become interested in becoming a firefighter. I have been at Modesto Junior
College and was finally able to get on a good track with school. I have experienced a rough
life as a minor and school was something that was not in the books for me. I was encouraged
to get my high school diploma once my wife enrolled herself at MJC. I never thought school
was something I needed until I felt the accomplishment of getting my high school diploma at
age 26, many years later, five children, and after moving from job to job. I realized I needed
to make a major change and am thankful and proud I chose to continue my education. I feel I
am a Superbad because I am young, married, with five children, not working, and continuing
my education to provide for my family and hopefully soon be a firefighter as of Summer 2020.
I am devoted to my career plans, my career choice, and CalWORKs has helped me a great
deal from book vouchers, to academic counseling, and everything in between. I am now very
happy I have the support from CalWORKs and I know the difference I am making for my kids.
It will inspire them to know that anything is possible and they can achieve all their goals with
the right help and resources when they get into college and chose their career goals. I am
proud of all the accomplishment I have made and I know my success story will help others who
may struggle being on CalWORKs. If my wife and I can make it work getting our high school
diplomas, struggling for childcare, struggling to pay bills, but staying in school and doing what
we have to, so that we will succeed in our education. The personal skills I have learned since
being in college have also helped me to make friends, change many bad habits I once had,
and I see life in such a positive way.
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STACEY
CASEY

BUSINESS

MERCED COLLEGE

Most people think that a superhero is an individual that has supernatural abilities, but Batman
has shown us that even a regular person can be extraordinary with the right tools and
determination. I, like Batman, am extraordinary because of my determination and because
of the tools the community college CalWORKs program has provided me with. The murder
of Batman’s parents pushed him to become a superhero and gave him the determination to
go up against the criminals he does. Like Batman, I have acquired the determination to be a
supermom and student due to an unfortunate time in my life. A few years ago, I had allowed
a villain, also known as addiction, to take over my life. My addiction brought me to a point
so low that I started losing things such as my job and home, and even worse, my children
threatened to leave me. Luckily, children’s threat opened my eyes and gave me the strength to
defeat my villain, and the determination to be the best I could be - a super mom and student.
Just as Batman needs weaponry tools to help him defeat evil, my determination to be a super
student could not have been possible without the tools provided to me by the community
college CalWORKs program. This program has given me the tool of financial freedom by
purchasing my books and providing me with all the supplies I need as a college student,
which has allowed me to focus solely on my studies and children. This focus has allowed me
to obtain and maintain a 4.0 GPA and perfect attendance every semester so far. With both my
determination from the love of my children and the tools provided to me by the community
college CalWORKs program, I have become extraordinary. I am a super mom because I am
now the best mother I have ever been, and my perfect attendance and 4.0 GPA is evidence
that I am a super student.
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ISMAEL
GARCIA

INDUSTRIAL
ELECTRICAL
TECHNICIAN/
ENGINEERING
MERCED COLLEGE

My biggest challenge has been time and finance. It all started when I got injured at work, so
I decided to go back to school. I took some maintenance classes so that I could apply to be a
mechanic at my current job, however I fell in love with school. Skip forward one year and I am
attending school full time and planning on getting an AA for Industrial Electrical Technician.
Unfortunately, that’s when things started to go downhill, I was getting workers comp which
was keeping me afloat all this time, but the doctor decided to put me back to work to see how
I did. The first day I got back, my job let me go stating that it was my fault that I got injured,
so I was terminated. I applied for unemployment but since I had not worked for over a year, I
was not eligible for it. The bills started to pile up and there was no income coming in, having
2 kids, ages 1 and 2 it was hard buying all those diapers and milk formula.
My family and I applied for CalWORKs and it was a huge burden off our shoulders. Not only
did they help for school, they also helped for books and lunches. We were also able to enroll
one of our children to preschool, and the office at my school is really kid friendly, I am able to
take my kids with me anytime I have questions or concerns. It is important for me to finish my
goal of getting a Mechanical Engineering degree, and showing my kids that it is possible, and
learning the road I had to take so that I can guide them on theirs.
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SALENA

CHILDHOOD
DEVELOPMENT

GARCIA

MERCED COLLEGE

I have been on welfare 99% of my life. I don’t intend for it to be this way forever and I
now feel that I have a solid plan in place to make this dream a reality, thanks in part to the
CalWORKs program.
I was raised in an unstable household by drug addicted parents, which in turn forced me to
mature quickly. One of the first realizations I had as a child, is that I wanted to help disadvantaged
children like myself in the future. I became a single mother during my second pregnancy and
this event caused me to see many aspects of life, including my education, in a brand new
light. Here before me were two vulnerable beings that were in need of stability and a good
role model. I knew I could accomplish both by getting my college degree, eventually deciding
on social and behavioral sciences. I immediately re-enrolled, starting with passing my failed
courses and was even able to get off of academic probation.
My newfound fervor for school would be nothing without help from the CalWORKs office
and Planada Head Start. When I saw the total amount for my books, I seriously considered
dropping out. It simply would not have been possible on my monthly allotment. When
CalWORKs purchased my textbooks, it made the difference between my being able to attend
school or not. Another helpful tool, is Merced College CalWORKs that provided me with a
monthly meal card. It cannot be expressed in words how much a simple meal card has put
my mind at ease. I can concentrate better in class without having to worry about my stomach
roaring or having to budget money to feed myself at school over the month. The meal card
not only makes my time at college achievable, but also enjoyable.
I would not be able to attend college without resources like Head Start and the Merced
College CALWORKs office, I plan to make the most of my arsenal while I’m here. So yes, I have
been on welfare 99% of my life, but I intend to change that.
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DEMAREA
HARRIS

HISTORY

MERCED COLLEGE

I’m thankfully blessed with a strong support system and loving “village” of a family that has
always supported me in life. My closest support has always come from my mom, whom above
all things, has loved me deeper than I thought I deserved at times. She has shown great
care and sacrificed a lot to help me accomplish my academic goals. When we discovered I
was going to have a baby her love for me didn’t waiver. Instead she helped me to grow and
become the kind of mother that my daughter deserves. Then there’s my grandpa who has
always been there for me if ever I needed anything. He took me to school almost every day
from kindergarten to my freshman year of college. He’s my shoulder to lean on when things
get hard and encourages me to get back up and try again. My grandma is the heart of the
family, whose capacity for love is only matched by her faith in God. Her arms are always open
to care for my daughter so I can go to class and pursue my academic/professional dreams.
Then there is my aunt who helps me to have fun and remind me that I am my own person
outside of the roles of student and mother, and it’s important to celebrate that person too. My
uncle has taught me that success in the professional world comes from hard work, dedication,
and perseverance in the face of adversity. But most importantly, there is my daughter. Without
her I wouldn’t have the strength or motivation I do now that has put me on a path I never
would have dreamed of before. I wouldn’t be able to succeed in life without my village and I
am so thankful for every one of them.
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RANIESHA

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION

HATCHER

MERCED COLLEGE

I am a single mother of an eight year old boy. We moved to Merced in August of 2017
from Atlanta, GA with nothing, nor any family support. We moved here so I could have a
relationship with my mother. I was taken away from her at age four. When things did not go
as planned with her, in January 2018, I started school at Merced College. By March, 2018,
my son and I were homeless and without a car. It wasn’t until summer of 2019 that I was able
to secure housing and purchase a car. These obstacles did not prevent me from striving to
meet my educational goals.
I am majoring in Business Administration and Real Estate. With my knowledge in business,
I have started my own online clothing boutique. I am currently getting my business plan
together for my cleaning company that I wish to have up and running by next year. With my
knowledge in Real Estate, I would like to pay it forward by purchasing apartment buildings
for low income families and help them just as I was once helped.
Currently I have a GPA of a 3.2 and it has taken patience and perseverance, but most
importantly, it has taken my ambition to achieve my academic goals. My education is my
get away from all my problems and that’s why I push myself the way I do. Merced College
CalWORKs team is more than a program for me, they are family. They have encouraged me
when I felt like I was at my lowest. They have also mentored me through personal hardships,
and most importantly, they have shown me love and that I can achieve my goals in spite of
what people might say to deter me.
With that being said, I want to thank you for this opportunity to share my story with you, but
most of all I want to thank you Merced College CalWORKs team for helping me believe it
and achieve it.
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VALERIA
MARIN

SOCIOLOGY/
PYSCHOLOGY
MERCED COLLEGE

In my village, I am glad to say that I do have many people such as my family, friends, school
staff, and my children that are a big part of my life that help me achieve my goals. Not only
is the help and support furthering my education, but also it is showing me how to grow as a
person and see myself become an amazing role model to my two boys. I want them to see the
drive, ambition, and determination I have, so they could know there is nothing in this world
that will stop them from achieving their goals and dreams. As I grow, I see how time goes by
very quick, and I am amazed on how far I have come on my education, surprised to think that
I would make it because life is not always easy. Everyone has a different or similar life story
that they too have to face obstacles and struggles. They go about their work and school as
if nothing were wrong, when in reality; they have a different life outside their day-to-day job.
I want to keep on going and I pray for and hope life guides me in the right direction. I am
very grateful to have the love and support I receive from so many wonderful people. I have
gotten a vast amount of help from the CalWORKs program; no words could even describe
how fortunate I am. Coming from a rough childhood, I had to tackle many obstacles with my
mother who was a drug addict and an abusive father. As a child I grew up very quickly, I learned
how to be who I am today. I know that even though I have dealt with so much, I became brave
and courageous to stand up and keep on moving. These hardships led me to raise my children
in an environment where I know they will never have to face what I endured. Staying strong is
the key to survival in this world and giving up is not an option.
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TIANI
MUNAR

NURSING

MERCED COLLEGE

My superpowers as a student-parent are perseverance. Ever since having my children, I
have overcome so many difficult obstacles. I have had to removie myself and my children from
an abusive environment and coping as a single mom. I have been through it all and continue
to persevere through it. I am proving to myself and everyone around me that I refuse to be
a statistic that tells me that I should always struggle. I focused on working a full time job to
be able to put food on the table, but it has always been a goal of mine to go back and finish
school. I envisioned myself graduating and walking across the stage looking to the crowd to
see my children cheering for me. I have always kept that image in my mind as a reminder that
I WILL achieve my goals and my children will be there every step of the way. I want to be able
to lead by example and show them to stay true to themselves and always follow their heart
and dreams.
The CalWORKs program has helped me tremendously in my efforts to continue through with
my educational goals with the little things. They are always offering help and supplies to me.
It speaks volumes and makes me feel like someone believes in me to push through whatever
other challenges I face at home or at school. It helps me to be strong with my eye on the prize,
to make my vision a reality, and to be able to one day look back on everything I have done and
say I DID THAT! I am so grateful and blessed my perseverance continues to pay off by bringing
more opportunities that bring me closer to my goals. Thank you CalWORKs!!!
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KASSANDRA
ORTIZ
SANCHEZ

CHILD DEVELOPMENT

MERCED COLLEGE

I am a Super Mom for my daughter Scarlett by raising and loving her while earning my AA
in Child Development and graduating this upcoming Spring 2020. My superpowers let me
juggle my student life with my mom life and help me be the best mom for my daughter. My
Ninja maneuver power helps me get my daughter ready for the day before I go to class.
Another superpower is my ability to have extra energy at any time of day to give my daughter
the attention and enthusiasm she deserves, no matter how tired I may be from school. My
super power to function on zero sleep, helps me care for my daughter after staying up late
completing assignments. I am a super teacher for my daughter, by applying my knowledge
from my degree to help teach her different skills. My goal is to teach her to value her education
so she wants to earn a degree like her mom.
It has been difficult as a student- parent because as a single mom, I provide for my daughter
all on my own. The CalWORKs program has made it possible for me to earn my degree, while
also being a Super-Mom because of the assistance they have provided for my daughter and I.
I am extremely grateful for CalWORKs, because I am able to set an example for my daughter
and show her that anything is possible, no matter what the circumstances. CalWORKs lets me
use money that I would have to spend on school towards my daughter’s needs.
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MARISSA
PATINO

CHILD DEVELOPMENT

MERCED COLLEGE

I am a parent to a beautiful, two-year old boy. The way that I would describe my academic
excellence would be huge and heart shaped. I choose this because I work with children and
I have an abundance of empathy and nurturing qualities. It has really taken all my efforts
to achieve my academic goals. I am finishing with schooling (for now) in fall 2020, and am
scheduled to receive my AA in spring 2021. I am carrying 15 units this semester, working in
the Financial Aid Lab, and being a mother. The Merced College CalWORKs program has set
my mind at ease. I have faced many hardships in my journey through education; splitting of
my family, loved ones lost, financial instability, sometimes just feeling down, and yet here I
am. The Merced College CalWORKs program has aided me past the point of a “thank you.”
I could not do this if it were not for them. I have been helped with books, parking passes,
school supplies, snacks, appointments to keep me on my toes, they helped me better my
time management skills, and communication. It is more than money; it is building rapport
and relationships with people of my community that I am most thankful. The things that some
people take advantage of, I am very grateful. I did not have it easy. I do not have help to
get through my days sometimes, but the thought that CalWORKs will refer me to places and
give me a little insight is just what I need at times. This program has laid the foundation for
a prosperous future for my family and myself. I have all the faith that I will be self-sufficient in
the years to come. My career will display my appreciation and thankfulness; I am still being
molded into the woman I need to become, for my son and myself.
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KHAREE
PORTERFIELD

KINESIOLOGY/
NURSING
MERCED COLLEGE

My greatest challenge as a student-single father is a lack of a good support base and
understanding people in my corner. When I was 16, I became a parent to a beautiful baby
girl. I have been with my now 6-year-old daughter since the day she was born. She was three
years old when I started caring for her on my own. Since then it has been hard. I promised
myself that I would never abandon her and do the best to give her a good life. This journey
of being a student-single father has taught me a great deal about life, responsibility, and
myself. Though it has been a struggle, it only makes me stronger and motivates me to be
a better student. As a student-single father, it gets hard financially to support the both of
us while attempting to get through school full-time especially since we do not have any
close family in California to rely on. Although being a college student is very difficult and
a long process, I know that it will allow me to create a good example for my daughter to
follow and a better future for the both of us. CalWORKs allows me to do so by using my
schooling as a work activity so that I may receive financial assistance from the county to help
support my daughter and me through this process. They also support me with meal cards,
book vouchers, school supplies, back packs, and points me in the direction of valuable
community resources such as childcare. They have even recently accepted me into the work
study program on campus. Besides all the material benefits that allow me to focus on my
studies, grades, and information retention, they serve as a huge stress reliever knowing I
have genuine people on campus that sincerely care about my success and give me positive
reinforcement when I need it the most. CalWORKs program continues to support me and
my child through my college career when I had no one else to depend on.
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ANGELES

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION

RAMIREZ

MERCED COLLEGE

Being a college student who is not quite fluent in English can be quite challenging. I was
born in California but when I was very young, my family decided to move to Mexico. After
years, we returned to the United States and at first, after returning I felt very lost. I never
thought I would go to a community college, much less a university. Now I am convinced
that with effort and dedication everything can be done. Maybe things will not be easier,
but they are possible. Sometimes even on occasions I have to use google translate but it
does not matter. For every problem there is a solution. I would like people who have had
an experience similar to mine to never give up. You will never know how far you are able to
go if you never try. For all of this, my kids are my motivation. They are the ones who give me
energy and motives to keep moving forward.

92

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 5

MEGAN
SMITH

SOCIOLOGY

MERCED COLLEGE

I consider myself to have special powers. This past year has been filled with many challenges.
My resilience is my special power to overcoming these many challenges. I am a thirty-one
years old. I recently gained the strength to leave an abusive relationship and am now a
single mother of three boys. Since the age of fifteen, I have been self-reliant, independent,
and have always maintained employment. I have always had the desire to return to school,
but convinced myself that I would never be able to afford schooling to provide for my
children and myself. I was paralyzed by fear and failure. As a single mother, I was financially
and emotionally exhausted. It took a lot of courage, but I decided to take a leap of faith
and apply for public assistance and return to school full time. Before enrolling, I had no
knowledge of the resources that would become available to me. Even if I am not selected,
I want to express my genuine gratitude for the CalWORKs program. With CalWORKs, I am
now receiving the resources and opportunities I have once prayed. The CalWORKs Program
has put my fears and financial burden to rest. I feel encouraged and supported to achieve
my academic goals successfully. CalWORKs has become a safety net for me, I feel comforted
knowing I have a place of support where I can ask for help and seek guidance. With all of the
incredible resources I have been able to receive, there are no longer any barriers hindering
me from achieving my academic goals successfully. Without the help of CalWORKs, I would
not have been able to transition back into school on my own. CalWORKs has gone above
and beyond to supply me with the tools I need to pursue my education. CalWORKs is the
catalyst I have needed to be the super student I am committed to becoming. I can now
proudly be the super mom I am and lead my children by example.
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ELIZABETH
URIOSTEGUI

PSYCHOLOGY

MERCED COLLEGE

I receive kindness and love and it reminds me that kind, genuine people like them, make
the world a better and easier place. I’m a single mother to my son Disciple. It has taken
strength and perseverance to achieve my academic goals. Growing up, I was raised by a
single mother who had a 2nd grade education and was working in the fields of Mexico at
age five. In Kindergarten, I was put into a special speech class due to Spanish being my first
language. When entering Middle School and High School, I received low scores that put me
into repetitive classes and support classrooms. Due to my mother’s upbringing, I did not have
support from my family. I was named the dumb one by my mother and three sisters.They were
constantly reminding me how feeble-minded I was, which then lead me to despise any form
of education. I felt the education system was out to get me, so why would I try?
I then became rebellious and at age 11, I turned to the streets and became gang affiliated.
College was something that wouldn’t dare cross my mind. I was at risk of being expelled due
to fights and if I were to engage in any type of trouble, the school would expel me. I received
this news at 17, while being kicked out of my house, but I knew something had to change. For
once in my life, I listened to my heart and knew I wanted change. I retook classes that I failed
and dedicated myself to graduate high school and did exactly that. My failures, mistakes and
struggles have made my academics successful. I turned these lessons into achievements by
reaching my goals. I will graduate this semester and transfer to Fresno State University with
the support of CalWORKs..There is not a day when I walk into the office that there is not a
warm smile greeting me.There is absolutely nothing they haven’t been able to help me with,
and most importantly they have become my support system.
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JENNIFER
VELASQUEZ

REGISTERED NURSE

MERCED COLLEGE

The phrase, “It takes a village” is referred to by Hillary Clinton not just as a geographical
boundary but as a “…network of relationships and values that do bind us together.” I
would have to agree with her that it does require more than one person to really get things
done. However, I feel more inclined to call my network an empire. I am truly thankful for the
unbreakable empire that I have had throughout my life and even more so in the past few years.
Some may not even know that they are inadvertently responsible for helping me. Whether it
is verbally, mentally, or financially supportive, my empire is the reason that I have the strength
to keep working towards my goal.
The first and most dominant components of my village would have to be my parents. As a
single mother of a vibrant 1-year-old daughter, I rely heavily on my parents to rearrange their
work and sleep schedule to ensure that my daughter is well cared for while I pursue my dreams
of completing my education. Through it all, my parents are ready and willing to sacrifice to see
me succeed. The amount of stress this takes off my shoulders is tremendous and allows for me
to remain focused, driven, and successful in my educational attempts. The love and support
that they have given me helps me to feel confident in my ability to accomplish anything life
throws my way.
There are others within my village may not even know how influential and supportive their
actions have been in my journey. Nonetheless, they are part of my village and I can truly say that
without the support of the friends that help with my daughter, my parents’ employers allowing
for flexibility in their schedules, friends and teachers providing academic support to ensure that
my grades are at their best possible standards, and the many others that unknowingly have
inserted themselves into my little village are greatly appreciated and needed. Each person in
this village is instrumental in my success and I will forever be grateful.
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EMMA
CASTANON

PSYCHOLOGY
MODESTO JUNIOR
COLLEGE

I am a single mother with two kids. My life has been very difficult, especially when I got hurt
from my back spine. My life changed, and I could not return to work due to my physical
problem. I left from the hospital walking with a walker. After following physical therapy
treatment, I managed to walk again without a walker and decided to return to study to get a
better job opportunity where my physical body can handle it better. The superpowers began
from that day, where I felt that my life was no longer the same when I hit the bottom and I felt
depressed about my situation. That’s when I decided to take all the strength in me to continue
pursuing my dream. Since that day God put in my way a good social worker who helped me
and encouraged me to move on. She told me: “Emma, you can go back to study, life does
not end here, you can do this”. Since then, I said “Yes, I can do this! I can move on with my
children”. That’s how I decided to return to college to finish my career. I told her, ”I want to
get a job as a social worker like her and help many women who have suffered in life like me”.
The road has not been easy since I’m a father and mother for my children. I must be a good
example for them and show them that the best path to success in life is to study.
CalWORKs is an excellent program that helps students achieve their dreams. CalWORKs has
helped me a lot by starting to give me good advice through the counselors, guiding me on
what kind of classes I need to achieve my goals, helping me make better decisions when I
sometimes felt that I couldn’t continue always, and encourages me to move on and do not
give up. Being part of CalWORKs helped me to be part of other programs that MJC has for
single mothers that help me a lot to continue until I complete and reach my goals.
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HULDA
CISNEROS

CHILD DEVELOPMENT
MODESTO JUNIOR
COLLEGE

I arrived in Modesto, California in early January of 2019. My sister and her husband graciously
opened up their home to me. They were my only connection in Modesto. I was jobless and
slowly recovering from a severe mental breakdown. I was grateful to my family for a warm
room and a place to lay my head, and was ready to search for resources in the area. I needed
health insurance, food support, and an education. I vividly remember the day I walked into
the Stanislaus Community Services Agency. I was trembling in trepidation. I felt lost and
alone. My fears were assuaged when I was met with kindness, respect, and attentiveness.
My worker provided a great deal of information on resources for me in Stanislaus County.
Slowly I began to feel empowered by the assistance and support I was receiving. Soon after
that visit, SCOE contacted me and has since been a weekly support for my son, Luka, and
me. Our educator, Betsy, has supported me when I felt most frail and lost. My son, Luka,
is now four months old and a beaming bundle of joy. Thanks to the Cooperative Agencies
Resources for Education (CARE) I am able to reimburse my sister for providing childcare to
my son so I can study and complete my assignments. Additionally, CARE has allowed me to
connect with other single parents pursuing an education. Tanya Smith, CARE coordinator, has
actively encouraged and exhorted me. I am grateful for her part in my journey. I am in my
third semester at Modesto Junior College and pursuing an AS-T in Child Development and
an AA-T in Psychology. CalWORKs has allowed me to focus on my educational goals without
distraction. I walk around campus proudly using the CalWORKs backpack. My CalWORKs
counselor, Martha, has provided invaluable guidance and support. I came to Modesto with a
plan, but I was overwhelmed with fear and dejection. CalWORKs and other programs have
connected me with inspiring and uplifting individuals. Life has brought me obstacles, but with
the help and support I have, I am no longer afraid.
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STEPHANIE
FISHER

ADMINISTRATION
OF JUSTICE
MODESTO JUNIOR
COLLEGE

I started the CalWORKs program wanting to pursue a career that I was not passionate about.
After expressing my want to change my career to my CalWORKs counselor, Martha, she helped
me pick a new path. I had shared some of my past with Martha and after talking with her that
is when I decided to get my AA in Human Services and a certificate in Psychosocial. I became
pregnant at the age of 16 and had my second child before I was 21. My husband was very
abusive and after seven years of dealing with him, I left. I did not start a better life for myself,
instead I started using meth and I lost everything, including my kids. I have done jail time, I
have done things you could not even imagine, and I have lived a life I want to help others stay
away from. I want to help young mothers realize they have a choice in their futures. I want
them to know that having a child at a young age does not mean their life is over. As for myself,
after being on meth for 11 years, I changed my life when I became pregnant in 2015. I now go
to college full-time and am a single mother of a 4-year-old princess. I would not be where I am
today without the changes in my life and the CalWORKs program at Modesto Junior College.

98

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 5

CRYSTAL
GONZALEZ

PSYCHOLOGY
MODESTO JUNIOR
COLLEGE

I love psychology. I love learning how, as humans; we think the way we do; how we interact
with one another; how our development shapes us as time goes; and how psychology is in
every aspect of life such as biology, neuroscience, sociology, economics, and political science.
After changing my major twice and experiencing life, a degree in psychology will help me
understand the world around me and of others.
When I first started college in 2004, I didn’t put much effort into studying, nor taking notes.
Either I went to class or I didn’t. Now, I want to learn as much as I can. I want to understand
everything about psychology. My commitment to my studies involves long study hours, never
to miss class, I have goals to achieve, and better time management. Fall 2019, I took the most
difficult class I have taken since starting school at Modesto Junior College. It was statistics. It
was either “fight-or-flight” taking the course. I chose to “fight”. I was determined to pass the
class and I did with a B. I am determined to get my AA-T in psychology, AS social and behavior
and GE-certificate of completion.
The CalWORKS program has helped me tremendously get through school and this part
of life when I have needed it the most. It has given me a second opportunity to realize my
dream in finishing school. It has allowed me to show my daughter that continued education
is important and takes dedication. The program has helped with minimizing stress when
it comes to turning in any paperwork needed and requiring me to meet with a counselor
to help me get through college. As a result, I am now closer to making my career dream a
reality at the end of Spring 2020.
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MYRKA
LARES

NURSING
MODESTO JUNIOR
COLLEGE

Since I can remember, I have always had a heart to care for others. When I was in high school,
I was part of a program called Health Careers Academy. The Health Careers Academy is
a program that offers academic curriculum as well as vocational experiences for students
interested in careers in health care. I loved it so much that I have decided once I graduate, I
wanted to go to college and study to become a registered nurse. I had big dreams! However,
right after high school, I found out that I was pregnant. So there I was, 17 years old pregnant,
and thinking I was not going to be able to go to college anymore. I was devastated and upset
with myself! After I put myself together, I told myself that I was going to reach my dream, no
matter what it took, and that is exactly what I did. I worked hard semester after semester,
raising my son as a single mother, and working as part time. After eight years of putting a
great deal of hard work into my studies, I am now in the Associate Degree Nursing program. I
have one more year left until I graduate, and then I would be able to take the National Council
Licensure Examination - Registered Nurse to earn my license as a registered nurse. My goal is
not to stop there. I am going to continue my education, get my bachelor’s degree in nursing,
and further along my education to earn my master’s degree in Family Nurse Practitioner (FNP).
The reason I want to be a FNP is that there are not enough physicians here in the central valley
to help families. I want to give back to the community because if it was not for my God, my
community (i.e., resources for single mothers, government aid, CalWORKs, counselling, etc.,),
and my support system I do not know how I would have made it. My son has been a great
motivation to keep me striving, and I will not stop until I reach my dreams.
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ALEJANDRA
MONTES-NERY

EARLY CHILDHOOD
DEVELOPMENT
MODESTO JUNIOR
COLLEGE

My superpower would be the ability to grow and transform through my education and life
skills. I worked in a dead end job since I was 22. In 2018, my daughter’s Head Start program
offered me free classes in an early child development cohort at Modesto Junior College. I
started attending and fell in love with the subject. I began to understand and changed the
way I viewed education and the importance of my child’s development. I want to continue
to attend MJC and grow not only as mother but also as a professional. I want to be able to
give back to my community eventually. I want to support other parents and children just like
the Head Start program supported my family and me. Without them, I would still be stuck
in that dead end job.
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CASSANDRA
MUNOZ

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION/
ACCOUNTING
MODESTO JUNIOR
COLLEGE

There have been many struggles in my life that gave me doubt in reaching my educational
goals. I became a young mother at sixteen and chose to stay at home to watch my beautiful
baby grow. A separation that I never thought could come is what gave me the push to depend
on myself to take care of my baby boy and myself. For that reason, I decided to take an
educational journey to become what I had always hoped and wanted, a business owner as well
as an accountant. Without the help of CalWORKs, I would not be here today. The incredible
assistance in showing me the right direction to getting an AA in accounting and transferring
to build my education in business administration was all the help I needed to be where I am
today. A single mother with now three children and close to the end of my journey, becoming
an accountant is just around the corner for me. I can proudly say that my kids will see their
mother in a successful position as I had always dreamed of being someday. Thank you to
everyone who has helped me from CalWORKs for the drive, the materials, and the kind words
to keep me going.
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VERONICA

HUMAN SERVICES

NUNEZ

MODESTO JUNIOR
COLLEGE

I feel one of my most significant superpowers is the power to overcome. As a student and a
parent, I feel it is important to be the example. I have not always been a perfect role model.
My story includes domestic violence, drug addiction, incarceration, and homelessness. As
a student, especially a re-entry student, considering that I had completed my high school
equivalency in 2017, it is important to build support groups and utilize resources on campus
that are available to your special circumstance. My support happens to be CalWORKs and
the CARE program as well as colleagues who experienced similar struggles as those I faced
and the desire to want more for my family and myself. Not only a single parent of an autistic
child but a returning student after such a long period of time and a recovering addict.
These programs have helped me by not only providing assistance with books but also with
guidance from program coordinators, counselors, and social workers that care and want to
see us succeed. It is like having your own set of cheerleaders that truly believe in you. I also
faced homelessness while in my third semester here at Modesto Junior College. That was
enough stress to make someone want to give up but once again my superpowers kicked in!
Quitting was not an option. My social worker provided me with the resources, which assisted
my family and me with temporary shelter and then permanent housing with utility assistance.
Once I was in my home, I felt balanced and the following semester I added another class
to my schedule. By doing so I will be able to obtain my degree sooner than anticipated.
Because I have been given so much support, I also feel it is important to give back. I share
my story with prospective students and make them aware of resources available to them
such as CalWORKs and CARE. I let them know they do not have to face this journey alone.

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 5

103

DANA
PEREZ

NURSING
MODESTO JUNIOR
COLLEGE

When I became a student at Modesto Junior College, I knew I wanted a career that will help
other people. My passion has always been in the field of nursing. I love every aspect of nursing,
I want to make a difference in everyone’s lives I come across. I want to influence people in
a positive way. I chose this career goal at a young age and when I was seventeen years old,
I determined that I wanted to become a labor and delivery nurse. I was seventeen and was
giving birth to my daughter, I encountered two types of nurses, the one who is annoyed with
you for coming into the hospital and the other who believes in the patients. I was mistreated
by a nurse and treated amazingly by the second nurse. This drove me to wanting to specialize
in that field because when you’re pregnant and in labor, all a woman needs is support. I want
to make that possible.
The CalWORKs program has helped me get closer to making my career dream a reality,
because of the support of the fellow CalWORKs students and program directors makes it
encouraging to finish school. The CalWORKs program is my drive to get outstanding grades
every semester because I want to encourage other people to do the same. Without the
CalWORKs program I would not have all of the financial help that I need in order to succeed
with my educational goals.
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BETHANY
SAINT-SMITH

ADMINISTRATION
OF JUSTICE
MODESTO JUNIOR
COLLEGE

The shape of incompleteness and the size of infinite promise have been the conjoined story
of my freedom’s excellence. On the academic side, I grew up within walls of racial bias,
a troubled family, and an inability to complete my education. In 2001, graduation week
approached, and though I knew I was not graduating, I knew that I would never give into
the voices of those who told me I would never amount to anything. The loss of freedom
outside of the brave of our country, and the fear of losing myself amongst my ability to be
robust, no matter what my life brought me pushed me to achieve. Living a life of travel,
musicianship, becoming a mother, and working, I went from CA to NYC and then (with
my son) to Argentina. After leaving a domestically abusive marriage, I promised myself
that I would never allow any one person or thing to take away from the promise within
myself to finish high school and get an education. I published my first book in 2018 on
suffering through domestic violence, titled Black Pearls. A promise that nothing was ever
going to hold me back from excelling, especially myself. I persisted. Upon moving back
to my hometown of Modesto, I was accepted into the CalWORKs program and chose to
complete my HSE. In a short few months, I would graduate from Learning Quest (an adult
learning center) with five Special Academic Recognition Awards, and received recognition
though the Literacy Network of Stanislaus County upon being nominated for the Literacy
Award in 2019. Before graduation, I enrolled in MJC and began spring courses to major in
Administration of Justice. Upon completing three semesters at MJC, I was awarded a place
on the Dean’s List for both summer and fall of 2019, with a GPA of 3.88. I also published my
second book on combating the life of domestic violence titled, “Going Brave.”
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DORA

HUMAN SERVICES–
ALCOHOL & DRUG
COUNSELING

LIZAOLA

REEDLEY COLLEGE

I am a single mother of three and live in Orange Cove, California. I am pursuing a career
in Alcohol and Drug counseling. I feel my superpower is the ability to keep focus on school
while still being a single mother and tackling all the obstacles that life throws at me. As
I mentioned before I have three children. My son was recently diagnosed with a mental
disorder and it was a very difficult time for me with the time he spent in the hospital and his
recovery. I remained calm while supporting my son and kept my focus in school. It is tough
sometimes to stay focused but I always give it my all. I also have two daughters one is 14
and in high school and the other is 12 and in Jr. high school. I definitely feel like a superhero
to my kids because they see me with the motivation to do well and get my education and
a good job. CalWORKs is a tremendous help. I am able to be successful in school because
the CalWORKs program is a great help with my books, the counseling they give, and all
the wonderful things they do to help me be a great student. CalWORKs provides me with
a laptop and I am able to do my online classes or any assignments that are due. Another
great program is work-study. This is wonderful that helps me provide for my children. I
have formed great relationships where I work on campus. The CalWORKs program has
given me confidence and the support I need. I would not be where I am at today without
the CalWORKs program. I have the superpower to be a good single mother as well as a
good student to keep my focus and never give up! I can honestly say I am a supermom and
a super student! Thank you.
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LAURA
RAMIREZ

ADMINISTRATIVE
ASSISTANT
REEDLEY COLLEGE

After spending so much time looking, I knew I had to go back to school and pursue a college
degree, in hopes to transfer to a four year college for my bachelor’s degree. I am happy to
announce that I have been accepted to Fresno Pacific University. In all the hardships that we
have faced, I have tried to stay positive and continue to look forward to a successful feature
for myself and for my children. With small children at home, it could be very easy to give up
on your dreams. Trying to be super mom and wife, there is no time to give up, only look at
the bright future. At the moment we are receiving benefits from the government and my
husband and I are both part of the CalWORKs program and meeting all the requirements as
full time student. Financial aid is limited and work study hours run out so any other income
or receiving this scholarship will be greatly appreciated.
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WENDI
SALPA

EARLY CHILD
DEVELOPMENT
REEDLEY COLLEGE
MADERA
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE CENTER

It has been very hard and challenging to attend classes and find the right support system to
help me with my obstacles. For me, the programs here on campus have been a very good
support system. They have helped me emotionally, financially, spiritually, and physically. They
have helped me emotionally because I can always count on them to hear me out. There’s
always women groups here at the CalWORKs office and I can find help whenever I am in
a stressful situation. They have helped me financially because when I have found myself in
tight situations I have gotten clothes donations from staff, I have gotten food boxes, and I
make small things to sell on campus and sell them here at the office. I find anyway to make
ends meet and to provide my son with his needs.
At the beginning when I just had my baby I didn’t have reliable child care and I would bring
my son to school. The girls at the front desk from CalWORKs would watch him while I went
to class. I would bring him to campus and sometimes take my son to class. I have super
powers because no matter the obstacles placed in front of me, I never dropped out of
college. Being a single mother is hard, completing classes and homework is hard, not taking
a break between parenting and school is hard, financial burden is hard, I have super powers
because I get all of these things done all on my own. I know I am struggling right now but
if I don’t get myself an education, the path ahead of me will be even harder for me. Super
powers come in all forms from finding childcare at the last minute to attend class, selling
cans when I need gas money, to finding ways to stay in school and still provide my son with
his needs. I am applying for this grant because I need the academic and financial support to
finish this semester successfully.
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JUSTIN
CROSBY

WILD-LAND FIRE
TECHNOLOGY
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

I am a proud CalWORKs Dad because I am able to successfully balance the weight of the world
on my shoulders. I have a wife and five kids but still manage to be a full-time student. I have
managed to complete the wild-land firefighter academy and work with the Marauder fire crew
for two fire seasons now. Even though I completed the academy, I have chosen to continue
my education and get my degree in wild-land fire technology. I have had a rough life growing
up as a child and even into my adult life. Growing up I managed to get myself into trouble but
was able to bounce back and become the man I am today. I have managed to stay focused
and work my hardest to achieve my goals I set even with the obstacles that have come about.
With this career, I can help to make a difference not only in my community but also all over the
world. Being a wild-land firefighter has been a lifetime goal for me. I want to be the light at the
end of the tunnel for my community. My CalWORKs program has taught me invaluable skills
like time management, stress-management, self-care, and how to create a vision for the life I
want to live. Each of my CalWORKs counselors show me patience. Our Director tells me what
I need to hear as opposed to what I want to hear and the support staff show me kindness. I
take in all of the information provided at the CalWORKs workshops and use it to become a
better version of myself. Scholarship funds will affect my life beyond words. Transportation,
food, school supplies and more will be the target for any assistance that I am able to receive
via scholarship funds. Having the household size that I have has taught me how to successfully
navigate the rough seas that we call life and make a dollar stretch. A scholarship will help me
cement the fact in the minds of my children that it pays to be smart!
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CRYSTAL
FAYE

REGISTERED NURSE
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

God, who is the creator and sustainer of my entire being, has afforded me the privilege of a
village like none other. I cannot give or take the credit for any of the victories my family and I
have obtained. Jesus saved me and blessed me with pillars who support me and encourage
my beliefs and goals. I am so very grateful and thankful for my faith in him. He has given
me resources like AVC CalWORKs and all of its working body. Mr. Wiley and his team of
outstanding personnel go above and beyond to help their students. His staff is knowledgeable
about all aspects of the GAIN program, which allows participants like myself to benefits off of
the program to its fullest extent. I could not have been able to accomplish any of my family
needs without them. As a single mother with two beautiful growing, thriving children life
happens and without my church, my family, my close friends, and most of all Mr. Wiley and
his team, I would not have had access to my future. CalWORKs has paved the way for many
families, moms and dads, who if not for the resources it provides, will not have opportunities
to grow, to feel of value, to contribute positively to society. We would not have the faith in
ourselves to take the leap of faith and TRY! I pray that God almighty continues to bless this
program because it has truly been a blessing to my family and I.
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ALEJANDRINA
FLORES

NUTRITIONIST &
DIETITICIAN
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

One of my super powers as a mom and human being is the ability to recognize when it is
time to move forward in life and to close chapters that do not go anywhere. Being in a toxic
relationship for 6 years taught me a lot it made the person I am today. Yes, it was hard. It
was the darkest chapter of my life. My ex was an alcoholic and there was emotional violence
almost all the time. After six years, I decided to put an end to this nonsense and moved out
with my two children. I had to make that decision to better myself and provide for my little
ones. It was hard to go back to school after 20 + years. My college has supported me in many
ways. I want to be the best example to my kids that no matter how many times you fall you
can find the courage and strength to get up in life and keep pushing to reach your goals. Life
is not easy and can sometimes be scary and challenging. However, we as human beings are
made to overcome any obstacle life throw at us. Anything is possible if you put your heart
to it. I will continue doing my best effort to better myself and to be the mom my kids need. I
know that every experience is a lesson learned and that is always room to improve yourself.
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PATRICIA
GAMEZ

REGISTERED NURSE
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

I am currently studying to be a registered nurse at AVC. When I was younger, I was not sure
what I wanted to be when I grew up. One day as I watched television I saw a commercial about
a degree in registered nursing. I was about seven or eight years old when I decided that, but
at the time, I did not even know what a registered nurse was. I only decided that because it
sounded “cool” at the time. As I grew older, my father got sick and was diagnosed with End
Stage Renal Disease. All I knew then was that I wanted to learn more about that disease and
that is when I went into the medical field as a medical assistant and worked for eight years.
As I worked and learned new things every day, I wanted to get in deeper and that is what led
me into my career path, my work and my father. Helping others is my passion, being there for
them at the most time of need is what drives me. I want to be able to help patients with that
disease the way that I helped my father. It is a very rewarding feeling after you care for these
patients. CalWORKs has helped my tremendously. Because of them, I was able to quit my
job to get ahead in my career. I have been in school since 2012 and worked full-time and was
moving very slow up the ladder. However, thanks to the CalWORKs I was able to move along
with their financial help. Also thankful for their support in every counseling appointment that
I attend. They are always so encouraging and I always carry what they tell me throughout the
semester. I enjoy always walking into their office and seeing all their motivational quotes that
they have hanging around in all their walls. I owe it to the CalWORKs for helping me get ahead
in my career. It truly is an amazing program and it really is here to help students like me that
are in need get ahead in their career.
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ALEXIS
HIERRO

BIOLOGY
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

I am a single mother of a 16 month old little girl. I am very motivated with my career goals.
Once I graduated from Paraclete High School, I went to La Sierra University and played
college softball. I got hurt in 2016 and came back home to get healthy. In the meantime, I
had my daughter and joined the Orange County CSI explorer/Internship program. I attended
for 3 years and drove every Wednesday down to Orange County Crime Lab. I studied every
department of the crime lab and did patrol at the Orange County jail. I am determined to
finish my education to work in a field I enjoy and to provide for myself and daughter. I became
a single mom the day my daughter was born.
I did not know about CalWORKs until a close friend helped me apply for the program. No matter
what the circumstances were and are still now, I have not quit. The CalWORKs Department
at my school has helped me TREMENDOUSLY by helping me get my education, to helping
with outside of the classroom. I am extremely blessed to have called the CalWORKs staff. I will
never forget them when I graduate.
I want to work for the Crime Lab because I want to help find evidence and solve unsolved
crimes. I am very passionate for the field of Crime Scene Investigations and Toxicology. I have
always been interested in drug trafficking, how prisoners get drugs through the prison systems
and how they are made. The department of Crime Scene Investigations is very challenging,
but so interesting. I have learned from the training when you are in the middle of a crime
scene doing your photography to drawing and lettering the evidence, that in order for you to
understand and figure out how the crime scene was made or what happened, you need think
if you were a criminal or the suspect in that situation.

114

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 6

EARTHA

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION/
ACCOUNTING

JOHNSON

ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

I am a single parent of 4 children ,two of whom are now adults and one is a recent college
graduate. As a single parent, I attempted college several times before, however, I would
always choose to go back to work so that I could better support my family. I am originally
from North Carolina and relocated to California about 3 years ago with three of my children.
The jobs I worked in the past were always customer related. I have a deep passion for helping
others and I have worked in various jobs from call centers to insurance. When we relocated
to California, I worked for a surgical supply company shipping supplies to customers and
some accounting. I fell in love with accounting. Being detailed oriented, inputting the financial
information, sending invoices and even figuring out why something wasn’t adding up properly,
appealed to me.
In 2018, I began to really struggle financially. Although I loved my job, I was not making enough
to support my family and started working a job at night. This was frustrating because I was
still struggling financially and unable to obtain work that would provide financial stability. We
became homeless in August of 2018. It was devastating and I felt like I failed my family. That was
when I made the decision to go back to school and obtain an accounting degree. CalWORKs
has been extremely beneficial by financially assisting me with books and supplies, and other
resources that are necessary for me to complete my degree. Without their assistance, this
would be a much more difficult and longer process to reach my goal. I will have my own small
business that will provide accounting services for other small businesses. I will also dedicate a
lot of time giving back to the community by teaching financial literacy to groups of all ages,
specifically young adults. I believe the younger you are when you begin to understand money,
the better of you can be in the future. Financial literacy is imperative to being successful and
I want to do all I can to teach others.
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DIANA
JUAREZ

VOCATIONAL NURSE
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

As a single mom, I have many super powers. But, when I decided to go back to school, I
embraced my super powers even more. I realized all the obstacles that I overcame and will
overcome, will only recharge my superpowers and give me a magnetic energy that I can use
to conquer the world. My super power is that I never give up. It is very easy to give up. I have
thought about it many times. The CalWORKs program has supported me in many ways. I
was in a very abusive relationship for many years. When I came to Antelope Valley College; I
was drowning and no one noticed. My family did not know what I was going through behind
closed doors. At that point I was numb. I wanted to get an education, but was struggling
with that as well. I remember during one counseling appointment I had in fall of 2016, my
counselor Mrs. Coleen asked me one question. I don’t know what she asked me, all I did was
say yes. My body was sitting in her chair but my mind was in a very sad, depressing place. She
asked me if I was ok in which I lied and said “Yes!” She knew I was lying, she got up closed the
door behind me and told me “You are not leaving until you tell me what is wrong with you.”
I took a long and deep breath and started to cry. She was one of the very first persons to ask
me how I was and really mean it. She then proceeded to tell me I needed help and it was ok
to ask for it. She got me in touch with Valley Oasis and other resources right away. Words, or
even this essay, cannot truly describe how much the CalWORKs program changed my life for
the better. I desperately seek to better my education not only for myself, but also for my two
boys that I need to provide for and lead by example. The support that CalWORKs provides
for me is praise worthy.
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ISIS
LUAHIWAALVAREZ

MEDICAL
ADMINISTRATIVE
ASSISTANT
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

I always heard people say it takes a village to raise a child and honestly, I never believed it
till I had a daughter of my own. It put my whole life on pause till my daughter was born. The
village that formed once she arrived is the best one anyone could ask for. I was able to go
back to school and know that my daughter is well taken care of and healthy. I was able to
complete a certification in ultrasound and continue furthering my education so that I have my
Associates in Administrative Medical Assisting. I am most thankful for my mom, dad, sister,
great grandma, both my grandmas and family friend for being a part of both of mine and my
daughter’s lives when we needed them the most. My mom and dad have taught my daughter
so much that not just anyone wouldn’t be able to do. She is three years old and knows her
ABC’s, how to count to twenty, her colors, songs, can talk in complete sentences and tell you
stories about things that have happened and knows some Hawaiian. Everyone that comes
across her thinks she’s much older. They have had my back with anything and helped me
however they possibly can when I need it the most. My sister helps where she can, as so do
my grandmas and family friend, but they each play an individual role because no matter what,
they’ve been there without hesitation and not needing to be asked. One of my grandmas
gave me a place to stay when I needed it, my other grandma was there in the delivery room
with me and my mom when I was having my daughter. Our family friend even gave us a place
to stay when it was needed for a short time.This isn’t just any village it is my family my ohana.
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ANTHONY
MATTHEWS

AUTO BODY
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

I’m a 26 year old single father/student. My greatest challenge while being a student-father has
been childcare. Sometimes it might get hard or I might overthink my work but all the school
resources have been very helpful. The CalWORKs counselor has been helpful and gave me a
good understanding of how the college works.
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TABITHA
MCCLAINCROSBY

PSYCHOLOGY
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

My superpower is that I am able to successfully balance the weight of the world on my shoulders.
No biopsy, family difficulty, or other struggle has been able to deter me from achieving
academic excellence. I have been overcoming health issues for fifteen years. Sometimes it is
a struggle to even get out of bed. I hear tiny feet running down the hall each morning and
somehow I muster up the energy to get out of bed and face the day. I have exceeded beyond
even my wildest academic expectations. With hard work, dedication, internal motivation, and
inspiration in the form of my husband and children, I have surpassed the Dean’s list and have
been firmly on the President’s list! Drug abuse, alcohol abuse, domestic violence, poor anger
management, and bad parenting are all things that I have seen, experienced and know too
well. Unfortunately, there is an overabundance of these things in our community and not
necessarily and an overabundance of help for these things. Too often, our neighbors, friends,
and family suffer in silence. I want to be the light at the end of the tunnel for individuals in my
community. My CalWORKs program has taught me invaluable skills like time management,
stress-management, self-care, and how to create a vision for the life I want to live. Each of
my CalWORKs counselors show me patience, our Director tells me what I need to hear as
opposed to what I want to hear, and all of the support staff show me kindness. I take in all of
the information provided at the CalWORKs workshops and use it to become a better version
of myself. Scholarship funds will affect my life beyond words. Transportation, food, school
supplies, and more will be the target for any assistance that I am able to receive via scholarship
funds. Having the household size that I have has taught me how to navigate the rough seas
that we call life and make a dollar stretch. A scholarship will help me cement the fact in the
minds of my children that it pays to be smart!
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ADRIENE
MCIVER

HUMAN SERVICES
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

I truly believe that I have superpowers as a student-parent. I am 46 years old and this is my
second go-round as a junior college student. I have 3 children; 1 ½ yr old twins and a 20-yearold daughter whom also is in college. I had no intentions of becoming a mom at 44 years
old, however, God had other plans for me. With me becoming a new mom, I also became
homeless and a domestic violence victim. I always used to say that something like this could
never happen to me..WELL IT DID! I have been living in my car for the past 2 ½ years with
family, friends and my 20-year-old daughter assisting me with watching my kids while I drive
80 miles one way four days a week to attend classes at AVC
This brings me to telling you about what an AWESOME CALWORKS program AVC has. I would
travel from the moon and back just to participate in this program. Mr. Wiley and his staff makes
sure that I receive adequate counseling twice a semester, they make sure I am receiving the
right amount of cash-aid and food assistance from the department of social services, if GAIN
is denying services without justification CALWORKS staff will walk me through the process of
filing an appeal through state hearing. One time I was in desperate need of assistance with gas
to get to and from school and Mr. Wiley provided me with a gas card. There was also a time I
felt as if I was being discriminated against by one of my professors, I spoke with Mr. Wiley (the
director of CalWORKs at AVC) and he advised me to drop the course before receiving a W or
F grade and he personally made an appointment for me to speak with the dean of admissions.
With all that I am going through I have managed to stay in good standing academically. In
conclusion, I know that whenever I am feeling like giving up I can count on the CalWORKs staff
to turn those feeling around.
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HONESTY
MEEKS

ADMINISTRATIVE
ASSISTANT
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

When I was a child, my mother was a slave to her substances. As a result, I, along with my
siblings, were separated from each other. We roamed around like nomads. Because I was
alone, vulnerable, and unprotected, I was preyed upon. My childhood innocence was snatched
from me, and I became a mother at the age of 14. Eventually, I was placed with a foster family
that provided me not only a loving home and warmth, but my first sense of belonging inside
of a village. Being a young teen mother, I was unable to attend high school like a normal kid.
I successfully progressed through the independent studies system. Along the way, there were
counselors and teachers that provided me with words of encouragement and assistance, and
they let me know that I could count on them as additions to my growing village. I emancipated
from the system at the age of 18; however, my foster mother and I continue to have a dynamic
relationship. Her protection, guidance, and care, combined with the love and wisdom from
several other powerful sisters and extended aunts, is the only way that I have been able to
make it this far. They helped build my self-esteem, taught me how to be a woman and have
cared for my son like he was their own.
Once I found my way to a community college campus, my village grew even more.
Compassionate professors noticed that I lagged behind academically and they extended their
arms around me. I routinely found myself inside of professors office hours, and some even
provided me with extended time on projects and assignments. Today, I am a mother of three.
My CalWORKs and EOPS family is just that, a family to me – better yet a village. The wonderful
women in these offices have reinforced in me that I have the right major, Administrative
Assistant/Office Specialist. Obtaining the CalWORKs Student Voices scholarship will provide
me with encouragement and hope in my quest towards my ultimate goal of earning a Master’s
Degree. Additionally, I can show my boys that perseverance pays off in the end.
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MONICA
MICHEL

ADMINISTRATIVE
JUSTICE
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

I have overcome so many obstacles in my life. What I have gone through in 17 and 1/2 years
of a marriage that ended in divorce because of domestic violence. There was physical and
emotional abuse. However, I knew I had to put an end to this little obstacle in my path.
Therefore, I decided to get the divorce and look at what I can do for my kids and me. Moreover,
what better way to go back to school get an education and show my kids and my ex and
myself anything is possible. I have also been there 1000% for my kids by showing them that
an education can provide a more stable at home, to always do your best, and if you are going
to be in a relationship, do your best and if not, to walk away. You do not need to stay just
because there is kids and it is better to be apart than together. I have always enjoyed being
with my kids I love and enjoy being at home not too big of a fan of going out to parties. Love
to be with friends and have a good talk. The only parties I enjoy is with the family and friends.
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WILLIAM
ORTIZ

INSTRUCTIONAL AIDE
SINGLE SUBJECT
TEACHER
ANTELOPE VALLEY
COLLEGE

Education has saved my life on multiple occasions. When I was young, I was going down the
wrong path until I met a teacher that genuinely cared about all her students. She inspired me
to become a better person and taught me that education would be the only way to escape
from my surroundings. As an adult, I have become ill with multiple conditions. My illness has
driven me into a state of depression and anxiety that had me in bed for days at a time. When
CalWORKs offered me the opportunity to attend school, a light ignited inside of me and
made me deal with my depression and anxiety with schoolwork and photography. Becoming
a teacher will allow me to inspire our youth to continue with their education goals and guide
them to continue to go on to college. AVC’s Photography program has opened doors for
me. I am now covering professional soccer games and I am currently helping our soccer
communities by providing high school soccer and community college soccer photography
and video highlights to help our athletes move up with their dreams of playing in division
one and/or professional teams. My career goal is to become a teacher and a professional
sports photographer. I am very invested in obtaining my goal and I will not stop until I have
accomplished them. I must lead by example and my children will see that anything is possible
as long you are willing to work hard for it. I have maintained an overall GPA of 3.67 and I am
very excited for the upcoming semester in order to increase my GPA and finish my Associates
Degree in Instructional Aide with transfer to pursue my teaching degree.
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JOSEPHINE
CHAVEZ CARR

PARALEGAL STUDIES
COLLEGE OF
THE CANYONS

I find myself fortunate to have the opportunity to make my educational goals come true.
Although my future career was not clear in high school, I had dreams of going to college, but
I fell victim to domestic violence and I dropped out. Married to my batterer, I survived eight
years of domestic violence in my first marriage. When my son of that relationship was 22
months old, we were given a second chance at life. My batterer under California’s Third-Strike
Law was sentenced to 39 years in a California State Prison. I vowed during the sentencing
that if given this chance, I would raise a good young man and do everything I could to pay
it forward. I became a domestic violence victim’s advocate for the Domestic Abuse Center
becoming the Coordinator for the Domestic Abuse Response Team (DART) the same team
that responded to my 9-1-1 call and saved my son’s and my life. With a hectic varied work
schedule, remarried, and raising a new family, I tried to go back to school. However, with focus
on my profession my education was neglected. In 2018, the agency lost an important contract
that led to the decision to lay me off. This opened up the opportunity to pursue my new
educational goals. I researched the ABA Approved Paralegal Studies Program at College of
the Canyons and started on my career path. My unemployment insurance expired and I had to
apply for CalWORKs so I could reach my goals. I was also able to earn my high school diploma
through the Antelope Valley Adult Education. I have a clear vision for my future and with the
community college CalWORKs program’s support; my short-term goal is achievable within
the next year! Once I graduate with my Associates Degree in Paralegal Studies, my hope is to
work with the District Attorney’s Office or with Legal Aid where I can continue to assist victims
of domestic violence. My long-term goal is to open a paralegal service in my hometown and
continue helping victims and making a difference in my community.
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JESSICA
DELAZARI

SOCIOLOGY
COLLEGE OF
THE CANYONS

My career goal is to work with college or high school students, and help guide them towards
higher education. I believe that I can achieve this by becoming a school counselor and/or
mentor. I am working towards getting my bachelor’s degree in sociology, and then I want to
get my master’s degree in school counseling. My major allows me to learn about why certain
minority groups do not go to college. I also learned about the statistics around young, single
mothers, and how they do not go to college. This has inspired me to try my best to help low
income, minorities and single mothers go to college. I really want to be able to help guide
students in the right direction. Having a higher education is beneficial towards someone’s life.
Not only does it offer endless opportunities, it also offers knowledge that cannot be found
anywhere else.
I did not go straight to college after high school because I was intimidated by the entire
process. I did not think a teen/single mom belonged in school. I didn’t know better, and I was
ashamed of my situation. That is why my career goal is to help guide students in the right
direction towards higher education. I am currently working as a college assistant for the Work
Study program at College of the Canyons where I help organize and mentor the high school
Latino club. My job is to help guide and mentor these students into the right direction. I
answer any questions they may have about school, and try to inspire them to go to college, or
any type of schooling after high school. Working as a college assistant has really helped shape
my passion towards becoming a school counselor. My career goal is to help guide students
towards college, and I will achieve this by continuing my own higher education.
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VILMA
MARROQUIN

PSYCHOLOGY
COLLEGE OF
THE CANYONS

My dream is to become an educational counselor and help students just like me reach their
goals and dreams. I feel I will get satisfaction knowing I was able to help other students in
reaching their goal. I have had personal experience with counselors who do not seem to care
about the student and what they want to do. They tell you what they want you to do with
no input from the student at all. When I experience this, I felt like I did not want to try to do
anything in life. I was just in school because that is what everyone does. I have had counselors
that are complete opposite who motivate you and inspire you to do your best and let you
know that sometimes classes are not what you expected but you can do it and just try again
because you can do it. This has inspired me to pursue educational counseling because I want
to be that person that motivates students and lets them know they have someone that will
cheer them on. I know what it is like to have people who are not inspiring and I do not want
others to lose motivation because of them. This inspires me to pursue this dream and in doing
so I will be self-sustained and support my baby boy. I want to provide him a stable home and
show him that hard work and determination will help him reach his goals and dreams. In this
way the CalWORKs program has allowed me to be able to continue my studies by providing
aid while I am in school. I have many achievements that I am proud of like the decision of
going back to school. I am excited to pursue my dream career. I look forward to obtaining my
Associates for transfer. I want to continue learning new things that I will be able to share with
students that may be going through difficult times. I can show them an example of how I am
where I envision myself in the future as an education counselor.
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DIANA
MORENO

COMMUNICATIONS
COLLEGE OF
THE CANYONS

Villages used to be a natural way to learn from and receive help from our extended families,
and the surrounding communities. In today’s age, parents dive alone into the most important
life changing role we may ever have, with little preparation and support. What today’s parents
like I need are modern villages. My village has provided me with built-in support. As a first
time parent, a single parent and first time generational student, I found and I reached out
to a community called Single Mother’s Outreach. This organization, along with people like
counselors from school programs I am involved with in college, are programs like; CalWORKs,
EOPS, GAIN, school counselors, teachers, Childcare Resource Center, bosses, therapist,
friends, directors, my child’s daycare, have all given me, an aspiring parent, a natural way to be
confident to thrive and achieve my responsibility as a parent.Some of the many ways in which
I have gotten help from all the above-mentioned organizations and people working inside
those organizations, have been, in being an ear for me to talk through my circumstances and
to create and understand the transformation process I was undertaking. The organizations,
have provided me with economic opportunities, such as scholarship programs like this one,
money to fix my vehicle, taking financial courses, workshops to be a better parent and housing
resources. This village has helped me with my mental health, during rough times of vulnerability,
and have provided a safe and nurturing place. Teachers, have helped me with the flexibility
in my deadlines for school assignments. All of their endless support has helped me slowly
heal, and find myself again during the darkest times of my life. With the help of this village, I
have been able to travel to Sacramento as a student leader, advocating for both students and
professors, which has expanded my mind and gave me clarity toward career options. I have
been able to build my confidence in my own story and have continued to help others that
started like I did along the way.
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VILMA
VASSYUNINA

NURSING
COLLEGE OF
THE CANYONS

I have always wanted to work in the medical field. My career goal is to become a gerontological
nurse practitioner. I am recently graduated with an Associate Degree in Nursing from the
College of the Canyons. Concurrently, I am working on my bachelor’s degree in nursing by
taking classes at National University. I plan to get my bachelor’s degree in nursing by January
2021 and start working on my master’s degree as soon as possible. I am inspired by the
opportunities that furthering my education brings me, which is why I plan to advance my
education towards the master’s degree in nursing. The knowledge and skills I have acquired
and will acquire throughout my learning career exhilarate me and support my goal of being
a specialized nurse practitioner. So far, through my education, I have gained valuable clinical
experience including practical nursing skills. This hands-on experience, coupled with the
knowledge obtained in my classes, has supported my decision to further my education. This
will allow me to specialize in working with older patients, with who I have a personal fondness.
CalWORKs helped me to reach my dream. I am a single mother and the only provider in my
family. I went through a painful divorce with a restraining order. I appreciate the support of
CalWORKs. I was able to focus more on my classes and less on calculating how I would get by
financially. I was able to reach my dream with less delay. Being a single mother, working and
studying for the future of my child and myself makes me stronger. Somedays I feel like I cannot
handle it anymore, but I know I will not give up. It’s great to know that there are programs
such as CalWORKs that care about students in need, and I know that one day, through my
hard work, I will not only be able to provide care as a nurse, but I will be able to give back to
the people in need.
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JADE
LEHRMANN–
BODINE

CHEMISTRY
CUESTA COLLEGE

I remember the winter of 2010 like it was yesterday. I had escaped a very abusive relationship
with my children in tow and a weeks worth of clothes packed in the car. I remember looking
into the rear view mirror as we left Arizona heading back to California. The gloomy, dark storm
in the rear view mirror seemed to be foreshadowing my story, leaving behind a dark past to
drive into the sunset, or so I hoped that was the case. I went home to where I grew up, a
small coastal town in California called Cambria. I remember sitting at my mom’s house, it was
December and close to Christmas. My mom was battling cancer, and didn’t have much to offer
us except a hug, smile and reassurance that everything would be ok. I barely escaped with my
life, and all I could find myself being concerned with was how Santa was going to find my kids,
and how I was going to be able to afford to make this Christmas happen for them.
Shortly after putting my children to bed Christmas Eve, there was a knock on the door. A
stranger with three large black trash bags smiled at me and said that the town heard about our
situation and they wanted to help. He handed the heavy bags to me, and smiled so genuinely
as he turned to go back to his car. I opened the bags to find tons of wrapped presents for the
children. Everything from clothes to toys. The spirit of Christmas was alive, and the hope that
moment gave me has never wavered. My children wouldn’t be who they are today without the
love and support from our town and our community. When a community works together, the
adults not only teach the children, but the children teach the adults. Quality communities raise
quality children, I now have three boy scouts who love to spend their time volunteering in our
community, which wouldn’t have been possible without that Christmas night.
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MORGAN

ANTHROPOLOGY

MORRISON

CUESTA COLLEGE

My village consists of my parents and the CaFE Staff at Cuesta College. I became a single
mother the day that I found out I was pregnant with my son and he was the reason why I
wanted to go to college. My parents were the first to support me when I said that I wanted
to go to college . I wanted to make sure that my son had the best life I could give him. My
parents would watch him when I didn’t have daycare so I could make it to class and when I
needed to study. When I became part of the CaFE program and Cuesta College, I received
another level of support. The CaFE program has helped me figure out all my classes that I
needed, given me someone to talk to when I really needed it and always had my back no
matter what. My Village has helped me in so may ways I can’t even explain how much I really
appreciate everything they do for me.
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LUPE
RAMOS

BIOLOGY
CUESTA COLLEGE

I am a single mother to a three-year-old boy. I returned to college at the age of 39 because
I always felt like I was missing something in my life. I strongly believe that attending college
is very important. It will provide more opportunities and will show you accountability and
responsibility. I will be the first in my family to complete an associate degree. My parents are
from Mexico, with little to no education. I am first generation, living in California. My parents
have worked many years in factories as manufacturing workers. At the age of seven years old, I
was diagnosed with a learning disability. English is my second languages making school much
harder for me. This made a big impact in my life. I struggled with alcoholism and shame. I felt
like I would never accomplish anything in life. I was constantly looking for work or I could not
hold a job for more than six months to a year. I tried very hard to be responsible and reliable
but it was difficult for me, I had no proper training or experience. After many years of part-time
and temporary work, I became exhausted, depressed, I wanted more in life. I wanted to make
my parents proud of me. I became pregnant, this made me realized, I needed to take control
of my life and I could not let anything bring me down. My goal is to become a registered
nurse. My passion to help others will make me a strong RN. I am committed to achieve this
goal and work very hard towards my dream. I take advantage of all the free programs at
school such as tutoring, disability services, and counseling. I meet with professors during their
office hours and ask questions when I do not understand something. I am not ashamed to ask
for help. The CalWORKs program has helped me tremendously, by helping me with books,
parking, and other fees. The program has allowed me to attend school full-time. Without this
program, I would not be able to achieve this goal.

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 6

131

LILLIAN
VELASQUEZ

GENERAL STUDIES–
NATURAL SCIENCE
MOORPARK COLLEGE

“It takes a village” perfectly describes my family and our situation. During the summer of
2019, I felt stuck. I had just had a baby five months before and I had a two year old. I saw all of
my friends from high school graduating from college and felt like I had spent not enough time
on my education. I thought it was really time to go back to school, at least part time. When
I made that decision, my family really stepped up to help me care for my children so that I
could reach my educational goals. After my first semester back in school I looked at the good
grades I had received and it gave me the motivation to sign up for more classes. Last semester
I took 15 units, and this semester I am doing 18 units so each semester is a big load especially
when you have two small kids. If I need a baby sitter, my family will move things around in their
schedule to make sure they can help. My mom cooks 3-5 meals a week and helps with laundry
here and there to give me little breaks. In addition to my family, the CalWORKs program
at Moorpark College has helped me by providing school supplies, quality counseling, and
workshops that give me information so I can make the right decisions. My educational goal is
to graduate from a radiologic technology program.
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YVONNE
SILVAS

NURSING

VENTURA COLLEGE

My village consists of my parents, younger sister, grandmother, and eldest daughter. At the
beginning of my educational journey, my eldest daughter and son were too young to be left
home alone. This is where my parents and younger sister came in to help. They would help
take care of my children while I was at school in the evenings. Things they would help with
included homework and transportation to sports activities. In addition, they would feed them
dinner and get them ready for school the next day. After seven years of juggling school, work,
and kids, I obtained my Associate Degree in Natural Science.
After obtaining my degree, I continued to work for a couple more years. Then, I had my
youngest daughter. Due to the fact I did not have daycare and was a single mother, I was
forced to quit my job. At this time I had no source of income and my only option was to
receive government aid. It was then, I was introduced to the CalWORKs program, that offered
me financial daycare assistance and the opportunity to complete my education towards my
nursing degree.
Now, my eldest daughter is helping me with daycare with my youngest daughter. She
coordinates her work schedule with my school schedule so she can watch the baby while I am
at school or studying. In addition, to babysitting my youngest daughter, she also picks up my
son from school for me, on the days I am at school. Also my grandmother came and did my
laundry and watched my baby while I took my final online. Without my eldest daughter’s help
and the CalWORKs program, I would not be able to be back in school, working towards and
completing my nursing career goal.
With this help I was able to obtain my Certified Nursing Assistant certificate this fall semester.
With the help of my village and the CalWORKs program, I will be on my way to applying to
the Registered Nursing program in the next fall semester.

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 6

133

REGION 7
2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES

Compton College
East Los Angeles College
El Camino College
Glendale Community College
Los Angeles City College
Los Angeles Harbor College
Los Angeles Mission College
Los Angeles Pierce College
Los Angeles Southwest College
Los Angeles Trade-Tech College
Los Angeles Valley College
Pasadena City College
Santa Monica College
West Los Angeles College

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7

135

JESSICA
ARRIAGA

NURSING
COMPTON COLLEGE

My superpowers come from my daughter and the support I have received from the CalWORKs
program. My superpowers are perseverance and strength. As a first-generation college
student of Hispanic background and single parent of a beautiful baby girl, I have overcome
many obstacles. I was judged and belittled by many for becoming pregnant at the young age
of 18. Little did they know that having my daughter saved me by changing the way I live and
the way I think. Since beginning my journey in higher education, I have acquired Associates
in Arts degree and was accepted into the Compton College Nursing Program. Getting this
far in my educational journey was not easy. During my second year in college, at the age of
two my daughter was diagnosed with Leukemia. She underwent two years of chemotherapy
and numerous doctor appointments. It was especially during this time that I received support
from my professors and the CalWORKs Program. From books to having someone to talk to,
the CalWORKs staff has always been there for me and provided me the support to continue
attending school. The CalWORKs Program helped me accomplish my dream of getting into
the nursing program. My daughter is now done with treatment and I can continue being her
role model as I pursue my career in nursing. I consider myself a supermom because I put my
daughter first and above everything. I know I must study and work hard towards my career to
give my daughter the life she deserves. She has taught me the meaning of life. Before I had
many doubts about myself, but when I look into her eyes I know I can do it and I know she’ll be
right by my side when I achieve my goals. I must set an example for her if I want her to succeed
in life. I am a supermom because in my daughter’s eyes I am her hero.
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TERESA
DAVIDSON

PSYCHOLOGY
COMPTON COLLEGE

I am a former foster youth. I was taken away from my mom at age six after being left alone at
my mom friend’s apartment with all my siblings all under the age six. Her friend left her kids as
well with one of the children being only a few months old. It was a tough time for me as I was
the eldest and had to take care of everyone including myself. The neighbors called the police
and we were all sent to foster homes then eventually sent to live with relatives by the judge;
two siblings to a home. My mom never regained custody and my siblings and I all grew up
separately. That experience made me strong and resilient and it exposed me to the harshness
of being in the system and how much support is needed. So many of our youth need someone
to talk to, look up to, or just someone who genuinely cares. I encountered many lost youths
who were misguided and made bad decisions, most of the time the child was just lacking love
and emotional support. There is a desperate need for social workers who care and want to
make a positive change for the betterment of our youth. I know that I am that person because
I experienced it firsthand. I remember feeling lonely, lost, scared, unloved, and unwanted. I
desperately just wanted to go back home with my mom even though she was the cause of it
all. My dad was never really around as he was dealing with his own battles of using drugs and
incarceration. I want to be a representation to other foster youth in the system that they can
survive and become whatever they want in life. I have a son of my own now and I have learned
to be a better parent than the examples I had. I am an awesome mom to my son, Jessie.
Becoming a social worker will help me achieve the goal of reminding the youth that they are
valuable and someone cares. CalWORKs rocks!
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TOLISE
FELAVAI

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
COMPTON COLLEGE

My superhero name is “Wonder Women TS” which stands for Tolise Strong. Growing up
in an abusive single parent household I experienced great adversity and the trauma led to
depression and anxiety. Through such adversity, I have managed to persevere because I want
a better future for my son and me. At 23 years of age, I began attending school with a newborn
and worked to make ends meet. I had to learn how to balance school, work, along with all
my motherly duties. It was difficult for me to find a balance and it was with the support of a
close friend and the Compton College CalWORKs program that I was able to make it all work.
The support I received allowed me to be consistent with school, my son, my job, and my life.
I have learned to juggle my responsibilities and volunteer at a nonprofit organization called
Jaydens Closet, which provides free parenting support services. Along the way, I have also
developed the superpowers of multitasking and being dependable. All my hard work has paid
off and in spring 2020, I will graduate and earn an Associate of Science Degree in Business
Administration. I never really realized until now that I might be a superhero in so many ways.
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KAYANA
FRYE

SOCIOLOGY
COMPTON COLLEGE

I was sixteen when I found out I was expecting a child. At that time, I knew that I needed to get
serious with my education because education would be my way out of poverty and lead me
to financial security. This is important to me because I come from a low-income family living
in a low-income community. As a first-generation student, there were many struggles that I
encountered and, in some cases, still encounter. Pursuing a college degree meant that I needed
support from my family, especially with childcare. My mother and daughter’s grandmother
have played a significant role in providing support. Both have cared for my daughter while I was
in school at no cost to me and continue to do so when needed. With the support of my mother
and daughter’s grandmother, I was able to pursue my education. When beginning college,
I struggled with not being “college ready” or knowledgeable of what it takes to succeed in
higher education. I also was not fully aware of the resources available to me on campus and
even when I did learn about student services that were available, I hesitated because I was
not comfortable reaching out. Ultimately, I joined the Compton College CalWORKs Program
and participated in work-study. The CalWORKs Staff has persuaded me to stay in school by
encouraging me to submit monthly attendance forms and progress reports throughout each
semester. We also have counselors readily available which makes it much faster to check my
academic progress and more. With their support, I am just a few steps away from transferring
to a California State University to achieve my dream of obtaining a Bachelor’s degree in
Sociology and use my degree to serve my community.
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ROBYN
JACKSON

NURSING
COMPTON COLLEGE

I am a single mother of two boys, Jhalil and Ja’shawn ,who are twelve and six. They look up to
their mother because I am all they have. Since I was a kid, I had always been the odd man out,
mistreated, or last to be picked for anything. It seems that my family is starting to treat my
children the same way. It really rubs me the wrong way because I would like to have a somber
mind while I go to school. Knowing that my children may be mistreated is a big distraction.
Therefore, what I had to do was schedule all classes around my children’s school schedule so
the classes were scarce. It seems as if it is taking longer to get to the goals due to all the lack of
support and financial obstacles, but I believe that it is making me a stronger person, teaching
me patience, and helping me appreciate the journey. I want to be the example to my children
that all things are possible, no matter if you have to do it alone keep going. Therefore, in a way
I do feel like a super student, super mom, and super person because I wear so many hats. I am
still able to walk around with a smile on my face and try to spread as much love to people. I
always try to find the good in every situation and continue to stay positive so I can be the best
mother and student I can be. This grant will not only help me financially but mentally because
not only will I be able to focus more on my children and my studies, but I can relax knowing
that I don’t have bills, fees, books, supplies, food, and rent. Everything will be taken care of. I
wish one day my life would just be smooth sailing with no financial burdens or bad credit so I
can give my children the life they deserve away from the chaos of the inner cities. Being super
in any position is hard work and takes determination.
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SINTHIA
MARAVILLA

SOCIOLOGY
COMPTON COLLEGE

My superpowers as a student-parent are that I take on the self-sacrificing and unconditional
responsibility to nurture the emotional and physical well-being of my son. It was challenging
at first, for two reasons: 1. being a teen parent and 2. being a single-parent. As of now, I have
learned that I am capable of managing being both a student and parent even though it has
been a long journey. I have been attending Compton College since 2012, on and off. I have
learned to put my pride to the side, for instance, when I need someone to care for my son,
so that I can attend class or do homework. I reach out to a family member or a friend that
I trust. Along with the community college CalWORKs program support, I have been able to
get my books and school supplies on time to be ready for the semester or session. I have
been able to get academic counseling and priority registration. Lastly, they are supportive
with transportation. I am thankful for programs like these. I highly appreciate the impact it has
made in my education.
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JAMAICA
MAYO

EARLY CHILDHOOD
EDUCATION
COMPTON COLLEGE

There are many super heroes but none of them compare to a super parent. I am a mother
to a super child and it is enthralling. There is literally something new every day. My super
powers as a mother include being able to create new bedtime stories on the spot, new and
healthy snacks, and showing guidance to my son every day to be the best he can be. My super
power as a student includes being confident in myself and having an awareness of my own
abilities to be successful in life. The Compton College CalWORKs program has supported me
in my college journey and my future career. The CalWORKs staff have encouraged me to be a
superhero to my son and for myself through the support I receive, such as the materials they
provide which excel my learning experience. This support has also allowed me to change the
outcome of my life for my son and myself. I can be an example to my son and teach him that
having an education is the most important thing to have. My career goal is to become a site
director for a day care or a child development center. Obtaining a college degree will allow
me to reach my career goal and obtain the tools needed to make a change.
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CYNTHIA
MEDINA

KINESIOLOGY &
WELLNESS
COMPTON COLLEGE

They say it takes a village to raise a child. I never really understood that saying nor the meaning
of it until I became a mother myself. As I have grown into motherhood, I have realized that
I am not the only one who is a part of my child’s upbringing. There are people in our daily
lives that contribute in raising my daughter. In our case, our village consists of four people.
I would describe our village as loving, caring, and supportive. The members of our village
are my mother, father, sister, and myself. When I became a single mother, my daughter was
three months old and that is when our village was established. My family became my greatest
support system. They have seen me through the difficulties from working a job that only paid
$150 a week, to having two jobs, and deciding to go back to school while managing to be
a mother. I made the decision to quit my job and take a chance on myself by enrolling into
school as a full-time student. When I finally shared with my family that I would be returning to
school, they were extremely supportive. They said that this “would be a temporary struggle
for a future of success” and that they would be there every step of the way to support my
daughter and myself on this new journey. My family has done their best while I am away
at school, from taking and dropping my daughter off at school, to making sure she is well
groomed, and being raised in the best way possible. My village makes sure not to miss any
special events she may have because I am unable to attend due to working on creating a
better future for us. They make sure that she is as happy as can be without having to miss me
in a sense for not being able to attend important events in her early life. I can never repay nor
thank my village enough for helping me raise my daughter.

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7

143

ALYSSA
ANDRADE

ADMINISTRATION
OF JUSTICE
EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

My village consists of multiple family members who have been nothing but the best to my
son and I. The head of my village is my mother, Emily, she is my rock and the one I look up
to the most. I then have my father, grandmother, two brothers, two sisters, my aunts, my
brother and sister in laws, my godparents and their four daughters. My immediate family
and I work as a team by them always being there for me when I need the most help. We all
may bump heads at times but it is all for one outcome, so I can be successful and provide
the life my son deserves.
Being a single mother is not an easy job, especially when I am not financially stable. My village
helps me to support my son and I by providing unconditional love. To me this is really all I can
ask for from them. At times they do help me with watching my son if I need just a day to myself
or if I need to study. They all spoil my son and love spending time with him. Once I had my
son I never stopped going to school because I knew it just wasn’t an option and that I could
be a mom and a full time student. My education is very important to me and my family has
been nothing but positive and encouraging for me to stay focused and finish with my degree.
I don’t think I have reached the 100% success just yet. I have been successful with becoming
a mother and making my son the number one priority in my life, he is the happiest little boy.
I must be doing something right! As the years go on I will get to that 100% and I will owe
my village so much. I honestly do not know where I would be in life if it wasn’t for them. I will
forever be grateful for my village.
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PATRICIA
AYALA

NURSING
EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

My passion for nursing began ever since I could remember. I grew up knowing that one day I
was going to work in the medical field and care for others. When I began attending college, I
decided that I want to be a physical therapist. I began working at a physical therapy office part
time as an aide while still attending school. I was happy to work with therapists who one day
were going to be my colleagues. My career plans all changed when many patients encouraged
me to pursue nursing. They believed I had the qualities and attributes to be a caring nurse.
The patients were always happy with my treatment and felt better after my treatment. I was
just doing my job but I loved it so much that I was naturally caring and compassionate with
patients. Shortly after I began taking my nursing courses I got pregnant. I had my son and
unfortunately, he was born with a birth defect. He was born with Hirschsprung disease. A
disorder that affects muscles in the bowels that loses their ability to move stool through the
intestine. My son had an ostomy bag for a year that needed extra care causing me to put
my education on hold. His first year of life was spent in and out of the hospital with multiple
surgeries and plenty of doctor visits. During the hospital stay, I was able to see the daily work
life of a nurse and loved how they cared for my son. With exposure to different medical staff,
I knew I was to become a nurse. When I returned to school, I became part of the CalWORKs
program. I have been part of the program since 2017 and I am extremely grateful for the help
that CalWORKs has offered me with my school expenses. As a single parent with low income it
is a big help that CalWORKs does for me to get closer to my goals. Having childcare provided
and a work study opportunity, I am able to reach my career sooner.
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BLANCA
CARDENAS

BUSINESS
MANAGEMENT
EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

February 2018, that was when I finally returned to college for spring semester at East Los
Angeles College. I was 34 years old and very excited and determined to start and not stop
until I get my degree. I knew that it was not going to be easy, with a full time job, a fiancé,
a home to take care of, and the most important, two children Ruby 15, and Angel 12, it was
going to be a challenge. I have managed to take at least two classes per semester, including
summer and winter semesters. Moreover, taking the time to do homework and study has
probably been the biggest challenge, since there are so many distractions at home. In March
2019, my baby Jade was born, but that did not stop me. I took a few weeks off and kept
on going to school and doing work study at ELAC. All of these could have been impossible
without a group of people that have been there for me. My fiancé was the first person that
encouraged me to continue my education, giving me moral support and motivation, even
helping economically when I needed money. After our baby was born, and I started class
and work study, he has been babysitting a few days a week, since he also has a full time
job. Another very special person who has helped me so much is my neighbor, who at the
same time has been my babysitter. She babysat my son Angel, when we moved from North
Hollywood to Montebello. Now, she is the one who is babysitting baby Jade. She is very
flexible with my schedule, which some days varies. She and her daughters give my baby a
lot of playful love I am so thankful to have her. My two teenagers have been very helpful
holding her while I do homework or cook. Finally, my parents, my sister, and two brothers,
always believing in me and telling me that is never too late to get an education, no matter
how old anyone is.
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EUNICE
CHAVEZ

MATHEMATICS
EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

What does it mean to have a village? I have been part of CalWORKs since Fall 2015. My
experience in the program has been amazing as it has provided me a great support to be able
to excel as a student and achieve my goals. CalWORKs has provided me assistance with child
care, books, work study and many other opportunities. The courses offered by them made
me become a great student worker at the East Los Angeles Community College (ELAC) South
Gate campus for the psychology and mathematics department. I have finally been able to
achieve my goal to transfer to a four-year university and will be starting my bachelor’s program
on mathematics education.
After surviving a domestic violence marriage of seven years, my family provided me the
support to get back on my feet. I am motivated to thrive for my children who deserve a better
life without violence and economic struggles. My village consist of my mother, father, two
sisters, and brother who show support to my children and myself through our personal and
educational obstacles. I thank my sister who encouraged me to seek a college education and
my mother who helped raise my children. Their help has provided my children to follow in my
educational footsteps; my son is a gifted student who is receiving a scholarship at the age 9.
My village of the wonderful supportive faculty at ELAC that have become like family through
our shared experiences and their understanding of my hardships.. CalWORKs provided me
the opportunity to meet these amazing people and receive work experience as an addition to
my career. I am thankful for my village because without them I would not have been able to
accomplish my goals and seek a better future for myself and my children. It took a village for
me to be able to accomplish my dreams.
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JACQUELINE

EARLY CHILDHOOD
EDUCATION

DE LA TORRE

EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

When I think of my future, it is very easy for me to envision where I see myself in a few
years. I aspire to be a Child Life Specialist, preferably, in a hospital setting with the ability to
demonstrate my commitment to family-centered care for less privileged areas. It is crucial for
me to reach my goal so that I may give back to the community that had offered me much more
than I thought I needed a wave, smile, fist pump, a sign of hope. Throughout high school,
I did a great amount of hours volunteering at elementary schools because I always knew I
would want to work with children. After I graduated high school I found myself working for
LAUSD’s after school program called, LA’s Best, as an after school program teacher. I am now
two semesters from transferring out of ELAC with a 3.4+ GPA. I had to unfortunately quit my
job so that I can take certain courses that are only offered during the afternoon. This conflict
of overlapping schedules is one of my many unfortunate series of struggles. The CalWORKs
program has helped me find a job to help me get through my last two semesters here at ELAC.
I was placed at the ELAC Child Development Center as a teacher assistant. This has not only
allowed me to make income for my son and I but also gain experience in the field I see myself
working in one day. Every day I am there at work, I am learning many different approaches as
to how I may go about speaking to a child in a way that puts their feelings and needs first. This
great skill is needed for my desired career goal. Being in this program has uplifted much of my
worries because I have been able to accommodate my schedule so that I can still be a great
mom while being an overachieving student.
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JANNELY
GALLO

SOCIOLOGY
EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

The superpowers I have gained as a student-parent are becoming more persistent and learning
how to balance life more effectively. However, these superpowers would have never been
instilled in me without the support from my community college’s CalWORKs program. The
CalWORKs program helped me feel the relief I needed and realized that it is okay to receive
help from support services when needed. Along the way, I learned that I did not need to
balance motherhood, work, and school all by myself. One of the barriers I faced was growing
up in a single-mother household who emphasized work and not health or education. As the
oldest sibling, I was expected to fill the absent parent’s role and depend on myself to provide
for my family. Although, I learned how to become a hard-working individual, I did not learn
how to ask for or accept help. For the past decade, I depended on myself. This affected me to
constantly feel stressed which was having a negative impact on my overall wellness. However,
everything changed when my son was diagnosed with autism. Unable to pay for private tutors
to help him academically and babysitters to help him at home, I made the decision to seek a
higher education, and work my way up to better myself for my son and me. Upon returning
to college, I applied to the CalWORKs program because I knew I could not face my new
journey alone. At first, the process was overwhelming, and I felt ashamed to be asking for
help. However, the program and their staff made me feel a sigh of relief and comfort, which
made it all worth it. I was provided with information on how to succeed in college and was
given work study assignments on campus. With this assistance, I have once again become
more persistent and have achieved great levels of success both personally and academically.
For instance, I made it into the Honors program, currently hold a 3.90 GPA, and my overall
wellness has improved. It has been challenging but receiving support from CalWORKs has
made it less difficult.
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JENNIFER

PSYCHOLOGY /
ADMINISTRATION
OF JUSTICE

GRIJALVA

EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

My super powers are being a role model to my kids and showing them that it is hard but not
impossible to finish school being a single parent. I have a family of six children and my elder
father. Two of my youngest boys both were born with congenital heart defects and my father
is ill with epilepsy and Parkinson’s disease. Although there are times, I feel like giving up due
to unexpected family emergencies; I must remember I came too far to give up. Because of
the support and guidance from the CalWORKs program, I have been able to excel in all my
courses. They have helped me in various ways. The CalWORKs program has given me the
opportunity to obtain employment on campus and has helped me with the purchase of my
books and school materials needed per semester. My super powers as a parent/student are
to be a successful mom and student. With the help of the CalWORKs program, I have less
stress and anxieties of failing to succeeding. I went from being afraid to finish school to being
determined to finish and succeed in school as well as to continue in higher education to
obtain my master’s in psychology. Raising my children, caring for my ill father, going to school,
working, and studying has had its challenges. However, my super power is to never give up
and I am more determined to achieve all my goals. Before it was all a dream. Then it went
from a dream to a thought and now it has become a reality. Everything I have ever dreamed
of is slowly but surely happening. I could not have come this far if it was not for the CalWORKs
program that has given me the support, guidance, and assistance I needed to succeed in all
my endeavors.
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JESUS
GUTIERREZ

ARCHITECTURE
EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

There are many challenges a student father faces. But, I believe there are 3 main obstacles that
obstruct the educational path of success. Financial reasons drastically affect a student father’s
success. Also being able to manage commitments such as juggling work, school and family
time. Lack of academic preparedness plays a huge role in discouraging many student fathers.
Attending college is a big investment and can seem challenging. Student fathers often ask
themselves: How do I pay for school and maintain my other obligations today so that my family
and I can have a better life tomorrow? Thankfully CalWORKs is here to help. CalWORKs has
assisted me financially through the work study program, and has allowed me to pursue a career.
Managing commitments and coping with complex identity changes is another factor that can
discourage Student father. Many individuals find it hard to manage time effectively and ask for
help when it is needed. Therefore, it is safe to say that managing commitments is the second
most frequent challenge faced by college students today. All of these commitments can
often lead to an overwhelmed student. CalWORKs has helped me through time management
workshops, and planners.
Lack of academic preparedness also strays students from their educational journey. Many
college students realize that they’re not prepared to be successful at the college level. Perhaps
the underprepared student may not have taken the appropriate college preparatory courses or
have not taken academic courses for such a long period of time that the required information
has not been retained. This means that the underprepared student will likely require remedial
courses in order to regain or attain a base level of academic competency. Yet again, CalWORKs
has aided me in my time of need. Through the supervised study time program I have been
able to play catch up.
I am a proud CalWORKs dad and I want to be a good role model for my kids. My children
encourage me every day to keep on pushing forward. I hope one day I can provide for my
family the way they deserve.
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YESENIA
HERRERA
GUARDADO

SOCIOLOGY
EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

Rebirth: A Journey of Healing and Empowerment. At the age of 28, I was the mother of two
beautiful daughters. Unfortunately, I was unaware that the father of my youngest daughter came
from a violent household and upbringing. He had deep anger issues and resentment towards
women and unfortunately began to project that anger towards me as well. His methods of
coping with his unsolved childhood traumas of abuse and neglect were through perpetuating
violence and abuse towards me. I felt horrible, ashamed, and guilty that my two daughters
had to witness everything. Eventually, the Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS)
became involved. I vividly remember my first visit with my assigned caseworker. The first thing
she said to me was, “are you going to get back with him?” She never bothered to ask me if
I was okay. Nor did she ask me anything regarding the details of what had happened. This
experience instilled a passion in me to pursue a career as a social worker in order to help other
victims of domestic violence. Now at ELAC, I am striving to obtain my bachelor’s degree in
sociology so that I can help other women and children escape abusive living situations. Based
on my experience with my caseworker, I know first-hand how necessary it is for caseworkers to
obtain sensitivity training and treat victims of abuse with integrity and empathy. A person in
this job position should teach the proper knowledge necessary to educate victims of domestic
violence while also treating them with dignity and respect. These skills are essential when
helping victims who are not aware that help or resources even exist and often feel traumatized,
trapped, and alone. Lastly, being a recipient of CalWORKs has allowed me to pursue my
education and survive as a single mother with my children. With guidance from the programs
at CalWORKs, my children and I were able to get therapy services and I was able to create a
career plan to attend college and meet my graduation requirements. CalWORKs supports my
dreams and aides me to be a successful student.
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ALEX
HUANG

TEACHER ASSISTANT
EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

There are several students that come to the noncredit department to ask for help in registering
for English classes. These students are new to the United States and were denied employment
because they lacked certain education requirements. For most of the new immigrants, their
belief is that the United States is the most beautiful country and full of opportunities. In fact,
living in the U.S is not easy, especially if we do not know how to speak English, therefore;
education is shown to be especially important to achieve personal and professional growth.
English is the main language in the United States. For example, when someone applies for a
job, it is required that one knows how to fill out applications. This is why education is valuable
for it begins with the most basic skills, such as filling out forms and language acquisition.
English could help us to balance our lives between family, school, and working. There is
no effective way to get our thoughts or ideas across if we do not educate ourselves. Most
immigrants see education as their only option for success. We know America is a melting pot,
but the big element of the melting pot is the language of English for effective communication.
As an individual with strong ties to tradition, we still want to pass our own culture to our
children. When our children are learning a new culture of America, we feel the necessity to
push them for higher standards. We implement that education has the power to influence
positive gain and minimize the effect of poverty. Education is the only way for us to become
successful in personal and professional life. I agree that our way of living will improve if we
educate ourselves. I had the personal experience to say that living in the United States is full
of opportunities; however, it takes a lot of perseverance to achieve our dreams. We may live
in a melting pot country but without proper education and fluency of the English language,
we will be stuck in a tunnel of no progress.
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LORENA

FORENSICS SCIENCE

IGLESIA

EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

I am a native of the country of Philippines. I decided to come to America in the year 2000.
Here I met my husband, and we started a family in 2002. We eventually had three children
two years apart. I decided to stay home and care for the needs of my growing family. Sixteen
years later, I became a single mom. I needed to do something to support my children and
to add to our income. I went to a nearby CalWORKs/Gain office. I heard before that there
was a program that helps participants to get new skills or training. Fortunately, that day, a
representative from Los Angeles City College was conducting a workshop about going to
school. Through CalWORKs /Gain program, I was told that I could get skill certifications/
training, Associate’s Degree or two year college eligibility to transfer to a university. Therefore,
through the help of my Gain Services Social Worker and Los Angeles City College, EOPS and
CARE staff as well, I was able to enroll and get all I needed for school. I decided to take classes
in the Administration of Justice Department at Los Angeles City College. I have an interest in
Forensic Science. After two years, I am very grateful that I was able to finish my studies and
receive my certification in Administration of Justice. It was a privilege to be on the Honor’s
List and receive an award as Magna Cum Laude. I also just finished the classes required to
acquire my Fingerprint Expert Certification and Forensic Crime Scene Technician from East
Los Angeles College as well. Without the huge village that I was blessed with and allowed me
to do the things I needed to prepare myself to get a career in the field of Forensic Science, I
wouldn’t have done it. I owe so much to my family, social workers, counselors, office staff, and
everyone who did so much just to help me with my academic goals. I will always be forever
grateful for all the things they did for me.
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SUN

CHILD DEVELOPMENT

KIM

EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

My journey into the CalWORKs program started about four years ago when I left a domestic
violence relationship with my daughter’s father. With nothing to my name, I left with my
daughter and whatever I could grab in a moment’s notice. I am where I am today because
I had the support of family, friends, and the CalWORKs program. Some may call being a
student parent a superhero but I do not see myself as having super powers. We all have our
responsibilities that come with life but as a parent, we have a different set of responsibilities
along with our own. I chose to go back to school because I wanted to be able to provide my
daughter a lifestyle where her only worry was which toy to play with. There have been many
stressful moments when I had to make a choice between taking care of her needs and going
to class, work, or doing homework. During these moments, your will power is truly tested.
I have been faced with the idea of failure quite a few times but my life’s motivation to want
more for my daughter keeps me thriving to finish my education. I cannot say enough how
much the CalWORKs program has helped me succeed in my education and help me provide
for my daughter and me. Without the extra income I am able to make through this program, I
would be struggling to make ends meet. Therefore, with this extra weight off my shoulders, I
am able to concentrate on my studies and the wellbeing of my daughter. I am forever grateful
for the CalWORKs program at East Los Angeles College.
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AMBER
MEDINA

NURSING
EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

To start, I would say that I have quite the village that has been helping me raise my now fouryear-old daughter since her arrival on June 2nd, 2015. The way my family and I work together
as a team has been a blessing for my daughter and myself. I am so thankful to have such a
supportive family. My village consists of about five of my immediate family members which
include my mother, father, older brother, my younger sister, and my grandmother. Since I
am a single mother, it has been very helpful to have my family supporting me back on my
educational journey. They have helped me with many different things, one being that they
would allow me to use their vehicles for school or work so that I would be able to do go to
school or work, especially since I did not have my own car. That was such a big help for me
because transportation expenses can really add up. I have also had much help from them with
babysitting my daughter when I would have to be at work early in the morning or taking a
night class at school. One of the best things about working as a team with my family is that
they are always so helpful. They help me with babysitting my daughter, whenever I need them
to. While she is in their care, I know that she is safe, and well taken care of. Becoming a mother
has by far been the best thing that I have ever experienced, and I feel grateful to have had all
the opportunities that have come my way. If I didn’t have my family’s support, I wouldn’t have
ever been able to come back to school to pursue my dream career. I believe with all the love
and support my daughter and I receive from my family; I will be able to finish my education
and enjoy my future career.
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YESENIA

ADMINISTRATION
OF JUSTICE

MERINO

EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

I am a 27 year old mother of five beautiful children, 2 girls ages 12 and 8, and three boys
ages 4, 3, 1 and I am full time student at East Los Angeles and part time in work study. I
am the first generation in my family to attend college. I grew up in a low income, single
mother home. My decision to go back to school was because the only way to provide for
my children is having an education. Sometimes it is very hard to take care of my 5 children
and go to school, then work, then going back to them. It is very challenging and I have to
make sure I have enough time to spend on doing homework and with them too. When they
get sick it is very hard because they want me there all the time but I manage to do it being
a single mother but with the support that I am receiving in CalWORKs and my job who have
been helping me going back to school is the best decision I have ever made.
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 even helping
me get a job at the college where I get help and they work with me with my school schedule.
I see myself doing things I never imagined 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. I will not
let fear of not being able to do something hold me back on the great opportunity of going
back to school after more then 10 years. Every night I tell myself that I am one step closer
than I was before. My goals are to graduate and transfer to Cal State Los Angeles and get
my degree in Criminal Justice.
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SUE
MONTOYA

ADMINISTRATION
OF JUSTICE
EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

I am currently a single 26-year-old mother of two children. My oldest son is 5 years old and
my daughter is now 9 months old. Being a student with children has been a challenging
journey in many ways on an individual level, but due to the supportive services provided
through the CALWORKS program, completing my educational goals has been a breeze. I
was in college before I became pregnant, but admittedly, my first child fueled the declining
motivation I had in order to continue to further my education. Essentially, I became a superhero mother, because it was then that I developed a yearning to obtain a degree. I did not
want to increase the statistical categories that I already carry. I am a Hispanic female minority,
unmarried single mother, former foster youth, juvenile ward of the court, and on welfare. I
know one day I will proudly be able to add “with a Juris Doctorate’s degree” at the end of the
aforementioned description. I have immense abilities to achieve my goals; my leadership skills,
articulation, great sense of direction, confidence; being sharp and detail oriented will help me
be great as an attorney. Desire and ability can only take a person so far if the person does
not have additional self-sufficient means to carry out their career goals, because daily life and
family expenses are always priority. Thankfully, the CalWORKs program at East Los Angeles
College has helped me in various ways. I have been a student worker and received plenty
of experience as an administrative assistant thanks to the work-study position the program
coordinator, Allen, awarded to me. The program has also provided books, school supplies,
food and snack stipends for the college store, and opportunities to apply for scholarships.
Each campus offers different things depending on program budgets, but I am proud to be a
state benefits recipient, who is working towards self-sufficiency through education at East Los
Angeles College and the Los Angeles Community College District.
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BEATRIZ

COMPUTER SCIENCE

PRADO

EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

Many factors contributed to my interest. I decided on challenging myself and picked a field
in the sciences, Computer Science and Technology. I became passionate about my field
of study when I took my first course, Co Sci 201, Introduction to Computer Information
Systems. This course teaches concepts of information systems and their role in business.
It focuses on information systems, database management systems, networking, Internet,
e-commerce, ethics and security, computer systems hardware and software components,
and webpage development. It includes a hands-on component for developing computerbased solutions to common business problems, and practical workplace skills. It sounded
complicated, turns out I loved it. It has been the coolest thing I have learned. This decision
opened up my eyes to higher education and happiness. Unfortunately, many of my decisions
have had consequences and my financial situation was, I had no income. My mom informed
me about DPSS and I applied. This opened the door to free services, but you have to put
your time into work or school. I thought it was great, and I was introduced to the CalWORKs
program. CalWORKs is a public assistance program that provides cash aid and services to
families that have children. If your family qualifies, this program can help you with housing,
food, transportation, books, school supplies, and counseling. With their help to ensure we
have the tools necessary to advance in our educational goals and life goals, it would not have
been possible for me to get this far this fast. Through this program I have learned that there
are other ways to do things and even when it’s hard all you can do is try again, and ask for
help. Be determined, put a lot of time and effort into passing your courses, your work and
family. I dream of my daughter going to school and having a great learning experience. With
CalWORKs I got the opportunity to expose my daughter to this great learning experience.
There are so many tools at our disposal in this program. Ask for information, learn what
you’re eligible for, take advantage of the free services.
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ERIKA

NURSING

SOLIS

EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

I am a single mother of five children and a student at East Los Angeles College pursing my
lifelong dream of becoming a Registered Nurse. My academic goal is to graduate from the
Nursing program at ELAC. My career goal is to become an excellent nurse. I have faced many
challenges in my lifetime but the biggest and most challenging one that I am facing is being
a single mother and being a student. I am a part of the CalWORKs program and without their
help, I would not be able to overcome this challenge. I am a superhero because I am a super
mom and a super student. Being a single mom is a very challenging hard job because I am both
mom and dad, so I am super mom because I do everything. CalWORKs has helped me build
and use my superpowers to be a super mom by helping me get through my financial hardship
and offering me a job as a student worker. Because of this job, I am now able to provide for my
children while also being a student and receiving cash aid. By working on campus, I was able
to pay for my boys’ basketball spirit packs and keep my car maintained, as it is our only means
of transportation. Every morning I drive my children to three different schools then drive to
ELAC. When I am not at school, I am with my children and involved in their sports activities.
It has been a struggle and long academic journey for me but I am almost there and I am not
going to give up. Hoping to one day be your future nurse. I feel that I am the best candidate
for this scholarship because I have faced many hardships and challenges and have overcome
them with the help of the CalWORKs program by my side. I am very motivated to accomplish
all my goals and I feel that this scholarship will help make my struggles and heartache easier
on my path to meet my academic and career goals. Thank you for considering me.
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BRANDEE

COMMUNICATIONS

ZARAGOZA

EAST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

I am one mother who has been raising her child as one can say with a village. I am a single
mother who has been through so many hard times from almost losing my miracle child
that I have today that is really making me change for the better. I started school once I
got pregnant. I have been working on getting things for my son alone without a father in
the picture. I am a father alongside a mother. The village that I have raising my child is my
mother as well as my other immediate family members. My family supports me through
everything and is always here to back me up. They are the backbone to everything that
I do as well as our neighbors. I have a village that has supported me since the beginning
being a young single mom who was not fully ready to be a mother and now has to fill in
the gap of guiding a little human being to be someone in the future really scared me. The
success I have had since I had my child has scared me and showed me that there is another
person in me that is motivated. It also proves to me that there have been people out there
supporting me. I can overcome some obstacles and even be an example to my little one
who looks up to me and sees me being a strong mom holding everything I can down for
him and providing for him. If it was not for my parents being so comforting or even willingly
helpful to help me proceed in schooling and watching my child, I do not know where I would
be. Their guidance has lead me in better ways than ever and have shown me that they are
always there for me, through the good or the bad. I love how they want me to succeed and
not only for myself but for the little one that I have in my life. My village is supportive and
means everything for my son and me.
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PRICILLA
AGUIRRE

NURSING
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

My village is made up of the father of my daughters, my father, and my daughters’ paternal
grandparents. This journey we are on to break this poverty curse feels like we are all fighting
against a strong current. Both the father of my daughters and my dad are in school. We are
all pursuing educations to give the best life to my daughters. My dad fought a long battle
with alcoholism until he overcame it. I was his biggest support system and he promised
if he won that battle, he was going to do everything in his power to help me achieve my
academic goal. I had my mother and siblings telling me to let my father die because the
burden was too much. However, I believed in my dad and now he is more than a year sober
and a student at El Camino College himself. He is also my strongest ally to help me achieve
my goal. We all alternate to make sure my two daughters are not missing anything. When
I’m so tired and want to give up now my father is the one telling me to believe in myself
and not give up. He takes my girls to the mall, Chuck E Cheese, or anywhere they want so
I could nap. When I feel stressed because of exams he takes them so I could de-stress. He
helps me pay for their extra curricular activities so I can focus on school and not work two
jobs anymore. When I am too tired to take my daughters to school because I stayed up
studying all night, he picks up my daughter to take her to school without me asking him to.
These details my father does motivates me to believe in myself. The father of my daughters
also encourages me to go to school and both him and my mother-in-law help me watch over
my girls when my father can’t. I try to enjoy the journey so when I do get to my destination
I could look back and be grateful with no regrets.
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MEGAN
AMEMIYA

RADIOLOGICAL
TECHNOLOGIST
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

My academic excellence is in the shape of a big heart made up of past experiences, new
beginnings, and a desire to obtain a higher education. I began as a teenager who struggled
to fit in and got involved with the wrong crowd. On one ordinary day while hanging out with
friends, I was kidnapped. Fearing for my life, I was afraid to go to sleep, but could not stay
awake, therefore I was introduced to Crystal Meth by my kidnappers. That is when my life
changed and I became an addict. From that point on, I stole and broke the law to survive
and was so high that I would go days without eating. Education was always important to
me; therefore, I never imagined how much drugs would deter me from my goal. I lived a
nomadic life style until I realized I was eight months pregnant. This created a great sense of
fear because I had decided long ago that I did not want children but had no other options. A
month later, I gave birth and was introduced to services when my child and I tested positive
for drugs. To achieve my goal of getting sober, regaining custody of my child, and obtaining a
degree I lived in a sober living home and advocated for my rights to obtain an education. That
is when I connected to CalWORKs and began attending school. I had difficulty focusing and
retaining information because of my years of drug use but bonded with mentors at CalWORKs
who coached me to navigate higher education. I worried that I would not be able to pay for
school because I had no job or any recent work experience but CalWORKs paid for books,
computers, and printing. More than just a support program, CalWORKs gave my son and me
the future I always dreamed. Spring 2020 marks the final semester to obtain my degree. It
also marks five years of my sobriety. Ultimately, the CalWORKs program was the catalyst that
provided the structure to return me to my original goal of getting a college education.
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TIFFANY
ANDERSON

DEAF STUDIES
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

My story first started when I came to El Camino College for Fall 2008, I was 4 months pregnant
with my second child Amarie at the time and decided that I need to finish my education. When
I first came to the campus, I absolutely didn’t have no money for food, supplies or anything.
That’s when I learned about the Care program and the services that they provided for single
parents. Later that semester, I actually had my baby girl on the day of my finals. Care has been a
tremendous support for me and actually helped me and have been supporting me throughout
everything since I’ve been in school. Unfortunately I only finished half of my degree in 2010.
I had a lot of domestic violence issues that prevented me from coming to school. Thank God
I got myself out of the relationship and realized that me working as a security guard, I would
never be able to secure a future for my children.
I started going back to school in Spring 2018, two weeks after I had my youngest daughter
to finish my degree to transfer and obtain my BA degree in deaf studies. I love American
Sign Language and have a passion to help people so I want to put those two together and
be able to advocate and service the deaf community as a social worker. I also want to inspire
the hearing community to learn about deaf culture and American sign language. Also one of
my dreams is to open up a community center where I can teach children about business and
economics to enrich their education. In the future I will give back to my community, so I can
show people the path of my life and what I’ve been through to show them that there is always
hope and to never give up.
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BERTHA
ASENCIO

ADMINISTRATION
OF JUSTICE
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

I am a single mother of three beautiful children. Taking care of my children and continuing
college has been a challenge for me, but thanks to the CalWORKs program, I can consider
myself a super mom/student. The “powers” that I possess allow me to have time for my
children with their school work, play time, hygiene, family meal times, etc. I have all the
positive thoughts for completing my degree so that I can give my three children a brighter
future. Not all mothers get the opportunity to continue school and take care of their families
at the same time, and I can proudly say that I have learned to manage my time to be a
great mother and a successful student. I am able to provide my children with the valuable
time that every mother needs to dedicate to their children. I feed them, bathe them, cook
and clean, and i take my oldest to school and pick her up as well. Apart from all that, I still
have time to play with my children and help them complete their homework. After taking
care of my children, I then do all of my school work. This is amazing to me because I don’t
even know where I find the time and strength to do all this on a daily basis, but I am doing
it successfully. I have been passing all of my classes with A’s and I am very proud of myself.
The little time that I have to do my own homework and to study, I do it successfully. Having
very good grades is very important for me so that I can transfer to a university. This program
has made it easier for me to be a great mother to my kids and a great successful student as
well. I will continue to be that super mom so that my children can look up to me always, and
if I am doing it, they can too no matter what obstacles are in the way.
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DACHANTE
BOWERS

PSYCHOLOGY
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

When people inquire about my superpower, I identify it as my ability to persevere and overcome
adversity. For instance, in the past 2 years I’ve faced the challenges of being a single mother
while maintaining a full time class load at El Camino College and dealing with an aggressive
autoimmune disorder. In the year of 2018, during the fall semester, I underwent a sudden
emergency surgery to completely remove my colon as it had become necrotic and my body
had become septic, after being misdiagnosed/mistreated with/for the wrong autoimmune
disorder a few months before. Prior to my surgery, I had become acutely ill as my disease had
progressed and taken over; I was unable to eat, drink, or fully provide for my daughter as I had
become severely weak due to extreme weight loss from my body’s rapid deterioration.
Although I was dealing with the daily deterioration of my health and body, I continued to push
forward with my education during the semester, until everything crumbled and I was forced
into surgery. During my hospital stay, before and after surgery, I continued to defy the odds
against me and maintain my studies by ensuring that I successfully complete my assignments
and tests online. I must admit, during the time of my sudden sickness from Crohn’s and the
emergent surgery, I was compelled to quit and try again another semester as things had
become almost impossible to bear and responsibilities almost impossible to fulfill. Yet, it was
also during this time I recognized my strength and my resilience as I had not allowed the
circumstances of my disease and the sudden surgery to deter me from my academic journey;
I persevered and successfully made it through another semester with a 4.0 average.
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AJA
BURTON

ADMINISTRATION
OF JUSTICE
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

As a single mother who is disabled and sole provider for my son, my journey to becoming a
3.6 GPA student is non-traditional. Education was always important to me but I felt I had to
choose between being a student and caring for my child. I sought educational support but
always fell through the cracks. My worker referred me to CalWORKs and that’s where I found
an abundance of social and financial support that I was sure could help me obtain my goal.
When I first came to school I wondered if I was too old to be in school. However, the CalWORKs
staff served as an example of people who had come back to school after taking a couple
of years off and excelled. They became my mentors and social capital that has carried me
through hard times. In addition, CalWORKs provides a computer lab and specialized tutors.
The biggest help has been the way they coached me to understand and apply for resources
that pay for my education. You see, for many years I did not attend college because I did not
know there was help out there that would pay for my school. Through CalWORKs I’ve not only
become educated, but I’ve learned to navigate a system that this once disabled single mother
was lost in. My 3.6 GPA is a thank you to programs like CalWORKs and proof that they help
single mothers become financially independent through education.
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SARAH
CORTES

RESPIRATORY CARE
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

Being a single mother who never finished her degree and struggles financially to provide
for her daughter, I decided the right thing to do was to go back to school. I enrolled in the
respiratory care program at El Camino with the goal to get my degree and to better provide
for my child. The foundation of my goal to get my degree while raising my daughter as a single
mother starts with the support of my village, consisting of family, friends, and colleagues at
the CalWORKs department and gain workers.
My village grew and supported my success in ways I could have never imagined. Two weeks
before I was due, my sister held a baby shower for me at her apartment where families I have
never met before gave me everything that I needed, from diapers to food. With my full time
semesters, even one with 16 units, my mother steps in with no complaint to watch over my
daughter. When I am away for my clinical shifts, which are two nights a week for twelve hours,
my mother sleeps beside her until I come home. My father will water the plants outside with
my daughter, while my brother teaches her about insects, dinosaurs and science. My youngest
sister will come to play with my daughter and help teach her to speak more words. My friends
continue to assure me that I am capable of passing my classes, and my classmates even
encourage me to bring my daughter to study groups. The gain workers point me to resources
and Cal works provide me with work and the supplies I need to accomplish my studies.
I know the meaning of how much work it takes a village to raise a child, for my village has
brought me closer to appreciate them and take the time to bond as a family. I am determined
to have my degree and my daughter will grow up knowing that it was because of this village
that she is forever loved and that her mother was able to achieve her dreams.
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GWENDOLYN
JONES

CHILD DEVELOPMENT
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

In 2014, I became a mother and set up goals to move away, get married, and obtain a
degree. However, I was hit with a surprise when my partner stopped providing any finances
for our child and cut off communication. Confused, I connected to a support network to
mold into my new role as sole provider and regain control of my life. My mother and a
tribe of women helped develop me as a student-parent, always providing childcare and
understanding. I yearned to continue my education but did not have the financial means to
so, until I heard about the CalWORKs program. Once again, life would surprise me but this
surprise was a positive one. CalWORKs was a program that funded the education of studentparents like myself. Addressing the needs of my daughter was always my priority and I knew
I could achieve this through higher education. Once in school, I developed important social
capital in the form of friendships and mentors that boosted my self-esteem and refined
my work/education goals. Conversely, CalWORKs provided specialized counseling, paid
for books, free printing, and computers, things I would not have access to because of my
financial situation. Although my journey began with the emotional and financial hardship of
being abandoned by my partner and putting my education on hold; by being active in the
CalWORKs program I obtained many achievements and will be graduating in spring 2020 as
an honors student.
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SUMMER
KNOWLES

ASL INTEREPTER
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

I am currently striving to continue to work towards growing mentally and emotionally stable.
I am a single mother of 3 children, twin boys 12 & a daughter who is 9. As a mother, I find it
difficult to manage my kids (individually) and myself as I do my best to be a good example.
My mother helps with my children daily because their father chooses to not be involved (he
lives in a different state), which has caused so much emotional toll on my children who share
a dad. My mother helps with the kids making sure they do their homework, bathe them etc.
Recently, I had to send one of the twins to Dallas to live with my Aunt, due to him causing
strife in the home and at school. My Aunt lives by the saying “”It takes a village””. With her
and my uncle being retired, they both agreed to take my son for the rest of the school year to
help give him a new environment in hopes that this will help get him back to being focused.
My son has fallen behind in school and I was having issues keeping him motivated, on top
of my own studies and mothering my other 2 children. I have gone into CalWORKs and
sat with counselors many times over the last semesters, including this one, and expressed
concerns that were overbearing at the time. I just needed support to stay on track that day.
I have gotten some great feedback in this program and I stop by the office (everyone knows
my face) each time I am on campus “”just because”” I enjoy chatting with the workers.
CalWORKs is my personal “Village”, I can trust that when I need assistance with classes or
changing any of my educational goals,.someone will be with me on my journey. Between my
mother/dad, aunt/uncle, and CalWORKs. I am grateful to share with you who my village is.
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ALEJANDRA
MONTERROSO

NURSING
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

In 2012 I became a college student. I worked as a medical assistant which developed my
empathy for working with high need populations but struggled to make ends meet as a
single mother. Although I had challenges such as being a first generation college student,
I wanted to set an example for my daughter so I entered the nursing program, one of the
most challenging majors on campus.
Therefore, I sought out to develop my super powers: multitasking, being present for my
daughter, and caring for my mental health needs. Multitasking involves balancing parenting
with school work. Passing my classes is a major priority which motivates me to utilize planners
and take baby steps daily to obtain my goals. However, spending time with my daughter
is my first priority. As a nurse, I understand the science of how relationships foster health,
thus I set time aside to spend with my daughter such as eating dinner or watching a movie.
This leads me to my final superpower which is caring for my mental health needs. Nursing
is challenging and can trigger stress. Thus, I connect with fellow parent-students to emote
about my challenges. I am kind and honest with myself and foster my relationships because
they help me maintain my self-care.
The CalWORKs program also helps in this area, through providing advocacy for single parents,
direct support through paying for school supplies, and hosting events where student-parents
can socialize and support one another. CalWORKs has become my one stop shop to address
educational as well as emotional needs. Through the help of CalWORKs, I sustain my motivation
to move forward and will be transferring to a 4-year school in Spring 2020. This is proof that
programs like CalWORKs truly help lift parents out of poverty through education.
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MELISSA

RESPIRATORY CARE

OSORIO

EL CAMINO COLLEGE

As a teenager, my life turned upside down when the Department of Children and Families
got involved with my family due to an incestuous relationship my father had with my halfsister. From that day, my life changed because I lacked love and parental support. I fell into
drugs, became a mother at 14, and was in and out of jail. Ultimately, I had six children who
I struggled to provide for. My desire to protect my children led me to pursue education. I
first earned my GED in order to find a way to sustain them. That is when I connected to the
CalWORKs program and sought to obtain an associates’ degree of science. I began to muster
my super powers that included having faith in God, extreme determination, and inspiring
others. My mother served as a role model to stand strong in my faith and as I met other
college students, they modeled how their faith helped them stay on task, take advantage of
services, and achieve goals. Conversely, I met CalWORKs staff that had pulled themselves
out of addiction and violence to become professionals, which foster the determination to do
the same for myself. Although my time with CalWORKs has been short, I have managed to
obtain a 3.0 GPA, obtained a steady job as an apartment manager, and become a positive
example for my six children. Ultimately, the CalWORKs program fostered my superpowers
of faith, determination, and the desire to inspire others. Overall, this has allowed me to
become educated, stay clean, and be present for my children.
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CHARMAINE
PETTIGREW

SOCIOLOGY
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

At a young age, I realized that many challenges existed in the world and I wanted to make a
difference. In 2005, I entered college while dealing with personal struggles such as domestic
violence, caring for five children, one of which was clinically depressed, and nursing my
two youngest. I looked deep to find my super powers and fostered my ability to adapt to
new situations and keep my energy up. The main obstacle was domestic violence dealing
with an individual who destroyed my laptop, took my car key, berated me, and told me I
was useless. Yet, I used my ability to adapt to new situations, found resources, and left the
relationship for good. I became a single mother of five and found that one of my children
was depressed. It seemed like my daughter had given up being so young but barely having
energy to get out of bed, isolating, and failing out of school because it was difficult for her
to concentrate. This time I adapted to my child becoming her cheerleader, active listener,
and helping her understand that everything was going to be all right. My daughter and I are
close and she has made strides against her depression. Lastly, I must keep up with a breastfeeding schedule of my one-year-old and seven-month-old. I take on a full-time schedule
but must the energy to keep up with the feeding schedule of my babies. My babies do
not take bottles only breasts. This means that I must breast-feed them between my online
classes. Since online classes take the same amount of time as on-campus classes, I maintain
a schedule, eat properly, and complete classwork all while breast-feeding. In the end, my
ability to adapt to new situations, strength, and the aid of CalWORKs has driven me to obtain
my educational goals. CalWORKs counselors, tutors, and mentors have been instrumental
in my active navigation of higher education while parenting five children. Working with
CalWORKs has afforded me the ability to succeed and I will be graduating this spring 2020.

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7

173

VALERIE
RIVERA

ENGLISH
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

As a parent student, I account my success to the village of people who have put forth
resources, time, and an empathetic ear to help me gain my success as a student. In 2018,
I returned to school after my grandmother passed She always wanted me to return to
school, so I moved forward to honor her. Shortly after, I became ill, but also began divorce
proceedings. My father helped anchor me at this time, discussing the difficulties of my
divorce and reassuring me that the poor treatment I received from my husband was not
my fault. His words comforted me and helped me cope with the depression caused by the
divorce. However, what has been the biggest help is his connection with my daughter. My
father watches my daughter while I go to school and serves as a father figure.
Other people in my village include my cousin and my mother. Transitioning into school was
difficult because my schedule changed completely, sometimes on a daily basis. My mother
and cousin provided support in the form of additional child care. They are very dependable
and provided on the spot child care. This afforded me the ability to truly focus on my
education. Lastly, I am connected to the CalWORKs office which has worked one on one
with me to create a road map to graduation. CalWORKs counselors create an education
plan which outlines all the classes I need to take to graduate and review it with me every
semester. Without the help of the CalWORKs counselors I don’t know if I would understand
the requirements I needed to complete in order to graduate. It is with help of my village:
my father, cousin, mother, and CalWORKs that I have been able to achieve the perfect GPA
of 4.0. Thanks to my village I will transfer in Fall 2021 and pursue my goal of becoming an
English teacher and working with the students of the future.
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SAYED

ACCOUNTING

SADAT

EL CAMINO COLLEGE

I grew up in a third world country, Afghanistan, and immigrated to the United States in 2014.
I faced a lot of adversity growing up. For instance, I have lived in a refugee camp where
there was not enough food or electricity. I did not even have toys to play with. I swore that
my children would not have the same fate and strive to provide all I can for them. However,
since I am new to this country, I have only been able to obtain a minimum wage job and
can only afford a one-bedroom apartment for four people. Thus, having enough money for
my family has been my biggest challenge. I have always believed that education opens the
doors of opportunities for people. This motivated me to pursue my degree and improve the
financial circumstances for my family. CalWORKs has been instrumental in my educational
success. For instance, their individualized counseling helped me navigate the college
system and provided a place where I can be frank about my difficult financial situation.
CalWORKs coached me to understand policies and procedures that I would have otherwise
not understood which could have led to negative effects on my education. CalWORKs is
accommodating to my needs as an English as a second language student, immigrant, and
father. Because of their counseling, tutoring, and computer lab, I have become proficient in
English, have a 4.0 GPA, and will be graduating in spring 2021. With the tools I learned in
school, I have confidence that I will reach my dream of becoming an accountant. Becoming
an accountant will serve as a catalyst to obtain my overarching goal to address all the financial
needs of my children and family. In this way, CalWORKs has helped me obtain the dream I
had since I was a child refugee in Afghanistan, which is to be financially stable and address
my family’s basic needs.
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SAMANTHA L.
SALAS

BUSINESS
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

In 2017, I worked at a job with no room for growth. With the encouragement of my daughter,
I returned to school. As a mother of three returning to school came with challenges. I worked
full time, cared for my children, and went to school full time. People close to me questioned
my decision telling me that I was too old to go to school and that my decision did not make
sense. However, I worked to build my super powers, which included patience, fostering
social capital, and connecting to resources. First, I used patience to balance work and school
utilizing every free minute I had to complete homework but remaining present as a manager
at my job. While mastering my role as work manager, mother, and student I often reminded
my family that even when I was away they were the most important thing in my life. When
friends told me returning to school was a bad idea I sought to build social capital with
CalWORKs and other student-parents. Colleagues who were student-parents served as role
models who illustrated the benefits of returning to school. Lastly, connecting to resources
such as CalWORKs insured that would receive concrete support for school such as books
and a study lab with free printing. More importantly, CalWORKs went a step further and
connected me to programs and information that directly contributed to the success of my
children. Specifically they educated me about the DACA program. With DACA, I was able to
address the educational needs of my daughter who is now a full time college student. When
I began my journey, I lacked basic information about college but I strived to build my super
powers. It was patience, social capital, and connecting to resources that made it possible
to obtain my current GPA of 3.5. I look back on my educational journey and feel a sense of
satisfaction, intellectual growth, and endurance. Its programs like CalWORKs that play an
instrumental part of the success of students like me and for that I am thankful.
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ALYSIA
SANKEY

COSMETOLOGY
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

This semester will be my second semester at El Camino College with plans to graduate in
summer of 2020. What makes me a supermom is my perseverance to continue my education
for the betterment of my son, Rhuel and myself. My superpowers as a student -parent is
remembering the reasons for attending El Camino College. Remembering my reasons of why
I wanted to achieve a higher education, which helps me to stay focused on my education goals
daily.During the end of spring semester 2019, my son’s father lost his rights as a parent. At
the time I was a full-time student and working a part-time job. I was paying all the household
expenses including, car note, car insurance, my school supplies, my son’s school supplies, and
childcare. It was a struggle for me to be a single parent and be a fulltime student. During this
period in my life, I did not believe I would be able to finish my education as planned.
My goal is to earn an A.S degree, in Cosmetology so I can become an instructor in the
Cosmetology department. I have worked in the beauty industry for more than 20 years and
always wanted to pursue a degree.
After my divorce from my son’s father, I knew this was the time to accomplish my educational
goals.The El Camino CalWORKs program has supported me in every step of my educational
journey. The CalWORKs program at El Camino College has supported me with finding
resources for childcare. I can purchase school supplies, and successfully finish college with less
stress. The CalWORKs staff is very resourceful and knowledgeable when asked any questions.
I can stay focused on mine and my son’s educational goals and needs with the support from
CalWORKs. CalWORKs at El Camino College makes sure you are put in touch with the right
resources and always follow up with you to ensure your needs are met. With their support, I
can focus on my goals, be a mother, and most importantly support my son Rhuel.
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MARIAM
SHEHATA

BUSINESS
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

In 2018, I became a college student at El Camino, at age 48. My story begins in Egypt where
women lack educational opportunities. As a child, I dreamed of school but the norm was for
women to grow up, get married, and have a family. Being educated was not an option for
me. However, destiny would have its say, and I immigrated to the United States in 2014. Once
I arrived, I found that many women had families, but also had an education. I also had the
ambition to care for my family as well as getting educated and was referred to CalWORKs.
As a college student, I strived to do my best, but often felt overwhelmed and discouraged
because my first language was Arabic and I struggled to speak English fluently. I took it
upon myself to use every tool I could find to improve my English and master the language.
I paid close attention in English class and used google translate, but found it difficult to
understand the direct translation it gave for Arabic to English sentences. Sadly, I began to
wonder if I would reach my goal of becoming fluent. To make matters worse, I had to care
for my husband who was hit by a car and was disabled. Now, more than ever, I sought to
learn English to help my husband regain his health.
Then, CalWORKs became my safe haven. Peer support in the form of mentorships and
individualized counseling provided a space where I stopped being shy and practiced my
English until I reached my goal and became fluent. However, the loss of income because of
my husband’s disability had a negative impact in my home and student life. CalWORKs workstudy found me a job, which resolved the financial strain in my home. In addition, CalWORKs
provided me with tutoring, free printing, and even clothing. Ultimately, CalWORKs addressed
environmental stressors such as lack of social support, finances, and being educationally
under prepared which impeded my ability to focus on school. With their support, I am now
fluent in English and have a 3.2 GPA.
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SAVANNAH
WOODWARD

RADIOLOGIC
TECHNOLOGIST
EL CAMINO COLLEGE

For me starting college was an intimidating and scary choice to make. Like many people, I
had a hard life growing up and gave into the hardships, letting it take me down a dark path.
Today I am proud to say, that after many years of struggle, I was able to overcome and get
help. While my life has been in my control, my journey has been greatly influenced with
the love and support of my village. Today my village remains strong and supportive during
my journey through school. Without the support of my family, friends, and CalWORKs my
experience in college would undoubtedly be more of a burden than rewarding. The people
of my village consists of my mom, sister, the CalWORKs/CARE programs and the people
at my son’s school. My village has enabled me to have time to not only be devoted to my
son, but to my school as well. My sister has been there to watch my son during the days his
school is closed or he is sick so I do not have to skip classes. Thanks to the staff at my son’s
school, I can go to class knowing my son is in a safe loving environment. With my son’s dad
not being in the picture, his family has also provided support for me while I have been in
school by picking him up once a week so I can study and he can spend time with family. Last
but definitely not least is the CalWORKs and CARE programs. These programs have helped
me financially and provided support through my education in so many ways. They have also
helped me to have the confidence that I can conquer my goals and that there are people
there to help me every step of the way. Most importantly, my village has not only been there
physically but emotionally. To me my success is not only my success but also my village’s
success, because without them my journey would not be the same.
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ARMINE
ALOYAN

MUSIC
GLENDALE
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

I have lived in the United States since April 2019 and previously lived in Vienna, Austria, for
almost nineteen years. I was born in Armenia, where I earned with honors my master’s degree.
I relocated to Vienna where I studied Musicology at the University of Vienna and earned my
second Master’s degree in Musicology. In 2018 my husband, a multi-award winning composer,
songwriter, and producer received by the United States of America a green card visa for
his talents and skill in Performing Arts (Music). The thought of moving from Vienna to the
United States was intimidating because it meant learning a new language and starting a new
life with my husband and my six-year-old son. As an immigrant living in a new country, I must
speak the spoken language. Then gradually build my life and my career. Only three months
have passed since I started at GCC. I am so thankful that I have the opportunity to be in the
CalWORKs program and learn English in a professional environment with experienced team
workers, excellent counselors, and personnel from the school. I have a good educational
background, a solid career and wonderful references from various European Institutions.
Besides being a piano instructor, I was involved in other activities such as being the cofounder of the European and International Music and Culture Association and the counselor
of the Cultural Affairs in the embassy of the Republic of Armenia in Austria. In addition,
I was the vice-principal at the school where I planned, scheduled, and organized cultural
events, concerts, and festivals with different artists, musicians, institutions, directors, and
stage managers. I am a thankful immigrant and I will do my best if the opportunity is given to
share my educational and musical background, experience, knowledge, and skills that I have
developed over the years. I want to teach people about classical music and be a valuable
asset to my new “dream-country.”
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HAYKANUSH
ARAKELYAN

ACCOUNTING
GLENDALE
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

Have you ever dreamed about something? Did your dream come true? I couldn`t imagine
that my dream could be true. Now I feel I am living in a big dream, but when my daughter
and I first came to the USA, I was scared to start my new life because I had no support. It
was a very hard time for us. I could not imagine how safe life for a single mom could ever
be.We are blessed to start our new life in such a huge country with such great opportunities.
As a new immigrant, I understood that I must study a totally different language to build a
new life. I must also be studying a new profession for a better future.I started my studying
process at Glendale Community College. At that time I applied for the CalWORKs program
which is a great program for parents. It gave me a solution to many problems such as
transportation, ect. It is also important CalWORKs helps parents get jobs on campus,
provides different workshops, gives students priority for registering in classes and provides
counseling.This program helped me find a job in our college. For me being a work-study
student to support my family was not easy. I am a student worker and can already be a small
part of our beautiful college. There are many problems that I encounter within my studying
process, but I know that every problem is doable with the help of CalWORKs, who always
gives me hope that I can do everything the best.
Sometimes it is very hard to handle my situation because of my child, but when I realize
that in this country, every person has his own place and rights I felt safer, especially when I
feel such great support with my studies. This country gave me a chance to start my life and
learn a new profession. It doesn’t depend on how much money you have. More importantly
is how strong you are, and how persistent are your wishes. Every day I wake up with hope
for a better future for my family.

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7

181

NICOLASA
GONZALEZ

GED
GLENDALE
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

I was born in Mexico. I have lived in the United States since 2008. When I came to live in
the United States, I left all my family and friends. It was very difficult to adapt to a new life
because I did not have any family or friends. English is not my first language. I have learned
to adapt to a new culture and learn a new language. I am a single mother of three beautiful
children. The father of my children is an absent parent and I am raising my children on my
own. I lived in an abusive marriage for fifteen years, but it was impossible to keep living with
him and I had to leave and look for a better life for my children and me. After separating
from my husband, I saw I needed some skills to get a better paying job. The transition for
my children and me has been a bit difficult, but I have gained some resilience in the process.
I feel very proud to show my children that, after the challenges of life, something good can
happen. After I separated from the father of my children, I decided to go back to school.
This decision has been a positive move for my family and me. The CalWORKs Program has
been a support system to continue my education and to have a better life for my children
and me. Currently, I am taking my GED classes to get my high school diploma, improve my
English, and move forward. I would like to get an Associate Degree in Psychology so I can
help people who are sad feel better and be happier. I feel very grateful that I am part of the
CalWORKs community at GCC Garfield and I am getting the opportunity to continue my
academic education.
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LILIA
PANIAGUA

PSYCHOLOGY
GLENDALE
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

I would like to introduce myself as a “superhero.” That title is empowering and motivating.
My journey has been a “roller coaster ride.” Regardless I would encourage anyone to get
on the “boat”, the “train”, or the “cloud” to reach for the “stars” for the “moon” way
above the sky. I have found out that every day offers a new experience and that if we stay
focused we can achieve our goals. The best way is to start with reasonable small goals
possible within days, months, years, hours. The main thing is to never give up. I have been
going on and off to college, after marriage, divorce, being a single mom. All of us like the
idea of heroes that we see in magazines and cartoons from firefighters to police to our own
relatives, professors, mentors, and friends. The truth is that every day inside of us we are all
our own superheroes in some way or another because we wake up every day. We try our
best to get up knowing that life is a gift truly given to us to help, love, and care for everyone
that comes to our lives. I would like my daughter to learn that perseverance, discipline, and
endurance are important to stay the course and complete. As an athlete, I have learned
that you stay in the race after all the training and preparation and finish even through the
pain because the outcome and prize is well worth it. My goal is to get my AA in Psychology,
then pursue Nursing. I like helping people and making a difference in the world. I know that
when people see others finish something they may also get motivated to pursue their own
life goals. Above all, I also must say that peace, happiness, staying healthy, and having belief
in what is important to you is crucial. I give all the credit to God for how far I have gone in
every area of my life.
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FEDOSYA
VARDANYAN

ACCOUNTING
GLENDALE
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

I was born in an ordinary family with a father, mother, and two children. However, my life
turned out in a way that I lost most of my family members. I was nineteen when my brother
died at the age of eighteen. Afterward, my family and I lived in a feeling of deep sorrow,
but it affected my mother the most. She tried to give all her love and care to me, but she
could not live with pain from my brother’s loss. She passed away when I was sixteen, leaving
me shocked and depressed. The stress from her loss caused me serious health issues. I had
to go through the very long therapeutic process to recover. Then, I met my husband and
moved to the United States. A year after we had our son. It seemed like I had the family I
dreamed of. My husband was a loving person, but he had a traditional way of thinking. He
did not allow me to study, work, or even to learn to drive. I lived with him for four years as I
lived in a cage. However, it would work if he did not pass away. After he passed away, I was
left alone with my son with nothing. I had to leave my mother in law’s house where we lived
before his death. I was forced to take care of my son and myself but I was not prepared for
it. I tried to find a job, but my broken English was a big obstacle for it. I decided to go to
GCC to learn some English that would be enough to find a job. Here, I had a chance to be
a member of CalWORKs’s family, where I met wonderful caring people who helped me to
appreciate the value of education and my abilities. Now, I have completed the majority of
the required courses and I’m planning to transfer in 2021. I thought I was supposed to listen
to others and obey their rules, but now, I will never go back and will only obey my own rules.
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HASMIK
VLASYAN

ENGLISH SECOND
LANGUAGE LEVEL 4
GLENDALE
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

As a child, I really loved superheroes. After becoming a mom and a student, I began to feel
like I was becoming a superhero. Because I somehow manage to make time to do housework,
take care of my children, and study. As a student parent, I believe I am a good mom for my
family, a lovely wife for my husband, and a good student with many dreams about my future.
Thanks to the support of the community college CalWORKs program, I can achieve my goals
and build my own world where I am a superhero parent. As a mother, I have two kids that I
cannot live without. They taught me to always be happy and be unpredictable. They have
been able to influence my life very deeply. They make my life colorful, because with them
I always feel young. We watch TV together, discuss our feelings, play games, and make
each other happy, carefree, and relaxed. Although, it gets very hard too. I have to be there
on time to take care of them all day. Thanks to them, I feel like I am a super mom, where
they are my world and I am a superhero who is able to do everything and be on time every
day. I feel proud because they are my happiness and I like to spend my time with them. My
husband loves me. When you get married, your life changes drastically. You begin to live
not only for yourself. When you are loved, you can do things that are not normally in your
power. Because love is a superpower that makes you omnipotent. Finally, I am a student with
dreams to help people stay healthy. As a student, I work to build my future. I am grateful to
have CalWORKs to support me. This program gives me one more superpower.
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ANNA
YOLYAN

ADMINISTRATIVE
ASSISTANT
GLENDALE
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

I am a proud GCC student and mother of two amazing boys. I came to the U.S. three years
ago from Armenia with my family, and it was not always easy. The first problem was our
language barrier; I knew only a few words in English. Although the new country seemed
attractive, we faced many difficulties getting jobs. I found a night-shift job in a bakery. Every
evening, my kids cried and pleaded for me to stay with them, but I had to go to work. It was
hard to concentrate, having my kids’ voices in my ears. I worked all night and took care of
my children, who were two and five, all day. I really did not sleep. It was the hardest part of
my life. As my job was cutting bread and standing all the time. I finally got problems with
my back and the nerves in my right hand. One day, one of my coworkers asked me ironically,
“So what? Did you like our America?” I answered, “This is just the beginning. My journey in
America has not started yet!” I am grateful to this person who made me see the big picture.
From that moment, everything changed for me. I saw that I could do more than cutting bread.
I decided to learn English at GCC. It is not easy, but with help from the CalWORKs Program,
I overcame the barriers. We received childcare and money for transportation, books, and
supplies. CalWORKs became the foundation of my education and work experience. At first,
I was in wonder at the CalWORKs front desk staff’s friendliness. Then I realized they were
student-workers helping other students. I asked myself “how did they get here?” In that
moment, I imagined myself working there. Amazingly, it came true. Now I work in that
same CalWORKs office as a student worker, and I am learning to become an Administrative
Assistant. Work Study is a perfect experience for me to get a job. My path has been hard,
but, as the proverb says, “Difficult roads often lead to beautiful destinations”.
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ELAHE
ZARE

ART
GLENDALE
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

Growing up in Iran, the Iranian Islamic revolution tore my homeland apart. Religious
minorities, specifically Baha’is, were systematically persecuted by government policy. More
than 200 Baha’is were executed. Hundreds were tortured or imprisoned. Tens of thousands
lost jobs, access to education, property ownership, and many basic human rights – solely
because of religious belief. I will never forget the look of horror and sadness in my mother’s
eyes hearing news of our peoples’ executions. My father lost his government job, so my
mother began creating Persian rugs to support the family. She encouraged us to fight on
and remember, if something does not work, try it another way. She always whispered, “if you
can’t walk, you can swim. If you can’t swim, you can fly.” She remained positive and full of
hope. Her words are my inspiration. My deepest dream of higher education was banned in
Iran due to my faith, so I started drawing and painting. Creating motion on paper, paint and
color gave me new hope. I started living through my paintings captivating my feelings with
every brush stroke. Private galleries began exhibiting my work. However, I wanted more,
if only I had the right to study, teach, and fly. I moved from Iran with my family to pursue a
better life. A new language, cultural shock, and adjustments to new expectations and norms
was challenging. I enrolled in ESL classes at Glendale Community College and later began
art classes. Art professors encourage me to pursue a higher degree. My goal to become
an educated woman became closer. I am very grateful to CalWORKs and this country for
opportunities and resources to thrive. After the hardship, I endured as a woman, minority,
and second-class citizen to pursue my education; my husband divorced me, abandoning my
sons and me. I will never give up on my vision to teach, because I believe in my strengths
and myself. I will continue to pass my message throughout, “I’m a free spirit; either admire
me from the ground, or fly with me, but don’t ever try to cage me.”
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MATT
ADAM

COMPUTER SCIENCE
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

The greatest challenge as a student father has been becoming a student again. Shortly
after becoming a new father, my company downsized majorly and I found myself without a
job. Over 25 years in one place and in just a few moments, my career was over. I reached
out to all my contacts without any luck and found myself faced with no way to provide for
my family. CalWORKs offered me a place at Los Angeles City College and counseled me
through the classes required for a computer science degree. They have supported me with
books, counseling, workshops, and childcare. My son loves to visit the campus to see where
daddy goes to school! However, what I value the most is the opportunity that they have
given me and my family to start over and the kindness they have shown me along the way.
At age 53, the devastation of losing my job, not finding another, and almost losing hope
was overwhelming. The chance to gain the skills and tools needed to make it again have
been invaluable and have saved our lives. It is not just a motto, CalWORKs has given me the
chance to dream, achieve, and succeed.
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RAYMOND
AGUILAR

ADDICTION STUDIES
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

We all need help in reaching our goals. Society looks at those in need as weak. I have
come to believe that vulnerability in asking for help speaks volumes to the authenticity of a
person. In my first semester as a Los Angeles City College CalWORKs program student and
single father, I have seen the positive difference in my academics, my children’s lives and
my life. My name is Raymond Aguilar and managing my responsibilities, while pursuing my
education to align with my career goals have been the greatest challenges I have faced as
a student-father.
I have three wonderful daughters. They are four, six and eight. Naturally they are each in a
different grade. The trouble has been that they each attend a different school. My oldest
and youngest each go to a school nearby, while my middle child goes a bit further because
I was able to enroll her in a dual immersion program which is primarily taught in Spanish.
My responsibilities have me stretched thin in ensuring they each arrive to school on time at
their appropriate times at three different locations. Each of them have difficulties and I must
attend to each one and many times I end up too tired to do homework or study.
The CalWORKs program has helped this semester by providing the computer lab so I may
complete assignments for hybrid classes in a safe and quiet space. They have helped with
work study and understood when I had to stop because it was taking away from my time with
my daughters. Any place else would have looked at me without compassion and slammed
the door on me for further opportunities. To the contrary, the CalWORKs program has
welcomed my family to holiday festivals and this year will provide gifts for my daughters
come Christmas time. This is huge because I will not be able to give them gifts this year.
With their support I have been able to achieve my first straight A semester and I am and
forever will be eternally grateful.
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AHMAD
ALNASHOKATI

LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

I am a Syrian refugee and have been in the U.S. since 2015. I fled the war seeking safe place.
I started my life broke in L.A., an expensive city. I had to struggle to live with my wife and
two kids, Alma (one year) and Zane (two years). I have the dream of graduating as a clinical
lab scientist, a career which needs a bachelor’s degree. I had to live on financial aid and food
stamps. Besides studying full time to finish sooner. I had to work to get cash to survive with
my family. My plans here should not carry many mistakes. Because I must finish my bachelor
within four years no matter what. I also had to work in a very critical schedule, so I avoid wasting
time moving between college/work/and home to enjoy extra time with my kids. Briefly, my
two basic challenges were time and money. I am lucky enough to have Cathy, my CalWORKs
counselor who helped in every academic issue. She made sure to get me the most relevant
classes, finalize my financial aid, and meet the exact requirements for CSUDH transfer. I
joined LACC on Spring 2017. Cathy helped me to successfully receive CSUDH admission by
2019. With her, I efficaciously overcame the time challenge. Consequently, CalWORKs also
helped me to become a work study student. I was able to pick the best working hours that fit
between classes, so I do not have to suffer the traffic going to work. Therefore, CalWORKs
helped me solving my money and time challenges. I appreciate CalWORKs for helping me
overcoming both challenges. I even can’t tell which one is the most important. Last week,
my family was invited to the “CalWORKs Scholars Holiday Event.” Many beautiful toys
were given to kids of CalWORKs students. Mr. Garcia, CalWORKs’ director, announced our
number to win a especial gift, added to many other toys. My daughter looked at me happily
and said Thank You daddy, for the toys. Maybe “thank you daddy” is the most important
challenge that the CalWORKs department helped me to overcome.
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AARON
CARRILLO

BUSINESS
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

I would like to agree that it takes a village to help raise my daughter. With the help of
CalWORKs and my family, I have been given the opportunity to go back to school and
further my education. From the very start of my recent educational endeavor I have been
given the tools that help me go to school while at the same time provide for my daughter.
My family is in full support and have been able to give a hand with my daughter that is a
big blessing to have such a supporting family as a single father. My daughter’s teachers are
also involved in the raising of my daughter as they spend a good part of the day teaching
her and helping her develop and grow. The more I think about it the more it comes to mind
how many people are involved in our lives. When my daughter first started to live with me,
I was in a bad position and felt like I was drowning in problems. I was behind in debt, my
car had just been repossessed, and my daughter’s mom who lived in Arizona had Bi-polar
manic episode. I had to travel to Arizona and my sister knowing that I did not have a car,
offered to take me to pick up my daughter in Yuma. Bringing her back, I decided to go back
to school in order for me to create a safety net for my daughter and me. My mother was in
support and still until now has helped me by dropping off or picking up my daughter and
babysitting her when I am unable to. The staff in LACC CalWORKs have helped me get
all my requirements so that I can be prepared for school and take care of all of my school
needs. From filling out paperwork to explaining to me in detail, what I need to do. I am
also thankful for the teachers my daughter has for being supportive and being a positive
influence in my daughter educational development.
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SHANE
COTTER

BUSINESS
ENTREPRENEURSHIP
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

I have raised my seven-year-old daughter by myself since she was born. Her mother was
making very poor decisions with drugs, so I decided to come across the country from Florida
on a wing and a prayer. We were homeless when we first arrived and I had barely any money.
This put me in a very interesting position, as I could not afford a babysitter, and I could not
bring my two-year-old to work with me. I tried to seek out homeless assistance, but because
I am a man, I could not go to women’s shelters, and because my kid is a girl, we could not go
to men’s shelters. I began to understand that I had to pick myself up without anyone’s help.
Therefore, armed with only my child, a suitcase, and an acoustic guitar, I put my daughter
in a backpack and began busking in Santa Monica. This turned out to be profitable enough
to start turning things around for us. I was able to get my massage certification and began
making decent money. In 2018, my hands started to hurt all the time and I began losing grip
strength, from giving over 20,000 massages over the course of 25 years. Suddenly massage
became a much less viable and sustainable source of income. I was feeling very lost and
confused. I turned to CalWORKs, and my GAIN worker, Gregory Palmer, suggested I go to
school. The more I thought about the idea, the more I liked it. I have had straight A’s every
semester except for one B. CalWORKs has stood by me the whole time and helped me
immensely. Not just financially, but the counseling I have received at the school has been the
best. I have gotten to know all the workers in the office. All the staff has been instrumental
in guiding me on my path. I am very grateful to be a part of this wonderful program, and
when I succeed, I am anxious to be able to give back in whatever way I can.
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GENESIS
FOSTER

REAL ESTATE
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

I graduated from high school in 1994. Determination and Perspective are the two superpowers,
which have allowed me to return to school after over 20 years. Having completed my first
semester with two A’s, generating a semester GPA of 4.00, and earned perfect attendance
for the fall 19 semester, I used the superpowers of Determination and Perspective to become
a Super-Student. I was born and raised in Los Angeles and grew up among the gang culture
and the church culture. Not sure of where a young girl stands in either, I have been forced
to find my own way. I became a teenage mother at the age of 15 and when my grandmother
told me that I would not graduate but instead would be kept “barefoot and pregnant.” I
was determined to prove her wrong and I did. I graduated from high school on my 18th
birthday as a student-parent. Over the next 20 years I would have 3 more children and
attempt to complete my college education several times but because my perspective was
off, I constantly found myself in situations which caused me to choose between being able
to feed my family and getting my education. My job always had to come first, which caused
a lot of starting and stopping when it came school. When my grandfather passed away in
2004, he asked that I make him a promise, that I would complete my education and I made
that promise. I attempted to return to school a few times with no success. After being forced
to move several times due to the ridiculous increases in rent, I made the decision that my
perspective must change. I must be able to view my situation through new lenses, which
left me no choice, but to finish what I started over 20 years before. I went to the CalWORKs
office one day to apply for the fall semester. They were having a workshop for Women of
CalWORKs and the guest speaker’s theme was “finishing what you start.” That workshop lit
the flame that ignited my superpowers for success.
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JOHANNES

HUMAN SERVICES

HARMINTO

LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

Moving to a new different country presents a great deal of challenges. Many of these
challenges required making important decisions. I need to make many significant decisions
for my family and myself. There will be two options for me to decide. The first option is
keep staying in here United States with all the adjustments to this environment and the
second is to go back home to my homeland country, Indonesia. Fortunately, I got a chance
of being a CalWORKs’ student along with my wife, Rinintasari. Together we studied at Los
Angeles City College starting with beginner English ESL Non-Credit classes. Then I got a
chance to work in CalWORKs as a student worker. As a part time unclassified employee of
LACCD, it gave me ‘self-confidence’ that makes me believe in my capability that I still can
do a good job in an office environment in the US. Most important with this financial support
of my family helps me in building a better relationship to my children and supporting them
to succeed in their school. It was not only financial support; it also supported the way of
life for my wife, my children, and me. The positive changes of my older son, Adrian, was
starting from high school up until he was accepted at UC Riverside. It was great for him to
see me with the professional clothes working in the CalWORKs office. After he graduated as
a computer science major from UCR, he then was hired to work at Qualcomm in San Jose. I
am so proud of my son. My little daughter, Devina, will be soon graduate from high school.
The greatest challenge is how you can maximize the small things in the family life. I learned
lots in CalWORKs program that will be helping me to simplify and overcome the obstacles
in the life. CalWORKs program help supported my family and me, especially my son and
daughter who have changed in a positive way.

194

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7

STEPHANIE
INESTROZA

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

I come from a very small and underprivileged town in Honduras, raised by a single mother
after my father passed away. Due to the lack of opportunity and financial struggle, our family
immigrated to the United States. In the U.S, the school environment was different from what
I was used to. My poor English skills made it difficult to adapt, but not impossible. Within my
first months in school, I received certificates and became a top student in my class because
I spent hours at the library reading books beyond my English level. Also, I stayed after
school to receive tutoring, in order to get my homework done. Through my hard work and
dedication, after a year, I was speaking fluent English. I would spend a lot of time with my
school counselor discussing my academic plan to keep me on track. I followed her advice
to volunteer and join clubs like the National Honor Society, which recognize students from
their leadership, service and character skills. I graduated High School with Honors and as
one of the top students of my class.
When I entered LACC, I had a full-time job, a child, and I was attending school, which was very
difficult to manage. The job I had influenced my academic achievement because it encouraged
me to be responsible, organized and efficient. As a result, I became dedicated to my studies,
which put me on the Dean’s Honor List almost every semester. I won’t deny that the mentorship
I received from CalWORKs has been crucial to my current success. All this time, I did it on my
own, but I know now that I have people that want me and are willing to help me succeed. I
have amazing counselors that review my progress to make sure I’m on the right path. I never
knew there was so much help for single parents in college. Now, I’m a full-time student taking
this great opportunity to prove to myself that no matter the obstacles, the late nights and long
hours of studying, it will pay off once I accomplish my dreams.
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HYUNSIM
JUNG

EDUCATION
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

I was married in Korea 20 years ago and immigrated to the United States. I gave birth to
and raised five children in 15 years. I wanted to live my life when my youngest entered preschool.The beginning was the ESL program at LACC. The first year of class was too hard
for me. Having not studied for more than 20 years, I couldn’t understand and concentrate.
Talking in English made me feel smaller. I got to know the CalWORKs program at that time.
The CalWORKs’ Women meeting once a month, allowed me to make new friends and made
me feel a sense of belonging in the wide LACC. In summer, through the Das Academy
program, I was able to dream that I wanted to work in the U.S. The staff at CalWORKs
have always been in my shoes and helped. They understand me, listen to me and talked
to me, comfortably . These meetings have helped me build confidence, give me a desire to
challenge and make me more active in my studies. This change in my life was recognized by
my children first and made them proud. I can do many things on my own when I have to deal
with it in English. Like my first wish to study at LACC, I am living my life.
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MARINA
KAZAKOVA

GRAPHIC DESIGN
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

I lived in Russia, made plans and did not suspect that very soon my life would roll over and I,
together with my first daughter and husband, would board a plane and find ourselves on the
other side of the earth. I didn’t think that so many new things would come into our lives, so
many things would need to be done, and so many new ways would be open to the future of
us and our children. After a year and a half, when my daughter got older, I got courage and
decided to go study to improve my English. I still did not know with whom I would leave my
child and how to combine study and responsibility for the family.
CalWORKs employees gave me the opportunity to study and not worry about my daughter.
They gave her the opportunity to go to preschool, which is at the college. This is very
convenient for me. My daughter and I study together. I had to fill out a lot of reports and other
papers, however, CalWORKs also helped me in correcting my mistakes and supporting me
in the desire to learn. Employees were always ready to help and give advice. I never had to
wait at the window. Help came lightning fast. CalWORKs, for me, is the best college program
because parents with children are always more difficult and support is often necessary. The
Counselor tips at CalWORKs are the best and deepest. I always left them in a good mood
and ready to go into battle for an education.
Now, I have successfully completed learning English. I never thought that I could speak
another language, but I feel that I can do it and I am moving forward and will finish college
very soon and will look for a graphic designer job. Thanks to CalWORKs for your kindness,
understanding and support!
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NARA
KHACHATRYAN

ADMINISTRATION
OFFICE ASSISTANCE
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

The next thing I remember after saying goodbye to my family and friends was struggling to
answer the questions I was asked at the Los Angeles International Airport. I realized I did
not even have time to feel sad about leaving everyone behind. I never thought of leaving my
home country, Armenia. When we made a decision to leave for Los Angeles, I knew things
would be different, but I did not know it would be so difficult. The most challenging path for
me was the language. I knew a little bit of German since that was the language was required
to study. English became the hardest part of my life. I felt so embarrassed when people
asked me the time, or the way or any simple question I did not know how to respond to. The
idea that there are so many Armenians in Los Angeles would help me out was a mistake. I
needed to speak, to communicate in order to fit into society. I enrolled in Los Angeles City
College in hopes that my English would improve. It certainly did, but it still did not give
me enough courage to speak. I constantly depended on other Armenian students to help
me out, which was another issue I faced before I signed up for the work-study program
with CalWORKs. I could stay silent during the lectures since I was embarrassed to speak.
However, once I enrolled with CalWORKs, I had to face people, answer the questions, and
talk. I simply could not avoid questions since I was there to help others. I had to speak
and I did not realize how fast I was able to turn from an embarrassed speaker into a proud
one. Maybe I am not advanced in English now, but I certainly am able to answer and ask
questions and most importantly, I am not scared of people talking to me in English since I
can easily talk back. I am grateful not only for the opportunity to improve my language but
also for working in a great environment with great, supportive people.
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MARINA

FINANCE AND
BANKING

KHAVILOVA

LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

My story in the United States began six years ago when I landed at LAX. At that moment, I
was a 42-year old mother who did not know that in a year she would get divorced and have
to build her single mother life from scratch for herself and her son in this amazing country. At
first, I could not even dream of becoming a student because I was a single mother with low
income. Later, I found out that it was possible, so I applied for college. The admission process
did not take long, and in a month I received a desired status of a student. Moreover, I found
out that I was subject to financial aid, which I received soon after I had enrolled in the college.
At college I learned that I qualified for getting help from the CalWORKs Program, and this is
why I am writing this letter now. At the very beginning. my English was very poor. I found it
challenging to express myself. Nevertheless, CalWORKs employees turned out to be friendly
and helpful, which put me at ease, and they assisted me in all the ways possible. Being a
member of CalWORKs Program, I had access to the computer lab five days a week, and there
was an English tutor who helped me greatly with all of my projects. All of these facilities were
free of charge, which means a lot to me. CalWORKs counselors were always there to assist me
with my education plan, and when I faced difficulties, I knew I could rely on them and get good
advice on how to deal with a problem. Also, CalWORKs organized a few workshops which
helped me to get a better understanding of my goals and set a few new goals for the future.
Moreover, CalWORKs helped me to get a few books and basic supplies free of charge. They
did so each semester. I am very grateful for being helped in so many ways, and I am happy to
know that I am not the only one who got so much assistance from CalWORKs.
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KHURLEE
TUYATSETSEG

ENGLISH
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

A Whole New World: CalWORKs Students Learning English!
I am from Mongolia. I arrived 10 months ago with my family to the U. S. from my country,
Mongolia. Since I came to this country, I was surprised how exciting Los Angeles City is.
When I arrived here, I could hear native English speakers talking..Immediately, I thought
they speak very fast. I don’t speak English very fluently, that is why I enrolled in Los Angeles
City College. This is a good program to learn ESL. This college has other good programs
too. One of them is CalWORKs. I had support from this program. They are very helpful.
Now, I made some friends who speak English. I practice with them. Practicing my English is
exciting for me. I am still learning to better my English. It takes a lot of practice, but I will
keep learning and improving more. I want to keep studying and learning in the programs
this Institution has to offer. In the near future, I want to continue learning computers and
the other available classes. This school has many options. So, I have more opportunities to
learn new careers to help myself, my family and the community around. I am thankful for
CalWORKs and LACC programs. They help many students in this city. I will make my best
to keep making progress.
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STEPHANIE
MORALES

NURSING
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

Being part of the CalWORKs program has helped me become a better student, It gave
me confidence and motivation to be able to do well in my education. Being a CalWORKs
student and a mom can be tough at times. Having to provide for myself and my son has
been tough lately, working a few hours is not enough, nor receiving assistance from the
county. It’s stressful, but I still manage to pull through. I have a one-year-old son and he
has given me the strength that I never had before, my son is the reason why I’m in school
again. Before having my son I didn’t put much effort in my education which led me to fail all
my classes, I didn’t realize back then how important my education was. I want to become a
Registered Nurse, I want to help my community and save lives. I want to be a role model for
my son. I want him to look up to me and see that I never gave up and always pushed myself
despite the circumstance. It’s hard to balance school, work, and being a parent, but it’s not
impossible. I guess I can say I am a superhero because I am doing whatever I can to have a
better life for my son and I.
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OLGA
MYSHNOVA

PSYCHOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

The passion I have for studying psychology stems from my past in drug addiction. I want to
be able to help people get out of the depths of addiction. When I got sober from all mind
altering substances, I started remembering who I was before my drug use. I had forgotten
my real identity for many years. I started to become self-confident and have dreams. I started
making goals to make my dreams come true. I signed up at Los Angeles City College and
took my biggest fear head on. CalWORKs made the process easy and guided me through
the whole thing while holding my hand. I was even able to get child care with the help of my
worker by helping me sign up with PATHWAYS. That was my biggest fear, I thought I could
not get an education because daycare was so expensive and I was never going to be able
to afford it. The other benefits I received was help with books, supplies, registration, and a
parking pass for school.
CalWORKs has supported me throughout my educational path and has helped me reach my
goals, I am proud to say that in Fall 2020, I will be either attending CSUN or Cal State LA. I am
going to use my education in psychology to help other people that are stuck in addiction. I
know exactly how it feels, like you will never get out. I hope to be able to teach people about
behaviors and thought processes that are caused when you are addicted to a drug or alcohol
so they can be more educated about this disease. Lastly, I hope to share my experiences with
others and inspire more people to gain an education and pursue their dreams as I did. Most
of all I will share how CalWORKs helped me get over my fear of how I wasn’t good enough
for school.
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TIFFANY

SOCIAL WORK

NELSON

LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

I am a mother of four small children. They are an important part of my life. I choose social
work as my major because of the issues and obstacles that I have faced in my life. While
escaping from abuse and trying to figure out life on my own with four children, it was very
hard. I did not have any nor or do I have now any family support behind me. My mother and
father are both on drugs therefore, aren’t able to provide any support. I am 29 years old and
currently homeless with my four children. The safety of my children and well being is very
important to me too. Living in a homeless environment puts me in a position of constantly
watching my environment. My children are small and unaware of unsafe environments. I
hesitate to reach out for help because of patterns of broken promises and no follow up in my
life. I have been homeless for the past 5 years and this has open my eyes. Resources are very
limited. I have been challenged as a minority woman living in this environment. I can’t seem
to get pass the low income limit. Many of the referrals that I received ended up unhelpful.
Since I have been a student at LACC; part of the CalWORKs program and participation in
the D.A.S academy I have learned different survival skills. I am not where I use to be. Each
day is still a struggle but the skills I have learned from CalWORKs that are helping me to
take one day at a time. Through it all, I have stood tall, kept my head up and kept pushing
forward. Being a part of CalWORKs and going to school has increased in assisting me with
my life challenges. I am more dedicated, motivated and focused on the goals I have for my
children and me.
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NGOZI
NWOKO

CIVIL ENGINEERING
LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

I come from a large family in a small town in Nigeria, West Africa. Growing up, my brothers were
encouraged to pursue higher education. However, since women are considered secondary to
men in Nigeria, my sisters and I were not. I had to overcome many stereotypes to gain access to
higher education, which left me feeling unmotivated. While visiting my grandmother one day,
though, something did motivate me: I was faced with the dilemma of having to drink unclean
water. I was heartbroken to learn children die from disease because of unclean water every
day. After careful research, I discovered that unclean drinking water is a problem for many
countries and civil engineers develop methods of water purification. Now, as a civil engineering
major, I hope to become an advocate to make resources accessible to disadvantaged groups.
There have been many opportunities for which I was overlooked as a black female and a single
mother. However, CalWORKs at Los Angeles City College has helped me inch toward my
goals in big ways. The support I have received from staff as well as programs like work-study,
motivational workshops, and tutoring has given me access to educational opportunities I could
not achieve on my own. My greatest goal as a future civil engineer is to provide clean water
to severely impoverished areas. I have taken steps toward this goal already. In summer 2017,
I took part in an internship organized by the NASA California Space Grant in which a team
and I developed a water filtration system with the use of reverse osmosis. In June 2018, we
presented our invention at the Spring Green Expo by the Metropolitan Water District. After
receiving feedback at the expo about incorporating a system to eliminate pathogens, I have
been working to make my project more effective. In 2018, I was an engineering student at UC
Davis; however, I was forced to drop out because I could not afford the costs of my education.
Presently, with the help of CalWORKs, I have access to the technology and equipment my
research requires.
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JANINE

CHILD
DEVELOPMENT/
PSYCHOLOGY

O’BARR

LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

The CalWORKs program has not just supported me, it has made me. I became a new mom at
about the same time technology had taken over my job. I was a new mom and unemployed.
Unable to find work and scared on so many levels, I applied for the program. I had no
confidence and I feared for the future. What was I going to do? It felt hopeless. The option
to return to school was a blessing! I had never thought that I could be smart enough or
afford school when I was in high school and that was over 20 years ago. The program helped
me to enroll, a process that steers many away from even trying. The counselors, who are
specific to CalWORKs students, like Cathy Lakatos, are heroes who are always there to
help keep you on track with your education plan and offer support. Books, supplies, and
transportation are provided. The lab gives me a place to study and print as well as offering
tutoring to help with English, essays, and the dreaded statistics. Safe childcare is offered for
my little boy so I can attend class and have time for assignments. There are also workshops
for us that have been extremely valuable. The list goes on and I have utilized them all. It has
paid off; I have maintained a 4.0 grade point average and made the Dean’s Full-Time Honor
List for three consecutive semesters. I have just qualified for the President’s Distinguished
Honor List! I share this because school is not easy for me. I earned this through hard work
and the numerous resources that the CalWORKs program has offered me. The confidence
that LACC has given me and the clarity that this education has offered me has allowed me
to succeed in a world that is increasingly replacing people with computers. I am going to
make it, my family is going to make it, and I have chosen a career path to help others make
it as well!
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ANDREW

BUSINESS
MANAGEMENT

PANGAN

LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

As a father of 1-year-old twin boys, it can be difficult at times. Everyday has to be strategically
planned with my wife and me when we juggle taking care of the twins, going to work, and
attending college. Fortunately, CalWORKs gives us a great helping hand when it comes to
guidance and counseling with college. When I became a father a little bit over a year ago, I
was overjoyed, but also overwhelmed with the expenses it comes having twins. Every expense
is now double and I am fortunate for CalWORKs to assist me in setting up food for my family
and I. CalWORKs gives me the opportunity to become a student again and pursue my dream
of earning my Associate’s degree for transfer and afterwards earning my Bachelor’s degree
in Business Management. Undoubtedly, this is a challenge, but I gladly accept this challenge
to raise my two boys to become the finest men and also show them both that education is
imperative at a young age. My goal is to guide and teach my twins how to become a person
that respects others and that are contribute in their community. As a father, I aim to become
an educated, intelligent, and giving person to my family and community. Nevertheless, I thank
CalWORKs for helping me through my pathway to success.
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VALERIE

SOCIAL WORK

STROUD

LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

I was 19 years old when I gave birth to twins. During my whole pregnancy CalWORKs was
there. My mom was also a single mother to me and my sister and getting a job while you
are in a high risk pregnancy that required bed rest was just not a possibility for me. Through
the CalWORKs program, I was able to have a steady source of food as I was now eating for
three and received money to purchase them clothes. With their father not in the picture
and escaping the domestic violence he inflicted, I was now faced with the responsibility
of my personal mental recovery, the responsibility of twin infants and caring for my son
who is receiving special needs services. Obstacle upon obstacle, unforeseen setbacks and
seemingly impossible to overcome circumstances is no easy feat. One could say it is only
achievable by the likes of superheroes.
Despite all of this now part of my reality, I still made great progress and overcame these
challenges with CalWORKs as my “sidekick”. During this time, with CalWORKs support, I
was able to make it while I stayed home and took my son to his therapy which were crucial
to his overall development. After CalWORKs helped me receive my first job offer, I took an
assessment that suggested I pursue a higher education and finally feeling stable enough,
I registered at LACC. .As a parent, it is difficult to make constant library trips because
childcare is reserved for work and textbooks are not guaranteed. Now, as a CalWORKs
parent/student I realize how having access to books and supplies is important. Having access
to the counselors who understand your circumstances are readily available for you to ensure
your academic success. Thanks to the CalWORKs program, I have successfully completed
my transfer applications and being able to afford staying in school has found me work in
the Los Angeles Unified School District using my super parent-student powers to teach
kindergarten children, sharing the powerful gift of education and empowerment.
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JASMINE

REAL ESTAE

WARREN

LOS ANGELES
CITY COLLEGE

My superpowers come from the tenacity to believe in my dreams when everything outside of me
has changed. I am a female who is a mother of a 12-year-old daughter and soon to be 21-yearold son who is currently in training, in Texas, giving service to this nation. Moving to Los Angeles,
California was a big step and career change from Executive Assistant of BAMP, Inc. operational
management in Cincinatti, OH. I was my own boss and went from minimum wage to $60,000. I
moved LA once the company downsized and operated centrally from its main office in ST. Louis,
MO. I was offered a position, but didn’t want to relocate in that direction.
CalWORKs provided me with the financially stability I needed to pursue my dreams at LACC
in Real Estate. I have prior experience as an online salesperson via eBay, and decided to
change my product from used shoes to commercial properties and houses. Even though I’m
in a city where I have no immediate family, I am blessed to say that I am not alone. My
daughter attends Laurel Span Elementary, and their afterschool program has enabled me
to have that needed class time, without going out of my way to transport her to a caregiver.
The guidance of theCalWORKs Staff has shown me all the options that are available to me to
help me through a financially tight time. The Franklin Covey coarse that I’m currently in, has
provided essential tools for building trust within myself and relationships with others; which is
a key element in Real Estate sales. I enjoy working with people and I am good at sales, so real
estate, even though it’s a different path for me, my enthusiasm rests in ensuing a consumer is
satisfied with the transaction. It took some courage to be where I am today, and with the help
of CalWORKs, I am confident that I can achieve success as a Real Estate sales person.
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VANESSA
MARTINEZ

PSYCHOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
HARBOR COLLEGE

Although my career path has been bumpy, as of now, I am certain of my path to become a
clinical psychologist. I knew that I enjoyed science and learning about the mind, but it was
not until I took my first psychology course that I fell in love with this field of study. I knew
that I enjoyed helping people and I realized psychology was the way to go. Mental health
is a very serious topic that deserves more attention. Becoming a clinician allows me to help
those in need who are suffering with their mental health. I also came to this realization
because I would hear the saying that went something like “Don’t be the person you wished
to be growing up, be the person you wish you had.“
I have had my issues with mental health, and I know how difficult dealing with all tof hese
issues can be. I began thinking back to all my lowest points in life. Who is the person that I
wish I had during these times? Now that person is the one I aspire to be. Before choosing
psychology, I was a nursing major and I am thankful to my CalWORKs counselor for seeing
that I was not happy with this major. She scheduled me multiple appointments to sit down
and talk about my future. She helped me to realize nursing was not the path for me to take
and see my passion for psychology.
I will be eligible for transfer next year and Diana has made this process so much easier. I have
met with other counselors who drew up ed plans but did not allow me options for which
courses I had to take. My CalWORKs counselor made sure I had all my required courses
and I had options for courses to take so I would take pride in the material I was learning. In
addition, being a single mom and balancing school can be difficult and expensive, so I am
thankful for the CalWORKs program for providing me with financial assistance and support
to be successful in life.
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MARYAM
SAWEERIS

OFFICE
ADMINISTRATION
LOS ANGELES
HARBOR COLLEGE

I am from Egypt and I moved to the United States 7 years ago. I face a lot of difficult times
trying to understand and communicate in a language that is foreign to me. Although I have
improved a lot ever since I came, I still have a long way to go. When I came to the United
States from Egypt, my English was terrible at the time, so I got an idea to improve myself and
my language by enrolling in school to get a degree and learn the English language. I knew
that for me to work, I had to get a degree and learn English. I decided to enroll in Los Angeles
Harbor College. When I first enrolled in classes, students told me about the CalWORKs office
and how resourceful that office is. I went ahead and applied. They were so helpful to me,
and because of them, I was so motivated to keep going and get my degree. Every time I
felt down and became discouraged, they were there to remind me of all the resources that
were available, and how I can use all of these resources to better myself. The resources being
presented to us foreign students by the CalWORKs office are a lot, and I cannot be more
thankful for that because they have truly helped me get better and improve my language
through the classes provided.
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LIANA
GARAKHANYAN

CHILD DEVELOPMENT
LOS ANGELES
MISSION COLLEGE

I am student at Los Angeles Mission College, majoring in Child Development. I moved to the
U.S almost four years ago with my family. Just as any person in a new country, I also faced
many challenges, mainly because I did not know the language, and therefore could not find
work. That is when I realized that I have to take ESL classes. I was nervous but excited at the
same time that I can go to college to learn the language as well as learn a skill that would
allow me to build a career. My first ESL teacher was wonderful and he helped me a lot.
Because I was receiving public assistance, I was also referred to the CalWORKs program on
campus. The program did wonders for me, from day one when I walked in; the staff were the
most welcoming. For someone who was somewhat insecure due to lack of knowledge, I was
openly welcomed. The amount of support that I received allowed me to pursue whatever
I had envisioned even though at times I felt like giving up. I myself could not afford to buy
all the books and supplies, nor could I afford childcare or transportation, but the program
helped me with all of that and more. I will also be grateful to the CalWORKs team for seeing
a potential in me and offered me a job with them as a student worker through the work
study program. It has been exactly a year since I started working with them and not only did
I gain confidence but also learned so much. The program helped me improve my English, I
learned a lot more about the program and how to navigate the system, and was able to help
other students like myself. With all the difficulties that I faced, I was nevertheless able to find
strength in myself and move ahead. Soon I will be opening my own daycare. I thank God
that I had the opportunity to enroll at LAMC and be referred to the CalWORKs program.
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ALICIA
HARRIS

INTERIOR DESIGN
LOS ANGELES
MISSION COLLEGE

I am a single mom with 3 kids and am currently pregnant with my 4th. I have mantained to
stay on the honor roll and also work through the CalWORKs office as a student worker. Being
a single mom and pregnant isnt an easy task. I have had to have 3 surgeries while attending
Mission and have still maintained my student-parent superpower with the help of CalWORKs.
CalWORKs has given me the opportunity to be able to stay in school full-time. They have
resources that help you build your confidence and help you to maintain your academic goals.
I am very grateful for this program . I dont think i would have been able to make it this far
without the help of CalWORKs. Thank you!
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SAMANTHA
INIGUEZ

SOCIOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
MISSION COLLEGE

I enrolled at LAMC in fall 2019 and I am also a high school student. I am 24 years old and a
mother of a four-year-old daughter named Scarlett Rose. Before attending college and high
school, I was living in a dark place mentally, I was dealing with bi-polar depression. After I
had my daughter, my fiancé was charged for a crime he did not commit and was taken from
our family. I was left with my child to raise on my own with no job and extremely depressed.
Deep down inside of me I felt I was losing myself every single day. I felt weaker and weaker;
I did not know why I felt confused, sad, angry, and useless. Every day I was feeling emotions I
was not used to. It got to a point where I was having suicidal thoughts. I woke up one morning
and decided I needed help. I did not want depression to ruin my life or my daughter’s life. I
had the courage to talk to my worker and she listened to me and provided me with the help
I needed. I started attending Hill View Mental Health. Three years later, I felt better mentally
and a staff member encouraged me to finish high school. I enrolled and met my amazing
teacher Mrs. Karan from 5Keys. Soon after, we went on a field trip to LA Mission College. I
could not believe I had the opportunity to be a college student while being in high school.
My teacher believed in me and I found the strength to believe in myself. I have the most
amazing support system and I have met many amazing people that work at LAMC. The staff
in CalWORKs office have supported me so much. I never imagined my life would be like this.
From being homeless and struggling with my mental health, to being a student and working
on my AA at LAMC. I feel much happier and I hope I am a role model for other women who
struggle with mental health. Keep fighting hard and never give up!
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VICTORINA
JARDON

PSYCHOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
MISSION COLLEGE

I came from Mexico with very little education. I always wanted to study but did not have any
support and I never knew that there was a program to help. As a single mother, I was both
working and studying. It was very difficult for me because I did not have time to attend school
every day because of work. Besides that, I was having difficulties paying for books and school
supplies, until my GAIN worker sent me to the CalWORKs office at LAMC. The staff explained
to me the benefits and services they offered. One of my biggest challenges was the language
barrier. I did not have any idea how to start my educational path. My first language is Spanish
and now as a student, it is not easy for me to complete homework in English because I am
still thinking in Spanish. I continue facing challenges because I want to be an example for my
children, to work hard so that we can have better opportunities in life. Since I started college,
the CalWORKs program has helped me with tutoring in math and English, money for school
supplies, books, and other resources. My academic background started with noncredit ESL
classes and it prepared me for my GED. It took approximately three years of preparing for
college reading and composition. The grades I have received in my major requirement classes
do not reflect my ability or potential. However, it does identify my resilience to not give up. I
identify that I was resourceful to find ways to receive tutoring, support, and encouragement
to complete my educational journey. I feel very proud of myself because in my family, I am
the only women who is studying and working hard towards better opportunities in life. The
CalWORKs program has been a blessing to my family and my education. I do not have any
family support and I was feeling lonely trying to follow my dreams by myself. I am very grateful
to God that CalWORKs exists because with their help I am able to communicate in English.
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DONNA
MANJARREZ

SOCIOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
MISSION COLLEGE

I had to endure danger and pain for over six years from a domestic violence relationship. I
had feelings of hopelessness, was isolated from family, and not appreciated. I thought the
relationship was normal. My children felt the fear every day. One day my son says to me
“Mommy if you don’t listen, is Daddy going to hit you?’’ Hearing that from my own son was a
breaking point. I immediately broke down into tears. I had always told myself, if staying with
him were for the good of my children, I would endure the abuse. However, I knew this was not
the case. The next morning I left and never went back. I made a police report and obtained
a restraining order. My abuser was stalking and threatening me. I had to leave town for a
weekend, then came back, and stayed in a motel for over two weeks. When my abuser was
arrested. I was able to return home and remove him from our leasing agreement. During this
time, I felt I was on an emotional roller coaster. I felt anxiety, depression, could not sleep, and
I would constantly ask myself if I was doing the right thing. I thank God for having my family
and friends support and getting me through this rough time. Now, I am back at Los Angeles
Mission College, in hopes of obtaining my AA in Sociology and eventually transferring to
CSUN. The CalWORKs office aat my community college has helped me in realizing that it
is never too late to start over. I did not think about returning to school due to the costs of
books, gas, as well as the time and dedication. The CalWORKs program provided me with
the support and tools to continue my education. Recently, I began employment through the
CalWORKs work study program. I am so grateful that I am able to work on campus because
it makes me feel motivated to reach my goal. My ultimate goal is to show my children that
everything I am doing is to better their life. Because of them, I am courageous.
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JACOB
ROBERTSON

NURSING
LOS ANGELES
MISSION COLLEGE

Statistics say that only 17% of CalWORKs student-parents are fathers. It is surreal to me that I
fall in this category. I thought there were more fathers like me struggling to support their little
family. I would not consider myself a rock star. I am in school so I can provide a strong, stable
future for my two boys and me. I am trying to be a role model for them so they know that hard
work pays off. I sometimes feel that going to school and working puts a huge strain on them so
I do my best to work while they are in school. Weekends are hard for me as I work all day as my
boys are in day care. My greatest challenge as a student-father is doing everything by myself.
I have to take the boys to school, doctors’ appointments, dentist appointments, to daycare,
and both of my kids are special-needs so they need a little extra help. Therefore, from cooking
to cleaning and doing laundry, I am exhausted. I have no family here so it is extremely difficult.
I moved to California from Denver, Colorado. The little family I do have, are to them self and
not very family-oriented. I decided to move here to go back to school. I started at LA Mission
College in the spring 2019 semester and got into the CalWORKs program. I cannot stress
enough of the positive things about the community college and especially the CalWORKs
program. I know that without this program I would not be as successful as I am today. They
help with books, supplies, food vouchers, and laptop-rentals. To top it off they have their own
tutors and counselors that really care and try to help! I can say I have come this far because of
this program and I am ever so thankful. As crazy and hectic as my life is, I know it would not
be possible without all the support I get from this program. I want to say from the bottom of
my heart thank you. The program is a blessing!
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MEHDI
KARIMPOOR

NURSING RN
LOS ANGELES
PIERCE COLLEGE

Studying and doing my homework at home has been my greatest challenge as a student/
father. My first semester at Pierce College was when my daughter was born. I was a full-time
student too. I go to classes in the morning, then I do work study from 12:30 pm to 5:30 pm.
Every day when I leave Pierce College, I pick up my kid from day care. CalWORKs has served
an important role in this journey. My GPA of 3.70 shows my dedication to studying, despite
my limited amount of time. The first important thing in the CalWORKs program is meeting
counselors. They help us set goals, and prevent us from wasting our time by taking wrong
courses. Before starting each semester, they ask us about any problems we may have, our
difficulties with courses, or any confusion about our major or our goals. If we need some
help, they have always provided it for us. I cannot overstate how much the workshops are
useful and effective aids in meeting our goals.
One of the most interesting workshops which has helped a lot with responsibility, is the Time
Management Workshop. Studying and working, when you’re a new resident of a country
and your native language is not English, you don’t have any family here to help and support
you is very hard. It would be a reason to give up and not meet my educational goals. When
I think of these two years which I’ve spent in Pierce College, I feel I wasn’t alone here
because I’ve received so much support. I have a family who has helped me do my very best,
supporting me in my pursuit of education since the very beginning. I am so happy that I
wasn’t left alone to figure everything out by myself. CalWORKs has walked with me the
whole way and reminded me that by having goals and being a hard worker, I can achieve
success. They have made my journey at Pierce possible, and they have made my time at
Pierce truly enjoyable.
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MELODY
MORALES

SOCIOLOGY/
HEALTH ADMIN
LOS ANGELES
PIERCE COLLEGE

Being a parent / student / worker is very challenging , but I push myself to do the best I can
for my little one. My son is my motivation behind all this. Before becoming a mother, I did not
know about any resources on campus. Once I became a mother, I still was not aware, but, little
by little I began to become familiar with different resources on campus.
The CalWORKs program helped me tremendously! They have counselors available to help me
prepare for future classes I need to take, and to be able to reach my goal by the year 2020 to
transfer out. Not only did they have counselors, but they had tutoring and much more! This
program has been amazing to me and a big help! Being a part of this program helped me
get a job at the school Health Center and I am in their work study program. Work study helps
me earn some extra money in order to help me get by. Being a parent is difficult, but being a
single parent that has to juggle school, work and a child is even more difficult. I will never give
up, I will continue to use the school CalWORKs program for help. I will push until the very end
for myself and my son. I am very grateful to be a part of this program and grateful for what
they have to offer and what they have offered me so far since I have been in this program.
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HANIEH
OMIDFAR

CHILD DEVELOPMENT
(SPECIALTY:
CHILDREN WITH
DISABILITIES)
LOS ANGELES
PIERCE COLLEGE

In the past 3 years, I have given birth to 2 children and finished over 72 units. I have
volunteered in the YMCA and Balboa R.C. I now work 2 days a week at Pierce College
daycare. We have done many activities that I have offered to the daycare such as paper
finger painting to help the creative side of children. I have also offered picture books that
children can create their own stories and improve their English. My last creative activity
was a Chemistry activity and children could use the material to shape and color to build art
work. This will help their cognitive skills where they can plan an idea and feel accomplished
after they have done it.
I found out 3 years ago that I was pregnant. We were referred to a specialist. We found out
that there might be an issue with our child and they took another blood test and gave us a
number to call for counseling. We were scared since we didn’t know what was wrong. We
were informed that our son has aform of allergy to flava bean. We were relieved that he did
not have a much more serious problem. I realized that these things happen and parents
will have a short time to prepare to take care of a child who is born with disabilities. I knew
from that moment, that I wanted to help people who have children with disabilities. The
first semester I had to manage work and pregnancy. My GPA became very low. I realized
I can’t manage work and school together. I found out about CalWORKs and I signed up.
I was able to work towards my degree and not worry about working until my school was
over so I can make better money to support my children and do what I love. CalWORKs
has been so helpful to me, with help paying for my transportation to school and my
school and life expenses. I am very happy that my dream of helping parents with disabled
children is coming through, and appreciate CalWORKs help towards achieving my goals.
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ANONYMOUS

SOCIOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
SOUTHWEST
COLLEGE

My life began with my mother leaving me in our country to head to the U.S. to seek a better
life for us. I met my mother at the age of six when she felt it was appropriate to reunite. A few
years after our reunification, I experienced molestation by my stepfather at the age of 10. It
was hard to overcome the tragic trauma that my stepfather created. My mother and I reported
my stepfather and never looked back; I still have daunting memories of the abuse. At the age
of 15, I turned to the streets (gangs).
Absent of money and positive role models in my life, I became pregnant and homeless by the
age of 17. I gave birth to my only son in a homeless shelter. Four years later, I miscarried my
second son at six months pregnant due to domestic violence. My baby didn’t survive the vicious
physical abuse I experienced. Having my baby’s lifeless, tiny body in my hands, changed my
life forever. Yearning for a family, I married someone who turned out to be another abuser, as
well. He used my status in this country to mentally abuse me. By this point, I was tired, angry,
and depressed. Down and confused about what to do with my life, I enrolled at Los Angeles
Southwest College. I also took domestic violence classes through Project Peace Makers and
finished my program.
At this moment, as I write my story, I have a pending deportation order that I’m currently
fighting. I’ve been coming to school, looking over my shoulder with the fear of deportation,
and it’s been difficult. Every semester I find myself crying in Mr. Camacho’s office (CalWORKs
counselor) wanting to quit school, but he kept me pushing. I have an amazing son and because
of him, I continue to fight. The CalWORKs family and my sociology professor, Dr. Jones, will
not let me quit. Since I’m undocumented and I don’t qualify for financial aid, the CalWORKs/
GAIN program allows me to continue and pursue my education by providing me with the
essential resources.
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KEIAUNA

PSYCHOLOGY

CRAWFORD

LOS ANGELES
SOUTHWEST
COLLEGE

A supermom is an exemplary mother. To me, it is one who successfully manages a home,
raise children, goes to school, all while having a full-time job. Time management is the most
important skill to have when being a supermom. As a full-time student and parent, it can
be difficult to find time to study. Raising a child while fulfilling their needs is an obstacle
I confront every day, all while attending school events, completing domestic duties and
managing a work schedule is no joke.
When I see myself in the mirror, I know I am a supermom, and my special power is my daughter.
Watching her grow and develop into a beautiful little girl has been my sole motivation and
drive to want to succeed at being an exceptional mother, student, and employee. Before I
learned I was pregnant, I had been kicked out of school, and started to give up hope on life.
However, the day I found out I was pregnant was an unforgettable wake-up call. Knowing
that I was going to be someone’s mother, and another life depended on me, it was time for
me to get focused.
I began researching schools and programs that would help me get my Psychology Degree,
get a new job, as well, help with my daughter. During the research process, I came across
Los Angeles Southwest College, which had a program that was set in place to benefit young
mothers, called GAIN/CalWORKs. Joining the CalWORKs program was one of the best
decisions I ever made. The time they invest into each student when it comes to picking
out classes, creating educational plans, and advising you on programs and opportunities
that are beneficial towards your future are just some of the many benefits. One of the
most important benefits to me are the connections they have with the universities; and the
dedication and time spent creating a stepping stone and foundation for my future success.
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FERRA
DIGGSADAMOU

MUSIC
LOS ANGELES
SOUTHWEST
COLLEGE

I was born in Washington, DC. After completing high school, I attended college, but removed
myself after the first semester. After which, I suffered from clinical depression. In 2001, I was
struck in the head by a stray bullet. Miraculously surviving, I realized my life had purpose.
Shortly after, I courageously moved to Gabon, Africa, with my deported husband. There, I
experienced my traditional heritage; however, I was well aware of my hunger for education.
This opened my eyes to how fortunate I was. Suffering more depression from a failed marriage,
and the passing of both parents, all that was left was my dreams and determination. No
excuses. Who was I to be modest about my clairvoyance, or take my education for granted?
It is impossible to tell my story without acknowledging the village it takes to support my
goals and wellbeing, who go beyond call of duty. Horace, the father of my children, is the
embodiment of emotional support. The LA Southwest CalWORKs office staff for reminding
me of my mission. Andrae Alexander, who gave my family a home during the hardest time
in our lives. Tanya and Aunt Patricia who make sure that I don’t feel alone in the absence of
my late parents. Professor Jonathan P. Evans, who recognized my talents and passion to tell
stories of healing. Professor Byron Smith, who classically trains me to use my instrument, my
voice. My band “Reaction” who embraced me without hesitation. My children always greeting
me with pure love and the smile of God. LACCD got me back on my path to knowledge and
guiding me to fulfill my dream as a music scholar. I believe that music is therapy that heals
us, connecting us to the first sound ever heard in the womb, the heartbeat, sparking the first
instincts of curiosity. Growing and preparing for the opportunity of life. I honor my village, with
the completion of a Master’s Degree of Music, a promise to pay it forward, and to take care
of the music, the way it has always taken care of us.
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SEQUANA
GIBSON

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
LOS ANGELES
SOUTHWEST
COLLEGE

I am a former foster youth who has faced many hardships and unforeseen challenges. My
mother was on drugs, so my grandmother raised seven children but passed away when I was
nineteen. Being the oldest child, I felt responsible for the younger siblings’ survival. One of
my younger sisters had a child in prison, which I have been raising since birth. I have been
the matriarch of my family at a young age, saving my siblings and their children from being
put into the system is my mission. I have one son, and I am preparing him for greatness. Hard
times replaced my hopes and dreams of becoming a doctor. After losing just about everyone
close to me, I started to realize I wanted to struggle less, yet be able to take care of my son,
siblings, and their children. The county has employed me for twelve years. I prepare taxes,
braid hair, go to school full time, and volunteer for organizations that specialize in helping
foster youth and sex traffic victims.
Although life is still not easy, I pray every step of the way that my life is blessed and prosperous.
Life could have been much easier had I not taken on all those responsibilities. Being considered
the “black sheep of the family,” I was not expected to accomplish anything. Some people say
it takes a village to raise kids. Raising seven children alone, I had given up hope for life at one
point because with no guidance, being poor, and thinking I was a product of my environment,
I had to switch my thinking. Now I am on my way to doing great things while carrying my
village on my back.
CalWORKs has been instrumental in stabilizing my life. It allows me to attend school while
receiving some monetary assistance, books, and counseling. Without their support, I am not
sure where I would be today. Now I feel all my dreams are coming to fruition.
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DOROTHY
JEAN-PHILIPPE

NATURAL SCIENCES
LOS ANGELES
SOUTHWEST
COLLEGE

I am the epitome of the American Dream. I say this because I’ve established my success
through dedication, education, hard work, and taking calculated risks. Although I was born
here in America, Brooklyn, New York, one day, I found myself migrating back to the United
States. After graduating from high school, I pursued my dream to study abroad after being
accepted to Kingston University of London. When I found myself struggling to keep up with
Britain’s economy, I accepted my defeat realizing two options: return home unaccomplished
or move to a new state, start over and rebuild from the ground-up. The night I received my
notice to vacate the country, I took my last taxi ride to Gatwick Airport, London. Upon arrival,
I purchased a one-way ticket to California.
My first night in California, I slept at the Midnight Mission shelter on Skid Row. I was not aware
of programs such as General Relief, CalWORKs, and CalFresh. It was after interacting with the
residents and networking, I learned about those resources that ultimately saved my life. After
stabilizing my living situation, I stuck to my goal to graduate college and successfully enrolled
back into school. My studies were briefly interrupted after giving birth to my daughter. It was
then, I realized my invincibility. My resilience is my superpower. The hunger for success ignited
a flame that burned within the depths of my soul. From then on, I no longer settle for less.
Discovering the CalWORKs program at Los Angeles Southwest College, was like opening a
portal to an academic utopia. I dove headfirst into the resources and opportunities offered
to me. It was a sigh of relief after feeling conflicted whether I would be successful achieving
my academic goals. I quickly excelled, improving my GPA each semester, and it is thanks to
the supportive individuals of the CalWORK department at Southwest College. For now, I see
nothing but success upon the horizon. Like real superheroes, there’ll always be a mission to
complete, and like a true superhero, I secure my cap and brace myself to take on the world.
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SELENA
LOPEZ

COMMUNICATIONS
LOS ANGELES
SOUTHWEST
COLLEGE

Quote—“When you are joyful, when you say yes to life and have fun and project positivity all
around you, you become a sun in the center of every constellation, and people want to be
near you”. I am an Up, Up, and Away CalWORKs Superhero. My special power is UNLIMITED
BOUTS OF POSITIVITY. I am able to find the good in bad or negative situations when others
remain focused on the bad. As a child, growing up I had to face many obstacles and if it were
not for my positive outlook on things, I would not have made it. A time when my superpower
was tested was when I lost both of my parents in one week and I ended up in jail. It took time
but eventually, I realized that everything happens for a reason and I was then able to reclaim
my life and discover my purpose. I am grateful that I have experienced so many things in
life because it has made me who I am. I am a mother of a wonderful six-year-old boy named
Nathan, who wakes up every morning happy and excited to see what the day has in store,
just like me. The CalWORKs Director, Blanca Barajas, reminds me almost every day that I
have a beautiful spirit and that it permeates and infects all who enter the office. Participating
in CalWORKs, reminded me that I possessed that powerful superpower that lay dormant
in me for several years while I overcame drug addiction, incarceration, and separation from
Nathan as a baby. Participating in CalWORKs work study has provided a space for me to
feel welcome, cherished, and loved – a feeling I lacked while growing up in Compton, CA.
For me, CalWORKs means encouragement, second chances, love, strength, and dedication.
CalWORKs has further empowered me to share my positivity with other CalWORKs families
with hopes they pass it forward to others trying to find the light amidst their darkness.
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BARON
LYNCH

CHILD DEVELOPMENT
LOS ANGELES
SOUTHWEST
COLLEGE

I am currently attending California State University Dominguez Hills, and I am committed to
pursuing a career as a professional family therapist. If you were to see my transcript, you would
notice completed course work that underscores my commitment to community and family.
In addition to focusing on my studies full-time, I am also involved in several other campus and
community efforts to help jump-start team building activities for inner-city youth programs.
I am currently working on founding and starting the ”Africana Studies Students Club” and
“Tutoring Kings & Queens Organization” at my University. I also volunteer with “SNOOP
YOUTH FOOTBALL LEAGUE” during school breaks. Moreover, I referee Saturday games
as well as coaching summer training camps. This provides me more opportunities to garner
valuable skills that will help in my family therapy career, as I earn money to fund my education. I
consider this my win-win moment because it allows me to compensate myself for my hard work
as I influence the lives of future bridge builders. Coming from disadvantaged circumstances,
I realize that one of the best ways to empower individuals from similar backgrounds is to
provide mentoring or role modeling that they can learn from and identify with.
Receiving this scholarship will enable me to continue my education towards my career as a
family therapist. This journey has been nothing short of amazing. As I look forward to achieving
my personal goals, it gives me the delight to assist future pilots in taking the steering wheel
and guiding their lives out of social and economic gloom through the power of education. I
look forward to becoming an active community leader working with a team of professionals
once I graduate from college and begin working in the field. I can assure you that I will be a
dedicated professional that you will be proud you assisted and in that way I consider myself as
proving support to my local village.
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DAISY
MANZANO

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
LOS ANGELES
SOUTHWEST
COLLEGE

Growing up, I was fortunate to have both of my parents to share my triumphs, my worries, and
my moments of sadness. My parents have continued to be my support team. Our relationship
was turbulent. When I told my parents I was pregnant, my father didn’t speak to me for weeks,
but eventually we came to speaking terms. My partner and I decided to get married and
become a family, and my parents stood by me on my decision. I was a pregnant woman with
no job or career, so I decided to go back to school while pregnant. I had my child and soon
after, graduated as a medical assistant. Everything was going well, career-wise.
My mom raised my son as one of her own, although she did not have to. I started working. My
son would spend mornings and afternoons with my mother. At the time, my son did not call me
mom, and because of that, I resented leaving him to go to school and work. It didn’t help that
my spouse was not supportive, but I had my parents that stepped in and helped with anything
I needed. I later found out the reason my spouse was not involved. He was consuming drugs,
and his lies were outrageous. Because of him, I lost my job, and, most importantly, my inner
peace. I was devastated learning about his addiction. His addiction became the ending of our
family. In November, 2018, the judge granted my divorce and gave me full custody of my son.
At the time, I was jobless, divorced, and my son was asking for his father. Luckily for me, I had
my family cheering me on. I wanted to give up so many times, but my parent’s unconditional
support, patience, and understanding gave me hope. I am now completing goals that I thought
were out of reach. I will be graduating college in June, 2020, transferring to a university, and
I’m interviewing for jobs with the help of CalWORKs.
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RAVEN
REYNOLDS

NURSING
LOS ANGELES
SOUTHWEST
COLLEGE

I am Raven, a proud Los Angeles Southwest College (LASC) CalWORKs student, who never
believed education could be my strongest suit. I assumed this was due to my family upbringing,
rather than self-application holding me back. It wasn’t until I had my daughter, Ava, that I sought
to reach my highest potential. I overlooked barriers that made me question my capabilities;
being a first-generation low-income single student-parent. However, the CalWORKs Program
has allowed me to focus on my education and family by providing me assistance with childcare,
transportation, books, supplies, and much more.
After enrolling in CalWORKs, my renewed motivation allowed me to maintain all A’s and
graduate with an AA Degree in Natural Science with Summa Cum Laude honors. Without
CalWORKs, I would be stuck in an entry-level position, unable to live self-sufficiently with Ava.
In addition to the resources, the support I received from the CalWORKs staff was remarkable;
including motivational speeches and their shared personal experiences, which encouraged
me not to give up. CalWORKs Director, Blanca Barajas, provided me with the tools to gain
employment as a CalWORKs work-study student on campus. The support I felt contributed to
fulfilling my destiny of becoming a nurse.
As the first day of nursing school approaches, I often reflect on what resources and people
have contributed to my acceptance into the RN program with a 3.8 G.P.A., and an entrance
exam score of 82.7%, when I could barely maintain a 2.0 GPA from elementary school to my
freshman year in college. CalWORKs is more than a program, it has been a bridge to my
success. There are no limitations for students who utilize the program and resources to help
catapult them into obtaining their educational and employment goals.
Ava and I will forever be grateful for the many opportunities afforded to us by CalWORKs. My
success will ensure that Ava doesn’t mirror my experience of living in the poverty-stricken and
crime-infested neighborhoods of South-Central L.A. Ava will grow up to be a confidant and
educated bi-racial woman who will be the voice of those that are voiceless.
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KEON
SALAS

LIBERAL STUDIES
LOS ANGELES
SOUTHWEST
COLLEGE

I was born at Clark AFB, the Philippines, in 1983. I am Guamanian-black. I came to the states
when I was six-weeks old. Then I moved to Columbus, MS, when I was four years old. I was
bullied and started getting suspended for fighting in the third grade. I got expelled in the
seventh and ninth grades. In 1999, I began a GED class and began working at Hardee’s
Restaurant. The year 2001, my mom signed me up for a Youth Challenge Program. I stayed
there on an army training base, but it was like Job Corp. I graduated from there in December
with my high school diploma. It might have seemed late, but I received it the same year
my class did in May of that year. In 2003, I left Mississippi to start a new chapter in Georgia
as I found myself at rock bottom. I checked in at the Valley Rescue Mission because I was
homeless and had nowhere to turn. Naïve as I was, I learned about being on the street that
was a nightmare. Fast forward a few years, I got married in 2009. Finally, I came to Los Angeles
in 2013. My wife and I arrived here to start over. We settled here at my Mother-In-Law’s. and
in December, my youngest daughter was born. I endured physical changes in my body. I
began to break down. My back had a lot of problems and I could not be on my feet for too
long as a result of my previous job as a mover for Covan World-Wide in Mobile, Alabama.
In 2016, my wife switched schools from Ashford University to Southwest. For years both she
and my parents had been trying to get me to go to school. I was very skeptical and afraid of
college. I finally made my mind up to register for classes. This chapter has been a long journey,
despite all the challenges; I graduated with my Associate Degree this past June 2019, and I
am currently taking the remaining courses to transfer to the University next year.
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JESSICA
SANDOVAL

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
LOS ANGELES
SOUTHWEST
COLLEGE

Growing up, I had a decent childhood. My parents worked extremely hard for my siblings and
me to live well. During the last months of high school, I got certified as a professional makeup
artist. After graduating high school, I received my cosmetology license. After working in the
beauty industry for a little over five years, I decided that I wanted to expand in the beauty
industry since it has been my passion ever since I was young. My dream has always been to
own my own beauty business and manage it successfully.
Even though I knew what I wanted to do in life, I did not know where to start. In the midst
of making my decision to go back to school, I got pregnant and my whole life changed. I
experienced domestic violence, and that led me to raise my two premature twin boys on
my own. In addition, I had to take extra care of my children due to one of my twins being
born with a heart condition and anemia. With no one’s help, I struggled financially and
emotionally. I came to realize that I was alone, and the person who could help me change
my situation was myself.
It was not until I was informed about the CalWORKs program that I was able to go to school.
CalWORKs made sure my schooling was paid for, as well as my childcare. Once I enrolled at
Los Angeles Southwest College, I have been determined to obtain a Business Administration
degree. At first, when I registered at Los Angeles Southwest College, I was pursuing certification,
but with the guidance of the counselors at the CalWORKs office, I was motivated to get my
associate’s degree instead. My counselor, Juan Camacho has been extremely helpful and
has always provided me with information about resources. I am genuinely thankful for the
help that CalWORKs offers, and thankful to have people who genuinely want to help others.
I will be transferring to a 4-year university next year and planning to obtain my bachelor’s in
Business/Human Resources.
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RICKEY
ZIMMERMAN

NURSING
LOS ANGELES
SOUTHWEST
COLLEGE

I’m a proud CalWORKs Dad! The CalWORKs Program at Los Angeles Southwest College is
committed to Excellence, starting with Blanca Barajas the Program Director, Ron Haynes and
Juan Camacho, Counselors, Jerome Robertson Program Technician and the rest of the staff.
When I first came to Southwest College in 2018, I was unsure of myself. I was fresh off of a
tumultuous divorce that was filled with mental and emotional abuse. My wife had mental
health issues that just got worst with time. In the midst of all of this controversy, my little
brother was shot in the head and murdered by rival gang members. Due to the divorce, I
was left with nothing. I became homeless, unemployed and living out of my vehicle with my
daughter. I hit rock bottom. I knew that drastic changes had to be made.
I found out about public assistance, and that knowledge lead me to CalWORKs. I enrolled
into Southwest College and started conforming to a new life as a college student with a lofty
challenge. I had to retool my life. Who was going to pick up my child from school? What
classes can I take? What time are these classes? How many classes can I take? And, how much
time will I have for my children? I met with Ronald Haynes and expressed that I wanted to be
a nurse and we created an Educational Plan including all the courses I needed in order to be
accepted into nursing programs at various colleges. Acclimating to the college regiment was
clearly the hardest task for me. Time, fortune, and circumstances changed my life.
Being surrounded by visionaries like Blanca, Ron, Juan, and Jerome made my transition
seamless. The CalWORKs family was there to help me put the pieces together again. They
provided employment, the G.A.M.E. (Male Empowerment Group), provided structure for my
life and my children. Because of all of the support from the CalWORKs Program, I received
my first degree in June 2019 and am currently completing the courses necessary to pursue my
dream of becoming a Nurse Practitioner.
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AMY
BATTLE

COSMETOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

I am a forty-four year old mother of three and grandmother of one. I grew up in San Joaquin,
California, a small city that now only has a population of 4,000. I survived a ten-year relationship,
filled with domestic violence, that not only required I take full custody of my children, but
also required that I make sure they know and understand that domestic violence is never
acceptable in any situation. It also taught me that nothing is as important as my success as a
mother and grandmother, except for the love of Jesus Christ, in my kid’s lives. This is what led
me to move to south central Los Angeles and return to college after twenty-two years. In my
time at Trade Tech College I have been guided by many wonderful instructors and counselors,
and the staff in the GAIN/CalWORKs office at my college has always been extremely helpful
in providing me with items required to gain not only knowledge, but also expertise in the
“Beauty Industry”.
I have been enrolled in Los Angeles Trade Technical College since August 2018, and will
graduate with my Cosmetology certificate in June 2020. I will take the California State Board
Test and receive my Cosmetology license shortly after I graduate. I will continue my education
to earn my associate degree in 2021, and will further my education to receive my Bachelor
degree and become a Cosmetology instructor at Trade Tech college. I have made the Dean’s
List twice and will receive my third Dean’s List award this fall semester. This will allow me to
earn the Presidential Award when I graduate in 2020. After I receive my license, I will work as
an assistant in my Cosmetology department to learn more techniques, until I am able to open
my own salon. I will also produce my own acrylic nail care products. I plan to take all I have
learned and continue to guide and nurture my children and granddaughter so that they may
have successful futures without having to go through the struggles I have had to overcome.
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HILDA
COLATO

SOCIAL WORK
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

I am a single mother, head of household, and I attend college. I am unemployed due to me
trying to advance in my college career and get to a Cal State to study Social Work. My superpowers as a student-parent are simply my motivation and hunger for the success of my child
and myself. My motivation is what has made me wake up in the mornings to get both my child
and myself ready for school even though we must take the bus every morning. My child asking
me if we will always be in hard times is what motivates me to advance in my educational goals,
so that I can take her away from poverty and the violent areas we live in. Being a single mother
is surely hard especially since I have been a single mother since the age of 16. I struggled with
myself to get back into school after dropping out of high school when my child was born, but
I am grateful that I chose the right path and was able to receive my high school diploma. That
also motivated me to continue my education. After receiving my diploma at the age of 22,
life really began to hit me. My child and I moved on our own and even though we struggle we
are still here, living in our own home and pushing through life together, and we could not be
happier. Thankfully, this year I have been able to advance in my educational goals at LATTC.
Although it has been hard not having an actual income since I am unemployed, I have been
able to continue keeping a roof over my child’s head and food in her stomach, and this has
also been with the help of CalWORKs, CalFresh, and EOPS/CARE at LATTC. I have my child
looking up to me so there is no such thing as an obstacle I cannot overcome.
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NAYANNA
COOPER

CULINARY ARTS
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

As a full-time, single-student parent of a five-year-old, my self-motivation has always characterized
my nature, as well as my fondness for achieving my goals and accomplishments in order to better
myself. I have ADHD and set small goals, which is how I cope. Both my parents & grandparents
have passed on. My father is the most recent (unexpected) loss that was especially hard because
he was my best friend, protector, and my greatest cheerleader in 2017. I have spent a majority
of my life caring for others, taking full guardianship of my three younger siblings in my 20’s and
raising them for over 10 years until they graduated from high school. I also cared for my mother,
as a homeless addict, as well as in her lost battle with breast cancer.
While I was doing something strange for a piece of change (cooking), my sister’s best friend
was over, and she asked why I hadn’t gone to culinary school. I told her it was too expensive.
She proceeds to tell me about Trade Tech. I applied for Spring 2012. In the third week of
school, I had to have an emergency Myomectomy.
In 2013 my mother died and I was pregnant. I gave birth, diagnosed with Lupus in 2014, took a
break and now I am a graduating with an AA with the culinary department. Phew! Moreover, I
am now ready to embark on a journey to create, empower and build a legacy for my son and I.
GAIN has assisted in this discovery greatly. The simple fact that I did not have to worry about extra
school expenses, like books and supplies. Made it easier to concentrate on just school. The road
maps and bookmarks that were given also made it easier to attain goals and move forward.
Attending my last term in pursuing my Master of Arts in Entrepreneurship - for the Global
Hospitality and Tourism Industry in Switzerland. This amazing opportunity was a result of a
recruitment on Trade Tech’s campus. This journey began in 2012, I am really close to attaining
all of my hopes and dreams.
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GUADALUPE
CORRAL

DIESEL TECHNOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

I attend LATTC pursuing an Associate Degree in Diesel Technology. Afterwards, I plan to
transfer to California State Dominguez Hills to obtain a degree in Business Management.
These areas of study will give me the knowledge and practice to achieve my goals. My dream
is to own a service truck. Once I have completed my education, my focus is to assist single
mothers who are victims of domestic abuse. About three years ago, we received the best news
in the world; I was going to carry a life inside me. I was engaged to my high school sweetheart
and we were thrilled to be parents. Even though doctors warned me that my pregnancy was
high-risk. Nevertheless, Jayleen was born and proved she was a miracle. Everything felt like a
fairytale, so perfect until one night, my sweetheart in a blink an eye turned into a monster and
began to beat me physically. Never in a million years would I thought of becoming a single
mom and providing for my daughter with zero financial help. Later, I was able to save up
enough to purchase a vehicle to get around easier. Unfortunately, that vehicle soon began to
have mechanical problems. In fact, I tried to learn how to fix it on my own by watching YouTube
videos but unfortunately, it just became too expensive. In addition, I no longer felt safe to
drive it or putting my daughter in danger so I sold it to a mechanic friend. This experience
has taught me several things and one of them is that I am a very strong woman. Even though,
I was a victim of domestic abuse, I was able to raise my daughter for three years without
anybody’s help while healing emotionally. Becoming a diesel technician requires heavy-duty
labor and heavy equipment such as inspection, welding machine, repair, basic/advance tools,
and maintenance on a diesel engine. Because of the hard labor that is required, many women
are not enrolled in this program. I now realize that I am a CalWORKs Superhero.
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MONIQUE
GUTIERREZ

ACCOUNTING
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

My village is my GAIN workers and eligibility worker, They not only provide support for me to
succeed, but they always make sure that all my benefits and opportunities that are available to
me, get to me! My school administration is also a big help to me. My teachers encourage me
to be better, no matter what I think of myself. The encouragement I receive reminds me of why
I decided to go back to school. Growing up, in high school I wasn’t very wise when it came to
my school work, which discouraged me greatly. Now that I have so many supportive people
behind me, it’s hard to doubt myself. My CalWORKs/GAIN office is another stone of support.
They make getting what I need for school a breeze. They are always willing to encourage me
to keep going. They also remind me of why I came back to school.
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LACY
HICKS

ARCHITECTURE
TECHNOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

I am a 36-year-old female from Compton, California. I am an artist and have a brand by the
name of LA Hicks, which consists of art and fashion, exterior and interior designs. I’ve been
to school for Legal secretary and Medical Billing, but neither of those sparked my interest
like being in Architecture Technology at LA Trade Tech College (LATTC). I was given the
opportunity to attend a Harvard course at LATTC, which I received an A. It is my intention to
complete my Architecture Technology certificate next year. I am doing the very best that I can,
with what is given; as far as time is concerned, and the monetary status of the fluctuations of
every day. My village at LATTC consists of my Architecture Technology department faculty
and fellow students. They have been awesome to work with over the past year. The LATTC
GAIN/CalWORKs program, along with my GAIN worker helps me tremendously, keeping me
on track mentally and staying focused on my goals.
I have a passion to go into Interior Design, but I’m keeping my options open, seeing as I’m
the type of artsy person that is sparked, intrigued, and inspired by the most unexpected,
interesting things, which leads me to unknown places. I would like to live my life that way
while staying focused on learning about my interests, which are currently in interior design.
I pay attention to the Feng Shui of Architecture, and interior design is about the flow of
things, surprisingly.
I believe that it is essential to use money to buy quality time to spend with my children and
to afford the natural things that life requires on the day to day basis. Some people say that
money is the root of all evil, but I don’t believe that. I believe that it’s the person who has
the money and their intentions, so I use my time wisely. I share everything with my children
because I want them to be as satisfied as they can possibly be, seeing that they are good kids.
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WILLIAM

MARKETING &
PUBLIC RELATIONS

JOHNSON

LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

December 2015 was the month. The month that changed my life. I was standing in front of the
judge nervous, afraid and lost for words. The ruling came in and the judge called order to the
court. “Mr. Johnson you are the father” those words I heard in December 2015 caused me to
take full responsibility for my daughter and make the decision to further my education. Being
a single father is a hard task, but having an outlet such as the Men of CalWORKs at Trade Tech
has given me a different outlook of how to navigate fatherhood and being a full- time student.
The support of the CalWORKs program has helped me succeed by gaining knowledge in my
major, expanding my communication skills as a parent and creating educational stability.
I decided to enroll at LATTC to obtain a marketing and public relations degree. While I
was enrolling, I was recommended to speak with a counselor named Michael Hopper. He
encouraged me to join the CalWORKs program. This was the perfect opportunity for me
because not only did the CalWORKs program help with my school needs, it also gave me a
sense of encouragement to push myself harder to become the ultimate dad. For instance,
CalWORKs has an open-door policy where I am able to see a counselor when needed or
even just to get answers to my general questions from the supporting staff. Expanding my
communication skills as a parent has been vital to my survival. Learning how to have patience
and how to grow and evolve with my child has been an experience like no other. CalWORKs
not only gave me the confidence to use my skills but they also taught me parenting techniques
that will help me succeed as a father. In particular the Men of CalWORKs hold a Wednesday
fathers’ group that allows fathers to come together and discuss their needs and wants as a
parent. I believe education can open the doors to success. CalWORKs has helped me reach
educational sustainability by giving me a layout of how to navigate the educational system.
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ELISABETH
LOMELI

NATURAL SCIENCES
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

I graduated high school with honors with my focus on going to Cal State Fresno. After high
school, I met my husband and we started a family early. I never gave up on school and took a
few classes occasionally, but my family was always number one. My happiness and educational
goals were not met, however I was okay as long as my family was strong. I thought everything
was strong until my family was torn apart when my husband decided to leave. I was working a
part time job going through a separation and feeling not worthy for anything.
There were many days where I only got out of bed because I had to take my kids to school.
I would cry alone while they were in school. I had to focus on myself if I wanted my mental
health to be okay. Completing my education was a goal before I had my family and now, more
than ever, because that’s how I will provide for them. I quit my part time job and enrolled into
school full time thanks to the CalWORKs program. I have always felt at home at LATTC so I
knew that’s where I would go back to finish my AA degree. I completed the fall semester, but
it was very tough at times to get out of bed.
The more I accomplish in school, the better I feel about myself and know I do not need anyone
else but my kids and their support. I am set to graduate in Spring 2020 with an AA degree
in Natural Sciences. I am so proud of myself and I am determined to finish with a bachelor
degree by 2022. I want to become a speech therapist, mostly working with toddlers. I would
love to play with them and teach them sign language. I do not ever want parents and children
to feel frustrated because of their inability to communicate their needs. This is my passion and
what I will work for until I am at my dream job.
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RITA
MATA

ACCOUNTING CLERK
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

My village consists of a supportive husband, mother, friends and siblings. As a first time mother
and college student, I was fortunate enough to have the support from my family because
they push me to be a better person, mother, wife and woman. When I decided to go back
to college after having my son, my family and I came up with a convenient schedule so that I
can be able to get my work study done as well as being present in class. Thanks to my village
I am able to chase my dreams stress free, as well as teaching my son that it is possible to be
someone in life as long as you have the right people in your village, and having a supporting
and encouraging team. If it wasn’t for my loving family, I wouldn’t be where I am today and be
a step closer to success. My village has my back no matter what life throws at me and once I
am at the top, I am sure they will be there with me too.
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GEA
MUHAMMAD

REAL ESTATE
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

2020 can be described as the year of perfect vision. I have my sights set on being in the
Graduating Class of 2020 from Los Angeles Trade-Tech College. I am currently at LATTC
earning my first A.A. in Real Estate, while also earning a Real Estate Certificate. Never in a
million years did I see myself returning to college as a CalWORKs student. Life has taught me
“with difficulty comes ease.”” I have not had an easy life and every day it was getting tougher
for me. It has not been easy returning to school full time at the age of 48. I have night classes,
work part-time and parent three children. It always bothered me that I never finished college
and it shows in my financial struggles. I realized investing in my education needed to happen
soon because times are changing in California. I found a career path that would give me
financial freedom, as well as a job I could enjoy doing for the rest of my life. I know one thing is
for sure in life, people will always need a home. My return to college has brought satisfaction
and self-worth back into my life. Since attending LATTC, I have been able to reset my life and
make new goals for myself.
All of my new goals are possible because of the guidance I am receiving from the CalWORKs
Program. I find self-fulfillment being a CalWORKs student at LATTC. Partnered with the best
GAIN case-workers at DPSS in Chatsworth, along with the help of my CalWORKs Counselors,
I have the ability to focus on a career path that will lead me back to work and being financially
stable. After completing the CalWORKs program at LATTC, I will be able to start a new career
as a Real Estate Agent and sell luxury homes. CalWORKs has made my lifelong mission of
earning my first degree possible. Now I want to pursue a B.S. Degree in Business and real
estate law in the future. CalWORKs has helped make my dream vision a reality.
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MARINA
PALACIOSHUERTA

COSMETOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

As a single mother of two children, it was upon me to go back to school in order to be
successful. Unfortunately, I did not have the support from my parents and had no stable place
to stay. As an undocumented student it was hard for me to be hired, they required resumes
and experience, which I did not have. Due to these circumstances, I did not have enough
money to buy groceries or to pay rent. I decided to go back to school and applied to the
CalWORKs program in school. I qualified to obtain cash aid; they also helped me with my
school supplies, uniforms and books. Aside from that, they provided day care for my two
children. This program not only aided me financially but also helped me succeed academically.
I was able to graduate and obtain my certificate of completion and license as a cosmetologist. I
would not have been able to graduate without the support from the program. The CalWORKs
program gave me the motivation to pursue outside resources that would benefit my family.
They provided information on housing, which lead me to apply to several programs. After
being accepted to the housing authority program, I had a stable home for my children and
me. I can really benefit from this scholarship because I am unable to buy my children beds and
other supplies. I am a part time delivery driver at Domino’s and the money is not sufficient
to pay for all the expenses. I am trying to finish my AA degree and my bachelor’s in Liberal
Arts to ultimately teach in a community college as an instructor. Although, I am a licensed
cosmetologist due to the economic situation I have not obtained a job in a salon. Being a part
time student, worker, and single mother, it is really hard to balance everything. However, due
the resources provided from the program I have been able to continue my education. The
opportunity of being awarded this scholarship will help ease my financial troubles and will help
me be more attentive in school.
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SOPHIA
QUEZADA

CHILD DEVELOPMENT
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

My determination comes from the love I have for my children. I have chosen to get a degree
in child development to become a TK teacher, so I can have a job that focuses around my
childrens’ schedule. Plus, I love teaching young children and watching their curious minds
explore in the classroom. I have a 10 year old girl, 6 year old boy, 2 year old boy and a current
newborn that is going to be 3 months on the 16th. I have continued my education, despite
how hard it can be with a toddler, a newborn, plus two school age children.
I know I am a super mom! I am taking 3 online classes, plus 1 on campus class. I wake up every
morning and get all my babies ready for the day. My two school age children get ready for
school while mommy gets the babies ready and their lunch ready for school. I always check
to see if my children have everything they need for school before walking out the door. My
10 year daughter is in Drama at our recreational park she goes Monday & Wednesday from
6pm-7:30pm. My 6 year old boy is in soccer and his practice times are Mondays & Thursdays
6:40-7:40. Oh yes my daughter is also in soccer her practice days are Tuesdays & Thursdays
6:40pm-7:40pm. Despite how tired I may be, I still take my children to their activities. On top
of taking care of our daily needs like laundry, cooking, shopping, paying bills and still get my
assignment done for each class in a timely manner. Everything I do is for my children.
Even though I have timed out, I always know if I have any questions or concerns, I can always
walk into the CalWORKs/GAIN office on campus and place my concerns. The staff there has
never turned me away, or never let me down. They still help with daycare paperwork and
provide my proof of enrollment to continue my daycare. I know that they are there to help me
when I need the help.
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JOSE ANTONIO
SALAZAR

ELECTRICIAN
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

As a GAIN CalWORKs student-father, I face many adversities personally and academically. I
am always challenging myself for a better me. I do my best to spend time with my kids and
spouse before or after school. They support me and are happy and grateful that I am in school
to further my education. As I learn, I teach my family all the positive knowledge, so we can
grow mentally strong as a unit. The Los Angeles Trade Tech Gain CalWORKs faculty and San
Pedro CA, Gain CalWORKs region has helped me. They have provided me with the tools and
books to be prepared so I can succeed in my classes. The LATTC Gain CalWORKs counselors
and employees have provided me with great resources and information to help mothers and
fathers in need in hard times. Currently I am taking electrical course classes and it has been
a good experience for me. I want to learn more so I can get well-paying job to support my
family. It is not easy, but not impossible to be a student-father. I always stay positive and keep
away from negativity, living righteously. I travel on public transportation to go to school from
San Pedro to Los Angeles almost every day. I must always stay aware to be alert while traveling
on public transportation. There are many negative people. Some try to pick fights, some just
want to steal, some just want to steal from you, or rob you with a deadly weapon. However,
some days are calm. My family worries when I leave to LATTC because they know the danger
I face when I travel to school. I recently had surgery. My health is not so well but I manage to
get healthy for my family and educational endeavors. If I receive with this scholarship, I will be
elated. My spouse and I will buy food and water to prepare a big dinner of their favorite food
dish and clothing for our children. Thank you for the opportunity.
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CARESSE
SIMPKINS

COSMETOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

My parents inspired my appreciation towards education and instilled a love for learning. I
have been healing from childhood/postpartum traumas rapidly. In the past, I experienced a
miscarriage that really broke my heart. It changed me a lot. Lately, I have been rebuilding
my self-love and trying my best to protect my peace and move privately. From an early age,
I have always been attracted to the beauty industry. I have always wanted to make people
look and feel better about themselves. As a result, I have a passion for becoming a qualified
beautician. I finished the Skin Therapy program and I have started the Cosmetology program
at Los Angeles Trade Technical College. This has influenced my inner-drive of helping people
in areas that are rarely addressed in other careers. By getting a chance to train in my career, I
will stand a better chance of sharing and expressing my artistic abilities and passion with the
people who share my community. Having researched countless schools and observing other
communities, I feel that Los Angeles Trade Technical College was my best option because I
am destined to learn and give back to the community where I grew up. I have learned how to
balance school and personal demands. I have developed routines that work for my household
and me. It is easy for me to stay motivated and inspired within a community that has witnessed
my growth as a person and as a professional. I plan to pursue opportunities that help me care
for my beautiful two-year-old daughter. My commitment to realizing my dreams will push me
to graduate and succeed in all areas that are a part of the beauty industry.

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7

245

ADONIA
SOTO

CULINARY ARTS
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

I have always had a love for food and the kitchen. As a little girl, I would wake up to the best
aroma in the world, the smell of onions being sautéed. My grandpa would be in the kitchen,
making lunch for him and my grandma. He would use whatever was leftover in the fridge
but always started with sautéed onions. Throughout my children’s childhood and into their
adulthood I always loved to cook for their birthdays, then their baby showers, and now my
grandson’s birthdays. I even started catering some of my family’s events. I always enjoyed
cooking for people, but never allowed myself to follow my dream, my passion, cooking in a
commercial kitchen. Before CalWORKs, I started the culinary arts program at LATTC on my
own, but had to put it on the back burner because I needed to make money to support my
children as a single parent. On August 25, 2018, I injured myself with three herniated discs in
my back and two in my neck when our home caught on fire. I still have terrible dizzy spells and
some slowed speech. I am absolutely convinced that angels were watching over me to prevent
my injuries from being worse. Some people believe blessings only come in material form, but
extra time added to your life is a much bigger blessing and sometimes we do not even realize
we have been blessed with it. Today I am revisiting my dream deferred. I realize my time on
earth is limited and I can spend it chasing money or working toward my dream. I chose the
latter. I am reinforcing lessons for my son who is now fourteen, who saved my life during the
fire, that it was not in vain, that I can commit to the same hard work and dedication that I ask
of him in school. Without CalWORKs, it would not be possible. My family is rebuilding because
we lost everything in that fire, except hope. After completing my studies at LATTC, I plan to
work for USC.
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ROXANA
VALDEZ

ELECTRICIAN
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

Since I started my college courses at LATTC, my future just got brighter. I can see myself
excel to a new path for a new career and the future of my children. I learned from CalWORKs
Gain program that there are options for families like mine and they are willing to help you to
surpass any life obstacles. The counseling helped me and gave me options. I recently finished
my Electrical Craft Helper from the Dept. of Water and Power and Solar Installation. With all
the information, skills, and knowledge I obtained, I feel very confident to keep pushing myself
towards a career, which will lead me to a well-paying job. I can see myself working for the DWP
or any good city jobs. I want to give my children a good example that it is never too late to
get a good education. So far, it has been an awesome experience. I have worked on top of
rooftops with confidence and I am still learning. Next semester I will attending more handson classes and working out because I want to attend the lineman class. My motivation and
my superpowers have always been my kids and spouse. I do it for them. I recently attended
a job fair to get more confidence talking to people and getting more information on my
type of line of work I want to get into. The work source center and CalWORKs has classes on
interviewing, resume help so we can be successful, and obtain a job. I am currently waiting for
my opportunity to attend a lineman classes. I thought that as a mother I would never attend
college because it was always a dream. Now I am excited because I am living my dream that
is a reality. I want to thank the CalWORKs Gain program for giving us an opportunity to make
this experience even better. If I am granted the scholarship, I would be very grateful. I would
buy my kids shoes and clothes because they grow as bamboo so quick and new blankets and
make them their favorite dinner. Thank you for the opportunity.
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AUNDRE
VANN

WASTEWATER
TECHNOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

I am a thirty-eight year old father and student. My major is Water Systems-Wastewater
Technology at LA Trade Tech College. I was born and raised in Compton by my grandfather.
Since his death in 1994, we lost our family home and I’ve been on my own since age thirteen.
I was a thirteen-year old boy trapped alone inside a gang and crime infested environment,
simply trying to survive. I am resilient and can relate to many single fathers struggling to make
a way for their families. I have had to work to get custody of one of my daughters, when things
were not going well with her mother. It is challenging being a single parent, but the feeling
and motivation I receive when I look into my daughter’s eyes, knowing that with this education
from LATTC, I’ll be able to provide a better future for her than what I had is what pushes me
to keep going on rough days.
Since June 2018, I’ve gone through many obstacles, but the biggest was “financial.” I was laid
off from my job and was able to have the burden lifted off of me with the help of CalWORKs.
The CalWORKs program has empowered me to make a better future for my two daughters
and myself.
My major is Wastewater. I chose this major because I love everything about science and
the environment. I have ten years experience in the environmental hazardous materials field,
and once I complete my degree the sky is the limit. I’ll be educated and able to help our
environment. I love learning about how water should be treated and how it affects so much
of our society.
Upon completion of my associate degree, I’ll pursue my career in a municipal department of
water and power or work with a utility company to help create solutions to provide cleaner
water to poor cities and countries so there is adequate water for all. My ultimate goal is to
work for the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).
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TRACIE
WILSON

COSMETOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

During my seven years of homelessness, I experienced and encountered many things. Some
good and some bad. Many of those things stuck with me and molded me into the woman I am
today. It was by choice that I was homeless. A choice called addiction. I was lost and wondered
if God could even see me anymore living on the streets under bridges, behind dumpsters. My
friends were drug dealers, junkies, thieves, and liars. I was one of them, too. I was homeless,
but not hopeless. My dad was worried sick about me. Now that I have a son of my own, I
understand the hurt I caused my dad. You always hear people talk about God and the miracles
he performs, but if you look at me with everything I have been through, you will realize that
I am one. I know that I am a CalWORKs superhero. I am a mother, student, daughter, sister,
and friend. I have my own apartment and have a new car. Unfortunately, I was in a terrible
accident that totaled my car, but thank God, I am still alive. I will never forget where I came
from, so I am happy to be taking the bus to attend my Cosmetology classes. I am about to
graduate. The hustle is real but it is also a beautiful struggle. I wake up daily at 4:30 in the
morning to take my son to daycare. I am at school 7 a.m. sharp with a smile on my face, ready
to learn new things. What I learn adds to my superpowers. Cosmetology is about making
people feel beautiful from the inside out. I am not good in math or science but I am good at
helping people and making them feel worthy. My dream is not only to own a salon but also
to take beauty to the streets. By beautifying the homeless, I am making them feel confident
enough to interview and get that job. I plan to share my superpowers with others who need
help. People need to wake up every morning and know that they are somebody.
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YUBING
WU

FASHION DESIGN
LOS ANGELES
TRADE TECHNICAL
COLLEGE

I am an American citizen originally from China. My major is Fashion Design and Art. I am
currently enrolled at Los Angeles Trade Technical College (LATTC). I am finishing my certificate
in Fashion Design this semester and will continue to take classes in 2020 for my associate
degree. My English is limited, but many in my village encouraged me to go back to school to
improve my fashion design skills in an American way. First, I have a relatively good personality. I
am warm-hearted and always willing to help others. I always do my best to help my colleagues
get out of difficult situations in life or work. My colleagues love to work with me and that
makes me organize daily to work easily with others. I literally work tirelessly in many academic
and leadership roles and sleep no more than six hours a night because of my desire to expertly
meet my many commitments throughout life. I have worked as long and as hard as I possibly
can to effect beneficial changes in both school and society. I finally achieved good results in
all my study and technical work. In spring 2019, I won 2nd and 3rd place in my college’s Gold
Thimble Fashion Show. Most teachers who perform well like me. I already have my degree
in Fashion Design and Art from Jiang Han University in Wuhan, China. It was tough starting
over again with school in another country. I push myself twice as hard, because English is my
second language and sometimes it takes me longer to finish assignments due to my classes
being taught in English. I am raising my teenage daughter alone and I strive to be a good
example for her. Starting in December 2019, I will be working for one of Michelle Obama’s
designers, Barbara Tfank. This will make my future better. My village of support has been
students in my program, the staff at LATTC GAIN/CalWORKs, my church in Torrance, and the
wonderful people I have met in California that encouraged me to go back to school.
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LIANA
AMIRJANYAN

NURSING
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

Choosing a career was a difficult choice for me because careers last a lifetime. When I came to
this country, I was so confused. I took college classes, but I was undecided on what career path
to take. At first, I began learning about myself: values, interest, skills, personality type, and so
on. The demand of jobs also has great role in deciding a future profession. Based on all these
facts I made a list in my mind then I started removing the ones, which do not correspond to my
expectations. Afterward, I researched and talked with someone who had the same profession.
Finally, after succeeding in all these steps and researches I could probably consider myself
ready to make my career choice. I chose the one that will make me feel fully satisfied, one that
will never be boring for me, that will be productive not only for me, but also for many people.
Steve Jobs said, ‘’The only way to do great work is to love what you do.” This is more than
truth, if you do something without loving it and without putting effort in it, it will be a waste of
time. Once I made my decision, I identified my goals. After gathering the facts I understood
that I need a job where its’ priority will be helping people. I chose Nursing and it is perfect for
me because I like communicating with people, helping them in difficult situations, and doing
everything to make them better. Besides the fact that it fully corresponds to my expectations,
it also has in great demand in my country. I cannot speak about my career decision without
mentioning the CalWORKs program. It had a huge effect on my final determination. I got
reasonable advice from staff and counselors. Due to their support, I am now going straight
to my dream job. Over time, I have realized what I need to study, and now I am following my
passion working harder and harder to make my career dream a reality.
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OVSANNA
AMIRJANYAN

NURSING
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

There are different kinds of professions in this world. Some are well-paid, others not so much.
It does not matter how difficult the job is; it will be easy for you, if you do it with love. When
I was a child, I had so many ideas of what to become, but over time my ideas went away, and
I decided to be an economist because math was my favorite subject. A job with math skills,
numbers and calculations seemed perfect to me. Therefore, I decided it was the profession
I wanted, until the moment I heard about nursing. I know that an economist and a nurse are
extremely different professions that do not even have any general similarities, but during the
years I have realized that nursing is for me. After having countless questions and studying
myself such as my personality, skills, strengths and weaknesses, I chose nursing. I did not look
beyond so-called “better careers,” I simply followed my inner voice. I love supporting everyone
who needs it. I am also fond of communicating with different kinds of people, listening to their
problems and providing care to all of them. I not only love the nursing field, I also am great
at it. I have a 4.0 GPA which I have worked very hard at. There is a saying that every nurse
was drawn to nursing because of a desire to care, to serve or to help, and every nurse’s job is
cushioning the sorrow and celebrating the joy every day, while just doing their job. Speaking
about motions that drove me to the point where I am now, I also want to reflect on the
CalWORKs program and the staff. They had a great role of getting me closer to making my
career dream a reality. All of the staff in the CalWORKs program are always ready to support
everyone. I am sure that I have made the right decision and as it’s said, once choosing a job
you love, you will never have to work a day in your life.
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NAIRA
APETYAN

ESL/PSYCHOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

I am from Armenia. I am twenty-five years old, married and have one daughter. We moved
to the United States in June of 2018. After a few months, I started studying at Los Angeles
Valley College. I began taking noncredit courses and it helped my self-esteem so much.
Also, during that time I was a bit nervous because I did not know anyone in my classes, and
everything was very unusual. This was the first time I sat in one class with so many different
nationalities of people. However, I wouldn’t change anything. ESL classes helped me learn
English in all aspects; reading, writing and speaking. I am so thankful for my classmates and
professors I have met on this journey.
I cannot go without saying how pleased I am with the CalWORKs program and how excited
I am that I am given the opportunity to study. The CalWORKs office is full of very kind,
hardworking and helpful people. I enjoy visiting the office every day because everyone
helps me and answers my questions with no hesitation. The CalWORKs program has helped
us in many ways, the purchase of books, basic supplies, parking passes and much more.
The program is extremely helpful and a necessary program. After completing one year of
noncredit ESL classes, I have started ESL credit classes. When I started the credit classes, I
felt so prepared for my classes; I could read, write and speak in English. I feel comfortable
with the English vocabulary and I am grateful that my experience was excellent. I started
from zero and now I have huge successes and high grades. At L.A. Valley College I have
many friends from different countries, and I love communicating with them. I learned about
their countries and cultures and this would not have happened without taking ESL courses.
I am so proud to be at a college where I feel that everyone is welcoming and supportive of
one another. In the near future I plan to study Psychology.
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ELLA
BABLOIAN

ESL/SOCIOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

Exercising is a very important factor for health. I love different types of exercising especially
aerobics. After the birth of my first child, I gained over 25 kilograms. For a long time, I could
not lose the weight or get in shape. I became discouraged but I knew that I had to begin
leading a healthy lifestyle for my family. I began going to the gym as a first step and within two
years, I lost over 20 kilograms. My family and I decided to move to the United States, and I
noticed I began gaining weight, possibly with the added stress of moving to another country.
However, I knew I needed to do more than exercise, so I began reading up on nutrition. I have
completely changed my lifestyle to healthy living so I can be a great example to my family.
Through hard work and perseverance, I achieved astounding results. Healthy habits have not
only changed the way I look but also the way I feel. Adapting to a new country and having to
rely on the CalWORKs program to help my family adjust was difficult. However, I have healthy
mindset therefore, I adapt relatively well. Being a mother, wife, and student can be difficult,
but I am so grateful for the CalWORKs office. They always have kind words of encouragement
and push me to continue my journey. Exercising has done great miracles and it continues to
be my superpower.

254

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7

MARIANNA
HARUTYUNYAN

CHILD DEVELOPMENT
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

I believe that children are not only our future but our present. A true catalyst of the
development of the society is how we educate and treat children from the youngest age.
As a person whose life passion and desire is to positively impact peoples’ lives, I couldn’t
find a profession that is more influential than being a teacher, a preschool teacher to be
exact. Despite the difficulties of being a new resident in the USA and having three children,
the CalWORKs program made it possible for me to obtain a new profession and follow my
dreams. Through the CalWORKs program, I’ve also had the opportunity to obtain experience
in the field of Early Childhood Education as a student-worker. Not only am I attending
college full time, and working on campus, but I have managed to maintain a GPA of 3.9.
Thus, I am getting more confident in my career aspirations and ready to follow my career
goal which is to establish my own Child Care Center based on the knowledge gained from
the college and the latest research studies of the field of child development. I want to create
an environment where the best teaching practices will be applied.
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VALENTINA
KOSHALEVA

ACCOUNTING
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

I see myself as a strong woman who can handle all difficulties that the world may bring. I am
an immigrant from Belarus, who had to adapt to a new environment, learn a new language,
and become acquainted with the values and culture of the American society. In 2012, my
husband was killed in an accident by a truck driver who fell asleep at the wheel. This was an
unimaginable loss for me. The amount of pain, fear, and loneliness I felt was unimaginable.
I was four months pregnant at the time. I became a single mother before my daughter was
even born. His death was followed by a series of hardships. Times became very difficult for me
and I underwent challenge after challenge with a new baby. I felt completely frightened in a
foreign country, alone with a baby. I spent numerous nights crying and wondering when things
would get better. However, I knew I had to carry on for my daughter’s sake, and the only way
to do that was to pursue an education. I decided to take on this challenge because I feel that
earning an education is important for me to succeed.
My educational goal was to complete my Associates Degree from LAVC and transfer to CSUN
to earn a bachelor’s degree in Accounting. Being a perfectionist and hard work led me to
earn a GPA of 3.82 and become a Dean’s List recipient. Along academic duties, I work 25-32
hours a week. It’s extremely difficult being a single mother, full time student and part time
employee. I recently completed my Associates Degree in Accounting and I now work as an
accountant. Even though I face challenges every day, I look at my daughter, and it’s all worth it.
I believe in always moving forward with education and I am not afraid of hard work. No matter
what, there is light at the end of the road. I greatly appreciate CalWORKs because they help
me emotionally and financially carry on and continue my path as a strong woman.
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ARMINE
MAKASHYAN

SOCIOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE/
CSUN

I was born and raised in Armenia. When I moved to the U.S., I had no idea of what I would
do with my language barrier. I honestly had no idea where to start. All I knew is that I had
to attend college to obtain an education. My academic goal at LAVC is to get my associate
degree in Sociology. I achieved this goal in June of this year. LAVC CalWORKs program
helped me so much in achieving this goal. I am currently pursuing a bachelor’s degree
in Sociology at California University, Northridge. After graduating from CSUN, I want to
become a social worker. Social work is centered on people of all ages, races, and class
backgrounds, and I want to make a difference in lives. My lifetime goal through education is
to improve our standard of living and myself. A few years ago, I could not even see myself
pursing any goals that I had set for myself. There were many days with tears and frustration,
but I always tried to be strong and not to give up no matter what happens. I know that
nothing comes easy. You want something in life. Go get it! Hard work pays off if you believe
in yourself and truly make a commitment.

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7

257

MARIA
MATAMOROS

ESL/GED/CHILD
DEVELOPMENT
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

In this community I found support from CalWORKs staff, teachers and classmates. Everyone
in this college has an opportunity to improve their skills, for me it was my English skills. The
CalWORKs team is always available and with a very friendly and helpful attitude. My first
semester in college I was very excited to start a new chapter. It wasn’t easy, but every day I
was learning new things, new words and how to complete full sentences in the past, present,
and progressive form. It made me feel so accomplished. I began to feel confident in myself
and especially my schoolwork. My professors allowed me to express myself freely whether my
English was perfect or not. I have broken down barriers and conquered my fears. I believe in my
dreams now more than ever and am working extremely hard to reach them. I feel so confident
with my language skills that I no longer need an interpreter during doctor’s appointments or
phone calls. I even offer myself to help translate for friends and family.
I have four daughters and one son. My eldest daughter is a student at Cal Poly Pomona in her
second year studying engineering. She graduated from LA Valley College in June of 2018. It
makes me proud to know that we attended the same college. My second eldest attends Pierce
college and is studying nursing, my third eldest daughter is studying sociology at Cuesta
College and she truly enjoys playing soccer. My two little ones are in elementary school. I am
so proud of my family and all our accomplishments. To think that I started in English classes
not knowing one bit of the language and now I truly feel comfortable speaking English. My
children are my biggest and most important pride in my life. They encourage me to reach my
academic goals, despite any obstacles.
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VERONICA
MEJIA

NURSING
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

I decided to go back to school after I found myself with a 9-month-old daughter, 10th grade
education, in yet another abusive relationship, no job, and absolutely no prospect for the
future. During that same time, I had found out that my daughter had a blood disorder known
as sickle cell anemia. Sickle cell anemia is when the red blood cells in your body become sickle
shape and die quicker than regular cells. This process deprives the body from oxygenation
and increases the risk of having a stroke along with multi-organ damage. I had attended an
appointment to my daughter’s hematologist but it was her nurse practitioner who helped us
most. I went in with so much misinformation and fear, thinking that my daughter was going
to die before the age of five. By the time the appointment was over, I felt well informed and
empowered. I knew that I wanted to be able to do that for someone one day. I decided I
was going to be a nurse. I grew up in foster care without family or friends and going back to
school seemed like an impossible feat. However, I went for it anyways. I went back to school
and obtained my GED. When I passed it, I called the community college a thousand times
to ask how to enroll, every step of the way I kept calling and asking what is next. I finally got
in and connected to the CalWORKs office on campus and things got easier from there. They
helped me with every book/supply request and for every time that it was denied they helped
me resubmit the paperwork. My GAIN worker was instrumental in getting me to this point.
She gave me uplifting advice every time I tried to quit and reminded me that everything worth
having required hard work, dedication, and patience. I truly do not know how I would have
gotten through it without their help. I have completed my Associate Degree in Nursing and
will complete my Bachelor of Science in Nursing in May 2020.

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7

259

LILIT
PAMBUKYAN

SOCIOLOGY
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

Until this last semester, I did not decide to continue my studies at the university. It was difficult
for me because I am a mother of three children and my children are all in elementary school.
My children are the reason I needed to find a stable yet fulfilling job. I chose the profession
of Sociology because I love working with people and being useful to them in all aspects. I
was helped in deciding this career by my CalWORKs counselor. She advised me to further
my education and continue my studies at the university. Students of the college get a lot of
assistance from the community college CalWORKs program, they pay for books, transportation,
and they have a lot of workshops which is a great support for beginners. I am grateful for the
support from the CalWORKs office.
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CHRISTINE
PETROSYAN

NURSING
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

I am a mom, a student, an ordinary person, and a super hero for my one and only child. There
are times that I feel that I do extraordinary things. However, there are times I feel hopeless,
but my strong faith and power to face the toughest challenges in life make me a superhero for
my child. Being a mother is already a full-time job. My son has autism and it requires non-stop
attention, which can be very hard especially considering I am a full-time student. However, if
you ask people that know me what my best quality is, they will most definitely tell you that it
is being the most amazing mom. To me, being a mom is as natural as breathing. Many people
refer to me as the best hard-working single mom. At age 16, I got my first part-time job.
From there, I took on three more. As I got older, I realized the beauty of independence and
the incredible feeling I had when I got myself things and did not have to ask other people for
them. I developed the ultimate work ethic, and eventually, I ended up putting myself through
college on my own. Every mom understands that there are some core responsibilities that
cannot be neglected. These include quality time with children, dedicated work hours, and the
essential “me time” to recoup. Once I am home, I spend a considerable amount of time with
my child every day. Firstly, because my child inherently requires love, guidance, and support
from me in order to thrive. Secondly, it is important for me to have a deep and meaningful
bond with my offspring. My dream is to become a nurse. I want to have a better chance at
success in my career and most importantly, be able to provide financial security for my child.
I want to set a good example for other single working mothers who want to achieve despite
obstacles in life. Being a CalWORKs student provided me with the support I need to succeed
as a single mother and student.
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MARIAM
POGHOSYAN

ESL/CHILD
DEVELOPMENT
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

I am a single mother working to obtain a college education and a career. I was born in Armenia
while it was a part of the Soviet Union. When I was a young child, the Union collapsed and my
country gained independence. I did not attend college in Armenia, but instead went into the
beauty industry as a licensed aesthetician. As a single mother, I want more for my daughter,
and I want to show her that we can be successful women. I am a first-generation college
student. I am working on improving my English language skills. I am taking classes to obtain
my associates degree, and I hope to transfer to a university. At this point, child development
is quite interesting to me, but I am still undecided as to what exactly I would study at the
university. I am a student worker in the Reading Center at LAVC. My supervisor often tells me
that I should go to law school and become a district attorney. I appreciate all of the support
I get at this college. I am confident that pursuing an education in this country will help my
daughter and I reach the American dream. This journey has not been easy for me, as I have had
to learn a new orthography, a new language, new social norms, new customs and everything
else in this new environment. Even learning to drive in America is different from driving in
Armenia. Everything is foreign to me, but at the same time extremely exciting. I began at
a level of not knowing any English, and level-by-level over the past two and a half years, I
have reached the point where I am ready to take college level English. I am working hard to
complete my degree and transfer requirements, and I appreciate all the support CalWORKs
program extends to me.
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ARMINE
SARGSYAN

ESL/ACCOUNTING
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

I migrated to the United States with my family on March 17, 2017. New country, new life
and a new beginning was not easy to process. Not knowing the English language made it
even harder to get through daily life. I only knew the English alphabet and the meaning of a
few words. Luckily, I was directed to Los Angeles Valley College Non-Credit English classes
through the CalWORKs program. They gave me a chance to learn English, choose a career,
and become a successful student. They gave me the chance to learn English and improve
my language skills. They helped me survive a very hard period in my life. I am thankful to the
community college CalWORKs program staff, LAVC professors, and counselors. They are very
helpful, kind, and friendly. I am especially thankful to the CalWORKs programs’ counselor,
Asya Davtyan. She was my first professor and counselor at LAVC. We work together as a big
family. I know learning is an amazing experience; it gives you knowledge, confidence, and
a bright future. I work at LAVC as a teacher’s assistant. My employment also helps me to
improve my English skills. For my future career, I would like to become an accountant. I know
it will be hard for me, but I desire to learn more and to be successful. My goal is to own my
own business. I am doing my best to achieve my goal. I study very hard and try to do my best
to keep my GPA at 4.0. I have completed 30 units since 2018, with a GPA of 4.0. It is hard to
learn a new language; also, it is hard to remember all the words we learn in each class, online,
and at home. I am currently enrolled in English classes, but I cannot even imagine how hard
it will be for me to obtain my career goals in a different language. I am trying to set a good
example for my teenagers through my hard work and dedication. I tell my children,” Never
stop learning, because life never stops teaching.”
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INNA
SEMENOV

NURSING
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

Nursing program At first, I was going to say that my superpower is my optimism and
cheerfulness. I always try to think positive, not dwell on negative things, and use laughter to
defeat hardships and disappointments. However, was it only my optimism and cheerfulness
that helped me to reach this point? I would say it was also my inquisitiveness. It was so
fascinating to study biological sciences such as anatomy, physiology, and microbiology. It
was also extremely amazing to see how interested in science my daughter is. I remember
she told me when looking in my lab book with bacteria sketches, “Mom, you told me that
your classes are very difficult, but they are not! They are interesting!” However, was it only
inquisitiveness that helped me to get good grades? Certainly, it was also my hard work and
perseverance. I studied until the early morning, after doing homework with my daughter
and putting her into the bed, then sleeping for one hour, and then having an exam; this was
a common scenario. But then again, was it my diligence that helped me survive during all
those finals? Definitely, it was the help and support of the CalWORKs team! I cannot count
how many times I was crying at the CalWORKs office feeling tired, helpless, and desperate.
Of course, financial support of this program is priceless, but I would not have any success
without the emotional support that I received from caring and warm-hearted girls from
the CalWORKs staff on my way toward the nursing program. I am very grateful for the
opportunity to express my deepest gratitude for their dedicated work, helpful advice, and
kind words that helped me build and use my superpowers!
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HASMIK
STEPANYAN

EARLY CHILDHOOD
EDUCATION
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

Difficulties are given to us so we can become strong, flexible, and have a clear vision for our
future life and career. My most significant challenge was moving to the US in 2016 after living
in Armenia and Russia. I came here with very little knowledge of the English language due to
my native and secondary languages being Armenian, Russian and French. In America ,I was
without my friends and relatives. Worse yet, my husband decided to live in Russia, and we
were separated. I had to support my son completely by myself. My son started high school
at Valley Academy of Arts and Sciences. The greatest talent and desire to gain real-world
skills led him to rapid success. Today, my son is one of the best students at the school, and I
am proud of him. The USA completely changed my life. As a strong woman and a mother, I
understood that it can be an amazing opportunity to overcome the challenge and create my
goal that will drive me.
First, I started to learn and improve in the English Language. I enrolled at Los Angeles Valley
College to start my new career. As a participant of the CalWORKs Program at LAVC, I have
collaborated with their GAIN Service workers to plan and develop my career goals. This
program helped me to create a clear vision for my future career. I have chosen a major in Child
Development and Early Childhood Education, because I love children, and they stimulate me
to think about our responsibility to our future generation. My dream is to own a language
center for children, where children will have the opportunity to learn different languages such
as French, Russian and Armenian through games and educational activities. Nowadays, there
are many reasons and benefits for learning a second language or being multilingual: problemsolving, critical-thinking, flexibility, relationships and academic achievement. I believe, I can
create an atmosphere of trust and safety, where children can play and learn and meet all needs
for their high-quality education through play.
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ARMINE
VARDANYAN

REGISTERED
NURSING
LOS ANGELES
VALLEY COLLEGE

I came to the United States of America from Armenia in 2014 as a first-generation immigrant.
My husband and I were newly married and moved to start our new life in a completely different
country. We did not have any relatives here and it was so hard for us to start our lives from
zero. Everything was new to us and it took years to adapt and learn about different aspects
of the life in the United States. Last month my husband and I became proud citizens of the
United States. Currently I am a student at Los Angeles Valley College in the Registered Nursing
program. I started attending LAVC since spring of 2017. At that time, my first son was 16
months. Although it was a hard decision to go to a college full time with a little child, I was so
happy to be able to follow my dream and become a nurse. The CalWORKs program helped
me to afford being a parent and a full time student. As I was completing my general education
courses, I became pregnant with my second son. In August of 2018, my second son was born
and it became even harder to be a mother of two children and continue my education. During
this time, I did not ever stop my studies. I was taking advantage of online courses and studying
from home with my newborn baby. I never gave up on my dream. The CalWORKs program
helped me to find childcare for my baby so that I could go to college. Currently I have only
two courses to complete from my prerequisites and after that, I can start to apply for nursing
schools or even be luckier and transfer to a four-year university. Thank you, CalWORKs, for
helping people like me to be helpful citizens and get a profession of my dreams.
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VEERLE
GOVAERTS

CHILD DEVELOPMENT
PASADENA
CITY COLLEGE

I was born and raised in Belgium. Dutch is my native language. After being laid off from my
job in the entertainment industry, I decided I needed to think carefully about my future and
decided going back to college was what I wanted and needed to do. I needed to find a career
where I could support my two children. Becoming a teacher in the public school system
seemed to be a smart career goal. On top of that, I wanted to be a strong role model to them
since their father has been suffering from mental illness and has not been around. As a single
mother of two teenage boys besides going back to college, I also need to make sure rent is
paid and there is food on the table. This has not always been easy. Therefore, in addition to
going to college I have four part-time jobs. I always knew I wanted to work with children. I
often take care of babies and toddlers at night. I work as a student worker at Pasadena City
College. After landing an intern job at Polytechnic School, I have been able to hold on to a
position there as an afterschool aid. I also have a fourth job teaching Dutch to children on
Saturdays. What has been amazing this year has been the realization that I am not just starting
on this journey but I have been able to persist and advance and I’m “actually” doing this!! I
have been able to maintain straight A’s throughout, work with children every day, and feel very
valued and appreciated at all my jobs. The children are simply amazing. My friends and family
have not always understood my return to college. However, that is why the help and support
of the CalWORKs staff at PCC has been nothing but amazing and life changing. I have a team
behind me at PCC, they will not let me quit, they believe in me. Together with the unwavering
support of my two boys, I might actually pull this off!
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REBECCA

STUDIO ARTS

KOVACS

PASADENA
CITY COLLEGE

After attempting to finish college for the past ten years, I never gave up my dream of getting
my college degree. Despite my struggles with my husband’s trials with alcohol addiction and
mental health issues, dropping out of college due to the hardships of witnessing a friend’s
murder and having to put college on hold two more times because I got pregnant in 2011 and
in 2015, I persevered. One educational opportunity that changed it all was when I received a
letter from CalWORKS stating that they will help me pay for college. My husband and I both
agreed that this opportunity was too big to pass up. With the CalWORKS program, I have
had access to a personal counselor, tools for building an educational plan and resources to
help me succeed as a parenting student. I was able to do work-study which wouldn’t affect
my cash aid benefits, would give me the chance to make extra cash and go to school full time.
The support from the CalWORKs staff here at PCC along with my wonderful counselor Ms.
Yamaguchi has forever changed my life. She asked me a question that changed everything,
“What is your passion?” Even though I was originally going to major in child development,
because of my interest in teaching, my passion is art. Since then, I decided to major in studio
arts and become an art professor, inspired by my incredible art professor Kirelyn Barber.
All of the amazing resources that have been shared with me through CalWORKS helped
me learn things that are important for myself, my family, and my community. The Center for
Community College Partnerships (CCCP) was one of the programs that motivated me to the
fullest. After attending the CCCP parenting site program at UCLA, I became determined to
advocate for parenting students and started a club here on campus called Lancer Parents
United (LPU). I’ve persisted and stayed in school while sustaining a challenging, yet strongloving relationship with my husband of 13 years, raising our two healthy boys, working parttime, and becoming an excellent student with a 3.79 GPA.
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LESLIE
MCKNIGHT

BUSINESS/
INFORMATION &
TECHNOLOGY
PASADENA
CITY COLLEGE

While in elementary school, I heard the saying “It takes a village…” Whether this saying is
a Native American or an African proverb, I believe it is a wise saying that I came to fully
understand as an adult. It was only seven years ago when my family and I arrived in Los
Angeles, broke and homeless. Four years later, I went through a terrible divorce, where I lost
my “voice” or so it seemed at the time. Mentally I shut myself off, refusing to speak, let alone
wanting to interact with people in general. During that period, whether it was either “luck” or
“divine intervention,” I was introduced to my “unni” (Korean for big sister). I belovedly call her
this now. At the time, I did not realize she would be a crucial part in me getting back out in
the world. From a simple invitation to attend church, my life slowly changed. I began to grow,
spiritually through my faith in GOD, physically and mentally as well as through volunteering
on the media team at the church I was invited to. My life altered from being an isolated island,
barely managing to raise a thirteen-year-old son on my own, to a contributing member of a
community that I cherish. Currently, I am enrolled in the Business, Information, and Technology
program at Pasadena City College and a student in the CalWORKs program. Recently I have
begun work study and work in the Admissions and Records Office. Working there, I learned
the roles and functions of being an administrative assistant. I gained friendships from fellow
student workers and staff working there. Both programs allowed me the opportunity to
grow and flourish personally and academically. I began to open up more to people and be
receptive to my environment. I am a more productive, contributing individual in a community
that I belong. I plan to use the skills acquired, integrating them to future employment as an
efficient, diligent office manager, effectively managing an office in the corporate world using
life experience and academic education learned along the way.
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HILLARY
FERRALLGOLDSMITH

ADDICTION STUDIES/
PSYCHOLOGY
PIERCE COLLEGE

Life has not always been easy for me. I am a single mom who never thought I would be able
to go to school to pursue my passion for learning. I am a survivor of domestic violence. I was
constantly told that I was worthless. The physical abuse almost killed me. My abuser, (the
father of my sons) went to prison. After this, I struggled emotionally and became completely
lost in my addiction. I lost my house and lost custody of my kids to DCFS. This was the lowest
point in my life. After a lot of hard work, I was able to get my kids back. I currently live at a
transitional housing for women with children. I am looking for stable and permanent housing
for my sons and I. I now have over 4 years clean and sober and a protective order against my
abuser. I never thought I would be able to go back to school and now I even do work study
on my campus.
CalWORKs has literally helped me every step of the way. I know that my success as a student
is definitely due to the assistance I have received from CalWORKs. I am a straight A student
and I work really hard to maintain my GPA. I am now one semester away from completing my
certificate program so I can help others who have struggled with addiction, as I have. I will
be graduating with my AA in Spring 2021. I plan on furthering my education by transferring
to a 4-year college to get my BA in Psychology. My ultimate goal is to get my Masters and
to become a Social Worker. CalWORKs is helping to make my dreams a reality. A reality that
I never thought would be possible. My success as a student allows me to be a role model for
my sons. They started doing better in school by watching me work hard to provide a better
future for our family. I look forward to helping others, the way the CalWORKs program has
helped me.
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NOUSHIN
MALEK POUR

CHEMISTRY
PIERCE COLLEGE

I come from Iran. My family and I moved to Los Angeles almost three years ago when we
won the lottery. It was a good opportunity for us to experience a new life in one of the
best countries in the world. Since my daughter was born, I wished she could live and study
somewhere else better than Iran because of implementing suppressive laws against women
and girls in the country.
Today, I am happy that my daughter, who is 10 years old, goes to school in a country where
women’s rights are respected. I have to try hard to make a strong future for myself and my
family. As I am an immigrant, and English is not my native language, since I stepped into
the U.S., I encountered difficulties. English enhancement became my priority, and I attended
Pierce College in 2017. At the beginning, I just took ESL classes to improve English language.
Since I joined the college CalWORKs program and attended workshops, I figured out I can
have a good job if I study. It was a trigger to think about transferring to a university and finally,
I chose Chemistry as my major. It causes me to take more units, and being a full time student
in the college and working somewhere else simultaneously, created a difficult condition. I did
not have enough time to study and help my daughter to do her homework. The CalWORKs
program helped me again and offered me a job as a student worker. I work in the Extension
office, and my position is to register people for Extension classes. I like my job, and as I have
to talk to people in person and over the phone, my English language is going to be better.
Although I have a long way to achieve my goal to be a teacher, I predict myself as a successful
woman in the future who could make a goof life for her daughter.
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ZOHREH

NURSING

MORADI

PIERCE COLLEGE

I have been in the United States since 2013. I left Iran with a diploma in science and moved to
the United States with the dream of a brighter and luminous future. My son’s situation forced
me to resign and move here, where he continued to receive his medication. Unfortunately,
he was pronounced dead of cancer two months after our migration from Iran. It was very
depressing and one of the moments I never thought I would ever face. Despite that, life had
to go on and after one year, I was blessed with a baby girl who eventually changed everything
in my life. I was forced to solely take care of Saina, my then 5 year old daughter and also to
take care of my 78-year-old mother, who never left her wheel chair.
I heard about the CalWORKs office from one of my friends, and she recommended me to
come to the college to continue my education and get help from the CalWORKs office. As a
second language, my English was not good enough and I had to start with ESL classes. I chose
to enroll for a course that would enable me to continue with my education and reduce the
depression I was going through. Also, I was able to get a job at the Student Health Center
through the CalWORKs office, which helped me a lot to earn money and still study at Pierce
College. I think the CalWORKs office is one of the best sources for those who are eligible so
they can get help for a short time to improve her/his life. I am taking prerequisites at Pierce
College and I will transfer to a university next spring.
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REINALDO

MUSIC

PEDROSO

PIERCE COLLEGE

The biggest challenge for me is to study, communicate, meet new social and cultural
challenges, and to teach my daughter how to succeed in life. This is only with dedication and
vocation that is very important to achieve success. I am Afro-Hispanic and I feel fortunate
and grateful for the CalWORKs program.
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AALIYAH
DAVIS

FASHION
MERCHANDISING
SANTA MONICA
COLLEGE

Up, up, and away! What makes me a supermom and even a super student would be my
determination to NEVER GIVE UP, even when all the odds are against me. As a former
foster youth and single parent, the odds were against me. With Santa Monica college’s
CalWORKs program, I’ve been able to overcome many odds. With the amazing counselors
like Audrey Sandoval and Juliana Parker, I have been able to receive support and assistance.
The program assists with tutoring, childcare, employment assistance, food, and even gas/
transportation to get to school.
I started to notice when I was becoming the superhero I am today, when counselor Audrey
began telling me “You have the power to do whatever you want to do and I am here to
help you”! School fuels my brain and gives me the power I need to save the day. So far
with the help of Santa Monica College’s CalWORKs program, I have been able to obtain
my first associates degree in business administration: logistics, and I am looking forward
to transferring for fashion merchandising. I am looking forward to transferring and starting
my own business with the help of our CalWORKs program. I hope to be an example to my
children and I hope I can give back to Santa Monica College. This is why I can never give up
and encourage others to join CalWORKs to find your inner superhero.

274

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7

SHARIMA

MEDICAL ASSISTANT

AUFRANCE

WEST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

My career goal in life is to be a nurse one day. Ever since I was a little girl, I have always had
the need to help people, I guess you can say that it was my calling. I have been working as
a caregiver for 12 years and in between that, I managed to graduate as a Medical Assistant.
Unfortunately, the school I went to lost their accreditation 3 years before I graduated, so
my units were of no use. Even though it was a set back, I never stopped trying to get into
school to finish my education. I currently have a 5 year old son and twin girls that are 3. I
have been working very hard not only to make my future happen, but theirs as well. I am
currently enrolled in 13 units at West LA College. I am working hard to fulfill my dream and
one day graduating from a 4 year university with my BSN.
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DASHA
DANIELS

DENTAL HYGIENE
WEST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

When I was a kid, I would always hear someone say “I hate the dentist” but I have always
thought of the dentist being my teeth’s best friend. I have always had a passion for white
sparkly white teeth, which is why I want to further my career in dentistry. Being in dentistry,
you get to help people and make them feel great about themselves. I have been a dental
assistant for four years and worked for a non-profit for three years at a general office. I
always had the greatest feeling of walking into work and smiling from ear to ear. I enjoy the
desire of making people feel welcome to a place they dread coming to and being able to
explain what’s what so that anxiety is no longer there. My goal is to better educate those
who think the dentist is “painful or expensive” on the importance of taking care of your
teeth and that, it is just as important as your health. I am determined to finish school and to
open my own dental non-profit office to help families who cannot afford dental insurance
with some side help from CalWORKs. Alongside help from the CalWORKs program, I am
making my dream career a reality. This program is a blessing and an amazing contribution
to my studies. It has allowed me to work on campus, to be able to get to classes on time,
and to stay focused. For example, I was working full-time at a dentist’s office while going to
school full-time and being a single parent of two. The workshops are also a big help and have
helped me realize that I adopted a fixed mindset. I was taught to believe that intelligence
is fixed because you are a certain race and that’s that. As I developed this mindset, I found
challenges threatening to me. Being in this program has helped me realize that I have this
mindset, so I am now focusing on changing so that I can teach my kids about a growth
mindset and that intelligence is not fixed.
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HEATHER
GILLIAM

PHARMACY
TECHNICIAN
WEST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

I have no idea how to start this, I do not know what my superpowers are yet but if I had to
pick one, I would say I am just a supermom. I say that because I was part of a family for 10
and a half years I loved my life and had no reason to complain. Until one day my and my
son’s world changed. I lost my best friend, lover, support system, and, most of all, the father
to my son. I lost him in a way that could damage me in a way that I don’t want to go on. I
felt this man take his last breath as I held on to him. He died the day after his 35th birthday
on our wedding anniversary. I was forced into being a single mother; a world I know nothing
about. I have to say the fact that I enrolled myself in school to better my education to get a
better career in order to take care of my son, I believe makes me a super mom. Adjusting to
being alone is hard and, trust me, I wanted to give up so many times and just stay in bed. No
support, no one to talk to about my day. What I can say is that I do it for my son because he
lost his best friend, too. This is our first Christmas without him. As a mother, I do whatever I
can to bring joy to our lives. I enrolled in a winter class to keep me busy. My son is 8 years
old. The picture I chose was the first one without his father and though the pain of not fully
understanding. He is my rock and so strong. To see him in basketball and swim practice is
amazing. All the things he did not get to do with his dad. He was afraid of the water when
he was here and he just started to like basketball. He never got that male praise a child gets
when playing in a game. I am his supermom.
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ESTELLE
KOUASSI

CHILD DEVELOPMENT
WEST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

My village is my family which is comprised of my husband and my three children. I have a
daughter, two sons, and another child who is due in December. My husband cares for our
children while I am studying. For example, he takes them to the zoo when I am studying
and helps with chores such as cooking and doing laundry. We work as a team by making
sacrifices for one another for our long-term benefit and success as a family. My children play
amongst themselves so I can focus on my studies. They also see me as an inspiration which
helps me persist through difficulties. I often study while my children are asleep at night.
Having a village allowed me to earn a cumulative GPA over 3.0.
My educational goal is to complete an Associate of Arts in Child Development so I can
open my own daycare business helping low-income parents like myself. I learned to adapt
to a new culture when I moved to the U.S. in 2006. Soon after, I returned to Africa due to
health issues and depression. I missed my family and friends who still live there. My husband
wanted to return to the U.S., so we moved to California in 2015 and I enrolled at West Los
Angeles College. Our relatives are back in Africa so we do not have family members here to
support us, which causes us to depend on one another even more.
I currently volunteer at the Lighthouse Church School in Santa Monica. I watch the children
during breaks and recess, assist the teachers with any duties, clean the rooms, and read for
the children. I believe that working with children is a privilege because they teach me to
enjoy life despite the hardships I encounter.
My village is the most important thing to me. I am very proud of my children and the values
that I have raised them with. They support one another and know that family is the most
important thing in life.
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JESSICA
ORTIZ

SOCIAL WORK
WEST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

I got pregnant when I was 19 years old. I was scared and unprepared, but when I first laid
eyes on my son, I felt something that had never felt before. I developed a love that was so
unconditional and I knew my life had a purpose. I knew I had to continue to strive and to
never give up to be the best parent for my son and give him everything he needed. During
my whole pregnancy, I stayed in school and even went to my final while having contractions.
The CalWORKs department here on campus gave me the best support system I could ever
ask for. I was able to receive free tutoring, free counseling as well as a family that I knew
I could count on. CalWORKs even gave me a chance to be a part of our student worker
association to be able to work on campus, attend school, and be able to keep my son
close to visit him at our campus child care center. Being a young mother has not been easy.
There are long nights of studying and also taking care of a newborn was the hardest time
for me, but for my son I knew it would be all worth it in the end. My son is now one and I
will be receiving my Associates Degree to Transfer in Social Work. I am extremely thankful
for all the support I have received from CalWORKs, from the parenting workshops to the
Christmas toy drive, to handing out canned food when home food supply was running low.
CalWORKs has given me the best support through it all. I will forever be grateful for the
love and support the CalWORKs Department has given my son and me. Thank You from
Byron and Jessica!
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BRITTANY
WHITE

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
WEST LOS ANGELES
COLLEGE

My superpower is perseverance and optimism. I have been through a lot in this past year. I
lost my home, job, and marriage all while caring for my 8 year old son (now 9 years old) and
being pregnant with my now 11-month-old daughter. In addition to this stress, I was forced
to deliver my daughter 5 weeks prematurely by emergency C-Section due to high blood
pressure. Once my daughter was born, my condition worsened and I almost died shortly after.
I needed two blood transfusions and stayed in the hospital a total of nine days. However,
once my daughter turned four months, I decided to return to work and finish working on
my AA degree. My Gain worker stressed to me repeatedly, that I did not have to participate
in Gain until my baby turned 18 months. However, I refused to waste time. I insisted on
participating in the Gain to find employment, obtain my degree to better my family and
myself. I bring my kids with me on campus most days to expose them to college life. I
continue to encourage my kids and myself to do our best regardless of our circumstances.
Gain/CalWORKs has encouraged my super powers by providing resources to allow me to
better myself and also by hiring compassionate staff such as case managers and counselors
that care about the participants. The staff has been transparent and compassionate with me
to help me achieve my goals in a realistic time frame.
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Cerritos College
Citrus College
Coastline Community College
Cypress College
Fullerton College
Golden West College
Irvine Valley College
Long Beach City College
Mt. San Antonio College
Orange Coast College
Rio Hondo College
Saddleback College
Santa Ana College
Santiago Canyon College

JOELLA
BRIZUELA

BUSINESS
MANAGEMENT
CERRITOS COLLEGE

This semester, I have felt so powerless due to the surprise attacks of life.This has been the
toughest semester in college I have ever endured.The decisions being a super mom was
getting our first place as a family and enrolling my child into a strong academic school. Not
only will she have a good education, but a safe city to be raised..For this to happen, I had to
leave my job to be available for my family needs, along with my studies at Cerritos College.
During this time, I was able to find a part-time job to accompany our schedule. Then the
attacks started to unfold, We had job loss, physical injury, homelessness, and a friend being
murdered. Being the super mom I am, I have the superpowers of ”Tenacity” and “Strength”.
If there is a will there’s a way!! I had to fight a few months to apply for DPSS services, but I
never gave up. I have a family to feed. I refuse to be homeless. It has been so humbling for us
and we have been blessed with amazing case workers. An added hurdle was that my parents
had 90 days to find a new home. Can you imagine the stress, fear, and worries I had to carry
during a school semester taking college algebra and accounting courses together? Boy, did I
need to pick myself up and create new superpowers of hope!
My grades have not been the best this semester wondering each day how to survive.With the
support of tutoring in CalWORKs and counseling, I have been experiencing the compassion
of the staff that has made my superpowers revive. I needed this support and mentorship. I am
happy to be a CalWORKs student, and I know I will transfer successfully to reach my goals very
soon. The good news now is that my parents have purchased a home, my fiance just got hired at
a new job, and I will be passing my classes. Never let your superpowers fade, always use them,
and increase them with the help of others. Thank you CalWORKs Team of Cerritos College.
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MARGARET

ESTHETICIAN

FERGUSON

CERRITOS COLLEGE

My small village consists of my 3 kids, my 7 year old Nathaniel and my 2-1/2 year old twins
Nairobi and Nicholas, my cousin, my father and my little brother. These people in my life are
a blessing and the reason why I am able to attend school everyday and have a piece of mind
for my mental and emotional state. I live with bipolar depression and being a single mother
and having to live with this mental disorder can be quite challenging from day today. My little
brother and my cousin helps take care of my kids while I am at school or therapy etc. My father is
also a huge help. I deal with a lot of emotional battles and he is my biggest supporter whenever
I am having a breakdown or just overwhelmed. These people play a big role in my life. They
have been supporting me since the beginning and I am very blessed and grateful to have them
in my life. my kids are also my biggest support because everything that I do is for them and their
future, not just mine.
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SHAUNISE
PRICE

CHILD DEVELOPMENT

CERRITOS COLLEGE

It really does take a village when you are a single parent. As a single mom of two children,
it is not always easy finding the time for everything; but I make sure that I do. If it were not
for the help of my mother, I truly do not know how I would be able to accomplish everything
that I have accomplished so far. My mother helps me with taking my children to school as
well picking them up from school. My mother takes care of my children while I am in night
class putting them to bed for me. She says they are her kids too because kids is in the word
grandkids. I am very fortunate that my mother wants to see me succeed in life. When I need
to study or do homework, she will watch my kids so that I do not have any distractions and
have the ability to focus. All of achievements that I have made she is so proud of me and really
expresses it to me. My son tells people that he wants to get good grades like me. It means
a lot being able to inspire him. There are times when we do homework together. My children
even understand when mommy has homework and know that I am doing this for a career to be
able to provide for them. My mom and two children give the support that I need to continue
to strive to succeed academically. Knowing that they believe in me is the best thing ever. My
little village may be small but they help me in a large way to continue to strive for success.
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CINTHYA
VALLADOLID

CULINARY ARTS

CERRITOS COLLEGE

I am a single mother of two and I am 37 years old. I can say that my special powers are my
two children; they make me a super mom and even a super student. They motivate me to be
a persistent person and not give up despite the circumstances that we are going through as
a family. CalWORKs helped me to improve myself as a mother, woman, daughter, sister, etc.
They helped me to feel valued and recover my self-esteem as a woman. They supported me
so that I could face the DV of which I was a victim, and no longer feel any shame. I will show
my children that this is not an obstacle for their mother to get ahead. There are thousands of
women that suffer from this disease as I call it. At the end of the day, there is a cure to stop
being a victim of DV. Thanks to CalWORKs, I have managed to be a super student thanks
to the counselors we have at CalWORKs and to their wise advice full of experiences. They
have helped me to go far and gradually I will achieve my goal and succeed. The power of my
children’s love has led me to break down barriers, be persistent, and realize that success is a
direct consequence of perseverance. This past May of 2019, I met my first goal to obtain my
cooking, baking certificates, and my AS in culinary arts. Now I focus on finishing other classes
to transfer to the University Fall 2020. Life or destiny did not make it was easy, but I think
the important thing at the end of the day is what we do with it. Therefore, my power is Love,
Love to my children, to others, doing things well, love to live, love to overcome and to give
my children a more prosperous future, love to sacrifice (today we cannot go to the park, but
tomorrow we can). Love is everything.
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MICHELLE
ANDERSON

LANGUAGE ARTS/
LINGUISTICS
CITRUS COLLEGE

I am a single mother in the Welfare-to-Work program. Last year 2019, I got into the Navy for
linguistics. Unfortunately, they told me to come back when I am married because I have custody
of my son and had no one to care for him while I was in Basic and AIT training. I looked into
free childcare so that I could work to provide for my son Killian. When I did research I learned
that I qualify for Gain/CalWORKs/ EOP&S, and financial aid. My major now is Language Arts
and when I transfer, I plan to do linguistics. I want to be an interpreter because it includes my
love of languages and cultures. I am a full-time student and do work study program through
CalWORKs. CalWORKs is an amazing program. Every counselor I have met has given me
advice on important issues outside of school. Issues I encounter with my Welfare and GAIN
workers, to EOP&S to childcare. I also appreciate the resources they have given me to find
legal aid and domestic violence counseling. After I receive my AA, I plan to transfer to receive
my bachelor’s and hope to get a job in a field in which I am interested. No more hard work for
minimum wage, at a dead end job that holds no happiness. I want to show my son that just
because we work to live does not mean we have to live to work. It is important to find what
makes you happy, and do it. It has been a long journey for me and I still have much work to do,
but I would like to thank all the programs like CalWORKs who extend help and opportunities
to students so we can stay in school. Thank you for your consideration!
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DEBORAH
BISHOP

SOCIOLOGY &
PSYCHOLOGY
CITRUS COLLEGE

I am a sophomore at Citrus College and a client of CalWORKs. I am a single mother blessed
with five amazing children and have been doing so for fourteen years. My journey began in
2015 when I sheepishly attempted the mandatory matriculation and my dreams of attending
college were quickly dashed when my results were explained. I bombed at math and was told
I would need two years of remedial math before it would count towards my degree and so,
I left that day feeling completely overwhelmed and ill equipped. Over the next two years, I
attended the local adult school and developed my love for academics. Since it has been thirtythree years since I graduated high school, I knew I had my work cut out for me. I returned to
Citrus in 2018 and met my CalWORKs counselor, Toni. When I explained that I was riddled
with self-doubt, she calmly spoke these words to me, “If you believe in me, I’ll believe in you.”
From that moment on, I’ve kept those words close to my heart and they have carried me
through every obstacle and every insecurity. Therefore, my “village” was born. After several
rigorous courses such as Statistics and Interpersonal Communications, I have had the strength
to believe in myself in ways I never thought possible. Today, I am a 3.62 GPA student on my
way to receive a double major in Sociology and Psychology in hopes of serving my community
and those like me. My team consists of several counselors and professors who continue to
inspire me all along the way. I am equally blessed to have the support of my children and
mother and those closest to me. I often think back on that first encounter with my CalWORKs
counselor and will always be indebted to her for seeing in me what I could not see in myself.
Thanks to her, I am where I am today.
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HAIDY
GHALY

COSMETOLOGY

CITRUS COLLEGE

I am 31 years old. I am originally from Cairo, Egypt. My husband, our three- year old daughter
and I came to the United States in 2017. It was very difficult for us to leave our family behind
in Egypt. We miss our family very much but did not want to pass up the opportunity to come
to America. We knew it would be better for our daughter to grow up in the United States
where women have many more opportunities than in Egypt.
When we arrived in the United States, we spoke little English. We quickly realized we would
not be able to find employment with this language barrier. My husband found part-time work,
but made very little money, and we knew it would not be enough to support our family. We
applied for cash aid and the CalWORKs program. I was referred to Citrus College for ESL
classes. I learned English very quickly and began to take cosmetology courses. I have an
interest in this area, and think I will be able to make a good living for my family. I will complete
my certificate in Cosmetology next year. It is good to have a goal because we know that our
family will not always receive the support of the CalWORKs program.
I want to thank the CalWORKs program for helping me and my family build a strong future.
Because of the help I received, our lives have changed. I am happy now and am confident we
will be able to be take care of our daughter.
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MALISSA
LEDESMA

SOCIOLOGY

CITRUS COLLEGE

My story starts when myself and my younger sisters became a part of an ongoing CPS case due
to my mom’s drug addiction. I never knew what it was to be part of a village. I was separated
from my mom and my sisters at a young age. Although I witnessed and saw a lot at a young
age, I didn’t let it define me. In fact, it molded me into the mother I am today. Protective,
Strong, and Resilient. Those traits I picked up, are the ones that saved my life. I was in living in
Missouri with my 2 little girls alone, with no family or friends around, I was at the lowest point
in my life. Depression and anxiety consumed me. I was stuck, broken, and hopeless. I feared
for not only myself, but my kids as well. I felt like I had no way out. I didn’t realize my daughter
had been watching me sad, depressed and in a stoic state. She mentioned this to her teacher.
I received a note from her and it said “Be Strong. You’ve Got This” and enclosed was $200.
I’ve never received help or kindness in that way. It ignited a flame that went out and I thought
I’d never get back.
I got the courage to contact my mom who has been sober for 18 years. I got a job at a
daycare and work 11-13 hour days. I saved up enough money to get my mom and sisters out
to Missouri to help me make my way back to California. My mom opened her home to us, no
questions asked. My mom and sisters have created a schedule for babysitting, bath time, and
bed time. They have been my biggest supporters! They treat my kids as if they are their own.
What my mom couldn’t do for me when I was little, she has done and outdid herself for my
girls. Because of my family, I have been able to attend college and maintain a 3.0 GPA and
privileged to work. There’s nobody I trust more with my kids.They are my Village.
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MARIANA
WAHBA

CHILD DEVELOPMENT

CITRUS COLLEGE

I was born in Egypt. In 2015, I decided to come to the U.S. to have a better life. At the time,
I didn’t know the language, had no family, 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. I had to acclimate to a new language, culture, and customs. I started attending
Citrus College in Summer of 2015 as an ESL student. I wanted to improve my English skills.
After a few semesters of English courses, I decided to continue my education and study child
development. When I lived in Egypt, I enjoyed helping children and considered becoming a
teacher, but I ended up working in an office setting, which I also enjoyed.
Once I came to the U.S., I needed to find something that would help me get employed. I have
completed over 40 units at the community college. I recently started working on my child
development courses so that I can earn a certificate and then earn my Associates Degree in
Child Development by Spring 2020. So far, I have been earning good grades and I have a
3.59 GPA. I want to work with children and start working in a childcare setting. Once, I gain
experience I want to return to school and continue my education to become a teacher. I want
to graduate from Citrus College and then transfer to a University. I would love to take Math
courses too and maybe even become a Math teacher. I really like numbers and I find it fun.
I want to thank my counselors for all their help. I have come a long way and my English has
improved drastically in the past few years. CalWORKs has been a big part of my success. This
scholarship would be extremely helpful because it will allow me to continue with school and
accomplish my future career goals.
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SARAH
LOHMAN

HEALTH & FITNESS
COASTLINE
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

In February 2017, I walked out on my 14-year abusive marriage and was terrified to be on my
own with two kids, with nothing but our clothes and my run-down vehicle. Enrolling in school
and CalWORKs was what held me together and kept us safe. My kids were 5 and 12 at the
time; trying to keep a smile on my face, study, go through a nasty divorce, find a place to live,
shuttle them back and forth to school, all while dealing with a health condition that causes me
extreme fatigue, you can say that life felt impossible. CalWORKs was that outstretched hand
that picked me up, I was provided with daycare, money to live on, book money, gas money,
food, and more. With my necessities provided, I was able to focus on my classes. Now in 2019,
I am proud to say that I have finished 13 classes with an A and have a 3.7 GPA (going for a
4.0). I have been recognized by Coastline as an honors student and have even been invited
into a special society because of my great grades. CalWORKs has helped me build new levels
of confidence in myself to the point where now after I graduate, I am starting my own health
coaching company. I cherish being able to turn around and use my education and hard work as
a tool to help sick and suffering women feel better. None of this would have happened in my
life without the amazingly kind CalWORKs caseworkers, and all of the resources they offered
and provided to me.
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LUZVIANETH
LOPEZ

BUSINESS
COASTLINE
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

My favorite academic counselor Claudia is a huge part of my village while I am working on
my educational goals. She is my team and a part of my direction in life. if I ever fall behind in
any course and need help with guidance on what my options are and what I can do to solve
my problems.I can always count on her and her door being wide opened for me to be able to
walk in and leave with a plan.
Secondly, I would like to introduce a major role in my village which has to be my therapist she
is amazing My therapist works with me as a team by teaching me new coping skills and I am
able to learn more about myself so I can focus more on my education, daughter, myself, and
live in the moment.
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MELISSA
VASQUEZ

HUMAN SERVICES
COASTLINE
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

What are my super powers? My super powers are being a single mom of two kids, along with
being a full-time student who works two jobs. I know I am a super mom because I get the job
done. My kids attend school in different cities and each morning I wake with one on the end of
the bed, and the other one almost on top of me, in the same bed. Everyday, I get up knowing
they have to be ready on time to be in school, fed, as well as gettinh myself to work on time.
Each day is different. Some days are easier and some days are harder, but at the end of the
day, I do my part as their mom. To me, being their mom is a priority and no matter how the
days go, I get the job done as their mom, as a student and as an employee.
The CalWORKs program has given me the confidence to feel like I have the power to become
a better version of myself. I love how whenever I have a question, they are always there to help
and look for an answer. They have opened the door to new resources that have helped me a
lot. They make me want to be a better student and become a strong mom to my kids.They
also shown me how to help others by showing them that nothing is impossible you just have
to gain the power to do it and show off what you got. I am thankful for this program and all
the help they have given me in just a short time of being a part of it.
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VANESSA

ADDICTION STUDIES

BARTLEY

CYPRESS COLLEGE

My passion for my field of study came from my own life experiences, my failures, and my
successes. I was raised in a dysfunctional family where drugs and alcohol were involved. Due
to this, I experienced many things including foster care as a child. I dropped out of high school
in the tenth grade and starting using drugs myself. My addiction continued for nine plus years.
I went to jail a couple times for drugs, lost the only job I ever had, and was homeless due to
my drug use. I had my first daughter at twenty years old who had to experience the same
lifestyle as I did. I was a single uneducated mother who was addicted to drugs and had no
help or guidance. I had my second daughter at twenty-four. I was evicted from my low-income
housing because I choose to buy drugs instead of paying my rent. On the day I had to be out
of my apartment, I gave birth. As I went to get in the car, my daughter decided it was time for
her to come into this world. I gave birth standing up, it all happened so fast. She detached
from my umbilical cord and hit the ground. She was born early due to my drug use. I changed
my life on this foundation. My children were taken from me and placed in foster care. I went to
rehab and have been clean from drugs for eight years. Within this time, I went back to school
and obtained my high school diploma so I could further my education to better the lives of my
children and me. I also adopted my niece who was in foster care because of drugs. Therefore,
I want to be a Drug and Alcohol Counselor, so I can share my experience of strength and hope
with people to watch lives transform. The CalWORKs program has been there to take this
journey with me. They are helping me make my dream a reality by guiding me and providing
me services such as childcare, transportation, and books.
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VANESSA
CARDENAS

NURSING

CYPRESS COLLEGE

Is this Me? Not all superheroes wear capes. I realized I had superpowers in the summer on 2016.
I was working a full-time job that I secretly hated making minimum wage. I had a pushy boss
that would constantly stress me out if I did not reach the “daily selling goal.” Secretly suffering
in agony, I knew I was destined to do something meaningful with my life and career. I enrolled
at Cypress College that summer. I would start my day by waking up at 6 am to make breakfast
for my two girls before I would leave them with my mom. By 8 am I would be at work until 4
pm. After work I would grab something to eat then make my way to Cypress College for my
night math class. I would get home around 10 pm from Monday- Thursday. It was exhausting
but thanks to my super powers, I never gave up. I started to feel sad because of the lack of
time I would spend with my girls. I was missing out on the “best years.” CalWORKs has been
my main support through this journey because without it I would have not been able to quit
my job and do school full-time and pursue my dream of becoming a nurse. The CalWORKs
office is amazing. I have never felt looked down upon for receiving CalWORKs, which helps
with my motivation to reach my goals. My first superpower is being a mom and becoming a
good role model for my kids. Second, is being a good student and working hard for my grades
but also finding that equilibrium between school and my family. Third, finding a balance that
allows me to be a good daughter as well. My mother is injured from one of her arms and most
of the time I help with any heavy lifting around the house. My journey as a student has made
me feel invincible and I feel like I can conquer the world with my success.

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 8

295

TALIA
MEDINA

MORTUARY SCIENCE

CYPRESS COLLEGE

I am working towards my Bachelors in Mortuary Science. The CalWORKs program has impacted
my life tremendously. I returned to college in January, 2017, after being very ill for four years.
I resumed the CalWORKs program on a good start. Two months into my semester, my family
and I became homeless in our vehicle. At that time, I was walking with a cane due to being in
a wheelchair. To top it off, Child Protective Services came intp my life. I was ready to throw it
all away. I was constantly crying, emotional, and stressed. I would go into the CalWORKs office
for my appointments, see my specialist and they would always tell me “don’t give up, you can
do this.” The staff always had open arms, provided numerous resources, including shelters,
food banks and they supported me emotionally. Before we found a shelter, CalWORKs staff
told me that “if I ever needed anything just to ask,” which I was ashamed to do. Antionese
Cotton called me in the office, and to my surprise, it was meal and gas cards for me and my
family. It brought me to tears, because I didn’t know when I would get our next meal nor gas.
CalWORKs always told me “this is what these programs are for -- to help our students get
through school. My family and I would eat in the cafeteria daily. If it wasn’t for the staff, I
probably would’ve ended it all, because that’s where I was at that point in my life. CalWORKS
also provides me with childcare, if I didn’t have that, I wouldn’t be able to continue with my
degree in Mortuary Science. Thank God for the staff in these special programs at Cypress and
Fullerton College, which not only have helped my family but others as well. Because of the
positive influences and words that were provided to me, staff gave me the motivation not to
give up on myself, finish my education and become someone so one day I can help others.
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ADRIANA
BENITEZ

SOCIOLOGY

FULLERTON COLLEGE

I am not one to brag about myself and much less about my academic success, but as I prepare
to start my final semester at Fullerton College, I cannot help but feel proud of how far I have
come as a student. For five semesters, I have juggled being a full-time student, a part-time
work-study employee, a member of multiple clubs on campus, and being a single mother all
at once. Throughout this time, I have been on both the Dean’s and the President’s honor list.
I am a member of Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society and the EOPS Honors Alliance Club. I have
maintained a 3.82 grade point average while striving for a 4.0. I have applied for scholarships
people told me not to bother with because my chances were slim, and today I am a semifinalist
for the Jack Kent Cooke Scholarship. I look back and I am amazed that the domestic violence
victim that enrolled into College in 2017 is now a scholar that will be transferring in May with
six degrees. It would be ignorant of me to say that I did this alone because I had much help
throughout these years. I receive help from family, friends, professors, and multiple staff on
campus. I also have two incredible case managers at the county who help me get all the
financial and mental help that I need in my personal life so that I may be a successful student
while also being the mother I aspire to be for my daughter. My counselor at the CalWORKs
office on campus has made a big impact on my educational goal by motivating me to apply to
both Cal States and UC’s. She provides me with many resources in and out of school that help
me surpass my educational goals. I am grateful for everything the CalWORKs program has
done to support me as a single mother and student. Achieving this much academic success
would have been a lot more difficult if my daughter and I did not have this support in our lives.
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MARIA

SOCIOLOGY SCIENCE

CHELO

FULLERTON COLLEGE

It takes a village to raise a child. When I was younger, I would hear people say that a lot. I
always questioned myself why would they say that. My mother was the only one that raised
us, as we did not have any family members help or daycare help. My mother migrated from
Mexico in her early 30’s. My sister and I were born in Mexico as well. I was only four years old
when I came to this country. My sister was seven years old. So growing up my mother did not
qualify for day care or CalWORKs because we were undocumented. It was very hard for her.
So when I would hear that it would have me questioning what they meant by that. Now that
I am an adult and I am a permanent resident, I qualify for CalWORKs. I am learning what they
meant by It takes a village to raise a child. Now I also have a village that is helping me with
my children to help us achieve our academic goals. My mother is the number one person in
my village. She always helps me by watching my children when I am in school. My husband is
the second person in my village. He helps me pick up and drop off my children from school.
My husband also helps me cook for my kids while I am in school. If my mom or husband have
doctors’ appointments, my younger sister steps in to help me as well. They will either help me
babysit, cook, or do things around the house. The school also helps me with Big Brother after
school program at times. The Big Brother program also helps my children build confidence
and provides help in school with homework. It is amazing how the CalWORKs Program is
helping me with books, class materials, parking, and daycare. They are really helping me have
no excuse of saying I cannot because I have no day care or no money for books or parking.
They really have helped me complete successfully my semesters.
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RHEA
COLLI

PSYCHOLOGY

FULLERTON COLLEGE

Upon moving to California with my son in 2018, I knew that if I wanted a career in a field that
I was really passionate about it, I had to attend college. A close friend of mine had suggested
Fullerton College to me and I fell in love with the campus. The way a campus looked was
extremely important to me because if I didn’t feel comfortable about it, then I wasn’t going
to enjoy the experience. One thing about me, is that I’m ambitious and once I set my mind
to something, I will achieve and accomplish it, regardless of what circumstance I’m in. I’ve
been through some hardships in my time, and honestly, I still can’t believe that I got through
times where at the moment, I thought that I couldn’t get through it. So while preparing for my
spring semester at Fullerton College, I was bombarded with many responsibilities and tasks
that definitely overwhelmed me. Adding to that, my four-year-old son was also still adjusting
to change, and he was struggling through it. We eventually fought through the barriers. This is
what makes me a supermom who is also a student. I attended therapy for myself and parenting
therapy for both my son and I which both were extremely beneficial for our mental health.
I was introduced to the CalWORKs program and instantly was relieved that I had a place to
go and a counselor to see what it was to be a CalWORKs student, which was importantto me.
CalWORKs has been helpful in providing me with services that I didn’t know I needed. didn’t
have to worry financially because that would be taken care of and money was one of the
things I always worried about. I was able to find housing through CalWORKs and I am forever
grateful that I was granted that opportunity. I would have never been able to get to where I
am without CalWORKs, they are the sole foundation of my success.
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JASMINE
CRENSHAW

HIGH SCHOOL
DIPLOMA/NURSING
FULLERTON COLLEGE

Being a super mom, a super student with my Incredible Hulk superpowers that help me
overcome my challenges, with school life and being a responsible parent! The community
CalWORKs program helps to build a better future for my family. The CalWORKs program
and staff have been with me through my toughest times, while in a domestic violence shelter
encouraging me to never give up. Having different resources to help meet with my future goals
to overcome the challenges I face mentally, financially, and with everyday life. My superpowers
help me to stay focused and I can smash through my classwork. With support from my teachers
and school counselor making sure I’m on my way to success.
Having a learning disability, has tested my superpowers to the max! My superpowers have
allowed me to be very determined and strong willed. Having my teacher and school counselor
to help me through different strategies, I can face many challenges and now understand how
to conquer them. As I’m still attending school, getting my high school diploma, I’m meeting
my goals to success to go to nursing school. Having the CalWORKs program is very resourceful
and helps to build a better future. It also helps make a long-term career for my family and
loved ones. With their help, overcoming our challenges to have not just a job, but to have a
career to better ourselves. Our children can look up to us with great success. Thanks for the
help of the CalWORKs program.
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ANGELICA
MORALES

CHILD &
ADOLESCENT
DEVELOPMENT
FULLERTON COLLEGE

I am 29 years old and attend Fullerton College. I’ve been attending for a few years. When I
had my children I took few semesters off. My thought of returning back to college during that
time when I had my children, was something that I thought I would not be continuing. I have
three children, Evalynn 5, Aaron 4, and Esmeralda 2. My children are my main motivation to
keep on going and finish my major in Child and Adolescent Development.
After returning back to Fullerton College, I decided to be part of the CalWORKs program at
Fullerton College. As a student at Fullerton College, I am thankful I have a village of people
that have always been positive to me and my children. My family is the main support system
that have always helped me and have never been negative to me about returning back to
school. When I am working in my work study job, my parents and sister are able to take care
of my children and I am very thankful for there patience. Also, when I am studying and doing
homework they are always understanding and helpful in taking care of my children. I am also
thankful my parents let my children and I live in there house, because without all there help, I
don’t know where I would be.
As a family we help each other out in any help that we need. I help my parents paying rent,
bills, and grocery shopping. My dad isn’t currently working because he is disabled because of
a torn disk in his back. My mom and I are currently the ones being the head of household
for my dad, younger sister, and my three children. We are both doing our best to support my
family. Without my village, I feel that I wouldn’t be able to succeed in my education. Not only
is my family the only people part of my village, but also counselors and professors. Without all
their help, I wouldn’t be a positive and successful parent that I am today.
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DANIELLE
NARANJO

BUSINESS
MANAGEMENT
FULLERTON COLLEGE

Family is not always defined by the blood relatives you have known all your life. A family can be
defined by those who come into your life and have meant so much to you. They become your
“village.” I am blessed to be the mother of my 9-year-old daughter, Ruby, and my 1-year-old
son, Noah. I am a single mother, a student, a career woman, daughter, sister, and godmother.
I am also a survivor of domestic violence, a survivor of mental and emotional abuse, but
most importantly, I am a survivor of not giving up on my own life. This year has been a roller
coaster of events for my children and myself. I would have never gotten where I am today if it
was not for the village of supporters surrounding my children and me. I am fortunate enough
to be able to work at the Fullerton College, Admissions & Records Office. Four amazing,
beautiful, strong women have been there for me through tears, laughs, pain, and hurt. These
four women have been there to lend a hand not only for myself but for my children as well.
Sharon H., Denise L.K., Jackie J., and Danielle S. are my Leads and supervisors at the office,
and they have always had open arms since my very first day. These women, along with my
immediate family, have been my village of support so I could continue to work, to attend my
classes, to stay strong as a mother and woman, but most of all they were always checking in
on my children. My children adore them as if they were their aunts and that is what has helped
be keep pushing forward. Knowing I have a village behind me, gives me the strength to keep
striving for the future. A village is helping me in so many ways and I am forever grateful.
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TRACY
RUIZ-LOPEZ

COSMETOLOGY

FULLERTON COLLEGE

The super power that I feel surrounds me is time. The super power of time. Everyday Monday
through Friday I wake up at 4:30 am to get the kids ready for school. It’s not an easy task, but
over all, I am extremely grateful that I can attend school to get a better job for my kids.
They both attend the same School. One in Pre-School & the other in middle school. They get
dropped off at 6am, so that I am able to be at school by 6:30 & ready to clock in for class. I’m
out at 4:30 and then run over to pick them up, head to the market, make dinner once we get
home and get them ready for bed. We do it all over the next day. The kids are amazing & help
me manage my time.
The CalWORKs program has helped me manage my time by setting up appointments for me
after I get out of class, or in between breaks.
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JENIFER
SNELLGROVE

SOCIAL WORK

FULLERTON COLLEGE

I Am A Superhero! Imagine you’re having to save yourself and three other people every day.
I wake up every day to save myself from not being a productive member of society. I wake
up my 3 children who don’t want to, but I have to save them from the thought of “I don’t
want to.” Life isn’t about wants, it’s about needs, they need to get their education. I am a
single mother of three children, Jennifer (13), Delila (10), and Nathaniel(8). I am a student at
Fullerton College, and a recipient of CalWORKs. I went to school and received a pharmacy
technician license, but it’s not enough for me to support the household. I worked pharmacy for
five years and was laid off. I would say I have the best support system in the world in regards
to my situation because everyone was more than supportive. They were proud to know that I
was going back to school to get an education and career that I would be happy and capable
with. My family and friends were happy that I was finally helping myself because I was usually
the one helping everyone but myself.
I finished my first semester at Fullerton College, passing my classes. It was hard adding three
kids into the mix, which made it even more difficult. I am thankful for CalWORKs as they
helped me make it possible. I was denied financial aid because I had gone to Fullerton College
in 2009 and didn’t have a good GPA. CalWORKs advised me to appeal the denial, which I did
and it was approved. The counselors assumed I wasn’t receiving financial aid based off of my
history, but I corrected them letting them know that I was receiving financial aid and they all
asked how. I told them CalWORKs helped me. It’s imperative that people know the steps to
take to get to where they are going. I am extremely grateful that CalWORKs has directions
and even some shortcuts to help someone like me on my journey.
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ANA L.
SUAREZ

SOCIOLOGY

FULLERTON COLLEGE

All superheroes are supposed to save or protect people from danger, but in my case, I feel
that my children gave me the power to become a super mom. Becoming a mother at 16 was
difficult; I was forced to drop out of school in order to take care of daughter. Now at the age of
30 and a mother of three children, I have had my hands full. My youngest son was diagnosed
with Cerebral Palsy. My education was pushed back a little more due to extra care for him. Two
years after my youngest son I become pregnant again of my second boy. On my third month
of pregnancy, I received news from my doctor that my son was showing to be an anencephalus
baby. I was heartbroken; the toughest choice I had to do was to say goodbye. Losing a loved
one is very hard to deal with. On top of that, my children’s father that I had spent 13 years with
decided to leave my children and me. Broken inside I nearly fell into a depression. I began to
lose weight and losing hope, could not deny I was not well. I had extreme joint pain, moving
or just walking was a task now. On October 2018, I was diagnosed with Rheumatoid Arthritis.
My children needed me as much I needed them and I could not give up. I had planned to
only get my H.S.D. but my counselor suggested going further with my education. I applied
at Fullerton College. Single parents may not know the help and support we can receive
through the CalWORKs Program is amazing. CalWORKs has giving me a chance to expand
my education. As far as my education, I am very proud of myself to have achieved so much
and have come a long way. I want to thank the CalWORKs Program that has become the light
I needed to become a hero in my children’s eyes.
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NOEMI
VIRAMONTES
GARZON

SOCIOLOGY

FULLERTON COLLEGE

What makes a mother/student to have superpowers? I believe that are many factors involved
in obtaining these special powers. The first and the most important quality is the love and
the commitment I have for my daughter to raise her as a woman with good qualities. I think I
have special powers because I won one of the most horrible battles of my life, which was my
addiction to drugs and alcohol, and domestic violence abuse. When my daughter was born,
I lost her custody due to my drug and alcohol abuse, homelessness, and domestic violence.
I decided to stop with my addiction and regain custody of her. It was very difficult because a
drug addict needs superpowers to get out of this hell. After obtaining my daughter’s custody,
I decided to go back to school to improve our lives and show her different values in life. Values
that I did not have in my home like be good student, determined, empathetic, honest, loyal,
reliable, or helpful. When I started at Fullerton College, I had many doubts about myself and
my ability to attain higher education. I suffered many years of low self-esteem because of
my mother and later my partner bullying me by saying that I was not smart, that I was ugly
and fat. These words followed me for many years, and I never believed even that I was able
to complete a class. However, the CalWORKs program helps me to increase my powers and
my self-esteem. This program helps students like me to accomplish our goals and encourage
us to do it! With the CalWORKs program, I completed many ESL classes to reach the proper
English college level. My college education at Fullerton College lasted four years. The fabulous
CalWORKs’ counselors encouraged me to continue my higher education at the University.
After receiving my A.A. at Fullerton College in sociology, I transferred to UC Irvine in the
field of Psychology and Social Behavior. Currently, I am in the second year of my B.A., but this
would not have been possible without the CalWORKs program.
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TERESA
NGUYEN

PSYCHOLOGY
GOLDEN WEST
COLLEGE

Two years ago, when my son was just six months old, I made the decision to go back to
school. It was a tough and scary decision but a decision I know would change the trajectory
of my future. While I was worried about the cost of going back to school, CalWORKs eased
my financial stress. They took care of my books, school fees, and provided me with school
supplies. They made reporting my monthly hours easy. Through CalWORKs, I was able to
get monthly aid and help with covering for daycare. This help has allowed me to focus
on school and work while at the same time, allow my son to be able to thrive and learn.
The CalWORKs counselors at Goldenwest College are advocates on my behalf and they
have made such an amazing impact on my life. They have affected my life so much I want
to become a CalWORKs academic counselor. That would really be a full-circle moment.
When I started, I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life. I knew I wanted to major
in psychology, however, I did not know what I wanted to do with it. I toyed with the idea
of becoming a social worker and a probation officer, but I recently found my calling in life
when I was able to do work study. The CalWORKs work study program allowed me to work
in the career center for the past year and because of this job, I realized my passion in life. I
realized that I loved working with students. I loved getting to know the students I worked
with and helping them. It has been such a rewarding year and because I am in the counseling
department, I was able to get to know all the academic counselors and it solidified my desire
to be an academic counselor. While it is daunting to know that this field requires a master’s
degree, I know I can do it with the help of CalWORKs. I am forever grateful for this program
because without it, I would not be where I am today.
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KIMBERLY
ROSAS

PSYCHOLOGY
GOLDEN WEST
COLLEGE

My village may be a small one but this village is one of a kind. In my village, I have my
wonderful children, my lovely parents, my caring counselors, and the people in the wonderful
programs at my school such as the CARE and CalWORKs programs. My wonderful children
are my number one motivation. I have two lovely boys whose names are Adrian and Angel.
Adrian is my oldest son who is five and happens to have the same birthday as me. My little
trouble maker Angel is four. Every time I feel like giving up, all I do is look at them because
they always give me the strength that I need to keep on going. I know that in the end, my
hard work will pay off and my children will see me succeed. My parents also have been a
huge support for me because they were the ones who kept pushing me to move on forward
with my education. When I was a senior in high school, I was already a single mother of
two boys. Once I graduated, I did not know whether to continue with my education or
look for a job, I felt lost. However, thanks to my parents, they encouraged me to continue
my education. If I had not kept going to school, I would have never met the very kind and
generous counselors at Golden West College. These counselors have been very supportive
since the first day I stepped foot on the Golden West campus. The CalWORKs program was
a huge life changer for me. I felt very blessed with all the resources they provided for me.
As I move on to another step in my life, I will forever be grateful for the people who have
been by my side and been on the lookout for me. The people in my village will not only be
my mentors but they will always be my family.
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BRENDA
ZAPIEN

SPANISH
GOLDEN WEST
COLLEGE

I am working towards my Associate Degree of Arts in Spanish. I am planning to transfer
to the California State University, Fullerton to become a Spanish Instructor. I have been
working for Golden West College as a Spanish tutor for about a year. I have tutored students
at all different Spanish levels. I enjoy working as a tutor because I love helping people and it
makes me happy when they get to succeed and communicate with others in Spanish. I enjoy
writing a lot because I am passionate about writing stories in my native language. I also love
learning about the components of the language and the history behind it. I would not be on
the right track towards my AA degree without the CalWORKs, EOPs, and CARE Programs.
CalWORKs has offered me many opportunities to continue my education such as orientations
to determine my personal and academic goals. It has also provided me with the emotional
support through their Love Notes Workshops. My counselor, Claudia Alcala, has helped me
more than an academic counselor should. The EOPS/CARE counselor, Michelle Sambrano,
and CARE Coordinator, Lorena Perez, through their support and loving characteristics have
helped me grow and I am a success story because of them. In the past, I was very sick and
that prevented me to continue my education and provide the adequate attention to my
children. With their help, I was able to lift myself up emotionally and academically which
has helped me help my children. Orange County has also helped me a lot economically and
academically. My family has also been a big contributor to my current success because they
have been very understanding about my current situation as a single mother who goes to
school. My mother has helped me by taking care of my children when I go to school every
day. My children help me by encouraging me to be determined and to never give up on my
academic dreams. This is my village.
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BRIAN
CASTILLO

DIAGNOSTIC
MEDICAL IMAGING
LONG BEACH CITY
COLLEGE

There have been many challenges that I have had to face as a student/father. I would like to
share some of the challenges with you, and how the community college CalWORKs program
supported me to succeed. First, I would like to thank all of the staff that work hard day in and
day out to ensure the success of their CalWORKs students. Through the community college
CalWORKs office, I have met with CalWORKs counselors who have helped me to create my
education plan. This has helped me to map out the most efficient route of coursework to
achieve the completion of all of my general course work, along with the pre-requisite courses
needed to get accepted into the Diagnostic Medical Imaging program.
The CalWORKs program has also helped me with the purchase of my textbooks for all of my
coursework, which has been a tremendous financial help. I would not be able to afford the
textbooks otherwise. Also, I would like to mention that as a father of four, grandfather to one,
and being a full time student, it is financially difficult to support my family, even with the cash
aid assistance from CalWORKs. That is why I want to talk about how great of an opportunity
and beneficial the community college CalWORKs Work Study program has been for me. Not
only has the work study program been a tremendous financial help by providing me with an
opportunity to work on campus, but the position that I was hired for is in the same field that I
am majoring in. I was placed to work in the Allied Health department here at the LAC Campus.
The experience that I have gained, and the relationships that I have been able to build with
the staff on campus, has been a tremendous help getting into the DMI program. I am also
gaining work experience, and providing me with work references from professors who have
been in the medical field for over 20 years. I can’t thank all of the wonderful CalWORKs staff
here at Long Beach City College enough for their support.
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NADEZHDA

MASS
COMMUNICATION

SHMELEVA

LONG BEACH CITY
COLLEGE

I am superhero, not just to my son but also to my community, my family, my teachers and
my counselors. After overcoming being an ESL student at a young age, I moved to America
when I was 5 from Russia. I had a hard time feeling included and spent my early years reading
and spending my time at the library. I have overcome abuse, neglect, homelessness, and the
stigma of being a young single mom. I am a survivor! I am someone who pushes to be heard!
I will stand my ground for women, for those who haven’t had a voice, those who have been
pushed around and felt alone. I am superhero because I don’t back down, not even when I
feel like I have no advocate. I will not let statistics determine my outcome, I will create my
own story, I will voice my opinion and show my community that I am powerful and great! With
this scholarship, I will be able to continue with programs in school that help me learn how to
lead and support others who have encountered similar issues. I am not just an immigrant, a
single mom, or a survivor of domestic abuse. I am a dreamer, I have a vision and I want to
have the opportunity to achieve. I believe we all deserve the opportunity to be great and the
only chance some of us get is with the support of others, CalWORKs has helped me be even
greater by providing education as an opportunity and choice, not just a privilege and that
makes me feel even more Super than before, to show my son and others that it is possible to
grow out of poverty.
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MARLENE
AVILA

REGISTERED NURSE
MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

“It takes a village to raise a child” is an old African proverb that we have all heard. It means
that our children are not only raised by us, but by their surroundings. It is our job to teach
our children the best that we can, but it is a blessing to have our surrounding friends and
family help raise, teach, and care for them. I have been amazingly blessed and have had a
great “village” and support system. They not only help be there for my son, Josiah, but they
continuously encourage and support me while I work and go to school. All the long hours I
put in and the times I feel frustrated, my family and friends are there with wise words and a
listening ear. My sons and my village are both near and far. Here, close to home, we have my
mom and grandma who have been an extremely big help with babysitting my son and watching
him when I must work overtime. My two teenage sisters are also a big part of my village. They
spend hours on end playing with Josiah and making sure he stays active. Moreover, for them
I am extremely grateful. The village that I have afar lives in Texas. My cousins and friends
all live in my hometown of El Paso. They have been so supportive of my son and me. They
consistently call and FaceTime to check on us. They make sure that Josiah and I are not in
need of anything and to tell us they miss us and send us care packages. These are things that
I know are not guaranteed, they do not have to do these things, but they do, and I cherish it.
The last person in my village is me. Somedays are a struggle but I remember the reason I do
this, my son. In addition, I am proud of the growing village that my son is being raised into.
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IRENE
BAHENA
AGUILAR

ASSOCIATE IN
SCIENCE
MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

I am a student at Mt.Sac, I am currently 21 years old and my major goal is to become a
Veterinary Assistant, and I am a part of the CalWORKs program. At the age of 19, I became
pregnant and had my first daughter named Groovy. When I had Groovy, I got postpartum
depression. I didn’t get to enjoy the first months of her childhood due to the fact I had
postpartum depression. Instead I got help and I saw my child through pictures. When she was
3 months old, I got to hold her and felt that connection of a mother’s love and how amazing
it was to be a mother. I was so in love, I didn’t care about anything else than to just be her
mom. I got pregnant again with my second child who isn’t born yet. That’s when it all came to
me. I thought, what kind of future was I going to give them? So I enrolled myself into Mt.Sac
and thankfully, I found the CalWORKs program. CalWORKs helped me so much|! They did a
student planner for me, they provided me with school supplies, snacks, most importantly, they
motivated me to thrive for more. They made me feel like I got this! Thank you for having my
back, for being my rock when I felt like I couldn’t do it. For being my #1 supporters. But, most
of all, for giving me a chance, believing in me, making me feel like family and so much more.
The CalWORKs program has been so good to me and for that, I can never repay them for what
they have done for me and the future of my kids. I thank them for motivating me and making
me feel like I am part of the CalWORKs program family. Thank you all for riding along with me
on this journey full of wonders. May god bless one and each of you for everything ya’ll have
done for all of us.
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TANYA
BATTAGLIA

VETERINARY
TECHNOLOGY
MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

I still remember when I was a child dreaming of living freely with wild animals in the jungle.
Sounds silly I know, but even at a young age I knew what I wanted to do, I wanted to help
animals. As I got older I always held onto this dream but, life happened. By the time I was 20,
I already had both of my beautiful children and worked tirelessly at a job that was getting me
nowhere. Like it does for many, my dreams were pushed aside and forgotten while I worked
to support us. At the time, I was also in an unhealthy and toxic marriage. It got to the point
where my life became a day after day of mere survival. Thanks to the grace of God, one day I
had enough and found the strength to separate myself and my children from that relationship.
Soon after, a sort of clarity finally hit me. Not only did I want better financial stability for my
family, but to also work in something that I love. I wanted to be a better example for my
children and show them to never give up on their passions in life.
After five years at my old job, I quit, applied for CalWORKs, and started school (Go Me!).
It wasn’t an easy transition and if it wasn’t for all the financial support and resources that
CalWORKs provides, I would not have been able to afford, much less focus on school while
supporting my children as a single parent. I have about one year of my Veterinary Technician
classes left to go and I can honestly say that this is the happiest that I have ever been. As
part of my vet program and journey I have been able to work at different locations helping to
improve the quality of life for different animals and bring smiles to people’s faces. I absolutely
love it! School isn’t easy, life isn’t easy. However, the support and love that I have received
from the people at CalWORKs has made it all a little easier.
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MONICA
CRUZ

SOCIOLOGY
(HUMAN RESOURCES)
MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

If I could describe myself as having superpowers, it would have to determination superpowers
for being a single mother of three children and still be determined to come to school. It has
not only been a struggle going to school, but also making sure my kids are taken care of,
making sure everyone makes it to school on time, doing homework together, to making sure
the house is in order with showers and being feed. These are some of the many great and
rewarding challenges for myself as well as my family.
CalWORKS has been a huge help for me and a great support system by allowing me to be
able to be a successful student and parent. I am able to come to the CalWORKS office to focus
and do my homework assignments, they also allow me to print up to 5 pages for free. The staff
is friendly and I have been able to make friends and communicate well with my other fellow
CalWORKS participants. Danette is my program specialist at Mt. San Antonio and has worked
with me since I came back to school, she is so patient and caring with me and never makes me
feel as though I am left behind as a student. I enjoy coming to the CalWORKS department
and seeing the familiar faces and smiles that brighten up my stressful days. Being able to feel
comfort and knowing I can get the extra help allows me to be a better mom, knowing I am
taken care of as long as I do my part. Being able to come to a place where I feel I belong with
many other single parents or parents in college, has allowed my college experience to be
more at ease and has impacted me in many forms. I am grateful to be a part of the CalWORKs
community and hope students who are not aware of this kind of help, comes in and take
advantage as it has been a great help for myself and many others.
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DANIELLE
DEVAUGHN

SOCIOLOGY
MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

There is one thing that all super heroes have in common, their super strength. Whether it
is their endurance like Spiderman to keep climbing and jumping from wall to wall in pursuit
to save Mary Jane or the city of New York. It could be literal super strength like the Hulk for
example or speed like little Dash from the Incredibles. My hero strength is a combination of
all these things. Although some seasons I felt I lacked the speed component, when I look
back over my life I have accomplished great things with time considering where I came from.
Throughout this journey, I have had to constantly redirect myself because comparing myself to
others was crippling to reaching my own personal goals and I stunted my growth exponentially.
I found my super powers during one life changing semester. My son and I became homeless,
and our lives changed overnight. I had to forfeit that semester and my GPA took a terrible
turn. I fell into a deep depression and was close to giving up on school and life altogether. In
that darkness, my powers began to spark. CalWORKs became my lifeline. They would email
and call me to check in and remind me of important dates. During my time out of school, I
worked a part time job selling direct TV out of Costco. I was miserable working there. I quit
that job and later that day I obtained a work study position on campus. I was not able to do
federal work-study so CalWORKs referred me to another program on campus called SSEED
where I acquired my new job. The following month I found housing and the rest was history.
The support system at CalWORKs is life changing and I feel if I had not returned to school
when I did, my detour would have prolonged. I mustered up all the strength I had during
those 9 months that felt like 9 years in that shelter. With the help of CalWORKs I went from
displacement to the dean’s list to graduate. I am eternally grateful for their embrace.
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BETTY
MOEN

PARA PROFESSIONAL
MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

When I first arrived to Mt Sac, I had no clue what I was doing. All I knew was that I wanted to
study and I had a career in my mind. I came to CalWORKs not knowing what to expect as I
was only directed to talk to someone at the program. The staff directed me to every place I
needed to go and helped me get set up. I can say that because of their help, I got started on
this amazing journey back to school. Things were different returning as single mom of three.
I thought to myself - how will I be able to handle family, school and work? I learned how to
prioritize my life and every time I questioned myself, things always worked out. The counselors
and advisers in CalWORKs not only guided me academically, but they were also so thoughtful
with listening to me when I was having a rough semester. I would talk to my counselor and
they would remind me that I was doing a great job. It was always a reassurance to me that I
was doing great and on the right track. I am very grateful to CalWORKs for guiding me in this
process and always providing me with the proper tools or resources.
I am extremely happy and proud to be able to graduate, as this has been one of the biggest
goals of my life. I hope that my children can see all that I have sacrificed to reach my goals
and that this inspires them to grown up and set goals for themselves. I want my children to be
great students and future college graduates too. I don’t see myself as a ”super mom”. I see
myself as a determined mom! I came back to college at the lowest time of my life, but I came
hungry to make it! I refuse to allow life to hold me back anymore. This determined mom has
more goals to reach.
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GABRIELLE
ORTEGA

SOCIOLOGY
MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

My journey as a student-parent has been one of the toughest jobs this super hero has ever
had! I had to manage to focus on school as a full time student, study and stress, then go home
and be a good mom, attend to my child, do homework, be at my daughters’ extra-curricular
activities and somehow find mommy time. It was difficult. However, thanks to CalWORKs, I
had the support I needed in order to succeed at this new journey of mine. Anytime I had a
breakdown or ran into a “wall,” my mentors were MY superheroes! They reminded me that
I am a single woman with capabilities beyond what I see in front of me and that I was doing
such a great job! They encouraged me and brought out my determination to succeed and set
an example for my daughter because I’m all she has.
I managed to achieve making the Dean’s list a few times, my lowest grade thus far has been
a B, I would procrastinate up until right before class to get work done because the night
before my daughter needed extra attention or I was just too overwhelmed and I would still
manage to get an A on the assignment. If it wasn’t for my support and this program helping
me with not just emotional support, but also food, gas cards, workshops, anything to relieve
the stress from us parents in any way, I can’t imagine how my scary journey would have been.
This journey and program has brought out a strength in me that I didn’t know I had and I
sometimes needed a reminder that I am doing this and doing it well! The inner tigress in me
came through in my studies, determination, beamed through my exhaustion and as funny as
it sounds, I really do feel like a superhero!
Thanks to this program I was equipped to succeed. I hope I’ve made my mentors and daughter
proud of my achievements. All my success is dedicated to my baby girl and I thank CalWORKs
for allowing me to accomplish my goal!
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AMBER
PADRON

BUSINESS
MANAGEMENT/
HUMAN RESOURCES
MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

After working for the same company for 16 years, I found myself without a job, suffering from
an injury and struggling to keep my world from completely falling apart. I wasn’t handling
things very well, but I knew giving up wasn’t an option, no matter how much I wanted to at
that time. So, I forced myself to get up and enroll at Mt. Sac. Eventually I was referred to the
CalWORKs department, or shall I say VILLAGE. I can’t say enough how grateful I am for the
women here in my CalWORKs department. I don’t know if I would have made it through the
beginning without the CalWORKs program. They have done so much for me through it all.
When I was given an opportunity to come and work at the front counter for CalWORKs, I was
excited. I didn’t realize that working in the program would mean just as much to me than
being a part of it. These ladies are inspiring and it feels good to give back. Knowing how much
it means to me being a part of the CalWORKs village is something I will always be thankful for.
I cannot forget about the rest of my village who have always been there for me and raised me
right. My mother is and will always be my wonder woman. When I grow up, I hope to be just
like her. She is amazing in every way. Without all the support of my Village I don’t know where
I would be.
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DAISHA
RAMSDELL

PSYCHOLOGY
MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

In order to be a student-parent and achieve my academic goals I have developed superpowers.
The responsibility of being a parent as well as a student is challenging but so much more
rewarding. For a single parent such like myself it is stepping into the unknown. The fear of
adding more to my plate nearly kept me from taking the leap of faith and signing up to go
back to school. However, the passion to want to pursue my education into the career of my
dreams allowed me to do the footwork and sign up for school. There is nothing easy about
being a student-parent. That is why I am so grateful for the college CalWORKs program.
Drafting people and researching sources to build a village is one of the most valuable parts in
being a single mother. That is why I am so grateful for the CalWORKs program. The CalWORKs
program provides a space to do homework, to study, to get scantrons and blue books. I am
so grateful for the counselors who take an interest in my interests and encourage me. I do not
know how things would have panned out if I did not have the help of the CalWORKs program.
However, since I have been a part of the program, the experience has been extremely smooth
and helpful. I am forever grateful to the CalWORKs program for allowing me an opportunity
to shine. Going back to school has truly evolved and strengthened my super natural skills and
super powers as a parent and an individual. The timid way I felt in starting school was lifted the
day I had my first appointment with my CalWORKs program counselor. She allowed me to see
my potential through her eyes in which then sparked my confidence. Hearing her excitement
and faith in me was extremely helpful for my morale. I am extremely proud of myself for the
decision I made in becoming a student as a parent. I will forever be grateful to the CalWORKs
program for supporting me in building and using my superpowers.
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BRENDA

NURSING

RICARTE

MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

My super power is believing in myself. Being a mom, student, wife, and a nontraditional
student has given me this superpower that I never thought I would have. I believe in myself
because I have reason to. My family and my support system gives me this superpower. My
husband fuels this superpower because he supports me and knows that wearing so many hats
throughout the day is hard. His support fuels me and the power to believe in myself. I believe
that I can be a good student, earn the grades, and retain the information that I need to be a
successful nurse. The CalWORKs team has also been a great support system. They ignited the
power in me by saying aloud that they believed in me. They offered me academic support,
counseling support, and overall personal support. The CalWORKs team as a whole showed
me to believe in myself to achieve my goals. Believing in myself is a superpower that no one
or anything can take away from me. It is mine to grow stronger and use to achieve what I set
myself to be a better student, mother, and wife.
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KARLA
SEVILLANO

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

Growing up, I always enjoyed school and felt very passionate about learning, and thankfully, I
did excellent academically. However, adult life had many struggles that presented a significant
burden for my overall wellbeing. Unfortunately, I ended up in an abusive relationship where
I was disrespected and humiliated. As an immigrant, I had no support from family, and I felt
vulnerable and hopeless. Furthermore, I started falling into a deep depression where I was in
constant pain and suffered from uncountable anxiety attacks.
In spite of circumstances, a light came to my life during that time of hopelessness. I had my
beautiful daughter that made me hope for a better future and get out of that abusive cycle.
Finally, I decided that although harder financially, it was better to be a single mother. I faced
many more issues, but I found the courage to go back to school, I still struggled in school and
felt like I was not going to make it. Despite problems, I continue to fight for my future and
my daughter’s future. Luckily, I was able to find CalWORKs and a group of caring, supporting
individuals that completely changed my academic experience. I made it to the Dean’s list,
thanks to the CalWORKs team support. I am very grateful for the program that has helped
me to stay accountable with my progress as well as support me in those dark times where I
thought nobody cared.
My goal is to become a certified public accountant and serve people of all backgrounds. My
dream is to establish my own business and give back to the community that helped me in
those moments where I needed the most. I want to create a peaceful and fantastic future for
my daughter and I. Thanks to CalWORKs; I am a step closer.
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PRISCILLA

DRUG & ALCOHOL
COUNSELOR

VASQUEZ

MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

I am a mother of 3 children ,and I think this alone says a lot about what super powers I have.
While being a mother, I also need to be a father to my oldest child. When I take that hat off,
I also switch to being a nurse, and being a teacher to all of my children. While being all of
this, I also am a grateful recovering addict going on my fourth year of being drug free as of
December 11, 2019. I also had a CPS (Child Protective Services) case that has been closed
since September of 2017. I am currently attending Mt. San Antonio College. As a mother, it
is hard to leave my children for part of the day to come to school, but I know it is something
in my life that is going to benefit my family and I in the future. In my fourth semester of
college, I have been able to juggle a part time job, of course school, N.A. and A.A. meetings,
church, and making sure I am involved and doing my responsibilities in the women’s home I
am currently living in.
I am grateful and very blessed to have the CalWORKs program at my college. This program
has supported me in so many ways, from school supplies to gas cards, bus passes, being
able to use the computer, printing for free all of my class work, and snacks when I am in the
CalWORKs office all day. They also provide me with a counselor to guide me to the next step
in the beginning of my semester, or even throughout the semester. I love how the program
includes my family in events that happen in the school like the Thanksgiving dinner I am able
to bring my children with me as a family environment.
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JESSICA
VEGA
GUERRERO

MORTUARY SCIENCE
MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

Being a first-generation college student and a teen mom, my odds were already not in mine
and my kid’s favor to succeed in life. However, that has given me the motivation to gain the
superpowers and strengths to create a better life for my three children. That is why I took
a stand to make education a priority in our household, so my kids and I can be valued for
using our mind. I was not going to let miseducation and poverty be our downfall in life. I am
going to give my kid’s the proper guidance to be a role model figure in their life. As they are
growing older, they are watching their mom have success in college, receiving my associate
degree in kinesiology and begin the Mortuary program at Cypress college this fall. I plan
to obtain my degree in mortuary science and receive my State Funeral License in hope of
owning my own funeral home. Attending college, I was not only receiving an education, I was
gaining the most powerful and unstoppable superpowers a mother can gain shaping me into
the supermom that I’m today. I gained problem-solving skills. I am now able to interact and
get involved with my children’s education by helping them with their homework, giving them
study tips, and strategies to pass their test or classes. Most importantly, I am being a valuable
resource and support system to my children when they begin their own college journey. As
a mother that mean the world to me. A strong support system at college is not easy task to
accomplish. I want to be the same strong system to my kids just like the CalWORKs program
was for me. They never made me feel alone. There was always someone there with a smile
to get me through the tough times, to pick me back up, and share the good news. I am filled
with enthusiasm and joy for what is store for my kid’s future as I am now ready to be their own
personal sidekick when they began their college voyage.
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MARISOL
VEJAR

PHILOSOPHY &
HISTORY
MT. SAN ANTONIO
COLLEGE

In the spring of 2018, I found out I was pregnant. I kept my pregnancy a secret from my family
up until two weeks before I gave birth. During this time, I was strongly convinced that my
education and life goals had ended here. However, my perception began to shift once I was
introduced to the CalWORKs Program at Mt. SAC by a counselor. For once, I began to learn
to embrace my new identity as a student-parent instead of being ashamed of it. I no longer felt
alone on this journey. I built interpersonal connections with counselors here that have helped
me in building a stronger, more confident voice in advocating for myself in which I have used
within a courtroom and during class presentations. I was able to lose the fear of taking my son
to childcare, so I can continue my schooling full-time to meet my original transfer timeline. This
program has opened doors for me. I was able to build a new community here where I am able
to connect with other student-parents. This has helped to strengthen my support system and
contributed to my success in my classes. I gained time management skills by learning to follow
deadlines for county paperwork while also balancing my life as a new mother and meeting
the demands of being a college student. I learned to become self-sufficient by acquiring two
jobs to provide for my son, while also being heavily involved on campus. I am now dedicated
to creating an example for my son to follow. This program has helped me to realize my selfworth and redirected my life to where I can still accomplish my academic goals. I have learned
the importance of reciprocation and I am now helping other parenting students on campus by
fighting for a student parent center where they can receive emergency childcare and have a
safe space to bring their children. This program has given me the opportunity to grow within
my academics and in my role as a mother.
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MARINA
ARROYO

SOCIOLOGY

RIO HONDO COLLEGE

I have attempted to go college in previous years and at multiple colleges. Being able to provide
for my family while attending school had always been an issue. CalWORKs has been a big part
of my success here at Rio Hondo College. Being that I am a domestic violence survivor, I had
spent two years at Salvation Army, where I was able to attend church regularly and rebuild a
solid foundation to raise my children. When my time was up, I still had no place to live. With
the Homeless Assistance Programs through CalWORKs, They were able to assist me in getting
a Section 8 Voucher. Which is a huge benefit to have as a single mother returning to school. I
was always worried about keeping a roof over our head. Now I have that peace of mind and am
able to focus on my studies. From a very young age, I have always been interested in the study
of the mind and behavioral tendencies. I have overcome many obstacles in my past. Along
with my children, I have witnessed many traumatic events. I have six years clean and sober and
I have gained so much clarity, confidence, and motivation in these years. My primary goal is
to become a school social worker to be able to connect families with resources to cope and
get through difficult times. I have made many presentations already for different scenarios.
That is why I love Sociology! It has opened my mind to a variety of struggles our adolescent
community has at this time and I want to be of service. My long-term goal thereafter will be to
own or run a Preventative Services Program. In my experience people receive therapy and a
variety of resources after surviving or being charged with an offense, therefore court ordered
sessions are required. However, there were countless opportunities to connect my family with
the resources needed before our family was split apart and this is the type of resource I would
like to provide for our community and surrounding communities.
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MAYTE
GARCIA

ADMINISTRATION
OF JUSTICE
RIO HONDO COLLEGE

From being a teen mom at 16 and dropping out of high school to be a mother, to returning
to finish my high school at a continuation school, and now soon to be graduating with
an Associate’s Degree and transferring has been nothing but a challenging but rewarding
experience. Overcoming domestic violence and living with a person that was not supportive
at all made me wonder how much I was able to do for myself. While I was in college, I was
experiencing mental, physical, and emotional abused as well but also I was not allowed by
my abuser to attend school. The result of all this made me fail classes or not be able to
complete them at all. Furthermore, I did not have the support from my family. According
to them, once I became a pregnant, I was on my own. That is what I had asked for and now
anything that I do to them is not noticed or appreciated. Therefore, the only reason that
am striving for a better education is for my three children and myself. I have sacrificed time
away from my family and put them through so much in the past to be able to study and go
to school. Additionally to that, I had to reduce hours from my work schedule to be able to
fit in my school schedule. Even tough that made me miss money, I was just thinking of how
rewarding the sacrifice would be. Thankfully, I had would never have had this opportunity to
finish my community college education thanks to the CalWORKs department at Rio Hondo
and EOPS and CARE. These programs have guided me and financially assisted me with the
necessities to be able to strive in community college. Counselors went above and beyond
to make sure that I was guided every step of the way, and saved me time with making sure
I took the classes I needed. The support that I wanted from my family I receive it through
CalWORKs. For that, I will be forever thankful.
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ALLISON
PICCIRILLO

NURSING
SADDLEBACK
COLLEGE

When I first began my educational journey at Saddleback in 2013, I was 18-years-old and
straight out of high school. I was heavily addicted to heroin and could barely hold my life
together, let alone succeed in my classes. Shortly after my first semester, I failed my classes,
and was a disturbing 68 lbs. Eventually I dropped out of school in early 2014. On September
28th, 2014, I called my mom – I finally had had enough, and I checked into rehab. In 2016, my
daughter Scarlett was born. I was in an abusive relationship with an active heroin addict, finally
had the courage to pack up and leave him in July of 2018, and moved into a hotel with my
daughter after losing our apartment. I prayed as though lmy life depended on it, and never
gave up hope – I was certain that the amount of pain I was in could only be the construction
of a beautiful future that I would soon see. After an immense amount of persistence, my
daughter, our dog Bear and I were accepted into a low-income apartment. I quit my job and
enrolled at Saddleback College full-time, perusing a BSN to become a trauma nurse. In my
years of working as a counselor at a drug and alcohol treatment center, I loved being in the
medical field but wanted to go for a more hands-on approach in patient care. I knew that the
only way I could get ahead in life was to struggle first. Upon re-enrollment at Saddleback, I
was introduced to a counselor named Maria Castellanos. She opened my eyes to many key
resources, and most importantly, hope. Today, I am 24 years old, my daughter is three, and
I am five years sober. The program of Alcoholics Anonymous has become my family, and in
the absence of her father, Scarlett has gained an exponential number of “aunts” and “uncles”
who all are present in her life today. It truly takes a village in order to succeed in anything in
life, and my village means the world to me.
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SHANNON
ARENTZ

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION/
HUMAN RESOURCES
SANTIAGO CANYON
COLLEGE

Over the last year and a half, my village has grown bigger than I had ever imagined it could
be. I have my immediate family (including my two children, my mother and my stepfather)
that offers the biggest support at home. We work to communicate effectively so we can work
as a team to make sure homework for my kids and myself is all done on time, our household
chores are completed in a timely manner, and that everyone is always growing. My village
extends to school with my professors, and more importantly, the CalWORKs team. I’m very
lucky to have had the pleasure of working with professors that give you the tools to be an
effective learner. I’ve also had opportunities to learn things about myself through optional selfreflection (extra credit) that made me a better student and parent. The CalWORKs program
at my school has been right beside me through this transitional period in my life. Susie Duarte
is my CalWORKs Counselor and, over this time, has helped support me through assessing my
educational needs, wants, and goals. While also providing the tools and materials needed to
be successful. With the resources and guidance that she and the CalWORKs program have
provided me, I am one semester away from a Human Resources Certificate. This will aid me
in getting closer to my career goals. I’m adding work study into my spring semester at the
recommendation of my CalWORKs counselor. That opportunity allows me time to transition
from school to work that will solidify my success in the summer and fall of 2020. After the
spring semester, I will also only be three classes away from my Business Administration AA. By
being part of the CalWORKs program, I have been able to focus on my educational goals and
really take the time to make an effective transition from school to work. My village is strong
and successful; imagine how far we will go because it is only the beginning!
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LADAIJA
BAKER

LVN
CERRO COSO
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

Rain can be heard splattering on the ground outside our window. The air is cold and dry
outside of our bed. However, I am surrounded by warmth, not just the energy our body gives
off but the warm feeling you get when you are surrounded by those you love. I look at my
kids sprawled out in different directions across the bed with mouths wide open. Drool coming
from my son’s mouth and a snore emanating from my daughter; and I smile. Knowing that
everything I do is for them. Breaking me out of my deep concentration is my son. Doing the
same thing he does every night. He slides up against my back and snuggles into the crevice
of my hip and shoulder blades. He proceeds to put his face by my neck and settles back into
sleep. When self-doubt hits me, I think of my kids on nights like these. Unaware of the hardships
I have faced raising them in a single parent household. Unaware of just how scarce our money
is or the fact that I worry about it every day. All they see when they look at me is a woman
determined to change the cards she has been dealt. They see a superhero! A woman with the
ability to give them the things they desire and need. However, without the support I have,
it would not be possible to be a great mother, a great student, and a superhuman example
for my kids. I would not be financially able to pursue my career. However, I can say with all
honesty, that CalWORKs has made my dream of continuing school a reality. Without them, I
would be doing what I fear most – doing nothing, getting nowhere, and, ultimately, failing. I
have this program to thank for giving me the extra finances to survive, get my education, and
accomplish all that I need to do to have a better future for my children and for myself.
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BRYANNA
VAHIMARAE
GOLIGHTLY

PUBLIC HEALTH &
UNIVERSITY STUDIES
CHAFFEY COLLEGE

I am a CalWORKs Superhero! My greatest superpower is BRAVERY. As a single mom raising
an amazing, smart, energetic 2-year-old, I never thought taking the time to work on furthering
my education and investing in myself would be possible. Money was tight and what I did have
left after bills and basic necessities, went to making sure my daughter was well taken care of. I
was so wrong though. In fact, once I took the leap of faith, found enough bravery and enrolled
back in school, I utilized my strength of being a single mom to push myself harder and further
than I could have ever imagined.
CalWORKs has played such an important role in my success as a student and as a mother. From
the moment I went to see my worker, Melissa Holmquist, and inquired about the CalWORKs
program, I felt a sense of belonging and welcoming. She was encouraging and made me
feel at ease with devoting some time to better myself. Once I started at Chaffey College in
Rancho Cucamonga, I was determined to succeed. Little did I know, the entire CalWORKs
team at Chaffey was just as eager to see me succeed. I was blown away with the amount
of encouragement and guidance I’ve received from my CalWORKs “family”. My amazing
counselor Michelle Newsome has been an angel. Answering my millions of questions and
helping me navigate through college while being a mom.
There are so many great programs that CalWORKs offers to students to become the best
versions of themselves. I am so proud of how successful my college experience has been thus
far, and I am so thankful for the tremendous role CalWORKs has played with that success. I
currently have a 3.5 GPA and I’m set to graduate in the Spring with my Degree in University
Studies, with an emphasis in Math and Science. I am so excited to have my daughter watch
her mommy walk across that stage, and even more excited to start on my Bachelor’s Degree
in the fall. Thank you CalWORKs!
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NICOLA
WARREN

HEALTH SCIENCE
COLLEGE OF
THE DESERT

My story is filled with many evils that have tried to destroy me and keep me from tapping into
my full potential as a super woman and mother. Growing up with a mentally ill mother and
substance abusing father, I was placed in foster care. I was constantly moved around and felt
helpless. I received no continuity in my education. Shortly after turning 16, I found myself
suddenly, becoming a single mother, feeling defeated as a victim of domestic violence. With
no support system, I started working and didn’t think much about school, my thoughts were
about survival and feeding my children. The super-villain of low self-esteem began to attack
me, but little did the evil know, this super woman was about to tap into her greatness. I began
discovering and defining my super powers of productivity, super creativity, quality learning,
and astronomical confidence. I became resilient and with such powers, I started defeating
multiple super-villains in my life and slowly took back my story.
I want to show my children that no matter what circumstance a person is dealt in life, they
have the power to be a super hero and can improve one’s situation. The path to do so is by
obtaining an education and applying the strong super powerful traits that live within you. I
realized I could not only defeat the supervillains and evils in my life with my powers, but I
found the path to breaking the cycle of poverty, the biggest supervillain of them all. My life
has been a series of long struggles, but I will not let these struggles define me. Education
is the catalyst and one of the biggest super powers of all, required to end mine and others
within the cycle of poverty.
Knowledge has given me the power to dream of a better future and the confidence to pursue
a fully rounded education, which in the end will help my family many generations to come. My
past will not determine who I become, but it will propel me forward as the female superhero
will continue to be.
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PAMELA
WILLIAMSCHAVEZ

SCIENCE OF NURSING
COPPER MOUNTAIN
COLLEGE

My passion is to be able to help the community I live in with drug addiction and mental health
disorders. Being a single mother of three and an ex addict myself, I feel that it is important to
educate those who lack knowledge of the risk involved with addiction. I have been a child who
was raised in a house where my father suffered from suicidal thoughts and eventually followed
through with a plan. My mother was left to raise 5 children on her own, which included my
sister who was diagnosed as being 51/50 at 9 years old. I know the pain that a family goes
through when a family member is suffering from a disease and unaware until tragedy hits
home. I’ve been through a 12 year marriage that ended due to a drug addicted spouse and
raising three children has been a battle of its own. I am now pursuing my goal to become an
LVN to RN and eventually down the line a Nurse practioner.
With the help of CalWORKs, I have been able to get support and assistance through my whole
college experience. I am more than grateful for the staff that has helped push me to be a strong
student and stay focused on my goals of becoming a nurse. CalWORKs has been able to assist
me with getting a laptop so that I can study in the comfort of my home and allowing me to be
with my kids, instead of stuck on campus at the library. I’ve been able to sit and talk with my
counselor Melissa when I feel upset or lost during this journey of becoming a better me. She has
helped me understand that college isn’t easy but can definitely be accomplished as long as I stay
focused. I am now 6 months away from graduating my first nursing program and I can’t believe
it is just around the corner. Three years ago I would have never thought I would make it this far,
but I have and now my dreams are turning into reality. Thank you CalWORKs!!
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LEISLI
ARRIAGA
VELAZQUEZ

REGISTERED NURSE
MT. SAN JACINTO
COLLEGE

I was born in Toluca, Mexico, and my parents carried me over the border to America in 1991,
when I was 1 year old. Married at 15, life proved to be very difficult and things took a turn
when my ex-husband started to abuse me physically, emotionally, and financially. Eventually I
had to call the police because he tried to shoot me. Because of my legal status at the time, I
could not go to school. I stayed at a domestic violence women’s shelter for six months where
I got help with my immigration status and getting my GED. Being that close to death made
me appreciate life and I was determined to make something of myself. A month later, I got
my permanent residency card good for 10 years. I started to attend Mt San Jacinto College
where I started taking general education classes. I am a mother of two children an 11- year-old
boy and an 18-month-old girl. It is not easy juggling being a single mother and student. My
academic goal is to finish my associate degree. Afterwards, I want to transfer to Loma Linda
University. As a single mother, I have no one to depend on, so I must be a father and a mother.
Thanks to programs such as CalWORKs, I am able to put food on the table. Unfortunately, in
September 14, 2019, my younger brother was involved in a violent car crash. The driver was
drunk, speeding, and smashed the car into a tree. My brother was in the front passenger seat.
His injuries included a crushed wrist, fractured pelvis, broken humorous, many contusions, and
scratches. He required three surgeries and months of physical therapy. Because he had no
one to take care of him, I had to quit my job and drop some of my classes. I had to pay for
his medical and personal expenses. Many times I wanted to give up because he required 24/7
care for his injuries. Taking care of him also meant I had to take care of my other responsibilities
as a single mother.
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CLEMENTINA
GARCIA

LIBERAL ARTS
MT. SAN JACINTO
COLLEGE

I was born in Union de Tula, Jalisco. I came to America when I was three years old. My father passed
me through Tijuana, Mexico. At the age of eight, my father helped me become a permanent
resident of the United States. As time passed by, I soon became a citizen of the United States. I
was married when I was eighteen years old. However, things took a turn, when I soon found out
that he had raped a minor. Additionally, my then husband abused me physically, mentally, and
emotionally for years. I am now a single mother of two beautiful children, my oldest is twelve
and my youngest is eight. After I got divorced, I had to work two jobs to sustain my family since
he financially never provided for us. As I was working, I realized how miserable I was. I felt I could
do so much more to provide for my children. I was suffering from depression. Emotionally I was
not able to function to bring home the money needed for our basic needs such as rent and utility
bills. Things got complicated as I started dealing with severe depression. I have had a couple
of breakdowns, which led me to lose my job. Now that I am medicated, I am able to function
at work and at school. I was going through rough times. Thankfully, I sought help and got on
CalWORKs, which has been one of the greatest things that had ever happened to my children
and me. CalFresh helps to put food on our table. Additionally because of CalWORKs, I am able
to attend Mt. San Jacinto Community College. It has definitely been a hard journey. I am now
pursuing my degree in Liberal Arts and then I would like to transfer to Cal State San Bernardino,
to become a teacher. I believe that as a teacher I can make a difference by guiding students,
being a stepping-stone for them as they seek a better future for themselves.
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MARLISEA
THOMAS

LIBERAL ARTS/SOCIAL
& BEHAVIOR SCIENCE
MT. SAN JACINTO
COLLEGE

I joined CalWORKs at Mt. San Jacinto College in 2018 and was mind blown by the support
they give students. A year before I started school I suffered a tragic loss. My father had a
sudden heart attack and passed away on October 31, 2016. My current “village” consists of
my mother, CalWORKs staff, college deans, directors, and counselors. As my team, they help
build confidence, lend support, provide tutoring and workshops that help get me through my
college career more efficiently. The workshops have proven to be productive for my daily life.
All of this has helped build my confidence, helped me be the best academically and helped
me become the person I am now. I have gained interview skills and am a student worker
through the CalWORKs program which is a huge benefit to me. Monthly gas cards and meal
cards have not only helped me get to and from school but also work, job interviews, dropping
my daughter off and picking her up. This program makes me a better mother, student, and
worker. I have learned parenting skills, unity, friendship, and gained emotional and mental
support from my village.
I started school with low self-esteem, having been in an abusive relationship verbally and
physically by my ex partner. Luckily, my daughter had never witnessed any of the abuse. I took
all my baggage and put it on my back and continued coming to school. I realized it does take
a village to take care of a child as well as an adult. The love and support that I get from all
the people in my village is amazing. I would have never thought in a million years that I would
be in the position I am in now to actually tell my story and help people like myself. One day I
hope to be a counselor and mentor young women and provide resources that can help them
succeed in life and school with a child.
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MARIA
GARAVITO

EARLY CHILDHOOD
DEVELOPMENT
NORCO COLLEGE

When I came to the U.S. from Mexico and for the first ten years, I worked so hard in this country.
Then I was allowed to take classes at Norco College and CalWORKs made this possible.
CalWORKs helps in many ways. One is through the financial assistance they provide with
transportation assistance, textbooks support, and school supplies. CalWORKs also includes
priority registration and counseling. Because of CalWORKs, I have been able to go to school
and study the English language. I decided to take this great opportunity to take classes at
Norco College because it is essential if you choose to stay living in this country. Also, when you
start speaking English, you can take other classes and work towards your associate’s degree
so you can follow your goals and have better work. Last, I have kids, and it is challenging to
study and work at the same. CalWORKs makes it possible to continue and follow my goals.
Overall, CalWORKs gives the possibility even when you are an immigrant to learn English,
get your associate’s degree, and provide the facility to continue the study. I am a successful
student because I have beneficial effects because I am part of CalWORKs. Since I am part of
this program to increase my knowledge in English. Now, I can understand, read, and write
more. Another positive effect of learning English is can I feel more secure of myself. Finally, its
socializing effects experience different to meet new people with different goals. In conclusion,
the results of CalWORKs in getting knowledge, secure a socializing in my life.
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RICARDO
GARAVITO

BUSINESS
MANAGEMENT–
ACCOUNTING
NORCO COLLEGE

I went back to school on a dare and took one class in the fall of 2017. In February of 2018, the
tax attorney who did my taxes decided to help me out a bit by giving me a job working with
him a few hours a week. While working with him, he taught me a lot and piqued my interest
in acquiring more knowledge. Especially because I saw how he helped so many people and
the look of gratitude on their faces. His motto was, “I’m not going to rob from the IRS, but
I am also not going to let the IRS take advantage of you either.” Therefore, in the summer
of 2018, I went from taking one class to two classes (principles of accounting I and intro to
computer information systems) and fell in love with accounting. That fall semester, I took
four accounting classes. I received certificates in Small Business Accounting, Small Business
Payroll, and became a Registered Tax Preparer. I have also made the Dean’s list and been on
it since then. My goal is to become a Certified Public Accountant (CPA), Certified Managerial
Accountant (CMA), and Certified Inventory Accountant (CIA). My goal is to help those who
either cannot or do not know how to defend themselves from the IRS. I am proud to say that
with the little knowledge I have attained, I have been able to help out several individuals
either pay less to the IRS or get something back from the IRS. I have developed a passion
for accounting. I never thought it was possible. It is hard to believe my pursuit of knowledge
in college began with a dare. Finally, none of this would have been possible if I had not had
a tremendous amount of help that CalWORKs provides. It is because of CalWORKs that my
dreams for my family and me are becoming a reality.
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DANIELLE

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION

GOAR

NORCO COLLEGE

I will spare the lengthy details of what got me here. I’ll keep that part brief, 1 word, DIVORCE.
With that said, you can basically sum up the difficulties with transitioning and keeping above
water and in high spirits. Well, I have 2 beautiful children, Jake-11 and Beaux (Bo)-4. I have
been a stay at home mom for the last 11 years and have had no real work experience to fall
back on. Right away, I enrolled at Norco College, and hit the ground running!
I am currently back in school so I could earn a degree and establish some marketable skills
so I can provide for my kids and give them stability. I was scared at first, but then I made
some pretty big accomplishments and the fear was GONE. The best part about all of my
accomplishments in school is the fact that I am lucky and proud to be a great educational role
model for my children. They get to see everyday how hard work pays off. My first semester, I
couldn’t believe how much I loved school.
My GPA was at a 3.14. On to my next semester, I received 2 RCCD Foundation Scholarships,
the Harley Knox and Roberta Belote Scholarships and was on top of the world. I felt so
accomplished and relieved that people believed in me. Then, I got a letter stating that I made
the Dean’s Honors list for Spring 2019 and I cried when I got the news. My son was so happy
for me, he said, “Mom, could I go to your Awards Assembly?” I knew right there I was doing
everything right, to see him want to support me like I support him in school. Oh, and by the
way, this semester Fall 2019/2020 I will be completing 16.5 units.
All that while I was homeless and trying to find a place for my kids and I to call home. CalWORKs
helped keep me focused and ready for anything! I’d say my educational success is Supersized
and only getting bigger! Thank you!

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 9

341

ANNDRYA
MITHELSTAEDT

SOCIOLOGY/
ADMINISTRATION
OF JUSTICE
NORCO COLLEGE

My field of study is to focus on Sociology and Administration of Justice so I can transfer to Cal
State San Bernardino’s Bachelors in Social work and then onto my Masters in social work at Cal
State Fullerton. My goal is to become a social worker with a focus in law. I do not just want to
help people, children, and individuals with special needs; I want to help to lobby and fix our
system. I want to get hands-on experience with the way our government allows social workers
to help individuals and communities. This is so I can help to remove the red tape that social
workers deal with everyday so they can really make a difference in people’s lives for the better.
I found this drive and passion for helping people shortly after arriving in our CalWORKs office
at Norco College. Two days after I gave birth to my youngest son, who was at the time in NICU
at Riverside community hospital, I arrived at their office to continue my enrollment for the
coming fall semester. I was exhausted and, to be honest, distraught and feeling completely
overwhelmed. Everyone’s kind and welcome even sympathetic faces helped me to relax and
walk through every step of the way. Without their continued help and support I know I would
not have made it through this fall semester with the straight A’s that I received. It was during
this semester and all the stress they helped me threw that allowed me to see that I want to
help others just as they do. I feel the most good I could do would be to help find the many
errors in our laws and ordinances and help good-hearted people do the most good they can
for our communities and individuals.
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MIREYA
RODRIGUEZ

SOCIOLOGY

NORCO COLLEGE

Finally, over a period of six years I will finally be transferring to a Cal State to continue my
career in Sociology. Through these past six years, I have been able to see who I can count on
to help me stay on the correct path to accomplish my goals. I have struggled through these
six years trying to get my AA in Sociology because I had a daughter in 2016 with an abusive
partner. That when I decided to end that relationship and I started therapy. That they said
I have PTSD, depression, and anxiety because of this past relationship. My village came in
when I ended them the most. My mother had helped me every step of the way by helping to
watch my daughter while I was going to school, working as a student worker, or needing to
study. I never heard a “no” or a “but” from my mother. All she would say would be, “keep
it up you got this,” “everything is possible,” “you will be someone in life.” Having a career is
a big goal for me, to provide for my daughter and not live paycheck to paycheck. Going to
Norco College I was able to find the other part of my village with all the amazing programs I
am in such as CalWORKs, DRC, EOPS/CARE, SSS, and Umoja. These programs are my second
family. Each one of them want to make sure I succeed in life. I have been able to work with
many of these programs hand in hand. The programs have treated me as a family member and
not just has a number. Because of the amazing love and caring support these staff members
have given me over the years, I have realized that the best field for me is to an educational
counselor. I want to be able to help other students and help them understand that everything
is possible. That you do not have to give up. It does not matter how long it takes. All that
matters is that you accomplish your goals in life.
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JORDEN
PEOPLES

NURSING

PALO VERDE
COLLEGE

Being a single parent, attending college, with two kids can often be very difficult and
overwhelming for most, if not, all mothers. In order for us to attend college we need to take
care of our children first. So that means finding a babysitter or family member to help with
that. The CalWORKs program has helped me in many ways and one way is paying my provider
that watches my kids. Without the help of CalWORKs, it would almost be impossible for me
to pay out of pocket for childcare. In order for me to allow my children to be left alone with
another adult while I’m away is probably the most difficult. As a mother, there will always
be negative thoughts about what could happen to my child while I’m away. Although those
thoughts run through my mind I push through the day and tell myself, “everything will be okay,
they are safe”. Childcare is not the only difficulty I have as a single parent. Another hard task
is finishing homework and meeting requirements in a timely manner or on time in order to hit
deadlines. CalWORKs has offered to pay my provider for additional time to get homework
done and will pay for those extra hours the provider is babysitting. They also have many fun
activities for our kids that keep them involved and feeling welcome. If it weren’t for Calworks I
wouldn’t be where I am today, along with the help of family who pushes me every day to never
give up and succeed in anything I put my mind to.

344

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 9

SHANDY
GALBRAITH

AMERICAN SIGN
LANGUAGE
RIVERSIDE CITY
COLLEGE

Each day I get up, I struggle with the daily routine. That routine consists of getting my two
preschool age children and myself ready for school. Like most families this consists of getting
dressed, lunches packed, breakfast made, gathering all of our belongings together for the
whole day, and getting in the car no later than 8:20 am so we are not late to the kid’s school.
From the moment we get up until we are in the car, we have one hour and a half to accomplish
this goal. This goal is extremely important because every minute we arrive at their school late
I am charged a dollar per child. This is one of my super powers because I do it alone. The rest
of my day is filled with school, homework, work, and volunteering. When I have accomplished
these tasks, I rush back to my children’s school to pick them up. We then begin our early
evening to night routine. This consists of going to the park, getting home, making dinner,
getting ready for bed, indoor play activities, preparing what I can for the next day, reading our
bedtime stories, and going to bed. I always fall asleep at the same time my children do. The
ability for me to accomplish these tasks is another superpower I have because I do it alone.
Every day I wake up a little heart sick that all these difficulties are my life. My children were
born in the country. Before they were born, my dream was to be a stay home mom and raise
them. I was able to do this a few years before a traumatic separation with my children’s father.
Immediately after the separation, we moved to the city, and I began an educational path that
I know will be my saving grace. When I am done, I know I will be able to provide for my family.
My last superpower is the love I have for my children. It is what drives me to endure the daily
hardships I did not expect to face at this time in my life.
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NANCY
SMITH

SOCIOLOGY

RIVERSIDE CITY
COLLEGE

My interest and preparation in furthering my education as a sociology major originated
from my passion of helping people overcome their personal social challenges. Being the
eldest of six sisters and daughter of a single mother living in poverty, I was responsible for
watching over my siblings that later helped shape the identity I have today. I was employed
as a chiropractic assistant prior to attending college where I worked extensively in matters
involving personal injury cases. Responsible for patients meeting recommended care instructed
by the chiropractor, I learned that healing is a collaborative endeavor that requires honest
caring without judgment. It was then that I knew my passion was making a difference in the
lives of people facing significant challenges. Advocating and representing people within my
community is a passion that has become my principle motivator over the last two academic
years. I do intend to obtain my degree in sociology within two years and apply to law school
thereafter. My community college career has prepared me to continue my rigorous work ethic
while applying myself to all resources beneficial to my career path and my goal of becoming
an attorney. Returning to college as a nontraditional, first-generation student and as a single
mother has been my toughest challenge. Due to the circumstances of my daughter’s father,
I am the sole caretaker of my nine-year-old. I have taken advantage of programs to assist me
with my education and childcare arrangements. CalWORKs has assisted me with counseling,
priority registration, school supplies, gas cards, job placement referrals, and work study
opportunities. Having a positive attitude has also helped me become resilient after difficult
conditions. I am fortunate to have family to rely on and to help maintain a large support
system. Being a participant of CalWORKs, I plan to give back to my community in the county
that has helped me immensely. I am committed to contribute in the improvement of the wellbeing of individuals, families, groups, and communities and plan to continue this endeavor by
gaining the knowledge needed to make a difference.
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CYNTHIA
DE LOS
SANTOS

AEROSPACE
ENGINEERING
SAN BERNARDINO
VALLEY COLLEGE

I grew up from a very humble background. My dad worked and my mom stayed at home
to teach us growing up. My parents did not have many opportunities to get an education.
Education was not free in their country. My dad has an education of a third grader and my
mom has some middle school under her belt. They had to work at very young ages, as young
as 5 or 6 years old, as well as go to school the very few years that they did. I never had nice
things growing up, but I had everything I needed. Every Christmas we had gifts, on birthdays
we had cake and Halloween we had very creative homemade costumes. I ,however, did not
look different from my friends. Growing up, there was no need to feel sorry for me. My parents
bought us used toys or sometimes we found them and they were in pretty decent condition. I
was taught that having things isn’t about having money, and that happiness is in health, family
and dreams. My mother whom had seamstress experience as an elective form her middle
school, took clothes from donation and transformed them into outfits. We drew outfits out for
her that we wanted, or ones we saw at the mall. She would take mental notes on how it was
made and then re-created all of our clothes. Money was not something I knew we didn’t have
because I never felt we needed anything. My mother taught me to read and write at age 3
and 4 and I learned basic math by age 5. I had a love for education long ago and I specifically
had a dream of aviation. I used to look up at the sky as early as 4 years old and I could not wait
to be up there with the airplanes. I was fascinated by flight. I thought it was magic and now
that I am a mature adult, I want to continue to honor my family and be an example for my two
toddlers and reach my goal and love for aviation.
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WENDY
MEDRANO

SOCIOLOGY

SAN BERNARDINO
VALLEY COLLEGE

For many years, I was very indecisive on the path I wanted to take as far as choosing a career.
When I decided to enroll in college, I knew I wanted to choose a career that would help me
make a difference in other people’s lives. I ultimately decided to focus my degree on sociology
because of the study in the development of how the human society functions. I found the
topic to be fascinating and found that I was captivated more and more as I began to get more
involved in school. I believe that study of sociology will allow me to work in various fields such
as behavioral health or social work and I will be able to apply what I have learned to help those
who are in need, just as I was when I was in the CalWORKs program. My passion to become
a social worker began because of the overwhelming support from the CalWORKs program
as well as the counselors at San Bernardino Valley College. Just recently I experienced a very
difficult time in my personal life where I wanted to give up but the encouragement and comfort
that I was shown by my case worker, Tenishia Franklin, helped me refocus and realize that my
future is much bigger than my circumstances. She has always shown me that I am more than
just another case for her to work on. I always feel as if I can ask her anything and she is willing
and able to help me. I hope to one day make the same impact on the life of my clients and be
able to help others overcome struggles that may be holding them back from reaching their full
potential. To be part of something that requires a mindset of perseverance is what I strive for
in my life. When you have a passion for something it shows in everything you do.
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STEPHANIE
NAVARRO

SOCIOLOGY
SAN BERNARDINO
VALLEY COLLEGE

Spring of 2018, I set forth to embark on my career journey. I spent long hours studying and
sleepless nights, often being the only time, I was able to complete assignments with the
busy life of raising 3 small children. That, combined with my emotional disorders of anxiety
and depression, added to the struggle. May 2019, I graduated receiving my certification in
The Drug and Alcohol program and my Associates in Human services. Upon my completion
of the certificate program and receiving my associates degree, I decided I could do more.
I’m currently working on the completion of my second Associates degree in Sociology at
SBVC.I plan on furthering my education until I receive my masters in social work. I spoke to Dr.
Christine that is involved in Operation Rebound at Cal State San Bernardino and have gained
an interest in being a part of a pilot program she is working on with outreach work where
helpers go into prisons and jails to assist women with re-entry into society.
San Bernardino Valley College CalWORKs program has given me the opportunity to make
my dreams and hopes a reality. In the CalWORKs Department, I have had the privilege of
meeting and establishing a network of supportive staff who have helped me. Since being here
at San Bernardino Valley College, I have been involved with CalWORKs which has aided me
in my educational voyage every step of the way. All the staff and counselors there are great
as they have helped me pick classes and make sure I stay on track. They have helped lift the
financial burden by assisting me in paying for my school books, giving me school supplies and
supplying me with monthly gas cards to get to and from school.
During the past year, I struggled with my emotional disorders while trying to maintain a single
parent household and juggle school full time. All these obstacles against me has been grueling
at times but fortunately, I have been able to continue pursuing my goals. The aid CalWORKs
has given me has been an immense help.
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MIRNA
SOLIS

NURSING

SAN BERNARDINO
VALLEY COLLEGE

At only 17 years of age my life changed drastically. On March 2009, I found out I was pregnant.
For most women this is exciting news. For a high school student, with straight A’s, this was
terrifying, to say the least. When I told my mother she was disappointed; however, she did
support me on whatever decision I wanted to make. I decided to keep my baby and have not
regretted my decision. My mom told me, “Pregnancy is a speed bump not a disability. You
now have to work harder for your dreams to become reality, but they are not impossible.” She
told me that I could do what ever I set my mind on.
My village started with my family. At the time, my mother was a homemaker and helped me
with all my child care needs. I was able to graduate with my class and continue my education
at San Bernardino Valley College. Once I started college, my mother got a job at a restaurant
and I no longer had her full support. My father, sisters, brothers, aunts, and cousins stepped in
to help. This really showed me that it takes a village to raise a child. I am proud to say that I am
currently a nursing student at San Bernardino Valley College. Once I graduate, I will transfer to
Loma Linda School of Nursing in pursuit of my bachelors in Nursing.
CalWORKs has opened the door to many opportunities for my son and I. As a single mother, I
have to work and attend school. CalWORKs has assisted me on achieving my goals. The staff
there works with me one on one in order for me to be the best me that I can be. They have
guided me through the program and ensure that I stay on top of my grades by having me
turn in progress reports. The additional counseling offered by CalWORKs has kept me on my
educational pathway. I am proud to say that CalWORKs is a part of my village. I am a living
example for my son. I have set the bar higher for future generation.

350

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 9

MONIQUE
WILSON

NURSING

SAN BERNARDINO
VALLEY COLLEGE

Most people have heard the saying, “It takes a village to raise a child.” And it surely does!
My village consists of my fiancé, our three children, our parents, and our sisters and brothers.
Without our village, achieving success and raising our children wouldfeel like a never ending
obstacle course. My fiancé and I are both in school. He works as well to handle our bills
while I am a stay at home mom/student. I am striving towards my educational goal at San
Bernardino Valley College to obtain my AS-T in Business Administration. This degree already
is expanding the knowledge that I need to acquire the business success I want. I make my
hours at school to benefit our schedule and our kids.
With the help of the CalWORKs department, I am came up with the perfect schedules to
finish my degree within the next semester at San Bernardino Valley College. The CalWORKs
department pushed me to go hard for my degree and not to give up, despite having children
to take care of at home. My fiancé is close to becoming an LVN within the next year. With both
of us, as parents, still working towards our education, having our village helps our children
to still experience love, nurture and grow in a safe and healthy environment. If we both are
at school, our parents take turns watching our children if it’s not the kids school hours. Our
brothers and sisters even take time to take them places. My village is a blessing to my family,
education, and success.
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INTISAR
KAREEM

BUSINESS OFFICE
TECHNOLOGY

CUYAMACA COLLEGE

I am 38 years old and a mother of twin girls. I came to the USA as a refugee from Iraq to
escape from 2003 war. I left my home, family, friends, and all my childhood memories. It was
so hard for me to come to new country where everything was new, the culture, language,
and food. I came to the USA looking for better life for my family. I wanted to be different
person and have a goal in my life because I had to leave my education because girls in my
village should not complete their study. I had a dream to be a different person. I found my
goal here in the US and where anyone can study and have opportunities. Also, my family was
the big support for me in my study to reach my goal. My two girls are my life soul. I have my
twins after 10 years of marriage and it was a miracle. They are my biggest motivation to be
a different mother. I wanted to be an educated mother because I want my two little girls to
ask me for help in their studies. I can answer any of their questions from school. I also have
another dream. I would support any mother who cannot finish her education and encourage
them to reach their goal. I read in the book a wisdom “Women are the half of society and the
educated women build an educated generation.” My superpower is I am a full time student,
mother of twins, work a part time job and I can manage my time between all these without
giving up. I feel I have to go ahead to reach my dream. Now I am in the middle of my goal.
I have finished most of my ESL classes and now take some of my major classes. too. I would
thank America because it gave me the opportunity to go back to school.
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ATHRAA
KAZAZI

BUSINESS OFFICE
TECHNOLOGY
(ADMINISTRATIVE
ASSISTANT)
CUYAMACA
COLLEGE

My major is Business Office Technology, (Administrative Assistant). I’m a mother of three hero
boys. I believe learning English is very important for the student who comes to the US from
another country. I have been on Cuyamaca since 2015. The first thing when I started with
Cuyamca my goal was to improve my English because my native language is not English. So,
in the beginning, I studied English as a Second Language (ESL), and I took a lot of classes
to improve my English to be able to complete any major I choose. The Community College
CalWORKs is a program that supports and helps me a lot with many services. This program
provided Counselors that helped me with my educational plan, helped me with Welfare-toWork hours and send my hours to BCG, and school supplies. But, the important thing for me
that this program helped me with was to provide Work Study. From this program, I got good
experience from the work, especially with my major
I have worked in the Writing Center since Fall 2018, and I continue this work until now with
this program CalWORKs Work Study. This program encourages me to not give up when I fail
but learn my failing. Also, it encourages me to not stop and to complete my education, so
I applied for Point Loma Nazarene University to do the major Organizational Management.
Now, I have been accepted, so I will start with them on Spring January 2020, and, I am taking
classes with Cuyamaca College. The unique thing about me is I like to be busy all the time with
my kids, studying, working and exercising. My goal is a Bachelors Degree from PLNU with the
major Organizational Management which is what I’m working hard on now and the Associate
Degree from Cuyamaca to find a better job in the future to support my family and build for
them better future. Now, I am proud of myself that I have reached this stage, and I have
learned very good English. Thanks for this program that encouraged me and supported me.
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MAYRA
VALADEZ

SOCIAL WORK
CUYAMACA
COLLEGE

I am a returning college student, having already earned an associates degree in Communications.
My academic goal now is to complete a second associates degree in Social Work, and then a
bachelor degree in Chicano Studies. My vision is to become an advocate for Latino women who
have experienced domestic violence. I am a survivor of domestic violence, along with my mother.
Despite past difficulties, my mother has always been my hero who supported and encouraged
me to be my best in school. Education was important to her and now to me. Even though I did
well in high school, I never thought I’d make it to college. I also had days where it was difficult
to move on because of the hard life with my stepfather, who thought that education was a
waste of time and that I wasn’t smart enough to go to school and do something with my life.
Eventually, my mom left him.
When I learned I was accepted into college, I knew anything was possible. I knew I was well on
my way to reaching my goals and dreams. I give thanks to my mother and her wisdom. She
always told me that dreams are not far and that I can be anything I wanted to be. My mother
has been the greatest supporter in my life, thanks to her I have always kept a positive attitude.
This scholarship would mean so much to me because it will allow me to focus much more on my
academic studies. This would be a huge financial help, but it also shows me that there are people
in the world that are willing to help students and support higher education. Now I am even more
motivated to graduate from Cuyamaca and get my bachelors degree. Thanks to the help from
CalWORKs, they have made it possible for me to continue my education with counseling, books,
supplies, and helping to create a great plan for me to succeed at Cuyamaca. Thank you for the
opportunity to apply for this scholarship and getting closer to my dreams.

356

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 10

RANEIGH
AGUILERA

PSYCHOLOGY
GROSSMONT
COLLEGE

My children and I are domestic violence survivors. Two years ago, I decided to go back to
school and was super nervous since I’m a first-generation student and I really had no experience
finishing things before and was struggling with PTSD, Generalized Anxiety Disorder, Major
Depressive Disorder, ADHD. I was also going through a very complicated custody battle
and lost the job that I loved. From day one Grossmont College has been my happy place, my
support in the darkest moments of my life. Grossmont College is my village, my family when
I was alone. It’s true that they say family is not blood. My first semester was amazing! I was
majoring in nursing and had a 4.0 GPA and when I received a letter from the college my first
reaction was “”what did I do?”” When I opened the letter, it was from the president. Even
though other students may have received it, his kind words meant the world to me.
The next semester was quite difficult because the court hearings I went through is one of the
most horrifying things a parent can go through, I would hide in a counselors office and cry.
Teachers would help also by contacting me. When I didn’t have child care they would always
accommodate me, when I didn’t have a meal, pay a bill or simply no gifts for Christmas, there
was always a helping hand to reach out. It does take a village to raise children and I have found
mine at my college. I don’t have other experiences to compare, but this school truly cares from
the events to help us de-stress in finals, to the food pantry. They know me and my kids and
even though all the other stuff happening in my life, this village makes me wake up every day
with a smile on my face. I have learned to be resilient, confident, self-love, and trust in people
again. They really care. This experience has prepared me for the next chapter and the next
village, but they will always have a space in my heart and I will be eternally grateful.
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ANDRES
NIEBLAS

BUILDING
CONSTRUCTION
IMPERIAL
VALLEY
COLLEGE

I am a full time student at Imperial Valley College to obtain an associate degree in Building
Construction. I never pictured myself coming back to school. I graduated high school in 2012
and after graduating, I lost myself to drugs and gang-related problems. I was addicted to
Meth and lost eight years. I felt lost; I did not have feelings, and was in and out of county jail.
In 2018, I was sitting inside my cell in when I realized what I was doing and how I was about
to lose my children. I did not want my children to suffer from my mistakes and look at me as
a failure and a drug addict. My challenge has been not knowing what to do with my life and
being the role model to my children. Once I got custody of children, I went to Department
of Social Services and met Epi, my worker. She encouraged me to come to IVC and pursue
my degree. Never in my life did I think I would start college. I started IVC with the CalWORKs
program. They created my educational plan for my classes. CalWORKs IVC offer me a degree
that I would be able to obtain employment even with my record. I have finished my school
year and passed all my classes with A’s having a 4.00 GPA. I saw my grades with my counselor
I wanted to cry, I did not believe that those where my grades. I could not have done this
without the help and support from CalWORKs. My parents have helped me to be able to
maintain my grades by taking care of my children. CalWORKs has helped me with getting my
books and providing bus passes. They also purchased materials that I needed such as boots,
eyeglasses, hat, and uniforms. I am thankful for the CalWORKs because without them, I would
not be able to afford those things. They always check to see how I am doing. They changed
my life, guided me to the right path. I am becoming the father and role model to my children.
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JOSEFINA

SOCIOLOGY

AYALA

MIRACOSTA
COLLEGE

These past two years have been the most difficult years of my life. For the past eleven years
I had been a stay at home mom - taking care of my family. The day after Thanksgiving in
2017, my husband started having an affair and he left two days before Christmas. I feel like
someone sucker punched me and knocked the wind out of me. This is not what I wanted for
my marriage or my family. I am 47 years old and a mother to three children - they are the
love of my life! During the past eleven years, I had invested so much time into my family that
I forgot to invest in me. At the time, I did not have my high school diploma. I contacted the
adult school asking them how I could obtain my high school diploma. The teacher at the adult
school tried to dissuade me on taking the test because I had not gone to school in over twenty
years. I studied and obtained my High School Equivalency in June 2018. In May of 2019, I
finished my second semester of college with a 4.0.
My educational goals are to graduate from Mira Costa College with an Associate’s Degree in
Sociology. I plan on transferring to Cal State San Marcos to obtain my Bachelor’s Degree in
Sociology. My ultimate goal is to further my education and obtain a Masters Degree in Marriage
and Family Therapy. I would really like to be a high school counselor, college counselor, or
counsel people in a private practice. I would love to have a job where I can help other people
to live a better life. There have been so many people that have helped me get to where I am
today. These past two years, my two youngest children started seeing a therapist because of
what our family went through. Seeing these therapists help my children has motivated me to
go into this line of work. It would be an honor for me if I could give back in any way.
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HOMAIRA
FAZLI

HUMAN RESOURCES

MIRACOSTA
COLLEGE

In 1988 I was born in an open mind Afghani family. From the beginning, I was interested in
working with a human resources department. After my graduation from high school, I took
some human resource courses. I worked as a human resource assistant for one year in one of
the Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) in my home town. Because of some security
reasons (especially for women), I could not continue working as well at pursuing my education.
As six years passed, I saw a light in a dark night. In those days my husband was accepted as a
translator in the US Embassy. Through my husband’s job, my two daughters, son, my husband
and myself got an opportunity to come to the US.
In February 2016, my family and I moved to the land of opportunities, the USA. It was not easy
for me nor for my family to adjust in a new country, culture and language. As I was raised in
a family where their only focus was education, I joined an adult school. Then I made my goal:
joining community college and transferring to a university. In fall 2017, I enrolled at Miramar
College. Besides all my responsibilities, such as taking care of my three children, I enrolled in
12 units in each semester. In basic classes, I face more difficulties than other students because
of language, but I never give up. In addition, I ask for help from many great college resources;
for example, CalWORKs, the English Center, and the Math lab. Whenever I have assignments,
I ask for help from these great recourses. During these years, the CalWORKs program helped
me in many aspects such as an education plan, ITP, class registration and providing tutors. As
a result, at the end of each semester, I end up with the GPA of 4.0.
Education was always the first priority in my family, and I always dreamed of getting the best
education. After coming to the land of opportunities, I can see clearly that those dreams could
come true. Getting this Scholarship will help me financially in achieving my goals.
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ANDREENA
GALLARDOLAMEY

NURSING

MIRACOSTA
COLLEGE

I was born into a family where alcohol/drug addiction and codependency ran rampant. Using
these negative coping skills, I had started to live that hard lifestyle myself. Instead of telling
the same story of how my addiction took me through the trenches, I would like to focus on
how I have overcome this mindset and am helping others with theirs. This is more important
because nothing will change much in one’s life without a perception shift. When I had my kids I
knew things needed to be different, I just did not know how to get there. I got sober but then
codependency got in the way. I saw that the kids were going to follow the same path if I did
not break the cycle for them, so I decided to look at the world differently. There was a point of
divine intervention that I could not deny was a call to come home and since I have walked on
the path with God, I have not been steered wrong. I have over 18 months clean and sober and
I have been working diligently on my codependency issues and past trauma. This past year I
made a decision to go back to school to get my nursing degree and to not let anything get
in my way. I am a straight A student. When people are “stuck” in life, I offer a different view
on things or help them with a resource they may not know about. Being a nurse, I would be
healing people while giving insight that produces hope. I believe this is my calling and being
an example to my children of what a well-adjusted person looks like is of most importance to
breaking the cycle for them so they and my grandchildren can have a chance at living happy
lives without addictions. I am thankful for the assistance that CalWORKs offers so I can get to
my dream of becoming a nurse to take care of my family and change my children’s perceptions
of the world. Thank you so much for this opportunity CalWORKs!
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SUMIE
INGRAM

PSYCHOLOGY

MIRACOSTA
COLLEGE

I believe I am a superhero mom and student. I’ve overcome many obstacles while attending
MiraCosta College. In May of 2018, I was severely beaten by my ex- boyfriend. This attack
caused him to knock my front tooth out from the root. As a result of this attack on me, my
son developed PTSD. He has been under the care of a child trauma therapist for a year and a
half. My son was also diagnosed with ADHD. The challenges that my child faces, sometimes
makes being a single mother and a full time college student difficult. The CalWORKs program
at MiraCosta College has helped me in a number of ways by providing me with an educational
plan, money for school books, transportation to commute to my son’s daycare and school,
and also the CARE check for maintaining good grades and meeting all CARE requirements.
The CalWORKs specialist at MiraCosta College is a former CalWORKs student herself, so she
understands the struggles that I face. She is an amazing woman who encourages me to follow
my dreams, and never give up no matter how long it takes or how hard it gets. The CalWORKs
program has made it possible for me to continue my education, without it I would not be
graduating in the spring of 2020.
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SAYED
MOHAMMAD
HASHIMI

COMPUTER SCIENCE

MIRAMAR
COLLEGE

I am a CalWORKs student at Miramar College. My first language is Farsi. I started to learn
English when I worked with the US military in Afghanistan in 2004. I worked in the US military
base as a logistic officer. The base belongs to the US embassy in Kabul, Afghanistan. When I
met with US advisers on that base, I used a personal translator. After a few months, I decided
to take an English class, so I can speak to our advisers in person. I started learning English in a
school called Star Educational Center.After a month and a half, I was able to speak English a little
bit. I was very happy and excited to learn more, but I had too many problems. I was working in
the US military base from 7 am to 7 pm. After work, I went straight to Star Educational Center
to learn English. I was very busy and I did not have time for my homework. The US military
base required me to go to other villages, cities, and provinces for missions around Afghanistan
for one or two months. It was very hard for me to work and study the English language at the
same time, and I could not review the book I learned in the class. But I was trying very hard to
not give up. Fortunately, I got my US Visa. I came to the US in 2016. After a few months when I
arrived here, I enrolled in Miramar College. In my first semester, I took twelve units. I knew that
this would be a big change, but I still tried hard and put a lot of effort and sacrifices. I am very
proud of myself that I am a CalWORKs student at Miramar College. The CalWORKs program
helped me to improve my English, and it also helped me to make a very big dream to get my
bachelor’s degree in computer science. I want to find a good job to support my family, and
serve for the people in our community.
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TARLEASE
JONES

BUSINESS
ENTREPRENEURSHIP
MIRAMAR
COLLEGE

I am a single stay-at-home mother working towards my degree as an Entrepreneurship major.
This journey is new for me but I am sure that I am on just the right path! I began to pursue
my educational goals after having what some would call a “meltdown” or better known as
“burnout” working for corporate America. I loved my job and I was very successful at what I
did. However, something was calling me into a very different direction than any experience
I have ever had before. I had the sudden urge or more of a desire to help people. And not
just any people but the people who most do not want help - the everyday person. Yes, it
sounds simple, yet we most often fear those who are sitting right next to us. However, there is
something within me that desires to connect with other human beings and their experiences
that make them the wonderful person we get to befriend. Often times we are too busy judging
from the outside that we never even get a chance to say “hello,” such a powerful word and
wonderful statement to someone that you do not know. Timidly, I chose to walk away from my
job of comfort, that paid my bills and rent, which sustained my children and I. I chose instead,
to follow this calling placed upon my heart to reach out to people. I will not lie; I took the first
two weeks to rest. Then I began my mission. I enrolled at the local community college-San
Diego Miramar College and became an immediate part of the CalWORKs family. This family
continues to strengthen me in my mindset and challenge me in my personal behaviors to
grow. The CalWORKs program has “specially designed counselors” who understand exactly
where you are in life and the courage to change your path. They understand the struggles
and the stress to accomplish one’s dream. Thanks to the CalWORKs office every day I step on
campus I am taking the next step to becoming the next best version of me.
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SALTANAT
KALI

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
MIRAMAR
COLLEGE

It takes a village they say... In my case, I’d say that it took a village to raise not only my child
but myself including. I and my child immigrated to United States in 2018 with two suitcases,
but since then we never had a time when we had been struggling with food, clothing or other
basic necessities. I haven’t even thought that there would be so kind-hearted caring and
generous people out there, in the country where we’ve never been before. Firstly, I was so
lucky to find a church with a lot of immigrants like myself who were a lot of emotional support
and a great resource of information. Secondly, I really appreciate having great neighbors
that I’ve connected through social media groups and who helped me to keep my child well
dressed and to make my home cozy with all the home goods they donated to us. Meanwhile,
after six months of living here in San Diego, I sent my child to kindergarten, and now she is
in first grade. She knew literally zero English and was so scared to go to school because she
understood nothing and could not speak at all. But thanks to all of her teachers she is now is
so proficient that I regret even worrying for her at that time. After being relieved for my child,
I decided to study and became a student too, a college student pursuing my dream to get an
education in hopes that it’ll open doors for a beautiful future for my family. My first semester
was not easy, I thought I might even fail the classes, but thanks to support form my CalWorks
counselors, EOPS team, workshops, and student parent groups that we had during the whole
semester I could pass all of my classes successfully to A’s and B grades. I tried to count all
the people who had helped me from the very beginning and after number “two hundred” I
stopped counting. I just thought “Wow, now I understand why they call it a village!
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SHILOH

BUSINESS

CLUTE

PALOMAR
COLLEGE

My journey through college and through life haven’t been the easiest for me. Regardless of
all the trials and tribulations along the way, I managed to not give up on myself. Due to life
taking its course, I left high school my freshman year. It wasn’t till I was nineteen and nine
months pregnant with my now 3 and a half year old daughter that I completed the GED and
moved onto college. My experience at Palomar has been nothing less than life changing. I
struggled along the way being so far behind, but I managed to make the deans list my first few
semesters. After that, I struggled with math courses, which has always been my weak spot,
but I managed to test into and pass at statistics level. I thank the professors at the community
college who believed in me, even when I’ve had to change my major, take really challenging
classes, and felt down on myself and my luck, they pushed me to believe in myself and keep
pushing forward. They reminded me that every successful person has had failures and I’am
thankful I’ve made it this far with minimal failures and minimal education before coming to
Palomar. I’m thankful for my superhero Christina Dawber our CalWORKs counselor at Palomar.
She’s pushed me to believe in myself and to apply myself and I couldn’t imagine my journey
without her or without CalWORks.
CalWORKs has helped me in many ways beside financially. They have provided me with reliable
and trustworthy childcare right on campus. As a full-time student and full-time mother, you
couldn’t imagine how much easier it has made it to become a better student, parent, and
individual in the community and at my college. CalWORKs has also helped me in aspects
where I couldn’t see myself being able to apply myself to the full potential because of the
finical barriers. I am extremely thankful for all that my CalWORKs, Palomar, professors, my
mother, and my family have done to make a college education possible for me.
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XOCHITL
DYBBRO

SOCIAL AND
BEHAVIORAL STUDIES
PALOMAR
COLLEGE

My career goal is to become a surgical technician. My dream is to work at a children’s hospital,
on a Native American Reservation, and be able to do some work with Doctors without Borders,
or another organization like it. Palomar Community College CalWORKs program has really
given me that extra support and guidance I need to get me a step closer to my dream career.
They have shown me that anything is possible as long as I keep believing in myself and know
that I am not alone. Being part of the CalWORKs program at my college has made it possible
for me to pursue higher education so I am able to have a career that I will be able to provide
for my daughter and we will never have to worry about food or housing insecurity again. I
feel so blessed to be able to be part of this amazing program with such an amazing staff and
counselors that go above and beyond for all of us. I know for a fact I would not be considering
transferring to a four-year university if it wasn’t for CalWORKs program at Palomar College.
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ASHEY
FLORES

BUSINESS
MANAGAMENT

PALOMAR COLLEGE

I believe I am a super hero to a few but mainly to my girls (Isabella, Natalie). As much that I
have gone through rough patches through life, I try to keep it together and push forward to
take the right steps. Whatever I have gone through I see the better in everyone. I believe a
super hero does not need a cape to know they are a hero but that puts kindness ahead of
them or see the bigger picture. I tend to that kind hero work. I see myself as a super hero
parent since the situation my girls and I were in, I decided to step away and put my girls first
even though I was afraid. I also found myself as a super hero to my girls because I do the
most work for my girls. I see myself as a super hero as a student since I taking on extra work
being part of a club that opens doors and I have attended a conference. We as a group have
done movie panels, know your rights workshops, and much more. As a student there and
part of the club, I have been able to work and meet many others that support my decisions.
I can say I am very thankful for everything.
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CINTHIA
GOMEZ PRADO

E-MARKETING

PALOMAR
COLLEGE

It was in January 2013 when my entire life changed. It was one of the worst experiences in my
life. When I close my eyes, I still remember being in a corner in my bedroom, scared, hugging
my five-month-old baby, crying, and begging my husband to please stop and not hurt us. My
life after leaving my husband with my two children, without being able to speak English, was
not easy. After leaving my husband, I moved to transitional housing. I started working full
time and studying English at night. Then, I decided to do better and I started to prepare to
come back to college after ten years. Trying to meet my goals has been hard. I studied English
for almost three years until I was accepted into a community college. It was difficult leaving
my children at daycare at night, knowing that they needed me after the terrible experience
of living in domestic violence. Moving from hotels, a shelter, and transitional housing was
hard. My goal of learning English was not easy to overcome these problems. Finally, I started
my Certificate in E-Marketing at Palomar College and then ResCare mentioned CalWORKs
Program at my community college. They assisted me in building a strong future for my kids
and myself. Being a full-time student requires time and it was something that I did not have.
With my full-time work, therapy, children’s counseling for domestic violence, boy’s speech
therapy, children‘s extracurricular activities, and school, there was no more time for anything
else. My degree is something that I have always wished to obtain, and after my experience
with domestic violence, my desire to improve my life has increased. I believe I am an excellent
role model for my kids. I am always positive for everything, happy with my achievements, and
I continue to strive for bigger and better objectives. The CalWORKs Program allows me to
focus on my studies without worry that I will have money to pay my books, counseling, gas
cards, and especially support.
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TRAMESHA

SOCIAL WORK

WOOTEN

SAN DIEGO
CITY COLLEGE

I have always had a passion for helping people. I have always been told I am very nurturing,
helpful, and caring with a soft heart. I believe these qualities are true within myself. I find a
passion with helping those in need, whether it be at work, school, or just out in the real world.
I am very polite, and have genuine intentions at all times. I chose my major to be Social Work
because I want to help those in need, preferably families and children. I have seen children
be taken into the system and/or in foster homes, and taken to CPS into the system. I want to
work as a social worker, helping families that meet the requirements toget their children back.
I also am interested in working for adoption or a career field for counseling with youth who
have had a hard childhood. I came from a tough childhood myself, and I sympathize with those
that are in need. I feel like some children/ youth need that support system and someone in
their corner. In my opinion, I believe that children who are placed in the system are looked at
as a whole and not an individual. I believe there needs to be more time put into supporting,
caring, and nurturing these children. It’s rough in the real world growing up, feeling as if
nobody truly cares and loves you because your parents lacked at parenting and caused you
to get taken away, chose to abuse substances, or just chose to simply not be a well rounded
parent. I want to work in this field because I feel I can make a difference in these children’s
lives. I have a 3 year old daughter that I currently raise on my own, and have been raising on
my own. CalLWORKs helps me in this area because all of the programs they offer, along with
childcare, and financial expenses. I am currently enrolled with welfare to work as well, having
this extra help makes it easier on me to be able to attend school. I am thankful!
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RETA
ISSAK

WEB DEVELOPMENT
GRAPHIC DESIGN
SAN DIEGO
CONTINUING
EDUCATION

The year is 2033, my twins are graduating from high school and I am compelled to share with
them my pathway, of how I achieved my goals.
It began with studying 4 years to get my bachelor’s degree in computer science in my
homeland Iraq. It was soon after that our family, our life, ceased to be as we knew it. We faced
persecution that forced us to have to leave the place we called home, our jobs and to travel
to a new country to find simple peace and rights.
I started my new journey by focusing on learning and working, but life threw me a couple of
curves. I joyfully got married and had twins. My beautiful twins were born prematurely. Their
struggles would be overcome, but their existence made me want to work even harder to
realize my goals.
I enrolled at San Diego Continuing Education. I began my Interactive Media and Front End
Web Developer classes. I enjoyed and endured classes such as Search Engine Optimization
and Java Scripts. I wanted more than anything to be a comprehensive expert in my field.
My Chaldean community needs my help as someone who has learned the English language.
I have become an Ambassador for my community, spreading the word about the wealth of
classes offered at Continuing Education and offering support to students who struggle with
the English language. I share with my community the value of both learning English and
education. Learning English has given me the opportunity to share my new found skills and to
teach my community how to reach their goals.
Being a mom, doing my duties for my beloved family, doing my job and taking difficult classes
are hard to implement. I develop fliers and brochures for local businesses. I am committed to
doing the best work I can, representing who I am artistically and meeting deadlines. My husband
is working on his Bachelor’s Degree so I also make sure he has uninterrupted time to do so. It
does not matter if you can dream it or not, all that matters is that you begin somewhere.
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MICHELLE
ALMAZAN

CRIMINAL JUSTICE

SAN DIEGO
MESA COLLEGE

Since I was a little girl, I have always had a passion for helping people and taking care of
others. I am a loving, nurturing, strong, and courageous person. I always knew I wanted to
have a career in law enforcement. My major is Criminal Justice. I would like to become a police
officer and ultimately become a detective. I have chosen this field of study because I would
love to serve and protect my community, and bring people to justice. This career has always
been very intriguing to me, as I know no day on the job will be the same and it will always be
an adventure. I am a first generation college student. My family, especially my son, are my
motivation! The CalWORKs program at my college has helped me accomplish my goals in
many different ways. First, the staff are always very supportive, caring, and motivational. They
have helped me choose the right classes to take in order to transfer to a 4-year institution.
Specifically, they guiding me each step of the way on the ADT program. The counselors in
CalWORKs have been more like mentors. They answer any questions I have, and take as much
time needed to carefully go over all the information about what each college has to offer, and
what steps I need to take to assure that I get into my dream college to achieve my dreams.
Another thing that has been very helpful is that they pay for my books every semester. Without
this help, I would not be able to attend college. I am very grateful for this program. They have
helped me get closer to achieving my goals and graduating. My 3-year-old loves firetrucks
and police cars! He always says, “Mommy is going to be a police officer and I’m going to be a
fireman!” When I hear him say this, it melts my heart. He knows this is my passion, and it makes
me proud to know I am setting this example for him.
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LETICIA
CHAVEZ

BIOLOGY

SAN DIEGO
MESA COLLEGE

I am pleased to say that I have a small village when it comes to raising my children. What we
lack in numbers, we more than make up in love, understanding, acceptance, and patience.
Every member of my tribe is extremely important to me. Not only because I have two specialneeds children, but also because I am battling with depression and anxiety. It is a struggle
at times to be a single mother. When times are rough, I have three pillars to lean on. I have
a best friend who loves my children and helps me whenever I need her. She does art with
them, nurtures, and guides them as if they were her own. We tackle parenting as a team.
One strengthening the other when life gets us down. Since my father passed away in 2016,
Jennifer has become my pillar. I am so blessed to have her in our lives. My sister is another
member of my little village. She has the biggest heart I have ever seen. She is a mother figure
to many. I can go to her with any problem and she will take the time to listen and give me
advice. She loves my children and spoils them with love and gentle discipline. Her patience is
endless. She is studying to be a psychologist. I cherish her dearly. The last member of my tribe
is my uncle and his family. Before passing away, my father endowed him to watch over us. My
uncle has certainly kept his word. He reaches out to us to make sure we are doing well. He and
his family are welcoming, warm and very patient with my kids. They are very supportive of me
going to school. They have also shown me that I have a place to go when I feel like I am failing
in life. Having my three pillars has made an impact in how I raise my children and how I deal
with life. I am looking forward to reaching my academic goals, as well as provide my children
with emotional and financial stability.
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ALEYDIS
DIAZ

PSYCHOLOGY

SAN DIEGO
MESA COLLEGE

I am juggling two jobs, a household and a beautiful six-year-old. At times I feel I am doing too
much and miss the little things like having time to read to my child or playing with him. I try to
be the best mother I can be by seeking an education that will benefit not just me, but also my
son. I never thought that I would ever be able to attend college because I always felt that my
English was not college material. I have overcome obstacles by seeking help from tutors and
help from the government like food stamps and medical. Some people may think that being
a parent is a full-time job but it’s not it’s a twenty-four-hour job. I am a parent every day, sick
or not, tired weekdays and weekends. I am also a full-time student who has a 3.6 GPA and
my son is very proud of me. I encourage my son to read books when I do homework I also let
him use my cellphone to be on abcmous.com, this gives him a sense that we are both doing
important things together.
I know that this journey is not the easiest but it’s the best choice I have made for my future. I
want to be a social worker and I will pursue this career choice one step at a time. Last summer
break, I had two medical procedures that prevented me from enrolling to classes and now
that I am all better I am back to being a full-time student. I come from a mother and father
who, till this day, are still married and since my son’s father made choices I was left with the
role of mother and father for the last 6 years going on 7 in January. I am not perfect but I am
determined to give my son a better future than my parents provided for me with what little
education they had. Now as an adult, I understand that knowledge is power. I won’t give up
on my son nor on my dream of seeking to social worker.
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SHOTA
GEPERIDZE

AUTOMOTIVE
TECHNOLOGY
SAN DIEGO
MESA COLLEGE

I am father of three kids. This is my second semester in Mesa College and I am a full time
student. It is not easy to study in college when you are a father because you have to bring
money to your family and spent time with your kids. However, it is possible with the CalWORKs
program. I have this opportunity to be a student because the program supports my kids and
I can move toward my goal. We get cash assistance and it helps to pay the rent. I also do
not pay for books that are expensive. I can focus on my studies and do not work or work part
time. What is very important for me is to have time to be with my kids. In my case, it going to
take four years to get a degree and I do not want to cross out this time because my kids are
growing and I want to participate in their lives. Like father I very proud of me because I can
get a degree and then get a good job to give a better future to my kids. I know it could be
impossible to be a student if I did not have CalWORKs assistance. I know I could work just to
support my kids and never get a degree in field of Automotive Technology. I have opportunity
to study and then work in a field that I like.
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VAJIHE
HAJIMIRZAMOHAMMAD

RADIOLOGY

SAN DIEGO
MESA COLLEGE

My native language is Farsi and being a college student as a second language learner has been
no easy task. Not only have I learned English, I continue with my academic career. I have to
take classes to learn about different subjects in depth, like humanities, math, and psychology
in English. However, comprehending English is not enough; speaking, the hardest skill in
language acquisition, takes courage. When learning a new language, regular grammatical
mistakes and people not being able to understand you because of your poor pronunciation
can cause unavoidable shame and embarrassment. Accepting that it is okay to be imperfect
when speaking was the first of the many steps I took that allowed me to grow both as a student
and as a person. The CalWORKs Program has provided me with a safe environment where
I am free of judgement. Without the assistance of the program, I would not be where I am
today. People who work in the program are unconditionally kind, and they will do everything
they can in their power to help others. For example, I have a very long first and last name. I
always get my name mispronounced, and I get frustrated. CalWORKs is the only place that
has taken the time to learn my name. Every time I walk into CalWORKs, I am welcomed and
greeted in a friendly manner. I am not exaggerating when I say that I wonder how I could have
kept on being a college student without the support of CalWORKs. The program’s workers
and counselors often share their personal stories and those stories inspire me. I am constantly
reminded that I am not all alone in what seems like an unachievable task. Just knowing that I
have their support keeps me going. CalWORKs has served as the backbone of my success at
community college and I am extremely grateful.
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LAUREN
HUEY

BIOLOGY

SAN DIEGO
MESA COLLEGE

They say less is more, but there are some things that deserve to be supersized. Academic
success does not come easily to everyone, including myself and that is why I needed more. I
needed more discipline, support, and confidence in order to supersize my academic excellence.
My community college journey started out lacking all of the necessary tools to succeed. Years
of no support, guidance, or confidence to advocate for myself left me feeling apprehensive
about college. I began to believe that college just was not for me. Now ten years later, as a
CalWORKs student I have found support, guidance, and confidence to succeed in all of my
academic endeavors. Becoming a mother was my motivation to go back to school but having
a team that believes in me is what kept me on track to transfer. I owe my academic excellence
to my CalWORKs team because earning “A” letter grades feels great, but it feels even better
when you have a team that is cheering you on. My web of an unsuccessful academic past went
from chaotic knots and tangles to a beautifully intricate web of geometric shapes. With every
achievement my web grew, from earning a spot on the Dean’s List to membership of Phi Theta
Kappa, it grew and grew. Without my CalWORKs team I might have lost motivation, because
it is difficult to obtain academic excellence when you cannot afford books, transportation, or
daycare. I am eternally grateful for the guidance and support of San Diego Mesa College’s
CalWORKs team and I know I would not have been able to accomplish all that I have in these
past two years without their help. As I approach my last semester at community college, with
a complete turnaround in my GPA, I feel empowered and inspired to want more and do more.
I am confident that my hard work, sacrifice, and discipline will award me with the ability to
provide a secure future for my daughter and myself. I have learned that with perseverance and
an uplifting team anything is possible.
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MARZIEH
ILBEGI

CBTE

SAN DIEGO
MESA COLLEGE

I left my home country Iran with my kids 9 years ago. We moved to Malaysia and lived there
for about 5 and a half years. While we lived in Malaysia, we became refugees and one agency
helped us to move to the United States. So, we moved here 3 and a half years ago. I arrived
to the United States with very low English skills, and I had no idea about this new country. So,
I overcame a big challenge. I couldn’t see myself in college and studying as a student. But
fortunately, my caseworker at Rescare asked me to go to school and do some activities for
my welfare to work, if I needed the cash aid from San Diego county. I went to adult school at
Miramar College and enrolled in the English classes, and just after one year that I became a
California resident, I applied at Miramar College, then I applied for the CalWORKs too.
As a CalWORKs student at Miramar College, I got so much help for my needs in the CalWORKs
office. There are many CalWORKs counselors that helped me with my ITP and book request,
even the counselors helped to take the right classes that I needed for my major. Also, I have
been getting gas cards which helps a lot for my transportation. The most important part is
that I got a jwork study ob in the CalWORKs office as an Outreach Ambassador. I am a full
time CalWORKs student and have a work study position in the CalWORKs office as well. I
never thought that I could get help like that in my whole life! Besides all of this help that I got,
there were many meetings that showed me how to face my challenges and overcome each
of them. The Miramar College CalWORKs office has been helping me to achieve my goals,
even though my English skills were not good when I first got to the College. I have grown as
a student and the work study is the help that I got from the CalWORKs office.
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MASOUMA
REZAEE

BUSINESS
ADMINISTRATION
SAN DIEGO
MESA COLLEGE

They say less is more, but there are some things that deserve to be supersized. Academic
success does not come easily to everyone, including myself and that is why I needed more. I
needed more discipline, support, and confidence in order to supersize my academic excellence.
My community college journey started out lacking all of the necessary tools to succeed. Years
of no support, guidance, or confidence to advocate for myself left me feeling apprehensive
about college. I began to believe that college just was not for me. Now ten years later, as a
CalWORKs student I have found support, guidance, and confidence to succeed in all of my
academic endeavors. Becoming a mother was my motivation to go back to school but having
a team that believes in me is what kept me on track to transfer. I owe my academic excellence
to my CalWORKs team because earning “A” letter grades feels great, but it feels even better
when you have a team that is cheering you on. My web of an unsuccessful academic past went
from chaotic knots and tangles to a beautifully intricate web of geometric shapes. With every
achievement my web grew, from earning a spot on the Dean’s List to membership of Phi Theta
Kappa, it grew and grew. Without my CalWORKs team I might have lost motivation, because
it is difficult to obtain academic excellence when you cannot afford books, transportation, or
daycare. I am eternally grateful for the guidance and support of San Diego Mesa College’s
CalWORKs team and I know I would not have been able to accomplish all that I have in these
past two years without their help. As I approach my last semester at community college, with
a complete turnaround in my GPA, I feel empowered and inspired to want more and do more.
I am confident that my hard work, sacrifice, and discipline will award me with the ability to
provide a secure future for my daughter and myself. I have learned that with perseverance and
an uplifting team anything is possible.
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MOHAMMAD
SALEHI

BUSINESS
MANAGEMENT
SAN DIEGO
MESA COLLEGE

February 21, 2017, was the first moment of my dream to be in the United States of America.
From the very beginning moments, I told myself, here is the place to work hard, learn, and
share your story and add some value to this country. I started learning English from a struggling
level to schedule a successful appointment to pass my English 101X with 100.87 score (A) as
of now. This achievement would not have come true if I did not have the support from the
CalWORKs. We are a family of three and the first immigrant generation of our relatives to
come to the U.S. Despite the fact that proclaiming an obtained degree from my country put us
in a major trouble in our educational journey, we decided to choose the truth, believing there
is nothing better than truth. This is the other reason, which has added more challenges on our
life. Because we are not eligible for financial aid, work study, and deprived from attending to
any state universities for bachelor degree. Given the fact, my wife and I were super motivated
to learn English and cut off the main reason of being stuck under the lower surface of socioeconomic class forever. Perhaps, the only option to rejuvenate our hopes to be motivated
through our vision of America. Right after the first week of entering the country, our passion
and curiosity moved us forward to stop by the school, which was running ESL to start learning
English. Today we are proud of our small achievements alongside our integrity. Fortunately,
CalWORKs provided our textbooks, considered activity hours to have childcare under CDA
program, and our priority for registration, paved a way to save ourselves from seeking for
primary needs to survive in the very competitive society plus promotion of our knowledge and
English skills.
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CASSANDRA
ABARCA

NURSING

SOUTHWESTERN
COLLEGE

A superpower does not always have to be supernatural. Recovering from difficult situations
and refusing to give up in life is a kind of superpower. As a full -time student and caregiver
to a 12-year-old child, it is important to learn how to positively develop these powers in
order to achieve full benefits. Every superhero has a sidekick. My sidekick has been the
CalWORKs program. With their support, my powers have aided me in my scholarly journey.
The support provided by the program has allowed me to execute my performance in a positive
and productive manner. The CalWORKs program has helped me maintain my resilience to
life’s setbacks. A resilient person works through challenges by using personal resources,
strengths, and other positive capacities like hope, optimism, and self-efficacy. My resilience
was challenged the day my mother passed away last year, and I was faced with the decision
to become my younger sister’s legal guardian. Now I had to readapt to not only being the
big sister, but a mother as well. Michelle Obama quotes, “Failure is an important part of your
growth and developing resilience. Don’t be afraid to fail.” I knew I had to advance in life in
order to prove to my sister that no matter the circumstances, it is possible to continue and
pursue your dreams. The CalWORKs program has given me the academic support needed to
demonstrate the full potential of my resiliency to life’s setbacks and unfortunate situations.
It is very challenging to be a caregiver and yet find the time and support needed to move
forward in life. My sister is what motivates me to be a better and more successful person. The
CalWORKs program has aided me with all the support needed to overcome my obstacles. I
am looking forward to continue my scholarly path with the support of the CalWORKs program
and all of its employees. My resiliency has proven that no matter the situation, as long as you
are motivated and with the correct support, you can overcome any obstacle.
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ADRIANA Y.
BURGOIN

PARALEGAL STUDIES/
BILINGUAL

SOUTHWESTERN
COLLEGE

As a mother of five children all living with me and having to deal with all the issues of my
children by myself is not easy. I decided to start school after not attending for a good amount
of years. I have five children who are my world. When I began this journey of school, I didn’t
know the programs available to help on campus for us. After finding out about the CalWORKs
program and all the available help it was just a matter of informing myself. The program has
helped me with my school and childcare for my youngest. I also was helped to get a job at a
nice working environment as a student worker through the CalWORKs Program. They helped
prepare my resume and that got my foot in to a position. After working as a student worker,
I saw an opportunity to work in an office within my field of study. I reached out once again
for the help of CalWORKs personal. They again helped with my resume. I got the job within
my field of study and continue to pursue my career. I have managed to maintain my grades
these last two semesters yet, it has not been easy. This is the hardest semesters and I have
maintained my GPA to a 3.0. I consider having super powers to manage to have time to be
with family, my kids, juggle school, homework, and my job. It’s not easy for us parents to
manage everything. I do love when my kids look after me to see that I am in school and they
need to see that example from someone. Who is better to give them the example than their
own mother is. I sure know it is not the wrong path. Talk about Super Powers. I sometimes
even ask myself, “How do you do this?” There is my answer. I have Super Powers to maintain
myself and handle many things on my plate.
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VALERIE
CORREA

ACCOUNTING

SOUTHWESTERN
COLLEGE

I am 31 years old and a single mother of four children, all boys. I come from a humble
background, and it was difficult for my parents to pay for any school fees and provide other
basic requirements. I was engaged and subsequently entered an abusive marriage where
my husband, the father of my sons, tortured me psychologically and physically. I decided
to quit the relationship because it was not my dream to raise my children in such a violent
environment. Consequently, I traveled from Mexico, where I lived with my husband, to stay
with my grandmother in Chula Vista and my four sons. Unfortunately, my grandmother, who
was my only hope, died, which made me move from her apartment and become homeless.
Having these experiences in life, I have been blessed with superpowers that help me in
my everyday life. My super teleportation lets me get from one place and arrive on time in
another place. Thanks to the CalWORKs program that have provided me the gas money and/
or bus passes I can get from one place to another without a hassle. Another super power is
my super strength I possess. I have had the strength to move on in my life and deal with all
the problems I may come to. Thanks again, to the program that gives me an opportunity to
return to school to better prepare myself for a better lifestyle to provide my family. Lastly,
my superpower of super speed lets me finish and accomplish my goals in a timely manner.
Due to all the equipment and accessories provided to me by the CalWORKs program, I can
accomplish my goals at a speedy pace and do not have to stress about childcare or any
problem that I would encounter. Thanks to the CalWORKs program I am able to offer my
family with a better lifestyle.
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KRISSELLE
GUTIERREZ

NURSING

SOUTHWESTERN
COLLEGE

I came to Southwestern College to achieve my short-term goal of receiving an Associate’s
Degree. As I continued my education, I decided to switch my goal to get into the nursing
program. I plan to continue my biology and chemistry classes for the nursing program
requirements. I constantly utilize on campus resources such as the library, career and
tutoring services to help me improve my grades and prepare for my future. By continuing my
education at Southwestern college I have helped to break the vicious cycle of under-education
plaguing my family, making a path for my younger siblings to follow in my footsteps, and
helping others in my community facing similar challenges. The funds I receive are critical to
obtain the books and supplies I need for classes as well as for my transportation and tuition
expenses. It is vital for me to receive scholarships since I will be applying to multiple nursing
programs and there are additional classes I need to take in order to submit my nursing
applications. Additionally, it has taken longer for me to finish my classes as I have a family to
support and three children to raise. My educational trajectory has not been easy, however
I have managed to overcome these obstacles and continue my studies. There are many
reasons that have affected the course of my education. Growing up I was never encouraged
to take my studies beyond high school. Since my parents immigrated from a small ranch in
Mexico, they never had the opportunity of more than a middle school education. As a result,
I am a first generation college student and I did not grow up with the proper tools to help
me through high school and college. The level of my educational background should not
be a determining factor in my ability to succeed as a student and be able to obtain financial
support. I sincerely hope that this statement speaks to the drive and passion for pursuing an
education for myself but most importantly for my three children.

384

2020 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 10

ARINA
LEE

SOCIAL WORK

SOUTHWESTERN
COLLEGE

I have always said that I had super powers, as a kid just did not know what they were; but I
knew one day that I would figure it out. My time as a college student has taught me a lot about
myself, a lot about those powers, and what I am capable of but not without the CalWORKs
program and its counselors and staff. The program has not only showed me how to use my
powers in school but outside of school, in my home and in my community. I have always said
if it were not for the support they have given me, I most likely would not have been motivated
and support to stick it out over the past couple years with the basic life issues that arise. They
allowed me to express my dreams, they allowed me to find my passions, and within that, a
whole world of powers I did not even know I possessed were unlocked. I definitely would not
have been motivated to not only transfer to State for my Bachelor’s but know with certainty
I will pursue my Master’s as well after that. When my brother died, I took a year off school
and during that time, the office never stopped supporting me. The staff would send emails
and make sure to communicate with me reminding me I still have the same powers, the same
support, and it was okay to take time so that I could come back stronger than ever. I am
so happy to say I have done just that. I came back stronger than ever almost ready for my
transition to my bachelor’s program at SDSU. I owe it to my CalWORKs counselors and staff,
from beginning to the end they have always believed in my powers and made sure to give
me every opportunity to fulfill my educational dreams and unlocking powers in me I never
imagined I could develop.
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ANGELA
RAMIREZ

EARLY CHILDHOOD
DEVELOPMENT–
SPECIAL NEEDS
SOUTHWESTERN
COLLEGE

I am a 40 year old mother of 3 children. Due to my husband being deported to Tijuana 10
years ago, I’m practically a single mother. We only see dad on the weekends, holidays or any
days off I may have. I have a 12 year old girl, a 10 year old boy and my baby boy who is 6 years
old. My three children are diagnosed with ADHD, along with other associated disorders. It is
often difficult to find a caregiver for 3 children, let alone 3 kids with ADHD. I have a great team
of family and friends that help out in my times of need. I’m currently a full time student. I try
to schedule my classes during the time my kids are in school. I do have a evening class at the
moment and it is very difficult to get homework and assignments done when my kiddos are
home, but I manage
I am so grateful for my aunt that watches my kids in the comfort of my home on my Monday
evening class. Thankful for my sisters that will take one of my kids home with them to alleviate
the distractions at my home so that I get schoolwork done. I appreciate my cousin that will
take the boys with her so that I can study for a test. Very blessed for my best friend that will
take my kids to Wednesday evening service so that I can get my essay done before it’s due. I
am so thankful that I live with my parents and they keep an eye on my children on any breaks
my kids may have that I don’t have. My kids are loved. I am loved. As you can see it really does
take a village to raise a child. I am so thankful for my family and friends for helping me out in
these challenging times. They are helping me achieve my educational goals. I don’t know what
I would do without my team.
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LUIS
RICO

SOCIAL WORK

SOUTHWESTERN
COLLEGE

I am married and a proud father of four biological children and one stepchild (family of 7).
My greatest challenge as a student-father has been my worries in not passing my classes
because my family depends on me doing well. My five year old daughter has mental disabilities
(ADHD, speech delay, impulsive and cognitive disorder, and epilepsy), my seven year old son
has disabilities (speech and developmental delays), and my eleven year old stepdaughter is
disabled from severe asthma. I am striving to better myself for them because of their special
needs. I also have a toddler and ten month baby whom I adore with all my heart. CalWORKs
has help me succeed and giving me the help I needed to pass my classes with A’s. They gave
me free school supplies, free daycare, a parking permit, free Grammarly app, counseling,
resources, and a great welcoming team that gives me confidence. They also qualify me to
receive money for all the books I need for the semester and I was able to borrow an expensive
calculator. I am very confident because they took away many of my worries. I have my hands
full but they made things easier for me so I could focus on my classes. CalWORKs has had my
back from the beginning. They facilitate everything for students and are there for you when
you need them. I would not have made it without them this semester. They gave me the
confidence I needed. It was like they knew everything I needed for me to succeed.
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CalWORKs Association
LIFTING CALIFORNIA

FAMILIES OUT OF

POVERTY THROUGH

EDUCATION.

www.calworksassociation.org

