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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









Empowering the  
California Community Colleges

Who We Are
The Foundation for California 
Community Colleges is the official 
non-profit for the California 
Chancellor’s Office. We support 
more than 2.1 million students and 
partner with local districts and 
statewide organizations to provide 
resources and implement programs 
that make higher education 
more affordable, accessible, and 
equitable for all.

Reducing Barriers
We are reducing barriers to 
opportunity for all students by 
championing student support 
services. We are committed to 
enhancing existing services that 
assist students who face barriers 
to pursuing their academic goals, 
launching careers, maintaining 
wellness, and becoming active 
citizens in local communities.

Digital Access
The CollegeBuys program narrows 
the digital divide by providing 
students with access to essential 
digital resources for their education. 
Since the campus closures in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
CollegesBuys and its California 
Connects program have served over 
350,000 students with laptops, 
wireless hotspot devices, and 
distance education technologies.
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Allied Health
Lassen Community 
College

AMANDA
BOWLES

Hello, my name is Amanda Bowles, and I am a career superstar. I am a hardworking, 
intelligent, driven student who will not stop until my goal is reached. With the help of the 
amazing CalWORKs program and everything that they do, I have been able to accomplish 
receiving my Associates of Science degree from Lassen Community College; but I will not 
stop there. I am currently transferring to another college where I will continue school in 
their Registered Nursing program. Nursing is a career that I have always seen for myself. I 
never knew when it would happen, or how I would get it done, but I knew that I would do 
it. There were two factors that played a major role in my dream of becoming a nurse. The 
first was serving in the Army where my unit was part of a Surgical Field Hospital. There, I 
gained the motivation to become an asset and help save the lives of others like the nurses 
in my detachment were doing. The second event that strived me to become a nurse was 
giving birth to my beautiful daughter Kaydence in 2019. I had never planned on becoming 
a labor and delivery nurse until I witnessed my nurse going above and beyond to assure 
myself and my baby were both in good hands. As nursing was always a dream, these two 
occurrences inspired me to begin turning that dream into a reality. From there, I enrolled 
in college and set forth to graduate. Although I am not finished yet, and still have a lot 
of work ahead of me, I am just as motivated and determined as I was before. Each class 
that I passed and continue to, is just one step closer to my overall nursing goal. With the 
awarding of this scholarship, I would put it directly towards nursing school which would 
help take a big weight off the shoulders of my family and I. So, I ask you to look at my goal 
and consider helping me achieve it, because I am a career superstar.
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NAME
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Licensed 
Vocational Nursing 
Lassen Community 
College 

BRIANNA 
HATFIELD

My name is Brianna Hatfield. I am nineteen and have three kids; Elizabeth, Lawrence, and 
Abigail. My village consists of generous and caring people. CalWORKs has been a part of my 
support system since I was fifteen. This was when I was pregnant with mine and my husband’s 
first child. I enrolled in college classes in high school and my mother helped me to be able to 
graduate with my class last year. The last four months my mother had been caring for my kids 
for free while I was in the nursing program. CalWORKs is great. They paid for transportation 
expenses, my school books, a printer, clothes, and much more to help me accomplish my 
Licensed Vocational Nursing goal. I was in the nursing program this year where all of those 
items were required to succeed. I needed those ASAP and the workers tried their best to get 
me supplies quickly because of the program being so fast paced. Unfortunately, I was not able 
to continue in the nursing program this year. It was very difficult going in soon after giving birth 
to my third child. I struggled learning through Zoom and with changing safety precautions. It 
was a very stressful experience! My CalWORKs ladies from the college and from my county 
would call to help me figure things out and encourage me to not give up. They’ve helped me 
so much in every aspect of my life. They got me supplies to utilize for this following semester. 
I plan to study phlebotomy for now until my kids are a little older. I’m also waiting for my 
husband to come home. He’s been a big part of my support system from afar these last ten 
months after he was incarcerated. That has been hard for me financially and for my children’s 
care. My family and CalWORKs have improved the quality of mine and my kid’s lives. College 
classes during high school was the smartest decision. I’m so glad I have CalWORKs workers in 
my life who genuinely care about helping me accomplish this educational journey.
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Psychology 
Shasta College

ANDREW
BROWN

The greatest challenge I am facing as a full time, single CalWORKs father, is being able to 
provide for my kids, while I work and go to school, all at the same time. Hilly Wallis was able to 
get my employment to count as work study under financial aid. My paychecks were no longer 
counted as income, and we are receiving our full amount for both General assistance and Cal 
fresh. Even before that, Nadia Elwood was able to help me out in getting a pair of tires for my 
van. I had a razor blade stuck in my tire and that was my only form of transportation for my 
kids and I. Thank you all for helping my kids and I out. We lost our house to the Carr fire, and 
have been fighting uphill ever since. Thank you all for making it easier!
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Early Childhood  
Development
Shasta College

JESSICA
CALLAWAY-

HENSLER

I have 7 children. My youngest is my 14 month old daughter, Israyla, who just loves to explore. 
My oldest son has 2 boys, my grandsons, and now a little girl on the way. I’m excited! I live 
and care for my future in-laws, my future mother-in-law lost her eyesight 2 years ago, so things 
have been tough. We have 7 dogs and 22 chickens. Fresh eggs are the best. My father-in-law 
and my mother-in-law watch my daughter when I am doing my homework or working, she just 
loves her papa. I am my mother-in-law’s IHSS worker. The plus side is I work at home! My in-
laws help me by encouraging me to continue with school and, to tell me how proud they are 
of me. Between school work and appointments, being a mother is my pride and joy and I just 
want the best for my daughter. We try to stay positive because when one person is in a crappy 
mood, it affects us all and nothing good comes from negativity. There is a saying in our house, 
“Positivity is the key, because negativity makes us flee.” This COVID-19 virus has affected us 
in many ways. We no longer can go to church and we cannot volunteer with our church food 
bank as much for the fear of getting the virus. Being successful in receiving my college degree 
is one of the main priorities we all have. I want to be able to keep the house I live in when my 
in-laws pass and give my children things I never did.
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Heavy Equipment 
Operator
Shasta College

STEVEN
CRAWFORD

I am proud to say I’m part of the 17% of students that are fathers, as well as a first time father 
at the age of 43. There are so many ways that CalWORKs has helped me be able to complete 
my dream. The resources they provided, enabled me to have gas in my car to get to and from 
school, supplied me with my materials, helped with my books, and as a support team helped 
me whenever I had questions. They gave me the confidence I needed and stability, so I wasn’t 
worried how to provide the next meal for my daughter. I graduate at the end of 2020, with 
my heavy equipment operator’s certification, and will always be able to provide for my family 
now. I’m the first of my family to attend a college and hope to pass this to my daughter. 
CalWORKs gives you every opportunity to be what you wish all you have to do is believe.
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Medical Assistant
Shasta College

MICHELLE
DOYLE

My mom and sister are my best friends. Sometimes they just listen, sometimes they offer 
suggestions. My best girlfriend is always up-front and honest with me which is priceless! My 
mom’s friends from when I was growing up have really made a big impact in my life. I speak to 
them regularly and we have formed our own special connections and they are a big role in my 
village. Financially though, this is on me and I am learning. After finally finding the strength to 
leave a abusive marriage while living in Australia, I packed up myself and our two daughters 
and returned to the states. I have had to restart from nothing. Finally, after years of being told 
I couldn’t go back to school to fulfill my dream to be in the medical field is finally happening! 
In my village we are available for each other. We communicate when something doesn’t feel 
right, or something is needed. We show up when someone needs help, even if it isn’t in our 
schedule. We make it happen. I have found myself needing more study time and we end up 
at my sisters for a playdate so I can concentrate on my books. My mother has been nothing 
but amazing in so many ways I couldn’t even start to list them. When we were all stuck in 
quarantine a few months back my aunt would send a daily learning video so we could all 
discuss it and what we learnt and got to explore more when it really sparked either my girls 
attention. My girls are my world, they keep me sane. When I am having a rough day all I need 
to do is look at them and my day brightens. They no longer have to hear yelling, slamming of 
doors, or be afraid to say what they are feeling. No longer will they think it is ok to be treated 
the way we were treated. Now they get to see a mother who is empowered, going after her 
dreams, and to be the very best woman, mother, friend I can be. 
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Natural Science
Shasta College

JASMINE
GONZALEZ

I chose the career superstar group because I felt this essay question more than others. I am 
getting my A.A. in Natural Science and hope to work with the NPS (National Park Services). I 
want to be a park ranger, or a conservation manager for our national parks and forests. It is so 
important for us to acknowledge our impact on earth and take responsibility in environmental 
education. If it wasn’t for CalWORKs, I don’t think I ever would have thought of going back to 
school. I’m 33 years old, with 3 kids and forgot the importance of continuing your education 
and believing in myself. Everyone in the CalWORKs program is supportive and believes in 
you wanting whatever you want for yourself. With that kind of positive energy, it’s almost 
impossible not to succeed. There is so much help and resources available, it’s amazing to see 
the community care as well as put themselves out there for you. Now I can have a career, not 
just a job, that I enjoy and I feel I am providing a purpose to the world as well. I am also a first 
generation college student, so I’ve started the cycle for my children as well. CalWORKs has 
given us above and beyond what we could ask for!
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ADN
Shasta College

JESSICA
MIZELL

Wow. This year has been crazy! I was hoping to attend school on campus, but was sad to learn 
that I had to take all online classes. It has not been easy, but nor has it been hard either. There 
are good and bad days. I have two small children, ages two and five. My five year old has just 
started kindergarten, so I have had to do his schooling from home due to the pandemic, as 
well as juggling my own school work. This has so far been my greatest struggle. Finding time 
to devote just to his learning so he doesn’t fall behind, as well as making sure I am keeping up 
with my own work. Sometimes. my kids pop their heads in front of my camera during zoom 
meetings, and sometimes they are running amuck in the background, giggling and screaming. 
I have surprisingly enjoyed online classes, as it allows me more time with my children, but I 
do miss the social interaction that comes with going to school on campus. CalWORKs has 
been super helpful for me. They have tutoring sessions that come in handy, and Hilly is always 
there to help me if I have any questions. She has helped me get my books for class, and my 
school supplies, as well as helping me check out a chromebook from the library so I can attend 
my classes and complete all of my work. I could not have come this far without her and the 
CalWORKs services I recieve. Without a doubt, CalWORKs is an amazing program, that I am 
thrilled to be a part of. Thank you so much for allowing me to be a part of this program.
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Computer Science
American River 
College

SAMIULLAH
SHAMS

Having three kids and continuing studying is a big challenge. I am a proud father of three 
beautiful kids, one daughter and two sons. Being head of a family and having all responsibility 
alone is a big ask for a person, besides that, I am continuing my studies as well. Sometimes I am 
thinking that am I doing right by continuing my studies? Of course my college life is challenging 
but programs like CalWORKs makes it easier. CalWORKs program is always helpful but during 
this pandemic it was more kind of special help. The program and the people associated with it 
never let me feel that I am alone, they were there for me when I needed them most. I am very 
proud that I am a father, a student and a member of the CalWORKs program.
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Child and  
Family Studies
Napa College

JUWANNA
SMITH

WOW! Where do I begin? My village consists of family and friends. In my village there are four 
Queens; my mom, my granny, my daughter’s grandma, and my mentor/life coach, Dr.Rhonda.  
All of these women have helped shape me into the woman I am today. They’ve shown me how 
to be strong in the face of adversity. Always trust God and never give up on what I believe in. 
They support me in all my decisions and I am forever grateful for them being in my life as well 
as my daughter’s life. 

My village also has three princesses and two dutchesses. My three sisters Chaz, Jasmine, and 
Kayla. My sisters are the definition of love, support, care, and security. We may have differences, 
but they will never stop us from being sisters and loving each other unconditionally. I couldn’t 
imagine a village without them! I also have one prince, my brother/cousin Ronky. He’s a major 
reason why I refuse to give up on my education.  I want him to see that one day, he can be just 
as successful as me, or even better as long as he gets his education.  ,

The two dutchesses are my daughter Amina, and my niece Charlie. They keep the village 
running (lol)! Without them, the fire wouldn’t stay lit. They’re the glue that holds the family 
together. They can make you laugh, smile, or be happy if you’re feeling down. They encourage 
me to always want to do better so they never have to worry about anything as they grow up. 
Everyone in my village plays a major part in my success and education. I love and appreciate 
all of them for everything they’ve done for me!
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Computer Science
Sacramento 
City College

FARHAD
RAHIMI

Everyone has a dream and wants to have a professional career in the future. My dream was to 
have a career in which I can assist my community, the community that needs much support, 
especially in the technology section. Also, I wanted to be someone whose family could be 
proud of. My family expected me to have high education and obtain a degree. When I moved 
to the United States, in my first year, I applied to Sacramento City College, and since I am a 
conscious student; I always look for opportunities. When I started college, I only knew about 
few opportunities in the college; however, when a few weeks passed, I realized that, in fact, 
there is a lot of opportunities for the students, and I decided to take advantage of those 
opportunities. After research, I realized that the CalWORKs program is a big opportunity 
for students like me who is interesting in being a full-time student–who really needs to see 
counselors on demand–and who needs to do not go on the waitlist for any class.

It was the beginning of 2019 that I registered myself with the CalWorks program. After I 
became part of the CalWorks program, I received different services: the zero-priority facility, 
easy counselor appointments, book assistance, free printing, and even financial support. It’s 
very challenging to be an adult student, and it’s hard to continue education without support. I 
believe that Calwork program is a huge support for students, especially for adult students. The 
CalWORKs program encourages the student to work hard and achieve their goals. I believe 
that the staff working in the CalWORKs department doing their best to provide the possible 
service to students; they strive to make life easier for students. I am, personally, very happy 
and satisfy with the services this worthy program provides, and I appreciate all the efforts of 
the staff.
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Liberal Studies 
Elementary 
Education
Sierra College

SVITLANA
BOLEYCHUK

To this day, I remember the first few seconds of seeing the world that was presented by 
numerous movies and other media as a place of happiness and the American Dream. The 
heat and the greening leaves of the trees of Spring introduced the new life to me. With no 
familiar people, except for my husband and son, I was lost. With hope, we entered a path 
that was challenging at first. Of course, there were many opportunities to explore, and many 
were appealing. Knowing how challenging it is in my country to succeed financially to earn a 
degree, I wished to try something different this time around. Across the ocean, we traveled 
to a place that had a different perspective on education. At first, the focus was on our son. 
We needed to provide him with all necessities. To make the path smoother for our family, we 
decided that our opportunity to earn our degree is possible. The saying says, “It is never too 
late to learn.” There was one issue: I could not communicate even though I know a language, 
yet not the one most understood in this country. 

My struggle to learn English continued for the first few years, and it required more will and 
power to put it to use. My hearing issues and interpreting the words into my language made 
it more challenging. All that I could hear people say was just barely understandable. Ordinary 
and straightforward phrases created an invisible barrier that I could not pass. With practice, I 
started to understand them more. My husband and son immensely helped me with learning it. 
Coming to the United States in 2016, I would not expect to enroll in community college. With 
little improved language skills, I wanted to see how far I could go. The first two years at Sierra 
College were very difficult for me. Since my family is not the richest in the world, we needed 
financial help. The supplies to purchase for the learning, not only for us yet for our son too. 
Unlike anything that we expected, the support came from the CalWORKs program. Since, in 
my country, no student can receive even one-thousandth of the support, I was very surprised 
how much help this program gives. Purchasing supplies with the CalWORKs program was 
much simpler. Thus far, I was encouraged to go farther and learn enough to receive a needed 
degree. My husband and I, the two of us in the mid-forties, still have hope and support to 
finish learning for our major and career. 

Getting closer to achieving the degree, I must thank the people from CalWORKs who 
supported me, mentally and financially, and for never losing hope in me. I can express my 
happiness with words.
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Business 
Sierra College

JOLENE
MULLIGAN

For me personally, the CalWORKS program not only made me a Superhero, it made me super 
famous in the eyes of my family! I am beyond proud to say that because the CalWORKS 
program was built with such dedication, devotion, and diligence, that I am on track to graduate 
with my associate’s degree in business this coming summer. 

The CalWORKS structured program, committed team, and unwavering acceptance was all 
it took for me to succeed throughout this journey. Their program not only guided me, it 
incentivized me which made me work even harder to achieve my goals. Additionally, their 
flexibility allowed me to be an attentive mother to my children, making sure I met every single 
one of my children’s needs along the way, as well as my own. They provided us with food and 
warmth from people who genuinely cared and showed us love. When we lost our home in the 
middle of winter they stepped in and helped our family secure one. If it wasn’t for programs 
such as these, I would have had a much more difficult time obtaining my educational goals and 
to be completely honest, I may have never even reached them.
 
Being a CalWORKS student may seem overwhelming at first. There are a lot of responsibilities 
to keep up with which can be intimidating due to the fact that many of us are older than 
the typical students on campus and we often have families to tend to, but this program was 
designed for success. For example, one of the greatest gifts is that we have the opportunity 
to be peer mentors to other students and this is just one of the many amazing things they 
encourage. Leading by example should never be embarrassing or intimidating for anyone ,and 
the CalWORKS team has done their due diligence to make sure their students are guided, 
valued, and supported every single step of the way. As I reflect back on my life, I can honestly 
say I wouldn’t change a thing. I am super grateful to have been given this opportunity to 
become such a successful student. 
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Chemistry 
Solano Community 
College

ARIA
CARDENAS

When I began attending SCC, my newborn was still in the NICU, and I had just had a high-
risk pregnancy. I was inspired to become a doctor because, during this time, none of the 
doctors who helped my child or me were people of color. Not having people who looked like 
me or understood my culture made me feel isolated at a time when I needed support the 
most. From this experience, I had a clear vision of becoming a doctor to help other people of 
color, especially in low-income areas much like myself. I knew it was not going to be an easy 
journey since less than 3% of U.S. doctors are Hispanic people of color, such as myself. I am a 
first-generation high school graduate as well as a first-generation college student, and I had 
no idea how the medical school application process works. I also knew my child would need 
continued care at the children’s hospital an hour away, and I would have to do it alone.    

At times when I was full of self-doubt, CalWORKs was there to guide me each step, and 
my amazing CalWORKs counselor Priscilla Jones explained the medical school application 
process to me. I had to take my baby to the hospital many times throughout the semesters 
and keep up with schoolwork, at times even sleep on hospital chairs and study there. I began 
to fall behind on schoolwork, but my CalWORKs counselor guided me to the proper tutoring 
resources. It was also CalWORKs, which gave me financial support, childcare, and access to 
health insurance to continue my dreams while caring for my sick child. When I questioned why 
I was the only Hispanic person of color in most of my STEM courses, my CalWORKs counselor 
was there to encourage me to continue and pave my own way. Not only did CalWORKs help 
me academically and financially, but they were also a great source of emotional support. With 
their support, I have gotten closer to making my dream of becoming a doctor reality because 
I was just accepted into medical school.
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Respiratory 
Therapist 
Woodland 
Community College

MARJANI
ALLEN

I am in every sense a super-mom and super-student! As a single mom of two, I am always on 
the move getting things done. I am a very hands on mom and am always finding free local 
events and activities for me and my kids to attend, as well as doctors’ appointments for my 
special needs son.  Not only am I the sole provider and caretaker for my six-year-old son 
Mason, and my one-year-old daughter Jordyn. I am also currently getting an education at my 
local community college. I am pursing a career as a respiratory therapist. Between juggling 
being a full-time mom and a part-time college student, I am in the process of starting two of 
my own businesses to bring in extra financial support. As a single mom with little to no outside 
support, I am always looking for more ways to better myself and to provide more financial 
security for my little family. I do a lot of independent work as well, such as, dog walking, pet 
boarding, uber driving and Doordash. I will also be working on my business in my spare time. 
With the help of CalWORKs, I have been able to have a clear career and educational path 
to follow, making things that much easier for me. CalWORKs has directed me in the right 
direction, as far as what classes to take and what resources are available to me, including 
other scholarships and workshops to give me the skills needed to succeed. CalWORKs has 
given me the motivation to take control of my life and my circumstances, to go after a career 
that I am passionate about. I love to help others and I have always wanted to work in the 
medical field, and I have been able to find the best career choice for me. I am a busy, but 
motivated super mom and super student. I am working daily to better myself, and to provide 
a better life for my kids as well.
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Pre-Nursing
Berkeley City  
College

DAVON
CRAWFORD

My passion to pursue a career in nursing is largely attributed to my personal experiences as 
a CalWORKs student, single mother, and community doula. As a doula, I provide education, 
advocacy and emotional support for pregnant people. In 2004, I gave birth to my first child, 
and in 2012, I got married and had my 3 daughters. My experiences during childbirth sparked 
my passion for midwifery, as I experienced a lack of both prenatal, and postnatal education 
and advocacy due to the disparities black birthing people face in this county today.
 
In the Spring of 2017, after relocating back to California following my divorce, with the 
financial support of the CalWORKs program, I was able to complete a birth and postpartum 
doula certification with DONA International. In the Spring of 2019, I enrolled at Berkeley City 
College as a single mother, and full-time student. The CalWORKs program has not only helped 
to cover all my books and supplies for school, but the support I receive allows me to focus 
on school without the worry of having to work, and simultaneously care for my children, while 
attending school.

As an assured young woman, I find it essential to remain a shining example for my teenage 
son and 3 young daughters, regardless of the social disparities I face as a single mother. 
The hope is, that my experience as a doula has set the stage for a place in the competitive 
world of nursing; however, come what may, I rejoice in the first-hand experiences I get to 
receive in my current passion for Obstetrics, Gynecology and Midwifery as a doula. As a 
student and mother of 4 school aged children, amid a world-wide pandemic, the CalWORKs 
program allows me to maintain a 3.5 GPA while balancing my energy towards achieving my 
academic goals. In a nursing program, I will get the opportunity to unite my excitement for 
educating families, with the love I have for nutrition, health and wellness, which will allow me 
to diagnose and treat various pathologies to protect the diverse communities I will serve as 
future Certified Nurse Midwife. 
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Business 
Administration
Canada College

ETIVISE
LATU

My family immigrated to the United States from the south pacific island of Tonga in the 90’s, 
I became the first generation in my family to go to college and earn my degree. Sometimes 
in life there are difficult challenges we all face. In my personal life I believe with the will and 
faith you can overcome it all. I moved back home with my parents as a single mom with two 
daughters ages 14 and 3 years old to help me get back on my feet it was very difficult and 
scary. I was out of school for 10 years and returning back to Canada College was a challenge, I 
was afraid of failure I had to find the resources and possibilities that were out there to help us. 
The CalWORKs program is a blessing for me because all the doors were shut and people did 
not want to help. The program has kept me on track and provided the resources including on 
campus work study to help me continue school and support for mothers in need. I had trust 
issues and couldn’t believe anything just because I was surrounded by negativity and chaos all 
around. I lost hold of myself and what I could do. Becoming a participant and student of the 
CalWORKs program has given me the confidence and will to see my vision for the future. I was 
hurt from pain of the past and almost fell to the bottom of the earth with nothing. The support 
care and love encouraging us all gave me the faith and vision to be clear and persevere. I 
overcame the negativity and let it go because of my fear and pain altogether. The passion I 
have now is returning to coaching in Jr Golf and teaching youth the game that open the door 
for me and my career coming back to after I left my separation. I learn now that my dream and 
career is getting closer to my accomplishment and hope for the future. I want to encourage 
others to never give up and stay positive.
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Medical Assistant 
College of Alameda 

ADALAH
OMAR

Being a single mother, student and employee at the same time is one of the hardest things in 
life, especially at a young age. I’m Adalah Omar, I’m from Yemen. I came to the United States 
when I was 11 years old. I’m a mother of two beautiful little princesses that made my life 
brighter than before. When I first started college, I was 20 years old and a mother of a 2 year 
old girl. I wasn’t a CalWORKs student. My life was difficult to continue my education and to 
reach my dream. I needed child care for my first child, so I could go to college. I also needed 
more support to get a better education. My husband was in my country so it was hard for to 
support me and his daughter, because of the war we have in my country. Also, it was really 
difficult to bring him to this country. I wasn’t able to be a full-time student because I don’t have 
child care for my child. CalWORKs made my life easier for me and my child. Without the help 
from CalWORKs and the welfare to work program, I would probably be close to giving up my 
dream of continuing my education, because of their help, I have been able to financially feel 
more comfortable to continue with my education and to follow my dream. Being a CalWORKs 
student gave me the opportunity to do work-study off campus, with good income and receive 
my CalWORKs at the same time. Also I qualified for free care day for my child so I could go 
to work. CalWORKs made my future better. I got to buy the car of my dreams, finish my 
career and bring my husband to this country to be with us. My family is really thankful to have 
CalWORKs in our life.
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Business
College of Marin

CAPRI
PRICE

My passion for cooking started in 2010. I was working for a Top Chef named Michael Mina. 
In 2010 I helped open his new restaurant MM in the financial district of San Francisco. I 
started off as a food runner. After about 6 months of observing how the kitchen was being 
run I fell in love. Every line cook, sous chef, pastry chef, and head chef let me ask about 50 
questions a day. I later started paying close attention to how our head chef was calling out 
the food to all the line cooks. It’s called expediting. Out of the blue, I started expediting 
the tickets for the appetizers. The chef was impressed. I went from a food runner to an 
expeditor in 7mons. It wasn’t easy at all. This was a fine dine restaurant. 5stars, Michelin 
Star type of establishment. I met a lot of famous people. Hugh Jackman was my favorite. He 
kept thanking me for describing each dish oh so well and even shook my hand. A customer 
who purchased a 80,000 dollar bottle of wine offered me a glass, because of the hard work 
he noticed. I started to fall in love with my job. After almost a year of working for MM, 
I was encouraged to go to culinary school. I enrolled in 2011. I made it halfway through 
school until I was given the opportunity to move to New York in 2012. I learned about food 
in other cultures. I began to think I can own my own restaurant. I’m a excellent cook. I’ve 
been cooking since I was 16, & now with the experiences I’ve encountered from 2010-til 
now I know how to cook Fine dine, Caribbean, Japanese inspired, Soul food, etc.. There is 
nothing I want more. CalWORKs helped me get back on track. Great people from Gilead’s 
House helped me enroll at College of Marin. So here I am, determined to become a Business 
owner. Determined to secure not only my future but my daughters future as well. I am truly 
blessed and thankful. I get to accomplish my goals & dreams.
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Administration of 
Justice/Political 
Science/Liberal Arts: 
Behavioral and  
Social Sciences 
Contra Costa 
College

BLANCA
GONZALEZ

I am currently completing my undergrad in efforts to become a federal prosecutor or federal 
agent. My personal background has inspired my education journey for many reasons. Long 
ago, I was inspired to become a federal agent after learning the heroic story of my uncle who 
was killed in the line of duty. My uncle was a federal agent in Mexico and he was a great agent. 
Unfortunately, after failed recruitment from cartels, he was ambushed and killed a block away 
from his home. He denied the offer with money attached to it and was killed for choosing to 
protect his country instead. This sparked an interest in my educational journey and encouraged 
me to study criminal justice and political science. My future career goals are to become a 
federal agent within the Department of Justice for the Federal Bureau of Investigations in the 
violent crime unit. In addition to that, I would also like to become a federal prosecutor for the 
United States Department of Justice with a specialization in criminal law if the universe allows 
me. I plan to contribute my entirety to the law field. I can and will contribute my strong work 
ethic, time, dedication, passion, and ambition to pursue justice and equality. CalWORKs has 
helped me remain a student by paying for my books and supplies. In addition, Julie Skoler, 
my counselor since I became a college student in 2017, has paved the way for me. She has 
been there for me through the highs and lows. She has encouraged me to continue pursuing 
my dreams and to not allow my thoughts to consume me, because I’ve experienced suicidal 
thoughts many times due to my trauma. CalWORKs has offered me so much I probably would 
not have had access to if I was not part of the program. CalWORKs has left their mark on my 
academic journey forever.
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Nursing
Contra Costa 
College

GUILLERMINA
MARTINEZ 

de PEREZ

My name is Guillermina Martinez de Perez. I came to the U.S. from Mexico five years ago. My 
native language is Spanish. Since 2019 I have become a CalWORKS student learning English. 
Being a CalWORKS student helps me and my family in different ways.

For me it is very important to learn English because it is very difficult to find a job without 
knowing the language. In my children’s school I felt very frustrated because I couldn’t 
communicate my opinions, also I couldn’t participate in many activities with my children. I 
felt embarrassed when people tried to speak with me English and I didn’t understand. Even 
worse, when some people don’t like that you speak your native language, and you can feel 
their rejection.

My first semester attending college I was very nervous about learning English because I couldn’t 
understand,write complete sentences, read, and also I couldn’t speak the language. Before I 
started to take English classes, I needed my kids to translate for me and needed somebody’s 
help to fill out papers. Now I feel more comfortable speaking English. I understand almost 
everything, and my children no longer need to translate everything for me.

During these semesters that I have attended college, my English has improved in many ways. 
I can now better communicate with others and it is also a great help for my family because 
thanks to the program and their support I have been able to continue my education, and be 
a role model to my children. Which is something very important to me, I want my children to 
understand that as long as you don’t give up, you can achieve anything. I know that with the 
continued support from CalWORKS I will completely learn English, and that will help me make 
my dream of becoming a nurse come true.
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Administration 
of Justice /  
Criminal Justice
Santa Rosa 
Junior College

EDY
HATCHER

Not all heroes wear capes; however, I wear several. From an exhausted, late-working military 
mother to a new excited-filled student-mother has been quite the journey. I was in the United 
States Marine Corps for four years as an Administrative Assistant and within that time, became 
a mother of two beautiful children; one girl and one boy. Upon having my children, one would 
imagine that this new life was a dream come true and there was nothing to fear but fear 
itself. But was that our situation? No, unfortunately it was quite the opposite. Throughout 
my military career I struggled with anxiety, depression and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
from past trauma; however, I knew that I had to push through it in order to be there for my 
children. Unfortunately, my husband struggled with several mental health issues that put a 
wrench in our relationship, but I never gave up. In fact, I got ahold of every resource I could 
get my hands on and attempted to utilize them every way possible. My children needed me 
more than anything and as their mother, it was my duty to be there to love and protect them. I 
always ensured their needs were met first, even if that meant I would only sleep for two hours 
a night or shield them from one of their father’s severe melt-downs. From the time I gave 
birth to my daughter and becoming a new mother, I knew it meant that sacrifices needed to 
be made. CalWORKs has given me the constant continuous strength to reach out for help 
and ask for resources without feeling like a burden. Despite me having so many questions, 
concerns and even complaints, they have always been there to guide me and watch me grow. 
With the help of CalWORKs, it will allow me to utilize a new skill-set in order to become more 
marketable and thus, be able to successfully provide for my family without financial concerns. 
I am eternally grateful for what CalWORKs has done for me and look forward to having a 
successful first year as a new student-parent.
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Drug and Alcohol 
Counselor/ 
Social Services
Santa Rosa 
Junior College

KELSEY
OHALLORAN

Being a single mom, of an extremely adorable 3 year old boy, and also being a widow at such 
a young age, it is hard to find people who will stick by your side through thick or thin. After 
losing my husband, most of our friends vanished too, so it’s hard for me to find people who 
are really in my corner whether its to cheer me on through life or even support me for that 
matter. Living through that tragedy made me realize I need to keep those few supportive 
people in my life close and appreciate all the little things they do for me. I know when it comes 
to success in life, everything is counting on my personal success in school, at work, and as a full 
time mama. Luckily when I signed up for CalWORKs, at their SonomaWorks location, I met the 
absolutely marvelous team member, Crystal Tuttle. If it was not for her loving support when 
I was at a low point in my life, I would have never thought school or a career was something 
I could ever set out to accomplish. She took the time out of her day to help me research 
different careers until we found something suited for me. I am so proud to say that after many 
sleepless nights, I finally completed my first semester back at school in 14 years, and actually 
passed with a killer GPA! This semester has not been easy trying to juggle school and my son, 
Kane, but just knowing I have Crystal as part of my “village” makes all these sleepless nights 
worth it. Crystal has gone so far out of her way to teach me about all the wonderful programs 
that Calworks offers, so I am forever grateful to you Crystal and the whole Calworks group!
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Dietetics
Santa Rosa 
Junior College

KATHRYN 
SHUNN

Health is a powerful tool. The knowledge behind nutritional education can be life-saving. My 
field of study and my passion, is whole body health, focusing on nutrition as a key component 
to maintaining homeostasis in the body, a fancy word for balance. Did you know many of 
our current diseases can be directly related to our poor diet in America in the 21 century? 
Autoimmune disorders, cancers, diabetes 2, infertility, depression, malnutrition, obesity, and 
the number one cause of death today, heart diseases, are all caused by unhealthy toxicities 
the body has accumulated from the environment, either through food, products or pollutions 
ingested. Our bodies have a hard time processing these chemicals, and when a buildup 
occurs, disease has a place to live. Whole fresh foods contain antioxidants, flavonoids, bio 
photons, fiber, good cholesterol, pre and probiotics which can remove the body of poisons, 
restoring balance and eliminating illnesses. Sharing ideas of successful eating habits can be 
life changing for families, because understanding what real heath is, is a superpower. I have 
studied at SRJC with a 3.66, learning everything I can about proper nutrition education. I am 
currently earning a degree to become a Dietitian Technician Registered. In this profession, I 
will be working with patients who can truly benefit from sound nutrition advice to promote 
rapid healing, for a range for different aliments. CalwWORKs has been an incredibly valuable 
resource in helping my goal to completion. I am a full-time student, wife, and mother of three 
beautiful elementary-school aged children. I have incorporated everything I have learned at 
SRJC in our home, changing many aspects of our personal lives, in an attempt to limit or 
remove as many potentially dangerous chemicals from our diet’s as possible. Watching me 
succeed in school is important for me to share with my family. Hopefully, I will be able to 
continue to share my knowledge with several more families, and continue to promote healthy 
living through whole nutrition. Extending people’s lives while making their years active and 
enjoyable, is a superpower, because sometimes heath is everything. 
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Business 
Administración 
De Anza College 

ANGELICA 
CONTRERAS 

My name is Angelica Contreras, I am a mother of three children, divorced and eager to live 
a life as a strong and independent woman as I have always wanted. I fled from a violent 
relationship that was affecting my life and that of my children, with only 100 dollars in my 
hand, I didn’t know what would happen to my future and that of my family, but I wanted to 
live a normal life. However, after my separation I had to deal with the aftermath of my past and 
try to erase them in order to continue, but the road was not easy. I came to feel like a failure, 
alone in life, not wanting to continue, I felt that I would not make it, but I met Calworks, and 
now I have a chance.

After knocking on many doors, calworks opened one for me, I call it a new lease of life for 
me and my children. This is where new challenges began, but of course with therapies and 
help from experts today I can say that I am on the right track. I attended SJCC but wanted 
something else, so I decided to take a bigger challenge and enrolled at De Anza College, 
together with my oldest daughter we started college at the same time, I honestly saw that 
many people did not believe in me, even I came to doubt myself. Although I doubted myself, 
I knew that this is the only opportunity in life and I knew very well that I should do my best. 
Many times I did not know how to do it, or I am afraid, but even with my fear, I accepted the 
challenge. The process has not been easy, English and math have been my biggest challenge, 
but when I look back and see where I was and where I am today, I can see that English and 
math are just part of my learning. Today I am on my way to transfer to the University for 
Business Administration.
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Child Development/ 
Psychology 
Evergreen Valley 
College

CATALINA
BRAVO

It takes a village to make someone who they are whether that be kind, intelligent, courageous, 
we become the people we surround ourselves with. My village helped me become the 
women I am today, I hold my head up high now, confident, ready to show the world my full 
potential. At first entering the school year in 2018, unsure of myself, lost in a world of doubt, 
the CalWORKs team located at my school, unlocked new doors for me. I was able to see the 
world through new eyes and they guided me to let go of the doubt I carried for so long and to 
finally believe in myself, to be the person banging on the doors to get out. My family showed 
so much support, they helped me on those restless nights of homework and studying, the 
support I knew I needed at home. Lastly, my son, the person who also helped me become who 
I am today, the days I felt overwhelmed and stressed he gave me the strength to get up again, 
reminding me why I am on this journey in the first place. In the end I have gained so much 
more than a degree, but a group of people who have shown me that they care and they too 
believe in me. In the end we must never pull away from our tribe because everyone deserves 
care, support and people who believe in them too.
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Business 
Administration
Gavilan College

JESSICA
MCCRARY

I feel like I have many superpowers as a student-parent. There are many challenges I face 
daily to make sure I succeed as well as my son Jiovanni. Being a college student right now 
in the world we are living in is a challenge, but it is the best choice I have made. It is hard 
to find the balance between everything, but I do my best to make sure I am accomplishing 
everything in my reach. I am teaching myself as well as my son at home and working. Without 
the CalWORKs program I do not know where I would be today. It has changed my life and 
helped me find my purpose. Being a student-parent is something that I never thought I would 
do, but I am achieving everything I want and more. I feel support from the CalWORKs program 
throughout everything. Without this program, I would feel lost in some ways. It has brought 
back my drive to be the best that I can be for myself and my son. Raising a child, working, 
and going to school keeps me busy and on track. I am excited for our future. I feel like I have 
superpowers like Wonder Woman. I try my best to save the day for my son and be a present 
role model in his life. I am setting the example and showing him that he can do anything he 
desires. Some days I feel like Hulk, my strength to overcome obstacles shocks me some days. 
I just keep preserving until I reach my goals. Ultimately, I just want to show my son to never 
give up even if something gets tough. I am so thankful for the position I am in with the help 
of Gavilan College’s CalWORKs program. With their support, I feel like I am unstoppable, and 
I can accomplish anything I want to achieve. The superpowers that I have as a student-parent 
are what make me who I am today. I have gained superpowers through this program, and I am 
forever thankful for everything I have learned.
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Nursing 
Mission College

SANDRA 
QUINTERO

I have a crystal-clear vision of my future career. I am passionate about learning human biology. 
I find physiology and anatomy classes fun and interesting. I am also passionate about the 
medical field. I worked for a doctor when I was in my teen years and I fell in love with the 
medical field and ambiance, and I am determined to pursue a nursing career. With the help 
of CalWORKs I have been able to maintain my federal benefits such as cashaid and food 
stamps. Being able to pay my rent with the help of cashaid, and be able to provide food for 
my children with the help of food stamps, has given me the privilege to be able to focus on 
my academic path. With the childcare assistance that CalWORKs has provided, I’ve had the 
opportunity to take courses in college, such as the summer semester courses, that otherwise 
would have never been accessible to me. Also, with the help of CalWORKs, I have been able 
to continuously meet with a counselor who has guided me through my academic path. I am 
grateful for all of the services and assistance that CalWORKs has provided me with, for it has 
helped me transform into the successful student that I am today.



Aministration 
of Justice
Monterey  
Peninsula College

TENISHA
HILL
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My name is Tenisha Hill.  I am a 34 year-old student athlete with five beautiful boys. What makes 
me a unique supermom is that my responsibilities as a mom goes far beyond what many have 
to deal with in life. I can be in the middle of my own homework, sports and education, and 
still have to take time to make sure my children’s education come first. I take pride in myself 
for thriving and being resilient. My kids range from 14, 9, 6, 5, 2 years old. I deal with a range 
of personalities and learning styles between my children that are not easy to deal with in the 
COVID online environment.  We have had our share of struggles with online education and 
had to remain focused on our health simultaneously.  I am still loving my family despite my 
emotional feelings.  I cried, threw things and even screamed, but after that fixed my crown, 
wiped my face, and told my children that you can do anything your mind allows you to do and 
to keep going.  I am grateful to be the mom that I am today.  To hear my kids say MOM! IM 
PROUD OF YOU, is special.  How can I not keep going after that?  So, after hearing the word 
“mom” thirty thousand times a day I don’t mind. I am proud of this Tenisha Hill that I have 
become, because I can say I did it. Most would say I couldn’t be successful with five children, 
but these five guys of mine made me who I am to walk across that stage in 2021.



Computer 
Engineering
Monterey  
Peninsula College

SHAMS
SHNIIAN
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As an immigrant, I had little knowledge of understanding the English language; therefore, 
I have many difficulties in speaking the language and understanding the new culture, which 
makes communication difficult for me. Consequently, I faced hard times in trying to find 
jobs, making friends, and problems in join school to continue my education using the English 
language. I went through a lot of difficulties to understand the new society that I belong to 
now. So I decided to continue my education by starting my first step by joining English classes 
to communicate well and find a suitable job. I faced challenges in California; one of them is 
my marriage separation and being a single mom with a minor child. Therefore, I decided to 
ask for help; I went to the Catholic Charity Diocese of Monterey, California, which is the same 
organization that allowed me to reach America. I asked them to help me, and they let me 
join a program named “Pathways to Stability,”  and gave me information about how I could 
get help from the county, which step by step opened the windows for me and helped me to 
join Monterey Peninsula College (MPC) and continue my degree with a GPA of 3.95 and A 
average. Entering college enabled me to find my way through the new society. I started to 
improve my English language skills to continue my education with my CalWorker support and 
get my dream career by being a computer engineer.
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Early Childhood  
Education
San Jose 
City College

LAURA
ALVAREZ

My passion or my drive in my career choice is to help children that are in active CPS, DFCS 
or voluntary/involuntary cases in life. Or all children no matter what situation they may be in. 
I just want to be there for them if they are not safe. When I was younger a lot of bad things 
had happened to me since I was the youngest. I still remember everything, and it caused me 
to have a trauma-based life. I have been in the foster system since I was like 7 years old and 
barely exited out August 20th of this year and I am 25. Even in the system I was still getting 
more hurt by my other family that took me in. When I would watch television about all the 
kids going  through sex trafficking or getting abused to the point that the person who created 
them ended their life really opened my eyes and made me tear up inside. It hurt so bad that 
it was hard for me to breath. It felt like I was there right next to them and feeling their pain of 
wanting it to be  over. That is why it is my motive to become a part of the Santa Clara county 
social services department as a CPS worker, then social worker and work my way up to be 
the head director of the whole thing. I would hire individuals that has the same passion as I 
do in wanting to ensure  that every child is safe. I know it will take some time for me to make 
my dream job come true, but I know deep down this is something that I know and feel that 
is right for me. I just cannot allow or want to see any child getting hurt or abused the way I 
did growing up. I am so close to graduating for my associate degree that will be coming up 
in August 2021. I just want to thank CalWorks for always being there to make sure I pass my 
class and help me with every service possible.
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Alcohol and 
Drug Studies
San Jose 
City College

MELISSA
TROCHE

My name is Melissa Troche and I have been with CalWORKs going on two years, and I 
could not be more grateful and happier. My field of study is Alcohol and Drug and I am 
very passionate about this field having experienced addiction, homelessness, and abuse, 
as a result of my own addiction. Having been a client of one of the County’s Residential 
Treatment Facilities, I told myself ten years ago it was my dream to become a counselor even 
though it felt out of reach. I became pregnant while living in a van and decided I wouldn’t 
put my unborn daughter through this suffering. Once I had my daughter, I moved to a 
shelter for four months and was introduced to CalWORKs where my life changed forever. 
Through CalWORKs I got training for a job/school, emotional support through a referral to a 
therapist, and workers that made it possible for me to see my dream come true. CalWORKs 
pays for my books, sends me cash aid that allows me to pay my rent and therefore attend 
school full-time, and even has a work-study program that will pay me while I work in my field 
of study. Anytime a crisis arises where I need financial help like paying for car problems or 
for my daughters’ daycare, I cannot put into words how helpful the staff is in addressing 
my needs. CalWORKs at school is also helpful and they have walked with me and even 
sometimes held my hand during this incredible journey (metaphorically speaking of course!). 
From the very beginning my stress and worries were relieved, which in turn made it easier 
to focus on my studies. I am proud to say I will graduate from the ADS Program Spring 
2021. I NEVER imagined I would be going to school as a single mother of a now 2-year-old, 
but I am determined. I NEVER could have done this without CalWORKs and their amazing, 
supportive staff. Thank you CalWORKs for always being available and for all your support. 
My daughter and I will forever be grateful!
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Political Science
Bakersfield College

JAMIE
GOINS
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Being a part of the CalWORKs program has helped me and my children in so many ways. I 
have learned so much about myself and my children since returning to college. I am gaining 
insight to myself and my strengths and abilities that I never knew I had and am able to pass 
this along to my children. The extra counseling in tutoring has been a huge blessing. My 
GPA has increased and I am looking forward to the coming semesters to increase my GPA 
to a 3.0 or higher. The individualized tutoring is amazing and I believe helps students like 
myself with disabilities to learn and get the education that one desires. Each tutoring session 
that I attended was very insightful and I learned so much. I have taken advantage of the 
individualized tutoring, drop in sessions, and the extended time in CalWORKs. I wasn’t even 
aware of the book vouchers that CalWORKs offered until I was placed in the program and I 
think this speaks for itself. Books are pretty expensive and to be able to get the assistance 
of help with books is pretty awesome. This last year through this world wide pandemic 
CalWORKs assisted it’s students with additional grants which was unexpected but a huge 
blessing. CalWORKs even has an annual holiday party for its students and their children. 
Despite the pandemic we received our gifts via UPS. During this world wide pandemic the 
staff in CalWORKs has even unexpectedly called to check in on the health of my children 
and I. CalWORKs has helped me transition to the virtual environment and they’ve helped 
me complete my paperwork. Overall I would say that these programs like CalWORKs are 
definitely necessary and very welcomed for students like myself who are continuing and 
trying to further their education. In addition to being a part of the CalWORKs program I 
have met some pretty amazing people and I am very grateful for that. I have developed a 
good rapport with my counselors and they have gotten to see my journey.



Administration  
of Justice
Bakersfield College

VANESSA 
MARTINEZ
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I am a young, single mother who made a decision to leave everything I once knew to give my 
future child every possible opportunity in life. I traveled eight months pregnant to Bakersfield 
thinking I would have a support system and despite the lack of it I was able to accomplish so 
much. Where I was at in life, I did not have much hope. I was filled with so much anger and I 
did not have any guidance on how to make my situation better. My first visit to the CalWORKs 
program was with Ms. Gamino, who has one of the happiest, most positive attitudes I have 
ever met. The first time I met her, she showed me what kindness meant and what it means to 
be objective and just listen. CalWORKs gave me more than just supplies for class to succeed, 
they gave me fundamental teachings that would matter and affect my everyday life. I began 
to have goals that I had not thought of having before. This program and its amazing staff 
were the ones who taught me I have super powers in ways I couldn’t see before. Superpowers 
come in many forms and for me, it was perseverance I gained as a superpower. Not only was 
I able to overcome unreliable transportation and childcare but I also overcame an unstable 
home life and the obstacles that come from having a sick child. CalWORKs helped me reach 
my goal a lot sooner than I had anticipated and if I did not have the guidance I received, I 
don’t think I would have continued school. There were times when I had no food, I was running 
on no sleep, and still made it to class because I knew I had to make the meetings with my 
counselor. The meetings with the counselors were what really helped me see purpose and 
then everything began to get easier even while I struggled. Now I’m moving on to a four-year 
university. What I got out of CalWORKs that I needed was the ability to believe in myself, 
which is my superpower.



Nursing/  
Child Development 
Columbia College 

AMBER
WILSON
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I have always had an interest for the legal arena. My interest has recently grown into a huge 
passion of mine. I am a single mom of a two year old little girl, and a full time student in the 
Paralegal program at Mount San Antonio College. At the time of my daughters birth, and the 
prior four years, I was in a highly volatile relationship with her father.This relationship resulted 
in me spending countless nights in the emergency room. The biggest losses of this violent 
relationship, were a failed pregnancy, and a couple broken bones. However, the damage done 
to my self-esteem far exceeds what was done physically. When I signed up for school, I knew 
I wanted to help women who were in my situation. I wanted to be a positive influence in their 
lives, and advocate on their behalf. Most domestic violence victims don’t have the means 
to hire legal help.  Fortunately, my family helped me in hiring an attorney and maintaining 
my legal costs.   I fought over a year in court to get full custody of my daughter, as well as a 
restraining order. I was granted both, and began school shortly after. 

In terms of my career goals, I hope to work for a Family Law firm where I can help victims of 
domestic violence. I am graduating with my AS degree in Paralegal studies in Winter of 2021. 
I have been accepted to the University of La Verne to obtain a Bachelor’s Degree in the same 
field, in Spring of the same year. Taking into account everything I have gained through my 
education, coupled with my past life experiences, I really truly believe I will be a great asset 
to my future employer. I have a passion that far exceeds the norm, and excited to know that 
I will make a difference in victims lives. I could not have completed the things I have without 
the help of the CalWORKs department. They have gone over and above, and really helped me 
succeed by helping with costs, and giving valuable advice when I needed it the most!



Paralegal
Fresno City College

ALICIA
BERTOLERO
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Raising the bar I never imagined I would be starting over and working toward a new career 
in my mid-30s, but that’s exactly what happened. On January 14, 2019, which was my 36th 
birthday, I began paving the way toward a fulfilling career in the legal field. After sacrificing 
both education and career goals when I was married in 2005, I was not prepared to face the 
challenges of supporting myself and two young children when I became a single mother twelve 
years later. I had also been out of the workforce for many years, which made it challenging 
to find a sustainable job that would provide enough wages to support my children and me. 
With the help of CalWORKs, I began exploring the possibility of going back to school to find 
a fulfilling career that would both restore my confidence and empower me with the education 
and skills necessary to eventually provide for both my children and me. With my entire family 
support living two states away, the assistance of CalWORKs was critical in helping my little 
family of three find stability. Within the first year of the program, I lost my mother which 
was very difficult, especially with my father gone as well. My last promise to her before she 
left earth was that I would protect her two grandsons and that I would graduate college. I 
graduated Fall 2020 with a Paralegal Certificate of Achievement and Associates of Science. 
Even with the unique challenges I faced along the way, I managed to earn Deans’ List status 
for all four eligible semesters, and I graduated with Highest Honors. I now have the privilege 
of working for a small boutique law firm that represents first responders in California for their 
work-related injuries. As the daughter of a fireman, this gives me a great sense of pride and 
a drive to continue in this area of law. The attorney has also encouraged me to consider law 
school so that I can pass the state bar and continue toward a rewarding career as an attorney.



Library Technician
Fresno City College

JENNIFER
BEVERIDGE
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When I first started taking classes at Fresno City College Fall 2018, I knew it was the right 
decision for me. I graduated with a BA in History from CSU Fresno in May 2009 uncertain of 
what to do next. After several years, marriage, and two kids later, I decided to register for 
classes at Fresno City College. I began taking library technician classes Fall 2018.

While taking library classes, I decided to seek employment to gain hands on experience in my 
field of interest, archives. I met with Monique from the CalWORKs department at Fresno City 
College who provided me with helpful information including resume building, the interview 
process, and even what to wear during an interview. I am extremely grateful to her and the 
rest of the CalWORKs staff for helping me build my professionalism during my time at Fresno 
City College.

Monique contacted me in January 2019 about a job opportunity on campus. Later that same 
day an interview was arranged and I began working February 2019. At my current job I have 
learned a tremendous amount about record keeping and entry level digital archiving. My 
time as a library technician student and work studies involvement motivated me to apply to 
San Jose State University to pursue the MLIS (Masters of Library and Information Science) 
degree. My ultimate dream job is to become a certified digital archivist specializing in records 
management. I was accepted into San Jose State University in October of this year and I am 
looking forward to starting my first semester in Spring 2021.

Thanks to my current job I have been able to get to know myself better and to uncover 
what my true passion is; record keeping. This opportunity would not have been possible if it 
wasn’t for the amazing staff of the CalWORKs program at Fresno City College. Prior to this 
experience I was never able to network with other people in my field or find out what my 
specific talents are that makes me a devoted individual to the field I love.



Biology/ 
Dental Hygiene
Fresno City College

SUNSHINE
DEREK
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I’m Sunshine. I have been an FCC CalWORKs recipient for three years now and have since 
discovered that I am a Superhero with many great powers. You see, I was born with these 
powers but until recently, never knew I had them. It all started in 2017 when after 18 years 
of marriage I went through the devastation of a divorce. This left me taking care of my six 
children... Alone. My whole life had changed and the world I once knew was now lost. Forever. 
After spending some time wallowing in pain and fear I quickly regained my composure and set 
out on the journey of finding provisions for my family. And so, my journey to gain an education 
at FCC began. It was then that I discovered that I possessed the Power of Resilience.

FCC was a new and exhausting experience for me. There were many days I cried and was 
tempted to throw in the towel, but I knew I couldn’t let the villains of doubt and failure take me 
out. I had to keep fighting, for my children! I graduated with the Highest Honors. It was then 
that I discovered that I possessed the Powers of Self-Motivation, Hard Work, and Perseverance.

Now, you must realize that as a new superhero coming into their powers and facing the 
villains of a new world, it’s important to have support. One of my favorite services offered 
by FCC CalWorks is Work Study. This allowed me to work on campus. But, returning to 
work, after 18 years, was a new and exhausting experience for me and I had to learn how 
to abide by the rules and etiquette of the office. That is when I discovered that I possessed 
the Power of Adaptation.

My journey is ever continuing as I continue to find that I possess more and more superpowers 
used to battle villains and strengthen others. But, there’s no great Superhero without a great 
Sidekick. So, I say thank you to my Sidekick, Jaime Ortiz, my Job Specialist! Through him I 
learned that I possessed the Power of Teamwork!



Sociology 
Fresno City College

MELISSA
JAMES
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My superpowers are being a Mom to four amazing, beautiful children. I am a single mother 
attending Fresno City College full time. I am majoring in Sociology and would love to become 
a counselor one day. I became a mother at a very young age, eighteen to be exact. It has 
been the best blessing anyone has given me. I unfortunately did not have the best childhood 
growing up. Both of my parents suffered from alcohol and drug addiction. I lost my father at 
the age of 25 due to cirrhosis of the liver. So, I knew at a very young age that I would be better 
at adulthood than I was shown by my own parents’ example. I have had my struggles as any 
single parent would raising her own children. I do not have a lot of family around to help me 
through life. Out of all my obstacles encountered, I have been able to get through them on 
my own with very little help. So, I would say my will and drive to be the best mom I can be 
for my children is my superpower. I have had my fair share of ups and downs. But the gift of 
being a mother has always given me the strength and power to keep pushing through all the 
chaos. Let’s be honest it is beyond stressful attending college full time, working, and being a 
full-time mom. I have been beyond blessed to have the support from the CalWORKs program. 
They have helped me in so many ways. I have a certificate in medical assisting, therefore I 
initially wanted to stay in the medical field. But, later I chose to go with my heart, and take the 
path of Sociology to become a counselor. I have been guided in the direction of my love and 
passion for helping others. This all would not have been possible without all the support from 
everyone at the CalWORKs program and I want to say thank you from the bottom of my heart.



Business  
Administration
Fresno City College

TIMOTHY
MILLS
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Hello, my first thought that comes to mind when I was asked “do I have superpowers?” 
Realistically no I do not have special powers, the only thing that I know how to do is be a 
provider and take charge of a bad situation to make it positive. CalWORKs has helped me 
see that I am not alone on this student/dad adventure, they have helped me stay focused at 
being the best student I can be. At first it was very foreign for me to be back in school and 
sit there like I did back in Elementary through High school. The difference is this time I had a 
bigger reason to be in college, to finally stand up for myself and my family and say I can do 
this and get it done. I’m currently in my fifth semester going into my sixth and I hold a strong 
3.7 GPA. I only bring that up because in my younger years I was at a lower GPA, so this amazes 
me to be doing so well in College. Without my base from my CalWORKs team, this would be 
harder for me to accomplish. I give these wonderful professional people all the credit for what 
I have accomplished so far. Little did I know that this would change my life. It has been a real 
struggle being a father of three. As I see it now, it has been worth all the blood, sweat and 
tears. Without my daughter’s I would be stuck in limbo doing nothing in life. They have given 
me the strength to push on for a better future. I noticed since I started College and had that 
support from CalWORKs, I have been able to maintain a positive outlook on what my life and 
family’s life will become.



Business  
Administration 
Fresno City College

ROSE
PERALTA
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I am currently attending Fresno City College and majoring in Business Administration. I plan 
to transfer to Fresno State University with an emphasis on International Business and Business 
Law. Once I earn my Bachelor’s degree, I plan to continue with grad school and earn my MBA. 
My career goal is to work for an international nonprofit organization or corporate company on 
the executive level. I have a passion for travel and cultures from around the world. By choosing 
to major in Business Administration with an emphasis on International Business I will be able 
to experience and appreciate numerous cultures firsthand that otherwise I wouldn’t be able 
to with a different career choice. CalWORKs has been the most instrumental program that has 
and continues to aid me in achieving these goals. I am a full-time single mother of two young 
daughters with little to no outside help or resources for childcare and financial assistance. 
CalWORKs has provided child care grants for both my daughters. CalWORKs has provided 
financial assistance that helps cover my rent and school supplies. They have provided a laptop 
rental and an internet hotspot so that I can continue to attend Fresno City College during 
this pandemic. The assistance and encouragement from the CalWORKs staff at Fresno City 
College has been appreciated, needed and overwhelming. They want me to succeed. They 
want to help and provide everything they possibly can so that I don’t struggle while achieving 
my educational goals. This program and staff deserve all the accolades for my success thus far 
and my future success. A huge thank you to Amanda, Jamie, Chris, and Manjeet at the Fresno 
City College office for your support and assistance. With a college degree I am able to create 
a lasting career and financial stability for myself and my two daughters. I will be the first one 
of my siblings to graduate from college and earn a degree. Receiving this scholarship is not 
only an investment in my education and future - but also that of my two little girls. If I succeed, 
they succeed. Thank you for your consideration.



Medical Assistant
Clinician 
Fresno City College

CHERISH
ROY
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My name is Cherish Roy and this is my story. I am currently studying to receive my Associates 
as a Medical Assistant-Clinician and I have a one year daughter who is my biggest motivation. 
With being both a new parent and a new student, my world no longer is about myself, but 
now about what goals are needing to be set to benefit my daughter. I am extremely grateful 
for all of the opportunities I am given through the CalWORKs program at Fresno City College. 
I will admit, I was a little nervous about becoming a student while maintaining this new role 
as a parent. But, I have received so much support and encouragement through the program. I 
was always a diligent individual before my daughter, but motherhood is a whole new lifestyle 
change. From early mornings to late nights, going on campus, and homework, I am so proud 
to say that I still managed to complete all my classes with a 4.0 GPA. I have been in school 
since my daughter was 3 months old, so it has not always been smooth sailing. CalWORKs has 
equipped me with so many resources to build a future for both my daughter and I. Whenever 
I have questions or need advice, the staff has been the best at answering everything for me. I 
am so thankful for everything this program has done for me. Going through schooling with a 
one year old on my hip is not the easiest, but CalWORKs gives me that extra hand that I did 
not have and helps me so much through the process. I receive so much guidance through this 
program and for that I am extremely grateful. Through this, I am able to strive for success and 
soon have a career that will support my daughter and I. CalWORKs is that stepping stone that 
says “Here I care about you and see you cannot do it all on your own, let me guide you and 
help you.” With this, I know my daughter and I will have a great life and I am excited for what 
is to come.



Pre-Allied Health 
Registered Nursing
Fresno City College 

BRANDIE
TODD
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I love to help people and I have always dreamed of being a doctor. I even wrote about it in 
a fifth-grade essay. I started college to become a physical therapist, but life happened, and I 
forced myself to enter the workforce instead of following my dreams. I was an office manager 
for an occupational therapist in California’s Wine Country. This sparked my interest in becoming 
a doctor again, but without the proper education, I convinced myself that the workforce was 
the best choice. I got involved with coaching high school softball at my alma mater and little 
league baseball for my son’s teams. Coaching allowed me to help people, in this case little 
people. I found that helping little people is even more rewarding! Twenty years went by living 
the ups and downs of life, giving birth to four beautiful children, working, volunteering, and 
coaching. Suddenly, my world went crashing down and the CalWORKs Program was there 
to set a more stable foundation. The resources that are available through the program are 
unbelievably helpful. I decided I would go back to school, to continue the education I started 
twenty years before. My new dream of becoming a nurse is going great with the help of some 
wonderful people in the CalWORKS Program at Fresno City College. My counselor and job 
specialist support my decision to continue my education, are available for questions/concerns 
and are on top of everything. My job specialist ensures that I am getting the resources available 
to me including transportation, book vouchers, and, he highly recommended, childcare. I was 
convinced I could handle it all on my own and childcare was not needed, but after taking a 
science class and having to watch them full time, I found it is much needed. The life skills 
classes are taught by some amazing women with a lot of knowledge and helpful information 
about me, but about how to deal with other people as well. This program has given me the 
support and confidence I was lacking, and these wonderful people are helping to make my 
dream come true.



Business  
Administration
Fresno City College

KARINA
VARGAS
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Quarantine has been a huge change in life itself, and another challenge in school on its own. 
I never thought that I would ever be taking college courses completely online due to a global 
pandemic. First, struck terror in the unknown of it all and only knowing that we needed to stay 
home to try and keep away from the infected. I honestly thought we were at the end of the 
world with the way society was acting.

Virtual learning seemed scary at first because I had only taken a few hybrid classes none fully 
online. But with some encouraging words from CalWORKS staff and teachers I was able to 
conquer and get through it. By the time Fall Semester 2020 got here I was excited for new 
classes to start. Here I am now, Spring Semester 2021 with my S.E.P. showing that Fall 2021 
will be my last and it is bittersweet. I have learned my weaknesses and my strengths taking 
classes virtually. I have learned where my mental stability is and where I need to improve to 
be where I need to be to finish what I start. I believe my greatest challenge was being a mom, 
girlfriend, and student all at the same time. I am in shock to see how far I have come in these 
last three semesters. I conquered and persevered; all with the help of the CalWORKS staff.

I am so thankful to have such a caring and motivating staff during these crazy and trying times. 
CalWORKS has been amazing to me in so many ways. I get emails with information on ways 
we can get help with classes, enrollment, technology, jobs, mental health help, food, books, 
etc. If you need a Zoom meeting with a counselor there is no problem in doing so. CalWORKS 
has been a great help for me since the beginning of my journey here at Fresno City College. 
With this COVID 19 outbreak they have kept me motivated in continuing my goal in achieving 
and completing my time here to get my AA in Business Administration.



Child Development
Madera Community 
College

RUBY
ESPINOZA
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As a parent, we want our full attention to be towards our children, but also maintain control of 
schedules. Being a parent and college student, makes it hard to adjust to the new quarantine 
virtual learning. It’s difficult, because as a parent, I want my kids’ education to come first. This 
new learning style is teaching me how to adjust my home into a tiny classroom. Since quarantine 
started, I had to change my whole school schedule, make sure I had the right supplies for their 
school year, and also had to learn how to use Zoom. This experience is giving me the chance to 
use what I am learning in my career path to teach my daughters. Since I’ve been doing a class 
at home, I’ve become more aware of the needs of children, and the challenges the teacher’s 
face with their students. I am thankful I got the opportunity to witness what my career will be 
like. My college’s CalWORKs program has helped me since day one.Tthey provided me the 
help I needed to choose my career and classes. The CalWORKs program has also helped me 
financially. They helped me pay for my books and school supplies. they also offered to pay for 
childcare and mileage. This program offers a lot of resources that have helped me get through 
my first three semesters, without any issues. My greatest challenge during quarantine, as a 
mother and student, is having to do all classes online including, my daughters’. The reason 
why it’s hard is because we are very active and love to attend school in person. Although we 
do not enjoy virtual learning, we are using this experience as a way to connect and see what 
we can help each other in.



Early Childhood  
Education
Merced College

JANESSA
ALVES
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My journey at Merced College started as a big accident. I was 18, pregnant and alone, no 
support system, the father of my child wanted nothing to do with me and I had severe medical 
conditions that affected my daily life drastically and I didn’t nowhere to begin to have a better 
life. After contemplating long and hard if I could somehow manage to give my child the life, 
she would deserve I decided adoption wasn’t for me. I named my daughter Jenesis It means 
new beginning and that’s what having a child alone at 18 years old did to my life, it gave 
me a new beginning. I enrolled myself in an ROP program through Merced County Office 
of education where I have been recognized as one of their Success Stories. I was placed at 
Merced College Child Development Center after a horrific experience in my original plan to 
be in the medical field. I have had reoccurring benign brain tumors since I was 8 years old 
having countless surgeries and radiation treatments and was too traumatized to be a part of 
the medical field.  Little did I know, I had special skills, and passion to contribute to the field 
of child development. I was offered a job as an intern at the Child Development center and 
encouraged to enroll myself in courses at Merced College which I did and could have made 
a better choice. Fall 2020 I received an AST degree in early Childhood education, along with 
an AA degree in Social and behavioral sciences, and became eligible to upgrade my recently 
awarded teacher Permit through the state of California to a Mater Teacher. With the help and 
support Merced college services has provided me I have been able to excel greatly in my 
education. I have completed all courses I have taken with above average grades and have 
truly come to value and understand how important having an education is. I hope that my 
application is taken into consideration for much needed support to continue my pursuit to 
impact the lives of our community.



Criminology 
Merced College

JEANNETTE
CALDWELL
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I am proud to announce that my super power is RUBBER!. I bet you’re thinking what kind of 
super power is that. Well, let me tell you, if it weren’t for the power of rubber I might not be 
sitting here telling you all my story. I had made the decision to go back to school in 2016. I 
registered for Fall of 2016, It was a rough start, but I survived, (by the grace of Steven Maxey 
and Admire and EOPs). My second semester didn’t start well. I was struggling in every area 
of my life, and with heavy shoulders, was trying to get to a better place. My son, who was 3 
at the time, was removed from my care by CPS, and I went back to school that Monday. He 
was taken on a Friday. Rubber is what got me through the shame of reality. l somehow with 
my super power, picked back up and still went to school, even with what seemed to be my 
entire life falling apart faster than I could mend it. Rubber allowed me to bounce back from 
that, all while attending classes and passing with B’s at that! I’ve experienced a car accident 
that took me out a semester, as well as having my third child, and I took one semester off 
for her. Rubber has allowed me to bounce back from life knocking me down. If it weren’t for 
CalWORKs paying for my books, there would have been no possible way for me to afford 
a book, even a used one from Amazon. The supplies they hand out at the beginning, and 
throughout the semester, save so much money, and are so needed at the time. They are 
always there to help me through my struggle when its within their means, and if it isn’t, they 
always go the extra mile to find a solution! Rubber and determination and CalWORKs have 
gotten me where I am today.



Child Development
Merced College

ALLISON
LIMA
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The new normal has taught me about myself. It has taught me how to be a stay at home 
mother and also a college student. I was determined to attend college again after a ten year 
gap but this time as a single mother and to obtain an associate’s degree in Child Development. 
Attending college again felt refreshing and life changing. I felt positive about starting my new 
life again as a college student. When the pandemic came to the table and classes closed, it 
was a bit heart breaking. But it has taught me that having a positive and enthusiastic mindset 
is important to keep going. Home life can at times be challenging because there is a constant 
juggle with school work, attending the daily chores and providing my daughter with the 
attention she needs to learn and grow. The new normal has taught me to be patient, creative 
and compassionate. CalWORKs has been there for me and my daughter every step of the way 
financially and motivating, supporting me through my academic career. They provide many 
resources and supplies that I need to be a successful student. At times the quarantine can 
feel a bit draining and depressing and CalWORKs understands that and they have provided 
motivational videos to help motivate us and keep our minds and souls positive. They have 
gone above and beyond in their abundance of support that they have provided for me and my 
family. I am grateful there are programs out there that give single mothers such as myself the 
opportunities and support that I need in order to be a successful college student.



Early Childhood 
Development/  
Psychology 
Merced College

CERISSA
MARTINEZ
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My greatest challenge this year as a full-time virtual learner, has been being strictly online, as 
well as my 8 year being online. I was unsure if I would return to work, and if my son would go 
to school. When I got the call to return to work, I had to decline because a notice was sent 
out that our children would do online learning. Being a single mother, I do not rely on anyone 
to watch my son, or help. I do everything myself. It was very challenging to get my 8 year old 
to sit down on a computer for 6 hours a day. I would neglect my school work to help him. I 
struggled more, because my son has special needs. He has ADHD and he was struggling bad, 
and all of his services stopped. It took a couple of months to get a steady routine going, and 
my son to feel comfortable on a laptop by himself, and learning how to turn assignments in 
through his gmail. During that time, I would stay up late nights on my laptop to get through 
my school work, and when I would be in bed, I would catch myself on my phone on the Canvas 
app trying to get ahead. The CalWORKs program has helped me a lot, being that this was my 
first semester in the program. Any questions or concerns that I had, they would email me back 
right away or took the time to call which felt good talking to someone else. The CalWORKs 
program would send out workshops for us to do, which was Mind, Body and Soul videos with 
Lisa Nichols on how to find joy, how to forgive, and many more. They helped me out so much, 
because during this time I felt depressed and with that comes old memories and feelings. 
These videos were very calm, and gave great tips on how to self-help. I find it really helpful 
that a program such as CalWORKs takes the time to help single parents and families.



Psychology
Merced College

MEGAN
SMITH
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Who knew this quarantine would become our new normal? My name is Megan Smith, and I am 
a full-time student, entering my last semester at Merced College. I can say that my greatest 
challenge this year as a virtual learner has been learning to navigate through these difficult 
times as a full-time student, a single mom of three boys, homeschool teacher and tutor to 
my fifth grader, all under the roof of my home. With the stay-at-home order in place, I had 
limited childcare and support with my almost two-year-old twins. I have been able to manage 
balancing it all and restructure a new routine while keeping us all safe and healthy, I will admit 
it was intimidating and emotional for us all. On top of wearing the many hats I have had to 
wear due to this pandemic. I have endured the immense loss and passing of my mother and am 
now walking this new, unusual, and painful journey of grief. This year has been unpredictable 
to say the least. The CalWORKs program has been extremely supportive and attentive during 
this challenging time. The CalWORKs staff has been creative in accommodating all CalWORKs 
students. They have organized drive up supply distributions ensuring and prioritizing our 
health and safety, offered motivational and educational incentive workshops. CalWORKs 
made great efforts in staying connected with students and set up virtual meetings where we 
could check in, see and communicate with the CalWORKs staff. Even if I am not selected for 
this scholarship opportunity, I would like to express my genuine gratitude for the CalWORKs 
program. Because of CalWORKs I am receiving the much-needed resources to ease the 
schooling process and alleviate any stress. The CalWORKs staff helps me feel encouraged and 
supported, to achieve my academic goals successfully. CalWORKs has become a safety net 
for me on campus, I feel comforted knowing I have a place of support where I can ask for help 
and seek guidance. With all the incredible resources I have been able to receive, there are no 
longer any barriers hindering me from achieving my academic goals successfully.



Registered Nursing
Merced College

TIFFANY
TURNER
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I am a single mother with two small children. I’m currently attending Merced College to fulfill 
my dream of becoming a Registered Nurse. I want to be a nurse so that I can care for people 
and give them hope, when they are at their lowest point. I believe that I am the best person to 
care for these people because before I became a mother, I struggled with an opiate addiction 
for years. My once perfect life spiraled out of control very quickly. Thinking about everything 
that I’d lost pulled me into a deep depression in which there was no end in sight. It wasn’t until 
I became pregnant with my first child that I decided to change the way that I was living and 
I never looked back. Today, with seven years of sobriety, life has become brilliant and I have 
found genuine happiness. I am in love with living, and driven towards the future where, with 
the generous help and encouragement of programs like CalWORKs, I can afford to attend 
school to achieve my dreams.

Becoming a nurse will put me in the best position to work with patients who have no hope and 
can’t see the light at the end of the tunnel. Any nurse can tell them that what they are doing 
is bad and they should change, but they’re thinking, “What do you know? You’ve never been 
where I’ve been”. I am the perfect person to tell them that it is possible because I have been 
there. I have been chained to a substance. I have been hungry with no food to eat. I have been 
homeless and lived in a tent. I have survived an abusive relationship.  I have had nowhere to 
go and no one to turn to. I can show them that I have been where they have been and yet, I 
have come out on the other side a stronger and better person. I wish to motivate people with 
what I have overcome and help them believe that there is hope for their future.



Medical Assistant
Modesto Junior  
College

BAHARA
ESSAZADA
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My name is Bahara Essazada; I am from Afghanistan. My family and I came to the United 
States in September 2014. I live with my husband and three children. We have been living in 
the United States for six years. When I came to the United States, I did not enroll in college 
because I faced new situations and issues to deal with; it was so hard because everything was 
new and living in a new environment with new people and new language could be so hard for 
me. It took some time to get adjusted with the new situation and environment. After a couple 
years, I enrolled at Modesto Junior College in order to learn and improve my English language. 
First, I enrolled in ELW Program (English for Life and Work) and finished all ELW classes. 
Recently in fall 2020, I was able to take ELIC (English Language Instruction for College) classes; 
I have finished ELIC 22 in fall 2020, and I have enrolled in ELIC 20 for spring 2021. I chose my 
major as medical assistant, but I am still taking English classes in order to get ready for my 
major. When I enrolled at Modesto Junior College, I found the CalWORKs office and became 
a CalWORKs student. Since then, The CalWORKs office of Modesto Junior College helped 
me a lot with the book vouchers, mileage, student fees and parking permits, and counselor 
appointments. The counselor helped me with taking classes which were counted toward my 
major. The other important thing was the student registration priority which helped me take 
classes prior to other students who were not in Calworks. Consequently, CalWORKs assisted 
me to strongly continue my education and be able to have an idea of a strong future to myself 
and my family. Through the help of CalWORKs pogrom, I was able to get good grades in most 
of my classes, and I am able to continue my education efficiently. I appreciate the CalWORKs 
Office for their efforts, and through the help of them I was able to continue my education and 
reach my educational goals.



Computer Science
Modesto Junior  
College

MOHAMMAD
ESSAZADA
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My name is Mohammad Essazada; I am originally from Afghanistan, a country in the middle of 
Asia. I came to the United States in September 2014 and attended college in 2016. When I came 
to the United States, I did not enroll in college because I faced some new situations and issues 
to deal with; It was so hard because everything was new and living in a new environment with 
new people and new language could be so hard. Normally it takes some time to get adjusted 
with the new situation. After a couple years, I enrolled at Modesto Junior College in order to 
learn and improve my English language. However, I was able to speak English a little bit, but it 
was not as good as college level to go to college. When I enrolled at Modesto Junior College, 
I found the CalWORKs office and became a CalWORKs student. Since then, the CalWORKs 
office of Modesto Junior College helped me a lot with the book vouchers, mileage, student 
fees and parking permits. The most important thing for me was the counselor appointments, 
because it helped me with taking classes which were counted toward my major. The other 
significant thing was the student priority registration which helped me take classes prior to 
the other students who were not in CalWORKs. I started ESL classes in order to improve my 
language and continued to finish them. Then I enrolled in English 101 class which helped me 
with brainstorming, critical thinking, and some advanced writing assignments in my other 
major classes. Finally, Modesto Junior College’s CalWORKs program assisted me to strongly 
continue my education and be able to have an idea of a strong future to myself and my family. 
Through the help of CalWORKs pogrom of Modesto Junior College, I was able to get an A 
in most of my classes, and I am able to continue my education efficiently. Currently I have 
finished my general education classes, and I have thirty units of my major. Additionally, I am 
majoring in computer science, and taking some remote classes.



Respiratory Therapy
Modesto Junior  
College

AMBER
FORD
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There’s no guide book that can accurately tell you how to properly raise your own individual 
children, let alone how to do it solo. You and your partner don’t work out, and one decides 
to no longer be a parent anymore, it can be hard. As many single parents like myself, I had 
a rocky start. I started from scratch really. My kids and I didn’t keep much from our old 
trailer home. It felt shameful moving back in with my mother.  Two kids in tow and pregnant 
with my third. At first, I felt hopeless and wasn’t sure how to move forward. I didn’t know 
what to expect starting college. I didn’t know that there were such great programs like 
CalWORKs. It’s really like having a second family. I’ve received so much financial help and 
encouragement. Even though I didn’t have much, I finally felt like I could make a difference 
and create a stable and brighter future for my family. I really couldn’t thank these resources 
enough, because there’s no better feeling than the peace of mind of knowing there’s people 
out there that will help provide me with what I need to succeed. When you’re a single 
parent, it really does take a village.



Psychology
Modesto Junior  
College

CELIA 
GONZALES
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From the time I found out I was pregnant; I have been a single mom. My son’s dad fled 
when he heard the news. During that time, I was financially struggling and come to the end 
of my lease. Homeless, with a baby on the way, I returned home to my mom’s house. I was 
fortunate with the help of CalWORKs to be able to stay home with my son till he was 9 
months old. Feeling stagnant, I decided to get back into the work force and found a job at 
a local thrift store. I worked there for six months before I realized that I would never regain 
self-sufficiency without going back to school. In June 2019, I returned to school at MJC, left 
the thrift store, and became a caregiver for my friend who had been diagnosed with terminal 
cancer. I received my first A that summer. When fall came, I took three classes, all while my 
friend’s health titrated.  I managed to pass those classes with A’s. My friend passed January 
17th of this year and I continued with my schooling. In spring, they found lumps in my father’s 
body. It was determined to be cancer, eventually terminal. That was not a reason to stop 
school. I continued on with my classes which switched to all online because of the pandemic. 
In March, I lost daycare for my son. I have continued to pursue my degree with every obstacle 
thrown at me, still completing with a B or higher. I am determined to create a better life for my 
son and I. My career goal is to become a counselor and help others to get through some of the 
hardest times of their lives. My passion is to help others, an obtaining a Psychology degree 
will only expand opportunities to do just that. My father passed away the day before this fall 
2020 session. Enrolled in a thirteen-unit load and taking a statistics class I pushed through. My 
hope is that my story will inspire others to pursue their goals no matter what.



Communications
Modesto Junior  
College

GHULAM  
RASOOL
HAIDARI
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I got a job with DynCorp International Company, and worked with American Police mentors, 
and started my new interpreter job with them In Afghanistan. It was the time that our life 
was getting better. I could support my four sisters, by sending them to school. Besides my 
official tasks, I have always been involvied in social activities. I used to volunteer for nonprofit 
organizations, by teaching English classes for after school students. I tried to make sure to be 
a helpful person in society, by counseling college students to choose their careers.

I did volunteer in different fields, such as holding seminars about the negative impacts of 
narcotics for youth, teaching free English classes for needy familes’ kids. My last job, was 
Counter Narcotics Director, which was a governmental, high-level position.

By immigrating to the United States of America, I started a new life and had to arrange 
things to level my life. The first thing that I planned to do in the U.S., was enrolling myself in 
college to get my degree. Fortunately, I could register myself for college, and it was one of my 
achievements. As per my interest in volunteer work, I started working with Interfaith Ministry 
as a volunteer.
 
After enrolling in college, my second short-term plan was to find a job in the academic or 
governmental environment. By being in contact with different departments of MJC, and support 
of the CalWORKs team, I could find a job in the Art Gallery, in my career (communications), 
which was another step of improvement. The CalWORKs team helped me to apply for the 
student work program, and get the job. The CalWORKs program was helpful for me to find 
the ways on how to achieve my goals. One of my achievements from college, is the certificate 
of communication. I received it in November, 2020. Registering to Stanislaus County University 
was my goal and I could register for that too. My success in education can help my family to 
be successful in their education.  I got this lesson from my grandfather, that he always kept 
telling me “work hard, be honest, never give up”.



Administration  
of Justice
Modesto Junior  
College

BEVERLY
HARDEE
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When I decided to begin the path of education towards a life long career I imagined myself 
having my week days on a set schedule. About the time the schedule became a normal routine, 
I stepped into class and received the news that life as we  knew it, was over. Who would 
have ever imagined that my strict daily routine of dropping kids off for school, attending my 
college courses, and a quiet home until 5:30 pm on weekdays, would have been the lesser 
of chaotic situations? Since the transition to virtual learning, I have struggled with keeping 
on track with my success plan for a 2022 graduation, acquiring necessary equipment, such 
as a compatible device for attending and a printer with accessories, finding the time and 
quiet to complete assignments and study for upcoming tests, and finding the sanity with 
a house of screaming kids, blaring TVs, and plenty of child disagreements to remember 
and comprehend the material. The CalWORKs program has provided the workshops to 
learn how to cope with new stress from current situations. They have helped with supplies 
for midterms, kept me up to date on resources to assist in my educational goal, and have 
answered any questions I have had or assisted me with finding the right person to answer 
those questions. I can honestly say, without the assistance from the great people at MJC’s 
CalWORKs office, I would not have pushed forward. They have been by my side, every step 
of the way, during my COVID college experience.



English
Modesto Junior  
College

ARACELIA
HERNANDEZ
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Our new normal of today, is surviving in our quarantined homes, and waiting to see what 
happens next. Throughout this pandemic, I have endured different challenges, in all aspects 
of life. I have struggled as a virtual student, an employee, and as a mother. Academically, I 
have been thriving and rising as a student, but it has been the most difficult semester yet. 
This fall semester, I decided to take 16 units because I thought I would have so much time 
now, since I am lucky enough to work from home. Thanks to CalWORKs, I get paid through 
work-study for the EOPS Bridge and College Readiness program for Leticia Blanco. My 
work schedule is based from early morning to the afternoon. During this, I attempt to keep 
my one year old entertained with snacks and educational shows, but most of the time she 
likes to be right in the middle of whatever I am trying to do. However, no matter how much 
“free-time” I think I have, the reality is, I don’t. I have an intelligent, curious, and active 
one-year-old who wants to climb, eat, break, and explore everything she encounters. I feel 
I do not have the support system I need, but I am doing okay for the lack of home support 
I have. As a single parent, I am pulling 99% of the weight as a parent, while her dad figures 
out his life. My grandma is retired and recovering from a small surgery, so she can’t help 
as much as she would like, and as much as I need. Her father’s side of the family offers me 
no help financially, or simply watching her, so it feels as if the world and her life is always 
balancing on my head. This pandemic has taken a toll on me mentally, but there are a few 
ways CalWORKs has reminded me that I am a person who deserves self-recognition. Hector 
Duarte’s mentoring, and the workshops offered through CalWORKs, have all reminded me 
to help protect my mental space as much as possible.



Diagnostic Medical 
Sonography
Modesto Junior  
College 

DANIELLE
HINDS
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When I was 16 years old, still in high school, I became pregnant. I was determined to graduate, 
and I did with my baby. I felt as if I had superpowers! Now, I am a mom of three, and I 
am attending my first year at Modesto Junior College. I was lost, and had no idea how to 
even register for my classes. I chatted with a random counselor over the computer, and I 
felt completely dumbfounded, because he asked me simple questions that I didn’t know the 
answers to, I felt embarrassed and stupid. I felt as if he didn’t want to help me all that much. 
Then I heard about he CalWORKs program. When I got into the CalWORKs program, and they 
wanted to help me, that relieved me. CalWORKS helped me with my educational goals, and 
went over my education path with me. They also helped me pay for books, and help me get 
ready for the semester. CalWORKS helped me become a super student, by responding quickly 
to my questions through email, and helping achieve my goals to becoming a better student. 
Being a young mom of three, and committing to 12 units my first semester of college, I am 
very thankful for the CalWORKS program helping me, and giving me guidance through my 
education journey at Modesto Junior College!



Psychology/ 
Human Services/ 
Ultrasound Tech
Modesto Junior 
College

ALISSA
LINERUD
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I am a single mum of 5 amazing kids. I adopted my 2 older daughters when they were 15 
years old, they are now 27 and 21. My son is 18 years old, my daughter is 17 years old, and my 
youngest just turned 5 years old. My super power would be my children. If you ask my children, 
they call me “wonder woman”. Always wondering how I do it all. I wouldn’t have gotten as far 
as I have, without the help of the CalWORKs program. When my youngest was diagnosed with 
Burkitt’s Lymphoma at stage 3 in Dec 2019, CalWORKs was there. Not only were they there 
just to let me talk and vent, but they were there helping me with my continuation with school 
so I can keep going, even if I bit off more than I can chew during my hard times. The support 
from others, and from CalWORKs program, is where I draw my powers. I get my strength 
from my children, and the people who surround us. I’m a champion. The C is for the courage 
I possess through the drama. H is for the hurt, but it’s all for the honor. A is for my attitude, 
working through the patience. Money comes and goes, so the M is for motivation. Gotta stay 
consistent, the P is to persevere. The I is for integrity, an innovative career. The O is optimistic, 
open and never shut down, and the N is necessary, cause I’m never giving up. 



Child Development 
Modesto Junior  
College 

RACHEL
MICHELI
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My superpower as a mom is making yummy food, playing with my two-year old and making 
sure she is happy never getting hurt and healthy.



Business  
Administration/ 
Accounting
Modesto Junior  
College

CASSANDRA 
MUNOZ
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My Name is Cassandra Munoz, I am a mother of three amazingly trouble making children that 
I love more than anything in the world. I am 32 years old at the moment and can tell you that 
I do not have much job experience because for a long time I chose to be the stay at home 
mom for my children and in time decided I wanted to pursue my dreams of finishing college 
and becoming an accountant. Thanks to CalWORKs for every bit of help they have given me. 
Four years of this program has brought me a long way and without that help I know I wouldn’t 
be here today. This year will be my last in school. I should have two AA’s within the next four 
months, one for business administration and also one for Accounting. I am a single parent but 
I hold my head up high by remembering that I need to keep strong so my kids could one day 
know that if I was able to do it so can they, and that is why I feel I am a career superstar.



Dental Hygiene
Modesto Junior  
College 

ANET
PAVIRDIZAJTAKYEH
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Dreams motivate and inspire individuals to realize any goal they desire to achieve in life. It is 
the dream that gives a person hope in life and fills them with purpose and meaning. Moreover, 
a vision acts as a compass in life, giving somebody direction to their destiny. CalWORKs 
Program is inspirational because it encouraged moving beyond. I have been a dreamer all my 
life, although I became aware of it when I was ten years old. At the age of ten, I discovered 
that I had an irresistible desire for music. The sound of a piano playing left me motionless, and 
whenever my family and I went to church, I sneaked to where the piano to have a glimpse of 
it. The dream stayed with me always, but I could not disclose it to my parents, who strongly 
wanted me to study nursing college. I knew too well that my parents would not agree to let 
me pursue my dream because they were steadfast in their decision. Although I had a passion 
for music, I completed my junior school without a single opportunity to do it. I came to this 
country at the age of 30, and the first reason I immigrated to this country was to continue my 
education in my favorite field. While enrolling in college, I became notified of the CalWORKs 
program, which gave me the strength and hope to take the first step. During my two years 
in college, CalWORKs Program supported programs and exceptional services to accomplish 
my educational and career goals., such as paying for a textbook, paying for gas, and getting 
advice on choosing my classes by consulting. CalWORKs Most importantly, allowed me to 
work in college. In this program, in addition to financing my education, I was also able to earn 
money. It is fantastic. I can only say that the CalWORKs Program is like a parent who cares for 
his child. During this time, using this program helped me to get closer and closer to my desire 
and my goal. Finally, it helped me to take steps forward stronger than yesterday. Thank you, 
CalWORKs Program family,



Natural Sciences 
Modesto Junior  
College

CASEY
RICH
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I am a very proud father of three beautiful girls (ages 3 month, 5 years, 11years) and partner to 
my lovely fiancé. The MJC CalWORKS program has been such a blessing to me and my family! 
I can truly thank the staff of this program for always being there for me with the support I have 
needed over the years. As a single father of one at one point in my college career help and 
support was much needed and CalWORKS was there for me. Even now through these tough 
new challenging times our world and country is facing, the support MJC CalWORKS offers 
is so heartwarming and inspiring. Through the various challenges life has thrown me, from 
emotional, financial, to family life changes, I have always pushed though with knowing this 
program and its staff is only a phone call or email away. I am proud to be a part of the 17% of 
fathers in this program. I cannot wait to earn my degrees and continue my educational path. 
Knowing I can tell my success story to other fathers and parents that have been in my shoes in 
life is something I greatly look forward to. Thank you MJC CalWORKS for inspiring me to be 
a better man, father, fiancé, and person!



Psychology 
Modesto Junior  
College

BETHANY
SAINT-SMITH
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Watching the clock climb the walls as my father sabotaged and abused our family was how 
I learned to survive. I worked tirelessly in San Francisco and New York. When I married, my 
husband lost his job and we then moved to Argentina with our son. I survived domestic abuse 
and the escape of living abroad and having nowhere to turn to. I needed my mother- and was 
able to recover by her side for before she lost a tragic fight to the coronavirus. This year, it’s 
not about that wick of survival, but resilience.

I want to work with our community as a helper, to embrace reform in criminal justice and 
to get behind mental health. I wanted to be the bridge of information that unites the two, 
and to understand the reckoning of the human mind, and how catastrophic trauma plays 
into the future cognitive self. I’ve paved an educational path for my career that puts me at a 
greater advantage to serving in our communities. To serve our people, and we must have the 
appropriate competencies and skills, a degree of compassion, loyalty, and social responsibility 
to effect change.

I plan to be a courtroom mediator, to help and aid families who struggle to adopt progressive 
change, while working towards becoming a forensics psychologist. We are a community that 
struggles to find the balance between justice, the purpose of law and the importance of 
mental health. I promise my dedication to be a part of developing better systems in an effort 
to change that.

I will pursue my dream with the support of CalWORKs. I knew that if I could transfer to a 
bachelor’s program, that I could finally do this. We discuss being self-sufficient, but rarely 
do we discuss the health and healing that falls behind that. I fought for a modification in the 
system to allow MJC students to transfer to a 4 year university with CalWORKs, and it bridged 
a gap- where we believe in serving our communities, to where those communities may one 
day give back to the hands that serve them.



Sociology 
Modesto Junior  
College

DANIELLE
SALCEDO
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Thinking of where I came from to where I ‘am at is really the greatest part of this journey. I 
was really at a point in my life that I was giving up and didn’t have any outlets, until I went 
back to school to get my High School Diploma through the Welfare to Work Program. After I 
obtained my transcripts, I immediately signed up for classes at MJC for the next semester. It 
was the best feeling in the world, knowing that I have opened a door to many opportunities 
and a future for myself and my children. I have been attending MJC for one year now and it 
was great up until Covid-19 hit us , this was during my first semester so it was rough adjusting 
to everything remotely because I was more familiar with my teachers in class and in person. 
I finished though and I’m now enrolled for my second year. At times it can be challenging 
with two young children and hard with this Quarantine, but I manage well with the help of 
all the groups and mentors I have at MJC. I would encourage anyone to take advantage of 
getting their education if they can, it’s the only thing that can’t be taken away from us and 
we can evolve from whatever we came from, through being educated. No matter what we go 
through in life we can overcome and achieve anything we put our minds to. I know CalWORKs 
has been so helpful with keeping in-touch with us and making sure we have everything we 
need each semester and having Zoom meetings to address anyone’s needs. I believe that this 
quarantine is just another challenge that we must overcome together. If I can do it anyone can 
because I didn’t set out to learn virtually but I ‘am doing it! Success is only what we set out to 
be, if we strive to be our best, we can obtain that and so much more!



Child Development 
Modesto Junior  
College 

ASMA
SHOFAN
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I am originally from Syria, and I have been in the United States for almost 6 years! I could not 
forget the hardships I went through, when I first arrived at the United States with my family. 
My English was very weak; I knew some simple and basic words; however, I did not know how 
to communicate with my classmates at school, with people at the mall, and I could not make 
any appointments correctly due to the fact that I do not speak English. But, as I pushed myself 
up to learn the English language as quickly as I can, I achieved my goal in a good time manner, 
and I was able to speak English perfectly in less than a year. I graduated from Grace M. Davis 
High School, with high grades, and a high GPA (above 3.00)! Currently, I am a college student 
and a CalWORKs student, who is doing the best to graduate as a preschool teacher in the 
next year. I am very proud of myself being able to achieve my first goal, which is getting the 
associate teacher certificate, so I can keep my great work up and get my teaching certificate. 
The CalWORKs program has helped me in many ways; especially for selecting my courses as a 
counseling appointment should be made every semester for the best course’s choices. This is 
such a great opportunity to not waste the time on wrong selected courses, which will lead to 
a delay in my graduation process. One more thing, the CalWORKs program is helping me with 
offering some school materials, online tools, book vouchers, and transition tickets. It made 
college seem easy for me; these things are one of the basic things during my college trip, 
and I found it very helpful. I really appreciate their hard work, and I would like to thank every 
member who is working hard out there! I am proud that my English got better, so I can write 
my story and share it with you. I believe that good things come to those who wait!



Chemical  
Dependency 
Modesto Junior  
College 

SELA
WALSH
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My super powers as a student and a parent would be my drive for success, because I make 
sure that I do not quit, by maintaining full dedication to seeing a task or performance through. 
I make sure my kids know that they can do anything they put their minds to and I support them 
in their journey. While attending MJC & being a part of the CalWORKs, I have had nothing, but 
support towards my educational path, where they have helped me build skills and strategies 
to be able use my super power more efficiently. My present situation is that I’m a single mom 
of two beautiful kids and I’m a full time student. Without the help of CalWORKs I would have 
not have had the financial help to be able to afford childcare. For spring of 2021, I have 13 
units, so I am almost to my goal. I have been an attending student at MJC, since January 14th 
2019, I have completed 44 units and my overall GPA is currently 3.581 so far. I’m so grateful 
that CalWORKs was able to help me better my education plan to fit my educational goals and 
I have had my ups and downs and wanted to quit many times before, but I am still here and I 
have never been happier. CalWORKs is like a united family, I have come to find my outer and 
inner voice are two really big strengths that I have and I now utilize in my energy or tone of 
voice to be more positive, which has built a blueprint for guidance to enable my children to 
practice positive thinking, communication, and positive affirmations that we believe we can 
and will build into fruition. Since being a part of the CalWORKs community I have had stress 
relieving meetings, classes, seminars and different self-esteem strategies, which have helped 
me to build so much confidence in myself to excel further. Now with my new found confidence, 
if a stressor arises and can utilize the motivational tools, self-care or help, and skills to be my 
greatest asset and motivation.



Sociology/ 
Psychology 
Modesto Junior  
College

AMANDA
WILLIS
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For the a long time I have always known I wanted to follow a career that would make a 
difference, an impact, help someone out of their struggles. I began studying sociology and 
psychology and really found my passion. Studying people and understanding them and the 
choices they feel they need to make has become a very intriguing subject for me. As I began 
to explore more in the substance studies and as I have watched personally some people 
struggle with abuse, I have really grasped the idea of I want to help those individuals who 
feel like they need the substances. I want to help them understand what it is that is making 
them feel they need them or what trauma they need to work through. Allowing someone 
to understand what could be the root of their issue can potentially change their entire lives. 
Sometimes it takes talking to others in order to understand what may be happening. I am very 
passionate and determined to get to know these individuals that want help. I will continue 
to pursue and learn new studies on what substances do to humans and what we can do to 
help them get away from the addiction and work on the problems they are trying to avoid by 
masking it with the substances.



Psychiatric  
Technology
Porterville College

BEATRICE
GONZALES
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Career Superstar 

Hello, my name is Beatrice Z Gonzales. In 2016, I ended my full-time job as a Medical Assistant 
and pushed myself to become a full-time college student at Porterville College. As a single 
parent of three amazing boys, I cried in my car, in the parking lot of Porterville College. I 
questioned myself, “What did you just do?” it has been 18yrs since I last attended school. 
How am I going to raise my boys and return back to school? The hardest decision I had made!  

I signed up for CalWORKS at Porterville College, the staff was beyond kind and helpful. I 
was approved for cash aid and snap, as CalWORKS paid for all courses, books, and tuition. 
As long as I maintained a good GPA and good grades, CalWORKS would help me through 
college. It was not easy, through sleepless nights, tears, and joy (passing exams & Finals). 
I did it! I graduated with my Social Science A.A Degree June of 2020, I was accepted into 
the Psychiatric Technician Program August of 2019, receiving my certificate of completion 
as a Psychiatric Technician on December the 4th, 2020. I never stopped or took a break with 
courses; I attended every Summer as well as Spring and Fall semesters to achieve my goal and 
to be a role model to my children.  

My passion has always been in health care, I am intrigued to help others through emotional 
times, whether it maybe from the common cold, healing from a wound and/or a mental illness 
that needs therapeutic wellbeing. I have learned throughout my education in the medical 
field, your mind, your health, and your wellbeing have to be balanced in order to help others. 
The education in health care, does not stop here.  My next goal after state boards for the 
Psychiatric Technician license, I plan on transferring to CSU Bakersfield to study Psychology 
and Behavioral Specialist. I truly am pushing to finish with a Masters Degree in Psych. My 
passion has grown into mental health, I want to continue to learn to help individuals with 
mental health disabilities.



Nursing ADN/ 
Concurrent BSN  
University of Phoenix
Porterville College

SOFIA CELESTE
JIMENEZ
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I am very pleased and honored to describe my “village”.  It includes my four children (12,12, 
6 and 3 months), I had my spouse until a few weeks ago, I am now a single mother, my 
parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, my work family and PC Registered Nursing Program 
comrades and instructors. I am a first semester nursing student at PC, and I absolutely LOVE 
it. My children encourage me, and support me to study extremely hard. Like I do to them, 
they hold me accountable to my grades and jokingly tell me “no more TV, Mommy.  You need 
to study!”  My parents help me in taking care of my children, as well as helping with virtual 
learning while I study, and attend my classes. They are the two people I am most grateful for, 
they are always willing to help and assist in any way that they can so that I keep my grades up 
and my sanity :).  My grandparents/aunts/uncles, constantly check in on me to make sure I am 
doing well in life, health and in the program. My work family (I am a Certified Nurse Assistant 
at Gateway Post Acute in Porterville), are so supportive, allowing me to work on-call when I 
am available. My RN comrades and instructors are always encouraging me, as they know all 
the trials I am recently challenged with, as well as supporting each other to learn the necessary 
material to continue in the nursing program.  I have moments of stress and crying, however 
this beautiful, strong and vibrant “Village” of mine keeps me focused and centered throughout 
every challenge or success.  My “Village” is based on love, communication, consistency and 
success.  I am so thankful to have each individual as a part of my “Village”.  Without them,  I 
truthfully do not know how I would succeed throughout life. 



Psychology
San Joaquin  
Delta College

ARACELY
BARRIENTOS  

CASTRO
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The greatest challenge this year was being a teacher for my children at home, working full 
time as an essential worker, and a full time student. Having to do my classes online are already 
a challenge, but having to get up every morning to log my children in and struggling with the 
WIFI constantly going off and on makes it so stressful. I myself have two classes on zoom that 
I have to attend and it makes it very difficult to keep my focus in class since I have to watch my 
children. I have a TK that just started school and it’s hard for her to navigate with turning on 
and off her microphone. My other two boys are always playing around so I’m always having to 
tell them to stop and separate them. I live in a small apartment so there isn’t much room for 
them to be far, I have to keep my eyes on them because they will turn off their cameras and 
get up or play with their toys during class. Work doesn’t make it any easier because I don’t 
have a set schedule, even on my days off I get called in. It’s just been a very overwhelming 
ride with this epidemic. I can only do so much to help them be successful in their studies, but 
it is not easy I have three that I have to constantly check what is due and what they have going 
on for their daily schedules. The CalWorks program has helped me in so many ways. I think 
the biggest thing that has been a help in keeping my sanity is their connection hour meetings 
every Friday. With school being online it’s good to see their faces once a week and get updates 
of what’s going on. Helps to just chat and laugh and release that stress. It’s such an amazing 
program they constantly send you emails on scholarships, goody bags, vouchers, distribution 
of free food, and just anything that can be helpful to us students that are in CalWorks.



Substance Abuse 
Counseling/ 
Psychology
San Joaquin  
Delta College

KENDRA
BROOKS
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It takes a village!!!

I am a first generation college student. I was born and raised in a dysfunctional,drug addicted 
family. I went on to learn things the hard way and became an addict myself. I brought 5 
children into this world, not knowing how to be a positive role model. I have struggled with 
addiction and domestic violence for a long time. Today, I am three years clean and live by 
example. I take suggestions and learn from my village. I have positive people that support 
me and my children, I know I have somewhere to turn to when things get rough. My village 
consists of drug support people that have been where I was, and worked hard to make their 
way to the top. I want to be just like those people one day

I am now in my second year at Delta and I will complete with two AAs, one in psychology, 
and the other in social work, as well as a certificate in substance abuse counseling. I have 
an excitement for life today, and I learn from the people in my life how to live life on life’s 
terms. I am grateful for the opportunities God has given me to be a better mothe, as well as 
a productive member of society. I stay on top of my assignments, and participate fully in my 
academics, because of the people I have in my life that help me. My village are my biggest 
fans and it is because of them I am able to be who I was meant to be.   



Psychiatric  
Technology 
San Joaquin  
Delta College 

RUBY 
ROSAS
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New Normal: Quarantine Life 

The year 2020, has been a difficult, life changing year, for all of us. When COVID-19 hit, we all 
had to make changes in our lives. One of those big changes, is virtual learning, and having to 
stay away from family and friends, in order to stay protected and healthy. I have been virtual 
learning for 2 semesters, summer and fall, full time, and it has been challenging. Aside from 
being a full time student at San Joaquin Delta College, I am also a mother to 2 toddlers, who 
need my full attention. My oldest toddler has been diagnosed with Autism, and that has been 
difficult. He has to go through many programs, in order to catch up with his development. It 
has been rough to do so, because of COVID-19. I am responsible to make sure he is doing 
his virtual learning, and supportive programs. It is a lot of hard work, juggling my education, 
and being a mother. It doesn’t end there. I am also a teacher for my oldest son. I have made 
adjustments, and learned new ways to stay organized, since I am a full time student, mom and 
teacher. I have to plan when I am able to do my assignments, and have study time. I also have 
to make sure I am on time when my assignments are due. Being in the CalWORKs program, 
has been a helpful resource. When I need help with my schooling, I can always reach out to 
CalWORKs, and they will gladly help me. CalWORKs also offers many programs for dealing 
with this new quarantine life. CalWORKs is very supportive, and always checking in to make 
sure we are all doing okay, due to the hard times. I am thankful I can rely on CalWORKs, when 
I am in need of support mentally, physically and emotionally. When I am feeling overwhelmed 
or depressed because of the current situation we are in, I know I can go to my resources and 
reach out to CalWORKs, and they will always be there for me. 



Business  
Administration
West Hills College 
Coalinga

DANA
MACIEL
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In 2020, I expected so many great changes. In fact, they’re better than expected! I walked onto 
the West Hills College Coalinga campus with a simple question. Little did I know I had walked 
into the CalWORKs office. An office designed for an ideal student just like me. My first year 
as a college student and being the first generation in my family to attend college was quite 
the big deal. During my first semester, my greatest challenge was becoming a virtual learner 
with two kids who also became virtual learners. A child in kindergarten and a sixth grader. 
Being a mother of four I didn’t have the luxury of giving myself the space and time to learn 
on my own on campus anymore. I became a student and a teacher all at once. The CalWORKs 
program team is a blessing to me! Counselor Miss. Ramalho is the first friendly face that 
guided me through establishing my interests, skills and putting together my education plan. 
A week later Mr. Rubio the Academic Advising Specialist I met in the hallway on my way to 
the CalWORKs office as an official student. He welcomed me with special CalWORKs gifts. An 
official Pen, notebook, backpack and even a spiffy water bottle that I truly treasure very much; 
all designed with CalWORKs and Falcon logos. Both Mr. Rubio and Miss. Ramalho equipped 
me with supplies for school. Gave me guidance on how to obtain my books with no stress 
on how to pay for them. They welcomed me so much and assured me with their optimism 
that I was making a great choice for my family as well as myself, at such an uncertain moment 
of my life. They continue to advise and guide me through any obstacles encountered. I am 
forever grateful that the CalWORKs program exists and works together with colleges giving 
that specific guidance we truly need as struggling parents. CalWORKs truly gives unlimited 
resources and there’s no room for failure, yet plenty of space for everyone on CalWORKs to 
succeed. Thank you to all CalWORKs members.
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I will NEVER forget those at CalWORKs who have helped me cross my many milestones that I 
have encountered, while thriving to pursue my sssociates degree here at the Antelope Valley 
College. Mr. Wiley and his team have been such a blessing to me, and to the many others 
who are in this program. The guidance and support that I have received from them has helped 
me beyond measure, and I want to thank them for always being that light. My vision had not 
always been clear. My family and I were going through a tough time. Being in an unhealthy 
relationship with someone who struggled with addiction, has been one of the hardest things 
that I have had to deal with in my life. Leaving the situation, led me to being homeless, with 
three young children. This is not what I envisioned my life to be like. I knew I wanted better, 
and I knew my children deserved more. Mr. Wiley believed in me, like he does all his students. 
He introduced me to Ms. Jenell Paul, and I was given the opportunity to work as a student 
worker. That was the break that I needed. I have obtained many office skills, that I did not 
have. I was able to meet many wonderful individuals creating a pathway which put me on the 
Presidents and Deans Lists, semester after semester. The best part was that I was still able to 
focus on school, as I was a full-time student. The gas cards, school supplies, books, laptop, 
printer, meal tickets, mandatory meetings, and the support, has helped me succeed beyond 
my own expectations. I am happy to say that I was able to get my life together. I am sad to 
be leaving my CalWORKs family. But I am proud to be leaving AVC with an Administrative 
Assistant, Liberal Arts and Sciences and a Sociology Degree for transfer. I will be attending 
Cal State Bakersfield in the Spring of 2021. My goal of becoming a counselor has never been 
so clear. I am forever grateful. Thank you CalWORKs!



Wildland Fire  
Technology
Antelope Valley 
College

JUSTIN
CROSBY
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I’m 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 fire fighter 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 
all over the world. Being a wild land fire fighter has been a life time 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 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 impact 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!



Registered Nursing
Antelope Valley 
College

MARTHA
DERAS
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This is the story of a mother who wanted to be someone in their life, not just for her but for 
her children. I was happy in my marriage and had four children. Things took a turn and crushed 
my life and my childrens. Daddy walked out with someone not caring about us.I had three 
months to get out. I couldn’t pay the rent or the debt he left. We were losing our home and 
my life couldn’t get any worse. I started feeling sick and depressed. I couldn’t believe it,I was 
expecting. Why I told myself ,why now. I cried even more. How would I support another child.I 
later found out I was having twins. I couldn’t believe what I was going through. I told him and 
he didn’t care.He wanted nothing to do with them. I was on my own. I had to do something for 
my kids. My mom and dad supported me as well as my mother in law. They were my biggest 
support system, because of them I started going to school and started feeling full of life and 
happy again. I got up every morning, went to work and school.Sometimes not seeing my kids 
until evening.I felt like supermom.I could accomplish anything. I love going to school and 
showing them you can do anything you want in life if you just believe in yourself. I’m still going 
to school and I’m continuing to accomplish my goals.Its hard with six children to go to school 
and work as a part time job.I have my moments of stress,but I look at them and tell myself 
keep pushing momma. I can’t wait to graduate in front of my parents and my kids.So they 
can say mommy did it. They are the ones that kept me going thanks to my support system. I 
wouldn’t be able to do it. I’m so thankful to them and wouldn’t change it for the world.



Sociology
Antelope Valley 
College

PEGGY
GARCIA-

MORENO
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Throughout my academic journey, I dealt with a perpetrator who constantly stalked me. Going 
through this experience and making it out showed me how I actually have superpowers. After 
deciding that enough was enough, I needed a way out of the situation I lost myself in. All I 
had was God, who I now realize is all I need. I wanted to make sure the little bit of hope left 
in me did not fade away. Looking back at my life, all I see is how far I have come. My journey 
has not been an easy one; however, I made sure that I would not silence my voice anymore. I 
made it become a ROAR! As the stalking became constant, my determination to excel became 
my priority. I started implementing boundaries and keeping a journal, documenting every 
incident. Learning to take back control, having self-worth, respecting my decisions, and being 
disciplined acted as my superpowers. After all my hard work, I will finally graduate in Spring 
2021. I am eternally grateful to everyone at my CalWORKs department and wish to thank the 
director and my boss, Mr. Tim Wiley, my counselors, and staff. Not only did they provide me 
with resources, mentoring, and encouraging words, but they believed in me and gave me the 
opportunity of becoming a student worker. In 2017 while embarking on my academic journey, 
I got the chance to write my story, which got published in the Portraits of Success. It was 
an honor that so many students related to and felt encouraged to break their silence about 
their domestic violence experience. As I come to my destination of transferring to Cal State 
Bakersfield in pursuit of my BA in Sociology, I stand firm and acknowledge, as the bible reminds 
us that “we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything 
that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race 
marked out for us” (Hebrews 12:1). This could not be possible without the superpowers that 
the CalWORKs Department showed me.



Child and Family 
Education (CFE)
Antelope Valley 
College

HAIAM
IBRAHIM
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Have you ever had an experience when you were at your lowest point, and someone came and 
saved you when you were about to drown? This is exactly what CalWORKs did for me. Being 
a mother of five children and a victim of domestic violence, I found myself giving up when 
I lost my job. I was struggling financially, and had a hard time keeping my family together. I 
decided to go back to college to get an education, in order to support my five children. One 
day, while on campus, I met a wonderful woman, Ms. Cheryl Summer Gonzales, who asked me 
if I was part of the CalWORKs family, and told me about the wonderful benefits and support 
that the CalWORKs program had to offer. She told me that I qualified for the program and so I 
decided to join the CalWORKs family. By that time, myself and my children were close to being 
homeless. While in the CalWORKs program, I experienced relief in my academic, personal, 
and social hardships. CalWORKs provided me with the GAIN Program, that pays for my books 
and supplies. They also provided me with winter clothes, gas cards, and this semester, they 
paid for my books and supplies. They also supported me with academic counseling for my 
career, and provided academic guidance. I met the rest of the staff, who didn’t just help me 
academically, but personally as well. They opened their hearts to me when I was going through 
hardships, and when I needed someone to talk to. The support that CalWORKs provided me 
doesn’t just include me, but my five children as well. Their support for me while going through 
a very difficult time, at the same time going to college, has helped me be a better mother, 
to ultimately raise my children such to lighten the impact that they went through while times 
were tough. From the bottom of my heart, I want to thank the CalWORKs staff, especially Ms. 
Cheryl, Mr. Wiley, and Jamaal. Without them, I wouldn’t have made it this far in my academic 
and personal development.



Psychology
Antelope Valley 
College

TABITHA
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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 15 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 
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, 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 impact 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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Being a single parent is definitely not an easy task. Especially, when you are also trying to 
accomplish something that means so much to you and the future of your family when they 
solely rely on you. That is why having help and support from family and programs such as 
CalWORKs, is be such a blessing and huge help. Trying to accomplish my dream career of 
becoming a registered nurse as a single mom has by far been the toughest journey I have ever 
partaken. However, the help I receive on my journey gives me so much hope for our future and 
knowing it can and WILL be done. When you have two little people looking up to you every 
day you want to make sure you’re setting a great example by never giving up and always 
finishing what you started. That is why not being able to afford daycare, books, materials, 
and classes can really stress someone out who is trying to reach a goal for a successful future. 
Never the less, my family and CalWORKs help so much in these ways by truly stepping in and 
being the “other parent” in a sense, or a village if you will. I have always heard the saying, “it 
takes a village to raise a child”, but to actually understand what that means is a far greater and 
more realistic feeling and understanding. In the beginning of this journey, I wasn’t sure what 
was to come and that could be scary especially when you have two mouths to feed. I wasn’t 
sure how I would get my degree, it seemed so farfetched because the expenses I needed to 
pay for school and to have proper child care for my children was unrealistic for a single mother 
of two on assistance. However, I am here to say I matter and WILL succeed because I have 
help. I have a village! The future is ours!



Early Childhood  
Education
Antelope Valley 
College

ASHLEY
MONTEON
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I got married at the age of seventeen. My husband and I have now been married for over ten 
years and we have two amazing children ages nine and ten. Our children mean the world to 
us, and if we didn’t have each other, life would be even harder. Our son was born over three 
months premature and faced many challenges due to this situation. Our daughter developed 
Alopecia at the age of eighteen months. She is now nine years old and is still living with this 
condition.  We have had to face many challenges together and it truly takes a village to raise 
a family. We feel so fortunate to have each other. My education is very important to me.  I 
want to make sure that I set a good example for my children by finishing my schooling and 
earning my degree. Once I graduate from Antelope Valley College (AVC), I am going to go 
into a career where I can work in schools and further be there for my children.  I am very 
thankful for CalWORKs and AVC who have helped me work towards my goal of bettering 
myself and my family.
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Administraion
Antelope Valley 
College
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This year has been a year that has been most challenging yet, but still empowering to say the 
least. After over ten years of not being in school, I chose to go back as an avenue to assist me 
in healing and recovering from economical, mental, and emotional abuse from my domestic 
violence situation, as well as to help me fight the residue of mental illness. I enrolled and 
pushed past the advice and pressure from the Domestic Violence shelter I and my toddler son 
was living at, as they attempted to discourage me from applying to Antelope Valley College 
(AVC). Winter intermission was my first term and didn’t go well. Spring 2020 came and I was 
still trying to find a normal schedule for myself and my baby as a student-parent. I was still 
battling being on the run from death threats and attempts of my son’s dad. Studying as an 
older student, juggling mommy/baby time, single mom of a special needs toddler, all while 
living at a homeless shelter without WIFI, was extremely challenging. When COVID- 19 came, 
it caused me to panic and triggered my anxiety and PTSD flareups, causing me to miss several 
weeks of class, which led to me dropping all but one of my classes, because it was impossible 
to catch up on assignments. This as well as when the in-person classes got switched to online 
(which I had never been able to do before) and quarantine started, was one of my greatest 
challenges ever, as a remote learner. My Business 101 class was the only class I was able to hold 
on to due to the Professor’s encouragement. It was God and the support and encouragement 
of my professor that helped me stay in that class. The resources, angel-hearted staff of the 
CalWORKs family/program, and GAIN helped me thrive through this hardship in my life and 
during this pandemic. Thanks to the team at AVC I am able to not only go back to school but 
also be as successful as I was this past Fall 2020 semester.
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Administration
Antelope Valley 
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DALTON
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2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 6 113

First and foremost, I would not be able to be where I am currently at the moment; if it wasn’t 
for our CalWORKs office at Antelope Valley College. I was a college dropout back in 2006 and 
I was a bit skeptical about going back to school because of my situation of being a father of a 
toddler and having limited income. I knew I had to do something about my future and I knew 
I had an unfinished goal that I had to accomplish, which was to excel in my education. I was 
not the smartest student back in high school nor at the beginning of my college experience, 
I thought there were other ways to be successful other than having a bachelor’s degree or 
perhaps a master’s degree. The greatest challenges I had as a student-father were how to 
change that mentality that I had, how to manage my current situation as a family man with 
struggles, how to break that ice of not being capable of obtaining good grades and how to 
focus on my education when I have a family to support. CalWORKs has helped me break those 
barriers and the support has been tremendous, I never thought how helpful it is to be part of 
the CalWORKs family. I am now 4 classes away to accomplish an associate’s degree in business 
and going directly to an undergrad school to obtain my bachelor’s degree, then I will definitely 
pursue my MBA. It has been unreal to me but definitely a life changing experience, we as 
humans are capable of doing anything we propose to ourselves with perseverance and a 
vision. Other than the struggle to support my family financially, I am now on the Dean’s list with 
a GPA of 3.77 and half way done to pursue my bachelor’s degree in business administration. I 
could not have done it with the support of my family and CalWORKs, truly a blessing.



Library Sciences  
College of  
the Canyons

BOGALA 
RAJAKARUNA
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I came to the US in 2016. Before I came here, I lived in Japan for 6 years. But I was born in Sri 
Lanka. I like to work as a librarian here. But I need to overcome many obstacles. Language, 
Culture, Family, and Money are some of them. I have three kids, and they are 9, 4, and 3 years 
old. My husband is a full-time student at Mt. San Antonio College in Walnut and taking his 
degree in Aviation Science. He had a part-time job in a Japanese restaurant. But he lost his 
work from November due to covid-19 impact.

However, I could start to learn English in 2017. I finished all the ESL Noncredit classes in COC. 
After all ESL Noncredit classes, I started ESL credit classes in 2019, and I got “A”s for all 
classes. I finished English 101 last semester. It was hard for me, but I Could get an “A” pass 
for it. I want to continue my education until Associate Degree in COC. But I need more money 
to do that because we are a low-income family. We had Cal Fresh, Cal Works, and Medi-Cal. 
From August of this year, Cal Fresh and Medi-Cal had terminated. We applied again and still 
waiting. A few days ago, my husband got a new job in Valencia. It is a great relief for our 
financial problems. 

I have got support from the Department of CalWORKs in COC since ESL Noncredit classes. 
It is a big help to me continue my education until accomplishing my career goal, which is 
to become a librarian. My husband was a student in COC, and he has got support from 
CalWORKs. For more than three years, we got support from CalWORKs. Sometimes it is hard 
to believe that huge help from the CalWORKs program. Also, I get financial Aid for my class 
fees and I am interested to find a part-time job through the work-study program. Anyway, if I 
could win this scholarship it would be a big help for my education.



Criminal Justice
Cuesta College

ANGELA
GREENE
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I am very blessed to have a village of support for my family, education, and success. My village 
includes MANY family members including my parents, MANY cousins, my closest friends and 
my two oldest teenagers who all reside within a few miles of my new home. I realized how 
important this village of support is and this is why I moved closer to them. I finished out my 
most recent semester of school with straight A’s due to moving closer and having this amazing 
village of support to help me.

Many of my cousins and I alternate babysitting nights with our younger children to help one 
another with schooling, jobs, or just alone time. My oldest children are now living only two 
blocks away. My 18-year-old son graduated high school at the age of 15 and is one of my 
biggest supporters especially when it comes to helping me study, or maintenance around 
the house. My oldest daughter, who is almost 17, has an amazing relationship with my two 
youngest. She helps with occupying her siblings while I tend to schoolwork or helps me study 
for my test/exams.

I also do a lot to reciprocate when it comes to my family, education, and success. I help with 
babysitting friends/neighbor kids or offer drop-off/pick up from school. I help my friend’s 
grandmother with her grocery shopping and help with service projects within the community. 
My most recent service project was feeding the homeless on Thanksgiving. My two youngest 
children (7&4) and I were given a box of fresh veggies from Trader Joes. We made a soup that 
we delivered to 12 homeless people with bread, drinks, and dessert. This was an amazing 
experience that I was so grateful to share with my babies, to watch the joy on their faces as 
they were able to provide for others less fortunate than us. As much as I love and appreciate 
my village, I also feel like setting boundaries for myself (like eliminating social media during 
the semester) has really helped me be successful. I am very thankful for my supportive village!!



Addiction Studies
Cuesta College

CHRISTOPHER
LESEBERG
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So far my greatest challenge as a student-father would be juggling my home life and school 
life. Especially now that my kids can’t go to school because of “covid-19”. In addition to 
being a single father with daily responsibilities, such as keeping the house cleaned, shopping/
cooking, and nurturing my kids with a humble heart, I’ve had to learn to be a homeschool 
teacher for my 3 girls; Skyla 8, Natalie 6, and Layla 4. I am also a full time college student, 
an active member in Narcotics Anonymous, as well as our families church. With the daily 
struggles of being a single-father I am more thankful than ever for CalWORKs being there 
when I need them the most. I have used y’all’s support to help me stay in school and I love 
the resources CalWORKs provides to make things just a little bit easier. Without CalWORKs 
my struggles would be far more fierce than they already are. I wouldn’t be able to keep food 
in my kids belly, clothes on their back, or a roof over their heads, but thanks to CalWORKs 
the essentials in life are not an issue. I am very grateful that this dad doesn’t have to feel 
like a failure while I am trying to make a better life for my kids by earning a degree. I went 
back to school after working hard labor jobs that my knees can no longer handle. It hasn’t 
been easy for me to ask for help but I have always felt the love and encouragement from all 
of the CalWORKs staff. I have never felt judged for being a single father which makes asking 
for help so much easier. Being embraced by CalWORKs means I don’t feel bad for needing 
help in these trying times. The people that work in this program make society better and I 
am so glad to have them on my team.



Environmental  
Science
Cuesta College

LEANA
MARCUS
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I am a 32 year old single mother of two: eleven year old son, two year old daughter. Despite my 
passion and dedication for higher learning, completing my educational goals has never been 
easily attained. I have hit many roadblocks and have found myself alone in my endeavours. 
However, everything changed when I found out that I had a village eager and ready to assist 
me on the road to success. And that village is the CalWorks program. When I moved back to 
SLO in December 2018, my new social worker was the first person in a long time that truly 
believed in me and encouraged me to improve my life and set career goals. I volunteered 
for the program when my daughter was still an infant and started going to school online. 
I received a 4.0 GPA my first semester back. I have continued to receive a near perfect 4.0 
for the last three semesters. When the campus was still open, I consistently utilized the 
CaFe center and felt welcome and comfortable bringing my daughter along. The CaFe staff 
expanded my village and with their help, I was able to get my academic renewal approved. 
With my GPA repaired, the CaFe staff introduced me to the Work Study program and I started 
virtually tutoring Chemistry and found a career oriented internship. Now, my income was 
repaired after losing my job to Covid closures. My social worker also helped me to apply for 
Section 8 housing. I still consider it to be a miracle that I was chosen and approved for my 
own apartment: another extension of self-sufficiency and support. If that wasn’t enough, my 
village began to grow even more. I was on the waitlist for the preschool on campus and just 
as the fall semester was about to begin, our name was chosen. My daughter loves and looks 
forward to school everyday and I get to be on campus near her. In the last 2 years, I have gone 
from feeling completely alone and helpless to fully supported and encouraged by my village: 
the CalWorks village.



Psychology
Cuesta College

CORALIE
PENFOLD
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Just as I settled into my roll of a constant on-the-go mother and student, BAM, pandemic 
hits and brings EVERYTHING to a halt. I jumped right into being a kindergarten teacher for 
my daughter and my own teacher, with the help of “virtual” teachers. This was challenging, 
but doable. The fall semester was a little more challenging due to my son joining the distance 
learning circuit, alongside us, for Transitional Kindergarten. Balancing two children on their 
“Google Class” meetings was exhausting, because their attention is constantly needing to 
be redirected to their teachers. After their “class” is over they have individual work that 
needs to be completed and submitted. I tiredly stumbled through the semester and still 
managed to get A’s in both of my classes. The biggest challenge for me this year, as a virtual 
learner, was finding time to sit down and really focus on my school work. Cuesta College’s 
CaFE counselors have helped me by guiding me to sign up for classes that wouldn’t and 
didn’t overwhelm me. Their constant emails, with information on services, groups, events, 
workshops, etc., that is available to us has made me feel like there is a huge security 
net to catch me if I begin to fall, so to speak. I was able to connect with a couple of the 
counselors, who were very helpful, about work study opportunities, housing, classes, etc. 
I greatly appreciate knowing that everyone is there to help at the click of a few buttons. I 
am on a mission to become a Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist. My passion for this 
career stems and continues to grow due to the lack of access, for the young children of 
our community, to therapists. I have seen firsthand how much a therapist can help a child 
by equipping them with tools that will not only allow them to be a child, but enjoy their 
childhood. We all have stress and things/people that cause it, but not enough of us are 
shown how to deal with the stresses to have a positive outcome for our future.



Child Development/
Clinical Psychology
Cuesta College

CRISTA
PHILLIPS
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Before I started Cuesta and got involved in their CalWORKs program, I had already been in 
survival mode for a couple of years. I was going through a very difficult separation/divorce and 
did not have a safe place to live. I did my best to put on a brave face in front of my children but 
I still had many broken and overwhelming moments. I didn’t know how I was going to make 
it to a fulfilling life that I was proud of. My boys were my constant motivation. I had to figure 
something out for them to have a stable future, failure was not an option. I pressed forward 
with no clear vision and with no family support. After a meeting with my Social Worker, I 
decided to try going to Cuesta College and getting the education I needed for a career that 
would work for me as a single mom. I had never been to college and didn’t do very well in 
High School due to a learning disability that was not discovered until I was in my early 20’s. 
Anxiety has also traveled with me through many jobs and educational opportunities, but I 
wasn’t going to let that stop me this time. The CalWORKs program has made it possible for 
me to conquer my fears surrounding my education. It has given me support through The Cafe 
Team at Cuesta and through the many services they offer like paying for my classes, books, 
fees, transportation and even helping me and my children get into a safe home. I have been 
able to get my children into the childcare I needed so that I can stay focused on my education 
and career goals. Cuesta’s CalWORKs program has made it possible for me to become the 
resilient, proud, and successful student-parent that I am today.



Nutrition/Dietetics
Cuesta College

CRYSTAL
ROBB
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I am passionate about the power of preventive health care. As a single mother, I understand 
the value of investing in good health. I cant afford the costly effects of a malnourished diet 
and neither can our country. The top three killers in the U.S. are preventable and treatable 
with nutrition and lifestyle habits. The future of healthcare is lifestyle medicine. Before 
my sons father passed away from cancer, I was free to teach yoga and facilitate wellness 
retreats. Since, I have had to get more serious about my finances as an only parent, I have 
been determined to build my career in wellness practices. I am currently studying nutrition 
as a foundation. My plan is to complete my AST at Cuesta College by the end of 2021 and 
begin working on a bachelors of science in the Spring of 2022. In the mean time I will be 
working as a phlebotomist so that I may have experience in the medical field in order to 
attend an accredited PA program by 2024.



Computer  
Engineering 
Cuesta College

MAURO
SALAZAR

2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 6 121

From a young age, I have always wanted to do something big for this beautiful planet and as 
I get older day by day that mindset is becoming a reality. Create, innovate, help, and leaving 
a mark in this world is what I seem to pursue more and more as I grow. I desire to be a leader 
and help the world to grow and progress in one way or the other for the better of everyone. 
That being said I believe that I have the potential to make a change on earth because of 
my passion for technology. My biggest education goal is to pursue this passion by studying 
computer engineering. I believe that Tech, computation, and electricity are a huge factor in 
many things that work wonderfully for us here on our planet. For example, medicine, data, 
and millions of different devices that are becoming more and more automated by the second. 
All these things help us in our everyday lives by making processes easier, safer, efficient, and 
more accurate when it comes to many different industries. The potential for Tech, automation, 
and electricity to make things in life even more magical is endless. One example is the fact that 
there are already so many projects and ideas regarding the human brain and electromagnetic 
waves that we can use to program and use as more data for further brain/health treatments. 
Overall, I would say I have a very solid dream/plan for my life and with God’s help, I will 
achieve it so I can help many people on earth. Lastly, I could not do all this without the support 
of my family and the supporters at Cuesta College, as well as programs like these that make 
it possible for dreams to be attainable with help. Thank you.



Addiction Studies
Cuesta College

SJANA
SALAZAR
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Within the past 24 months I’ve made a huge transition in my life. Today, I am on a path 
of least resistance to becoming someone who can help and give back. The joy of helping 
someone through their own transitional period from “rock bottom” to “living their best life”, 
drives me. My dream is to become an Addiction Counselor and help those who struggle with 
substance abuse and extend my help to their families. I myself have been a recipient this 
last year of 2019 of help from Paso Robles Drug and Alcohol facility. There I received IOT 
(Intense Outpatient Treatment) and attended POEG (Perinatal Outpatient Extended Group). 
April 2020, I graduated with a Certificate of Completion.

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to share my story, both struggles and accomplishments. 
My name is Sjana Salazar. I am a 34-year-old single parent attending my first year here at 
Cuesta College. I have overcome so many odds pertaining to my disease of addiction. I make 
daily choices to do the right thing and do what I can to better not just my life, but my children’s 
lives too.

I have overcome homelessness by attending Housing Support Program groups or HSP, once 
a week, for 6 months while I was living in a sober living home in Paso Robles. I was pregnant 
with my third child and I needed the help to get my life back in order. It was great living with 
all the other women and their children during my pregnancy. Without the sisterhood and 
bond, I made there with them, I probably wouldn’t have made it through. During my stay at 
the Gryphon Society for Women, I was able to work with my HSP Counselor and find myself 
permanent housing in November 2019. I received two Certificates of Completion from the 
San Luis Obispo County Housing Support Program on March 9th, 2020.

Here at Cuesta, I strive to work hard at my goals to become an Addiction Counselor. With your 
help, I can keep going in the right direction and not have to stress so much financially.



Nutrition/  
Hospitality
Cuesta College

KATINA
TORRES
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I am a single mother, working, and re-entry student at the age of 38 years to Cuesta College. I 
have been working on finishing my Nutrition degree to become a registered dietitian. During 
the past two years I have had to overcome many challenges that have almost taken away 
the result of being able to finish my degree. My mother fell very ill with a heart condition 
in the Fall of 2019. I was the only one who was able to take care of her and had to relocate 
my children and myself to a little town in Wyoming. We had no notice and were all taken by 
surprise. Due to this onset of her bad health, I was forced to take a Withdrawal for many of my 
classes for the Fall semester. This became a major challenge for me and my family. It changed 
my financial aid status and created a very large derailment of motivation and confidence in 
me. With my mother’s health decreasing rapidly, my discouragement began to grow, and I 
became very uncertain that I was going to be able to continue. I was beginning to get nervous 
for the upcoming semester and the family challenges that I was already facing. Now for the 
Spring semester I would be taking care of my mother, children, online schooling for both my 
girls, and working from home. All while trying to maintain my GPA and remain off suspension 
or probation. Struggling into Summer/Fall 2020 semesters, my mother’s health declined even 
more rapidly, and we all had to located to Utah. As a result, I was forced to take withdrawals 
again. With Fall semester finally coming to an end, things are finally starting to level out. 
Spring 2021 is going to be a big haul for me academically and I am ready for the push! After 
the Spring semester, I will only be a few classes from being able to get my Nutrition certificate 
and my AST so that I can transfer and achieve the goals that I have for the future of my family.



Social Work/  
Human Services 
Cuesta College

ATANTE 
WALKER
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When I was just 16 years old and just finishing my sophomore year in high school, my Aunt took 
me in during a time when I had no where else to turn to. Before my aunt became my guardian, 
I never thought that school mattered. My parents never discussed higher education with me, 
let alone give me the tools and encouragement for me to reach for better than them. My aunt 
has two daughters, one is a Hampton Grad and a nurse practitioner, the other a CSULA grad 
and an elementary teacher. My aunt never went to college, but she was the biggest advocate 
for the next generation of my family to reach for the stars. In high school, my aunt taught me 
how to be responsible,check my own school email,manage my time,and be responsible for 
my own assignments. She taught me these things alongside showing me how to be the best 
young adult I can be. My aunt was the first person who made me truly believe i had what it 
takes to be a college student. My aunt constantly checks in on me to make sure I’m staying 
focused on my studies and to confirm my mental health is fine as well. Because of COVID, 
I have not seen her since March. However, I know that us keeping our distance will keep 
ourselves and others safe. My aunt is the reason I chose social work as my major. All it took 
for me to realize my potential was just one person, I know that there are so children who were 
who can’t say the same. I’m my future career, I want to be able to encourage underprivileged 
youth just like my aunt did for me. I am currently on track to graduate with my AAT degree in 
social work/human services in spring 2021 and then I will transfer to University Nevada Reno 
to attain a BSW. I am forever grateful for the love and support my aunt showed me as a lost 
teen. I hope I am making her proud.



Addiction Studies
Cuesta College

GREGORY
WILLIAMS
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As a single father my greatest challenge returning to college has been the lack of self-
confidence. I didn’t think I was smart enough to attend college. After receiving my Culinary 
Arts Certificate with straight “A’s,” I realized that this was the start of my educational future. 
I am now attending Cuesta College working towards my AA degree to transfer. My goal is 
to become a Certified Drug and Alcohol Counselor and open a recovery home for families 
in addiction. I want to have a program that helps the whole family address the needs of 
addiction and recovery. This stems from actual events in my past. I want to create better ways 
to help people going through similar experiences. As a single father of two young children, 
I have had to learn how to balance both my school and family commitments. I also wrestle 
with the mental issues of, “Am I spending enough time with my children” or “Am I choosing 
school over my children.” You never know the true value of time with your children until you 
are gone or incarcerated. This had a profound effect on me. I did not want to miss out on 
any more time with my children. I realized when my daughter made a comment that I was 
spending a lot of time on the computer and less time with her, I needed to show my children 
that it wasn’t the computer taking time away from them but the importance of education and 
learning. I began to do homework with them and then do my homework so that they could 
see the importance of education and problem-solving. They believe that there is no problem 
that I can’t solve and that I am their hero. I am such a proud dad and loved by my children. 
CalWORKs has an amazing team of mentors that are supportive and that has helped me with 
resources, workshops, confidence building, motivation, educational and financial support.



General Math/ 
Science
Moorpark College

MADLEAN
DEMIAN
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I see myself as a super parent because although I am a single mother, my kids have seen me 
as one who plays the role of both parents, a mother, and a father. I have been able to raise 
two girls into the beautiful teenagers that they are today. While helping my daughters with 
school, caring for them, and always being there for them, I have still been able to maintain 
good grades in school. I study very hard and I always focus on my schoolwork and grades so 
that one day I can become successful and be able to help my own kids when they need to go 
to college. The CalWORKs program has helped and supported me so much on my journey so 
far. For example, without this program, I wouldn’t have my wonderful counselors or be able to 
get the amazing advice that helps me through my classes each and every semester. Another 
amazing thing that the CalWORKs program has done for me is, since I can’t afford any of 
the books for my classes, after buying the books, this program sends the paperwork to the 
GAIN Office so I am able to get the money and buy the books for my education and this is 
something that I am truly grateful for. Although I am a good student-parent, being in college 
has not been easy on me or my kids so I would truly appreciate this help, thank you so much.



Computer Science 
Moorpark College

MARISSA
PRYOR
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Hello, my name is Marissa. I am a single mom with a boy. Two- and a half years ago my whole 
world changed for the better and the worse. Sounds contradictory right? My world changing 
for the better was the part where my healthy God-sent baby was born with no complications 
on his part. However, I had the worst-case scenario type of birth. The doctor I had did not 
know what they were doing, and I ended up with a fourth-degree tear, with a terrible infection. 
I was learning to breast-feed, be a new mother, and single, all at the same time. If I did not 
have my parents and sister as support, I do not know how I would have made it this far. After 
giving birth, I had to go to get procedures done, doctors etc. I was in constant pain; I was 
fully incontinent and felt so hopeless and cried daily. I was able to get to an amazing surgeon 
who repaired me anatomically perfectly. However since the delivery, my muscles and nerves 
are permanently damaged. I still suffer with chronic pain and depression. I still go to UCLA 
to get procedures done and will have to for the rest of my life. I will never physically be the 
same. If I did not have my parents and sister as my support system, I do not know how I 
would have gone through all of this being a single-mom. CalWORKs has wonderful counselors 
who reach out, and give me every chance to learn, earn, and succeed in my life. They supply 
abundant resources for mental health, people with disabilities, finances, and many more. I 
will be graduating in spring 2022 with my AS degree in computer science and pursuing my 
cybersecurity career. When saying “It takes a village!”, it really hits home to me. Between 
having my family help me with my son, and with CalWORKs, I can strive and thrive! CalWORKs 
are part of my village on my road to new beginnings and success. Thank you!



Natural Science
Oxnard College

MELANIE
CAMACHO
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The passion for my field of study goes beyond just a career goal. Ever since I can remember, 
I have always wanted to help people. I decided I want to become a Psychiatric Registered 
Nurse to help those who feel mentally, at their lowest. I am determined not just to exceed 
in my studies and become a Registered Nurse, but to make a difference in someones life. 
The CalWorks program has gone above and beyond in helping me get closer to making my 
dream a reality. The CalWorks counselors at my school have helped me feel like I belong to 
a community of like-minded people and has offered various resources to help make my time 
at the college an amazing experience. With the help of my CalWorks counselors’ guidance 
and support, I feel that I can attain my dream of being a Psychiatric Registered Nurse. The 
CalWorks program has helped me pay for the books required for my college courses which I 
otherwise, could not afford. I feel that the CalWorks program has also helped me academically 
by motivating me to excel in my coursework. Without the guidance of my CalWorks counselors 
and the CalWorks program, I truly have no idea how I could make my dream a reality.



Law/Social Justice
Oxnard College

JESSICA
GOMEZ
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One of my biggest challenges with being a virtual learner has been my mental health. I am 
a full-time student and a part-time student worker. I have a 9-year-old and 7-year-old whom 
I assist with virtual learning at home as well as a 2-year-old in the process of potty training. I 
am sure you can understand why my mental health was under siege. I have been isolated with 
my three children with no interaction with grown adults since March of 2020. I feel I am on my 
computer all day, then on my children’s computer all day. I am mentally exhausted and lack of 
human interaction of a non-minor. CalWORKs has given me the outlet I never knew I needed. 
Every Wednesday they would have their open door where I could zoom in and see friendly 
faces and our dear counselors. Sometimes they would give me academic and resource help 
and sometimes they would just listen to my rants and worries.  You remember how in the past 
before electricity, a person would hold a lamp to guide the way? CalWORKs is my lamp that 
guides my way. They kept me connected to the school and encouraged me to keep going 
even though at times I wanted to give up and not complete school. They even had easels with 
the most helpful subject like how to destress or help our children educationally with tutors 
and apps. I am forever grateful to CalWORKs for assisting me during one of the most difficult 
times of my life.



Behavioral Science/
Criminology
Oxnard College

DAISY
GRANADOS
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My name is Daisy Granados. I am a single mother of 3 beautiful children. I am a full time 
student and attend both Oxnard and Ventura college. I am currently finishing my Associates 
in Science Behavioral in Criminology. To then transfer and pursue my goal of achieving my 
Bachelors and then join the FBI. I always believed I had super powers since I was a young 
girl now as a woman after all the obstacles, pain and long hard journey I do believe everyone 
has powers in their own unique ways. Mine was when my kids told me I was a strong mom 
with powers my life and world changed for the better that motivated me to never give up. 
I was in a wheelchair paralized from my right side and unable to function my leg properly 
that is when my whole world changed I was diagnosed with stage 4 breast cancer it spread 
unfortunately, made me sad that I was not going to be able to carry my kids or do fun things 
like other parents but that did not stop me none of it did. My kids are my world and they say 
I am a superhero and the best mom trust me I would not trade it for the world at all, they 
are my motivation and the reason why I am doing all this, everything I do is for them to see, 
that no matter what happens in life or obstacles thrown at you, keep moving forward. The 
CalWORKs program helped me in so many ways they made me feel important and most of 
all treated me like family and made me feel welcomed. They helped me a lot by helping me 
organize my scheduling, being a single parent of 3 kids it’s not easy from running around to 
appointments, school meetings, kids necessities and much more they helped me grow into a 
better person physically and mentally which I thank them so much for. They Have helped me 
so much throughout this hard, long, emotional, tiring journey of mine.



Nursing
Oxnard College

RAYMUNDO 
NAVARRO
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I’m a fighter. Growing up in the projects of Port Hueneme, California may not sound too difficult, 
but I can proudly say that I am one out of a handful that made it out. My neighborhood was 
riddled with crime and violence, resulting in kids and young adults going in and out of jail. That 
wasn’t the case for me due to my mother. My mother was a strong woman that always taught 
me to be strong and strive for success. Unfortunately, my mother was diagnosed with stage 
four cancer. As she battled cancer, I stayed by her side; we visited many hospitals. I was able 
to observe the loving and helpful nurses that helped her in her time of need. These countless 
examples of caring nurses made me self-reflect about my career. After my mother passed 
away, I made the decision to pursue a Nursing degree. While attending Oxnard College and 
volunteering at Saint John’s Hospital as a COPE Health Scholar I have been able to build a 
personal and professional network that support me in my endeavors. As I take over 15 units 
each semester, I have developed my organization and prioritizing skills, I plan and execute. I 
have also learned to be resourceful as I am a returning student with absence of eighteen years 
from the educational system. To be honest, I wouldn’t be where I am without the support of 
my CalWORKs team. They provide a space that was welcoming and helpful allowing me to 
complete all my work. I made the Dean’s list for three semesters. I must admit fall 2020 was a 
difficult semester but CalWORKs came through with all the support I needed as we adapted 
to the new norm with Covid-19 and earned a 4.0. Although, my mother didn’t get to see my 
success as I lost her in a battle with cancer, she was a fighter until the end. As my mother 
wasn’t a quitter neither I’m I, I will succeed.



Sociology
Oxnard College

LORENA
ORTIZ
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I left an abusive marriage, lost my kids and got them back from Child Protective Services 
(CPS) five years later, I overcame addiction, returned back to school after so many failed 
attempts because of the help from my village! My name is Lorena Ortiz, I am a proud returning 
CalWORKs Sociology student who will graduate this spring 2021. My children’s CPS social 
worker suggested I go back to school as I went through the process of getting my kids back. 
I knew I wanted to be an Alcohol and Drug Counselor. Oxnard College offers the Addictive 
Disorder Studies program. So, I enrolled and was on my way to getting my certificate. Once 
I met with my Oxnard College (OC) CalWORKs counselors Marta Munoz and Holly Mulligan, 
they encouraged me to get my degree and not just a certificate. I did not think I was worthy 
enough for a degree. They believed in me when I didn’t believe in myself. They did not give up 
on me and every chance they had they mentioned the degree. They uplifted and encouraged 
me and my confidence began to grow. They paved the way and I followed. Each one teaches 
one. I am a big advocate for CalWORKs. My children have been my biggest fans. They have 
seen the change I have made within myself and my education. I have enjoyed bringing them 
to my awards ceremonies so I can share my excitement when my name is mentioned as an 
honor student. They brag about how their once addict childless mother is now six years 
clean, received custody of them, is the Oxnard College ASG President, VP of Sigma Kappa 
Delta, SSCCC Delegate of Region 6 and a student worker. As student workers we played an 
important part in “ hyping” each other up by advocating, supporting and praising each other’s 
achievements. I would not have been able to do this without my villages, I have more than 
one village! Thank you to all my villagers who have been part of my journey. I will be the first 
generation of my family to graduate from college and with multiple degrees.
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Business  
Management
Compton College

COURTNEY
CARTHON
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Before COVID-19 my life was already crazy. Right before the pandemic I had a beautiful baby 
girl, my son found some normalcy in his school, my boyfriend and I were getting along, and we 
saved enough money to finally move into our own place. Once Covid-19 hit we were unable to 
move into our own place, and in my field as a chef, we were the first to be laid off/ furloughed 
from our positions. My boyfriend is an essential worker and with two little ones to feed on one 
person’s monthly income I learned to make that stretch the whole month. Let me tell you we 
struggled. So, I got to thinking what I can do to occupy my time that would benefit my family 
in the present and in the future, and that I can do remotely to avoid Covid-19, and keep my 
family safe at the same time, which was go back to school. Now, I have not been to school 
in ages and I was super nervous to go back and stressed out about having time to study and 
pass my courses. Once school began, I saw the brighter side of things and realized that this 
was the perfect time to do it especially since everything is online. So, I started my classes and 
at first it was tough because of internet issues and since I live in a shelter, I have no control 
over the internet. I also have a busy body one-year-old who demands my attention every five 
minutes and a nine-year-old also in school remotely for the first time sharing the same faulty 
wi-fi. So, at first it was tough, so I decided to talk to a CalWORKs counselor about making a 
plan so I would not be wandering aimlessly through school. The staff were awesome it was like 
a team of five swooping into the rescue. One by one they made sure I had everything I needed 
to succeed in school and were always there whenever I needed them no hesitation.



Biology
Compton College

ISABEL
MEDINA
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My children are my main focus in life but I think in order for me to give them my best mindset 
I have to separate time for myself, work, and, school. Separating my daily projects helps 
me keep organized and helps me to be able to focus on them 100%. Now that quarantine 
measures have been placed at colleges, we can no longer go to class on campus nor do work 
study on the campus. Now we have to study, work, and learn from home. Its challenging to 
do all this at home while being a fulltime parent at the same time. I had to learn new ways to 
manage my time and give my children their quality time as well. Being a single mom is difficult 
especially during this time, luckily, I have a good support system. My sisters and my mom 
help me out when I need to focus on my assignments during class and when I have to study. 
Even though I have help and set up activities for them sometimes, my youngest son needs 
my attention and I have to stop everything that I’m doing and focus on him. When I would 
leave to campus, I would not have to stop my work and I could finish what I’m doing faster 
and be more focused. I also learned how to set up a schedule for my toddler so while he’s 
coloring, reading, or doing crafts I can finish up some of my assignments and study. Being a 
student during this quarantine has been difficult but I have managed with the support from 
the CalWORKs office. They helped me get a laptop when I needed one during the transition 
to online classes. Even though its different I love that I get to be with my children during the 
day. Change is good and I do things differently now, but I look at this as a temporary, which is 
going to pay off in the end. I have to keep studying and sacrificing my time for the best future 
for me and my children.



Business 
Administration 
Compton College

JESSICA
RAMOS
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Some believe a superhero is born with supernatural powers. For me, every single life experience 
I encountered has led me to become the super mom I am. My superpower is resilience. This 
is a power I have slowly developed throughout the years, with every encounter and every 
person that has crossed my path. I became a mom at a young age and by twenty I was married 
and had two children. My marriage was full of abuse and manipulation brought on by my 
ex-husband’s drug and alcohol abuse. I was not allowed to drive, interact with my family, or 
even have a phone. I was oblivious to the abuse. Slowly the abuse got worse and I could not 
do it anymore. I was going through a divorce, heartbreak, fear of losing my kids, depression, 
anxiety, and a financial crisis. On my very first appointment with the county I was asked by the 
social worker if I had suffered from domestic violence. I broke down and told him everything. I 
will never forget his words, “don’t worry mama we are going to get you right.” From here my 
healing began. I went to domestic violence counseling and individual therapy. I began to build 
myself up slowly by attending school and work. I forgave and allowed my heart to heal, which 
grew my power of reliance even more. Recently, my resilience was tested. After a long battle 
with his addictions and mental health, the father of my kids lost his battle. So many emotions 
came up and I began to slip into a depression. I reached out and asked for help. Part of having 
the superpower of resilience is knowing when to ask for help. My life is far from perfect and 
I still have ups and downs but the difference now is that I am powerful and resilient. For 
this reason, I am a proud CalWORKs student. CalWORKs saved my life and made me into a 
powerful superhero that will be resilient enough to take anything that gets thrown my way.



Psychology 
Compton College

BROOKLYN
SPENCER
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Transitioning to a virtual learning environment has not been easy for me especially as a student-
parent that has four children. Prior to remote learning, I was accustomed to separating my 
academic life from my home life and the ability to be on-campus gave me the opportunity 
to compartmentalize the two. Additionally, I am an in-person learner and the ability to ask 
questions and attend in-person office hours and receive in-person services from programs 
such as CalWORKs, is what has led to my academic success. Going remote was chaotic mainly 
because I was no longer able to separate school from home life. Although I have support from 
my parents with my children, the use of technology is new to my parents. It was difficult for 
me to balance attending school virtually and providing technical support to my children at the 
same time. Additionally, I have a two year old daughter that demands a lot of my attention 
and I am constantly pulled in so many directions. Caring for my family and assisting everyone 
including myself makes it difficult to keep up with my own studies. However, I have learned 
to adapt with the support of the CalWORKs Program. The CalWORKs Program has helped 
me through it all even the times when I just wasn’t so sure about what courses to take and 
what steps to take next; they guided me by helping me prioritize and make my class load 
manageable. The program has also sent me emails of encouragement and has referred me to 
online tutoring support. I really don’t think that I would be at this point in life if it wasn’t for 
the support of the CalWORKs Program.



Administration  
of Justice
East Los Angeles 
College

ALYSSA
ANDRADE
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Ever since I could remember I wanted to be a part of Law Enforcement. My dream career is to be 
a Crime Scene Investigator. My passion for criminal justice has grown even more after coming 
to East Los Angeles College. Here I met wonderful Administration of Justice professors who 
have the same passion as I do. As a CSI, I want to show the skills and knowledge I obtained 
in the classroom out on the field and help serve justice to the victims and their families as 
well. I love to help others and make others feel safe, so I know I can do both by being in this 
field. I can help others by solving cases and serving justice and also making them feel safe by 
the evidence that was collected to pinpoint the suspect. My determination is helping me get 
closer to my career by excelling in the classroom and in the coursework for my major. I am 
understanding what it takes to be a crime scene investigator and the history when it comes to 
criminal justice. The CalWORKs program is also helping me by making it my responsibility to 
get documents in on time. In the field I want to go into, it is going to be important to complete 
all paperwork accurately and in a timely manner.
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East Los Angeles 
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Hello, my name is Patricia Ayala and I am a mother of two little boys. I have been part of 
CALWORKs for two years now. Growing up I always had the passion of becoming a Doctor. I 
always dreamt of finding a job where I can help people cure their illness, ease their pain and 
make them feel better. We all come to this world for a purpose and I knew that my purpose 
was to become a Doctor and heal people. I began working at a hospital and was attending 
college at the same time but due to financial crisis I had to put my school on hold and just 
work. I let many years pass by and always wonder where would I be if I had not given up with 
school. Then, when I found out I was pregnant with my first son I knew I had no choice but 
go back to school. I had a lot of doubts because I felt too old to go back to school but I was 
determined this time around because now I had someone that someday will look up to me. 
So, I said to myself “It’s now or never Patty, you got this”. I quit my job to become a full-time 
student, I was scared of not having income coming in anymore but I had not lost the passion 
of becoming a doctor.  I always visualize myself wearing that white coat and treating people 
so I had to earn that coat. Soon after I began school, I learned about the CALWORKs program 
and became part of. I am extremely grateful that CALWORKs has made my school experience 
a lot easier, I have no excuse not to pass a class because they have given me every tool that I 
need to succeed in every class I take. Now that I am much closer to reaching my goal I don’t 
plan to let any obstacles get in my way. I have so many plans this year that will make me a 
perfect candidate when it’s time to apply for medical school



Business
East Los Angeles 
College

BLANCA
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My name is Blanca S. Cardenas I go to East Los Angeles College and my major is Business.
The greatest challenge that people all over the world had to face at the beginning of 2020, 
was the pandemic, when in March everything, came to a stop, closing businesses, and schools. 
Everything suddenly turned online; distanced, including doctor appointments, education. I was 
coming out of spine surgery I had in January 2020, and even though it was a major surgery and 
needed to rest as much as possible, I decided to go back to campus for Spring ‘20 semester to 
take my classes and to do my work study at the Honors Center at East Los Angeles College. 
Excited to feel better and go back ‘my’ normal, and with my baby girl turning 1 on March 5th 
everything was looking good when the semester started. And although news of Covid-19 was 
spreading around the world, I wasn’t worried about becoming an actual pandemic. March 12 
was the last day of school and the next day was declared a pandemic, and after a few weeks 
of a mandatory break, we transitioned from face to face classes to online. Uncertainty was 
the only feeling flowing everywhere. But in the middle of all this, luckily husband Jose, my 3 
kids: Ruby 17, Angel 14, and Baby Jade 1 who just by having them with me, gave me strength. 
CalWORKs immediately made the transition smoother, and offered all the help possible to 
continue my education and kept us posted on every change, support, and announcements. 
The first weeks were hard, as I had to adjust to take classes, study, do homework, and be a 
mom to a 1 year old baby and two teenagers. Staying focused and encouraged was hard, 
but with the CalWORKs counselors and staff always being accessible and replying or calling 
without delay, was very uplifting. I look forward to continuing my education with the help of 
the CalWORKs program.



Sociology 
East Los Angeles 
College
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Becoming a mom was very hard. Right away I knew I still wanted to work and finish school. 
My parents were perfectly fine with my choice. I believe their biggest concern was for me to 
give up school, however they explained to me that they were going to help me out as much as 
they can in order for me to work and finish my college career. My mother is my main supporter. 
She’s believed in me since day one. My mother is the one who cares for my daughter while I’m 
at work, when I’m at school, and when I’m doing homework. My father helps out my mother 
care for my daughter as much as he can. Before I didn’t have car, my father was the one driving 
me to work, school and doctor appointments. I have three siblings (three brothers) they’re 
also part of my amazing village. My daughter has speech delay, her speech class usually take 
time while I’m at work and my brothers being the ones who understand English, they are the 
ones who make sure my daughter attends her classes when. Throughout these three years my 
family members have been amazing with helping me. There’s been times where I want to give 
up, but they all remind me everyday that I can do it and I will do it. That no matter how hard 
life gets, my hard work will pay off and to never give up. My daughter Grace  and I are very 
thankful to have such a great support system to remind us that we are loved and we are doing 
great. I am currently 4 courses away from receiving my AA and transferring to a 4-year college 
and I truly couldn’t have done it without the support of my amazing parents and siblings.
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East Los Angeles 
College
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DELGADILLO
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My name is Minerva Delgadillo. I am a CalWORKs participant since 2015. I am a domestic 
violence survivor, but thanks to the CalWORKs program, I can survive in this country with 
my two children without any relatives. Therefore, I have the opportunity to attend college 
classes, where I have been learning English. Also, I have been given the chance to work as a 
student worker at East Los Angeles Community College, while taking my classes. Since I came 
to the United States, I have been living in a Hispanic community, and I can speak in my native 
language everywhere. However, the inconvenience was when I had to fill out paperwork in 
English and the forms were not available in Spanish format.  Always, I had to ask if someone 
spoke Spanish and looked for assistance in Spanish as well.  Although I do not feel completely 
confident speaking in English, I can ask questions and fill out forms by myself. Further, I will 
graduate from East Los Angeles College in the Spring 2021 semester and already applied 
to some Cal State Universities. In addition, the CalWORKs assistance has been the principal 
source of income for me and my daughters. It has helped us accomplish our academic goals. 
My oldest daughter graduated from high school in 2018, where she was the salutatorian. 
Furthermore, she transferred last fall semester to UC DAVIS. On the other hand, my youngest 
daughter is in fifth grade, and she has good grades, too. I am very thankful for the CalWORKs 
support because it gave me the opportunity to go back to school and pursue my dream career.



Sociology
East Los Angeles 
College

WENDY MARY
HERNANDEZ
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One of the greatest challenges for me this year, due to COVID-19, was that I had to completely 
rearrange my life where my children were involved. I was a full-time student before the 
pandemic put us under lockdown, and with my children now virtually learning from home, I 
had to put my education aside and limit the number of classes I could take to be able to be 
there for my kids. I became a full-time teacher to my children, and it has not been an easy task, 
since I can only help one at time and when I do this my other child falls behind. It is a cycle of 
trying to keep up with their schoolwork and it is one that we are still trying to catch up on. 
So, while I have had to limit my education and adjust to these new norms brought onto us by 
the pandemic, the CalWORKs program has helped me find balance in the chaos. My classes 
went from a full-time student to a part-time student, so my financial aid decreased, but then I 
was given the opportunity to do work-study. This opportunity given to me has brought ease, 
as it has given me an income that I was never expecting, as well as allowing for me to provide 
for my children everything that they need, such as a washing machine and dryer. Prioritizing 
the needs versus the wants has made it easier, in this case, washing at home has reduced 
the amount of time that I was accustomed to when I used to go to the laundromat. Another 
thing would be that I don’t have to wait for financial aid or request money for books, because 
I can use the money that I earn from the work study program to purchase my books and 
school materials on time. Although Covid-19 made a big impact in my social environment I am 
learning to adapt to these new norms through my new job that the CalWORKs department 
provided. Through these, I know in the future I will be able to successfully work virtually.
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HERRERA

2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7144

The pandemic has challenged me in a variety of ways, as the transition from being out in 
society to immediate isolation in my home had a traumatic effect on me. The rapid changes 
not only affected me but also my daughter causing us to have to get therapy. I was constantly 
crying and following the news to see what was going to happen next. I found myself alone at 
home with my daughters feeling as if the world was coming to an end. I began to understand 
that I was now a student studying from home and so were my daughters. As a student and 
a parent, I faced new challenges in figuring out how I was going to move forward from this 
situation as I now had to cook 3 meals a day for my daughters, set them up with a computer 
and learning space as well as for myself. However, despite feeling like a nervous wreck I 
persevered and became a confident leader for myself and my children. I changed my worries 
into confidence and taught my daughter how to use the computer, multitasked all the duties 
of the house, did my homework and kept up with the necessities of my children and myself as 
a student and a parent. 

This experience did take a detrimental toll on my mental health however, ELAC CALWORKS 
department staff and program made sure to help me by providing me with a remote work study 
job. I understood that the ELAC CALWORKS program was advocating for students/parents 
to be able to continue getting help. This type of consideration should not go unnoticed. 
It was a tremendous relief and a blessing for me because despite feeling scared, worried, 
and saddened by the chaos the virus made I was able to receive financial help which made 
me feel supported. The CALWORKS program helped me survive in my new virtual remote 
environment from home and my routine quarantine duties got better with time. I can continue 
my education which is helping realize my dreams, my mental health has improved along with 
my children’s health.
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My name is Sun Kim and my story with CalWORKs began back in 2016. When I enrolled in 
CalWORKs, I was a survivor of domestic violence who was experiencing homelessness with 
a two-year-old daughter. With no money or job, I landed on my friend’s couch. Soon after, I 
found the courage to start over again. As I started working with my county worker, I received 
services that I desperately needed for my mental health and legal matters. Along with the 
services, I also received the necessary resources to return to school while my daughter attended 
preschool. Despite the challenges I faced as a college student, CalWORKs consistently 
provided opportunities for an individual like myself to succeed. Looking back on my journey, 
I do not believe I would be in the place I am today. I am a proud student that is pursuing my 
B.A. in Child Development with plans of attending Graduate school for School Counseling. 
Fast-forwarding to five years from now, I imagine myself as a school counselor at a diverse 
school with students from various backgrounds and ethnicities. I want to become a mentor 
that helps students achieve huge accomplishments and become well-rounded adults. With my 
knowledge of child development and school counseling, I will strive to help students work out 
issues with their academics, mental and physical health, social, personal, and family problems. 
I will also be their mediator, negotiator, and advocate to ensure an equal opportunity for every 
student. I am determined to improve this profession by creating and developing a variety of 
workshops that motivate students to be better and do better, with the inclusion of family 
members. School counselors have enormous shoes to fill and I know I have what it takes to 
fill them. In conclusion, I am grateful for the CalWORKs program. It has helped me get back 
on my feet, give me a brighter perspective on life, earn a higher education that will assist 
in providing my daughter a better future, and a chance to give back to the community that 
helped me become the person I am today.
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Due to Covid-19 I did have to learn how to be a student and a parent in many different ways. 
Since my daughter is still in kindergarten and hasn’t really had the full on in person school 
experience, I had to become very hands on with her virtual learning. The transition hasn’t 
been an easy one but it is something that I am still learning how to navigate today. This meant 
that I had to take on the role of being her school teacher as well. Being a single parent is hard 
work but trying to manage being a great parent, school and work while staying on top of my 
daughter’s academics has been extremely difficult. It was mentally and physically exhausting 
and draining most of the times, especially for the last month of my school’s semester. One of 
the most difficult things about adjusting to virtual learning was to find a schedule that works 
for both of us, because this was a new and different school year. Our school schedules would 
often collide and it would have me feeling down or depressed. I didn’t want to deprive my 
daughter of her education & I want to be the best teacher I can to my daughter. It was also 
overwhelming when I had my exams and finals because I felt like I couldn’t concentrate as 
much as I used to. Although there are many hard days, I do see this pandemic as a blessing 
in disguise as well. The reason I say that is because I get to spend so much time with her, and 
when I was on campus at school and working, I was always busy and wouldn’t get to spend 
that much time with her.The CalWorks program has helped me tremendously, especially with 
giving me the opportunity to be a student worker. Having a job during this pandemic and 
being able to work from home is more than a blessing for me. The income helps me so much 
and I will forever be grateful for being a part of CalWORKs.
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It takes a village. I think every parent at one point has lived this truth. For me however, these 
are words of gold. As a working student parent, I work hard but without my village it would 
be impossible for me to be successful in all these aspects of my life. Being a single mom of 
3 I struggle everyday with the balance. My academic journey has not been the easiest. My 
family and I have endured struggles that most families do not endure yet a lot have. We are 
survivors of domestic violence and again without my support system we would not have 
gotten through that part of our lives. It of course affected my educational path, but I did 
not give up. I knew that to truly survive and show my kids how to survive, I needed to show 
them what moving forward, not giving up and what believing in one’s self looks like. 

In my department at ELAC I was fortunate enough to find an addition to my village. The 
faculty and professors from the Theater department and staff in the CalWORKs office 
have helped guide me towards my educational goals. They have harnessed networking 
environments for me to push forward into my chosen career path. They have supported 
me with knowledge and information to allow me to have available tools and necessities to 
complete projects and work for school. I have gained not just resources but lifelong mentors 
that I can rely on now and in my future. Working together with my team I have been able to 
take the classes I need to receive my AA this upcoming 2021 as well as apply for transfer for 
my BA. I have learned that teamwork can create success. I am grateful for my village and for 
the opportunity to show my kids what working together and caring for one another can do 
for our village. During our current situation with this pandemic, I think that this is even more 
important than ever to show my kids the importance of caring for your team and yourself.
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After many years of ups and downs, I decided to come back to school and finish what I had 
started more than ten years ago. Even with all the setbacks including the current pandemic 
life has sent my way, I am determined to finish with good grades. I have two children who 
inspire me to continue with my dream of becoming an elementary school teacher and setting 
a good example for them is a priority. I can honestly say that one of the fears of coming 
back to school was the financial burden that it would bring to my already chaotic life. I 
was never aware of the many programs that are available for people like me and finding 
CalWORKs was the best thing that could happen to me. They provided me with a job that 
allowed me to make schoolwork a priority and have met many wonderful individuals who are 
always there to aid when I need it. Every one of the individuals I have encountered both in 
CalWORKs and in my education  path have been an influence in my life. I have been able to 
absorb different teaching styles and techniques that are vital to becoming a great teacher. 
I know that a teacher must have a special connection with each child along with the child’s 
family to be able to change the child’s life for the better, and this is what CalWORKs does 
for us. They demonstrate respect, patience and provide us with opportunities to expand 
our education. I strive to provide children with a proper education and have every child’s 
needs met. I hope to provide children with a stimulating environment that will give them 
the opportunity to make choices that can expand their mind and allow for them to question 
things and find multiple ways to problem solve any dilemma they encounter. I am so grateful 
for the opportunities given to me by the CalWORKs program, and hope to become the best 
teacher I can be thanks to them.
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Some time ago I had to choose between two identity paths to follow. I was either going 
to choose to be a victim or a survivor.  It has been a difficult road that I had to overcome 
because I have three children each with ADHD as a result of domestic violence. I have PTSD, 
anxiety, and depression, but I had to be strong and started to think about which identity is the 
example I want to give my children.  They cannot see me weak and defeated, so I decided to 
put on the super mom and super student suit because I wanted to show that if I could learn 
English and finish a degree as first generation in this country, my children would likely follow 
my footsteps. I want them to see their mother graduate and be proud that despite the many 
difficult situations encountered she still achieved her goals. When I got to study at East Los 
Angeles College (ELAC) thanks to the CalWORKs program they made me feel very hopeful. 
The ELAC CalWORKs staff made me feel very comfortable because when I started the program 
with them I did not speak English well and was sad to communicate.  After sometime I got a 
job as a student worker through CalWORKs and it has helped me improve my communication 
a lot. In having the student worker experience, it increased my self-confidence.  I remember 
when I arrived at ELAC and CalWORKs with fear. I realize now that I have been finding my 
powers to continue surviving as a mother and as a student during these difficult moments that 
we are living in this pandemic.  I have had to draw strength. I am grateful for everything I’ve 
been through and the strong person I have learned to become. My superpowers are helping 
me become successful in my life.
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I am a mother of two children and I am 26 years old, and this is my first second semester at 
ELAC. I went to Rio Hondo College but then dropped out due to family problems. With 2020 
being a hard year for all because of COVID-19 It motivated me to go back to school. I went 
back to school to better my education in hopes someday I will have a master’s and make 
myself, children, and family proud of me. Although this year has been a hard year with social 
distancing and learning from home. My village includes my children, husband, and family. I 
have tried my best to try and be a mother, wife, and have time to do my schoolwork. I have 
a lot of support from my husband and mother who will help me by taking time to take care 
of our children. Also, by allowing me to have time to study and do homework. Without my 
team it would have been impossible for me to go back to school while campus is closed and 
us having to adjust to online. It is hard to manage classes online while trying to take care of 
your children and some professors do not understand that we have children, and they do not 
understand that their mom has class, and they cannot come into your room for a few hours. If 
it were not for the support from my husband and mother, I probably would have not continued 
online classes. With all my hard work and dedication, I have managed to get A and B in my 
classes. With that being said I hope my story can encourage someone else who is struggling 
with school and having a family. With commitment and dedication along with a strong team 
to help and support you it can happen. I was terrified of going back to school because I was 
scared of failing, but honestly there is nothing to be scared of to keep trying and never give 
up. Anything is possible, we just have to believe in ourselves.
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2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7 151

The million-dollar question people around me ask all the time is, how do you do it? I don’t 
have super strength, but I have endurance. I don’t have invulnerability, but I have bravery. 
Yet, the superpower I have that fuels these traits is devotion to my little girl and the desire to 
provide a better life and be a good mother to her.

I have had many hurdles: an abusive childhood, discouraged from going to college because 
I’m an immigrant and told not to daydream about furthering my education and also mustering 
the courage to leave an abusive relationship so my daughter would not learn to accept abuse 
in her life. As a single mother I could not find gainful employment without an education, and 
while pursuing an education, could not find someone to hire me as a full-time student/single 
mother. Now the impact of COVID has left me and my daughter homeless. I would go to 
McDonald’s in the middle of the night, so I could use their Wi-Fi to submit my assignments 
before midnight. COVID made it hard to go to shelters, so some nights we slept in our minivan, 
other nights were hotels and Airbnb’s. Fortunately my daughter is two and sees everything as 
an adventure.

I am driven to be a better mother and show my daughter that dreams and goals can become 
a reality with endurance and bravery. Through all my trials and tribulations I kept on track with 
my education plan and used every resource available to get shelter and food. I could not have 
accomplished it without the many resources the CalWORKs program provided as well as the 
support of the staff providing the services and support. They helped me find a job through 
work-study and connected me with a homeless college liaison.

When I see my 4.0 GPA and wonder how did I do it? It makes me want to cry. I know why, 
because with the help of the CalWORKs program my goals are one step farther from a dream 
and one step closer to being a reality.
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My passion has always been about the Youth, because they are our future! The resources that 
have become popular for the next generations of adults are both good and bad. Technology, 
as resourceful and helpful it can be, has also become a huge distraction for the youth. The 
popular social websites like Tik-Tok, Instagram and Facebook are great websites for networking 
and business features however, it has distracted our youth with encouragement of violence, 
degrading women, peer pressure of drugs, alcohol and gang banging. As the list continues, 
my mission is to receive my AA degree in communications, transfer out to one of the four 
colleges I have applied to in Fall 2020 where I will then study a Minor Degree of Psychology. I 
will establish my own counseling service business for Minors of Middle School Ages. Although 
some may have the support and guidance needed to get through this phase of life, others do 
not! My goal is to create a Platform in helping all minors with guidance, support, encouragement 
and resources so they can make the best decisions moving forward to the next phase of life, 
high school. The middle school phase is where the most peer pressure is against students and 
many students choose the wrong path because they feel they don’t have the right support 
system. I am here to change this, for all youth of middle school ages! CalWORKs have helped 
me with the first step in making this dream become reality, and that is being a support for me 
and my child as I am finishing my Associates Degree. They have been supportive with expense 
resources, making it easier for me to learn in class, stress free and not worrying about how 
I will be able to pay for school expenses. I also was able to house myself and my daughter 
from a program called Harbor Interfaith, which was a resource I received from the CalWORKs 
office, giving me more space and opportunity to become the next best counseling service for 
minors. Calworks have supported me in ways I want to be supportive of those minors.
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I am from the great country of Egypt, a place where many people dream about coming to 
the United States. A relative bought me a ticket to a Visa lottery when I married my wife 12 
years ago. I never dreamt I would win the lottery Visa but ultimately did. Thus, my goal was 
to come to the United States and create a crane rental company. I worked hard obtaining my 
grade A license to conduct cranes but struggled with the English language. Because I didn’t 
speak English efficiently, I suffered poor treatment. I even encountered people who treated 
me like an idiot, like I could not learn anything because I didn’t speak English. This is when 
CalWORKs stepped in by providing me with a counselor that identified classes that fit my 
needs. I was introduced to English as a second language (ESL) classes and every semester a 
CalWORKs counselor help me pinpoint the ESL classes that would build up my English skills. 
Over time the resources and counseling CalWORKs provided me with led me to complete 
ESL classes that taught me how to read and write English. However, CalWORKs has assisted 
me in building as strong future for myself and my family in multiple ways, if it wasn’t for 
CalWORKs I’d be unable to attend college or learn English. Essentially CalWORKs provided 
me with connections to parents, immigrants students, and ESL professionals like myself. This 
provided me with hope and examples of success. More importantly CalWORKs addressed 
my needs from every corner advising me about grants, paying for book supplies, providing 
electronic resources during the COVID-19 pandemic and finally a group of people who have a 
genuine interest in my educational success. I’ve experienced a lot of growth at CalWORKs not 
only becoming fluent in English but becoming a better father and husband. Due CalWORKs 
staff and resources, I will be graduating in Fall 2021 and will be better prepared to be an 
entrepreneur in the field of crane rentals. Thank you CalWORKs.



Business
El Camino College

DIANA
HERRERA

2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7154

Growing up I never thought about going to college because I dealt with physical abuse and 
was molested. Therefore, I dropped out at age 16 and focused on working. By age 22, I 
returned to school but encountered so much difficulty that I ended up with 4 semesters of 
fails. That’s when I was diagnosed with a learning disability. Years passed and I became a 
struggling mother of three. Yet, the worst came when I became homeless with my three 
children. I was living from motel to motel, I did not want my children to experience this type or 
living situation. I once again attempted to attend college and chose El Camino college. This is 
when I heard about the CalWORKs Program. I struggled to identify what to study but recalled 
my encounter with postpartum depression. While dealing with depression, I managed to uplift 
myself and found my passion by going into the world of beauty and becoming a hair model. 
As a hair model, I began to learn to do make up, hair color, and business. It all came together 
when I enrolled at El Camino College under the CalWORKs program. The CalWORKs program 
provided a place where I could be upfront about my homelessness. CalWORKs provided funds 
for my school supplies and childcare so I could go to school. They also provided academic 
support such as tutors to accommodate my style of learning. The academic support provided 
by CalWORKs helped transform me into a student that use to get all fails into a student 
with a 3.5 GPA and on the dean’s list. I’ve excelled in the field of beauty and am getting 
closer to my dream of being a salon owner. For instance, I became an assistant for a famous 
Instagram influencer Bescene. Ultimately, I obtained my cosmetology license in 2019 and am 
more confident than ever that I will open my own salon. I have a great deal of gratitude to 
CalWORKs because without them I would probably still be homeless. They helped transform 
me into a professional and a future business owner. THANK YOU, CalWORKs.
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I walked into my first college counseling meeting at 18 years old with a boat load of ambition 
and drive. I felt fearless. Yet the woman I met had cast a web of self-doubt and insecurity 
over me in our brief encounter that endured for many years. I was told I would not amount 
to anything in the medical field. It would be “too difficult for someone like me.” I felt the 
statement referred to the fact that I had no help at home, could barely afford schoolbooks and 
could not afford resources like tutoring to succeed. In a flash my dreams were dashed, I quit 
and never thought about college or my dream of becoming a nurse. 

This past year while the global pandemic unfolded I saw the superheroes of our world come to 
light, the people of our medical field. I was reminded of when I was 10 and dreamt of serving 
others and helping save lives. And when I was 16 and read so many books about doctors and 
nurses who were pioneering discoveries in the medical field. But the emotional scar of being 
chastised and stripped of hope of becoming one of these superheroes was still there too. I 
was anxious at the thought of ever returning to school but as I watched COVID continue to 
devastate the world, I could not shake the burning desire of wanting to be there serving on 
the frontline.  

So at 28 I faced my fears and followed my dream that had not died.  I enrolled at El Camino 
College anticipating to be mocked for being a single mother with a desire to embark onto the 
challenging path of nursing but to my surprise I was met with the opposite. Without a doubt 
the CalWORKs program has been the key to my success. Without the support of the many 
different staff members as well as the financial resources I would not have had the ability to 
believe my dream could become a reality.  I am profoundly grateful for the program to fulfill 
my life-long dream and serve others.



Criminal Justice
El Camino College

HAYDI
MEJIA
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I grew up in South LA, constantly exposed to addiction, violence, and no role model. Being 
the oldest, I had to cook and clean for my siblings, looking out for them to the extent that I 
missed school for a whole year. In 2009, I became a first-generation student. That same year, 
my parents got divorced, leaving my mom as the provider for the family. My mother never 
had a job, so I got 3 jobs to make ends meet. Shortly after my mother was diagnosed with 
cancer, which left my mother depressed and ill, that I had to help bathe her. This impacted my 
grades and I began to drink and fell into alcoholism. When I returned to El Camino College, 
I was on academic probation, and in danger of getting kickout of school. Once I returned to 
school, I sought help from CalWORKs services, where I first began my steps to a successful 
path in my education. Due to the unexpected rise of the COVID-19  pandemic, it lead to many 
closures, leaving me with little to no hope from schools. From one day to the next, I had to 
manage remote learning for me and my 2 and 4-year-old. This created challenges for school 
time, interaction/emotional support, and stressed me out. However, the CalWORKs program 
provided the support needed to succeed in the virtual environment, by adapting services 
to be easily accessible, like virtual office hours, virtual counseling focused on solutions to 
problems, one-on-one help with student success coaches, and providing technology like 
MIFI and laptops. In addition, CalWORKs has helped foster the human connection I needed 
to succeed, by hosting stress management workshops, and a place to connect with other 
student parents. Ultimately, these services addressed the “New Normal”, by focusing on time 
management, educational goals, emotional support, and lastly, addressed the basic needs 
and issues brought upon by remote learning and COVID-19. With the Help of CalWORKs, and 
their support groups, I am now in the process of graduating and ready for my new career path.



Business
El Camino College

TAURA
MURRAY
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I am a single mother of two boys who are ages four and eight years old and I entered college 
with the goal of getting a certificate in business application. I began a small business where I sell 
fake eyelashes in my friend’s food truck or among the people in the streets. However, when the 
COVID 19 pandemic hit it causes great hardship on my family. First, the food truck that helped 
my business closed down, and there were no people in the street to sell fake eyelashes to. My 
children’s school closed down, therefore, I had to stay home to homeschool my children. This 
left me with no time to work and less time to focus on school. The pandemic made me anxious 
about my physical, economic, and educational well being. However, CalWORKs stepped in 
and created virtual services to address all my needs. They created zoom town hall meetings 
where I was able to connect with other students and CalWORKs resources. CalWORKs Student 
Success Coaches were instrumental in my success in the remote educational environment 
because they walked me through booking counseling appointments and completing material 
requests forms. This connected me to CalWORKs services and ensured I had the textbooks 
and electronics I needed to succeed in the virtual world. In addition, the financial services they 
informed me of such as grants allowed me to replace some of the income I lost due to COVID 
19 closures. I am much less anxious about the future of my education and well being because 
of the services provided by CalWORKs at El Camino College. The services have provided 
educational and basic needs stability. Therefore, I am closer and more confident in my ability 
to graduate with my certificate this coming Summer 2021.  



Nursing
El Camino College

EMILY
ROLISON
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Growing up, my family struggled financially, and I had no role models to guide me, but I dreamt 
of having a better life. I encountered abuse, depression, experimented with drugs, and was a 
foster youth that ran away often. My mom and dad were addicts, which impeded their ability 
to parent me, physically and emotionally. In addition, I was also educationally disadvantaged, 
because I struggled to graduate high school and didn’t retained what I learned, due to the 
trauma I experienced. Since my mom and dad weren’t stable, I sought out individuals to create 
my very own village of support. These individuals are my cousin, pastor, and high school teacher. 
My cousin is like my therapist, who fosters a space where I can be open about my struggles. 
My cousin provides me with emotional support. In regards to my pastor, he educates me 
about Christianity, which helps me in my everyday life. Moreover, he is there to help me with 
concrete needs like pampers for my baby, and/or food. Mr Mendez, my former high school 
teacher, serves as my motivator and role model. He is a former foster youth who understands 
the pain I experienced with fatherlessness, motherlessness, and the foster care system. These 
individuals are my team, who helped heal voids I experienced as a foster youth. They are my 
shoulder to cry on, help with school supplies, and are my fountain of encouragement. In the 
end, my village provides me with one on one support physically, spiritually, and mentally which 
helps me with my educational goals. Although I am not involved with my biological parents, 
and had no educational role models, I am confident that the support provided by my village 
will propel me to reach my dream of transferring to a 4-year university. 



Accounting 
El Camino College

SAYED 
WAHDAT

SADAT
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As most know college is a huge responsibility and a lot of work. For me, college is an additional 
responsibility as I have a family of four to support. We have all been living in a small one 
bedroom apartment since 2016 which is difficult. It is hard to attend classes, study and be 
active on campus when you have children and a spouse that requires your attention. Though 
my wife is supportive in taking care of our kids and goes to adult school to learn the English 
language I have trouble meeting our basic needs since our family relies on only my income. 
I work full time for minimum wage and attend college part-time because of my financial 
situation. Though this route will take me longer to reach my academic goals, at the end of the 
day I have to put food on the table and pay the bills so I make the necessary sacrifices for my 
family that I love and want to provide for. We recently had to fly to Afghanistan for a family 
emergency and I had to do my online class from there. I believe education is one of the most 
important ways of opening the doors to opportunities and I am determined to reach my goals.

I am majoring in accounting and want to be a Certified Public Accountant because there are a 
lot of job opportunities and I am good at it and want to serve my community in this way. I am 
a proud and grateful first generation to attend college and I currently hold a 3.714 GPA. I rely 
on financial aid, scholarships and grants to make it possible to continue my education but the 
CalWORKs program has been a vital part to my success since my books are paid for and I am 
able to receive support from the staff that helps me comply with the program requirements so 
I can continue to receive support. If awarded this scholarship it will help a lot towards reaching 
my academic goals and achieving my dreams.



Anthropology/ 
Sociology
El Camino College

BRITTANY
SINKLER

2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7160

While I have been blessed to have a village of family and friends, it has been the incredible 
teachers, counselors and the Calworks team at El Camino College that pulled me up out of 
the hole I was in right after having my daughter. No degree, no money, and no direction had 
me lost and confused.

Counselor, Robert Williams got my head back in the game by being incredibly patient with 
me, allowing me to bring my daughter to our counseling meeting, and setting me up with an 
academic plan. It was teachers like Catherine Schult Roman who helped me persevere even 
when I felt I couldn’t go on; who saw me as a person and not just another student. 

Lastly, I couldn’t have gotten as far as I have without the entire Calworks team at El Camino 
College, especially Miss Sharilyn Thomas. I met Miss Thomas after driving to El Camino on a 
cold rainy day to turn in some Calworks paperwork. Frazzled, in the beginning stages of the 
pandemic, she calmed me down with her gentle demeanor. Miss Thomas has been such a 
loving woman, took me under her wing, and has effortlessly supported me and cheered me 
on since day one. 

Through the support and community I have found at El Camino College, I have been reminded 
of my capabilities as both a student and a Mother, as well as how important it is to have 
community within my village. What I have learned this past year is how important it is to be 
vulnerable, ask for help and have the courage to receive it. My education is a big part of my 
journey and I am eternally grateful for the kindness and generosity I have received from the 
community of teachers, counselors, and the Calworks team at El Camino College.



Sociology
El Camino College

JESSICA
ZACKARY
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My greatest gift is being a mom to my eleven year old son, Cameren. My superpowers as a 
student-parent are being a consistent role model for Cameren by showing him that he can 
achieve anything he puts his mind to no matter where he starts from. I constantly strive to 
be an example to him by being a diligent student, teaching him study skills and showing him 
how to engage in a new and challenging virtual learning environment all while being true 
to himself. It is my goal every day to be the best student, cultivate personal growth for the 
benefit of me, my family and community all while still being the best mom I can be. I find it a 
privilege and great responsibility to raise a boy into a man that will be a positive influence in 
society and pass on an example of what dedication and perseverance look like.

CalWORKs has been an amazing program for me to reach my educational goals. The wonderful 
staff members are very encouraging, knowledgeable and efficient in helping me stay in 
compliance with the necessary paperwork. I have a deep gratitude toward them all for the 
support they provide.

The work study program enables me to financially stay afloat while having the opportunity 
to gain practical work experience by pairing me with a job in line with my major and helping 
me cultivate transferable skills as I move forward in my career. The flexibility of the work 
study program has allowed me to prioritize the demands of school while providing that much 
needed income. This is a great blessing to me because I don’t feel I have to choose between 
providing for my family or my education, I can do both. In addition, the financial resources the 
CalWORKs program provides adds additional support to reduce stress on my path to higher 
education. All this allows me to focus on doing well with my coursework and reach my goal of 
earning an associates degree in sociology which is now within reach.

With the help of CalWORKs, Dreams. Come. True!



Business  
Administration
Glendale  
Community College

MARINA
ABRAHAMYAN
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I don’t know why, but people always expect more from me than I can give. I don’t know why, 
but the fact that no one perceives me as weak and indecisive makes me go forward and break 
one obstacle after another. Once I felt really terrible, and there was a solid negative inside of 
me. I called my dad and started complaining that I didn’t want to study, work, and in general 
was tired of everything. My dad listened to me and said: “Marina, you are a “tank”, you will 
succeed.” And I decided that since this is expected of me, then I will be a “tank”. I will race 
like a tank on the battlefield, and let my iron armor protect me. I will graduate from college. I 
will transfer and graduate from university.  I will find a high-paying excellent job, and will be a 
cool boss. If only I have enough health and strength, I will be career superstar!



Engineering 
Glendale  
Community College

NARINE
HAKOBYAN
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There is nothing on earth that you cannot have-once you have mentally accepted the fact that 
you can have it (McRaven). Our life is a combination of white and black stripes, and during 
the whole life, we must overcome difficulties. Sometimes in a hard situation, we realize that 
problems allow us to do things we’ve never done before. Sometimes it’s very hard to start 
something new and we think that new steps will bring us the wrong way and afraid to try 
something new. For me, it was very hard to start everything from the beginning. My family 
came to the U.S. a few years ago and started everything from a new page. At first, we had to 
learn a new language, which was very different from our language. When I started learning 
English, I thought that I’ll never learn it. That was anxiety and that feeling of being afraid 
that didn’t let me go forward. I was afraid to go shopping or answer the phone because 
I didn’t understand the language. The first year was very hard but with the support, I was 
able to manage everything. Even though sometimes it seems incredible, I tried to find the 
right way and not be afraid of making mistakes. Next to the language, I also needed to learn 
how to manage my time. In my country I had relatives, but here I didn’t have anyone. In the 
new country, I started a new life and decided to make my dreams come true. Becoming an 
engineer was my big dream during my whole life and here I had the opportunity to make it 
true. These last years have been very challenging for me, but the knowledge I have gained has 
prepared me for better future. I was very happy that my hard work has been evaluated. As a 
major, I chose Engineering Technology and was able to get an AS degree. Even though the 
classes became hard for me because of the language, I enjoyed learning them. I believe that 
the best preparation for tomorrow is doing our best today.
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Community College

SYUNE
HARUTYUNYAN
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The new normal that came accidentally to our lives changed almost everything without 
asking “permission”. This is how it happened when a mom with full-time, 12 units of classes 
realized that she has her child at home, with 4-5 hours of Zoom classes daily, not counting 
preparations. The frustrating part was that we had no chance to shift to online mode and we, 
parent students, were treated and graded equally with those who are single students and 
flexible with all this. But still, I did my best; I chose to fight and not to give up. It was tough and 
painful, but I overcame those difficulties through sleepless nights with honor. I even had videos 
of how my daughter was talking, parallel with my instructors. I had to play with her during my 
classes, feed her dolls with her, paint, do some projects, play with blocks or magnets, etc., 
then unmute myself just for a second to answer my instructor’s question and to take notes 
at the same time. During my exams and final essays, I had to feed my daughter or put her to 
sleep because she has no guilt for all this happening in her childhood.I am responsible for her 
as a mom to cover all the winds and noises to make her childhood full of love, care and happy 
moments. When I look back it seems unrealistic. It sounds like a movie, but I believe that 
moms are fantastic, they have inner power if they force it. There is research that moms who 
have not only one but even two or more kids are much more effective, productive than single 
women and men. I do believe in this. But, what is essential is that we need some help, some 
patience, some support and trustful base to lean on and jump forward to that high results. 
This strong base in the college for me is the CalWORKs program, which supports us, parent 
students. I am thankful for being a part of this strong community, that encourages us to force 
that inner power and potential.



Accounting
Glendale  
Community College

YELENA
HOVHANNISYAN
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Hi, my name is Yelena. I am a woman, student, and a mom of two kids. I lived in my country 
peacefully and happily with my husband, my son, and daughter, whom I carried under my 
breast. But one day we won a Green Card lottery and we decided to relocate to the USA.

After moving we started studying English. Unfortunately, after three days, our GAIN worker 
said that we cannot continue our studies, and we must attend a job club. But as they say, 
“there is no evil without boon.” I found a job and worked for almost one year. After my job 
agreement ended, I finally applied to Glendale Community College for credit classes.

Here I met the second miracle, which was the CalWORKs office of GCC with its amazing staff. 
Before my first day at the college, I was lost in the giant yard of the college. I hurried to the 
CalWORKs office. A wonderful lady asked me what happened. I said to her that tomorrow 
will be my first class, but I do not even know where exactly my classroom is. I will never forget 
her kindness when she offered to accompany me to find all my classrooms. At that moment I 
thought that I would like to become a student worker as she was.

Unfortunately, I had the opportunity to enjoy the wonderful Verdugo campus for only one 
month. Then came the ill-fated COVID-19 and I had to continue studying from home. I overcame 
that difficulty too, and finished my classes with As. But at the beginning of fall semester, we 
had to meet a new ordeal called “War in Homeland.” Only God knows the value of learning 
when your blood brother fights against the enemy. But I handled that hardness as well, and 
now I feel myself as a strong woman, more responsible mom, and a worthy sister to my hero 
brother. Can you imagine how I passed all this hardness? Of course, with irreplaceable support 
of my CalWORKs family, who is always there for us.



Photography
Glendale  
Community College

ARTUR
KHACHATRYAN
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I was born in Yerevan, Armenia. In 2018, my wife, my newborn son and I moved to USA. It 
was a period of excitement, disappointment, motivation, success, longing and achievements: 
mixed feelings. As a dad and head of family, I am the one who is responsible for providing 
for the family, so it was natural that I was confused at first. I was in a foreign country, with my 
family, a newborn baby, without friends and relatives. So I did not have much time to think 
over, to try in order to understand what I can do to provide for my family, and love the job I 
do. And the best choice for me was CalWORKs program and Glendale Community College. 
I had heard about this program and college earlier, from various students, and knew for sure 
that I had to be part of it. 

CalWORKs is the best program for parents who want to study, achieve their goals, who have 
ambitions, are ready and willing to overcome barriers and become the specialist they want. 
So I did not hesitate in choosing GCC as a springboard for my career. All the issues that I face 
during my study process are solved very quickly, so that I can concentrate on my learning and 
not miss anything. I began with English, and I go on with Photography, which is both a hobby 
and means of earning a living. I am a proud parent, who understands that a good career 
requires hard work, objectives, motivation and practice. 

Now I clearly imagine my future, I feel safe, because I see that the study helps me overcome 
any obstacles and make my wish come true. Now I know, that regardless the fact, that this is 
a new country, a new environment, a new life, I move forward and open new opportunities for 
me and my family. 
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YEVA
KHACHATRYAN
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People from all cultures are welcomed to the United States. It is a great place for diversity 
and for people to live out of their homelands. I moved to the United States with my family five 
years ago, in hope of a better and brighter future. The CalWORKs Program helps low-income 
families by providing cash aid and other services. I have been a part of this program since 2015 
and it has helped me incredibly to provide for my family. My native language is Armenian, 
and I am an English learner. Whilst being a part of this wonderful program, I attend Glendale 
Community College. After immigrating from Armenia, I became involved in the CalWORKs 
program, which gave me better opportunities, jobs, and an education. This program gave 
me many opportunities to lead a better life than I could have ever imagined. It has helped 
me in many ways: counseling advice for me to find the profession I love, the chance to be 
more educated, and providing money for necessary needs for college. Without the counseling 
advice, I never could have found accounting, which is now my profession. CalWORKs gave 
me a job experience and I am now a peer mentor at CalWORKs. I learned how to be more 
organized from my case manager Karen and use my time more efficiently. Without these skills, 
I could not be a good mother, wife, and student. This job has been an example of how I have 
been able to get everything done in time, especially with the Zoom meetings that suddenly 
happened at the beginning of the pandemic. CalWORKs gave me the confidence, hope, 
and many opportunities to learn English quickly and efficiently. Starting a new life without 
acknowledging the English language had been very difficult, I do admit, but it got easier as 
time went by. All things considered, being a part of the CalWORKs program, especially after 
immigrating from another country and knowing nothing of the English language, has changed 
my life for the better.



ESL
Glendale  
Community College

ANI
MARGARYAN
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Life is challenging and finding special powers to be strong and successful requires hard work 
and knowledge. I am a mother, a student, student-worker, and Student Parent Club member. 
But how do I combine these together? With the help of the CalWORKs Program. Coming from 
a foreign country and having no idea how to start a new life with new challenges made me 
disappointed. I did not know what I was able to do and could not evaluate the situation I was in. 
Soon I gave birth to my first child and besides being a mom, I had to be a responsible student 
too. I was completely in a different life. Next, I attended college and became a part of the 
CalWORKs family—a program that guides me to take my place in the future. They encourage 
me to work hard and set a goal and achieve it. I started to take more and more classes and 
pass it hem with an As. For sure, I could not have succeeded in my education if CalWORKs did 
not support me with childcare too, so I was in charge of giving myself an education. Recently, 
I also became a Peer Mentor in the CalWORKs program and learned how to gain leadership 
skills and to be helpful to other students that are in the same situation that I was in before. 
I understood that I have powers to do everything that is important in an organized way and 
having my family support me, I will probably go up and up. Now, I realized that the secret of 
my power is love and hard work. Love, that I was, and I am, surrounded by helps me overcome 
every difficulty. Now I have two families: my own and CalWORKs. My goals have not ended 
with graduating college. I am also going to transfer my credits and double my power. I am 
proud of myself. I am a role model for my daughter, and I will do my best to keep that role in 
a high standard.



Dietetic Service  
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GARINEH
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I am a single mom with two children who immigrated to the United States of America two 
years ago. I knew that the only hope my children would have to build a better and happier 
life story would be in this new country, full of golden opportunities. English was not my native 
language, therefore I started learning English at home by reading books and watching movies. 
Unfortunately, we had severe financial problems and I could not concentrate on my learning 
and had to have a job. I found a part-time job, however; how could I leave my children at 
home and go to work when they needed more support and attention in their lives? I needed 
motivation and support and that is why I enrolled in ESL classes at Glendale Community 
College (GCC). Soon I became a member of the GCC CalWORKs family and you cannot 
imagine the happiness it brought me when I found out that they provided free lunches, money 
for transportation, back pack, school supplies, book vouchers, and other financial assistance. 
After one year, they accepted me in GCC CalWORKs work study program and I started my 
first job on campus and this income really changed my family life. In addition to its financial 
benefits, this job raised my confidence and self-esteem in my social life. After several months 
of work study, Covid-19 pandemic began and I had to stay home. I had no job and no income. 
Fortunately, GCC CalWORKs did not leave me and my family alone during that hard situation 
and without having a job. I received work study money for the next several months. Currently, 
I am working online for CalWORKs as a peer mentor and I have a training meeting every week 
in which I learn how to recognize my abilities and how to help scholar parents. Every week I 
have Zoom meeting with my CalWORKs meta-mentor where I share my educational problems 
and receive wise solutions. GCC CalWORKs gives me valuable experiences and helps me 
prepare for a suitable future job and build a strong future for myself and my family.



Administration of  
Justice
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Community College
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My name is Ruth Montijo, I see myself as a role model to other returning adult students. 
I started at Glendale Community College (GCC) in the Summer 2017. Originally, I went to 
Pasadena City College in 2009 while my son was 5 years old. I tried to make a better life for my 
family but somewhere between working, and trying to achieve a HS diploma, my marriage fell 
apart. As a consequence, I was divorced in 2011. Even though one chapter ended in my life, it 
didn’t stop me, I came back with the motivation and drive to start on my Associate of Science, 
Administration of Justice degree. I have been continuously taking courses each semester. I 
sought assistance through the CalWORKs/GAIN program to assist and provide support so I 
may perform well at GCC. I have been so excited about learning. CalWORKs has assisted me 
in taking courses that boosted my confidence, and kept me on the right track. Now, I’m more 
talkative, confident, and share my life experiences. CalWORKs program has helped me thrive 
in a remote environment by replying to me in a timely manner and checking in. My greatest 
challenge as a virtual learner has been having to meet expectations on discussion boards. I felt 
discouraged and wanted to turn away from achieving my academic goal, but the CalWORKs 
team has been there for me and encouraged me to continue. I’m resilient and determined to 
achieve my goals to complete my degree and make a better life for me and my son. In the 
start of the fall 2020 semester, I struggled with adjusting to being a student with my 17-year 
old high school son, worrying he would fall behind in the virtual learning transition. We have 
adjusted by taking extra time to figure out Canvas together and how to remain in contact by 
emailing his teachers so now it feels like the new normal as a student-parent. Not only am I 
dedicated towards my education, but I have found a balance between being a responsible 
parent and college student.



Real Estate Broker
Glendale  
Community College

SIUZANNA
SHAANIAN
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I immigrated to the USA from Russia two years ago with my five-year-old twins. English is my 
second language. The first year after moving, I felt very uncomfortable in the new country, 
as I could not express myself in English fluently and could not understand what others were 
saying to me. The first year I worked as a volunteer in a Los Angeles court hoping to gain 
experience in America and improve my language skills. It was very difficult for me to combine 
my volunteering with raising children without the help and support of relatives, without a car 
and a livelihood. After graduating from volunteer work in court as an assistant clerk, it turned 
out that the experience gained was not enough to get even the most not prestigious job in a 
new country. I knocked on the door of every store, fast food, office, offering my services, filled 
out an online application, sent my resume to all possible organizations for different positions 
within six months, but no one offered me a job.

Finally, tired of endless searches and humiliating rejections, I decided to go to college and 
start my studies, which made me incredibly happy. Now I seem to be at ease. I really enjoy 
learning new things and thanks to the support of the CalWORKs program, I really enjoy 
the learning process without worrying about the possible costs and expenses that may be 
required to do so. In addition, in the fall semester of 2020, I started my work study in college 
as a translator. I had no idea how amazing the CalWORKs program is for students. I can study 
and acquire the necessary skills for a future profession. Many thanks for this to the friendly, 
close-knit, responsive and attentive CalWORKs program team led by Aarin Edwards. In just 
a year in college, I improved my English so much that I can communicate freely with people 
even over the phone. Now I feel confident in the future and after graduating from college I 
plan to transfer to university.



Child Development
Glendale  
Community College

ARMENUHI
SNKHCHYAN
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I was born in Armenia. It was 2018, when I was one of the happiest people in the world, I 
became a mom. And in the same year we moved to the USA: my husband, my son and me. 
It was a very tough period. I had to live a completely new lifestyle, and motivation and goals 
became my new start. I was dreaming to study, but could not, because I had to take care 
of our newborn son, as well as organize the adaptation process for my family. I had a very 
good example of my husband, and was waiting the right moment to organize everything and 
become a Glendale Community College student myself, and be part of CalWORKs program 
family. And that time came when a lot of people experienced the most difficult period of their 
lives because of the quarantine. We stayed at home, so I could afford myself to be a student. 
I was dreaming of Child Development major, and my wish is now a reality. I am satisfied with 
the online or remote courses, so this is not an issue for me, particularly when everything is 
organized for adjustment. And what is most important, the GCC and CalWORKs team are 
doing their best to help all the students overcome this challenging period with ease. The 
counselors, case managers, mentors and all the staff is striving to assist the students with 
arising issues. Taking into account that I am a new student, and did not have an opportunity to 
go through everything before quarantine, my study process is smooth and effortless thanks to 
GCC and CalWORKs program. So my responsibility is to concentrate on my studies and make 
my wishes come true. Now I know for sure what I want, I imagine my future, and I am proud 
to be a parent who has goals, ambitions and success. So the new lifestyle helped me find my 
way towards my dreams.



Registered Nursing
Glendale  
Community College

MARGARITA
VARDANYAN
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I have always had a passion for the medical field ever since I was little. Even though my dream 
was to become a doctor, I chose another major so that I could become a musician. All of my 
life, I thought I could always go back to school to learn again. However, I wasn’t able to attend 
medical school later due to my age as I was out of the students’ required age bracket in my 
native country. Two years ago, I moved to the United States. I figured out that, in the US, I 
stood a chance of starting the journey towards my dream career. I enrolled at GCC and began 
my studies from ESL classes. My vision has always been to be a qualified medical professional. 
I am very passionate about helping others, which gives me self-drive even when it comes to 
schoolwork. My determination plays a massive role in steering me forward. I ensure that all 
my school work is up to date and my grades at their best. I am an outstanding timekeeper 
and self-disciplined. These two help me manage my time as a student and as a parent. Being 
a parent, I get motivated each waking day to work extra hard to hit my goals. My two kids are 
a constant reminder that I should be their example that they can look up to. I work very hard 
to ensure that I remain their most significant source of motivation. My daughter would also 
love to be a doctor. Her dream will come true, just like mine. As my daughter grows older, I 
hope to mentor her in the medical field and see her through her studies. CalWORKs helps me 
a lot during my study process. I can’t thank them enough. Currently, I am a peer mentor for 
CalWORKs students. Also, I am the president of a Student-Parent Club at GCC. I am happy 
I am now living my dream in real life. I enjoy every bit of my studies and look forward to 
practicing in the clinical. Saving lives and elevating suffering is my calling and mantra.



Cinema/Film
Los Angeles  
City College

CASSONDRA 
CABRERA
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Ever since I was a young child, I loved everything about film production. In high school I spent 
most of my days and nights on stage with my fellow thespians. I enjoyed the variety of having to 
do different task. I spent countless hours designing costumes, writing scripts and reciting lines. I 
loved and enjoyed EVERYTHING that had to do with production. I grew up in a small town with 
a lot of small-minded people, so I thought getting a job in the film industry, would never be MY 
reality. After High School I didn’t follow my dreams and I just got a job that would pay the bills 
and put food on the table. When I gave birth to my son he motivated me to follow my dreams. 
I moved to California from Texas and now I’m attending LACC. The CalWorks team is amazing 
and they always motivate me. My Counselor Cathy is the best. Every single one of them give 
me so much hope to follow my dreams. Being a single parent can sometimes be a financial 
challenge. CalWorks has help provide me with books that I need for my courses . There is so 
much more that they help with. They constantly inform me when mentors and professionals in 
the film industry visit the school or host workshops. Honestly without this program I question 
how I would make ends meet.I can not thank them enough. I know through this school and this 
program I will be one of the best producers ever. I know my son will look up to me and he will 
see that mama was happy, followed her dreams and did her best!



Radiological  
Technology
Los Angeles  
City College

CARLA
CASTANON
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On Christmas morning of 2017, I received the best gift I could ever ask for, Goldie was born. 
It took 36 hours of hard labor, but she was born healthy and ready for the world. A few things 
did go bad on my end, that caused me to have lasting effects and left me unable to return to 
work. I decided if I couldn’t work, I would use the time to better myself and learn new skills, 
so I could offer a better future for my child.

It was incredibly challenging, especially at first. I am so lucky that I have an amazing support 
system. My sisters all stepped up and offered to help. Whenever I needed a hand, they were 
there. It did not matter that I lived all the way in Los Angeles and they came from Ontario and 
Orange County. At times it would be just so I can study or take a test. It did not matter what 
the reason was, I needed to ask only once.

My mom was also a huge source of support. She always has encouraged me to complete 
my studies, ever since I was young. When I told her that I wanted to go back to school, even 
though I had a newborn. Her optimism of me finishing my studies did not falter. She told me 
she believed in me now more than ever, because now with Goldie as my driving force, she 
knew I would never give up.

My father was a positive force in my life. I was his “favorite”. He told me one day, “Ma, I don’t 
want to die without knowing one of your kids, without seeing you as a mom.” Little did he 
know I was already pregnant and about to surprise everyone. Months later, when it was time 
to go to the hospital to have her, he did not leave until he saw that she was born healthy and 
that I was well. They had a special bond. Sadly, we lost him this year, but I know he is always 
with us, watching over us.



Social Science  
and Behavior 
Los Angeles  
City College

DESTINY
GALVAN
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I am a current student at Los Angeles City College. The greatest challenge this year as a virtual 
learner, is trying to stay motivated at home, as well as trying to manage being a parent, and 
student at the same time. I don’t like to be a stay at home person. I feel like being home is a 
place to chill and relax. When it comes to my education, I like being in a school environment, 
with other students learning. It keeps me motivated, because I know I am not the only one 
trying to achieve my education goals for a better future. That all changed spring semester 
2020, when we had to transition into virtual learning. At the time, I was taking English 103, 
Health 011, and a counseling class. My daughter, as well, stopped attending her pre school. 
It was difficult for me to stay fully focused, because I had to give my daughter the attention 
she needed. The whole quarantine was new to me, it was hard to adjust. I was falling behind 
in classes, and the more I fell behind, the more discouraged I got. I was ready to drop my 
classes. The only issue is, I couldn’t, it was past the deadline to drop a class. My mental health 
really got to me, not only was I dealing with school, but I was also dealing with personal 
issues, outside of school. I stopped working, and it was another thing I was not used to. The 
whole change, really took a toll on me, I was depressed for a moment, close to not caring as 
much of passing my classes. The semester was coming to an end,and I decided to reach out 
to my professors regarding the way I felt about my classes. I was glad that I reached out to 
them. I was able to arrange a plan to prevent me from failing the semester. The CalWORKs 
department has helped me with their tutoring services, as well offering counseling. I’m happy 
to know I have a great support system. 



Accounting
Los Angeles  
City College

ANUSH
HOVAKIMYAN
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I was born in city of Yerevan, Armenia. My academic journey started at the age of seven. My 
parents are economists, and I inherited their love for education and mathematics. In school, 
I especially excelled in math and science classes.I got married shortly after my graduation, 
and currently have three healthy and beautiful boys. It gives me an extraordinary amount of 
pleasure to spend time with my family, relatives, and friends. My family and I have been living 
in Los Angeles since 2015. Moving here was a big challenge for us because we didn’t have 
any relatives or friends in Los Angeles. Also, living and raising children in such a big country 
without knowing English, was very expensive and difficult for us. Nevertheless, we worked 
hard and never gave up.

Now, I am a student at LACC, because I believe an educated person is an asset for any country. 
One reason pursuing a degree is important in accomplishing my goals, is that it helps me 
learn English. This provides a means of improving my communication, finding employment, 
and making me more confident. In fact, I have completed 90 units with a 3.95 GPA, and am 
working to soon transfer to UCLA. My educational goal is to become a professional accountant, 
since working with numbers comes naturally to me, and I enjoy solving complex problems. 
Also, my education at LACC has equipped me with skills that have helped me enroll in the 
CalWORKs work study program. This work study program gives me work experience and 
tools for success, which opens doors for my future. In my time with CalWORKs, I have learned 
that good employment comes from good education.Because of CalWORKs, I feel better able 
to tackle challenging issues life throws my way. I will never give up on my educational goals, 
and will do my best to make sure they become a reality. Ultimately, because of the obstacles 
I have overcome and the support I have received from CalWORKs, I am confident that I can 
achieve success for myself and for my family.



Child Development/
Psychology
Los Angeles  
City College

NIKKI
INN
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The Village of Cho consists of my two little ones. One is a girl, 10, and the other, a vibrant 
boy who’s 13. On the surface it would seem like a perfect pair for children, but little do 
people know how difficult it is to raise them, and with the utmost care. It certainly does take 
a village to raise a family with children. Thank God I have people who help me tremendously 
as they incessantly do (at a dimes notice) in the CalWORKs Department. The staff there are 
always ready to assist in everyway they can. They have provided so much necessary tools and 
available options I have as a student - parent. If I did not have them, I would really be at my 
wits end. Thank God for their support and thank God for LACC! And it does take a village!



Administrative  
Office Assistant
Los Angeles  
City College

DIMA
KARSLY
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I came to California in 2017, fleeing the war in my home country, Syria, seeking a new life 
here. I started with ESL classes in Glendale Community College two years ago. Now, I’m 
taking general classes at Los Angeles Community College. I started with classes in English 
and Chemistry, and I am doing well so far. My primary major is Administrative Office Assistant. 
However, as I took more classes, I’m eyeing a career of radiologist. My intention is to go after 
a career that can make a difference every day in maine and other peoples’ lives. This career 
has a potential, and it’s getting advanced day after day. The new and advanced technology 
that comes to the field everyday, made me more determined to learn more and be more 
updated. This renewable technology has a great potential for more and more demands in the 
medical field, together with the increasing citizens that would seek the medical care, day by 
day, due to the baby boom. All of that encouraged me to enter the medical field and seek a 
career there. I chose radiography because I would have many choices of the type of job, the 
environment I would work in, and even the hours I choose. While many radiology technicians 
work in medicine, some work with scientists or engineers to use radiography to examine fossil 
bones, or examine a product for design flaws. This major will help me in the future to have a 
flexible part-time job, as I have two kids and am pregnant now.



Social Work
Los Angeles  
City College

JANINE
O’BARR
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I am studying to become a social worker. In my time at LACC I have nearly completed the 
requirements for associates in Early Childhood Education, Social Work, and Psychology. One 
more semester and I am ready for transfer. With the help of CalWORKS I was able to easily 
make counseling appointments, keep my education plan updated and have access to all 
the materials that I needed to succeed. I believe that this support very much helped me to 
maintain a 4.0 GPA. Last month I learned that I might have a good chance at getting into USC. 
Again, with the help of CalWORKS, I was able to complete the common application, and now 
we wait! I never dreamed that college was possible for someone like me, I never thought that I 
was intelligent enough. CalWORKS has not only given me confidence in my success, they have 
also shown me what it looks like to help, what it means to help others. I came here in trouble. 
I did not have a village and I was lost. They taught me how to ask for help, something that 
I did not know how to do. This has changed my life. This is what made me decide to pursue 
a degree in social work with the hopes of being able to help others like the way that I have 
been helped. I want to give back the valuable gifts that I have been fortunate enough to have 
received. I want to be a light or be a voice for others that may also feel lost or without any 
hope. I know a little something about that and I think that if I combine my studies with my 
own experiences and knowledge that I can be good at this, that I can make a difference. This 
is what drives me to keep reaching higher and to be an excellent scholar. Education is the key.



Radiologic  
Technology
Los Angeles  
City College

MAHFUZA
RAHMAN
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I possess a deep faith in the words by Jalaluddin Rumi -“Everyone has been made for some 
particular work and the desire for that work has been put in every heart.” This belief has 
made my present. I believe that I am born to work in the medical field. For this reason, no 
matter what challenges I face in my path, I am focused in my career and determined to reach 
into my goal. 

I was born in a small country of the Asia continent and possessed the passion to work in the 
healthcare field from my early childhood. I don’t know the exact reason behind it. It could be 
the inspiration from my father or could be the intention to help and take care of the people 
when they are most vulnerable and in need of it. I immigrated to the U.S.A in 2012. After 
coming to the country, I was lost a little bit and pondering where to start from. But I never 
lose my hope and confidence at all. “If there is a will, there is a way.” The old saying was 
proved true one more time in my life. I learned about the leading LACC Radiologic Technology 
program. Despite all the hardships of an immigrant life, I completed all the prerequisite 
courses, applied to the program and was accepted into it. Now I am doing my internship at 
the Kaiser Permanente Hospital under the program. 

As an immigrant to this country, I faced language barrier, financial hardship and so on. On 
top of that, I was a parent of two kids. With all these challenges in my life together, that was 
NOT easy for me to reach my career goal. When I was about to lose, the CalWORKs program 
showed me the light, brought me hope and made it possible to go back to school. CalWORKs 
brought me financial security, helps me to focus on my studies and enables me to bring my 
dream come true.



General Studies
Los Angeles  
Harbor College

MELANIE
SMITH
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It takes a village to raise a child! My beautiful mother who was a single mother of 6 taught 
me to never give up! She persevered through severe cancer undergoing multiple surgeries, 
and still managed to show us her strength through it all. She survived just in time to welcome 
my first child. She healed, and helped me by babysitting my children so that I could attend 
college at night after work. My older brothers showed me what strength was as well. They 
were diagnosed at a young age with diabetes. Growing up watching them as children have 
to endure constant finger pricks, and insulin injections. Made me feel blessed to not have to 
endure that pain. So I knew if they could go to college. Then I had to as well. They worked 
hard, and never gave up. They’ve helped put a roof over our heads at times, and watch my 
children. Bought my children gifts like good Uncle’s do. I’ll always remember my brother 
coming over to my home to buy my special education son’s first pair of eyeglasses when he 
was diagnosed with an eye condition. My brother was very supportive. When I watched my 
older brother walk the stage for his college degree. It was inspiring. I knew I had to walk the 
stage for my children to inspire them to never give up as well. I will have multiple degrees 
after this June 2021. I started going to college when my son was months old, and he will be 
18 this year. It’s never too late! I’m very excited to move onto a 4 year University.



Journalism
Los Angeles  
Harbor College

LICIA
SUMMERHILL
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My village has grown immeasurably since entering into college. I have always wanted to return 
to college and complete my degree, but having children and working seemed to make my 
dream unattainable. A work injury left me and my family without pay in 2019. In December of 
that year, I spoke with my GAIN worker about my dreams of returning to school. In February 
2020, I walked into the CalWORKs office, that would later become my village. I was greeted 
by a staff that was fully invested in making sure I had every resource to succeed. My counselor, 
Diana sat with me as I sorted out classes and majors, and met with me several times just to 
make sure I was adjusting to college life. Workshops with Chris helped me with parenting 
ideas and suggestions. I learned how to organize my time with my family and the staff as 
a whole helped me every time I had a concern about my forms. Diana also helped me get 
acclimated on campus, introducing me to the many clubs and groups that supplemented my 
education through guidance and support. Without my village, my dream would still be in the 
clouds. Virtual learning presented additional challenges but with the support of the college, I 
have been able to homeschool my 3 children successfully and still keep my sanity and grades 
in tact. I am currently receiving a higher GPA than before and I can only contribute my success 
to the village that supports my household. Along with the college groups of Special Services, 
EOP&S, TRIO program, CARE program and my peers, my family has been a great support as 
well. My mother cheers me on during my difficult moments and my grandmother and father 
have been there as well, to lighten my load with the children while I study. I have friends for 
emotional support and my church family who encourages me constantly.



Pharmacy Technician
Los Angeles  
Mission College

NANCY
CORONA
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My special power as a supermom is that since my daughter was born it gave me strength 
and a new purpose in life. I knew the moment she was born I had to give it my all to life 
to make sure I could give her a better life and be able to support her on my own, being a 
single mother. Perseverance is another superpower I have as a supermom to be able to start 
something and finish it through since I know its something that will benefit my daughter and I 
soon. I set my mind to enroll into a program called Gain through CalWORKs to complete my 
GED and I was able to complete getting my GED thanks to the help I received through Gain 
(CalWORKs). Once I complete my getting my GED, I decided to take it another step forward 
and enroll into college and pursue getting a certificate as a pharmacy technician. I was able to 
get help through Gain (CalWORKs) to get books and supplies and be able to finish getting my 
certificate for pharmacy technician within 5 months. A year into college and I am extremely 
happy beyond words that my superpower of perseverance it is paying off, by getting good 
grades and being so close to graduate and receive my Associates for pharmacy technician 
and Associates in science. Another superpower I got as a supermom is courage, the courage 
to start from nothing and not being afraid if I would fail. The courage of not being afraid of 
being a single parent and knowing that I can be a great example to my child and that one day 
she will also follow in my footsteps and persevere through challenges in life. The CalWORKs 
community has definitely helped me get a step closer to the independence to be able to raise 
my child and give her a better future.



Early Childhood  
Education
Los Angeles  
Mission College

ANAIT 
ETOYAN
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I thought superheroes only existed in movies. I figured you needed to have ripped arms, abs 
of steel, flowy hair, look good in tights and  super natural power. I later found out there is a 
superhero in all andof us, buried deep down under the trauma, pain,  and stolen confidence. 
Being raised in an environment that didn’t allow for dreams, it was hard to maintain hope and 
want more. So, I grew up forgetting my dreams,  wants,  needs and  individuality. Suppressing 
the uniqueness,  passions, and powers, I lost my way and myself. Stumbling through life 
making poor choices, not knowing any better, just surviving. When I had my son, I was reborn 
with him, I saw life through his eyes. I wanted to give him everything that I knew would have 
helped me blossom. I slowly woke up remembering my dreams, seeing the light through the 
darkness. So I rose like a phoenix, dusting off the ashes and chased the light.

With the help of all the resources provided by the community:CalWORKs, DPSS, Mental Health, 
City Colleges, and many more, I was able to rebuild my life and reclaim my worth. It wasn’t 
easy..I put in a lot of hard work, investing in my mental health, forgiving myself and others. I 
cried, prayed, got tired, but didn’t give up. I saw changes in my cognitive thinking, behaviors 
and patterns. I discovered the hero I was searching for, was me. I validated myself, discovered 
the love and confidence in me and exposed my hero. So, I guess I don’t need tights or external 
power to be a superhero. What makes me a superhero is the  ability to adapt, love, evolve, 
break windows when doors don’t open  and stay resilient. I’m a superhero to my son. My 
perseverance, kindness and strength are the qualities being instilled in him. This is why I want 
to have my own school one day, I want to remind every child not to let anyone, or anything, 
destroy the superhero inside them. 



Business  
Administration
Los Angeles  
Mission College

ZULLY
FLORES
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Being a single mom at age 25, is not easy. I must think of myself too. I have been a CalWORKs 
student since I started Los Angeles Mission College. This year, my children were supposed to 
attend io campus, in the beginning of the semester year. I was extremely excited, because I 
was going to be on campus, since I have always done online classes. With a pandemic going 
on, unfortunately, schools are closed

I will be honest, I am not currently a CalWORKs student this semester, because I am receiving 
other benefits for my son, who has autism spectrum disorder. Throughout the day, I must 
keep up with my weekly schedule, that includes both of my kids Zoom meetings from their 
teachers, speech therapist, and occupational therapist, as well. Not only that, but I must be 
on top of them, making sure they are okay, and most importantly, staying healthy too. Being a 
student, mom, friend, teacher, and dad to my children has been the hardest thing I have ever 
been through, especially finding ways to pay the rent, and other utilities. 

Even if I do not win, I want CalWORKs to know that I thank you for the encouragement, and 
for always never letting me down. CalWORKs has been such a tremendous help in guiding me 
to the right path in my life. Even now that we are still in a pandemic, I am quite a bit sad that 
my kids and I have not been with CalWORKs for the semester, because I have always been 
with them since I started. No matter what, I will always wish every person from the CalWORKs 
department who helped me, and motivated me to get where I am today. I have gone this far 
with my kids, thank you so much. It is not about the money for me. I just wanted to say Up, 
up, and away! Spring 2021 here I come.



Sociology
Los Angeles  
Mission College

VALERIE
LOY
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I believe my superpower is being an overcomer. After dropping out of high school in 2002 I 
began taking G.E.D courses at Los Angeles Mission College. I managed to pass a class or two 
but initially, I would become overwhelmed and either withdraw or fail. Sometime later I became 
a single mom still without a high school diploma and battling clinical depression. Nevertheless, 
I dedicated my life to raising my son and was involved in his education by volunteering at his 
school. As he got older and became more independent, I began to ponder who I was apart 
from being a mom? I felt I had no identity, and I became fearful that I had no purpose. In 2016 
I made the decision to go back to school and in one year I completed my high school diploma. 
In 2019 I joined the CalWORKs program and met with the counselor and when she told me 
I was close to getting my associate degree and created the student educational plan which 
gave me a clear understanding of what I needed to transfer, I cried. I cried there in her office 
because it felt surreal that I would succeed this time. I went back to school, but I failed so 
many times before that I was not sure if this attempt would be different. However, this time 
has been different because through the CalWORKs program I have not only gotten monetary 
help for school supplies but even more importantly I have found mentors in the program that 
have helped me in my educational journey and that is something that is invaluable. If my story 
can help others who relate to feelings of worthlessness, depression, or just overall feelings of 
inadequacy then I cannot wait to share it to encourage others. I am proof that it is a choice 
to be an overcomer and not a victim of circumstances. My transcripts tell a powerful story 
of a student who suffered from depression and felt like a failure to evolving into a strong, 
confident honors student.



Psychology
Los Angeles  
Mission College

BRIDGETT
MONTOYA
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Hello, my name Bridgett Montoya, I’m 26 years old and I’m a mother of three. At a very 
young age my dad died. After his passing, my life became full of chaos and I never was able 
to deal with his death correctly. As I started to get older, I just tried to push back my feelings, 
but all that caused was for me to act up, rebel, and look for love in all the wrong places. As a 
teenager I started to hang out with the wrong crowd and I started experimenting with drugs 
that then began my addiction to crystal meth. I slowly started getting heavy into it and it 
got worse when I met the father of the first born. I tried to sober up and have my first child 
but his abuse just kept leading me down a whole I couldn’t get out of. I later had my second 
child and I ended up getting them taken away. I was so lost, empty, and didn’t want to even 
live anymore, I felt like I had no support or help. I ended getting shot that year and I still had 
no hope for the future. A few months after getting shot, I got pregnant with my youngest 
child, and that’s where everything changed for me. I was determined to get my kids back 
and change my life. I started an outpatient program and then from there I joined a rehab. It 
was there that I met my counselor and therapist that helped me work on myself and showed 
me that addicts can recover. When I graduated rehab, I went back to finish high school and 
now I’m in college trying to become a therapist. I want to become a therapist and work at a 
rehab to help young moms or women like me get the help they need. I want to show young 
women that there is hope and healing. The CalWORKs program is helping me by helping me 
financially, setting up my classes, and helping me with resources, which their staff is amazing.



Culinary Arts
Los Angeles  
Mission College

XOCHILT
RAMIREZ
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It takes a village is not just a statement. For me, it has become a way of life. I could not have 
been able to successfully be a full time student without the help of my significant other, my 
mother and my brother. They are the ones that have helped me take care of my two small 
children while I attend school full time and be a student worker as well. My significant other 
and myself fell into hard times and he unfortunately lost his job. I had just given birth to my 
son when this happened and I was advised that I would have an opportunity to go to school 
and obtain a degree through the CalWORKs/GAIN program. He decided that he can stay 
home with our children while I attend school. After starting my second semester at LA Mission 
College, I eventually became a student worker at the LA Mission College Servery. My family 
also helps us by taking care of the children when I am studying for exams or finals. They come 
over to our home and helps us in any way that they can. They have taken my children to walks 
so that I am able to focus on my studies. I sincerely would not have been able to get this far 
without their help especially when the COVID-19 pandemic started; I had my student worker 
assignment changed to work from home in the Student Services department. I was fortunate 
enough to be able to work from home but that just meant that my family would have to 
help me even more while I worked and attended school remotely. They became my essential 
people to have in my life in order for me to be able to handle working and attending school 
remotely with two small children. Without my village, I would not be able to obtain my degree 
in Culinary Arts at the end of Spring 2021; and for that I am truly grateful.
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I have super powers and what makes me a super mom, is that I have not defeated myself in the 
face of adversities, I am standing in a depression for having experienced domestic violence, 
in the group of homeless families too, but am continuing towardz the goal of graduating from 
college and transferring to university. I am a single parent and studing English. This would not 
have been possible without the help of CalWORKs, an especially important department for 
me. Since I was going through an inconvenient situation of domestic violence and homeless 
families and I came to get the help of CalWORKs. This department very kindly helped me and 
they helped me with the preparation of my classes here, with a counselor and financial aid. 
Without their help, I would not be able to pay for my books, supplies, food, and transportation. 
Fortunately, I count on CalWORKs, childcare, my children’s teachers, my teachers, and my 
counselor. I have the vision that drives me to continue studying and to be a social worker. My 
testimony is that they can help give inspiration and help you continue until you achieve your 
goals. I am a CalWORKs mother, and my biggest challenge of being a student and mother, is 
that sometimes I had to attend tutoring, classes, or workshops, and at the same time I had 
to go pick up my daughters and I had no one to pick them up. Another obstacle is sleeping 
late doing schoolwork, and getting up early to take them to school. In these times of the 
pandemic, it is a challenge to be an online student, to be a mother and father, and a teacher 
of my daughters. I had to learn to be a student and a mother and father at the same time since 
it’s not been easy. Finally, this virtual year has been challenging, since there are no face-to-face 
teachers to answer questions. However CalWORKs has helped me with all my questions and 
problems, I want to say thanks to CalWORKs for this wonderful opportunity.



Child Development 
Los Angeles  
Mission College

JAZMIN 
TORREZ

2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7 191

It’s no secret that raising a family takes a village but as a young mom reaching for the stars 
I am more than grateful to have a village behind me and supporting my dreams. Since I can 
remember I knew I wanted to be a preschool teacher but I also wanted to be a mom and 
have the flexibility of being an educator and full time mother. Like many others I had trials 
and errors trying to reach my educational goal but with the help of the Los Angeles mission 
college CalWORKs program I discovered the extra help and village I needed behind me to 
fulfil my dream. This program has brought me guidance and support when it comes to school 
and making sure financial needs are in order. My village has been extended from family and 
friends to the workers of LAMC CalWORKs program. They have brought my family a stable 
income by providing me with information regarding the calworks student worker program, 
which not only brought stability but also allows me to stay on track with classes and maintain 
over a 2.0 grade point average. And providing myself and other students of their program 
with access to counselors and making educational goals a possibility with educational plans 
to follow so we stay on track . I am beyond thankful to have so much support behind me , my 
village is something I will be forever grateful for as my educational goal is now becoming a 
reality. To my parents, my child’s father, and CalWORKs office at LAMC, thank you for being 
the extra support I needed to reach my goal.
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Hello friends!

When I entered our lovely Pierce College, I was a father of two children, and still am. This is 
my second year in college and third year in America, so you can imagine how hard it has been 
for us to raise the kids for a successful education. We have one  child in elementary school and 
the other in high school! Actually, myself and my wife had to work and manage life. We also 
had to get used to the new community, culture, and the numerous challenges. Fortunately, 
I believe that we did the greatest thing. We moved here because my son could not enter 
the university in my country, according to religious discrimination of the parliament against 
Baha’is. My son was accepted in UCSB, directly from high school for Mechanical Engineering. 
At the same time, my daughter, after one year, was accepted as a native English learner in 
her school. After a while, my wife entered the CSUN for Information System as her Major. I 
am also proud of myself because, after 30 years after I was expelled from the university in my 
country due to my beliefs, I passed the different courses at Pierce College. I have been on 
the Dean’s list in most of the semesters, and my GPA is almost 4. It goes without saying, that 
the situation got harder in some aspects after the pandemic, and we all had to go through 
online and remote learning! During these years in college, I was in the CalWORKs program, 
and here I want to underscore that our achievements were not easily possible without their 
support and cooperation. CalWORKs always was there for us in every case. I got consulting 
for my course, very important information about health, food, and other issues. They even 
provided us with some job positions, as student workers, when it was possible. Moreover, 
during the pandemic, I was fully supported by their nice staff, and they have updated me 
with many posts in different cases. Thank you so much for listening to my story.
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I am a student at Pierce College, pursuing my degree in Accounting, in hopes of becoming 
a forensic accountant, or Certified Public Accountant. I am a CalWORKs work study student. 
CalWORKs has been my strength and endurance, in my story. They have assisted me in 
staying focused, and obtaining my career goals. Without the CalWORKs and GAIN Program, 
I would not be as motivated and determined to finish my goals. The resources and different 
case workers, books, vouchers, and Surface Pro Laptops that CalWORKs gives Pierce college 
students every semester, is just unparalleled. Not to mention my case workers, and the 
office staff at Pierce College CalWORKs makes it all possible. It is very helpful to have a 
counselor that encourages me, and checks on my progress every semester, like Leticia Conley. 
I remember being in the CalWORKs office for my first meeting with Leticia, and hearing the 
CalWORKs staff ring a bell that signified a student who completed their transfer requirement, 
and was ready to transfer. I then said, “I hope that can be me one day,” and I remember 
Ms. Conley telling me “It will be you one day, you can do it,” and ever since then, I have 
been making the best academic accomplishments, and have stayed motivated. CalWORKs 
has helped me Achieve a B in Economics 001, a B in Economics 002, and I am currently taking 
Accounting, and will be taking Accounting 2 in the Spring semester. I am also grateful for the 
CalWORKs counselor Michelle. Every semester, she is on top of my future classes needed, 
my GPA and admissions deadlines. Not to mention Paula, who diligently goes above and 
beyond on assisting students every semester with their CalWORKs needs. Lyssawoman and 
AleesiaGirl have been achieving the ultimate form of strength, endurance, and patience, and 
without CalWORKs, these achievements would have been near impossible.
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I have always aspired to assist people in their recoveryjourney; hence, my passion for being a 
nurse. When I was young, I was involved in a car accident, in which I received overwhelming 
care from the nurses. My passion became more vivid from that instance, and everything I did 
was geared towards achieving my goal. I believe that nursing is the most rewarding career, 
because it entails saving lives. Although people may regard the nursing career as taking care 
of the ill, the scope is wide, because nurses risk their lives by putting patients’ lives first, 
making patients feel comfortable in their weakest times, teaching, and promoting mental, 
and physical health. My experience as an assistant nurse for seven years, has allowed me 
to learn and realize how much I wanted to go to a nursing school. The CalWORKs program 
has played a crucial role in helping me get closer to achieving my dream. Although we 
had financial challenges when we immigrated to the United States in 2018, CalWORKs has 
always made things easier. I am always at peace, knowing that I can attend my classes, 
since my daughter is receiving care through the CalWORKs programs. The program gave 
me access to books needed for nursing-related courses, which enhanced my studies and 
enabled me to achieve my distinctions. They paid for all books and materials that I needed. I 
got A grades in all my classes, and it’s because I was not worried about books, and I can use 
all materials that I need for learning. Nurses have huge influences on other people’s lives; 
therefore, I must exhibit excellent nursing skills. Despite my qualifications, I believe I possess 
the crucial qualities, including being honest, committed, loving, caring, and a person with 
excellent communication skills. Although I acknowledge that the field is challenging, I am 
ready to exhibit courage, dedication, assertiveness, and strength as I pursue it. Nursing is 
basically about serving and showing compassion and integrity towards patients, and I would 
feel honored to become a servant.
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I am like every person that wants to be happy. One of the components of happiness, is an 
international and favorite profession. Also, if a person gets a decent reward for their favorite 
work, then this is great happiness! This, of course, is a joke, but the choice of a future profession 
is a very serious and responsible matter. For me, my future profession, as an accountant, has 
always been my dream. Many people find this profession boring, or uninteresting, but when 
I chose this profession, it seemed to me the most interesting and informative. I watched my 
cousin, who works as a chief accountant, do all sorts of calculations, and this attracted me to 
this activity, I liked this profession. When I told my cousin that I wanted to be an accountant, 
for some reason she was against it, but the choice was mine. This profession is one of the 
most important, because, without an accountant, it is impossible for any company to exist, 
since each organization must track all completed business operations. The priority of the 
accounting profession, is now determined by the interests of the state, and the needs of the 
owner, and the requirements for the accountant and economist are constantly increasing. The 
development of the accounting profession is carried out by increasing the intellectual and 
educational level. 

The CalWORKs program, and its employees, help me very much to achieve my goal of getting 
a profession. They guided me from the beginning, when I first came to College. I could always 
turn to them with any questions, and everyone was happy to go to the meeting, and tried 
to help. For this, I am very grateful to them. The assistance of the counselor in a student 
education plan for the academic program,was very helpful There are interesting masters 
classes, and training from which I draw a lot of new things. I,have always, had priority class 
registration, and this helps a lot when recruiting classes for each semester. One of the most 
important aspects, is assistance in obtaining books and supplies. I am very grateful to the 
entire CalWORKs office staff.
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I am Hilaria from Mexico. I arrived in this country in November 1997 seeking refuge from my 
personal hell. I cannot say that I was full of dreams because the truth was that I wasn’t. I was 
broken and in need of help as I had endured years of domestic violence at the hands of a 
person I thought was going to provide me with love, human warmth, and family unity. Before 
entering that relationship, my parents provided me what they could academically, but within 
me, I knew that I desired something more. I’ve always had a strong desire to learn, particularly 
reading and doing math. So, I challenged myself and entered the police academy in Mexico 
and began to work after graduation. I felt safe, independent, and most important, proud of 
myself. After five years on the job, the torment and abuse began and I decided to move to the 
United States with my baby in arms. Needless to say, it was a difficult transition. Time passed 
and I couldn’t find a job. Finally, when I found a job and thought I was settled, I lost the job and 
began to jump from job to job until I found myself unemployed again. All of a sudden, it struck 
me – in order to succeed in life, it was important to learn English and obtain an education. 
I found out about the ESL classes at Los Angeles Southwest College and I enrolled without 
hesitation. I was already receiving CalWORKs, but was not enrolled in the LASC CalWORKs 
program yet. Lacking direction, I felt so lost! One day I went with a classmate to the CalWORKs 
office and found out how to register. I met the life-saving CalWORKs team and my counselor, 
Mr. Juan Camacho. My vision for me and my family’s future changed in an instant. Currently, I 
am in ESL Level 4, and looking forward to making the transition to credit classes with the goal 
of entering the Nursing Program. Because of CalWORKs’ support, I now see my future within 
reach while leaving my tormented past way behind me.
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Higher education has always been an aspiration for me. It was not until I had a child that I took 
attaining such aspiration to action. I have attempted my aspiration in previous years and have 
fallen short of completing it for myself. This short coming is that of believing that I could not 
support myself and attend school. Being I have been on my own since my senior year of high 
school, I have been the sole provider of my care. I always sacrificed my education for lively 
hood. While being pregnant I realized I was no longer going to be providing solely for myself 
anymore, I would have to provide for myself and another. Thinking about sacrifice was a focus 
of my thought process. When I had my child, I realized I would have to sacrifice my lively hood 
for my education to achieve a better lively hood for my child. That was a scary thing to decide 
being that I just gave birth to someone who depended on me for their own lively hood. It was 
not easy I had struggles with childcare and maintaining or lively hood. This struggle became 
a blessing because it motivated me to get consistent childcare for my child that gave her a 
base for her educational structure as well as some social experience with others being, she is 
an only child. This blessing came in the form of CalWORKs, it allowed me access to assistance 
that the program gave such as childcare and some form of income to sublimate our lively 
hood, while I strived to attain a higher education. I continued this for two years and I felt as if 
I was procrastinating the next step in achieving my aspiration of attaining a higher education. 
With assurance from CalWORKs that I would receive more income to help with our lively hood 
if I committed to school fulltime. The help from CalWorks made realize that my super power 
is sacrifice, which use to be my short coming.
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New Normal: Quarantine Edition Since the pandemic hit in March 2020 and everything became 
remote, it has been an uphill battle for me. Before the pandemic, I had taken online classes 
before, so it wasn’t a big deal for me; or so I thought. Now that we are strictly online, I have 
found it quite challenging. I’m used to interacting in class with my classmates, which makes the 
work and class time easier. Having the in-person meetings with the professors works best for 
me as well, especially if I’m having a hard time with the work. So, with that now being gone, I 
had to find my rhythm with a new way of learning. Being at home practically 24/7 with three 
girls ages 1, 7, and 10 can be a bit overwhelming. Between making sure the girls eat breakfast 
and lunch (normally done at school), helping them log on and ensuring that they’re engaging 
in class (normally done by their teacher), entertaining my one-year-old, housework and dinner, 
I have my hands full! Fall 2020 has definitely been one of my challenging semesters. I almost 
gave up, but I just knew that I couldn’t. After becoming so overwhelmed with what our “new 
normal” is, I had to seek guidance. I knew if I reached out to the Los Angeles Southwest 
College CalWORKs staff, I would get the help and encouragement that I so desperately 
needed. I received support from CalWORKs and the Mental Health department. That was 
the best decision I could have made. The advice and encouragement that was provided put 
the fire back in me! As overwhelming as things may have become, and having to adjust to the 
limited outdoor activities, I’m so very thankful for the CalWORKs staff. They really root for 
the students’ success and go out of their way to make sure we have the needed guidance, 
support, and resources we need. This past year has been one for the books, but I’m so proud 
of myself for sticking through things and remaining committed to finishing my education.
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What makes me a supermom? What makes me a super student?

Strength. That’s a word that I would use to describe me as a mother, as a supermom. This 
is the superpower that I have. The strength to keep trying, repeatedly, even when I feel I’m 
defeated. Mentally, emotionally, physically. the days when I want to give up with everything 
that life throws at me, from schooling, to work, to being a mother 24/7, to one of the biggest 
hurdles that have now been thrown my way, caring for my biggest supporter through her 
cancer diagnosis … my mother, to the everyday obstacles that I face to make things work. I 
find the strength to keep pushing and strive for better things, better days, a better outcome. 
Like the saying goes, “You never know how strong you are... until being strong is the only 
choice you have” And indeed, It’s the ONLY choice I have. My story begins when I first became 
a wife, a mother at the age of 15. I had to quit school during 8th grade altogether. For 10 years 
I was physically, mentally, emotionally abused by my husband whom I was forced to marry. I 
had no dreams, no aspirations, no future other than enduring the constant abuse and trying to 
be the best mother I could be to my 3 children while losing myself as a person. Then the day 
came, where my son told me to stop letting his father lay hands on me, he told me “mommy 
let’s leave far away” ... I didn’t do that, what I did do was something I’d never done before, call 
the police. Immediately got a restraining order and that day was the day me and my kids’ lives 
changed forever. Over the next year I was determined to get my High School Diploma and 
thinking that would be it for me as far as my education went. I didn’t think I was smart enough 
to go beyond my GED. But when I passed my HISET exam I wanted more. I wanted it so bad 
that I immediately took the bus to Los Angeles South West College and decided to enroll. It 
was the best decision of my life. Here I am, made the dean’s honor list for the 4th consecutive 
time and I am now on the president’s honor list. A long way from someone that didn’t make it 
pass the 8th grade. For that I’m beyond proud of myself. 

Determination. This is my student-Superpower. I’m determined to make it until the end. My 
determination will take me there. I am determined to be successful. To prove to myself that I 
will not be another statistic. I will become a successful story, I will make my children proud, my 
mother will see me walk the stage with that diploma. Because I am determined now more than 
ever. The CalWORKs program has held my hand each step of the way. They’ve been there to 
encourage me, to push me, to lead me! Every day, every week, every month, every semester, 
they make sure and lead me in the right direction. The counselors, the staff, every person in the 
CalWORKs team has strived to help me any way possible so I can achieve my goals. Anytime I’ve 
felt lost, doubtful, or just feeling undetermined, one message, one email, one phone call with 
anyone from the team has made a difference in my life. For that I am eternally grateful.
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It is now the year 2021, and we have been in a pandemic for almost an entire year. You hear 
that dedicated individuals who work in an essential field died going to work and contracting 
COVID-19. It is a fear I never want my kids to experience, but sadly it is a reality for us now, 
and this is what we see every day as the death toll rises. As a proud dad in the CalWORKs 
Program, I found the support I needed right away. My choice to return to school to become 
an RN began in 2017; I suffered financially and found myself struggling to make ends meet. 
Realizing you don’t have money to place food on the table because your rent went up again a 
hundred dollars is distressing. What makes it worse is when you have children, and you have 
worked hard to make their life better, but society won’t give you a hand and let you grow 
more than they say you can. After working for sixteen years in the dental field as RDA, I hit the 
ceiling. I had to quit working to return to school and move up the economic ladder to better 
my family’s future. The CalWORKs team from the start opened up doors for me to see the 
potential I had. With loving, kind words and dedication to their work, they showed me that I 
could make it. Not to give up and reach for the stars. My CalWORKs team helped me realize 
that college is a serious business, and I need to focus on what I want to achieve. With their 
twenty-four-hour support and immediate response, I was able to get my financial aid taken 
care of, so I don’t have to worry about paying for the education I needed. The icing on the 
cake was taking my children into the CalWORKs office one day and meeting the crew. It was 
over a year ago, and since the pandemic, we haven’t been able to visit, the kids loved their 
visit with such a caring and devoted team.
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My name is Cindy Villa Rodriguez, and I am a proud first generation Mexican-American and 
mother of 7 children. My parents immigrated from Mexico, and thanks to the sacrifices they 
made for me and my six siblings, they taught me that nothing is impossible to accomplish 
with hard work and dedication. Like my parents, my mission in life is to teach my children that 
everything they want in life is attainable through hard work. By serving others you find your 
purpose, strengths, and weaknesses. It is through service that life takes you down the paths 
that allow you to use your skills and to be a part of the change you want to see in society.

It was through volunteer work as a child development major that I discovered my passion. I 
enrolled at Los Angeles Southwest College and began my educational growth towards my 
goal to graduate and to impact children through teaching. My humble upbringing and my 
family’s quest to attain the American dream enabled me to make it this far. With the support 
of my family and CalWORKs, I have been able to continue my studies and receive the help I’ve 
needed along the way.

Completing my high school and graduating from college were such distant goals before I 
attended Southwest College. Once I began my academic journey, I began to see that the 
support I received from staff and professors made a huge difference. Without my Southwest 
family I would not have dreamed of completing my education. I received incredible support 
from an extraordinary GED instructor who encouraged me not to give up. Thanks to him I was 
able to receive my GED in 2019. The CalWORKs program afforded me the financial and moral 
support I needed as a single mom by welcoming me and answering every question I had.

My life has not been an easy one but I am testimony that with hard work, focus, determination, 
resources, and good-hearted professionals to help along the way anything can be accomplished. 
This is my village.
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The month of September 2017 was the day my life changed for the greater good. The 
Department of Children and Families Services (DCFS) removed my kids from my care after 
I finally admitted to myself and to others that I had a problem and needed help. I battled 
domestic violence for five long years. I was abused by my kids’ father every day in front of my 
kids, and in front of his friends and family. Instead of leaving that abusive situation, I used pills 
to self-medicate my pain and stayed hoping he would change. One day my kids’ father abused 
me and the police were called. Once DCFS got involved my kids were removed. On that day, I 
realized how much my life matters and how no man or medicine can compare to my kids. Not 
being able to tuck my kids in at night, kiss or hold them, or even see them or hear their voices 
gave me the strength to fight and change my life.

Because of CalWORKs continuous support I have been able to get needed therapy, the 
knowledge and opportunity to go to school and get certified as an Administrative Medical 
Assistant. The college GAIN/CalWORKs program has helped me with books, school 
supplies, guidance, and mental support. In January 2020, my kids got awarded back to 
me after being clean for two long years and completing numerous drug tests, group and 
individual therapy sessions.

I did not expect the impact COVID19 would have on my family. My daughter and I caught 
COVID19 in May 2020 prior to me giving birth in June 2020. I soon lost my place and had to 
move myself and my kids in with my mom. Now my kids and I are attending classes online and 
although a lot of things have happened, I have learned to thank God for the simplest things. 
GAIN/CalWORKs is helping with my college expenses, which makes things less stressful. I 
thank God for this experience. I hope that my story reaches that mother who needs it the 
most. Do not give up and reach out for help.
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Hello, my name is Michelle Goodson. I am a single mother of two young men. I started a 
career as a licensed cosmetologist thirty-one years ago up until I had to take early retirement 
in 2015. So, I thought long and hard about what I was going to do with my time. Then it 
came to me to do what I enjoy, which is baking and cooking. I started looking at different 
culinary schools online to see which one would best fit my life and schedule. After looking 
and talking to different schools and reviewing information received, I decided on Los Angeles 
Trade Technical College (LATTC).

When I decided to go back to school, I was a little nervous that I had not been in school for 
over thirty years. Getting the hang of the things was a little rough for me at first, but once I 
figured it out, all was good. I strive to get good grades and keep up with the coursework. As 
a result, I have been on the dean’s list two semesters in a row. I want to keep making progress 
with my studies. I just want my sons to know that whatever you do in life, let it be the best of 
who you are and never let anyone tell you different.

It truly takes a village. My parents have always been there and encouraged me. They never 
gave up on me. They urged me to strive for success. My sons always helped me when I needed 
them. My older son encourages me to keep striving. My family and friends have been very 
supportive during my time back in school. My instructors, Chefs Sue, Bob and Colin believed 
in me and inspired me to achieve multiple accomplishments. To never give up on my dreams. 
The GAIN/CalWORKS office at LATTC has always pushed me to achieve. In the future, I plan to 
open my own little bakery with homestyle food prepared like our grandmothers and mothers.
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My name is Alan Lopez I was born & raised in Los Angeles California. I grew up around cars 
at a young age my father was a general mechanic well known in the neighborhood. One day 
I happened to pull out a blue fuse from an old Honda CR-V that he was working on. It was 
going to get towed away that following week but somehow I crept inside and switched the 
fuse backwards and installed it the correct way. (The fuse controlled the electrical circuit to 
one of the components connected to the engine). To my surprise he came up to me sat down 
on the driver seat & cycled the ignition key on - engine on and the vehicle started!

Ever since that day I knew I wanted to be an Automotive Technician. The challenges that 
I been through have been tough with this year alone with the unfortunate pandemic issue 
it has altered my path but has not stopped me. Still on my way to career destinations 
keeping busy mastering all crafts, keeping faith, hope, inspiration, love, and integrity with 
me! - At this moment I have completed all 36 units in the Automotive Program (ATM) at 
LATTC. Thrilled on moving forward towards and associates in science & bachelors degree in 
business. Perhaps I will be transferring to other colleges to further expand my knowledge 
in science and automotive.

The plan is to gain the most hands on experience perfecting diagnostics and schematics skills
for combustion engines. Then furthermore moving to work on electrical vehicles of the near
future. I am aiming towards career success by eventually starting my own business. By 
positioning myself through challenges, I know the outcome will be great and I will wake up 
everyday with a smile loving what I do. With the help of GAIN I am reaching new heights! 
They all have been like family to me truly helpful from the first say I stepped in. I want to say 
thank you to all the staff/counselors for the opportunities also for being there to support me 
through my path with your help I am able to work independently. - Thank you all.



Cosmetology
Los Angeles Trade 
Technical College

MARISOL
MIRANDA

2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7 205

I am a CalWORKs participant at Los Angeles Trade Technical College, majoring in Cosmetology. 
Being part of CalWORKs has been one of the best experiences in my life. I have been able 
to do what I love without stressing about paying for books and supplies. Getting to where 
I am has been a struggle. I always knew what I wanted to do, but couldn’t afford it. I never 
knew about resources available to help women until I signed up for CalWORKs. I have gone 
to having nothing to becoming a college graduate. When I was a child, I was mentally and 
verbally abused. Both my parents were incarcerated, and part of my childhood was spent with 
a family that had three girls close to my age. I was told that I would never accomplish anything 
in life. I had thoughts of inferiority and became rebellious. Little by little I am proving people 
wrong. When my mother got released from jail, we were homeless and lived with different 
friends and even in her car. At one point, we stayed in a rat-infested garage. Eventually, we 
got our own place in the projects, but I still didn’t feel safe to walk outside. My mom was strict 
and expected me to come straight from school to home every day. I lived in South Central Los 
Angeles for most of my life since age six and am about to turn twenty-nine years old soon. 
One of my long-term goals is to move out of the “hood”. Taking my daughters out of here and 
moving out of state to Chicago or a nice community in Texas. I was never able to experience 
a nice childhood, and don’t want my daughters to grow up the same. I call myself a super 
woman. I have been through so much in life and still find a way to smile and look at the bright 
side of life. In the future I plan to open my own salon business and be an example to others 
that they can make it. I thank God for many of my blessings.



Small Business  
Entrepreneurship
Los Angeles Trade 
Technical College

JASMINE 
NELSON
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My journey has been short of sweet but I am grateful for every step because it has turned me 
into the woman I am today. I would say my turning point was when I became a mother four 
years ago. Life before that I was searching to fill an empty void inside that I never fulfilled. 
Since the birth of my son, he has given me purpose. We lost his father to the prison system 
when my son was four months old, so I took it upon myself to make the change that I wanted 
to see in myself. Rather than sitting back and wallowing, it also pushed me to be an example 
of the change for my son. I did not come from a home of education and finishing school was 
not a priority to them. However, I wanted to break that cycle. Fast forward to now, school has 
helped me rise to the occasion. This is my second year in school and it has been truly amazing. 
Returning to school has helped me shape my own thoughts and encouraged me to nurture 
my goals and dreams. I plan to one day become a business owner with all of the education 
that I am obtaining. The CalWORKS program has helped me in so many ways to allow me to 
obtain the success that I desire. My goal is to open a business that will assist with helping the 
same community that I came from. In the climate today, it is very hard to save for a rainy day or 
even put money aside for my son’s college fund.  I appreciate my village, Mr. Hopper and the 
entire staff of GAIN/CalWORKS office at LA Trade Tech College. I also appreciate my mother 
for supporting me while I returned back to school.



Paralegal Studies
Los Angeles Trade 
Technical College

ROSE
VARGAS
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In April of 2016 my children were taken from me by DCFS. I was devastated and fell into a 
deep depression that landed me in a jail cell. I was sentenced to go into a treatment facility, 
and when I walked through the doors, I was unaware of how dramatically my life was about 
to change…. I was diagnosed with compound PTSD from the trauma of having been sex 
trafficked as a child and from the domestic violence that led to me almost losing my life 2015. 
I spent my time there walking through the pain and learning how to cope with the PTSD. I 
stayed focused on healing and working toward getting my kids back. After a year of hard work 
and effort I was given two of my three kids back.

I decided to take a leap of faith and go back to school. I knew I had to educate myself to 
provide for my family and I want to help families fight for their right to stay together. I walked 
into LATTC determined to be the change I want to see in the world. Over the last two years I 
have experienced a lot of situations that challenged me to push harder, lean deeper into my 
faith, and continue to do the work. My daughter was adopted out, my oldest daughter ran 
away from home, and I was recently shot while out helping a father in front of family court, 
and I have not let any of it deter me from my path. I do what I have consistently done, I reach 
out to the staff and they have supported me through it. Not only have they been a source of 
strength and reassurance, they have been a source of power behind me as a student as I move 
through a new life. That pivotal day in April of 2016 was the day that put me on the course I 
am on. It has solidified my faith, built up my strength, given me courage, and has shown that 
I can move mountains one day at a time.



Accounting
Los Angeles  
Valley College

NOPPARAT
ARUKVANICH
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I am a single mom of 2 beautiful children and a student at LAVC. I enrolled in Fall 2019 
to pursue an AA degree in Accounting not knowing that 2020 would be one of the most 
challenging years in my life. 

In 2019 I had been working at Sherman Oaks Hospital’s nutrition department. To advance 
my career I enrolled in weekend classes at a private nursing school to be a certified nursing 
assistant. That spring I also enrolled at LAVC full-time to finish my Accounting degree in Fall 
2020. I told myself that it’s going to be exhausting, but temporary. 

It was exhausting. My schedule was full. Weekdays started by preparing lunch at 5am. I would 
then work from 6am - 2pm, pick up the kids, bring them to and from activities, feed them, then 
go to my class and return around 10:30pm. My weekend was just as busy starting work at 5am 
and getting home around 9pm. Evenings were spent helping kids with homework, then doing 
chores and my own homework until midnight or later. One night I asked myself “Should I quit 
or keep going?” I let myself cry till I had no more tears, then said “I am not a loser, never quit, 
just close your eyes and keep going.” 

I kept going even though the pandemic impacted my schooling by shifting classes to online. 
On top of that my work hours were cut significantly. Losing income and struggling with both 
online schools was even more difficult. Fortunately, the CalWORKs program provided me both 
mental and financial support. LAVC’s wonderful professors were dedicated and supportive 
and helped me achieve a 4.0 GPA this spring. I graduated from nursing school, got my state 
license and a full-time job as a Certified Nursing Assistant at Berkley East Hospital. 

My career in healthcare is rewarding and makes me happy, but I would love to be an accountant 
too. In Spring 2021 I hope to go back to finish my AA Accounting degree. 

I hope my story will inspire my fellow students: “We shall pass, don’t quit and keep going”. 



Sociology
Los Angeles  
Valley College

NELLI
HARUTYUNYAN
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In April of 2019 my husband, son, and I immigrated to the United States of America. This is 
a new country for me and with it came new situations and customs. I have learned English in 
order to communicate well and solve my daily obstacles. This new life brought different kinds 
of challenges for me where I would have to learn and adapt to a new lifestyle that kept me 
constantly intrigued.

I set a goal for myself, and that was to be integrated into the community which would help my 
family to reach success collectively. My first step was to enroll at Los Angeles Valley College. I 
have been a student at LAVC since the summer of 2019 and am now taking credit classes with 
a major in Sociology. In my country I never had an opportunity to study a profession. Now, as 
I write this essay it’s Thanksgiving evening and from the bottom of my heart I am grateful for 
this awesome opportunity CalWORKs and the U.S. has given me.

It’s the end of the 2020 fall semester, and I now feel confident that I am a successful student. 
Thanks to the knowledge LAVC has provided me, I’ve become more confident after each 
semester. I understand I earned this and believe I am on a path that ends with success. I am 
participating in the CalWORKs Childcare Program; it was very helpful for me and my son 
when he was accepted to their summer camp. He was very happy and so was I. I am happy 
that I can be a part of this great program. I learned to be dedicated to my homework, study, 
and maintain my inspiration to do better. I felt so proud of myself when I realized I could 
apply to share my story with CalWORKs Student Voices Essay. I feel positive energy while 
communicating with the CalWORKs workers and counselor. They are very helpful and I will 
continue to strive to achieve my goal.



Sociology
Los Angeles  
Valley College

KHACHATUR
KOLYAN
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I am a student and a parent. Being a parent requires much responsibility. Being a student 
requires as much responsibility, and difficulty as being a parent. Doing both jobs demands 
twice as much, particularly during a pandemic. This current pandemic is something new, 
unprecedented, and difficult, but with my positive outlook, and the help of LAVC and 
CalWORKs, I have been able to continue to create goals and overcome barriers.

At the beginning of the Spring 2020 semester, everything was normal. My child was in 
kindergarten, and life was flowing in its normal course. All of a sudden, the pandemic had 
started to turn everything upside down. It became difficult to understand what was happening. 
Gradually, it became clear that we needed to start living in a new way. We began learning 
virtually, while taking care of our child. One of the biggest challenges, was that I had to learn 
in the presence of my son, who was then only 1 year and 5 months old. He did not understand 
that mom and dad had to attend school, and that we had to sit in front of Zoom classes for 
several hours a day, and could not play or watch cartoons with him. Even now, it is difficult for 
him to understand all this. The lockdown put stress on my family.

Another big problem was the lack of resources, such as computers and the internet to continue 
schooling. Everything was soon resolved by the school administration and CalWORKs. These 
programs helped me buy the necessary supplies and computer and, like a good friend, 
they supported me with constant advice and moral support. Consistent consultations with 
counselors have helped me achieve academic excellence. As a result, for the last three 
semesters, I received As in all of my classes. Thanks to the CalWORKs program, today I am 
ready to attend the university and continue my Social Work studies at a higher level.



Child Development
Los Angeles  
Valley College

SONA
POGHOSYAN
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Two and a half years ago I was a scared and anxious first year student who had just arrived 
from her hometown of Armenia. Everything intimidated me. During orientation I met my 
CalWORKs counselor and felt that I was in the right place that day. Inspired by my counselor’s 
encouraging words, I decided to study until I reached my goal of an Associate Degree in Child 
Development. My fears disappeared because I began to see the path I would take to reach my 
goals. It didn’t take much intelligence and experience to understand that CalWORKs would be 
a helping hand to support, guide, and help me through college. My counselor clarified in her 
clear and understandable words, that even with my language barrier, nothing was impossible.

As a parent, I understood what difficult times awaited my school-aged boys. I advised my boys 
to talk to their counselor and to trust her because I was convinced that counselors are strong 
advocates for students, and guides who know the right way out of a situation. Once we had 
a goal and a plan my boys and I took to studying. Within one year I had completed thirty-one 
units and achieved a 4.0 GPA. Yes, I am a super student, but my studies don’t take me away 
from my sons completely. I empower them when they need me and support them through 
difficult situations.

As a role model, I have inspired my boys to never give up and to keep pushing forward. 
During my eldest son’s middle school Awards Night event, the school administration solemnly 
awarded my son for being a high-achieving student. I cried for joy and pride when my son 
took the stage twice and received two award certificates. I realized that in addition to being a 
super student, I am also a super mom. My tears of pride and happiness were out of pleasure 
as I felt I had overcome yet another challenge. Filled with gratitude for CalWORKs and my 
counselor’s warm guidance, nothing feels impossible.



Business Marketing
Los Angeles  
Valley College

NAIRA
TADEVOSIAN
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2020 is a year with so many unexpected events. I was not expecting the kind of changes the 
world had to adapt to. All of us had to get used to the online method of learning because 
everything now is online. We study and work online while learning how to be a student and 
parent in new ways. As so much is changing in 2020, and after all the challenges and the hard 
times I’ve overcome, I learned how to handle everything and master online systems.

I live with my big family, and 3 members of my family as well as myself are taking classes 
at Los Angeles Valley College. The beginning of the transition to an online learning system 
was difficult for me. I had to create a schedule for all my family members so we could have a 
sufficient amount time for the Zoom meetings and assignments without bothering each other. 
During this pandemic I had lots of time to rest, but it was a hard transition from being busy 
every day to sitting at home in front of the computer. Creating a schedule was very helpful, 
but it was still very uncomfortable for me to study or work from home, especially with a little 
child who always needs my attention. My biggest obstacle was that I needed to cook, clean, 
and take care of my kids all day long while simultaneously attending classes. This was very 
difficult and is still difficult for me.

The CalWORKs program is a very helpful program that gives students many opportunities. 
It is an educational, training, and job development program established for students who 
are parents and receive TANF. Before the pandemic started and we were going to class on 
campus, CalWORKs was always having fresh food and was giving it to the students who are in 
CalWORKs. For me CalWORKs is a very helpful program in many ways; for finding a job, with 
classes, and much more.



Accounting
Los Angeles  
Valley College

SHUSHANIK
TSAGHKYAN
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As a student parent I face many challenges. I have to keep up with my classes and my daughter’s 
classes and be a housewife at the same time. It feels like three part time jobs. In addition, 
I used to be a student worker till June 2020. Let me tell you, I am also a single parent and 
domestic violence survivor along with my daughter.

All this is being handled with the support that I get from my home school at Valley College 
such as CalWORKs, Financial aid, Work Study, scholarships, etc. They truly make a difference. 
These programs support me financially while I am a full-time student and a parent. CalWORKs 
program provided me with a various programs and counseling. They referred me to college 
and provided with childcare. They track my grades and progress. They pay for my textbooks, 
backpack, and student supplies. They provide me with some great academic counseling. 
Counseling is one of the most important aspects of academic progress. They helped me to 
create an education plan from the beginning. Many students who do not get proper counseling 
just take random classes and waste time without obtaining any degree. All this is a great 
support for me. Without this support I would definitely not be able to remain in school.

At the beginning, when I just started, I did not even speak English! Now, look at me, I am 
graduating soon with AA in Accounting, transferring to university, actively applying for jobs. I 
am able to update my resume, write a cover letter, business letter, go to a job interview. I feel 
confident and strong. I am proud of myself. And I am a role model not only for my daughter 
but for many immigrant friends, classmates, coworkers, parents and my sisters.

For people like me who are hardworking and ambitious but just need a little support CalWORKs 
program is a life changer. I greatly appreciate all the resources, support, and assistance that 
CalWORKs provides me.



Child Development
Pasadena City  
College

MARINE
BAGRATYAN
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I have been in America for about three years now. I came here not knowing a word of English, 
did not have any family or friends here, and did not have a job. However, I came to this country 
knowing that I will get an education and secure my children’s futures. One of my superpowers 
is adapting. Coming from a completely different country to America was a hard transition 
for my family and me. As soon as I got here, I felt lost but coming across and joining the 
community college CalWORKs program helped me find my way throughout college. It has 
provided me with many resources and opportunities to better my future. It has given me the 
privilege of being able to afford a college education and has brought many people into my 
life who have and continue to help me achieve my goals. With this support system, I was able 
to adapt to my new life in America and it was an easier transition for me. I was able to learn 
how to speak, read, and write English, which led to more opportunities for me such as being 
able to fill out applications when needed and even obtaining a job.  In addition to adapting, 
another superpower I have is the ability to keep moving forward and not giving up. Knowing 
that I have the support from Calworks, I always keep pushing myself, because they have and 
continue to show me that they believe in me and  are right there next to me whenever I need 
them. Even through the rough times I spoke with counselors and after talking with them, I just 
kept moving forward and continue to do so today. I am very thankful to have such an amazing 
support system to push me to use my powers to the best of my ability.



Psychology/ 
Sociology
Pasadena City  
College

NATALIE 
DE LEON 
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I became a mother right out of High School at the age of eighteen. Even though everyone 
around me saw my life going down a spiral, that was not the case for me. My only choice was 
to pursue a higher education in order to provide the best future for my son. I am a Psychology 
and Sociology major and plan to pursue a degree in Public Affairs once I transfer. Without 
the CalWORKs program, I would have never been exposed to the student parent community 
nor the resources provided for students like myself. The staff is truly an amazing team who 
go above and beyond in making sure I receive every bit of resources needed for my success. 
They connected me with UCLA’s CCCP in which I came to see how they advocated for the 
student parent community. It was a very emotional and inspirational experience for me to 
witness which helped me realize that my career goal is to create a program of my own that 
aims at helping and advocating for student parents. Through scholarship opportunities, I have 
been able to see that there are many organizations that aim at helping this community out 
which inspires me to want to add more. I plan to one day create an organization that provides 
resources targeted towards student parents. Student parents make up a quarter of the 
student population, yet we are very under-valued on campuses. I plan to provide counseling 
and tutoring services, housing, internship, and scholarship opportunities to ensure that they 
have the tools to succeed like everyone else. I plan to advocate for students on campuses and 
ensure we get proper funding. I not only want to target my help to college students but plan 
to extend the help to teen moms in High School by providing them with the tools and support 
system in order to succeed. CalWORKs is getting me a lot closer to my dream by always being 
there for me with support from every staff and always providing me with the right tools to 
continue my education towards my path to success.



Art History
Pasadena City  
College

MARISSA
ENRIQUEZ
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With everything that is going on in the world today, online learning has been one of the many 
difficulties my family and I are facing. When I first heard we were going to go from in person 
to virtual learning I was a bit excited, no more driving, a chance to stay in, not having to worry 
about being late and all these great thoughts just came to my head. Although, I did not stop 
and think about all the cons I found myself overwhelmed by the second week. The first week 
my kids and I did not know where we should sit, how to log in, we couldn’t stay still, restroom 
lines and trying to prep meals in between classes. My place is extremely small and including 
myself it is four of us and sometimes I babysit my nephew who is 7. Furthermore, you can 
slightly picture the kaos in a small one bedroom with one adult, two teenagers and two small 
kids. By the third week we had our alarms ready, schedule sets, and meals ready. It was a hectic 
start but so far we are still working on it. Now that we feel comfortable and we know what 
we are supposed to do, bills start to increase, groceries double from us being home so much 
and the stress for me starts to build up and I start to become overwhelmed with kids and bills. 
I do this alone and it is a lot of work at times but I know that if I ever need resources or just 
someone to speak to, I can easily reach out to them. If it wasn’t for the CalWORKs program I 
would feel completely lost. The CalWORKs program has helped me thrive during this time by 
helping me with food resources, Thanksgiving meals, Christmas gifts for my kids, and so much 
more. I am so thankful for the CalWORKs program because they really help us with all they 
can do. They are willing to listen and help you with not just resources but they really do care.



Film Production
Santa Monica  
College

JESSENIA
CINTRON
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The last year has presented me with more adversity than most would think is possible. I had to 
grow superpowers I did not have, starting with perseverance. I’ve learned to focus on what’s 
in front of me, move forward one task at a time. When that’s not possible, I had to be honest, 
vulnerable and ask for help. I’ve had teachers offer support along the way. It all started in 
the EOPS office where counselors listened to my cries for help after one devastating event 
after another ravaged my life in 2020. They set me up with a social worker and helped me 
configure a plan with my teachers to be able to finish my coursework.  When school no longer 
seemed like an option, with no family and starting over after domestic violence, my counselor, 
Eric Bernard, and SMC became the only village I had; advocating for me and cheering me on 
towards success for my two children, ages three and five. I want to transfer to a university and 
study Screenwriting with a minor in documentary film. I hope to one-day work writing scripts, 
creating educational documentaries, and eventually become a Professor. I would like to make 
a difference in the lives of older nontraditional students like myself. The most valuable asset 
has been the kind hearts that have understood the significant obstacles I have experienced 
this year, especially as a single parent. When I confessed that I didn’t think I could do this 
anymore, and didn’t have what I needed. They reminded me of my strength and abilities. 
The online learning made it seem impossible to finish. How can you sit in class for 20 hours 
remotely every week with two small children and no help? My teachers understood and gave 
me a break. I was even given extensions when I got sick or I had to take time off to handle legal 
affairs. Having someone to talk to, getting your practical needs met makes a huge difference 
when you are overcoming trauma. I needed someone to believe in me when I no longer could.



Business Marketing
Santa Monica  
College

NICOLETTE
JONES
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When I chose to go through with my pregnancy two years ago, I was at the tail end of my 
esthetician training, and only knew one thing: if I was going to bring a baby into the world as a 
single parent, I needed to activate my superpowers to give her everything I could. I was eager 
for my schooling to end with my training, but little did I know at the age of 25, continuing my 
education would be the second best decision I’ve ever made, besides having my beautiful 
daughter. At first, I just wanted to take the credits I’d need to get a Salon Business Certificate, 
but realized more classes equaled more financial aid, and I knew I’d need help in-between 
having the baby and getting back to work. I stayed so positive and sought out different 
resources, bringing me to the incredible CalWORKs office. I met Juliana Parker, who’s been 
a godsend in supporting my studies, symbiotically helping my baby. I was midway through 
the Fall 2019 semester when I had Coral, and not only did I not miss a single assignment, I 
received A’s in my classes. I credit this achievement to not only having a joyous baby, but I 
credit my drive and determination as well. I had never been a “good student” until I found 
myself loving what I’ve been learning, and I must say, finding out I’m on Dean’s Honor List for 
two straight semesters is something I’m really proud of, while exploring the west coast with 
my baby. Life throws us curve-balls, but it’s how we handle ourselves and our opportunities 
which makes our journeys so unique and superpowers shine through. I’m forever grateful 
for the opportunity to be in the CalWORKs program. Being able to transfer out of SMC, 
my safe space, is definitely our next step after next Fall, while allowing myself to pursue 
entrepreneurial goals. The CalWORKs Superheroes have more than helped me excel in my 
journey to be a supermom, a super student, and *knock on wood* an educated-super-boss.



Health Science
Santa Monica  
College

FLORENCE
LARSONNEUR 

AMURRIO
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I have been passionate about becoming a medical doctor and practice medicine, ever since I 
was a little girl. My parents did not support this dream and prevented me from pursuing it the 
first time around. I had to adapt and ended up working as a highly successful business affairs 
executive in the film industry. I was let go from my executive job at one major studio the very 
day I revealed I was 3 months pregnant. As a result, I converted to being a consultant to try 
and make ends meet. Work as a consultant is extremely hard and the Industry is now at a 
complete stand still with no work. My initial passion for medicine is just as strong as it was 20 
years ago, so I decided that I would take this downturn and hard times in my previous carrier, 
as an opportunity to make the jump and work towards becoming a nurse, as a 1st step towards 
becoming an MD. Medical school can be one of the most challenging path in any circumstances, 
and here I am doing my nursing and medical pre-requisites, while simultaneously raising my 
8 year old son, working to maintain a roof over our heads and food on the table. We are very 
tight financially, but the CalWORKs program has been incredibly helpful, especially when it 
comes to help to cover the cost of books and supplies required by the teachers (I do not 
know how I could afford them otherwise). The support I get from the counselors is invaluable, 
and helps me stay focused. Times are hard, but now that I have started my training towards 
achieving my goal, I am all the more motivated. I am maximizing my chances to obtain full ride 
scholarships when I apply to med school, working to complete the pre-requisites, volunteer 
to gain clinical experience, cover rent, and be a great mom, showing my 8 year old son what 
determination can achieve. In a few years, I will take the oath of Hypocrate and start my 2nd 
career. This would be so much harder without Cals’ help.



Sociology
West Los Angeles 
College

COURTNEY 
ABRAMS
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It truly takes a village to achieve college success.  I’ve attempted college many times and 
failed because I didn’t understand this concept.  As a New York native, this is my second 
year living in California for the first time in my life.  Abruptly, I left NYC shortly after my 30th 
birthday in search of healing and rebuilding my life after a series of first time failures. I left NYC 
knowing that I would move to California. For me starting fresh meant to become educated 
and finally successfully complete college.  When I started my new life, I realized that achieving 
my goals were difficult without a support system.  So little by little I developed connections 
in my community.  This was necessary because I am a parent  and a student worker but life 
circumstances had me housing insecure. 

In the CalWorks program, I developed a network that’s  become a crucial component to my 
success in education and other areas of life.  I can remember having morning classes and 
working on campus immediately after. Sometimes I would not have any extra money to eat.  
Brian, Calworks program case manager, would have snacks in his office for that purpose.  This 
became saving grace for me some days.  When Covid hit, I was finally ready to transition into 
my first permanent house in LA. This was a challenge because we could no longer get on 
campus and I needed proof of my financial aid to provide income verification for my apartment. 
Covid made something so simple, very challenging.  In my moment of frustration, I emailed 
Brian and he helped bring a process that was taking me about a month to complete to about 
15 minutes.  Calworks not only assist me with book cost, transportation needs, class schedules 
and keeping you connected to resources but it also an ear to vent to, or someone to help you 
through the day with a snack and some coffee or tea and encouragement.  Calworks has been 
my village in a new home. Calworks has helped me successfully ground myself into the school 
structure with the support I need.



Early Childhood  
Education
West Los Angeles 
College

EMMALIZA 
DAHLIA 
BAKER
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I am a single parent of 3 and 5 years old boys. I’ve been a single parent for two years, after 
getting out of a violent domestic situation, and that’s where I started my life. My children and 
I ended up living in a shelter with other moms and their children, who were also victims of 
domestic violence.

I have a chance to recover due to the help of my CalWORKs case workers and counselors 
referred by my CalWORKs. I got help from a pathways agency to pay for my childcare, because 
I decided to finish the short program which is Early Childhood Education that was offered by 
CalWORKs, I’m also pursuing to finish my AA, CSU transfer at West Los Angeles Community 
College and will pursue my bachelor’s degree. At this point of time, where we are in the middle 
of a pandemic, I am taking full time classes while I have my children with me, but the help that 
CalWORKs has given to me and my children, are outstanding. I would have never been where 
I am now, without this program. We are currently living in transitional housing, but I know that 
in time, we will find a permanent place for myself and my children, and a permanent job that 
I can use anywhere because of the degree that I have. Thank you CalWORKs and the team! 

God bless you all!



Child Development
West Los Angeles 
College

ELIZABETH
CORONA
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After January 4, 2020, my life changed for the better. Currently, I’m following my dream 
as a child to further my education. I completed my Child Development Associate Teacher 
Assistant certificate with a 4.0 GPA and am working on completing my AA-T so I can transfer 
to complete my B.A.

My super power as a student-parent is persisting in the face of obstacles. I use my time-
management skills to plan my day so I can take care of my responsibilities as both a student 
and parent. It’s been a challenge, but it has been possible with the help of the CalWORKs 
Program. I’m working hard and showing my two children who look up to me that there is no 
such thing as an impossible obstacle. I truly believe that without the support I have received 
through the CalWORKs Program, I would not be working towards my educational goals and 
improving the life and well-being of my family. The CalWORKs Program has supported me 
to build and use my superpower of persistence by sharing key updates with me regarding 
basic needs, and providing ongoing support with paperwork and counseling services. They 
also encourage me if I need a positive perspective. The best part of this journey is that 
I’m showing my kids that it’s never too late to return to school because their education is 
the key and does matter in life, and they can pursue their own dreams regardless of the 
challenges and never give up.



Undecided
West Los Angeles 
College

KARLA
HERNNANDEZ
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It takes a village to make it! My life changed in June 2016, when my father passed away 
from stomach Cancer in 24 Days. He had no prior symptoms. My father was my go to. He 
and my mom were helping me raise my oldest. It devastated our life. We started therapy in 
May. I still fell into depression and anxiety. I had an unplanned pregnancy in October, 2016. 
I was let go from my job on maternity leave, in June 2017. My son was born in August, 
2017. I had postpartum depression, no job or support from my boys’ fathers. I went to child 
support and they didn’t help. My only choice was Calfresh and CalWORKs. I started the GAIN 
program, and It allowed me to go to school full-time and work part-time. My youngest’s 
father abandoned the home. I barely made ends meet. I moved my mom and a family friend, 
who helps with my kids and rent. Both my boys have asthma, so I go out as needed, only. My 
mom was diagnosed with stomach cancer at the end of March. We had to pay for meds and 
I wasn’t working. We fell behind on rent, the landlord has been serving us with  3 and 15 day 
notices since May. I am a full-time student, just restarted work part-time, have an 8th grader, 
on the spectrum, a 3 year old on the spectrum, with services via Zoom and in person. I am the 
only driver in the house. My mom had chemo. She is recovering from major surgery and will 
start chemo for prevention. I maintained my GPA at 3.4, with the support of Brian, from the 
CalWORKs program, Mrs. Acosta from EOPS/CARE program, and of course my professors, 
friends and family. With the help of my village, when I felt  I was falling apart, or was triggered 
by a glimpse of anxiety, I reached out to who I needed at that time for further guidance. 
Their compassion is priceless, especially during high stress. Glad my mom can watch this first 
generation college student graduate.
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It takes a village to raise my daughter, as well as myself. I am a single mom to a beautiful 2 
year old. My family and friends network has been a huge impact to my success as a student. 
There are days when I need extra study time, and my mom will take my daughter so I am able 
to focus on my studies. Or the school my daughter is in, is the best help. My daughter will be 
at school, so I can fully focus so that I can give us a better future. There are times when I am 
financially having trouble, but family and friends do help me when needed. I also have Cerritos 
College CalWORKs to help me as well. So a village is definitely needed to raise a child because 
they teach her things that I can not. And for that I am forever grateful! Thank you.



Women and  
Gender Studies
Cerritos College

DANIELLE
FRANZEN
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My name is Danielle and I decided to go back to school to earn my Bachelor’s degree in 
Women and Gender Studies so that I can be an advocate for women. As a single mother, I have 
experienced the barriers many women face when dealing with poverty, an abusive partner, and 
the injustice of family law. In my 20’s I volunteered with AmeriCorps as a tutor for a residential 
psychiatric treatment facility for children and adolescents. I was then hired on as a counselor 
for the adolescent girls’ program. It was heartbreaking learning about the abuse, neglect, and 
sex trafficking problems these girls endured while being shuffled around the juvenile justice and 
foster care system. It was meaningful to mean to be a positive role model in these girls’ lives but 
I also felt like it wasn’t doing enough. 

My life took a detour with the birth of my daughter, then my subsequent divorce, and the 
stressful custody trial I experienced. However, I am resilient and want to use my experiences, 
and education to help other women and girls through social justice, and advocacy. I would 
either work within a non-profit or through my own organization. Because of the poverty I have 
faced as a single mother, each step forward is followed by two steps back, but with the help 
of programs like the Cerritos College CalWORKs program and the county, I have the support 
to stay determined and reach my goals. Not only has the CalWORKs program and the county 
provided me access to resources such as grants, and books, but they have also helped me with 
purchasing an additional computer which was very helpful while my daughter and I have both 
been distance learning from home. 

The counselors in the CalWORKs office have been such a positive and motivating team, especially 
when I’m feeling overwhelmed, they can relate to my situation and they helped me to set realistic 
goals. The support I have received with my education plan was also very helpful, the counselor 
who helped me seemed to “get me” right away and made sure I had a plan and was ready to 
take all the right classes. Having this plan already in place helps me see the light at the end of 
the tunnel. I also took a semester long class with a CalWORKs counselor and this provided me 
with the opportunity to meet other CalWORKs students, which was great networking. 

Online learning can be very lonely sometimes so being in a supportive group with other parents 
who can relate, while sharing success stories with the counselor provides us with encouragement 
and the tools to help us stay on track was a life saver. Sometimes navigating social services 
programs offered can be confusing but having the help of the CalWORKs counselors as an 
intermediary between my GAIN worker is great because they can help me make sure I’m 
submitting all the necessary documents and receiving all the help that is available to me. This 
assistance is invaluable. Last semester I received a 4.0 GPA while taking 16 units, this semester I’m 
taking 17 units and on track to maintain that same 4.0 GPA. I am proud of my accomplishments 
and grateful for the support and encouragement from the CalWORKs staff. 



Film Production
Cerritos College

RAIN
RAMOS
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Hello! My name is Rain Ramos, and I came to California from Hawaii to pursue a career in the 
Film Industry. I have a wonderful five-year-old son River, who I cherish and wish to provide the 
very best future to. He is my inspiration and my drive. 

My ultimate goal is to accomplish a bachelor’s degree in Film Production. I plan to transfer to 
UCLA in the near future in hopes to follow my career path. I hope to have a career creating 
documentaries and films that highlight people’s lives, immigration, poverty, survivors, children, 
and people who are marginalized to help bring focus to their plight.  

I have traveled back and forth to Asia for over ten years and have been traveling around 
California for another ten. I have met many wonderful people with extraordinary stories and 
lives that I feel should be shared with the world because they uplift and bring hope to others. 
I have a talent for photography and art, and I feel I could use both of my talents to get their 
stories across in a medium that would reach all generations. 

I didn’t have hope much for education because I entered college at a late age. I am also 
unemployed and have struggled with housing. The Cerritos College CalWORKs program and 
the GAIN programs have guided me to plan my educational path and created ways that allowed 
me to succeed. Counselors like Nellie Hernandez-Garcia have guided me tremendously and 
have helped me achieve my goals by showing me a concrete plan and encouraging me to 
succeed. Pamela Sepulveda from the Falcon Nest has vouched for me to receive food aid 
and assisted with living materials to help me during my hard times. Blanca Gamez, from the 
CalWORKs office has kept me informed and updated on scholarship opportunities, resources, 
and events. Gerardo Chavez from the GAIN office has reached out and helped me with my 
educational Materials, fees, and books. Marina Rodriguez, Dora Macias, Lisa Blod, Yesenia 
Ramirez, almost all the CalWORKs staff at Cerritos have contacted me and given me advice, 
encouragement, and guidance to succeed. 

After a couple of semesters, I am proud to have achieve a 4.0 GPA on my transcript, and 
I could not have done it without the help and support of the CalWORKs office and their 
fantastic staff. I owe my future to CalWORKs and the county GAIN program. Thank you!



Wildland and  
Forestry
Citrus College

BIANCA
CERDA
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What a year it has been. This pandemic has taught me so much, but most of all how precious 
life is and how our lives can change in an instant. One of my dreams has always been to 
graduate college. I come from a broken family with no graduates. I have always wanted to 
break that cycle and become a college graduate. When I became a mother my perspective on 
life changed completely. I wanted to give my kids a great life, although being a single mom 
with no help is extremely hard. I have always felt that it was impossible to be a successful 
student given the circumstances. However, once this pandemic started I saw the world turn 
into a negative and sad place. It left me wanting to do something positive and something I 
have always truly wanted. I wanted to show my kids there is always a light at the end of a 
dark tunnel. I finally gained the confidence and strength to enroll myself in college. It has 
been tough with no help. I have had many sleepless nights and have felt like giving up, but 
I remind myself why I am doing this and who I am doing it for. I am now in the middle of my 
third semester at Citrus College and thriving. I am not stopping until I accomplish all my goals. 
I would like to say if it was not for this pandemic I may have never took that first step to better 
my future. With hard work, dedication, and a positive mindset nothing is impossible.



Business  
Administration
Citrus College

MICHAEL
ESTRADA
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My greatest challenge as a student-father has been having to battle severe panic disorder 
while raising a child alone and simultaneously addressing a multitude of barriers, stemming 
from generational poverty. In the Spring of 2018, I faced several life changing events that 
brought me to Citrus College and into the CalWORKs program. I was a recovering alcoholic 
of 7 years (now 10years), my daughter’s mom was being sentenced to prison for multiples 
crimes, my brother had passed away from a drug overdose, I’d been fighting a losing battle 
with undiagnosed panic disorder, and a panic episode at work cost me my job. Life couldn’t 
have been more difficult and I didn’t have a support system to help me through it. Raising a 
healthy, happy, and well-educated child has been my driving force. Having failed everything I 
attempted up to that point with the exception of being a good father, something needed to 
be done so I could accomplish that goal. I knew that I needed to do more to overcome my 
adversity. I needed a long-term plan that would help me end our poverty cycle. That meant 
me letting go of fear and pride and seeking out support. I came back to Citrus with a 1.7 GPA 
and multiple school probations. I sought out everyone and every resource which included 
my College’s CalWORKs department. The department has been a family to me, and they 
provided me the kind of moral support that has allowed me to discover my resiliency and self-
efficacy. CalWORKs has always been there to offer me their time, even if it appeared, they 
were short on it. Today, I’m diagnosed and receiving treatment for my panic disorder, have a 
3.6 accumulated GPA, a member of Alpha Gamma Sigma honor society, an employee of the 
school’s Career and Transfer Center for over a year, on pace for summer 2021 graduation, 
and I’m raising that happy, healthy, and educated child, all despite living through this global 
pandemic. With the assistance of CalWORKs, my greatest challenge as a student-father, has 
turned into a character-building personality trait.



Psychology
Citrus College

DESARIE
MARTINEZ
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Being a parent is a rewarding experience, but also a challenge. The daily struggles of working, 
school/homework, cleaning the house, and feeding the family, takes a lot of time, work, and 
patience. Since this pandemic has taken over the world, there have been many changes we 
have faced. My daughter’s school district provides laptops for them. She was able to transition 
well with doing schoolwork from home. Her biggest challenge is waking up every morning to 
prepare for school.
 
Being forced to become a remote student has been a challenge alone for me. One problem I 
had once we became a remote/virtual student is, that I did not have a laptop. The CalWORKs 
program, along with GAIN, were able to help us get a $300 voucher to purchase a laptop. This 
alone has been the biggest help ever to continue to be successful in school.

Another way the CalWORKs program has been a very useful tool for me to continue to be 
successful with school, is my counselor being available to me. Every question I have, she 
replies as quick as she can. My counselor advises me on new programs that can be beneficial 
to me, whether it be a scholarship application to apply for or the latest update from the career 
and counseling department, and on new classes to attend. Her support has made schooling 
through this pandemic a lot less overwhelming. I thank her every chance I get for her hard 
work and dedication she has to her job, and her students. With her guidance, she has helped 
me make my decision to become a guidance counselor. I hope to have the same passion in my 
job as she has had. 



Registered Nursing
Citrus College

ASHLEY
NARANJO
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Remote learning was not something I had in mind when it came to college courses, however, 
once the pandemic hit I did not have a choice. Virtual learning has taught me the importance 
of self-perseverance, self-discipline, and self-motivation. I am a single mother trying to balance 
out my time between work, raising my autistic daughter, and school. Therefore, having to 
“teach” myself at times was extremely difficult. However, the professors at Citrus College, as 
well as my CalWORKs counselor, Lelaine, have played a huge role in helping me get where I 
need to be.
 
 At first, I was extremely confident in myself and felt I was able to tackle everything head-
on when Citrus College switched to remote learning. The first couple of weeks, I was doing 
great; completing all of my work in a timely manner, acing my quizzes, but when it came to the 
exams, I didn’t do as well as I thought. Eventually, I lost all motivation. I was lost, I had four 
classes to balance out and it was discouraging to see my grades slowly dropping. I debated 
on whether I would benefit from dropping a class and not damaging my GPA, but the thought 
still lingered that I’d eventually have to take that class again. After talking with my CalWORKs 
counselor Lelaine, I felt reassured that what was best was to take the classes I was passing and 
take the others individually (seeing as though I am close to graduating and those two classes 
were all I needed). I felt a huge weight lifted off of my shoulders and ended up thriving in the 
classes I remained in.
 
 The two classes I remained in, I have to say the professors were amazing. They were absolutely 
trying their best to make sure their students passed the class. They understood how difficult it 
was for most of us to switch to remote learning because we do have lives outside of school. I 
finished the semester with As in these classes and will forever be grateful for the staff at Citrus 
for helping me thrive in remote learning.



Psychology
Citrus College

LEANN
PADILLA
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I am a mommy/student, I say mommy first because my daughter is my top priority, and I say 
student second because I am 100% dedicated to my education and will not stop until I reach 
for the stars. I am a mommy to a five-year-old diva named Caidence, and it really does take a 
village to raise her. My family have been the best supporters a student can ask for. My grandma 
being my main cheerleader, she has helped me with my daughter since the day she was born. 
My grandpa is absolutely in love with my daughter, I’m pretty sure she put a little Caidence 
spell on him. My mother and her partner have been a huge support system for me when it 
comes to my daughter, they will literally do anything for her. If I have a lot of homework, they 
will take her for a couple of days so I can have some quiet time to focus on my schoolwork. 
My dad is the one who has always given me the tough love type of support, but it has pushed 
me even harder to accomplish my goals, so it evens out with the amount of love and support 
I need. Lastly, my boyfriend of 4 years has been a huge influence for myself and my daughter. 
He has really stepped up to the plate to be a superstar in my daughter’s life and be a positive 
father figure for her. She started kindergarten this year and he has helped me with her while 
she is doing her distant learning while I work on my schoolwork. I don’t come from much, so 
being able to go to college and work toward my goal of getting my PhD in Psychology would 
be a dream. I want nothing more in life than to be able to help people. I believe I am a very 
easy person to talk to with a kind face, so I’ve been told. I am very close to graduating, this 
scholarship would help me accomplish my dreams of becoming a therapist.



Business
Citrus College

MONIQUE
PALACIOS
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It really does take a village to raise a child, or I should say children, in my case. I have 4 wonderful 
children, and I have no idea how I would do it without my village. My village consists of my 
husband, mom, and mother in law. They are always helping me with my children. My husband 
watches them when he gets off work. During the day, when I need to get work done, my mom 
helps me out a lot. She will feed them, and entertain them. My mother in law works a lot, so 
she mainly helps me some weekends. Often times I feel like I don’t give them the attention 
they deserve, but my village tends to substitute that attention to them, for me. Because of 
them, my children are happy and very loved.

We always work as a team to support the health and well-being of my children, by taking 
turns nurturing and caring for them, when one of us is unable to. This not only supports my 
education, but my life, and peace of mind, as well. Just by knowing all the support my children 
have, is more than enough of support to get me through life. Whenever one of us needs a 
break, we are blessed enough to get it. For instance, when I am in class, my mom will attend 
to my children. When I’m doing homework, my husband cares for them, and when we need a 
nice rewinding break, or don’t have the energy to make a decent meal, we can always count 
on my mother in law, who is an amazing cook! If any of my little ones are ever sick, I can count 
on any one from my village for advice or support.

Even though life can be crazy at times, I am confident to know my kids are going to grow up 
as amazing adults. This support is all the support I need to succeed at school, in life, and as a 
family, I will forever be grateful for my amazing strong village.



Elementary School 
Teacher/Social  
Science
Citrus College

SABEL
RAMOS
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That simple sentence, “It Takes a Village,” has never meant so much to me until now. I had 
been living in Spain for the past ten years with my family. Living the Mediterranean dream; 
with my three small children, my Dutch husband, and working my dream job as an English 
teacher. We had the most marvelous and spectacular Play English Academy, one hour south of
Barcelona. My life was perfect, until May 2020; when just like that, over night, and like a light
switch, our lives changed forever.

COVID-19 hit Spain hard, and we were forced to move back home, to California. When we 
arrived home with everything we owned in a couple of suitcases, and no money in our pockets, 
we were scared, and heart broken. Luckily, that fear was quickly forgotten when we were 
welcomed by our Village. My Village embraced us, and encouraged us to move forward.

Together, my parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, and even cousins, sat down and came up with a
plan of success. We decided that I would go back to school, and focus on building a life here 
for my family. My mother would take care of the children, and my husband would help out with
family obligations. My aunts, uncles, and cousins, would step in when we need a break, or a
shoulder to cry on. The emotional support they have shown us, has really helped us through 
the dark, and into the light.

With the support of my Village I have been able to maintain a 4.0 GPA, homeschool my
children, and put a roof over our heads. Without their support I do not know where we would 
be, or how we would have put food on the table. My network of loved ones have been the 
rock that has held us together, and made all my educational goals possible.



Child Development 
Citrus College

MARIANA
WAHBA
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I was born and raised in Egypt. I came to the U.S as an adult. I came with my two daughters. 
When I arrived to the U.S. it was very scary because I did not speak English. I knew that 
I needed to start learning the language so I can have a more hopeful future. I started 
attending Citrus College in Summer of 2015. I started taking non-credit ESL. I took non-
credit courses for over a year. Once I felt more comfortable and realized my English was 
improving, I enrolled in credit ESL courses. After a few semesters of English courses, and 
with good grades, I decided to continue my education and study child development. I first 
started taking courses to help me earn a certificate. After meeting with my CalWORKs 
counselor, I was advised to keep going and consider the AS degree. I have completed over 
60 units at the community college. Several of those units are from my ESL coursework, but 
I am very proud of my progress. I am only a few units away from receiving my AS degree in 
Child Development. I have decided, along with the support from my CalWORKs family, to 
apply for transfer. I applied to several CSUs for fall 2021. I would have never thought about 
transferring if it wasn’t for the CalWORKs staff and faculty’s help. I will be done with my 
transfer requirements in Spring 2021. I am so proud of how much I have grown. I am now 
very comfortable speaking English. My skills have improved. I was working a work-study 
position. I have met many friends. I am grateful for the help I have gotten from CalWORKs. 
If it wasn’t for them, I would have been scared to make this transition.



Health Information 
Technology 
Cypress College

HANAN
ALATTAR
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Before 7 years ago, We came to United State to settled in. I came with my family (husband and 
two sons). It was the first step achieved my goal was to live in California. At the first time we 
suffered from different culture, language, the rules and everything seemed different for us. 
I started to plan for a new life in the future. We should face the difficulties to learn and keep 
going to successes. In 2015, the second step to achieved my goal was to finish my education 
and get certificate. I registered in Cypress College. When I finish the general education, I 
chose the major Health Information Technology. Through my studying I became pregnant, and 
a new baby boy join our family. This was not a hindrance for me and I continued my studying 
on line class. Despite of a lot of responsibilities and balance between my studying and my 
duties. I’m super MOM. Yes, I challenge all the barrier to complete my goal. I hope to finish 
the education to start working.



Diagnostic Medical 
Sonography
Cypress College

CHELSEA
ALBERTSON
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When I began my search for a career change after having a child, I looked for a career 
that was challenging, helps people, and provides stability for my family. Finding the career 
of a Diagnostic Medical Sonographer has checked all of those boxes and more for me. I 
am challenged at my clinical site of UCLA where everyday is different and gratifying. The 
sonographers at UCLA have shown me how performing ultrasound exams can be a rewarding 
job that requires continued education and the ability to adapt to many situations. The personal 
feedback and one-on-one interaction with patients provides me with the encouragement to 
continue forward with my studies even on the hardest days. My career goal in this program 
is to learn as much as I can from peers, teachers, and clinical providers to gain the tools to 
successfully become a quality care professional. 

On top of my career goal, my personal goal is to provide stability for my family. I have a son 
that is two, and my husband suffers from Hereditary Angioedema. Before having a child, I 
worked as a freelance graphic designer. I loved the freedom of working for myself in a creative 
field, but after having a child, the importance of having job security and health care benefits 
became a new priority. Through being a caregiver for my husband, I discovered many fields of 
medicine including sonography. Sonography, to me, is the most artistic of medical careers. It 
requires an eye for detail and ability to increase the quality of images using your skills. 

I am so thankful for the CalWORKs program and the support it provides to my family 
especially during these unprecedented times with COVID-19. I currently spend 40 hours a 
week at my clinical location of UCLA hospital and have an online class on my day off. The 
support of CalWORKs allows me to stress less about traveling to my clinical site, having all 
the supplies I need for class, and to keep my focus on graduating and becoming a Diagnostic 
Medical Sonographer. 



Human Services 
Cypress College

MIREYA
ALT
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Hello my name is Mireya Alt. Thank you for this wonderful opportunity. I chose “It Takes 
a Village” because without it I would not be where I am today. My entire life has changed 
because of the Village that took my children and I in.  2020 has been a scary time for our 
family. We became homeless and lived in hotels for a few months. Calworks workers Maria 
Taman, Gilda Santillan, and Eusebio Garcia in cooperation with Christina Barrios, Briceyda 
Maldonado, Lili Perez and the EOPS staff, as well as Soroptimist from Huntington Beach, and 
The Family Crisis Center made sure we did not go hungry and never felt abandoned. 

The Village is the reason my children and I finally have a place to call home. We can sleep at 
night knowing that we have an amazing support system who cares so much and work hard 
to make sure we know it at every challenge. CalWorks has been there for all my biggest 
achievements at Cypress College. Financially they have invested in my dream to one day be 
to others what they have been for me.  CalWorks has been a big blessing in our lives. I look 
forward to connecting with my CalWorks case managers to give them updates on our latest 
achievements and how the boys are doing. I am able to give them updates because all the 
difficult burdens have been carried by CalWorks and the rest of the village that give me the 
opportunity to focus on school and spend time with my children. 

The Village has become more like family. I have not seen my children smile so much in all the 
years of being their mom. They are in a safe place and are looking forward to the future. All 
because a Village took us in and believed we could be a family and reach for our goals as they 
light the way. We will forever be grateful to CalWorks and the Village they created for taking 
us in and supporting my dreams of becoming a psychologist. I believe with all my heart that It 
truly takes a Village. Thank you.



Human Services
Cypress College

VANESSA
BARTLEY
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My passion for my field of study came from my own life experiences. I suffered from alcohol 
and drug addiction for many years. Everything in my life has been impacted by drugs. I’m 
grateful for my experiences because they have made me the strong, resilient, and independent 
woman I’ am today. Today I’ am almost ten years sober and almost done with school. I have a 
certificate in Addiction Studies and am currently working on an Associates Degree in Human 
Services. I want to share my experience, strength, and hope with others who are still suffering 
from addiction and show them theirs a better way of life. Being a drug and alcohol counselor 
will be very rewarding. I enjoy helping people and watching their lives transform. It has not 
always been easy going to school and being a single mother but I’ am determined to set a 
good example for my daughters and reach my goal. I want to better the lives of my children 
and myself. I ‘ am so grateful for the CalWorks program and I could not have done it with out 
them. They have helped me more than they will ever know. Just their words of encouragement 
and knowing that if I need something they are only email away makes all the difference. They 
are all so caring, compassionate, and impowering. They have helped calm my nerves when I 
was confused on which classes to take. They helped me communicate with my gain worker 
and made sure I got help paying for all my books, childcare, and transportation. They have 
helped me with gas cards when I literally was down to my last. They have also made Christmas 
awesome for my children and myself . I could not have come this far without them and I thank 
them for taking this journey with me.  



Associate in Arts
Cypress College

MARBELLA
CAMARGO
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I would have never guessed I would find myself in a homeless shelter as a single mother 
raising four children, even though my circumstances are not the best ones I believe I’m in 
a great place within myself. I moved from LA County to Orange County in the search of 
a new life and a new beginning. Here I have found the importance of being and staying 
connected with a village. I like to call my village my home and that is my school Cypress 
College. I call it my village because it is a place of safety and where I feel welcomed also it’s 
my home, a place I run to when I need alone time or my quite space. I have developed many 
relationships within this village of mine. My first semester here I remember feeling scared 
and anxious, I was also fleeing from a domestic violence relationship and was trying to live 
a normal life. Within the very first week of school I enrolled into the EOPS Program and 
CALWORKS Program which everyone in the office made me feel at home and comforted me 
with all the answers to my questions and fears. When I got to see my counselor Christina 
I felt a connection right away, she didn’t treat me like just an I.D number. She treated me 
with respect and compassion like the human being that I am. Being a student worker has 
also been such a privilege that I’ve been blessed with. Coming out of this domestic violence 
relationship really crushed my spirit and made me feel like the worst person in the world. 
I’m so grateful to have made these connections with my school and to be able to further 
my education has been a long time dream for myself and my family. I come from a first 
generation family of making it to college. This opportunity means the world to my family 
and myself. I want to be a role model for my children and let them know that anything is 
possible when you put your all into something you love.



Nursing
Cypress College

VANESSA
CARDENAS
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During these challenging times I had to learn how to adapt quickly to being a parent and a 
student at the same time. I have two girls ages 10 and 12. I have a 7th grader and a 4th grader. 
During the week we stick to a schedule as much as we can. This includes having breakfast and 
lunch at a certain time daily. After school we have time to relax and recharge. The biggest 
challenge on the transition is having the kids home all the time. I have to interchange between 
parent-student roles. One minute I’m a mother making dinner and the next I’m a student 
logging into my zoom class. At first it was tough all of us being home at the same time but I 
do believe having a schedule and allowing parents and kids their alone time is important. My 
kids miss their friends and sometimes I have to put on a “friends” hat. I act as a friend with 
them. I ride my bikes with them, play tag, jump in the jumper with them. That part wears me 
out the most. My biggest challenge as an online learner is that I also miss interacting with 
people in my college. I miss laughing with my friends in the science lab. Since the pandemic 
started, I haven’t had much grown up to grown up interaction. Most of the time I’m home 
watching my kids and I don’t go out often, unless I’m running errands and getting groceries 
for my family. CalWORKs has helped me survive. If it wasn’t for this program I wouldn’t be 
able to attend college. I would be working at least two jobs to put groceries and food in my 
household. I’m extremely grateful for CalWORKs and how they help low income families like 
myself to prosper and make my dreams of becoming a nurse true. I currently completed all my 
prerequisites for nursing school. I’ve been applying to different nursing schools with hopes of 
becoming enrolled by the fall of 2021.



Human Services
Cypress College

VANESSA
CASILLAS
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I feel like a SUPERWOMAN!! My powers include; overcoming ANY obstacle in my way and 
using bad for good. I have come so far in the past few years! I come from a severe background 
of addiction and institutions that it is amazing that I am still alive today! I lost all 3 of my kids 
to foster care and kept falling into the traps of hopelessness. I went to jail countless times and 
continued down my reckless road of addiction. When I started my journey at Cypress, I had 
just received full custody of my kids and had 2 years clean under my belt! Being a full time 
mom AND student was new to me! Thanks to the CALWORKS office at Cypress, they made 
me feel like I can conquer the world! I have been receiving straight A’s and one semester away 
from getting my Associates in Human Services. Because of the love and support of the staff 
and fellow students I know I am capable of seeing more. My goal is to reach out to the ones 
who come from the same place I was and find the light just like I have. I plan to be someone’s 
superhero someday in this world of chaos!



Sociology 
Cypress College

DESIREE
DE LA ROSA
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Like many, I have gone through some hardships, which has brought out my interest in helping 
others, as well as understanding why people interact the way they do. During my senior of 
high school, I was offered an athletic scholarship and a chance to play for Chico State. I ended 
up tearing my ACL that same year and stayed home for college to recover. This put me in a 
dark place mentally because I had worked hard for something for so long and it was taken 
from under my feet. I was in a major depressive state at the time and felt not only alone 
but lost as well. These were the feelings that drove my passion for sociology.  Inasmuch as I 
wanted someone to be there for me and understand me when I was at my lowest, I want to 
be that safe space for others.  With the help of the CalWORKs program at Cypress college 
I have been able to gain more determination in making my dream career as a Mental Health 
therapist, a reality. The CalWORKs program has not only offered educational resources but 
as well as financial resources that has helped me continue my educational journey.  This has 
allowed me to ensure I got the classes I needed each semester and their mandatory materials. 



Film
Cypress College

ROBERT
GLENN
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From when I was a young child, I was always fascinated and interested with movies. I remember 
telling myself, that someday I will be acting in movies. The older I became, I realized I had 
a deeper interest on how the movies themselves were actually made. I had a very crazy 
childhood, and did not take my educational endeavors seriously. My only problem was, that I 
struggled with addiction and alcoholism. With no motivation, hope, or drive, I told myself that 
I would never work on film, or achieve the learning abilities. When I was 26, I was blessed with 
my son, Edin. He was the spark of hope that made the gears in my mind  start to roll. I still 
though, unfortunately, was stuck in my alcoholism, and the consequences were very severe. 
After 8 more years of putting us through what seemed to be hell, I realized that I needed that 
change. I needed to provide for my son. With the passing of his mom, I am all that he has left. 
I was apprehensive at first, but I decided to take a leap of faith. CalWORKs introduced me to 
the amazing EOPS office in Cypress College. The tremendous help from both the CalWORKs 
program, and the EOPS staff, have made a once unthinkable dream of mine, turn into a reality. 
I now am learning about the field of filming. I have received my first filming certification, and 
will be receiving 2 more, before my transfer to Cal-State Long Beach to obtain my B.S in film. 
Thanks to these programs, the guidance, and my son, I now am living proof that I can achieve 
the dream I once thought was out of reach. I’m only going up from here for my son, and I. 
I love film so much because it is everlasting. If I can be one of the greats, and make a lot of 
movies that will last forever, then I know that my son will be left a legacy when I am gone.



Human Services/ 
Sociology
Cypress College

NICHOLE
GIDEON
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Inspired and driven to a successful life for my family, I enrolled in Cypress College. As an adult 
re-entry and CalWORKs student, I am looking for additional options to strengthen my skill set 
and enhance my future. I have previous college experience and now am receiving direction 
from counselors. I will finish in Spring with an Associate Degree in Sociology and transfer to a 
California State University to obtain a Bachelor’s Degree in Human Services.

I want to work at Social Services as a Social Worker. The EOPS and CARE programs, which are 
a part of CalWORKs, I am enrolled in at Cypress College have helped me make an educational 
plan, given me the support and the resources I will need to transfer and receive a certificate in 
Human Services. I get encouragement, advice, in every avenue of college life. I have received 
a computer, book support, priority registration, help with scholarships, counseling, and 
much more. The zoom conferences have kept me connected and inspired. These CalWORKs 
programs keep me connected and successful. I feel like they are now part of my support 
network, friends and family.

In my past I was preyed upon. This led to domestic violence and Child Protective Services 
becoming involved. I then began working with Social Services to obtain safe housing, and 
received services to restore self-sufficiency. I completed classes and therapy which have 
assisted in my growth .I am so proud of my completion and ability to overcome and receive 
help. I am no longer a victim, but a survivor. I am grateful for the experience because I 
developed self esteem, made connections with peers, counselors, and grew so much as a 
mother and woman. Strength grew from that adversity. It was from there I knew I wanted to 
be in the Human Services, and I want to work with the same Agency that helped me restore 
myself and my family.



Psychology 
Cypress College

JESSICA
MOORE
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I am a single mother to 4 young children ages 1, 2, 4, and 6.  The super power that I have is 
the ability to keep pushing towards my goals no matter what happens in my life. I recently 
experienced a domestic violence situation and I felt like giving up on my goals for school and 
my future career. However, I knew that continuing my education was the best thing possible 
for my children and I. I continued to attend my classes and complete all of my school work. 
I actually earned a higher GPA during the semester in which the incident occurred then the 
previous semester. I have managed to care for my 4 children alone, during a pandemic, and so 
far have A’s in all of my classes in this current semester. I began my school journey in 2009, yes, 
11 years ago.  At that time I was attending part time and was not very serious about school. In 
the fall of 2019 I dedicated myself to my education and I am now one semester of graduating 
(spring 2021) with 2 degrees. Besides my children, this will be my biggest accomplishment to 
date in my life and I am looking forward to going further until I complete all of my goals!



Radiology
Cypress College

RUBY
OSORIO
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Hello, my name is Ruby and my super power is being all that I can be for my Autistic 3 year old 
daughter. On January of 2019, my daughter was diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder, I 
was devastated. I’m a single mother and I have no job, at the time I didn’t even have my high 
school diploma. I thought to myself, “how can I be strong for her?”. I decided to get into a 
program where I received my GED later that year. I applied to Cypress College on January 
2020, 1 year after she was diagnosed. I know she was happy for me, the EOPS/CALWORKS 
program really helped me get to where I am today. I just finished my fall semester and passed 
all my classes. I have 3 more years left and I see myself as a hero to not only my daughter but 
for myself. She is my motivation for finishing school and the reason I’m pursuing my future 
career as a RadTech. I just hope she can understand when she’s older that I did it for her and 
even though her father walked out on us, mommy didn’t let her down.



Mortuary Science
Cypress College

FELISHA
WALKER
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I am 29 years old, and I gave birth to my first child on September 25, 2020, but before then 
I was living in North Carolina for 7 years. I was pursuing my mortuary science degree, 3,000 
miles away from my birth place. I got into a car accident January 30, 2020 and had no idea I 
was pregnant with my daughter. Luckily, we both survived and made back home to California, 
safe and sound. I lived alone in North Carolina, and had no idea it took literally a whole team 
to raise one baby. My mom and sister helped me, and supported me, and I was able to go 
back to college. I am now finishing up my mortuary degree, me and my beautiful baby girl 
Jada. I thought I could raise a child on my own, but Lord knows, help is a must, especially when 
you’re in labor. Them labor pains ain’t no joke, but my mom was there to get me through the 
pain. I have my beautiful baby girl and almost a future mortician. I’m blessed and happy.



Addiction Studies/
Psychology
Cypress College

AMBER 
WINEY
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My name is Amber and I am the mother of three beautiful girls! This year with the help of 
CalWORKs, NAMI OC, Families Forward, Casa De La Familia, Mariposa Women & Children 
Center, Cypress College, and the Department of Rehabilitation I have become what I call a 
“mama bear force of nature.” However, I could never take full credit. There are many people in 
my village and at times holding my hand throughout my journey of motherhood and personal 
growth. I spent a long time making excuses for my choices and shortcomings rather than 
wrapping my head around my changes and growth. I am now on a path to begin employment 
and although it feels like leaving the support; they have given me a launching pad to continue 
the path I strayed from. In some ways, my rock bottom was mental. With the birth of my third 
daughter, it became clear in my grief how much help I need as a single mother. I again reached 
out for Postpartum support and my village and healthy friendships grew even larger!
The Department of Rehabilitation placed me with a job specialist to begin my search to dive 
back into the field of mental health with my prior experience and my certificate end date 
approaching. I attended an amazing Zoom in October hosted by Edward Portillo of NAMI OC 
where peers and mental health workers were open about their histories and how it allows them 
to relate to their community and clients. Despite at times feeling “not ready”, I persevered 
through watching myself approach the launching pad we are now standing on. That included 
often forgetting things and apologizing along the way, or calling The Children’s Bureau crying 
from parenting frustration and needing new coping tools, but the people in my village never 
gave up. It feels that (although I did the work and made the calls) they carried me and my girls 
across a deep river until I was able to row the boat for myself again and for that, I will always 
be grateful! I would shout my gratitude from the rooftops.



Psychology
Mt. San Antonio 
Community College

LUISA
ANDRADE
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I don’t think of myself as a super mom, but in the eye of my two boys I can save the world. I 
have yet to see a fraction of the powers they see in me. I have always had the determination 
to finish what I started. But not only am I almost finished with this part of my journey, I’m also 
starting a new one. I enrolled in college thinking I would be done when I graduated from a 
community college, but throughout this entire process it has only shown me the beginning of 
me discovering my full potential. My super powers would have to be the strength I have to 
keep pushing forward despite the odds against me. I live 86 miles round trip everyday to and 
from school. As a single mom of two little ones under the age of 4, early mornings and late 
nights were inevitable. There was nothing or no one that was going to stop me from reaching 
my goal. I was going through alot emotionally, recently divorced and trying to find a new path 
that will ultimately lead to a great life for my boys and I. With the help of CalWORKs I was 
able to network and meet like minded students with the same determination and mission that 
I had. They helped me stay focused and I did not feel alone. CalWORKs staff and counselors 
were the best I could ever ask for, if I had any questions or needed a listening ear they were 
there for me. They helped me maintain my tunnel vision despite what was going on around 
me. I knew what I wanted and I was going for it. With my drive and their help I was to be able 
to show myself and my boys that I can make it. I am proof that with or without superpowers 
you can always surpass what you think you are capable of as long as you never give up.



Human Resources 
Mangement
Mt. San Antonio 
Community College

ROZANNA
ESPINOSA
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When I heard the phrase, it takes a village to raise a child at first, I did not understand it until 
I had my children. I have a 3 and a 2-year-old and without the support of my family I do not 
think I would have made it to where I am right now. My village consists of my mom, my sister 
and my two brothers. There were many times that I did not have money to purchase diapers, 
wipes, or some supplies for my children when they were smaller, and my family would notice 
and would bring us a box of diapers and wipes.

When I had my son, I had no clothes for him and my family was able to purchase everything 
when we came out of the hospital. Everyone in my household has a job and I am thankful for 
my gratitude. I make sure to have the house cleaned and a home cooked meal because that is 
all I can offer. When I started Mt. Sac COVID-19 started right away so all the classes have been 
online since my journey, and I was panicking because I was not sure how I was going to be able 
to cope with my kids with me 24/7, but I was able to make a schedule with my sister and my 
mom to help me with the kids to do homework or to take a final. I think I enjoy having online 
classes because I could work with everyone’s schedule to help me take care of the kids. As 
of right now I have a GPA of 3.4 I believe it wouldn’t be possible if it wasn’t for my family my 
family to me is my rock especially my mom they have helped me even though I made mistakes 
they have never left me down and I want to prove to them that their hard work and sacrifice 
is taking advantage of by completing The program with Mt. SAC and completing my degree 
and follow my career path that I want that without their help I wouldn’t be able to achieve it.



Psychiatric  
Technician
Mt. San Antonio 
Community College

STEPHANIE
GUERRA
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From the tears in my eyes to the sweat on my forehead, it has been hard to distinguish the 
two. When I first decided to further my education, I was lost I didn’t know where to start or 
who to reach out to. Many times, I have tried to continue and I have failed, but the reason I’m 
back is because of the village I have surrounded myself with. My siblings, in a family of seven, 
I am the third. We have struggled through the best and the worst from living in poverty to the 
sufferings of family separation because of deportation and mental illness. But nothing that 
has ever happened has kept us apart and not supporting one other to keep on fighting each 
and every single day. The foundation of our strength has been my Mother Leticia Plascencia. 
She has been our rock and without all her willpower of pushing us to be our better selves 
we would not be where we are today, and I will forever be grateful for her. My siblings have 
always been there to support my goals and ambitions. Their positive feedback and constant 
love have given me hope to just keep on going and reach my goals. They have been there, 
even when I have not. They have helped me learn about myself, help me be a better mom, 
always looking out for my kids and encouraging me to keep fighting for them. Life has been 
really tough for me and my little ones Omar, Sophia and Alexis. My children have kept me in 
the light. My children and my siblings have kept me living and if I didn’t have them, I honestly 
don’t know where I’d be standing today.



Aviation Science
Mt. San Antonio 
Community College

ULPAGODA
KARUNANAYAKE
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Being a pilot is not easy but if you have a big desire and people to support you it is not that 
hard. Being a pilot was my childhood dream. Every time I heard the sound of an aircraft, 
I rushed outside to see it. As a kid, I used to make and play with paper airplanes. In high 
school, I studied science and math because I thought it was helpful to become a pilot. One 
day, I talked with my father and shared with him about my dream of becoming a pilot. He 
said, “What a great idea but we don’t have enough money to do that.” Then I tried to 
focus on something else but becoming a pilot was still my dream. I got a chance to go to 
Japan and I studied Japanese and went to a technical college and then got a job. Still, I 
had a passion for flying. I tried to find a way to be a pilot in Japan but it was hard with my 
family and being a pilot in Japan costs a lot of money. Then I got a chance to come to the 
United States and to start pursuing my dream of becoming a pilot. First, I went to College 
of the Canyons and met with a CalWORKs counselor, and shared about my dream. I couldn’t 
believe it, she said “yes you can do it with the support of CalWORKs.” Then I took all 
classes I needed to complete my Associate degree and went to Mt. San Antonio College to 
complete it. Meantime, I took flying lessons at Van Nuys airport. I couldn’t do this without 
help from the CalWORKs program. I had a desire but I was waiting for someone to help 
me with that. Finally, I found the correct supporter to help me reach my dream, such as the 
CalWORKs program. I do not have enough words to thank the CalWORKs program. I am 
going to take my exam in January for my private pilot. If I could win this scholarship it would 
be a great support for my journey to reach my dream.



Legal Assistant/
Paralegal 
Mt. San Antonio 
Community College

BRITTANY
POWELL
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I have always had an interest for the legal arena.  My interest has recently grown into a huge 
passion..I am a single mom of a two year old little girl, and a full time student in the Paralegal 
program at Mount San Antonio College. At the time of my daughters birth and the prior 
four years, I was in a highly volatile relationship with her father. This relationship resulted 
in me spending countless nights in the emergency room. The biggest losses of this violent 
relationship were a failed pregnancy, and a couple broken bones. However, the damage done 
to my self-esteem far exceeds what was done tp me physically. 

When I signed up for school, I knew I wanted to help women who were in my situation. I 
wanted to be a positive influence in their lives, and advocate on their behalf. Most domestic 
violence victims don’t have the means to hire legal help. Fortunately, my family helped me 
in hiring an attorney and maintaining my legal costs. I fought over a year in court to get full 
custody of my daughter, as well as a restraining order. I was granted both, and began school 
shortly after. In terms of my career goals, I hope to work for a Family Law firm where I can 
help victims of domestic violence. I am graduating with my AS degree in Paralegal studies 
in Winter of 2021  I have been accepted to the University of La Verne to obtain a Bachelor’s 
Degree in the same field in Spring of the same year. Taking into account everything I have 
gained through my education, coupled with my past life experiences, I truly believe I will be 
a great asset to my future employer.  I have a passion that far exceeds the norm, and excited 
to know that I will make a difference in victims’ lives. I could not have completed the things 
I have without the help of the CalWORKs department. They have gone over and above and 
really helped me succeed by helping with costs, and giving valuable advice when I needed 
it the most!



Child Development 
Rio Hondo College

JENNIFER 
FUENTES
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I resumed my career pursuit after a 10 year hiatus from college.  Life happened in fast forward 
in 2010 - I got married, we had our family shortly after and I became a low-income stay at 
home mom.  Things never seemed to steer towards financial positivity with my husband barely 
making it as a handyman, jobs came here and there, we took to government assistance to 
make ends meet. In 2019, I decided I would need to step up and just go for it.  Here I am, 
coming in with a drive that’s fired up and ready to take on where I left off. I learned through 
my CalWORKS GAIN program that I am able to get assistance while completing my dreams 
and my children would also be cared for.  It was a win win for me.  I didn’t take much thought 
to decide that I wanted to go back to Rio Hondo College after having earned my Associate 
in Science in Child Development in 2008.  I am currently pursuing a Certificate of Special 
Education Specialization for Spring 2021 and will be transferring to CSULA during Fall 2021 
majoring in Communicative Disorders.  I have worked with children in after school settings 
and with special needs programs.  I have been working with El Monte City School District for 
the past few years as a Special Education Assistant with dreams to further my growth there 
as a Speech Therapist Assistant or an Early Education Special Education Teacher.   Through 
the CalWORKS program at Rio Hondo, I’m given the tools and words of encouragement each 
and every time I walk into their office.   Having those positive affirmations and leads, I feel 
connected with my school, peers, and my family.  Many times, I’ve made it a point to include 
the CalWORKS office as my safe study haven into my daily schedule.   Having this resource 
has been key to keeping me on track and up to date on transfer info, workshops, updated 
government policies, and linking into social gatherings. I feel so much more alive and positive 
knowing that things are a’changing in more ways than one. 



Social Sciences
Rio Hondo College

ROXANNE 
PEREZ
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Hello and thank you for this opportunity to share my career story with you. My field of study 
is Social Sciences with an Emphasis in Personal Development. My remarkable journey began 
at Rio Hondo College in 2010. I have taken one class per semester. I have been determined 
to succeed and make all my dreams come true no matter how long it would take me. I have 
always been passionate about helping others to live their best life and it started with working 
on my own self. CalWORKs was the foundation for that change to take place.

The CalWORKs program not only helped me register for classes but countless times they 
offered me emotional and mental support. Throughout all my years at Rio Hondo, the 
CalWORKs staff have been patient and understanding when I required extra assistance due 
to my autism. My experience has been that they accepted me as I was but encouraged me 
to always do better for myself. That motivated me to never give up. I could not have made it 
through my college years without the help of CalWORKs.

I will be graduating from Rio Hondo this year. My classes at Rio Hondo have prepared me for 
my career and my big plans for the future. I will continue to be a Caregiver for the elderly 
because everyone deserves to be cared for. In the next 2 years I will become a Life Coach 
to inspire and teach people how to be the best version of themselves. After that, I would 
like to be an Inspirational Speaker, holding workshops at schools and colleges on personal 
development. My last stop is to open a Resource Center for the community. In which I will 
provide resources on a variety of personal development tools, as well as Life Coaching 
services. I am so excited to watch all my dreams become reality. I have a clear, detailed 
vision of what I want for my future. The CalWORKs program has made that possible for me. 
For that, I will forever be grateful.



Drug Studies
Rio Hondo College

KAREN
RAMOS
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My name is Karen Ramos and this is my story on how I have accumulated my super powers 
in these last couple months. I found out I was pregnant January 2020, Im a recovering addict 
and having a baby on the way I had to build some goals I had to make a plan and figure things 
out because I no longer was responsible for myself but another human being. I enrolled into 
school and found a career I will enjoy and help others in the future. Being pregnant and doing 
online school wasn’t easy but I did it, the calworks program helped me set a school plan that 
worked for me and balance my classes with raising a newborn. I gave birth to my daughter 
September 6, 2020 and it hasn’t been easy, but I have successfully completed my first semester 
with good grades. My super powers consist of resiliency, reclaiming my role as a parent and 
responsibility, able to utilize these services to help me become a successful student and reach 
my goals to being a psychologist or an SUD counselor to help mothers like myself get out 
the streets and recover from addiction to raise our kids and find a way out.The CalWORKs 
program walked me through the whole college process made it easier for me to set goals and 
what classes to take and working around my schedule and making time for study time as well 
as making my schedule manageable and have time to take care of my daughter and take care 
of my needs for school, because of the help I had a successful semester.



Social Work
Rio Hondo College

JENNIFER
RODRIGUEZ
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When they say “it takes a village to raise a child” they usually mean it! Not only does it mean 
those who offer support and care for the well-being of the child(ren) but for the parent(s) as 
well. Although most depend on the support from their family (mother, father, siblings, etc), 
my village is quite smaller than that. Those being my partner, my best friend, my children’s 
godparents, but most importantly my children. Being a teen parent many doubt your 
capabilities to get anywhere in life. My village gave me the support I needed when the idea 
of going back to school came to mind, they offered their support through great advice and 
constant motivation. Even when there were times things got tough I knew I always had people 
to fall on to pick me back up. Being a single mother of two and pursuing a career at the same 
time is difficult, there were always times where I wanted to give up. I won’t deny the thought 
still comes to mind but I have come way too far to quit. The CalWORKs program at school 
has also made me feel more accomplished with the back to back educational plan meetings I 
schedule, whether it is mid-semester or the end. I feel closer to graduating and transferring. 
They have been a great help, being a parent is extremely hard but I wouldn’t have gotten this 
far without my village.



Drug Studies/ 
Social Work
Rio Hondo College

JENNIFER
WIRKUS
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Growing up with a drug addict mother and alcoholic father, I fell into the same footsteps as 
my parents. I was sexually abused by a close family member. Five years ago, I called my son’s 
grandfather in California and asked him how quickly he could get us on a plane? Three days 
later I was here, putting myself into rehab and a year after that school. I had lost everything. We 
lived in my truck for months, which I lost too. So here I am now 5 years clean, and graduating 
with four degrees in just a few short months. I have busted my butt to get where I am today, 
through the continued emotional, physical and mental abuse from the father of my sons 
and his father. It has been so very rough through these past few years, with this pandemic 
especially,and yet I have still managed to bust my butt and get that perfect 4.0 these past 
few semesters. All I have ever wanted since starting school, is to be a counselor and help 
others. I want to show them that if I can do it then they can too. Nothing is impossible if 
you just believe and actually do something and strive for it. I have been so strong willed and 
determined,that I will let nothing stand in my way. I am hoping to get hired at LA CADA,where 
I have done and will continue my internship next semester.They said I am a perfect fit so we 
will see. CalWORKs has been so amazing to me and my sons.I literally wanted to give up so 
many times,when things were looking grim, but they wouldn’t let me.They all reminded me 
that I am strong and independent and I have come this far,and that they will always be there 
for me. CalWORKs has become my only family and they are the only people in my corner out 
here, and I will make them proud. Without CalWORKs,I’m not sure where I’d be.



Nursing
Saddleback College

JAMIE 
PINEDA
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I do have a clear vision for my future. I am choosing to be a registered nurse as my career 
because I have a passion for helping others that are in need. Taking care of my mom when 
she got sick made me realize that nursing was the career I wanted to pursue. Taking care of 
her felt so natural to me and it felt, so good knowing I was helping someone get better. I’m a 
very empathetic person, so when someone is feeling in pain, I feel that pain as well and that’s 
a great quality to have as a nurse. I’m also a single mother that provides all the necessities for 
my 4 year old daughter Lilly. It has been a challenge to be the sole provider for her, but she 
has also given me a purpose to strive for a better life. I moved down to Laguna Niguel 3 years 
ago to pursue my nursing degree, I took out student loans and did work study to provide a 
roof over our heads. It has been very challenging to take care of Lilly, go to school and to 
work because if I fail we both fail. Also, there have been many challenges that I faced and will 
continue to face in college but, with the support of CalWORKs I know I can do anything. Being 
on CalWORKs has changed my life and has given me all the tools, resources, and support that 
I need in order to reach my goal. CalWORKs is not just these resources that I mentioned, but 
it’s a family. I know whatever I am going through, academically and emotionally that CalWORKs 
is going to be there for me. I currently have a cumulative GPA of 3.0. Through accomplishing 
my goals and overcoming many obstacles, I realized that no matter what, it always takes a lot 
of hard work and there will always be obstacles that you go through in order to get to your 
goal. But, now I have ambition, drive and determination to reach any goal I set my mind to. 



Accounting
Santa Ana College

NOURHAN
ELASHY
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When I moved to the United States in 2016, I was faced with extreme challenges. I lived 
with my abusive husband, and gave birth to a beautiful child in my first year in California. My 
abusive partner destroyed me with his extreme abuse for a long time. However, I decided 
to stop the pattern of abuse, and leave after I was assured that I can be protected by law 
enforcement, which did not exist in Egypt, my homeland. I left with my daughter, started a 
long hectic process of getting a restraining order, which was eventually granted to me, and 
started therapy for myself and my daughter. It is one of the hardest and most courageous 
decisions I have ever made. I decided to be the best parent for my child, take responsibility 
by being a strong, independent mother, and play the part of the father. This is when my story 
started with CalWORKs, I joined Santa Ana College in 2019, to get a degree in accounting that 
can help me land a good job. Since I started this journey, I see myself developing superpowers 
that makes me learn life skills, study, care for my child, stand for myself, be a super mother and 
super student. CalWORKs helped me tremendously to take the first steps towards education 
by providing the academic and financial support that I was in deep need of, so I could maintain 
a GPA of 4.0 and worry less about finances. CalWORKs has excellent counselors that are very 
caring, supportive, and knowledgeable. My counselor has helped reassure me I was doing a 
great job when I needed it, she would always support my decisions and help me be my best 
version. I used the resources from CalWORKs to help myself, and my daughter face all the 
scary challenges we face, every day. The advice I get from CalWORKs counselors is priceless 
when it comes to my academic challenges, as well as my personal life challenges. I am so glad 
and thankful for the existence of such a program that helped reveal my superpowers as a 
mother, student, and a human being.



Business  
Administration
Santa Ana College

JOHANA
JOHNSON
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My village is small but they are strong. My mom, my dad, his wife, my step sister, and my 
auntie. Those are the only people I can count on. I say they are strong because my has had two 
heart attacks and she is unstoppable. My dads had three aneurysm to the brain, which resulted 
in strokes. If you know anything about surviving strokes, you would know that the survival rate 
is low. My dad’s wife, was a physical therapist, thats how they met but after years of helping 
others she suffers from carpal tunnel. My step sister, doesn’t speak English but she does her 
best to entertain my daughter when I ask for help. My aunt has had several knee problems 
from years of working on her feet. But all these people, despite their health problems are 
always ready to help me so I can study. We don’t have much but we work as a  team so ensure 
that Lennox, my daughter has a bright future. I worked many jobs, cleaned, tutored, taught 
yoga, receptionist, file clerk, server, etc all so that I can still go to class and have that flexibility 
of not being locked down to a low paying, dead end  nine to five. I know that I would be a 
better student if I didn’t have to pay so many bills, but I try my best even when I have to take 
care of them, I know I can always count of them to take care of us. I am an only child and as 
my tribe gets older, I know its my responsibility to help them out as much as I can. Calworks 
has helped me tremendously, I was courageous enough to leave an abusive relationship where 
finances were not an issue, but I rather have less now and be happy. Because I know that this 
money situation is temporary, but where my education takes me, no one can take away from 
me or my daughter.



Child Development
Santa Ana College

TRACIE
NGUYEN
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I am currently 48 years old, and I live with my 16 year old daughter. I have been a single mom 
ever since my daughter was in elementary school, and it has been very challenging to take 
care of ourselves, (which pertains to our physical, mental, and financial aspects). Throughout 
these years, I have constantly worked multiple jobs and began my studies at Santa Ana 
College, simultaneously. I have faced many difficulties, and make sure to keep a smile on 
my face, nevertheless. It has been difficult balancing a life between school and work, while 
ensuring that my daughter is taken care of at the same time. I work long hours and decided 
to continue my studies solely for my daughter. She is my superpower for my life. I want the 
best for her, and she deserves to go to college in the near future. She has a bright life ahead 
of her, due to her intelligence and perseverance. If I am not able to financially support her, my 
daughter will potentially not be able to reach her full capabilities. The CalWORKs program will 
be able to help me continue studying at Santa Ana College, with less worries. I will not be as 
worried about other life responsibilities (like bills), and focus more on my studies. My goal is to 
graduate by next year, and I will be able to be one step closer to obtaining a higher position 
in the work field. This will help my daughter and I to live happier lives in the future. My driving 
forces are ultimately my future, and my daughter’s as well. Life is a blur and I want to make 
the best out of it.



AA Transfer
Santa Ana College

DAYANA
VALLE
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In the month of November 2016, my life changed forever when my little girl was born. At this 
point, real life decisions started coming along. I was only 19, no high school diploma, and 
no GED. I did not have much education due to very personal life events. My daughter was 
definitely a wake up call,.I decided I wanted to continue my educational journey. I went of 
to find a program to finish my GED. This is when I started to become more familiar with the 
CalWORKs program, because in order to go to school I needed assistance with child care. I 
had interviews describing my goals and getting my GED. I finished my GED, started working 
as a caregiver for a while, and in the end of 2018 I decided i wanted to expand my knowledge 
in Kinesiology because of my experiences as a caregiver. I enrolled in school, talked more to 
my worker about my educational plan, and I’m thankful for CalWORKs for giving me lots of 
information, that has definitely changed my life. In the beginning of 2019, I started college, 
receiving so much support and attention from all CalWORKs program members. For as long 
as I can, I will continue to take part in the amazing opportunities as a career Super star.



Psychology
Santiago Canyon 
College

RUTH
BAUTISTA- 
SANCHEZ
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Up, Up, and Away! CalWORKs Superhero!

During my time at Santiago Canyon College, I learned about the different resources available 
to student parents. The one resource that has been the most beneficial through my journey 
at SCC, is the CalWORKs program. The support services, and friendly staff, have taught me 
valuable lessons on how to use my superpowers. My counselor, Susie Duarte, is the most 
empathetic mentor, because she has guided me, and pushed me to do my absolute best. As 
a first-generation college student to attend college, having a mentor like her is valuable and 
appreciated. The CalWORKs program has supported me immensely to build my superpowers, 
by encouraging me to use my superpowers to the best of my ability.

I believe I have gained superpowers becoming a mother, because I have learned to be 
more patient and knowledgeable. I learned that working a full-time job with a high school 
diploma, is not enough to provide my family with food, shelter and most importantly, 
knowledge. What makes me a super mom, is attending class all day, being a mother during 
the evening, and studying late at night. My superpower as a student parent, is that I have 
gained excellent multitasking skills and time-management skills. I have learned to plan 
out my week, by preparing clean laundry clothes, stocking the refrigerator with groceries, 
and scheduling homework time for my seven-year-old son, Nathan, and myself. I am super 
thankful for the CalWORKs program, because it has really made it possible for me, as 
a CalWORKs student parent, to gain superpowers like knowledge, and problem-solving 
skills, that will help me succeed.



Neurobiology and 
Behavior Science 
Santiago Canyon 
College

VERENICE
PATINO
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I am currently enrolled at Santiago Canyon College, and I am ready to transfer to the University 
of California, Irvine for Fall 2021. My major is Neurobiology and Behavior Science, with a minor 
in Psychology. I plan to do research on the brain, or become a psychiatrist to help others with 
drug addiction or mental illness. This is my chosen career path because I was in foster care 
since I was six years old, due to my mother’s mental issues and her inability to take care of me. 
I never understood this until I began to suffer from anxiety, depression, and panic attacks. I am 
glad that I was able to control these overpowering emotions which have made me stronger. 
When I overcame these emotions, I was able to take care of my healthy, five year old daughter, 
that is currently in kindergarten. I was able to become a full-time student, work, participate in 
the SCC Associated Student Government, and become an Inter-Club Council representative 
for the STEM Club.

I believe I qualify to be a super mom and a super student! Some of my superpower characteristics 
include intelligence, persistence, and resilience, due to me overcoming hardships and achieving 
my goals. I felt like me transferring to a university would have never happened because I am 
a single parent, a former foster youth, a first generation college student, and Hispanic. The 
SCC CalWORKs program helped me be successful in school, while being a single parent. 
CalWORKs provided me a counselor that I meet with every month for academic support, 
workshops, and special events like a Mother’s Day Event and a Thanksgiving Event. With this 
help, it has made my life as a student and mother easier because I learned life skills, self-care 
and has promoted my self-esteem as a single parent student, giving me more superpowers to 
achieve my goals, and to make a better life for myself and my daughter. My superpowers have 
helped  me go to a university, be an amazing mother, and an active student at SCC. Thank you
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LVN Program
Cerro Coso  
Community College

ANNA
RIVERA

I have to share with you my journey in the CalWORKs program and how much I appreciate this 
opportunity to be able to obtain an education. Right after high school, I knew I wanted to help 
people. I signed up for the CNA program at Cerro Coso Community College.  I worked many 
years at the nursing home, which gave me the income needed to support my three beautiful 
children. On February 11, 2012, I lost my youngest child at 20 months old. I dropped out of 
college shortly after in 2013. I am humbly grateful for everyone at Cerro Coso Community 
College who have spoken inspirational words or offered their honest advice to me.  In Fall of 
2019, I decided to go back to college and met Jackie Stoner, Access Programs Counselor, who 
has helped me every step of the way. My family is pretty awesome: my mom, my dad, and 
my two beautiful girls, and my aunts and my uncles are all a part of my village supporting a 
CalWORKs student and mother. Oh, and I can’t forget my loving brother. Once I was a part of 
a study group preparing for the LVN exam, and my brother offered to pay for all of us to have 
a celebratory dinner if we all passed our exam. Needless to say, my brother treated my entire 
study group to a nice dinner. All the ladies in my group passed our exam!  I look forward to 
learning and evolving as a nurse, being able to have a career and do something that you feel 
so passionate about is truly a blessing that would not have happened without the CalWORKs 
program. They have provided me and my children a brighter future. My village of family, 
CalWORKs supporters and study partners have helped me all along the way. Thank you for 
letting me share my story with you.



Major
School

NAME
NAME

2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 9 271

Human Services 
Cerro Coso  
Community College

CASSANDRA
SARTORIS

I am not going to lie, I felt overwhelmed when we went into quarantine. Suddenly, I had no 
job, the kids were at home all day, every day, and I did not know what to do. We got into a 
pattern and set up a schedule and we all fell into it fairly well. However, I was going stir crazy. 
My teenage stepdaughter and my two older boys (both under 7) were distant learning and my 
youngest already had his routine naps. So, once summer hit and the older three did not have 
school, I decided to go back to college and obtain my degree. My house had finally settled 
down from things that had happened earlier in the year around the time COVID became 
known. My fiancé had his jaw broken, my stepdaughter decided she was going to run away, 
my oldest son had surgery to fix his tongue tie and my middle son had a lot of dental work 
done. I was apprehensive when fall came as we had decided to put the other two kids in k-12 
and our middle son is still distance learning with his preschool and our youngest had begun 
the temper tantrums, but I remained hopeful. My biggest challenge during all of this was 
trying to keep the motivation when it felt like things were starting to get bad again. Fighting 
with the kids to get them to start or finish their schoolwork, on top of chores and cooking for 
everyone, and keeping the younger two kids distracted and busy so I could help the older 
two and complete my schoolwork. The Community College CalWORKs program helped me 
by encouraging me and reminding me that while things may be hard in this new normal with 
masks and social distancing, that even though I may be physically alone, I am not truly alone. 
I have people in my corner, who will point me in the right direction and help me when I need 
it, giving me the resources to succeed and remind me that I am doing a good job.



Elementary  
Teacher Education
Chaffey College

CASSANDRA
BAKER
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I decided to go with this affinity group, because my village is one of the most important things 
in life. Growing up, my family and I didn’t always get along, and we faced many struggles. 
With coming to California, it has brought us closer, and able to build our family back up. I have 
three beautiful, younger sisters, and my parents, that have been married for the past 34 years. 
My parents have really taught me that family sticks together, forgives and loves. Through 
coming to California, I gained three amazing children, and was introduced to my cousin, 
Stacia, who is my best friend. Being a single mother, I am blessed to have her as another role 
model, confidant, and someone that, no matter what, never turns her back on me. With other 
new additions, my family has expanded, and keeps expanding, to this beautiful, sometimes 
chaotic, loving family. They are my support and my driving force. Without them, I wouldn’t 
have been able to get through the tears, hardships and leaps of faith that I have. They always 
have seen my potential, and were the ones that pushed me to make the decision to get back 
into school, and achieve my goal of being a teacher. When it comes to my schooling, they go 
above and beyond, from babysitting, tutoring, financially, anything to make sure I’m successful 
in my college journey. Everytime I feel I’m getting in over my head, I’m reminded that all of 
them are rooting for me and I can’t let them down. I’m a daughter, sister, mother, friend and 
I cherish every one of those titles. I always say to it takes a village, and I couldn’t have asked 
for a better village to be a part of.



Nursing
Chaffey College

LETICIA
GODOY

2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 9 273

Through the encouragement of family, I found CalWORKs and discovered the many supportive 
services available. I began as a part time Chaffey College student, taking single semester 
college courses, accelerating into a full time student. I also was taking weekend classes 
with the American Red Cross, in order to complete the CNA program, a prerequisite for the 
Chaffey College LVN program. Like climbing a ladder, I continued looking for the next step. 
The awesome CalWORKs case workers, counselors, and support staff that I have established 
a working relationship with, provided educational insight, encouragement, and assisted and 
guided me into the correct path to enroll in the LVN program at Chaffey College. The LVN 
program introduced me to a number of remarkable instructors, who believed in my ability to 
successfully complete the program. They have encouraged me in continuing to pursue my 
educational goals. I would have never thought I would be the first in my family to graduate 
from college. Completing the LVN program with an AS Degree, is just the launching pad. My 
objective is clear, as I have set an educational goal to continue on and transfer to a CSU to 
complete my BSN. I won’t stop there. I have a vision, and in the future, I will ascertain a Nurse 
Anesthesia Doctoral Degree. Every person we cross paths with and meet along the way is for 
a reason, we must ensure that those who help and guide us, understand we appreciate their 
work, effort and faith in believing in us. From the bottom of my heart, I thank each and every 
person I’ve encountered along my journey. You will not be forgotten. May God Bless each and 
every one of you.



Sociology
Chaffey College

NICOLE
HERRERA
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I grew up in a single parent home in Los Angeles County. My father was absent for most of 
my life. He struggled with a drug addiction, was always in and out of prison, and was affiliated 
with gangs. My mom had no choice but to raise me by herself; we were on welfare, section 8 
and food stamps. Both of my parents are uneducated, and neither of them has a high school 
diploma. I was never guided to strive for my best, I was never told how important education 
is and I was never encouraged to get a higher education. I had to learn fundamental life skills 
on my own and become self-sufficient at a very young age. I was fortunate enough to have 
obtained employment for most of my adult life. However, I found myself unemployed at the 
age of forty with four children. After thirteen years working for one company, I got laid off 
after the birth of my twins. Becoming unemployed at my age with limited/outdated skills 
was frightening. This had a major impact on my family dynamic and I became my mother’s 
reflection. I had to turn to governmental assistance; we had to apply for welfare to keep a roof 
over our heads and apply for food stamps to keep food in our children’s belly. This change 
has humbled me immensely and I’m grateful for my struggles because I learned so much 
about myself and my capabilities. In addition, I learned how important it is to receive a higher 
education. Due to my life lessons, I appreciate my education, welcome challenges and strive 
to be the best student. The CalWORKs program at Chaffey has helped me tremendously. 
They keep me on track and provide useful resources to help me succeed in school. My grades 
speak for themselves and I am proud that I’ve come a long way and only hope to continue to 
learn so that I may become a better role model for myself and my children.



Nursing 
Chaffey College

HOMAIRA 
RASOOLI
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Everyone impacted by this deadly Virus in so many ways, loss of employment has caused 
financial stress in homes and closing of schools has left many parents without the option to 
look for work. Children being frustrated and misbehaving from being home all day, this current 
quarantine trembled the entire world and every single person faces so many challenges. My 
greatest challenges were losing my job and absence of a place to study. 

I was so excited when I got my new job as an ultrasound tech at palm spring, although my 
work site was ninety miles away from my house, I attended enthusiastically for the first month. 
After the California governor issued a mandatory statewide stay at home order, I lost my 
job. I appreciate all the programs implemented by Chaffey college throughout this hardship 
condition. Indeed, the Chaffey CalWORKs program provides all the help and assistance to 
parents. Furthermore, staff availability throughout the phone, email, and live virtual cranium 
cafe was extraordinary. Providing a supply cart, sending a bag of stationary to our doorstep 
at this devastating time was above and beyond.

Finding a quiet place to study during this quarantine is still one of the struggles that I and 
my husband are faced with. We are a family of five my three kids and my husband, we all are 
active students. Having all family members in school and college and living in a two-bedroom 
apartment will definitely put you in a hard situation to find a calm place to study. Of course, 
every single person is affected in so many ways by this current pandemic.

To conclude, let’s understand each other during this hard time, help people who need care 
and support especially kids and elders. Having a few virtual workshops this past semester 
helps me to meet some of the college classmates, also in these workshops the panel group 
provides us with so many resources to help and assist students and families. In the end, I will 
pray for all of us to be saved in this hard time and get back sooner to our normal life.



Nursing 
Chaffey College

WAHIDULLAH 
RASOOLI
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A whole new world, indeed, coming to the United States was a huge change in our life. I 
was born in western Afghanistan where people are eagerly thirsty for peace, after successful 
graduation from the medical school in 2006 and passing the national Exit Exam from the 
Ministry of Public Health (MOPH), I was granted the License to Practice Medicine in Afghanistan. 
Due to insecurity and active conflict on December 23, 2016, me, my wife, and our three kids 
immigrated to the United States and we chose the Inland empire as our new home. Of course, 
leaving your birthplace country and being in a whole new world is always along with struggles, 
these struggles could be language barriers and cultural shock.

In our first appointment in the county of San Bernardino to apply for the welfare benefit we 
request an interpreter and I still remember that interview almost took three hours. Upon 
my arrival in my new homeland (United States), I have mostly dedicated my time to improve 
my English language, I still remember that every semester I came with my laptop and asked 
CalWORKs Staff to help me with my registration, due to my lack of English language.

Cultural shock is another challenge that every single Immigrant encounters with, personally, 
I go through every single stage of Cultural shock. Being a trained doctor in my birthplace 
country and becoming a Lyft/Uber driver in my new homeland put me in frustration and 
anxiety but having a successful programs like CalWORKs at Chaffey helped me to overcome 
this hindrance and accomplish my academic goal with success. Other examples of support that 
parents and students are receiving throughout the CalWORKs program are making students’ 
educational plan, county paperwork, supply cart, pay for the books, and providing gas carts.

To conclude I heartily appreciate all the care and attention we still receive from the CalWORKs 
program and the staff who work for the students. Before Pandemic, every semester the 
CalWORKs program announced some helpful workshops for parents and students which 
assisted me to be more familiar with the United State educational and cultural system.



Business  
Management 
College of  
the Desert

FELICIA
BELL
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My name is Felicia and 34 years old, and a single mother of three. I decided to go back to 
college when I moved out here to the desert after leaving a toxic situation. I had decided 
enough was enough and in the middle of the night packed me my kids things end we ran 
away. Literally. Came out to the desert with no car, no money, No family or friends closer 
than 70 miles. We have been here two years now, we have our own place, a reliable car, and 
I’m in school full time. Working part time when I can. My kids are with me full time. I’ve been 
on my own pretty much my entire life. Now with three kids to provide for something in you 
changes and you do whatever it takes to provide for them. So i decided to go back to school 
and hopefully reach even higher goals of opening my own business to leave behind for my 
children so that I know that there taking care of. My job as a mother is to ensure that they have 
a better life than I had. I had a pretty traumatic childhood and I told my self I would make sure 
my kids never had to see or go through what I went through. So here I am, 34 and in college 
to ensure that promise is kept.



Early Childhood  
Education
College of  
the Desert

IMANI
FIELDS
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The saying, “Up, Up, And Away! CalWORKs Superhero”, definitely describes my life experience 
while attending the College Of The Desert Community College. As a single mother of two 
very young children (and another on the way), I have delved deeper than I ever have when it 
comes to juggling school and family life. Throughout my short time at College Of The Desert, 
I have -- time and time again -- fed my infant and tried to pacify my crying toddler both while 
attending my online Zoom classes or recording a Prezi presentation while both were heard in 
the background.

But this is just a small glimpse into my lifestyle. Directly after the start of the Fall 2020 term, 
I found out that my son had some medical issues and needed attention immediately. I spent 
an entire month at the Ronald McDonald House across the street from the hospital where 
he stayed. Whilst spending time with him in the facility, I attended my classes, scheduled 
meetings, and showed up for CalWORKS check-ins. Mind you, this was being done in between 
my son’s routine feeding schedule that the hospital staff had me participate in.

However, I was not alone in the midst of this chaos; my friendly CalWORKs counselor, Heather 
Bayse, was there to provide emotional support, kind words, and help me stay on track with 
classes. I don’t know if it was the happenstance of the virus hitting and everything going 
virtual, but no matter how many times I called or texted with a question surrounding school, 
she would always be there to answer. This type of relationship is something I never experienced 
while attending college -- virtually or in person. It just makes me feel that much more excited 
and confident about my future career as an ABA therapist. One day, I will be working with 
special needs children and running a team of therapists myself. It just goes to show you that 
the CalWORKs team have given us our superpowers to have a strong work ethic AND be 
there for our kids.



Administration  
of Justice
College of  
the Desert

JENNIFER
FLORES
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My name is Jennifer Flores, my major is in Administration of Justice.  I am 34 years old, and a 
single mom of four beautiful children. It has not been easy to support my children and give my 
all to my studies, but with faith and dedication, I am getting there and meeting my goals one at 
a time. I always dreamed of being an officer, but when life comes at you and throws curve balls 
at you, it changes your path, but not the dream. I got married at a young age, and became 
a victim of domestic violence for 10 years. In 2014, I filed for divorce and  decided to pursue 
my dream in law enforcement. I tried and ended up dropping out for a while due to financial 
hardship. It was in 2019 that I re-enrolled, and now I have one year in college completed. 
During fall semester 2020, my daughter was diagnosed with a tumor on her adrenal gland, 
she was only two at the time. I ended up in the hospital for a month and had to study and do 
my finals at the hospital with my daughter. During this hard time, the CalWORKs counselors’ 
helped me  with everything that I needed, when I needed it the most. The CalWORKs program 
has walked me through every step of the way, and even more during the hard times, so that 
I am able to be successful in my journey and not lose hope or fail my classes.  They offered 
financial support and always checked on me, which has been very helpful and key to my 
success today. If it weren’t for the extensive help they offered and the caring staff, I might 
have taken a break in my studies. I am very grateful for the program, as well as the friendly 
staff. I’m still pushing forward and I’m not going to stop until I have reached my goals. I just 
want to thank the CalWORKs staff and program for helping me get closer to my dream.



Business  
Administration
College of  
the Desert

DULCEA
GONZALEZ  

LOERA
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While I’ve never really thought of myself as a superhero with superpowers, my fifteen-year-
old daughter has actually called me her hero recently. When her father left eight years ago, 
she was devastated and I was left picking up the broken pieces of my baby girl’s heart. Being 
thrust into being an only parent proved challenging, but I did what I thought was best in order 
to make ends meet, I worked as much as I possibly could. I left my job as a nanny and moved 
us back to my hometown, thinking that a fresh start would do us both good. I began with 
two jobs that I really didn’t care for and eventually ended up as a full-time nanny again, the 
catch was that I worked for four different families and at times worked 24/7 literally, for weeks 
at a time. My 35th birthday hit me hard with the realization that our lives weren’t “going 
anywhere,” and this was when I made the decision to move us back to the desert, and start 
college for the first time. The only way this was made possible, was with me being able to join 
the CalWORKs program, which was a fantastic opportunity for me to be able to put food on 
the table, keep a roof over our heads and attend school full time. I had been far too proud 
before and thought that being on “Welfare” meant that I was a failure. However, I realized 
being a failure would mean that my daughter wasn’t cared for, didn’t have the necessities of 
life, and wasn’t a great person. Because of these opportunities I’ve been afforded through 
this awesome program, I’m able to be home with my daughter as much as possible, especially 
during these trying times that 2020 has thrown our way. While I personally wouldn’t call myself 
a superhero, when I look at my amazing daughter who is funny, intelligent, well-rounded, and 
a sweetheart, I know that I must have some sort of superpowers in this crazy world we live in. 
I can’t wait to live up to her expectations.



Sociology
College of  
the Desert

MANUELA
GOSSLING
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My story is typical left home dropped out of school got married, had 4 sons. Marriage failed, 
single mom raising kids on her own. I have always put my kids first their happiness was always 
my #1 priority. I have worked as a caregiver for over 30 years, to make sure my kids always had 
what they needed. And to show them hard work pays off. It was always my passion to help 
others. It was a great career choice for me. However last year I fell at work and got injured. It 
had always been my dream to eventually work for Adult Protective Services Office. And still 
be able to help just behind the scenes now. My passion to care for others will never change. 
And this injury has only fueled my passion to go back to school get my Diploma as well as 
my A.A. in Sociology. To work for the A.P.S. office. As you can imagine, I felt very scared and 
intimidated at the thought of going back to school after 31 years. And it has proven to be very 
challenging.  I even surprised myself with how well I am doing in my classes, Passing with A’s 
and 1 C and carrying a 3.0. It just goes to show when you apply yourself and believe in yourself 
anything is possible. And the encouraging words from all the staff have been so amazingly 
kind and encouraging. From the Welfare to work program, The Gain program, as well as the 
CalWORKs program always reminding me. That You Got This, You Can Do this, We believe in 
you, Keep Pushing on, and Never Give up. They have always been my cheerleaders. And for 
that I will be forever grateful. They are all wonderful people and having them in my corner has 
really made this journey worth taking, I am not alone. Thank you in advance for taking the time 
to read my letter and considering me for this amazing opportunity. 



Early Childhood  
Development
College of  
the Desert

SARAHYAH
YISRAEL
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I am a humble first-generation college student that believes that education is a priority. I strive 
to be the example to do the impossible for my children, as a nursing mother of 13. I decided 
to enroll in college later in my life so it would be something normal to my children because 
I never saw it. I could not tell my kids to and excel, when I had never done it. Both of my 
parents were working-class and both received GED’s in their adult years. My first-born was 
the youngest to graduate COD with a certificate. Last year she graduated with an associate in 
Psychology with honors. My son is currently in his sophomore year at COD. 

Coronavirus has affected everyone in so many different ways. It affected my family and me 
negatively financially but we are hard-working and hopeful. I need to finish my degree this 
Summer and Fall because I was pregnant. I gave birth this semester on October 22, 2020. I am 
currently out of financial aid. I will not have the opportunity to attend with my baby and with 
the campus being closed, it has made things difficult. Despite all odds, I passed all my classes 
while homeschooling and running a full time childcare business from home! The CalWORKs 
program supported me by assisting with my Ed Plan and super fast processing of paperwork 
for resources. They assisted with books and programs, information, and expedited services 
with counseling that made it possible for me to succeed. 



Computer Science
Copper Mountain 
College

TASHIANNA
SYKES
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My greatest challenge as a virtual learner has been balancing my full time course work, while 
homeschooling two children fulltime, and raising three more children that aren’t in school . 
I am also unemployed right now. The CalWORKs program has helped me thrive a few ways 
during this remote transition called Covid-19. CalWORKs provides me with all of my books for 
free. I get a choice of gas card, bookstore cards or a lunch card for Bruce’s Place. That’s not 
all, they even give out bookbags with gadgets and essential school supplies. CalWORKs has 
been a major blessing in my life since moving to California. I can now focus my energy more 
into studying computer science, rather than worrying about how to pay for it.



Chemistry
Crafton Hills  
College

RYAN
AMAYA
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College is tough, its designed to be hard, to weed out those who do not have enough self-
discipline to finish.  Being a father is also difficult, it is not a choice that should ever be made 
lightly, yet many do.  When you combine the two, life can be, for lack of better phrasing, a 
challenge.  Hectic is a great word to define my life, homeschooling two daughters, tutoring 
Organic Chemistry, and other subjects, and being a full-time student and father, is just really 
chaotic.  However, kids have a funny way of making things clearer, despite all the chaos and 
confusion they add into one’s life.  Even though I have not finished my path, it feels right, like 
what I was meant to do, something that should have been done years ago.  It can actually be 
humorous to look back, and find all the mistakes, and see all the ridiculous thoughts you had 
before children.  Never in my wildest dreams before kids, would I have ever imagined myself 
carving a path that required any form of true dedication, and it is safe to assume I never 
would have without children.  Although getting started is only half the mission, and even if 
you have all the dedication in the world, and do not have the means, it would be impossible 
to succeed.  I was fortunate enough to have the CalWORK’s program supporting me with 
guidance, textbooks, and opportunities to succeed.  Overcoming the chaos that basically 
ensues my life would be impossible without the support of the CalWORK’s program.  It 
allows me to be the role model that I want my daughters to see me as, someone with 
enough self-discipline to finish what they start, and know that the easy path doesn’t always 
mean the right path.  To be self-aware enough, to realize that it can be okay to have support, 
and it doesn’t make you any less motivated and determined.  Children, college, work, and 
general life is not just a recipe for chaos, it’s also a way to challenge yourself, to see what 
you are truly capable of.



Music
Crafton Hills  
College

MELISSA
GRUBB
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When I came back to college, my daughter was only nine months old. I was scared, because I 
was working almost a full-time job, and now I was handling full time at school. Lots of times, I 
felt lonely, and sad, because I feel as if I don’t spend enough time with my daughter. But over 
the last year, and since I’ve been back, I’ve proven to myself that I could be both an amazing  
parent and student. I’ve gotten mostly good grades, sometimes it’s hard, but I’ve coped 
with teaching my daughter how to have habits in school, unlike me when I was in school. 
Financially, when I came back after having my daughter, I was on academic probation, because 
I withdrew from too many courses the first time around. I struggled with a lot of things at 
first, but CalWORKs helped me by providing me with gas cards, book vouchers, support 
emotionally, resources, etc. This past year I’ve had two fires also sweep through my yard, first 
the Apple fire and the second the El Dorado fire. And CalWORKs and EOPS helped me stay 
in school, with the things that were going on in my life. With their help, I was able to get back 
my standing with financial aid, complete my transfer degree, and keep me sane through the 
pandemic this last year.



Nursing
Moreno Valley  
College

SOFIA
NABASUMBA
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My name is Sofia Nabasumba. I am 30 years old from Uganda in East Africa. I grew up in Masaka 
a remote village in the central part of Uganda. I’m a daughter of a Rwandese immigrants who 
migrated to Uganda from Rwanda after so many tribal wars and genocides that forced them 
to flee their motherland. When we got to Uganda, we had so many challenges especially 
financial challenges that defined my upbringing. Hell broke loose on 17th October 2017 when 
a click of more than five men pounced on me and raped me, I was left unconscious and awoke 
in hospital with nurses beside me. If it was not my mother that consoled me, I wouldn’t have 
eaten very well or lived like human for the next days. After two weeks with doctors’ follow up, I 
was tested being pregnant. I cried so much wondering what was going to happen to me. Over 
the years, I desired becoming a mother but not of this kind, my son is now 2 years fatherless, 
the age when babies start calling daddy and mummy. The incidence of rape traumatized me 
with psychological, emotional physical torture on top of feeling shame, depressed with the 
flashback that made it difficult for me to cope with it. Fast forward to today, I managed to be 
granted asylum into the United States, something I consider a blessing. America being a land 
of opportunities, I want to be the first person in my entire clan to attend college, and not only 
that but I want to go to school, be a nurse a dream I’ve always had after seeing so many of 
my family members dying in the village because they lacked health professionals to take care 
of them. As a single mother, through CalWORKs programs like parenting workshops, I have 
been mentored into a great mother, an achievement that am so proud of to my fatherless son.



Nursing
Mt. San Jacinto  
College

VANESSA
CAMARENA
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My passion for wanting to become a nurse started at a young age. I have always been the 
type of person who loves to help others and put others’ needs before my own, whether that 
be helping with my family, friends, or people that I just met. I am drawn to aid in whatever 
way possible in order to make other people’s lives a bit easier. Learning about how nurses 
help and care for their patients has directed me towards my field of study. One main reason 
why I strive to be a nurse is to first handedly assist people who need immediate medical 
attention. I have experienced that adrenaline rush and excitement you get when you get to 
be the one helping someone who truly needs it, and I’ll always be driven to work with people 
through whatever sickness they’re dealing with and through their recovery processes. I will 
strive towards making my dream career a reality by taking all the necessary steps. I want to 
be remembered as someone who is determined and passionate along this road of aiming 
towards being a nurse. The amazing counselors in the CalWORKs program have pushed 
me and have kept me determined to accomplish my career goal. Their endless support and 
resources throughout this journey have kept me motivated to continue striving for this goal. I 
have had the opportunity to always have an up to date education plan and have been informed 
of nursing workshops that were available to sign up for. The CalWORKs program has readily 
given me the tools and financial assistance needed while I do my studies and work towards 
my goal. Their help has significantly lessened the stress and worry I would carry about being 
able to provide for my son, since I am a student parent. I am grateful for all the help along this 
journey of mine, and am exceptionally thankful for the assistance the CalWORKs program has 
provided. They have been there every semester to make sure that I have enough supplies, 
food, and other necessities to get me through this college path.



Real Estate
Mt. San Jacinto  
College

REBECCA
GARCIA
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I want to start by saying how grateful I am to CalWORKs because I was on the verge of 
becoming homeless two weeks before I had my daughter Flora in November of 2020. I 
already had my son and daughter. Now, I would be parenting a third child. Thankfully, I was 
able to get help through CalWORKs and my passion for my field of study in Real Estate. I am 
even more determined to go higher to follow my dreams for a better future. I am the first in 
my family to graduate from college. My great grandfather was in Real Estate and he taught 
me to never give up. The CalWORKs program is helping me get closer to making my career 
dream a reality. It was already hard being a stay-at-home mom and having to do my own 
college studies. If I was homeless, I may have given up on my dreams, especially contending 
with a pandemic and a newborn.



Nursing
Mt. San Jacinto  
College

MELISSA
HUGHES
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I would not be the successful student I am today without the help of my village. My village 
encompasses my parents, MSJC CalWorks, and Jesus Christ. My parents, who know the 
struggles many single mothers go through without a village, wanted more for their daughter 
and their grandson. They came to me and said, “Go back to school to pursue your dream 
career of being a Registered Nurse. Focus on that and raising your son and we will be there 
to help you through it.” They have been my biggest supporters since starting school, from 
the time I got denied into a different RN program, to celebrating my acceptance in the 
MSJC RN program.

MSJC CalWorks department is another instrumental member of my village, they tirelessly 
worked to help me reach my goals and access every source possible to get into a nursing 
program. They have continuously reached out during these unprecedented times to ensure 
I am equipped with what I needed to be successful in the fall 2020 nursing program. If I 
ever have a question or need help with resources, I can count on them to research and find 
sources to help me.

Jesus Christ is also a part of my village. From the time I was pregnant until now, whenever I 
have felt lost or unsure, he has always guided me and heard my prayers. I struggled at the 
beginning of the semester with managing my course load, clinical, and my son being home 
due to daycares shutting down. On the cusp of my breaking point, begging for Jesus to help 
me, I received a call from a daycare asking if I was still interested in childcare. I could not have 
survived this semester without him. With the help of my village of support, my dreams are 
possible, and I am well on my way to becoming an RN. This CalWORKs award will assist me in 
completing my journey.



Business/ 
Entrepreneurship
Mt. San Jacinto  
College

SARAH
MENDOZA
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Hi, my name is Sarah Mendoza, I am 29 years young and a new student at MSJC College. I am 
a mother of two little girls, and a caretaker for my mother who had a sudden cardiac arrest 
back in October. I am a part of the CalWORKs program and the greatest challenge I faced 
this year as a virtual learner, besides the Covid-19 Pandemic, and almost losing my mom,was 
managing my time.It was hard balancing all the responsibilities at once, but I did it and I 
passed. CalWORKs is the reason I am enrolled in college today, along with my determination 
to prosper. My worker Cassie H is the one who proposed the idea of college, she provided me 
with all resources needed to get started, she reassured me that when I was ready CalWORKs 
was ready to help. CalWORKs has helped me thrive by providing me with books, and covering 
the costs of material needed to begin. Calworks has shown me the light in a world full of 
darkness,they helped me achieve my dreams of getting back into college to learn the skills 
needed to own my own business. This year has been very uncertain and unlike any in American 
history. Quarantine had all of us feeling a little uneasy and like many of us, I lost my job and 
was not able to provide for my family but I remained humble and optimistic. After months in 
quarantine,I started feeling useless, like I had no sense of worth,because in my heart I knew 
I could do more, that was when I took the leap of faith and enrolled into college. CalWORKs 
has handed me everything needed to succeed academically, I am forever grateful for the 
Calworks program. I am now on the road to success and I feel better than ever. CalWORKs has 
provided more than I could have ever asked for. I now can create a stable foundation to raise 
my children upon, because everything I do,I do for my children. Thank you CalWORKs, keep 
changing lives and providing hope for families like mine, you truly rock!



Business  
Administration 
Mt. San Jacinto  
College

EMA
PEREZ
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This quarantine has proven to be difficult for me. For instance, I am no longer just a student 
and mother, I am now a student and mother who teaches her child. My five-year old daughter 
is in kindergarten and this is the first time she has been put in a setting where she is required 
to sit in a room and listen to a lecture. I spend most of my mornings with my daughter listening 
to her teachers lectures and then I work with her doing her homework and training her to be 
a student instead of just a child. She struggles everyday because I am sure she has a learning 
disability, but I am patient with her and most days we work until the night. After the day ends, 
I begin my night and my homework which can take hours because of papers, quizzes and 
more, but this has not stopped me. Sometimes I am up until 4 in the morning, but this has not 
stopped me from continuing what I do. But I would not have made it as far as I am without Mt. 
San Jacinto. Mt. San Jacinto has done plenty to accommodate for my needs! For example, the 
CalWORKs program has helped me during this pandemic with things like gas cards, personal 
counseling, and paying for my books. I struggled to pay for my textbooks because I am not 
receiving financial aid, so when CalWORKs promised to pay for my textbooks I was excited 
and grateful because I would not have to scrape for funds for my education. Not only this, but 
the gas cards have been a major help for me because sometimes I cannot afford to pay for gas 
and so I am required to get groceries, pay bills, and to drop off my daughter with her grandma 
by foot. The days are grueling and sometimes I wish I could just sit down and relax, but when 
I look at my daughter every day eagerly waiting for me at the kitchen table I remember that 
I do it for her.



Nursing
Riverside City  
College

JOSEFINA
COVARRUBIAS
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My vision for my future career goal became clear when my son spent a year in and out of the 
hospital due to his cancer diagnosis. We lived in Washington state with no family because my 
husband was stationed at the Army base. With no family near us, the long hospital stays made 
me realize how important the nurse was to us. The nurse conversed with us and made us not 
feel alone. The kindness and eagerness to attend to my son with no hesitation also made me 
realize that was what I wanted to be for other people also going through similar situations. 
Staying in the hospital also made me realize that there were other people there that had no 
family nearby either. The nurse is the person you see throughout the day and depend on 
to care for you. Their role is crucial, and I knew I had to be a nurse. After my son became 
cancer-free, my husband ended his time in the military, and we moved back to California to 
be with family. That same summer, I enrolled at Riverside City College. My goal was to finish 
my prerequisites then apply to the nursing program. I am about to be done with my classes 
and am on track to apply for the nursing program in July. I am determined to be a nurse 
and provide care in the most selfless way just as the nurses that cared for my son did. The 
CalWORKs program has aided me in making this goal a reality. Thanks to the book vouchers 
the program provides me, I was and can get the course materials needed. Even the smallest of 
fees that the program covers, such as the parking permit, is all help that has relieved me of the 
extra expense. The CalWORKs program has allowed me to take part in the Nursing services 
program provided by RCOE. I will begin that program in February and because of this, it will 
aid me in my future career through experience.



Nursing
Riverside City  
College

SAMYRA
FARAJ
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I am a returning student, after 10 years of having my first child. I had so many obstacles as a 
single mother, having health disparities, and dealing with addiction and abuse in the home I 
live in. One of my superpowers is my ambition and drive to succeed. Throughout all the odds 
against me, I completed my LVN program at RCC and was class president. Not only did I 
dedicate my life to become a nurse and help others, but I inspired others around me to do the 
same. We are family, and I always let my peers know that if i could make it through the storm, 
they could too. It takes a lot of will power to overcome strong obstacles and still come out 
successful. I have my nursing family to thank and believe in me, when nobody did. One of my 
biggest supporters was my own child. Even at 8 years old, she had to push me sometimes, 
and remind me why I started this journey in the first place. The  CalWORKs program helped 
me with different resources like with books, supplies, and even someone to talk to during my 
struggles. All of these influential people in my life is what made me a nurse today, and help 
me continue my goal of becoming a registered nurse. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.



Math and Science
Riverside City  
College

SYDNI
MARQUARDT
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Without my support system, I would not be able to be as successfull academically. My support 
system is my village and my backbone. I know that I would be stressed with so many other 
factors in my day to day life, to the point where I would not be able to focus on my academics 
if I did not have my village to support me throughout my academics. My child’s father is not 
in the picture as a co-parent, so really I am doing everything independently. I am extremely 
grateful for my family, and the help they give me, whether it is coming by to help my daughter 
with homework, take her while I have work or class, picking up my daughter from school, 
driving me to class when I do not have a car, encouraging me to take the extra class, and they 
will take my daughter to her extra circular activities. I would not be able to achieve the goals 
I have dreamt, at least as successfully as I have, without my village. My village supported me 
with all that I attempt, no matter how long it takes me, and I am excited to graduate with 
3 degrees this year and start looking into transferring. Without my family and each one of 
their contributions and support, this would not be so easily achievable for me. I am eternally 
grateful for my village.



Nursing 
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JULISA
MERWIN
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In August 2018, I was accepted into Riverside City College School of Nursing. It was one of 
my proudest moments in life. It was also a rude awakening as well. I learned how crucial it is 
to have a support system. My son’s father was not involved; therefore, I was left alone raising 
our son, while also attending a rigorous RN program. During that time, my son was having 
several episodes of respiratory distress and was sent to ICU for a week. Subsequently, my 
son’s health issues began to affect my school work. I had to miss class and had limited time 
to complete assignments. I was also facing housing insecurity, and at risk of being homeless. I 
was not studying as much as I would have liked, due to these unforeseen circumstances. I did 
not pass my first semester and had to exit the program. I truly felt defeated and all I thought 
to myself, is all my hard work was for nothing.

Ultimately, I decided to self-reflect on my experience in the RN program, and found meaning 
in my failure. I did not want to give up on my education. I knew I needed to change, and 
break unhealthy habits that no longer serve me. With time, things began to fall into place 
once again.  I was able to find low-income, affordable housing near RCC; my son’s health 
drastically improved; and I was readmitted into RCC’s nursing program. I am confident that 
I will be successful, now that I have been able to overcome some of my unresolved trauma. 
Overall, in my early childhood, I felt unloved. In my adolescent years, I felt unworthy. In my 
early young adulthood years, I felt incapable. However, one thing I do know, is that no one 
can ever take away from me my education. Therefore, if I were to be selected, I would utilize 
the funds towards my education towards obtaining the resources I need to successfully finish 
school, and obtain my bachelor’s degree in nursing. I am currently unemployed due to how 
demanding my major requires me to study.



Medical Assistant
Victor Valley  
College

CARMEN
AVALOS
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I am 22-year-old, single mother of 2 beautiful girls, agea 4 and 1. Growing up, I went through 
a lot of trials with drug addiction, and gang life. I was always told I was never going to amount 
to anything, but thank God, I have a Village to help me out through life. One day, 2-1/2 years 
ago, I decided to get my life together and finish high school. It was because of my village, that 
I was able to graduate in 2019. My village includes my mother, grandmother, my older brother, 
and a couple of juvenile hall CO’s, and people that have been a part of my journey. They have 
been a huge part of my success. Today I am a VVC student, with a 3.5 GPA. I Started college in 
winter semester this year. My major is Medical Assistant. My goals are to strive for my success, 
and show the ones who doubted me, that no matter where we come from, we can do anything 
we set out minds to. With a village, you are guaranteed to succeed. If God can deliver me 
from the fast life, he can do it for anybody. Thank you to CalWORKs for helping provide for 
my family, and supplying me with the necessities I need for my education.



Nursing
Victor Valley  
College

DOMANIQUE
BRADFORD- 

CAUDILLO
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I have found that a superhero doesn’t always have the answers going into a situation and 
it’s not about winning all the time. It’s about the steps that you take to make the situation 
better and how you pace yourself throughout the journey to make it to the top. So, you 
see, although I do not wear a visible Catwomen or Wonder Women costume I am still an 
important superhero at home to my children. They look up to me to make everything better 
no matter what arises. Whether it’s helping them understand their assignments or be the 
disciplined person to keep structure I am their forever hero. VVC has gone above and beyond 
my expectations of stepping in and helping throughout this entire pandemic. I must say if it 
wasn’t for my community college then I wouldn’t have been able to be the successful student 
and hero I am today. I was able to get a laptop with an internet connection so I would stop using 
the hot spot on my phone. They made sure I was able to get access to the student resources 
with the campus being closed. There was tutoring in every subject and somebody was able to 
answer my questions about the class, the program, books, and much more. There have been 
many times I wanted to give up because of the stress of it all as it became overwhelming. Just 
a simple phone call to see if I needed anything or had questions went a long way. I have been 
a superhero to my children but VVC has been my superhero this year. Sometimes in life, you 
need help and an extra push to make it through. This pandemic has taught me that I always 
have to be my very best for my children even when my energy level is beyond low. They do 
not care how tired I am because I am their superhero and I do not get a day off. 



Registered Nursing
Victor Valley  
College

GRACIELA
GONZALEZ
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How can we best manage this challenging new times as a student and a parent? The first 
months we where send home I was highly anxious and concerned how this would affect my 
studies, or my transfer applications. Being a mother of five kids studying solo has not been an 
option. Maintaining a routine and I have drastically shifted and maintained these new changes. 
Being confined to my home we still shower, have breakfast, change, and follow our regular 
routines as if we were still attending class in person but this routine took us a few months and 
sometimes it’s still a struggle to get everyone going. During this time of stress and uncertainty, 
it has been more difficult to get restful sleep at night. I have kids in elementary, junior high and 
High School and what we know about kids, adolescents and students is that they really thrive 
on predictability and structure as we are all adjusting to the new routine trying to find that new 
normal and trying to find some structure throughout the day and offering that predictability 
really helps. Having time for virtual learning and having designated times for family time. 
Not only did we have to worry about school, getting sick, keeping up with classes, being a 
mother, but also paying bills on time. It has been very challenging but CalWORKs has been 
very helpful. It has helped me with money for books and keep pursuing my education and it 
has strengthened my pathway. The CalWORKs staff is very informative on career education 
programs, transfer workshops, employment opportunities and work study. I am very grateful 
and thankful. We never expected to get a disease like Covid-19 in our era. It’s a scary time. 
We all have an immediate family or a friend getting infected with Covid and many people have 
died over this disease not only that social distancing has made us feel lonely and has increase 
stress and anxiety but taking a day at a time with the help of the schools and CalWORKs has 
really made a positive impact in our lives.



Psychology 
Victor Valley  
College

CHRISTINA
GREENWOOD
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My education journey has lasted longer than most but in the time I have been attending Victor 
Valley College I have grown as a person, as a student, as a mother, and realized my original 
chosen major was not right for me or my family. When I decided to continue my education 
after a fifteen year gap I wanted a career that would allow me to provide for my family and 
fulfil me. I originally started attending Victor Valley College to become a respiratory therapist 
which was motivated by my daughters rare respiratory condition. Through the years at VVC 
I worked directly with my counselor with CalWORKs who really inspired me to always do 
what was best for me and my family. She always showed me how much she cared for me as 
an individual and not just one of her many students she had to help. My heart and desires for 
a career started to change and eventually because of COVID I realized my current major for 
respiratory therapy would leave me putting my daughter at risk. What I realized I wanted to do 
was help low-income families either within the county or at the school level. After discussions 
with my counselor for CalWORKs and EOPS and my Cal-Works work study advisor who had 
worked at the county previously, what I wanted to do most was help students at the school 
level. I changed my major to Psychology to eventually become an educational counselor at the 
college level. But not just any counselor, the type of counselor that my CalWORKs counselor 
has been for me. When I am all done with my education my career goal is to be an educational 
counselor for CalWORKs or similar programs.



Psychology 
Victor Valley  
College

RAQUEL
LOZA
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My childhood was difficult. My parents were always arguing. I was overcoming being touched 
as a child from a stranger. Since the age of 12-25 years old, I have been in and out of the 
system. When I was 15, I was in foster care. At the age of 17, I was in camp, and after that, 
county. My mother was also in jail at the time. Everyone always said I would end up in jail, 
homeless, or even dead. Despite all of that, I decided to get a job at Vons, and after two years 
I quit to be a stay at home mom. I was cheated on while I was seven months pregnant, and 
was a domestic violence survivor. I graduated from Hesperia Adult School in August, 2020. 
I am now a student at VVC, studying Psychology to get my AA with Transfers to accomplish 
my dream. Being a single  mother has changed my life completely. Not having a babysitter, 
has made my goal very difficult but stronger than ever before. Knowing I no longer need to 
be ashamed of who I am, has made me become a better person. One day my daughter will 
understand all the choices I made, and no matter what I did not give up. My dad has always 
doubted me, judging me every step of the way until now. He regrets the way he thought I 
couldn’t accomplish anything. I made a choice to be a better person, so I can be a better 
mother and one day help save a life. My motto is to prevent instead of having to come up 
with a solution. There is troubled people because of the lack of resources and I would like to 
make a difference. Not just for myself, but for the individuals who cannot explain their way of 
thinking. CalWORKs has always helped me keep a roof over my head. Since I do not have a 
job they offer programs that help me financially.



Psychology
Victor Valley  
College

BRIDGET
PEDERSEN
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I have always loved psychology. Anything to do with people and why they do what they do, 
fascinated me. I was 26 years old with three small children, and I was going nowhere. A fire 
started to grow inside of me. Where there was fear and indecisiveness, grew a desire and a 
passion. I wanted to grow and expand my mind to new thoughts and ideas. I started Victor 
Valley College in the Fall of 2017. I filed for divorce from my husband in May 2018. Through 
the pain of losing my marriage, I became stronger. For the first time in my life, I was on my 
own. No man to lean on. No man to cower to. No man to put all my hopes and dreams into. All 
I have is me. My whole life I have been afraid of failure. If you don’t try new things, you can’t 
fail, right? You can’t lose. However, this is a false sense of security. If you don’t try, you don’t 
grow, and without growth, you become only a shell of the person that you could have been. I 
have grown more as a person within the last three years then I have in the past 10 years of my 
life. I have lost greatly. But I have also won. I am slowly becoming the woman I always knew 
I could be, and the mom I want to be. My kids will be proud of their mother. If it wasn’t for 
CalWORKs and the dedicated social workers, I wouldn’t have my own place now. They gave 
me a safety net; made me feel safe. I know it is not ideal to be on public assistance. But I have 
no shame in asking for help. Life deals us unfair hands at times. I am thankful for everything 
the CalWORKs program has done for me and my children, and for the help they have provided 
for countless other low-income families like me.



Nursing
Victor Valley  
College

JACQUELINE
SALAZAR
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My most special power as a supermom/student, is the consistency I have to finish school, 
regardless of how hard it is with five children on my shoulders. I became a mom at 17 years 
old with my first son. I dropped out of high school to take care of him and look for a full time 
job. By 19, I had my second child, my daughter, and this time around, I became a single mom, 
making things even harder for myself. By the age of 25, I had given birth to 3 more beautiful 
babies, with a hardworking wonderful man this time. My partner allowed me to stop working 
after having my last child, who is now 2 years old, so that I could return to school. I signed up 
to finish my high school diploma online, all while going to on campus classes at VVC full time. 
As a family of 7, we’ve struggled so much, but somehow, someway, we´ve managed to make 
ends meet for our children. As of now at age 27, I am on my last semester on completing my 
prerequisites to enroll at VVC´s nursing program. I am beyond thankful to GOD for pushing 
me through it all. I thought I would never make it this far with no family, or friends to help me 
with child care. I am proud to be the super mom I have been so far, to provide a better future 
for my children. The day I become a nurse, I will look back at all the hard days, when I would 
break down as my children would peacefully fall asleep, so that mommy could get to studying 
and completing homework. I realized, I could proudly say to my amazing bunch, that mommy 
has conquered the hardest battle, and they can now follow in my footsteps and not make 
the same mistake I once did. I will never stop thanking CalWORKs for all their hard work and 
dedication they have given us students, to achieve our dreams one step at a time. Thank you!!!



REGION 10
2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES

Cuyamaca College
Grossmont College
Imperial Valley College
MiraCosta College
Palomar College
San Diego City College
San Diego Continuing Ed
San Diego Mesa College
San Diego Miramar College
Southwestern College



Major
School

NAME
NAME

2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 10304

Political Science 
Grossmont College

LEMAR 
RAHIMI

My name is Lemar A Rahimi, I am originally from Afghanistan. I moved to the United States in 
2016 and I am a father of four children, I love my wife. We are a happy family because my wife 
is a greater supporter of me and I am a great supporter of all family. Life is hard everywhere 
especially in the US because you have to have a plan for your life. I plan to tolerate the first 
challenges of life and continue my education to achieve my degree for a better future not 
only for me but for my family too. I was a full-time student and part-time working as a self-
employee to support my family.  Although I was working as an interpreter/ translator with the 
US army in Afghanistan, it was really hard to get used to with new culture and new life in the 
US. Here is a good opportunity to mention one of my friends name Khalilullah Nezami who is 
my best friend, and a great advisor in my life.

Nezami was the first pioneer to continue my education at community colleges. I started at 
Mesa College and transferred to Grossmont College. The education system was different 
from my country. I was introduced to the CalWORKs office for better guidance. Another great 
opportunity to mention about CalWORKs program and their support for students especially 
new students like me. I will never forget their hardworking, kindness and I always appreciate 
them for supporting me in my Education plan, class registration, providing the ITP, helping 
with financial aid application, approving my hours in college, and to be mentioned about their 
best counselor team as I believe, the most important part of CalWORKs program. In the end, 
I want to name the special people of CalWORKs office who are unforgettable people in my 
life; Mrs. Yohany Corona, Mrs. Sudad Abdulrazak, Geradette Nutt, Haji Bojin, and Mrs. Sasha 
from Mesa College. I love all of them.
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Communications
MiraCosta College

JENNIFER
BROWN

This school needs to come to pick up its kids! I have two daughters, nine and five. In March 
2020, my oldest was in the 3rd grade, and we began our journey down the virtually learning 
road. Being promoted to “Homeschool mom” was a job I never wanted. I want my kids to be 
smarter than me. I praise all educators and am thankful when my kids are off to school, like 
most parents of young children. You can eat their Halloween candy and use the bathroom 
with peace. (Not at the same time, but no judgment.) Now we are all together, all the time, 
TOGETHER! I loved elementary school but could not tell you what a quadrilateral is. Thank 
goodness for google! It was a rough start because learning from your mom is completely 
different from your beloved teacher. My daughter thinks I don’t know anything, even 
though I am always telling her mom knows everything. My five-year old still thinks I have 
eyes in the back of my head. Once we got into a routine, and I implemented my strongest 
patience skills, we were off. Together we conquered areas and perimeters. We passed the 
3rd grade with a few tears, but no blood was shed. It reminded me how much I love to 
learn. Since I cannot work and now have both girls home all day, I contacted CalWORKs for 
help. My caseworker, Sonia Cortez, is my fairy Godmother!  Ms. Cortez with Equus and the 
CalWORKs program changed my life forever. Opening doors to MiraCosta when I never 
even considered college for myself, but I am getting ready to start my second semester at 
MiraCosta College. Thanks to COVID and CalWORKs (primarily CalWORKs), I am now on my 
way to earning my Associate’s Degree in Communications. My daughters both tell me how 
proud they are of me. I am now proud of myself.



High School 
Diploma Program
San Diego 
Continuing  
Education

NAOMI 
GARCIA

Hi, my name is Naomi Garcia. I am a mother of two beautiful girls and one handsome boy. I 
dropped out of school at 16. I struggled to find my way back and to find the best course for 
ME. I stumbled upon the CalWORKs Program in 2019. My first success was that I received a 
certificate of completion with the PCG Employment Readiness Program. That is when my life 
changed. I was very depressed after my husband committed suicide. That program helped 
me to let my feelings out, to work through my sadness and to get stronger so I could be 
the mother I wanted to be for my kids and for myself. My life felt new. When I finished that 
program I immediately found a duplex for my kids and I. It felt like all of my prayers were 
answered and then Covid -19 hit. I had to get computers for my kids and for myself. We had 
to create a classroom at home. I had to learn how to sit still and listen. I had to teach my 
children what the teacher physically could not. It has been difficult to redefine what our family 
life is because of all of the adjustments. By helping my kids go online and still doing my own 
courses, at the end of the week I am exhausted. It is in that moment I know I have Superhero 
strength and I see the big picture. The one person who keeps me going and guides me is God. 
Without Him I would be hurting more. He sends me angels like my counselors, teachers and 
peers who all understand that I have loud background noise and big responsibilities. I know I 
am not only a Superhero...I am a Supermom!
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Front End 
Web Development
San Diego 
Continuing  
Education

RETA
ISSAK

I am a mother for 3 children, and a student at San Diego Continuing Education, My husband 
attends Cuyamaca College to get his bachelor’s degree. Studying and getting married, along 
with having kids is not easy to handle. There are a lot of challenges facing me. I have always 
tried to endure these responsibilities. I want my kids to be the best in their education, at the 
same time my dreams brought me back to the beginning to start again from there. I thought, 
how will I be able to go back to study with all these challenges? One of the best things that 
helps me to start my journey is the CalWORKs program. The CalWORKs program is an amazing 
help. It provides child care for my kids, cash aid, transportation, books and other expenses 
for my study. What could I afford more than that! Once I got all these services, I began my 
journey. I study and got two certificate programs and still taking more about the field that I 
want to learn. One of the certificates is for Intermedia Graphic Design and the other is Front 
End Web Development. I am planning to take other in the same field. My dream is to be a 
web developer and in designing also to help my Chaldean community in their works, translate, 
designing and marketing for their business.

CalWORKs has supported me even after the pandemic of the COVID-19. They keep track of 
me during my whole pathway and provide me with all the resources that help in my journey. 
Now I’m applying for this grant. This grant will help me to support my dream and support my 
family. I know I will reach my goals because of my will and the help of all of the resources that 
I have as a CalWORKs’ student, thank you for all your support.
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Business 
Information Worker
San Diego 
Continuing  
Education

LEHUA
PEA

The greatest challenge for me, has been trying to balance personal, educational and 
employment life. I realize that this is pretty common for everyone, but for myself, I was having 
to learn to adjust to having my sons in school at home, which was out of the norm prior to 
March 2020. We all need internet access, and all have computers, learning at various levels. 
We have all had to work on our patience and understanding with each other, as well as being 
respectful in giving each other personal space, so that none of us would feel overwhelmed, 
or make other family members feel overwhelmed. I feel this has been the most challenging 
portion of the virtual learning environment.

The CalWORKs program has been a tremendous help for me, because they have assisted me 
with obtaining the resources that I needed to continue my virtual education, such as the laptop 
computer, and internet access. The greatest opportunity that I received in this program, was 
becoming employed with the CalWORKs Work Study Program. I am very fortunate to be 
employed part time as a Clerical Assistant, with MAAC Project’s Affordable Housing Sector, 
Mercado Apartments to be more specific.

Because of the CalWORKs program, I am able to apply my educational skills, and experience, 
to my current employment situation, which is actually paving the way for me to maintain 
employment within the clerical field.  This is a win-win program, as I am still able to receive 
CalWORKs benefits, obtain employment through the Work Study program, which opens the 
opportunity to continue employment and become self sufficient.  Self sufficiency is a main 
goal for the CalWORKs program, so I therefore say, SUCCESS, SUCCESS, SUCCESS!
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Communications
San Diego 
Miramar College

KELLI 
FIGUEROA

Despite my many challenges as a woman, as a single mother, and a survivor of domestic 
violence, I hope to one-day use my story as inspiration for others.

After working many years in the hospitality industry, I moved to Brazil in 2017, where I eventually 
met the father of my now, two-year-old son. Recently, my son and I returned to the United 
States after receiving the support needed to leave a bad situation. The academic challenges 
I face can be daunting at times, due to my Anxiety and Attention Deficit Disorder. Although, 
making the decision to obtain my bachelors degree has been nerve racking, I know this is 
what I need in order to evolve and provide a better life for my son and I. With the continued 
support of the CalWORKs program, as well as my determination and resilience, I can focus on 
completing my education and career goals with ease. 

I am very grateful to be a part of the CalWORKs program, because it has not only helped to 
alleviate the daily finanbcial struggles I face, but it has afforded me the opportunity to obtain 
the education and training I need in order to create a better future for my son and I. The 
amount of support and guidance I have received thus far has been the motivation I need in 
order for me to achieve my academic goals of transferring to SDSU and obtaining my achelors 
degree in communication studies.
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Computer Business 
Technology
San Diego 
Miramar College

MARZIEH
ILBEGI

TYEMOURI

I’m a single mom of two boys16 and 24 years old now. But I’m the supermom that made 
by those two boys and all the challenges that I have faced with in my whole life. we left our 
country Iran 10 years ago and moved to Malaysia then we became refugees in Malaysia. We 
arrived at U.S. 5 years ago and I came to the U.S. with the very low English skill and I had to 
improve it if I wanted to make better future for my kids with no help or idea how to start. 
So, at first, I had to improve my English. I started from Continue Education to learn English 
and after one year I applied to the college which was my dream and I had never thought that 
I can do it. I had no idea how to start and where can I start but in the Miramar College the 
CalWORKs team have helped me to see all my power as a student and a single mom. The team 
have showed me I can study, I can find a job, learn English, improve my English skill, study the 
major that I have dreamed, and get the job that I have dreamed too while I’m a single mom. 
So, I am studying in the college and I got the job in the Miramar College CalWORKs Office as 
a student ambassador and CalWORKs outreach. The CalWORKs team has showed me I can 
be single mom and manage my time to study, work and take care our lives in this new country 
and learn how to adapt with the new culture. There are many challenges in my life to stop me 
from study such as book’s prices, transportation, finding a job, study tools, low computer skills 
to navigate on my online classes but CalWORKs team were there for me to teach me how to 
overcome all those challenges and become supermom student. I have never thought that I 
could be success as I am right now. it is honored to be part of this team.



Major
School
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NAME
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Psychology 
San Diego 
Miramar College

SHIRIN
KAKHRAMONOVA

My husband and I moved to the U.S.A. in September 2016. After the move, we divided 
responsibilities into two: he was working and I started taking classes. The journey started 
with learning English and getting started to work; however, because of CalWORKs  and their 
support, I just made my education go further. In the beginning I thought I would never be 
proficient in English. However, the main plan was not to be at a university. The goal was to be 
educated anywhere because I never had a high degree back home. Therefore, I desired to get 
a diploma. 

Since English was not my first language, I had trouble correctly interpreting the meanings 
of sentences. For instance, in my biology class I wanted to raise my grade, therefore asked 
for extra work. When my professor offered “extra credit,” I interpreted that as “borrowing 
money” because back home we had understood “credit” to mean borrowing money. Then 
I just said, “no thank you; I do not need that”. Now I assume that I was so rude, but after a 
while I had another conversation with my chemistry teacher, and the same happened with him 
too. My professor stopped me and asked what exactly I had understood. Then I explained 
that I thought he wanted to offer extra money to me; however, he explained it was just extra 
paperwork. That is how I started learning English.
 
Since CalWORKs assisted me in most of my decisions associated with my education; such as 
school belongings, child support, the best counselor that advised me the whole period of my 
journey, and even gas fees was totally covered by CalWORKs. Thus, I strongly believe that I 
can get my bachelor degree of psychology which was not possible without CalWORKs. My 
dream became true because the CalWORKs program supported and believed in me. 



Major
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NAME
NAME
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Biology
Southwestern 
College

JENNIFER
AVINA LUNA

I’ve wanted to be a nurse since I was 11 years old, but that dream felt inaccessible to me, 
because none of the women in my family had careers and college was not something really 
viewed as a possibility. From the time I was toddler, my mom dealt with multiple health issues 
that often required her to stay at the hospital. Having a kind, attentive nurse would make such 
a big difference in her time there. Last year, when I was 21, I got pregnant with my daughter 
Penelope. It was a scary time for me, but I participated in the nurse family partnership, which 
involved a nurse coming to my apartment every two weeks to teach me about pregnancy and 
infant care. It was so helpful and informative, and I still use the things I learned to take care 
of my daughter now. I’ve always been very passionate about nursing, and I used to think it 
was because nurses were people who helped me and my family. That is still definitely part of 
it, but more than that, I think nurses are amazing, because they get these opportunities to 
see people in really vulnerable situations that might be hidden from everyone else. There’s so 
much shame surrounding things like chronic health issues and unintended pregnancy, and as a 
nurse you get to respond to that shame with empathy. You get to empower people by showing 
them that someone else can see what they are going through, and respond with respect and 
care. You get to teach them how they can better care for themselves. I am so proud to have 
finished all of my prerequisites, except for one, for the nursing program at Southwestern. 
The CalWORKs program has supported me by helping me get my books and childcare for 
Penelope, as well as paying for my membership in Phi Theta Kappa. I’m so excited to become 
a nurse, and serve others through my career. I’m confident I can get there as I continue to be 
supported by the CalWORKs program and others in my life.
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Accounting
Southwestern 
College

VALERIE
CORREA

March of 2020 changed the lifestyle of everyone worldwide. The unexpected arrival of the 
COVID-19 virus modified the daily lives of individuals. Students transitioned to a new online 
environment and many small businesses were seen forced to close down permanently, leaving 
workers unemployed and the economy at a worried stage. As a college student, learning 
how to virtually end the semester and overcome the challenges that replaced the physical 
presence of school staff members and no knowledge of how to become successful in this new 
environment was alarming. This not only had an effect as a student but, also, as a parent in 
my situation.

Having to learn and prepare myself on such short notice of this new dynamic could not have 
been possible without the CALWORKs program. As a CALWORKs student my experiences 
have reduced the unhealthy outcomes to having the skills and abilities to stay on path of 
completing my goal of self sufficiency. Providing the resources and workshops for not only me 
but the whole family was incredibly necessary during these times. My mind has been healthy 
physically and emotionally through the unexpected change we had to adapt to.

Following the county guidelines and stay-at-home orders, being involved with school virtually 
is popular now in days. As the staff members worked to set up a helpful system for students, 
the CALWORKs staff kept up with the high demand of student resources as well as keeping in 
contact with the latest updates of our needs; such as flyers with information about help with 
your rent or where free meals are being offered.
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NAME

2021 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 10314

Criminal Justice 
Southwestern 
College

MARIAH
DIAZ

My field of study is criminal justice with the goal of becoming a prison reform/inmate rights 
lawyer. Being a Latina, I have seen in my own community an abundant number of young men 
receiving outrageous prison sentences. I have seen loved ones get more time on sentencing 
enhancements then their actual crime. I have heard stories of how the correctional officers 
humiliate and dehumanize them. I have personally had to fight the prison just so my loved one 
could receive adequate medical treatment. This inhumane treatment is happening to people 
coming from our communities, but many people do not have the education or know-how on 
how to advocate or create change for either themselves or their loved one. This commonplace 
mistreatment of these incarcerated individuals has not only outraged me but motivated me 
to help the best way I know possible. That is to go back to school so I can become a lawyer. 
Education along with action brings change. I intend to be a lawyer and go to the courts to 
create change just like Brian Stevenson, Michelle Alexander, Charles Carbone and more have 
done. Being in the CalWORKs program has been the help I’ve needed to make this dream 
come true. I am a single mother of a two-year-old and CalWORKs has allowed me to focus 
on school and be completely dedicated without the distractions of working, and concerns 
about childcare. Since I am a full-time student, I have been able to take more classes and take 
summer and intersession classes to finish my A.A degree in just over a year, along with keeping 
my GPA high. I am grateful for this program and in exchange for the help I have received from 
CalWORKs I will in turn be able to give back and support my community.
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NAME
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Child Development
Southwestern 
College

ANGELA
RAMIREZ

Hi my name is Angela Ramirez. I am a 41 year old mother to three amazing children. A 13, 11 
and 7 year old. I am a wife of a deportee. My husband was deported 11 years ago. I travel 
back and forth between the border on a weekly basis. I live in the U.S. with my parents during 
the week and travel to Baja every weekend. I am the eldest out of 6 children. I will be the first 
in my family to graduate from college. I am currently working towards my Associates Degree 
to transfer in child development. My objective is to work in early childhood development in 
special needs in the process of obtaining my masters in Special Education. My second child 
was diagnosed with Autism. Raising my son has awakened a passion in me I never knew I 
had. Seeing him flourish in all aspects has been amazing. It took a team of special therapists, 
determined teachers, and a supportive family to make it happen. I want to pay it forward. I 
want to make a difference in children’s lives. I want to see other children grow and be the 
best they can be. By going back to school, I have paved the path for my children. I hope to 
make an impact in my sibling’s lives as well and hope to make my parents proud. I want to 
lead by example. I want them to know that if I can do it they can too. I am teaching them 
that education is the key to success and that it’s never too late to accomplish your goals. I’m 
inspired to assist, advocate and educate others. With a scholarship I can continue to work 
towards my educational goals and become the teacher I aspire to be. So grateful to be a part 
of the CalWORKs program. All the support has made a big difference in helping me work 
towards my educational goals. Thank you.
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Psychology
Southwestern 
College

ZOILA
ROMERO

The pathway to reaching my goals has not been easy. I am a returning student, a mother 
of five children, and a recovering addict. I can also say I am a survivor of domestic violence. 
Two years ago, I made a life-changing decision that changed my life for good. I chose to do 
something with my life; I enrolled in college. I wanted to give back to my community and to 
help other people. My passion for becoming a drug and alcohol counselor is what made me 
want to get an education and learned ways to help people with addiction. My past has not 
been easy, but it has taught me life experience and combined with education, I know I can 
help many people that are still suffering from the disease of addiction. I have gone through 
so much in life that I have learned so much. I want to be able to help people that are currently 
stuck in a vicious cycle and be able to set an example that there is a better life. My children are 
my primary motivators. I want to teach them never to give up and how education is the key to 
success. They are also a significant component in the process of reaching my educational goals 
because they see how much I try and the effort I put forward as a student and struggle along 
with me. They know that mommy is doing it to batter their lives and give them the life they 
have always deserved. CalWORKs has helped me enormously in my pursuit to reach my goal 
by always having a counselor available to speak with, in moments I really needed someone 
there. They have helped me financially as well with supplies and well need grant money. Most 
importantly, this program has always been there for me whenever I needed the extra push. 
Without programs like CalWORKs, I wouldn’t be closer to fulfilling my educational goal.
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Sociology
Southwestern 
College

ANNA
SANCHEZ

I am a first generation 36-year old mother of five. As a parent, I have faced many roadblocks 
in my life. From domestic abuse, to lack of support from my family, no child care support, 
having little to no sleep because on top of my motherly and home duties, I have to fulfil my 
obligations as a student. Through sickness and bad days, I need to show up as both. No one 
understands the extra pressure or guilt a parent in college faces. During the beginning of 
the current pandemic. I conducted a brief survey with parent students and my community 
regarding their feelings about parenting and education. Many parents agreed there was more 
support needed for students who are parents and have different priorities other than school. 
As an advocate for student-parent resources I knew I had to do something that would lift 
myself and other women around me. I knew I had to create a safe space and community of 
like-minded women and parents to discuss mental health, school and parenting matters. I 
created a wonderful “village” M.A.M.S. (Mothers and Mothers Scholars), a safe space offering 
support and resources to help women and mother-scholars and to promote sisterhood. Within 
weeks of conducting my meetings and establishing our group at Southwestern College. The 
support for our group was astounding, coming from the community, and different colleges, 
including some students from the University of California, Berkeley. Even advocates and 
activists such as Erica Alfaro, Latina Education Advocate who has been featured on CNN 
and from Mónica Ramírez an activist and President at The Latinx House who has founded 
several national projects aimed at eradicating gender-based violence against immigrant and 
farmworker women. I intend to take initiatives to create a women/parent center with hopes 
to promote generational change at Southwestern college and my community. It is desperately 
needed. I am very proud and grateful for every single mother-scholar in my village for helping 
me pull through this very bumpy but rewarding road of being a mother-scholar. There’s no 
limit to what we can accomplish together!
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Film, Television,  
and Media Arts
Southwestern 
College

GISSELLE 
UGARTE

During my last month of pregnancy, I was wrapping up my spring semester in 2020 until 
COVID-19 hit and it turned into a stressful semester full of worries. Little by little, I overcame 
this challenge with the support of those around me. I thought I was alone and I didn’t think I’d 
have people to help me through this tough time. With all the assignments and the transition 
to classes being fully online, I was able to check-in virtually with counselors for help and 
support. After the semester finished, I had my son and I was hesitant to resume school the 
following semester because I was overwhelmed and I personally didn’t think I could handle 
it. With support from school and family, I was encouraged to reach out and participate in the 
CalWORKs program. The CalWORKs program made me realize that I have the support and 
I was able to continue working for both my degree and educational career while still being 
able to take care of my newborn baby. I had to learn how to coordinate and organize myself 
not only as a student but as a mom. Since newborns are unpredictable, being in an online 
environment made a positive change in my busy schedule. For my classes, I was able to attend 
virtually and bring my son with me at the same time. I ended up reaching out and introducing 
my son to all my classes and they all fell in love with how adorable he is. Not only were they 
completely understanding, but they got to experience him hitting different milestones as the 
months passed. With all the amazing services CalWORKs has to offer it only made it easier 
for me to succeed in my classes and stay up to date with deadlines. I’d have one on one 
conversations with counselors on virtual meetings or over the phone. Even if you could hear 
my son babbling about in the background they encouraged me that I could do it no matter 
the circumstance.
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Nursing
Southwestern 
College

LILIA
WANG

I’ve wanted to be a nurse since I was 11 years old, but that dream felt inaccessible to me, 
because none of the women in my family had careers and college was not something really 
viewed as a possibility. From the time I was toddler, my mom dealt with multiple health issues 
that often required her to stay at the hospital. Having a kind, attentive nurse would make such 
a big difference in her time there. Last year, when I was 21, I got pregnant with my daughter 
Penelope. It was a scary time for me, but I participated in the nurse family partnership, which 
involved a nurse coming to my apartment every two weeks to teach me about pregnancy and 
infant care. It was so helpful and informative, and I still use the things I learned to take care 
of my daughter now. I’ve always been very passionate about nursing, and I used to think it 
was because nurses were people who helped me and my family. That is still definitely part of 
it, but more than that, I think nurses are amazing, because they get these opportunities to 
see people in really vulnerable situations that might be hidden from everyone else. There’s so 
much shame surrounding things like chronic health issues and unintended pregnancy, and as a 
nurse you get to respond to that shame with empathy. You get to empower people by showing 
them that someone else can see what they are going through, and respond with respect and 
care. You get to teach them how they can better care for themselves. I am so proud to have 
finished all of my prerequisites, except for one, for the nursing program at Southwestern. 
The CalWORKs program has supported me by helping me get my books and childcare for 
Penelope, as well as paying for my membership in Phi Theta Kappa. I’m so excited to become 
a nurse, and serve others through my career. I’m confident I can get there as I continue to be 
supported by the CalWORKs program and others in my life.
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