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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
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LVN 
Shasta College

MADISON 
COLBURN

I started my educational journey after I graduated high school in 2015, I didn’t take any time off 
11 days after graduation from high school I had started at a vocational school Cambridge junior 
college to receive my Medical Assistant certification. June 2016 I graduated from Cambridge, 
3 months pregnant with my son. Staying home with my son that first year and a half I don’t 
regret not one bit and while married I tried to go back to school, but my then narcissistic 
husband thought me going to my classes wasn’t no longer in his plans for my freedom. It 
only took a couple of months of him destroying my dreams that I had to leave. My son and I 
moved to Red Bluff with a family friend who not only supported me and my son but now is a 
major backbone of support i have to fulfill my dream of achieving my RN. My advice for any 
others looking for help being both a full time parent and a full time student is number one is 
support, having your family or even just a person your close to support your life decisions is 
amazing. Some of you might not have that personally but I promise the instructors in school 
really do want whats best for you and will help you outside of class with different situations 
to help you stay on track with school as well as councilors. Lastly but most important advice 
I could give is TIME MANAGEMENT with covid affecting the way instructors are allowed to 
teach, online classes are now the best option for school. With the online classes it makes it 
easier because you now have a widely open flexible schedule the downfall however is you 
might not understand the material because you can’t perceive the message correctly because 
the tone is misinterpreted. I hope my advice reaches you and motivates you to adjust your 
own approaches to further your own education. Only you can make the decision to change 
your life.
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Animal Science,  
Agriculture Science
Shasta College 

SHANNON
RILEY

If I could go back with the knowledge that I have now as a student-parent, I would have 
joined the CalWORKs program sooner instead of taking the exemptions that I did due to my 
children. I decided to go back to college as soon as my older son turned one. I paid for my 
classes and my books and struggled to make my education happen for myself. At that time, I 
didn’t have a clue how much help I would have had with the CalWORKs program to support 
me. From the Spring semester of 2018 until the middle of 2020, I shouldered the burden and 
expense of my schooling alone, while juggling my duties as a single parent. During these years 
I lost my home to a wildfire, and struggled with housing. I had a second child and continued 
on my journey. I weathered a pandemic, and still I did not give up. When I finally joined the 
CalWORKs program with my school, I felt as if a heavy weight had been lifted off me. I was 
amazed that I was able to get help paying for my books and supplies, and get the campus fees 
covered, and I even learned that I actually qualified for the Pell grant! These things changed 
my entire life. My family is more secure and we have everything we need. I am less stressed 
because I don’t have to worry as much about doing everything alone. And I have been able 
to take more classes every semester with the support that I have gotten from the county, and 
especially from my school’s CalWORKs team. Because of the support and encouragement I 
have received, I am getting ready to graduate, and I have come to realize that there are so 
many possibilities for my future!
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Administration  
of Justice
Shasta College

CHRISTINE
THIETJE

Reflecting back on how my journey began as a parent-student,I remember the feelings of 
overwhelming anxiety, thinking that I would not be prepared and would be without the required 
school supplies and/or resources to get these items. Would I have childcare? Transportation 
to get to school? All thoughts running in my mind. That’s when the nervousness started to 
really show, my previous lack of education worried me, at this point in time the ninth grade 
was all I completed in high school. These feelings all changed though, after meeting with a 
woman from the Shasta Community College CalWORKs program via Zoom. She explained 
the program, gave me some helpful resources to help with food, housing and supplies,and 
also thoroughly explained to me the services offered to students in the program. Everything 
was going to be okay after all. Anything that could assist with managing parent-student life 
and possibly help me to succeed in my first year of school as a parent-student was offered. 
Resources such as childcare, transportation, book grants, and even offering to loan me a 
laptop when mine had broken! I accomplished my first semester as a parent student because 
of this great inspiring program. They gave me faith and hope, up until that Zoom meeting 
I felt unsure about school,the enthusiasm and encouragement from that woman that day 
forward helped me pave my way to success. I am forever grateful! I wish I had known this 
programs had existed,I would not have waited as long as I had to start school again. And my 
advice to other student parents is to never give up on your education because when you think 
you’re all alone on this journey,remember you are not. I am getting closer to achieving my 
goal at an Associates Bachelors Degree in Administration of Justice.Continuing my education 
as a student-parent was the best decision I had ever made with no regrets whatsoever. An 
important lesson that I’ve taken away from the community college CalWORKs program would 
be that it’s never too late to pursue your educational goals.
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Administration  
of Justice 
American River  
College 

SAYED AKRAM
AKHLAQ

As an immigrant, I arrived in mid-November 2018 in California and settled in the great 
Sacramento area.  It is obvious that almost all new immigrants experience a bundle of 
problems in their new environment such as language barriers, employment opportunities 
restriction, housing, access to community resource and public service, transportation, cultures 
differences, raising children, prejudice, isolation, and so and so forth. My conditions were not 
exceptional in this regard.  As an immigrant, I have experienced almost all these problems in 
some parts of my new life.  When I arrived in California, it was almost the end of the Fall 2018. 
I initiated to get to college. I have started questioning people about attending the college and 
how I can I find my way to college.  Despite that, most people were telling me that you cannot 
attend the college because your English skills are too weak and college requires a high level 
of English proficiency; In addition, you do not have reliable transportation to go to college on 
a regular basis. They were right because I did not have the car and California driving license.  
But I did not surrender to these problems and continued my efforts, by the end of January 
2019, I was able to complete college application process and placement. Within one and half 
month period, I could finish college application and at the beginning of spring semester I 
enrolled nine unites in American River College. Lace of  existence of car and transportation 
sometimes caused me to stay longer hours in college only for one class because I depended 
on someone else transportation and waited someone if he can help to reach me back home.  
But I did not give up in face of these problems, my determination and perseverance gave me 
the power to overcome this challenge. Now three years later I have almost completed my 
Associate for Transfer Degree and this Fall is my last semester in American River College and 
will transfer to CSU for Spring 2022. It has worth mentioning that beside attending the college 
I have maintained a part time job and as a head of household responsibility for three children 
and family. Based on the above-mentioned characteristics and abilities I can tell you that I am 
the best candidate to receive the ARC CalWORKs scholarship award. 
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Nursing
American River  
College

STEPAN
DYBA

My name is Stepan. I am grateful to the CalWorks program for their help and I understand 
that only together we can defeat the covid-19 pandemic. The program CalWorks is especially 
important for me and my family because I have 8 children. The family consists of 10 people, 
seven of whom are students of American River College and three students of Barrett Ranch 
Elementary School. Each of his experience understands that it is necessary to constantly adapt 
to changes in accordance with the new norms and rules, although we are not always ready for 
this. Covid-19 has changed a lot in our lives and in our worldview. Suddenly, there were many 
obstacles that were not there before and had to be solved and overcome with the help of 
the CalWorks program. First, it is a complete transition to online training. Imagine, in a small 
house of four rooms, 10 students are engaged in online learning every day from the comfort 
of their home. Secondly, each of us needed to have a personal computer and free access to 
constant good internet. Thirdly, the information support from the CalWorks employees who 
provided all the necessary information for our support helped to a greater extent. In these 
difficult conditions, my wife and I had to learn in a new way to be a student, teacher, and 
parent at the same time during the covid-19 pandemic. Fourth, thanks to timely information 
from CalWorks workers, I received two Pfizer shots to protect myself from covid-19 disease. 
Fifth, the CalWorks program helped purchase textbooks through the online store and offset 
financial costs. Sixth, the CalWorks program offered many workshops to find jobs in the new 
covid-19 pandemic. I am grateful to the CalWorks program for their help and I understand that 
only together we can defeat the covid-19 pandemic and continue learning no matter what.
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Early Childhood  
Education
American River  
College

LOBANA 
GHANAM

I am Lobana Alotri and I am thirty-two years old, I am from Syria and I escaped from the war 
and then I came to the USA for a better future for me and my family. I am trying my best to 
get better at English. Over my experience in life, I learned that wisdom is not in how old a 
person is because even though I am only thirty-two years old, but I learned plenty of stuff, 
I learned that pain or the hard circumstances are encouraging reasons for a person to start 
moving forward.

When I was a little girl I had a simple life. I am the youngest one in my family. When I first 
started school my older siblings helped me a lot. My father is an engineer and my mother is 
a housewife. I kept studying until my second year of college, then I started teaching for two 
years I thought I need to take a rest so I took a rest, and then I met my husband and I got 
married after that I had a baby I was thinking about finishing my degree but I didn’t have the 
chance to because life in Syria got harder and the war started so I and my husband decided 
to move to another country, at that point, I had a daughter, a son and I was pregnant, that 
decision changed my life.

My family and I moved to Jordan. Even though Jordan people speak Arabic it was still hard 
to make new friends. I lived there for seven years. After that, we came to the USA because I 
thought that we will have a better chance to have a good future. it was so hard to adapt to a 
new culture, a new language. In fact, it was a whole new beginning.

 In conclusion, as hard as a problem is, it is going to end, so don’t give up, at least you have a 
healthy body and brain. The things that I went over weren’t easy but when we look at bigger 
problems, our problems will seem easier.
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Communication  
Studies 
American River  
College

NAJAT
GHANNAM

I am Najat Ghannam from Syria. I have been there for 5 years. We moved from my country 
because of the war and harsh conditions there. We moved here to achieve our goals of having 
a safe life, good education, and a better future for ourselves. I am a student, wife, and mother 
to three children. I always try my best to be a strong person and play my role in perfect ways. 
It is so hard to be a strong mom and an excellent student at the same time. 

It is not easy to take care of three children, two little boys, and a newborn girl. I always face 
difficulties in keeping track of my son’s education in English because our native language is 
Arabic, so it is very hard for me to explain everything they learn in two languages when we 
have to think differently in two languages.That makes me feel nervous and my mind confused 
about what I have to say, write, translate, or explain. I am doing my best to skip this period 
and be a fluent bilingual family to achieve what we want of getting a great future. Also, I am 
working hard to have a great education and then a good job with a high salary. Therefore, I 
will be able to get a loan to buy a house. It is not easy to take 12 units per semester and take 
care of a newborn baby. My time is completely full with many as a student and mom. 

CalWORKs program supported me in many ways. They have many great counselors who help 
me to choose classes for each semester and update my education plan. They send my hours 
to the county directly. So, I don’t have to go to the county to give them my education hours 
every month. They also support me on the financial side every semester to get money for 
books and supplies. Recently, the programmer gives their students 100$ monthly. Hopefully, 
they can provide more scholarships which help us greatly nowadays.
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Accounting
American River  
College

YULIA
GUSINSKAYA

I came to the USA 4 years ago with my husband and three children. English is not my native 
language. My native language is Russian. Before coming to the United States, I studied 
English at school and university, but it was not easy for me. I had problems with writing and 
reading. I also didn’t speak at all. When we arrived in the USA, I was shocked because I did not 
understand what the people around me were saying and I could not express a simple request 
or ask a question. I was just incoherently trying to put the words together.  The CalWORKs 
Program  gave me the opportunity to learn the language in an adult school and then take the 
college exam and go to take the ESL 310 classes. The  CalWORKs Program provided me with 
all the materials I needed to learn the language such as textbooks, supplies and a backpack. 
Now I can confidently write essays, read voluminous textbooks, watch films and can express 
my thoughts or opinions quite freely. I have already finished ESL classes and will graduate in 
the Spring 2022, but the CalWORKs Program continues to help me with information about 
the various workshops needed to get a job. I am grateful to this program for the opportunity 
to learn and develop.
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CIS-Computer  
Program
American River  
College

ALEKSANDR
GUSINSKII

When I came to the United States of America, I discovered a new world, new life and people. 
The world of the English language has become an important part of this life. I haven’t studied 
English before. Therefore, after living for 2 years in California I got the opportunity to study 
a language in college. I started with the beginner level of language learning and took ESL 20 
classes in reading, listening and writing. I was amazed how Professors are professionals in 
their field, how they explain and how well the educational program is structured. In the first 
2 months, my level of English increased dramatically. I felt more confident. I began to read, 
write and express my thoughts competently. Through  the CalWORKs Program, I got the 
opportunity to work in a Welding department at an American River College, where I was able 
to practice conversational English and also earn the money needed to support my family. After 
the study was transferred online, it no longer has the same effect as before the pandemic. 
However, I am working harder to keep developing. In a year I plan to take professional classes. 
I am grateful to the CalWORKs Program for its help in getting a job in college, providing 
textbooks and supplies, as well as additional financial assistance during the pandemic.
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Physical Therapist 
Assistant
American River  
College

OLGA
KURILENKO

My name is Olga Kurilenko. I have a husband and two children. My family came to America 
four years ago. I am a student, and I am going to enroll to the program “Physical Therapist 
Assistant” in SSC. Given my responsibility to my family and the need to work, I encountered 
many obstacles to my education goal. However, understanding the importance of knowing 
English and getting a profession motivated me, although it is very difficult to combine study 
and work. I worked part-time in the library and continued to study English. Each semester, I 
analyzed the situation and assessed my opportunities in relation to study, because I consider it 
obligatory to devote at least four hours a day to the family. I have to say that going to college 
helps me a lot understand how my kids feel about learning in a new environment and in a 
new language. We have more topics for communication in my family, and we help each other 
in some issues related to study. With the advent of COVID, I lost my job and faced financial 
difficulties. In addition, the college has changed the form of education to online. At that 
time, I did not have a computer to continue my studies. I was very happy when, through the 
CalWORKs program, I could get a computer to keep learning. It was very important at that 
moment. If not with such help, I would not have been able to continue to study now. Also, 
I am very grateful CalWORKs workers for their advice, financial assistance, understanding, 
and good attitude. Moreover, the priority of registering classes through CalWORKs program 
allowed me to take needed class as soon as possible. Thank you very much, for your service 
and timely assistance to such parents as me. As an ESL student, I sometimes could hear from 
others about my accent and the imperfection of the English language, but I do not despair 
and continue to study, support my family, and enjoy the opportunity to live in this beautiful 
country. I hope to reach my education goal and make difference in society.
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CalWORKs
American River  
College

LILIA 
KUZMYK

My name is Lilia Kuzmyk. I am married. I have four beautiful children. We arrived from Ukraine 
2 years ago. We came to America because there is military action in our country. I thought 
that moving to another country was easy  but not so easy to start a new life in another country 
with a big family. I started learning English to improve life in America. Also to have a good job 
and help children with homework. I am a student in my third semester at college, studying 
language and getting an education. I want to become a nurse. I try to study well and follow 
the various recommendations of the professor. programs help me a lot in college. It is very 
good that there are various programs to support immigrant students. I would like to win this 
grant, but I also wish other students victory.
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Human  
Development 
American River  
College

RAZIA
MAQSODI

My name is Razia Maqsodi and my major is Human Development and I really like to become 
a physician assistant and help people. It has been about three year since I have been in the 
CalWORKs program.

When I was a little girl I never believed that one day I would be able to achieve my dreams. 
Because I lived in a country where girls were not allowed to study and work. When we left 
our country and took refuge in a neighboring country (Iran), nothing changed in my dreams. 
We could only survive but we did not have the right to study because we were Afghans. And 
when we came to America, it was as if they were giving me the key to heaven, because here 
impossible dreams become possible. I am super happy I am a student in American River College, 
and more importantly I am a part of Calworks. I am thankful to Calworks for supporting me. I 
have been in this program since 2018 and next semester will be my last semester in American 
River College. I will be transferring to UC Davis. During these years Calworks helped me a 
lot, THANK YOU VERY MUCH Calworks. My husband lost his job last year because of Covid 
19 but Calworks helped me to support my family. In the Calworks department there are very 
wonderful and wise counselors. They really helped me choose the best major that fit on me. 
The people that work in Calworks are very kind and very helpful. There are a lot of services 
that help students to achieve their goals. 

Thank you a million, Calworks!
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Art/New Media  
Design
American River  
College

MONA
OLFATI

My educational goal is to get my AA in Art New Media. I was interested in this since I was a 
child. It always was my dream to do character design in books and movies. I studied art back 
in my home country of Iran and want to continue to pursue art here in college because it is 
my biggest passion. I’ve studied Art New Media here in Sacramento, California for about two 
years and I feel that I am on the right path.

The goals for my career in Art Media are to be an illustrator and be hired by big design 
companies. I plan to get closer to my goals by working hard, practicing and studying. In the 
long term, I’m pursuing a path to be a character designer for books and animations. In the 
short term, I’m looking to find a job that allows to pursue my passion in art.

I am a single mom that uses financial aid and student loans to finance my education. One of 
the more expensive pursuits is studying art and being a single mom with no child support.

I have worked for 5 years in Apple company as a trainer, leader and production control 
manager; until I started to again pursue my path in art since I was in Iran.

I have done graphic design for the non profit Middle Eastern Resource Center Incorporated 
(MERCI). I made what they needed in  graphic design such as brochures, catalogs, their logo 
and their business cards. Sometimes on their special days, I would volunteer to help setup the 
events. I also taught art to middle eastern women in their daily classes. I’m still working with 
MERCI and they have been graciously letting me pursue my path with work. 

I support financially and emotionally my parents and my son as the head of the household.
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Interpreter Prep 
Program
American River  
College

MIDORI
PEREZ

I chose this affinity group because I wish I could go back in time and educate myself of what 
I know now. I have been a student off and on for years. I have struggled with my education 
goals. I wish when I first attended college when I was 18 I knew more about programs that 
help first generational students. Both of my parents never even attended high school and as 
a result they did not raise me I was raised by various other family members and was home 
schooled because of moving so much. When I got to college I had no idea what I was doing or 
how to see a coulselor I wish I had completed my goals before I had children now I am finally 
on the right track but I am now 28 and have 3 children and am feeling very overwhelmed but 
I am hooked up with supportive services and I am determined to complete my goals this time 
I can not quit I have 3 lives counting on me.
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Early Childhood  
Education
American River  
College

OLHA
VYKHOVANETS

I moved to the United States in 2017. That was the most exciting and, at the same time, 
the most difficult decision in my life. I have a big family, my husband and six children, and 
no one of us knew English at that time. At first, it was extremely hard to communicate with 
people. Thank God, Americans are very friendly and super patient to immigrants, so they 
always helped and encouraged us. My husband and I attended an adult school for one year 
learning basic English, and then we became ARC students. The college was a new world for 
me. I started from ESL 30 and this semester I am finishing ESL program. I am thankful to all 
the ESL professors for their hard work with ESL students. Every day, they do a wonderful job 
teaching people from different countries to help them adapt faster and easier in the US, find a 
job, and become part of society. The results of their work are just amazing! Personally for me, 
who did not know English at all, during my studies at the college, I was able to achieve a fairly 
high level of knowledge of the language. Now I understand, speak, and write in English and 
this really means a lot to me. I am very pleased to realize that English is really becoming my 
second language. I am very happy about it and would like to say that American River College 
has become a starting platform for a new life for me.
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Diesel Technology
American River  
College

VITALII
VYKHOVANETS

My name is Vitalii and I am from Ukraine. My family and I moved to the US in 2017 and we 
are happy to live here. I have a wonderful family and I am a proud husband and dad.  I am the 
richest and the happiest man in the world because I have six children, three sons and three 
daughters, and a special gift of my life, my wife. My family is my greatest achievement and 
success. I am happy and satisfied with them. My children fill my life with meaning and joy, and 
I enjoy every moment with my family. We love spending time together, traveling, cooking, 
and watching TV. My wife and all the children are musicians, so there is always music in our 
house. My children make me happy with their successes and achievements at school. I am 
thankful and proud of them and always support and encourage my kids. They are my world 
and priceless gift that I deeply appreciate.
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Medical
American River  
College

SARDAR WALI
SAFI

As there are so many challenges for college students especially for parents who are responsible 
for their kids. However, this is a challenge for many college students and it is very hard to deal 
with it because it can be very confusing and scary finding yourself among new people and a 
new environment. You may have been used to trying to live up to everyone else’s expectations 
and now you don’t have anyone else telling you what to do. as a student, I saw some of my 
colleges class fellows that left the college because of economical and financial hardship which 
result in for no enough time for studies. I am one of those students who encountered financial 
and medical hardship. to tell you my short story as the father of 5 kids and I am responsible 
for their schoolwork, appointments, and their all requirements because their mother can not 
speak English well and can not drive but she is working on her issue to improve her English 
and get a driving license besides these we had an apartment issue we live in one bedroom 
apartment for more than 5 years so I did had no a quiet space for study but this situation 
become for difficult and harsh when I was injured in a car accident, as a result, I was unable to 
set on the chair or table for a long time.  Now my family is suffering from emotional hardship 
which created anxiety, depression, and dementia, and this situation just happened when my 
birth country collapsed and handed over to insurgency. But I am not giving up, my belief 
is struggling till last breath as the holly prophet Mohammad peace be up him said: “Seek 
knowledge from the cradle to the grave”.I am in the right direction and close to my goals 
but very slowly because of financial and life hardship it takes me a long time. I have to say 
that I am very very thankful to my college and US government for facilitating my educational 
environment to bright our beautiful country and world through Education.
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Electrical  
Engineering 
American River  
College

MOHAMMAD 
OMAR

SHIRZAD

Nobody can deny the importance of English language in the present time as global language. 
All CalWORKs students want to learn English. It is clear that English language has become more 
dominant around the world. In some countries it is used as the mother language and in other 
countries it is thought as second language in their schools. This makes English widespread. In 
addition, it is used for communication between people around the world, as well as what is 
the language of modern time.

On other hand, English is the language of sense and technology. There is no doubt that, the 
English is language of communication between the people with different culture. It is also the 
language off computers that help to communicate with the people around the world thought 
Internet technology and email.

Without the English language, we cannot do anything on the Internet. We can share our 
ideas, pinions, taught with the entire world through the Internet with the use of the English 
language. In the sector of education, English language also plays a major role. People who 
study abroad use English language as a means of communication and learning, The lack of 
English language skills makes everyone in the world study unsuitable for education. English is 
the global language, and it is used in every book and is the primary language for higher level 
studies.

At the International level, all the university interviews and presentations are also done through 
English language. Hence, it is taught at the primary levels as well as it carries high importance 
for one’s professional life.

English is also the language of sports. All the commentaries that are given in any major sport 
event, like cricket or football, are in English mainly. To enjoy these events, one must know the 
language properly.

English is very important language. It is also important to learn English into understand it. We 
must know the basics of English to live in this global world. Without English nothing will be 
possible and further. So, one must learn to know and understand English to live in this world.
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Architecture
Cosumnes River  
College

HAMED
BALSINI

When I immigrated to Unites States of America in 2020, everything was stressful, especially 
when it a longed with covid era. As a small family with little kid, we were isolated to our tiny 
apartment, didn’t know what to do, my English was poor till I got familiar with CalWORKs 
community and varies opportunity that they provided to improves people’s life. We all know 
education is crucial, and CalWORKs gave me the opportunity of affordable online schooling 
which helped me not only improve my English, but also stay with my kid at home. Actually, as 
small family who have no one in America we horrified to put our kid in daycare due to Covid, 
so online schooling was a great opportunity and I appreciate CalWORKs for all their support.
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Arts and  
Humanities
Folsom Lake  
College

HANNAH
AMARA 

Back to the Future! This is exactly what my life is like -- the old grey-haired guy going back in 
time 30 years, and so am I! My daughter is 7 years old in first grade. Finding work at 51 is not 
easy and earning enough to support the two of us without a college education is impossible. 
I believe the first thing I learned when joining CalWORKs is that they are here for us! Accept 
child care and do not feel guilty for studying while your child is being cared for. Study and 
take breaks even a bath! Also find other moms who are student-parents, do not walk this road 
alone. Allowing my child to be involved in my studies, or to hold the flash cards. If they can 
do their homework alone let them sit next to you. Never take a test with a child at home, at 
least not my child.

I am completing my first full semester pursuing a degree with the goal of helping domestic 
violence victims like myself and my daughter. One reason I am going to school is to show my 
daughter how important it is to get a degree, also experiencing how much others want me to 
succeed, especially the CalWORKs team! They really care about every detail of our lives! It is 
amazing to feel like, “What in the world am I doing?” and then after chatting with them I know 
I can conquer the world. I am thankful for college services being online because I do not have 
the time to commute or have a reliable car at the moment. Also, because I’m online, I can do 
this just as I am, writing this at 9 pm Sunday evening. 

I think the best lesson I have learned and would encourage others to do: is ask for help when 
you need it, tutoring, and even learning skills training. Everything is available for us to succeed 
if we are returning to college or have never been; it is never too late to go back to the future!
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Pre-Health  
Occupation
Folsom Lake  
College

CHEYANNE
FULLER

Ever since my son’s father and I split up in May of 2021, my family has rushed to my aid, 
ensuring that I have all of the available resources available for my son and I. They are the 
backbone of my journey, while I give everything I have to become a medical sonographer 
as quickly as possible. Without the help of my family, especially my grandmother, who is 
providing me with a place to stay while I attend school, and offering to feed me during long 
nights with my face buried in books- I am not sure where I would be right now. I assume, I 
would not be in the position to attend school at all. I am so so grateful to my family. The fact 
that I am able to go to school full-time and create a future for my son.. it gives me hope. My 
burdens are lessened, and I can breathe, because I know my family has my back and that with 
them, I can do this.
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Allied Health
Folsom Lake  
College

TAYLOR
KREUZBERGER

My name is Taylor Kreuzberger, and this is what I must share to inspire other CalWORKs super 
parents and super students like myself. I am genuinely grateful for the CalWORKs workers 
from El Dorado County and within FLC specifically because they inspired me with the dream to 
go to community college. I had no idea that a low-income, single-parent could go to college. 
So before talking to CalWORKs, going to community college wasn’t even on my radar as an 
option at the time. 

Once my local county aid worker planted the seed to go to college, I couldn’t shake it. So, I 
began talking to the CalWORKs office at FLC, specifically Karla, who greeted me with open 
arms, hope, and lots of information. After meeting with Karla that day, my dream of enrolling 
at FLC was no longer a dream; it was now an action plan with a start date of Fall 2020.

I did my best to prepare for the upcoming semester I was enrolled in. That meant lots of time 
calling EOPS, DSPS, and the Financial Aid office with my many questions. That was the start 
of my superpower shining: how hard I worked to be prepared for the semester. So I asked for 
help from many people who guided me in the right direction.

My biggest superpower is utilizing FLC’s AMAZING resources, specifically through the Career 
and Transfer Center. It has been inspiring talking to career counselors and using the PathwayU 
and Handshake programs. I have learned so much about myself by spending time in these 
programs and analyzing the results with the counselors. I still don’t know for sure what career 
I see myself in, and that’s okay. I have the skills now to effectively research career fields and 
options available, a skill I learned by talking with a counselor. I know more about myself with 
each semester that passes. So I make a point to stay connected with the many people and 
counselors employed through FLC to help students like me. I am genuinely grateful to be an 
FLC Falcon. Thank you so much. 
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Nursing
Woodland  
Community College

UZMA
ISHAQ

Hello, let me begin by introducing myself. My name is Uzma Ishaq. When I think back from 2020 
going onto 2021, I have so many mixed emotions. These emotions are a personal experience 
with covid-19 and being a first time mother during the pandemic. I know how overwhelming 
this can all sound when you first try to imagine what I might be saying in my essay. New mom 
and also pregnant in 2020 when the pandemic began. Well looking back on my personal journey 
I can definitely say from a close perspective my interaction with this virus was overpowering. 
I was 33 in 2020 when I was pregnant for the first time. I was ecstatic! I could not be happier. 
Then my sheer moment of bliss turned into sorrow. When I was 4 months pregnant , my 
doctor had called me to tell me that my test with covid-19 came back positive. I immediately 
burst into a million tears. Not that my hormones made things any easier. I was grief stricken 
and also very worried about the well being of my unborn baby and the consequences of this 
dangerous virus. I had so many negative and dark possibilities running through my mind at the 
time. I felt like I failed as a mother and not being able to protect my baby. My doctor had said 
the baby should be okay but we will not know for certain until the birth. I was already a high 
risk pregnancy and had some underlying health issues. I lost my taste and smell for the rest 
of my pregnancy until late January my son Zane was born. He was completely one hundred 
percent healthy and no covid-19! It was one of the best things a new mom could hear. I finally 
had peace of mind. I enjoyed every moment with my new baby. I had always had my mind set 
back on going back to school and finishing my education. I had researched and found some 
help with the CalWORKs program for parents and students and they helped me pursue my 
educational goals and dreams.
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Nursing/ 
Natural Science
Woodland  
Community College

JAENIENE
TRENT-BUTLAND

Where to begin? My journey as a mom - single mom - began two years and five months ago. I 
unexpectedly became a mother, by unexpectedly I mean I never thought I could have a child 
because of prior surgery to my ovaries. I accepted the fact I would never be a mother and 
one day low and behold at 36 years old I had a beautiful baby boy. I realized that I need to do 
something with my life instead of living paycheck to paycheck, I now had a reason to change 
for the better. I decided to go back to school and further my education so I can provide for 
my miracle baby and give him the things he will need as he grows. The pandemic struck when 
I decided to enroll in classes at Woodland Community College. Day care facilities were limited 
capacity and had a waiting list because of Covid19. The first semester was very difficult, I 
had to get used to canvas and juggle online classes with a toddler at home at the same time. 
The last time I was enrolled in classes at WCC was 20 years ago, since then everything has 
changed. Online classes was a very unfamiliar thing for me, luckily Cal Works counselors were 
there to help me every step of the way. My counselor Rajdeep Johal has been there one-on-
one to assist me, using zoom to share my screen and she explained how to use canvas and 
what classes to sign up for. Rajdeep even helped me with setting up daycare for my son so 
that I would have time to study and get the assignments done. I feel so lucky to have been 
given this chance to change for the better and I am giving my full attention to this opportunity. 
I am taking all the advice of my counselors which has given me the confidence in what I need 
to finish school. Covid19 has made many obstacles but with the help of WCC I am overcoming 
all of them!
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Early Childhood  
Education
Woodland  
Community College

MACEY
VASQUEZ

My name is Macey, I am a 27-year-old mother of two daughters. I have a 6-year-old and a 
7-month-old. I am majoring in Early Childhood Education, I always find myself saying “I wish 
I learned this before I became a mother.” I have learned so much in my classes about child 
development and why they behave the way they do and how to respond. I became a mother 
at 21 years old, young and have been learning as a go. I would suggest any student-parent 
to take at least one ECE class even if it is not your major. Another thing that has helped 
me stay accountable in school is getting involved with any programs I was eligible for! My 
first semester I became a part of the CalWORKs program, they helped me get registered 
and helped me purchase my books. My second semester in college I heard about EOP&S 
(Extended Opportunity Programs and Services) and applied. This program offered additional 
counseling, workshops and incentive grants that really helped me stay on track. Then I heard 
on the CARE (Cooperative Agencies Resources for Education) program that I am now a part 
of, we have monthly meetings, and we get gas cards just for attending. As a new student I did 
not know I could be a part of more than one program. My advice to any new student is to get 
involved in as many programs as possible and take advantage of the opportunities presented 
to you! I am now a peer mentor in the CalWORKs program here at Woodland Community 
College. These programs have really helped keep me accountable and get more involved with 
the school, especially during covid.
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Ultrasound
City College of  
San Francisco

MONICA
MARTINEZ- 

OVIEDO

Of course, I wish I could go back in time and do things differently and what I mean by differently 
I mean better.  From going back as far as 2018 I would say I was a person who was blessed to 
almost having everything and my financial problems were gone, so I thought. I was a single 
mom (non-supportive dad) who was working full time and tried to go to school full-time. I 
even made sure to go to the gym at the very least 3-4 times a week and still manage to have 
a very fun social life. This became hectic, especially with making sure my daughter was set 
with daycare. Back then when I applied for things such as food stamps or extra help with paid 
daycare. I never qualified. I always told myself I must work to provide and put school after. 
When the jobs I worked for never supported school. Now in my present life with all the help 
I am receiving now from living in a homeless shelter with my daughter and FINALLY after 
years of qualifying for a subsidy. I always promised myself that I will go back to school. This 
essay prompt is perfect for me because I am going back to the future and doing everything 
right and focusing on school. Take full advantage of the resources that are out there for my 
daughter and me. I take this opportunity as blessings and a second chance. I had to lose almost 
everything to go through experience that I will forever be grateful for because I learned to be 
on my own and get rid of all the bad people that were holding me back. The biggest lesson 
I taught myself was its okay to start all over again, just when you do make sure the next time 
to never fail and just do better than the last time. Take my educational journey for example in 
2018 I just didn’t finish because I had “too much going on”. Now I am more focused and doing 
better than before. I am proud of myself.
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Child Development
City College of  
San Francisco

NGAN
NGUYEN

CalWORKs Superhero is a program in the Community College, helps students who are low 
income to overcome their difficult time to complete their studies.

I have been being a CalWORKs student for almost 3 years. I would say many deep thanks to 
the CalWORKs program that has been giving me much support such as counselors, financial 
aid, books’ vouchers, scholarships, and so on. I feel so lucky because we have CalWORKs 
Superhero at City College of San Francisco. The CalWORKs employees have been working 
very enthusiastically, wholeheartedly, and devotedly; If I have any problem, I can come to 
the CalWORKs office or call for help. Every time, when the current semester almost ends, 
CalWORKs staff actively email to remind us to register for classes for the next semester.  
When every new semester starts, CalWORKs employees also email a welcome letter to 
remind us what we need to prepare for the new semester as well as helping resources such as 
scholarships, books’ vouchers, and so on. I am a single mother, a full-time student, a part-time 
worker, the community college CalWORKs program has been supporting me as a superhero 
pushing me up, pouring on me the new superpowers, and motivating my superpowers, so I 
am step by step completing my studies to reach my goal that becomes a preschool teacher. 

I will never forget bits of help from CalWORKs Superhero. By the way, I would say many deep 
thanks to CalWORKs Superhero, all the staff members of the CalWORKs Superhero at City 
College of San Francisco. I wish all of the staff a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year!
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Addiction Studies
Diablo Valley  
College

TARA
LANOIE

In March of 2019 I made a decision that would change my life forever. I fled a domestic violence 
situation In Texas across three states back to my home state of California. I was homeless, 
addicted to drugs and to make matters worse I was 5 months pregnant with my little girl. I had 
no money and nowhere to go once I got back to California. I knew I needed help but I didn’t 
know where to look. I decided to check myself in to an inpatient rehab in Martinez, California. 
Finally, I felt safe and able to focus on myself and my unborn child. I Gave birth on June 24th 
2019 to a very healthy girl who I named Faith. I have overcome so many obstacles and never 
gave up. I work every day on my recovery and practice the steps in my everyday life. I have 
to have some kind of super power to pick myself up and change direction to not only save my 
life but the life of a little baby who needed me more than ever. I decided I wanted to turn my 
story into that of strength and hope. To be the example to my children. I want them to know 
that your past doesn’t define your future and even if you take a different path, there is nothing 
that can stop you from changing direction. The CalWORKs program has given me more hope 
and direction for my new journey in college. They are paving the way for parents to embark on 
a journey to better the lives of not only themselves but their children’s lives as well. CalWORKs 
has supported me by encouraging me to keep going when the hill seems to steep. I have an 
amazing team who checks in with me to make sure I have all the tools and resources to be 
successful. Without this program I would not be able to go to college. I’m so Grateful for this 
second chance at life.
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Allied Health
Diablo Valley  
College

AMBER
LUCAS

CalWORKs has supported me by providing me a sense of financial stability in order to care for 
my children when I was unable to work. CalWorks has given me an opportunity to get ahead 
and be able to afford an education. Between working, raising children, and going to school I 
face financial and emotional challenges at times. When I had no where to turn this program 
lent out a helping hand. What makes me a superhero mother is not only my dedication, but my 
patience, ambition, and compassion. Without the help of this government funded program 
I would not be able to afford books, supplies, daycare or tuition. As a sole provider to my 2 
dependent children CalWorks has enabled me to begin my journey to fight against poverty.



Major
School

NAME
NAME

2022 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 352

Sociology
Diablo Valley  
College

DEJANAE 
MALONE 

MCFARLAND

Being a young, African American, homeless mother of two young children, taking classes 
this semester during a pandemic, has taught me numerous lessons about myself and the 
CALWORKS program at DVC. Two of the most important lessons I learned are to NEVER 
doubt yourself or what YOU are capable of achieving. My whole life I’ve been sheltered, taken 
care of, spoiled some might even say. I didn’t have to worry about food, clothing, or housing, 
things that weigh heavy on my brain daily now. I used to listened to what everyone else 
thought was right and beneficial for me. The moment I decided to take a stand and walk my 
own untold path, I discovered what life would be like on my own. I discovered the “struggle”, 
life without someone else taking care of my every need. This discovery was my motivation to 
return to DVC, the realization that I am my kids role model no matter the circumstances and 
excuses are not going to suffice. Not only do I need a job, but a career that can support my 
family, provide me happiness, and forfillment. Just like many parents, I doubted that attending 
school in my current situation was a good idea. I didn’t believe that I could attend class in the 
evening while parenting my children. But I got tired of hearing myself make excuses, create 
list that went incomplete, goals having to be rescheduled. I told myself, Even if I fail I can at 
least say I tried. Everyday, this was my motto because I was determined to at least try. The 
same way I stepped out on faith, I believe other parents can as well. I discovered CALWORKS 
and EOPS and how these programs support parents just like me! To learn there are classes 
that I can take while juggling my hectic life, counselors I can speak with that have experienced 
what I am currently experiencing was reassuring and impowering. You’ll be surprised at you 
can achieve when you believe in yourself, I definitely was!
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Business
Diablo Valley  
College

JACQUELYN
MARTINEZ

It takes a village to be a parent of two children, have a partner who is disabled, support your 
family and attend college but my CalWORKS team is my village and they have made it possible 
for me to follow my dreams. Without the support that I have received from CalWORKS and 
the CalWORKS team at Diablo Valley College I would never have known it was possible to 
return to school. I have learned so much about myself, what my strengths and abilities are 
and I am able to do this while showing my children that anything is possible. This year will be 
my last year of school and I will be obtaining my degree in Business, and while I have been 
attending Diablo Valley College and working here as a student worker I have realized that it is 
dream to become apart of this community and help others achieve what I have been able to 
achieve. Thanks to CalWORKS for every bit of help they have given me and my family, because 
without them I wouldn’t be where I am today. 
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Biology
Diablo Valley  
College

HAILEY
MOORE

Naturally, I want the best for my children. To teach them to love one another and others
alike. Most importantly to love themselves. What better way to teach this than for them to
observe me doing just that. I dream of seeing the world with a modern approach. I am an 
aspiring Astronautics Research Scientist. I will be attending my first training in February at the
International Institute for Astronautical Sciences. My daughters are thrilled. They believe in 
me and cannot wait to say their mother is an astronaut. I’m going to give my kids the world. 
I want to give all kids the world. Because when I was younger there was no world outside of 
my home. There was no future for me. I don’t want them to grow up waiting for what’s already 
theirs. Would I go back and change anything? Or do anything differently? Absolutely not. The 
compost of my past transformed into the soil for my future. To become the person that I am 
still becoming today. I am no longer that little girl who felt she was on the wrong planet. I’ve 
learned just how much I am meant to be here. Gained clarity in knowing just what I owe my 
community, teachers, peers, elders, but especially the children and most importantly Earth. 
They gave me a second chance. They give us all second chances every day. I have an infinite 
bounty of unconditional love for them all. It is my wish that CalWORKs grants me every day. 
For my children to spread love in this world. Share the same hope they see in my eyes, and 
that I see in theirs, every day with adults, children, animals, the planet. Because now we are 
all on a mission.

And for those who haven’t figured it all out yet, it’s ok. It will get better. Because there are
people like me that are supported by CalWORKs. Who’ve been enabled to hold space for 
those that are still finding their way to hope. So we can all get back to the future.
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Geology
Diablo Valley  
College

ANNA
MOSEEVA

I am a mom of three amazing human beings!  I was very fortunate to stay home and assist 
them in their first few years of schooling, through our local charter school, Visions in Education. 
This endeavor was not only very difficult, but also very rewarding. I learned a lot about the 
educational process, origins of the English language – I’m originally from Russia, and all the 
ways one can learn while being in nature. While I will always be grateful for this experience, I felt 
unfulfilled and not as competent as I would have liked as a parent homeschooling my children. 
In this process, I grew more aware that I was also in search of my path as an individual. This 
feeling led to my discovery of a self-authoring work aimed at creating a clear path, organized 
vision of achieving my goals in education, especially while dealing with a recent separation in 
my family. I am raising our children on my own as well as without family or support. 

When I was younger, I was not quite aware of my own unique qualities and core values. Now 
that I am older, I am aware that one of my core values is achievement of competence, which is 
reflected in my choice to pursue higher education. I spend my free time learning all I can about 
Geology, which has led me to discover Earth science as my desired focus. This discovery not 
only brings me great joy and excitement, but also continues to push me to dig deeper. So, 
when I reflect on the way I would like to contribute to my community and in this life overall, 
the pathway to my future is in none other than becoming a scientist. 

My plan is to receive my B.A. in Geology at UC Davis or Sonoma State University and then 
continue to graduate school. At the graduate level I will be able to contribute to the formulation 
of new solutions by applying knowledge and an in-depth understanding of the Earth, which 
will allow humans to thrive in relationship with nature. 
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ESL
Diablo Valley  
College

SHAPOOR
PARDIS

I was a student in Kabul University. I joined in the U.S. Army in 2003 as an interpreter and 
translator. I was working there till 2013. In 2013, I came to the United States of America by SIV 
visa. I resettled in Clearwater, Florida with my pregnant wife and two kids. In fall semester, I 
enrolled in ESL class to improve my English. Not only but also, to reach my goal in becoming 
fluent in English. I had two ESL class. One of them was oral communication skills and the other 
one was ESL grammar (writing, reading, and studying). Both were very helpful and I learned 
a lot. The instructors were good at teaching. Moreover, one of my sons, Mehran, was born 
in Florida with a heart condition. So, we had to stay in the hospital for 40 days since he had 
to get open surgery. Life was very hard for us in Florida since we had no one there, we were 
new to America, and no car.  After a while, I moved to Carson City Nevada with my family 
because I had family settling there. In Carson City, I worked in a smoke shop supporting my 
wife and three kids. Two years after, I started working in the Uber company as an Uber driver. 
In 2016, my youngest son, Arian, was born in Carson City. We stayed in Carson City till 2020. 
We then later moved to Martinez California. However, the COVID-19 pandemic started. For a 
long time, we were in quarantine so we stopped our work. We barely had any furniture in our 
home since we couldn’t buy new ones due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Currently, I am busy 
with four kids and a wife. I drop them off at school and pick them up from school. I have hard 
time some time was so busy I could not do my homework the other side I am thinking about 
my brothers they are living in Afghanistan in bad situations under the Taliban control.
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Electrician
Diablo Valley  
College

NOOR
SALEHI

I am an Afghan and come from Afghanistan. I started working as an interpreter and then as a 
Prime Contractor for the United States Army. In 2019, I received a Special Immigrant Visa (SIV) 
and came to the United States. Here in California, I become a CalWORKs student at DVC and 
CalWORKs helped me to be able to work and study because without the help of CalWORKs 
I would not be able to study and improve my English and receive a high-level certificate or 
degree. CalWORKs paved the way for me to study and earn a license or degree and get a 
better job because I have much knowledge and experience. Also, CalWORKs made it possible 
for me to have time to serve my family so my children can also have a better life and future. It 
pleases me a lot to help them and inspire them that they can have an education and work in 
their desired field or major in the future. Learning English as a second language speaker and for 
those whose language is not English is a challenge and little bit hard to get used to but since 
I worked with the US Army from 2004 to 2012, it was a great opportunity for me to be able to 
improve my English and comprehension. Learning English is becoming easier for me and with 
taking ESL classes at Diablo Valley College my English has improved a lot and will get better 
with more study and working with native English speakers. All of these learning opportunities 
were provided to me by DVC CalWORKs, otherwise, without the help of CalWORKs it would 
be impossible for me to work and study with the dream of a better future and a good job. It 
was DVC CalWORKs that helped me not to lose my previous knowledge and experience and 
as I improve and continue to gain more skills, I will use this knowledge along with adding new 
experiences on the job with our partners and coworkers.
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Allied Health
Diablo Valley  
College

ENGY
TAWFIK

Being a mom is a superpower in itself. From growing, delivering to nourishing a child is no 
easy task. I have been a single mom for 17 years. It is a very long time when you are raising a 
child by yourself. Being a single parent isn’t a life I ever choose for myself. However, leaving a 
toxic relationship was a conscious choice that I made for myself as much as for my daughter.
Sometimes we choose one discomfort over another because we have to. Sometimes there is 
no easy choice, but there is a choice that will result you in a lot of less suffering and pain.

I have wrestled with years of financial insecurity; insecurity that lead me back to school to obtain 
more security, only to have the live-force drained out of me at so-called secure jobs, ( so that 
I had little to no energy for my daughter) forcing me back into self-employment where I am 
emotionally and physically available for my daughter but mentally experienced the ongoing 
stress of what will pay next month’s bills? Kind of thoughts. I’ve learned I have very little control 
over how things pan out. And the more control I think I have, the more things fall apart. 

My supermom self always comes through. It’s been 17 years and we have always been taken 
care of. My bills were paid when they needed to be paid. In those rare times when I couldn’t 
make a payment, and I was honest about it, it was given more time, or a friend helped me out. 
CalWORKs utilized me to be successful in Diablo Valley College. Also overcome the challenges 
that I faced as a student in Community college which I experienced while managing the 
responsibilities of college,  as a single mother parent, and help me obtaining higher education 
to become self-sufficient and have poverty behind .CalWorks provided me with a lot of 
services which helped me through my study as free books, free tutoring center, and CalWORKs 
counselors. Therefore I appreciate all the efforts that help me in my career pathway.
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Real Estate
Merritt College

KIERA
JEUITT

As a parent I’d consider myself a shapeshifter changing to fit the needs of myself and my 
child. Shapeshifting is not a common superpower but it exists as many powers wrapped into 
one these include: super strength, speed, durability all of which I now possess  . Change is 
something that is inevitable often evoking fear in a new parent like me. In the last year I’ve 
been presented with obstacles that I’ve surprisingly overcome. Being a single parent while 
attending school online hasn’t been the easiest for me. I’m a hands-on learner who values 
learning in a classroom setting. Local colleges only offer online classes which initially gave 
me some anxiety. I began to doubt myself which resulted in a negative outlook on attending 
school. In the back of my mind, I knew that to make my dreams come to fruition I needed to 
tackle these fears head and alleviate some of this anguish. I decided to reach out to my Cal 
Works counselor MS. Chen to see if id be able to find childcare for my daughter. She then 
connected me with Hively, and I was able to enroll my daughter full time. This allows me 
more time for studying and working. Both of my CalWORKs counselors at Merritt have also 
guided me through the processes making it easy for me to navigate on my own. I have time 
to meal prep and work which provides additional income for myself and daughter. Being in 
a supportive environment has helped me to grow my superpower. I can change and adjust 
based on which situation I’m in. I no longer fear the unknown, but I embrace it. If it wasn’t for 
the Cal Works program I wouldn’t feel thus empowered. I am grateful for this support system 
and now feel that my dreams are within reach.
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Psychology
Cabrillo College

MARY
DUTTON

To Whom it May Concern;

My name is, Mary Anne Dutton, and I am a single mother of three. My oldest boy is grown 
and out of the home. My other two are a ten-year-old boy and a two-year-old girl. All are the 
light of my life, and I am very proud of them all. I was at a turning point in my life after losing 
our home and our grandmother whom I cared for along with my children. With no real job or 
anywhere to go I turned to local resources and found the CalWORKs program. It was not long 
before I met my amazing ETS worker who referred me to another caring social worker because 
of our situation. Both guided me through the difficult transition and help me get on a path to 
a new beginning by connecting me with Cabrillo College CalWORKs/student counselors and 
transitional housing, so we did not end up on the streets. Soon I was on my way to pursuing 
an education in a background I had always dreamed of being in. I had the help of my group 
of workers to get my kids in daycare and after school care programs so that I could attend 
classes at Cabrillo College and focus on achieving my associates transfer to San Jose State or 
another four-year college to achieve my bachelors. With the help of all the supportive services 
and people at Cabrillo I will achieve my associates transfer in the fall of 2022. My aunt used 
to always tell me when I was younger, “it takes a village”, and I never quite understood what 
she meant until now. It truly rakes a village to raise a child. I don’t know where I would be 
today with my children at my side and watching my every move, without the help of all the 
individuals who showed us such great care and understanding. Now my children can see their 
mother excel and reach greatness and that means the world to me. Their smiles and their 
happiness and wellbeing are my greatest reward, along with my education.
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Psychology
Chabot College

ELIZABETH
BECERRA

My village consists of very close friends, my grandmother who raised me from the age of four,
my brother’s adoptive mother, my aunt, my daughter’s godmother, and last but not least, my 
church family. All these individuals have helped me grow as an individual and into the mother 
I am today. It’s incredible to see how they are now assisting me to raise my own child.

Starting my educational journey while being a single mom has been stressful yet, very 
rewarding. Pursuing my educational goals, like obtaining a degree and being able to graduate 
is something I would have never dreamt if it wasn’t for the support that I currently have. 

There have been many times where I needed my village, for example in 2019. During that 
year I had to be admitted to the hospital to have immediate surgery due to my gallbladder 
bursting. During this time my daughter was about 7 months and my village stepped up and 
took turns taking care of my daughter for as long as I needed them. I was in the hospital 
for 4 days and they stayed around to help even after my surgery. We worked as a team by 
communicating and checking in. 

So far this year was one of the worst years for my mental health, I was diagnosed with type 1 
bipolar disorder and dealing with that has been hard. If it wasn’t for my family stepping in and 
helping me get the help I needed, honestly, I probably wouldn’t be alive right now. 

This is why it is so important to have a strong support system. Without these loving people in 
my life, I know without a doubt in my mind, I would not be where I am today in my personal 
life and with my education. If I ever need a break, or have lots to do, I know that I can call on 
one of them to help take care of my daughter. My village is very supportive, tight-knitted and 
keeps me motivated.



Major
School

NAME
NAME

2022 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 464

Human 
Development 
Chabot College

ANGELINA
GONZALES

I have been lucky enough to have a village behind me during my education journey. My family, 
friends, counselors, and CalWORKs program has tremulously helped me since day one. I am 
a mother of three beautiful children ages eleven, ten and five years old. As a mother I did 
not think it was possible to go back to school. When I found out that I had a team of people 
routing for me, it made me realize that I was able to get an education and get the career I have 
always dreamt of achieving.

One day, my goal is to give back and help others that are in need. 

Since 2020 I have had all three children home due to the pandemic, I have remaied a full-time
student taking 18-21 units each semester, as well as a part time student assistant at my campus. 
I graduated in 2021 with my A.A in Liberal Arts in Social and Behavioral Sciences. After, I was 
accepted into Cal State East Bay to purse my bachelor’s in human development. 

I cannot express the gratitude I have for every single person in my life that has helped me get 
to where I am now. I want to thank my counselors at Chabot College CalWORKs program for 
not only believing in me but for believing in every student on campus.
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Electronic System 
Technology
Chabot College

GABRIEL
OROZCO

My name is Gabriel Orozco a CalWORKs student at Chabot College in Hayward, CA. I am a 
proud father of three amazing children: two beautiful girls and one boy. My greatest challenge 
as a student father was not knowing where to start. I struggled working job after job wanting 
more for myself and my family. The feeling of wanting more for my life changed when I made 
the choice to go to college!

The CalWORKs program at Chabot College changed my whole outlook on school and ensured 
I was successful in my classes. They always made sure I had all supplies/materials needed 
for my classes and anything else in between when it comes to being a college student. The 
CalWORKs program also provided me with snacks like coffee in the mornings and little bites 
in the afternoons.

The CalWORKs program also helped me apply for childcare for my youngest son which was a 
game-changer. Simply knowing that I had a counselor that had my back and always checked 
up on me made me feel like I was not alone in this journey. 

They also helped me become a part-time student assistant at Chabot College, which led me to 
learn new things in the automotive field. Being someone who did not even have a high school 
diploma when I began taking courses at Chabot College to now being a few months away 
from completing an Associate in Science Degree in Electronic Systems Technology is the best 
feeling in the world. 

I am excited and full of pride to have my children see me, their father graduating from Chabot 
College. Last year was very tough due to COVID, but I made it all happen. I was able to push 
through all the hard days and nights. I am honored to be a CalWORKs student father!
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Psychology 
Evergreen 
Valley College

AIME
MENERA

My superpower would be having so much patience, I feel like every time I find myself stuck on 
something that is giving me a hard time, I always try to figure out a way to find alternatives. 
This semester has been tough honestly I don’t even know how I keep up. I pray to the Lord to 
not let me give up on my dreams. Ever since the covid hit I have been feeling uninspirational 
and to be honest I have lost motivation. As mentioned though every time, I feel like I can’t 
anymore I pray to god and tell him to give me the strength and to keep me motivated and 
continue school. I do want to be someone my brothers can look up to and my son as well. My 
family is so important to me and it is scared me to death to ever hear that one of my parents 
may be exposed to covid or the new variant that is goin on now. I want my family to at least 
be able to see me graduate and see me walk the stage. My father has been in the united 
states since he was 17 years old and all he has done for his family is work hard and I look up 
to him my dad is getting old that’s scares me to think that I can lose him or my mother. My 
grandparents both of them from my mom’s side passed away and it sucks because I never 
got the chance to see them again and I hate it, Im mad at myself because I never had the will 
of calling them and checking upon them. That’s why I want my family to stay connected and I 
want to reach my goals to be financially stable from what I heard my grandpa didn’t want to 
go to the hospital due to the lack of money. So, I don’t want that to be an issue in the future.



2022 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 4 67

Accounting
Gavilan College

NANCY
BARRRERA

Going back to school always seemed like a big scary daunting idea that could never really be 
attainable. There was never enough time in day, enough money in the bank account or enough 
childcare to watch over my baby. The fear and negative thoughts consumed me, holding back 
from perusing a higher education. 

As time went on, without an education, my value as a person seemed to be diminishing. Being 
overlooked for that promotion, handling all the grunt work, always being put down and being 
treated as a second-class citizen lowed my self-esteem more and more.

I made a choice to finally push my fears aside, and work towards my dream to get educated. 
Finally, I will be being a valued employee, who is appreciated for hard work, consistency and 
productivity. It was time to put in the work, discover the unknown and take action. 

To my big surprise, I found that there are resources to help students in need. The CalWORKs 
program has been such a blessing! Helping me out with my fees, books, providing a dedicated 
academic counselor, work study and even meal gift cards from Door dash and or Safeway. This 
Program has saved me from quitting on my dream, they are the support team I never knew I 
had. The resources available are the lifeline that keep students from drowning and loosing hope. 

My advice to other students is to ask for help, don’t let the stigma of being labeled as a “charity 
case” hold you back from taking resources that are really needed. The biggest lesson I learned 
the hard way is to keep in contact with your academic counselor, even though you fell behind 
don’t be ashamed to communicate what is going on. Those counselors are not there to judge 
you. They are there to help you come up with a game plan to put you on track and succeed in 
school. An educational journey is long and hard, having programs on your corner, helping you, 
will only improve your chances of completing that journey and eventually graduating. 
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Nursing
Gavilan College

PRISCILLA
DEL VILLAR

Do you have superpowers? What makes you a supermom and even super student? Well let’s 
just say it sure feels that way! I work, go to school, and manage to care for my two children 
I feel like I have I’m a supermom/super student. I want to be successful and reach my goals 
and calworks program has supported me in doing so throughout my schooling. It’s a journey, 
also a road towards success and brighter future. I have accomplished so much throughout 
the calworks program I have received my AA in health science and I’m a licensed Vocational 
Nurse. I plan on getting my bachelors as a Registered Nurse. It has been my ultimate goal and 
I want to reach it by 2024. I know I have the ability to do so with the Calworks program on 
and by my side. I have a son who is 13 who was  there to see me graduated from High School 
and from college it was a huge thing in my family considering I was the first to get my AA in 
health science and first to graduate from college. My daughter who is going to be two also 
gets to embark this journey with me as I strive for success and a better future. With a little one 
on the way and attending college makes this journey even more challenging but,  it doesn’t 
stop me it just makes me work even harder. I never stopped trying from having my son at 16 
it has never stopped me from setting goals and smashing them one by one regardless of the 
barriers. I have no excuses nor will I ever make any  I will do all I can as a mother, student, and 
a LVN employee to achieve my goals and become successful, because giving up is just not 
an option. I want to be an RN and I know with the Calworks program on and by my side I will 
reach and achieve my ultimate goal by 2024.
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Criminal Justice
Bakersfield College 

CHEMON
DUGAN

What makes me a super mom is I can show my daughter through actions how important 
education is. No matter what challenging work always pays off, I know it is cliche to say, 
but it is the truth. I am living proof. Nothing about my previous situation or getting back 
into school was easy. As a single parent my daughter watched me overcome all my personal 
circumstances, she also even went through them with me. From being a single parent, raising 
her by myself with only the help of my father to losing my father and it being all on me. But 
what makes me a super mom is despite all of that I choose to continue living and being happy 
because there is someone always watching me even when I do not think she is. Just like I 
depended on my daddy, she depended on me. I want to show her the kind of father he was 
to me by being the kind of mother to her. Even though it gets hard, I will always choose to be 
strong not only for her but for myself. What makes me a super student is my resilience as well 
as my ability to learn from my mistakes. I cannot talk about my current success as a student 
without touching bases on my past failures. Yes, I struggle financially as well as academically. 
I was not taking advantage of things like the writing center, the math lab, Counseling, and all 
the other student programs that were being offered to ensure my academic success. Being 
in the Cal Works program has made my transition into school so much more Achievable. 
They have helped me with everything from financial aid assistance to me being a student 
worker. They stay connected to check on me academically, and personally as well. Not only 
are the workshops helpful but they are highly informative too. So, it is safe to say that I owe 
a percentage of my success this semester to being a participant in the Cal Works program. I 
recommend it to any student that qualifies.
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Early Childhood  
Education
College of the  
Sequoias 

LYDIA
RAMIREZ

The superpower I have as being a student-mom is being Ms. Not a Quitter. Being a single 
mother, myself is tough, although it is worth it. I had my daughter at the age of sixteen, with 
only the help of my mom. Thankfully, my mom introduced me to the program CalWORKs. 
CalWORKs gave me the benefits I needed to continue my education. After completing high 
school, I attend college at College of the Sequoias. During my first year of college, it was 
tough. I had to use the city bus to get to one place to another. I had to wake up an hour 
early to catch the city bus to make it on time for school. It was tough, I especially had to take 
my daughter to daycare in the city bus. During that time, my daughter was only a year old. 
There were times where I would cry at night hoping one day I would have my own car, so I 
wouldn’t have to worry about my daughter getting up and having to go through my struggles. 
Sometimes we didn’t get home until dark time. Thankfully, with being under CalWORKs, I 
was able to work a minimum of hours under the Work Study Program and have time to study. 
With a minimum of a saving, I was able to get a car out of the dealership. The dealership was 
willing to work around the payment I can pay monthly. My daughter had the excitement look 
knowing that we finally have our own car to get around. CalWORKs helped me go further in 
my education when I needed certain things. CalWORKs gave me the resources I needed to 
continue my education journey. The program also helps me with financial expenses. I am a 
single mother of a beautiful five-year-old daughter who I adore so much. I want what’s best 
for me as for my daughter. So that is why I am grateful being under the CalWORKs program. 
The program never gave up on me and my daughter.
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Speech-Language 
Pathology
Fresno City  
College

JONELLE
BUSH

The thought of entering into the higher learning after a 10-year hiatus from high school felt 
incredibly daunting. So, when the CALWORKs program laid out my SEP plan, I was fill with 
a cumulation of emotions. I doubted if I could juggle the demands of motherhood and excel 
in college. I started off slow with 10 units and then realized my passion and that fueled my 
momentum to go further and not quit. My word to other parents is that no matter what 
path you are in life or how you are starting, taking the first step is all that it takes. Once you 
take that first step, you are unstoppable! You are also setting a wonderful example for your 
children and on the path to financial stability. Some resources that helped provided by the 
CALWORKs were that the expenses of transportation and books were covered. Counselors 
also were there every step of the way to offer guidance.  Additionally, the tutorial services 
are magnificent resource to ensure your academic success. After I utilized tutoring services, I 
became an English tutor myself.  You know more than you think. Kūlia i ka nu‘u - Reach for the 
Summit! The sky is the limit!
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Psychology
Fresno City  
College

YASMINA
JOHNSON

At times life can seem so unfair.  I gave my job the best of me and my family what was left of 
me, then COVID hit and they had to let me go.  That was not the way I wanted to live my life, 
or the legacy I wanted to leave behind. I knew that I needed to make a change. Although going 
back to school was something that I desired the reality of it seemed impossible.  My hopes 
and dreams seemed to have all disappeared. All that I was left with seemed overwhelming 
and looked and felt like a burden.  I was now 52, divorced, unemployed, about to be 
homeless, and a single mother with custody of my grandchildren.  I longed for change to 
happen but was unsure of the steps to take. I was afraid. Afraid of trying and failing. Afraid of 
not knowing what to do and afraid of not knowing the answers. I then realized that my fear 
of failure needed to be turned around.  Instead of fearing the unknown, I began to fear not 
trying. We must live by faith in God and our God-given abilities and in those individuals in our 
lives that support our journey. It is often said that we are only as good as those around us and 
that it takes a village. Had it not been for the community of people around me, for my kids, 
mom and dad, and best friends pushing me and encouraging me to move forward, I would 
still be stuck in a rut. The CalWORKs Program at Fresno City College made my success 
possible. From the first day of orientation and through each one of my courses, CalWORKs 
was there to support, guide, and encourage me along the way. They helped provide me with 
childcare, tutoring, book vouchers, gas money, school supplies, and more. Most importantly, 
their time. My counselors, professors, administrative staff, family, and friends are part of my 
village. It’s because of the people to the left and right of me I now see what I thought was a 
burden as an opportunity.  
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Registered Nursing
Merced College

KRISTYNA
ALVARADO

I have a 9-year-old son and like all moms tend to say about their kids, he is a handful! He is 
very energetic and always comes up with new ways for us to enjoy each other’s company. 
However, I can’t take all the credit for how amazing he has come to be. For the longest time, I 
was a single mother, until three and a half years ago when I met my fiancé. I recently decided 
to return to school after being laid off from my job of three years without any warning or any 
signs that I was going to be let go. I wanted to set a good example for my son and with the 
help of my fiancé, my mom, and my sisters: Jessica, Nikki, and Marissa, not only have I been 
able to go back to school, but I have been able to do well in my courses for the fall 2021 
semester. My fiancé, my mom, and my sisters all help me every day with caring for my son. 
There are days where I have class or I’m running late, or something comes up and they offer to 
pick him up from school or to watch him for a few hours so I can get my homework done. My 
fiancé helps me with picking him up from either my mom or sisters and brings our son home 
after having a long workday and keeps him entertained while I study for a test or try to figure 
out a math problem. He also helps with making dinner so that way when my always hungry 
child complains about being hungry, he has something healthy to eat instead of just junk food 
all the time. My fiancé, my mom, and my sisters have become a crucial part of my son’s and my 
life and helping me be able to succeed in my return to school. Without their support, I might 
not have been as motivated to return to school and I would not have done as well as I have.
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Psychology
Merced College

KIAH
BROCK

I consider myself a CalWORKs superhero because I am a very determined individual that 
pushes my hardest to achieve my goals. Three years ago I was homeless and temporarily 
disabled after a very rough divorce. I decided to push my hardest to get my life back on 
track. I put my pride aside and went to CalWORKs for assistance. I decided that going back 
to school would be the best thing that I could do for myself and my children. At that point I 
was pregnant with my youngest daughter and going back to work did not seem practical. I 
started attending Merced College working on my communications degree. My county helped 
me secure housing for my children and myself. I was determined to take the opportunity I was 
given and make the best of it. As I realized the support I had behind me through CalWORKs, 
CARE, and other programs I thrived. I pushed as hard as I could and my determination became 
my superpower! I added extra degrees to my goal and every semester my goals became 
bigger. I have kept all A’s and B’s. My 9-year-old son and I compete on who’s grades are 
better each semester. I am now graduating next semester with four degrees and accepted to 
4 California State Universities. My educational journey is just getting started even though I 
surpassed my original goal already. Determination and problem solving are my superpowers! 
I know these superpowers will take me far in life.
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Vocational Nursing
Merced College

MANUELA
DIAZ

If I would have known about the challenges I am facing being a student-parent, I would have 
done things differently. Being in school, especially a Nursing program, has made me split time 
between my children, studying and doing homework; sometimes even causing me to focus 
more on the work instead of my children. There are times I wish I would have furthered my 
education before kids, but in the end when I think about I would not want it any other way. 
They motivate me to keep going. There were times that I felt like giving up. Before I started 
the program, I had just gotten out of an abusive relationship and Covid hit at the same time. 
My home and family was broken up. I became depressed and my anxiety increased, especially 
with the fear of covid. It was hard, but then I had to realize I wanted better for myself and my 
children and the only way I could could this was to pick myself up and get myself together to 
finish what I started. I knew this would not be easy, but I did it. Even though I struggled in the 
beginning, I knew I needed to do this. Furthering my education is not a benefit to me, but to 
them also. It will help bring us stability and teach them that hardwork does pay off and when 
they set a goal, yes there will be obstacles and challenges, but they have to keep pursuing 
it. Some words of advice to other parents I would give is to keep moving forward. When 
times get hard do not give up. Also, there are resources out there that can help. That’s what 
Calworks is there for. They help to encourage and keep you focused. They will give you the 
things you need to succeed. The calworks service that is offered is there to help you achieve 
the goal you have. To the other parents, do not ever let anyone discourage you from what 
you want to achieve. This is not an easy journey, but with hardwork and determination it can 
be done.
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Business  
Entrepreneur 
Merced College

NATALIE 
FLORES

Hi  my name is Natalie Flores. I live in Atwater California with my 9 year old son Dominic and 
my 1 year old son Jaydon. Covid-19 has extremely change my life in so many many ways. It 
has not been easy at all, it has taught me patience. Being a single mother with two kids has 
not been very easy having to stay at home when my son Dominic’s school was closed due to 
Covid-19 has not allowed me to be able to accomplish my goals not being able to do what I 
have been wanting to accomplish. Not having childcare was very difficult or being afraid to 
have a family member or a friend watch over my child an thinking to myself “ Will my son be 
ok”? “Will my son get sick”? just numerous of things going threw my mind. I would eventually 
just stay home . I will be honest it was a emotional scary feeling. As time went by I had felt that 
I was never going to be able to do anything big in my life. I have two kids, school is closed, 
no childcare. It was very sad for me . As soon as I felt a little better I had applied for Merced 
College. Than I had received a phone call from John Anderson from Cal-Works. When I spoke 
to him I had felt that things in my life are starting to come together and that there is hope. It 
was an exciting feeling to know of all the resources that Cal-works at Merced College can help 
us students. I am so thankful  for this opportunity. I am looking forward to my new journey in 
life. Knowing that it is a step forward  in life for me. I want to be able to accomplish my goals 
to be able to give me and my children a better life an future. Merced College Cal-Works has 
given me hope and the capability to believe in myself . That it is never to late for anyone to 
strive in life.
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Sociology
Merced College

PRISCILLA
MACIAS

The community college CalWORKs program has supported me in the best way possible, I have 
two daughters who are one and two years old when I found out I was pregnant my partner 
got into a car accident that caused him to have PTSD, CPRS, and nerve damage causing him 
to have foot drop and he now has a metal plate holding his foot and leg together he has not 
walked since that accident so he is not able to support me or our two daughters and let me to 
tell you it is hard because I do everything on my own and with the help of CalWORKs I am able 
to pay our rent, our car payment and insurance with the gift cards they provide I am able to 
buy both diapers and wipes for both my girls and that alone is so much help because diapers 
and wipes are expensive. I work over 40 hours a week I work from 4:30am to about 1:15pm 
and I am also a fulltime student at the Merced Community College, my partner does his best 
to be able to help me with car detailing he cleans cars and with what he makes he gives it to 
me to pay whatever I have to pay or need and for those two things I am forever grateful. 
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Business
Merced College

CARINA
MARTINES

Hi everyone my name is Carina Martines, a 27 year old single mom of 4 beautiful children 
Zuley Villanueva 8, Ethan Vllanueva 5, Issaiah Villanueva 3, and Zeyllie Villanueva 1. Life has 
bee a tough one: I was abused as a child, mentally and sexually, but I didn’t let that stop me. I 
kept pushing and made it through. At age 15 I met my husband and at age 18 I got pregnant 
with my first and like all love story it was going great first time parents happy both had a 
stable job and were growing and healing together at age 22 I had my second and things 
began changing a bit marriage wise we were struggling financially because I got really ill 
while pregnant, and had to quit my job which didn’t offer benefits awful by the way but we 
managed to get through that and at age 23 I had my third and that’s when things really went 
south the mental abuse began and I allowed it for 3 years because I believed that with out 
their dad my kids would suffer just like I did when my dad left. I was told I was a worthless 
fat peace of trash that had no future and I decided that was enough and that I was going to 
prove him wrong so I left with no one by my side and moved to Merced Ca 1 year ago and it 
has been the best decision I ever made I have a apartment that I manage to pay my kids are 
way happier because I’m not in a bad or sad mood all the time here I am happy. I learned how 
to be happy for them I am now completing my major in business, and even with 4 children and 
their hectic schedule I manage to be a straight A student and plan on continuing. I saved my 
children from a miserable life filled of abuse and gave them a beautiful safe and happy one, to 
my children I am a super mom and that’s all that matters.
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Early Childhood  
Development/ 
Psychology 
Merced College

CERISSA
MARTINEZ

What makes me a supermom? Being a single mother to a special needs child is not easy, 
it comes with its challenges just by itself. I take so much pride knowing I got my son into 
intervention at the age of 4 and has been an on going process. Once I felt he was in a safe area 
I started my education journey and soon after began working. I learned what resilience is it 
grew on me and empowered me to become a better super mom that can do anything as long 
as I kept fighting. Being able to juggle my son’s needs while being a mother, full time college 
student as well as a part time worker is a great super mother trait to have.



2022 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 5 81

Nursing
Merced College

LUZ
MUNGUIA

My transition experience adjusting to the new normal as a student-parent and overcoming 
barriers during the pandemic was not easy. The Pandemic started with shelter in place in 
every city and we welcome the birth to my sweet baby boy. We started to learn the new 
normal in home schooling my teenagers and having a baby. My partner was laid off due to 
the pandemic, we started noticing his behavior was getting moody often. I was way too 
independent and I would never let a man belittle me, let alone hit me. With that a person who 
fooled me into believing he was an amazingly a Christian Man,  In the beginning, he showed 
me the wonderful person of faith. When I saw snippets of his true self, I excused his behavior, 
blaming it on stress or his dysfunctional childhood. Gradually, my situation transitioned from  
verbal abuse, emotional and mental abuse, financial management, and gaslighting. I filed for a 
restraining order, we moved away to Merced county, signed up for classes. I had $15,000  left 
out of $60,000. I miss my home, I miss my big flat screen tv, I miss my baby’s nursery room. The 
different kind of barriers my children and I overcome were many, we learned to adapted to a 
trailer, small space, our environment, new church, and be the fact that I become a single mom.  
I started school at Merced College taking 19 units, I started with a program called CalWORKS  
a community college CalWORKs program helped me step into my power with a great Lady’s 
who bless me with financial stability, child care services, and their words of encouragement 
thank you Claudia, LaDenta Smith, Angelle Soriano, and fuuny Ray. I came across another 
program called EOPS & CARE program following awesome leaders that express support in all 
areas. They want us to succeed. Thank you Nora Martinez and Mr. Tostado. I buy diapers and 
wipes with the earned gift cards from  EOPS  program and CARE.  Transfer to Fresno State. 
Thank you CalWORKS, your program and the people that work for the program are truly 
making the differences.  
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Human Services
Merced College

MARISSA
PATINO

I know it is hard juggling school, work, and being a parent, but let me tell you, it is so worth 
it. A lot of people ask me, “how do you do it?” and “oh, you’re still going to school?” This life 
is not for everyone, but I am not someone who is settling for less. I have learned that life isn’t 
always easy, some days are worse than others, but there is a reason for my perseverance. I 
have two little eyes looking at me, watching everything I do. Being able to have the CalWorks 
program aid me on my journey has been so much help, I couldn’t have done this without them. 
The CalWorks program has funded me with all my essentials, fed me, and helped with directing 
me to other resources that I may have needed. My advice is this, “DO NOT QUIT.” Do not 
let people define you, do not let where you come from define you, make a new definition 
for yourself and believe in yourself. There are lots of programs to aid you on your journey, 
CalWorks helped me do something that I thought I was never going to do. I am grateful and I 
am thankful to be in the position I am in now, and there is only better things to come.
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Business 
Administration
Merced College

ILEANA
SORIA-REYES

My name is Ileana C Soria-Reyes I am a 43-year-old single mother of five children only two of 
them are minors and have been affected by the pandemic, being an adult student has had 
been extremely difficult especially when it comes down to technology, when the COVID-19 
pandemic started I felt like quitting school or taking a break from it all but the CalWORKs 
program at the Merced College has been incredibly helpful. The personnel are friendly, 
professional and go the extra mile to help, in December 2020 they supplied us with printers 
and ink that way we could use it to complete and turn in our school assignments since the 
printing stations were closed at the college due to the pandemic. 

My kids and I benefit from the program by encouraging us to not give up, all the workshops 
conducted by the program have been helpful to my family, being offered through zoom in the 
comfort of our own homes has made it easy to understand and follow. I know that the new 
normal can be overwhelming but being part of the CalWORKs community has shown me that 
even in adversity we can still conquer! I am thankful for the CalWORKs program at Merced 
College and hope that one day I can inspire others as they have inspired me.
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Art
Modesto  
Junior College

YATZENI
AVILA

Now that I am experiencing what it is like to be a student parent, I often wish that I would not 
have let depression get the best of me in my high school years. Back then, I had no confidence 
in accomplishing anything as well as felt no passions for any career to be a goal. Because of this, 
it took me almost 10 years to gather the courage to enroll MJC. I was an honor roll student up 
until early high school. If I could go back, I would have told someone who could have actually 
help me and sought professional help. I also would seek inner peace sooner and not let any 
outside opinions and negative people get to me to avoid the heart break I endured in social 
relationships. If you have someone who does not support your path to better yourself, cut 
them out! I learned family can be toxic too and only wish that I could go back sooner and see 
the signs and cut them out sooner. I felt a million times better and have the confidence to live 
my life without seeking approval. I am indebted to my children to provide them a better life 
than I experienced and that is all that matters. My advice to another student parent would be 
to focus as best as you can. It is also important to have good time management as we have so 
many other responsibilities as parents that take up so much of our time. Also, do not overload 
yourself with work! It might seem like a good idea to get as many classes in as possible, but 
with the responsibilities we already have, this can be a cocktail for disaster. Parent students 
still need some leisure time resting or participating an enjoyable hobby to ease the stress. I 
am learning this myself right now during my first semester in school (condensed classes are no 
joke) and I only wish that I could still have even a moments time to myself.
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Human Services
Modesto  
Junior College

OLIVIA
BRAGA

I am a single mother to a beautiful five year old. So, I would have to consider my super 
power of being a mother figure and a father figure. My daughter encourages me to complete 
everything that I put my mind to which allows me to show her that when life gets hard to push 
through it. And when it get too stressful for me I will hear my daughters laugh and see her 
smile and all my worries will fade away. Hearing my daughter say “Mommy I love you” lets me 
know that it is her way of saying keep going mommy. A’vah mommy loves you.
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Business 
Administration/CIS
Modesto  
Junior College

MORIAH
DO

Being a new college student is a big deal in itself. With orientation, deadlines, fees, books that 
are our responsibility to acquire, and on top of that uncertainty, things can get stressful. Not 
to mention our priorities that come before all of those responsibilities, which are our children. 

Families that are starting or continuing their educational journey together can schedule 
around each other’s class and study times. But for single parents to find the time to be a 
full-time student. as well as a full-time parent takes real superpowers. Sometimes we don’t 
receive enough recognition for how much it takes to get the kids to school, get to class on 
time and prepared, get to the other campus for class, and then be on time to pick up the kids 
again. But, the CalWORKs office has created an invaluable environment for student-parents 
to coordinate with like-students and faculty to obtain the needed resources available in order 
to be successful students.

The CalWORKs program has helped me tremendously throughout my time in Community 
College. The CalWORKs office has created a convenient but constructive and supportive 
environment for students such as ourselves to go to when we are on campus for any reason 
whether it be to print a paper before class, schedule an appointment with an academic 
counselor, or use a computer. CalWORKs has also become a place to meet like-students and 
student-parents who are also working towards similar educational goals. 

Workshops and on-campus opportunities have allowed CalWORKs students to interact and 
become a culture of our own on campus. The faculty and students in the CalWORKs office and 
program understand what it takes to be successful at Modesto Junior College, student-parent 
superpowers.
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Health/Nutrition
Modesto  
Junior College

MARISELA
ESCALERA

My name is Marisela, I came from the State of Michoacán in Mexico when I was 18 years old by 
that time. I have 5 kids total. I became a single mother and didn’t speak English, I felt lost in 
a different world, there was nobody to trust enough to leave my kids to go to work. I went to 
apply for cash aid and food stamps, I’m glad I was able to raise my kids for good and to take  
them to school and be involved in their school activities, and had the time to go to the English 
School, thanks to the Cal works program. Now I can say I am proud because my daughter just 
graduated from the East Bay University, and my other kids, 4 boys are all good kids. One day 
I was talking to my social worker, and she told me something that changed my life. I always 
wanted to have a career, and I thought it was impossible, especially because I am a Spanish 
speaker, she told me something that the other social workers never told me, or may be not 
in the way she did. She told me that if I wanted to go to school it would be possible that they 
could help me pay for it, I thought it couldn’t be possible, and also thought I was too old, She 
told me this: If you let 4 years passed by without doing nothing, and you let 4 years pass by 
going to school learning something that nobody will take away from you, which one is better?  
of course I said the second one, then she said, and you are never too old to learn, her words 
were powerful and I decided to start school, I am 45 years old now, I am taking an English class 
and and Public Health classes, because I want to become a Nutritionist. Now I believe that I 
can do it, I have faith in myself. I am grateful for the Cal Works program.
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Computer Science
Modesto  
Junior College

MOHAMMAD
ESSAZADA

On September 15, 2014, my family and I came to the United States through a program called 
SIV (Special Immigrant Visa). I am originally from Afghanistan, and I have worked for the 
United States Army as an interpreter in Afghanistan for three years from 2011 to 2014. When 
we entered to the United States in 2014, I faced in lots of challenges in Modesto, CA. The 
people, the environment, and the culture and rules were different than where we came from.

When I came to the United States, it was difficult for me because I was unfamiliar with the new 
world, new system, and new culture. It took a year to adjust myself among the people with 
new culture. Once I found myself among the people, I decided to go to school to obtain a 
degree in computer science because computer science is the only major that I was enthusiastic 
to study it when I was in high school in Afghanistan. I enrolled at Modesto Junior College in 
2016, and I took some ESL classes and finished them in a year and half. Once I finished English 
101, I thought about my educational career goals to obtain a transfer degree from Modesto 
Junior College and transfer to a university (Probably California State University Stanislaus). 
CalWORKs is the only source which helps me be able to continue my education at MJC. 

In summary, it took a while for us to see us among the people of the United states, and 
CalWORKs is the sole source which stand with us at all times to help us reach our goals. When 
I finish university, I will decide to find a job and have better life in the United States. That’s 
what all people in America want it, and it is called the American Dream. 
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Child Development
Modesto  
Junior College

JASMINE
MARTINEZ

I have failed many times in the past when I first started attending MJC. I’ve tried, failed and 
tried again multiple times.When I first started attending school, I had no clue what I was 
doing. I thought I only had to spend loads of money on school books and supplies and had 
to go to school, then go home. I never heard about the many amazing programs that could 
have helped me.  I wish I knew what I know today because CalWORKs has helped me out 
tremendously. This semester has felt so different for me in a much needed positive way. Being 
in the CalWORKs prrogram, I had a team behind me, checking in on me, & even helping me 
when I was down. I put in so much effort this year to be more active and positive in my school 
work. Even though I have faced many struggles this semester, I kept going and kept trying. I 
never gave up hope through all my failed attempts. Because I never gave up, I have had many 
amazing opportunities come my way. I have learned to not dwell on the past, keep trying, 
never gave up and asked for help. The advice I would give another student, is to ask questions 
and don’t be scared to ask those questions. I would also advise other students to talk to their 
counselors, teachers or a staff member in their program or outside the program, they are here 
to help us in any way possible. If it wasn’t for this program, I would not be standing where I 
am today; a strong positive woman who has had a better outcome in life as a mother and as a 
student. I am so thankful for all the help I was given this semester. I am also so proud of myself 
for getting out of my comfort zone and asking for help when I needed it. I am much different 
person than I was when I first started attending school and I am proud of myself.
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NAME
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Natural Sciences
Modesto  
Junior College

ANNETTE
PHILLIPS

My life has had its fair share of challenges. I lost my mother at age 12 and my father at age 
17. I was on my own since then, so I got my very own place and made sure I graduated high 
school. My parents didn’t leave me much of anything financially, only wonderful memories 
which I still cherish every day of my life. I was 19 years old when I had my son. It was a blurry 
blissful first couple weeks before reality set in. I felt all alone again as I sat in my room and 
realized that two weeks have gone by and not once did his father nor anyone else come in 
to help me with our son. Our relationship grew rocky ever since and because he didn’t want 
to get a job and support a family. As you can tell by his insensitive gender role beliefs and 
insatiable grasp on reality, he wasn’t ready to grow up. I, on other hand, had no choice. I had 
to, yet again, figure everything out on my own. As I began my college journey, my son’s life 
journey also began. I had no family left and no other parent to help me. I was at a loss, but I 
began anyways because I just knew I had to become something and be better for my son. I 
took fully online classes my first year at Modesto Junior College. So, I guess you can say my 
first team in support of my family, education, and success was MJC. Along the way, friends of 
my parents started popping up and one of my mom’s best friends, Erica, and her mom, Albina, 
became my official steady babysitters throughout my first five years of college. Eventually, 
my son’s father and grandparents started watching him while I went to class during the third 
through fifth year of college. The one person who got me through everything was my Savior 
Jesus Christ. And here I am again, on my second career, and the same people are with me! 
Praise Jesus! 
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Labor and  
Delivery Nurse
Modesto  
Junior College

CHELSEA
ROGERS- 

DOLZADELLI

My name is Chelsea Rogers-Dolzadelli and I am a Modesto Jr College nursing major student. 
I am 26 years old and I am a supper mom of 4 beautiful girls ages 9, 5, 3, and 2. I wasn’t 
always feeling so supper, as a child I didn’t have the love and affection from my parents 
that others did. Growing up I had to deal with mental and physical abuse, as well as, living 
around drugs and alcohol. I had my daughters early my first at 16, second at 18, third at 22, 
and my fourth at 23. When I had them I knew my life was going to be different, for them. I 
was going to make that happen and that’s why I am here today, because my daughters have 
pushed me so far along with the support of their father. When I enrolled at MJC I did not 
know all the support that I would receive in my journey for my future. CalWORKs has helped 
me become more supper than ever! With CalWORKs I have been able to get help with books, 
gas reimbursement, counseling, updates on events, and even a student worker position on 
campus. The position I received is at the Pirates Pantry giving food to students, it makes you 
feel supper inside because it makes a difference to students that are just like yourself. I am 
growing as a person and learning new ways to network, which will help me in my future career 
of nursing in the labor and delivery department. CalWORKs has helped my family and I so 
much and I am so appreciative.
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NAME
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Sociology
Modesto  
Junior College

DANIELLE
SALCEDO

My name is Danielle I’m a Full-Time Mother and a Full-Time student at MJC. My village is 
small but effective, we have learned the fundamentals of being independent because we have 
no other choice. I would say that my village consist of, my mother my brother and his wife, 
myself and my two children. It comes down to my mother and brother helping me, when they 
can that is…. I would say we are an independent village because we make our situation work, 
help or no help. On somedays, I have no help so I’ve set up a system of, if you can’t do it 
yourself then mommy will help but given the fact I’m always busy with school work or house 
work my oldest daughter who is 7 helps the younger one who is 2. They seem to understand 
our situation its tough so they do their best, most days are well managed and maintain a clam 
scene. On hectic days I find myself losing all control and may have a melt down because the 
house is a mess and I have a final due and or the kids are just not listening to mommy and 
give me a hard time. That’s when I like to call on my reinforcements who come in the form of 
my mother or brother. They seem to have more empathy for my struggle when I’m actually 
struggling! It’s a cliché but what can I say, family is a bitter sweet part of life that we can have a 
love hate relationship with. My major is Sociology because I have enjoyed helping others since 
I was a little girl. I aspire to do it effectively, in the most professional manner possible. I know 
that by achieving this goal for our lives will not only be effective on others lives but our lives 
also, so I will not give up! With or without a village they say it takes, I will make the best out of 
what I have and make due, because time is only a possibility to change our futures! 
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Psychology
Modesto  
Junior College

SYDNEY
THRONE

Buddha says that,”life is suffering.” And as my life has gone on, I have found that to become 
more and more true. Throughout my educational journey of being a student-parent, I have 
struggled and suffered relentlessly. I have learned that in order to be successful through my 
struggles I have to give everyday all that I have. As a young parent, that can be extremely 
difficult. You have limited to no help, no one understands what it’s like to be you and you can 
become lost in being a young mother or a young father. Going to college here at MJC has 
given me the balance I needed in my life. Taking care of my little boy, working hard in my 
classes- makes me feel not so sheltered from the world. If there’s any advice I could give to 
another young mother or father my age that’s pursuing a degree or just taking any classes 
until they figure out what they want, it would be to rest when you’re done. Not when you’re 
tired. Life is hard, school is hard, being a parent is hard. Being you can be hard sometimes 
too. But if you can find it in yourself to give everything, including yourself, all that you have- 
you will be successful in school and in life. If you have no one around you supporting you or if 
you’re in a constant battle internally against yourself, know that it’s okay to not be okay and 
keep pushing forward. “Sometimes you climb out of bed in the morning and you think, I’m 
not going to make it, but you laugh inside- remembering all the times you’ve felt that way.” 
-Charles Bukowski.
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Theatre 
Modesto  
Junior College

BRIANNA
VALIENTE

I believe I have found my super power this year 2021 going back to school as a single mother 
after a decade. This year I have learned not only to trust God with moving forward in the most 
uncomfortable feelings and physical state just to see how much I can do in these semesters. 
I have found a love and passion all over again with studying towards my gifts that I have put 
aside for a decade and more. Some things, like photography, I’ve always enjoyed doing as a 
child to a teen and then the passion became filming my daughters. I never thought I would 
come back to my gifts for me and joining Cal-works immediately opened the doors for me 
to see what I’m really capable of. I used to think higher education wasn’t for my life as I had 
to keep being a caregiver to my parents. I lost my father figure when we decided to move to 
Modesto back in 2016 and only now I realize how much I can grow here. 

Homeschooling one of my daughters and learning at the same has been the most rewarding 
experience while keeping a roof over our heads. I thank God for the opportunities through 
this program and for growing even now as a student worker through DSPS. I feel like I’m 
only getting started and I am so eager for Spring semester coming up, I love seeing my 
daughters proud of me and knowing learning is something we never stop doing...especially 
for our forgotten dreams. This has been a magical year for us!  
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Biology 
Reedley College 

RACHEL
LANDSEADAL

Hello, I am a single mom, but that’s not the only way to describe me. The best way to describe 
me is as a superhero. If you were to ask why I would tell you because my special power is 
determination. No matter how hard or how long when I know something needs to get done 
I get it done. The motion for my determination is my son Jiraiya. The love I have for him is 
undesirable, unimaginable just thinking about his sweet face makes me tear up. I would do 
anything for my son if I knew it would benefit him. That’s why I work so hard on getting my 
education because I want to be the best mother for my son. To be able to provide a good life 
for him. I want to give my son everything life has to offer as much as I can. My superpower 
stems from the love of my son. Without my son I would not be where I am today.
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Liberal Arts
Reedley College

JOSE
LORENZANO

When it comes to the many challenges that come with dads and taking on college life one 
could assume that it is not a good combination. Along with all the many tasks as a father, you 
can already presume that it is bad chemistry, not only physically but mentally due to college 
life. With a father of four, you can imagine that my plate is full. With many hours taking care 
and nurturing each child to the many hours in books. One could only imagine what is keeping 
this dad afloat? Well, I say that not only is it a good foundation at home which my wife does 
a good job on keeping me in check, but needless to say that at school it is the CalWORKs 
program. I say this with a full heart because without them constantly on me with texts, emails, 
or even on campus, I feel that I would have fallen short. This semester with all that I endured I 
can proudly say that I came out of it with two B’s and an A. If you would have told me this 12 
years ago when first attending Reedley college  I would have told you that I did not pass all 
my classes then. What I like the most is that not only are they constantly messaging you but 
encouraging you to keep going but also throwing resources your way to succeeding. I say this 
because I fell short when it came to my books and without hesitation, they followed through 
in which I cannot thank them enough. Another noticeable instance in which the program was 
so supporting was the fact that at the campus they offered to utilize their printers to submit 
many papers that were due throughout the semester. Lastly, the fact that they even had 
resources in which I didn’t utilize but were there if I ever did need them, childcare. I feel that 
without this I don’t know what I would have done if they hadn’t had these resources available 
I would have failed one if not all my classes.  
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Healthcare 
Interpreter
Reedley College

FRANCISCA 
RUBIO

During my reflection on my educational journey and as a student-parent I have learned that 
we are our own worst enemies and we are the ones that build our own barriers. I have learned 
that if I had asked for help sooner maybe I would have had a career sooner. For some reason 
I always had installed in myself that I would never qualify for CaLWORKs and if I did I would 
have to do and report so many different things and I would not be able to keep up; but that 
was not the case at all. Deciding to apply to CaLWORKs and going the educational route was 
the best thing I could have done for my children and for myself. Watching them see me next to 
them doing homework and them seeing me struggle on certain assignments but also asking 
for help and assuring them that it is ok to not always have the answers is the best feeling ever! 
Most of all seeing that I am not alone is the best. The best advice I can give to other parenting 
students pursuing higher education is to go for it! Sometimes it will feel like you will not make 
it but trust me you will. Having support from the CaLWORKs counselors and knowing that 
they are there to help with what they can. Also, knowing that they will help with whatever 
resources they can like tutoring, childcare, and even with food drives makes a person feel like 
we will not be in need of anymore stressors other then actual school work. Just make sure you 
ask for help and do not stop yourself from achieving your goals.
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Biological Science
Reedley College

ERICA
SOLIZ

During my reflection on my educational journey and as a student-parent I have learned that 
we are our own worst enemies and we are the ones that build our own barriers. I have learned 
that if I had asked for help sooner maybe I would have had a career sooner. For some reason 
I always had installed in myself that I would never qualify for CaLWORKs and if I did I would 
have to do and report so many different things and I would not be able to keep up; but that 
was not the case at all. Deciding to apply to CaLWORKs and going the educational route was 
the best thing I could have done for my children and for myself. Watching them see me next to 
them doing homework and them seeing me struggle on certain assignments but also asking 
for help and assuring them that it is ok to not always have the answers is the best feeling ever! 
Most of all seeing that I am not alone is the best. The best advice I can give to other parenting 
students pursuing higher education is to go for it! Sometimes it will feel like you will not make 
it but trust me you will. Having support from the CaLWORKs counselors and knowing that 
they are there to help with what they can. Also, knowing that they will help with whatever 
resources they can like tutoring, childcare, and even with food drives makes a person feel like 
we will not be in need of anymore stressors other then actual school work. Just make sure you 
ask for help and do not stop yourself from achieving your goals.
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Child Development
San Joaquin  
Delta College

MARTHA
LUPIAN

My name is Martha Lupian, and I am a returning student at Delta College. Attending Delta 
would not be possible without my village. I have three children, ages 4, 3, and 2. I know what 
you may be thinking: “Wow; what a handful!” And let me tell you, it has been, but I wouldn’t 
change it for anything. Standing beside me and my children are my village: the father of 
my children, my in-laws, my parents, and my aunt. These people are the ones that made it 
possible for me to be able to go back to school. I started college in 2016. During this time, I 
got pregnant with my first daughter, who was born in 2017. My two other children followed 
shortly after in 2018 and 2019. By the time I had my second child, I had stopped attending 
Delta due to health problems I experienced from having my children literally back to back. It 
has honestly been the hardest four years of my life. I thought I would never get back to school, 
which devastated me because college was something I always hoped for after high school. As 
the first in my family to go to college, it was already hard trying to figure out how everything 
worked; adding children made it much harder. My fiancé provides financial assistance to our 
family and is our main provider. Both my parents and his, along with my aunt, help with child 
care so that I can attend classes. With the push and help of my parents, fiancé, aunt, and in-
laws, I can proudly say I’m a few steps closer to making my dreams happen - not just for me 
but for my family - thanks to my village. I lost an important member of my village this year, my 
wonderful father-in-law, who was one of the main people that helped me with my children, 
and pushed me more than anyone to follow my dreams no matter what. Without my village, 
I would not be able to attend Delta, so I greatly value the contributions they bring to my life.
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Registered Nurse 
San Joaquin  
Delta College

RUBY
ROSAS

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. And 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 3 semesters spring, 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 as they are both on the autism spectrum. My oldest toddler has 
been diagnosed with Autism and that has been quite the challenge learning to adapt to his 
unique ways. 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. It is such 
a relief that there is always great support and guidance with the CalWORKs staff. They are 
always ears open when I need guidance and someone to just talk to. 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. I have 
reassurance that anything is possible and I can succeed because of CalWORKs. 
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Human Services
San Joaquin  
Delta College

TIFFANY
STUART

I could not have gotten where I am today without my village. My story begins at 18 weeks 
pregnant. I experienced a traumatic domestic violence incident that left the father of my 
son in prison to this day. I had no choice but to leave the only home I had ever known. My 
godmother Jill is the first member of my village. She helped me find a place to stay until I got 
back on my feet. That is what led me to Calaveras County. I applied for TANF and found an 
angel named Sara, who functioned as the Welfare to Work employee assigned to my case. 
Sara helped me get into a hotel, and then into my first apartment. By then my son was almost 
five months old and I could not have been more grateful to have a place to call our home.

During this time, to deal with my own childhood trauma and the trauma from my domestic 
violence, I started seeing my therapist Allison. With the support of my growing village, I was 
finally feeling stronger - strong enough that when Sara encouraged me to finish my high school 
diploma, I went for it. Sara encouraged me to work with Mother Lode Job Training, and that’s 
how I met Betty, an Employment Specialist. With Betty’s help, I was able to get a county job 
for work experience. I never knew I could accomplish this much in just over one year’s time.

Betty introduced me to Heather, my mental health caseworker. I don’t know what I would 
do without her. She is there to support me and my son in any way possible, from taking my 
calls when I am crying with anxiety, to providing gas money to get me to my next therapy 
appointment. 

With the help of these wonderful people, I can proudly say I’m a high school graduate and the 
mom of a beautiful two-year-old, on my way to a career and a college degree. No matter what 
has been thrown my way, my village has always been there to love and support me.
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Nursing
San Joaquin  
Delta College

ALYSSA
SUAREZ

My name is Alyssa Suarez. I am a single mother of two young children. When I began my 
journey toward higher education at San Joaquin Delta College in Fall 2020, I was homeless 
and residing at the McHenry Family Shelter in Tracy, CA. I completed two semesters as a 
CalWORKs student living at this shelter. I am a supermom because even when all odds were 
against me, I had hope. My children have never seen me give up. Although we faced six 
months of homelessness, I kept reaching out for resources and support. Making the decision to 
register and enroll at San Joaquin Delta College was more than a game changer; it dramatically 
changed our lives for the better. It was a long, complicated process to apply for housing, but 
I was finally approved through Central Valley Low Income Housing. We now live in a beautiful 
two-bedroom, two-bath apartment. We previously relied on public transportation, but with 
tight budgeting and by saving my stimulus disbursements, I was able to put a down payment 
on a car. I am now the proud owner of a Nissan Sentra. The laptop and hotspot rental program 
at Delta has been a tremendous blessing. It allowed me to take online classes so that I could 
continue attending school during the pandemic, and I have maintained straight A’s. Having no 
extended family contact or support, I appreciate the help and encouragement of the Delta 
CalWORKs Program. I have bonded with almost every staff member on a personal level. They 
have become my family during this life process. Being able to count on the CalWORKs staff 
to always be just a call, text, or email away provides me great comfort and stability. They 
have helped me build a foundation through it all, and continue to support me mentally and 
emotionally as well. Knowing that I have their support gives me the strength and courage to 
step up to the next level. Thanks to Delta College and its programs and services, I am a super 
mom to my children and a super student to my school. Go Mustangs!
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Health Science/ 
Nursing 
West Hills College 
Lemoore 

CRYSTAL 
ARROYO

My name is Crystal Arroyo and I currently go to college in West Hills College Lemoore. I am 
currently homeless with my 2 kids, I usually rent hotels to be able to sleep and take showers 
and eat comfortably. I don’t have any family members that would help at the moment. I only 
have my two kids and they mean the world to me. I want to provide my kids whatever they 
need. I want to show my kids mommy got it and they can feel secure and safe with mommy. 
I want to be able to receive the funds so I can buy clothes for them and shoes and be able to 
pay for a place to stay and be able to put gas in my car to look for houses and be able to fix 
my car or save up for a new one. I want to graduate from college and transfer to Fresno State 
that is my biggest goal. I want to work as a nurse and work my way up. I want to work in a 
hospital and help people and cure them of their illness or anything they are facing. I would like 
to become a doctor and be able to operate people and save many lives. I want to be succesful 
and achieve all the goals I set in mind. I want to work and help my kids and secure them 
with a home and food and clothes and toys. I want them to remember me as a hard working 
person and that when I had a goal in mind I would work for it to achieve it and not stop until I 
accomplish that goal I had in mind. I want to have a good relationship with my family and tell 
them that whatever happened in the past I am still on my feet working hard for what I had in 
mind. I want to make my kids proud of me and my family. I want to live a good life with my 
kids, my mom who help me when I sick. Thank you for reading my story . 



2022 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 5104

Nursing
West Hills College 
Lemoore 

ANA 
MEZA

I have both my mom and dad in this village. They both come from so little to create big. My 
mom shares with me her story of how she wasn’t able to finish college and that is all she 
wished she could’ve done. And because of that I strive to be able to finish through.  Now my 
dad’s, the story that pushes me to my extreme best. My dad was originally born from Mexico, 
over there they had nothing. They were dealing with a lot of money problems, that my dad 
was only able to be in school up until the 5th grade, ever since then all my dad has done is 
work to be able to provide for his family.  He wishes he could’ve lived the American dream, 
he wishes he could’ve learned English, got through school and became successful.  Right now 
my dad still works in the fields because that’s the best he could get, for my dad I strive for 
the most success, I strive to get us out from where we are to better.  I also have a little sister 
who looks up to me unconditionally, for her I continue to strive for better, I always exceed my 
limits. I want her to become successful and continue reaching for the stars. I have graduated 
eighth grade and high school with honors. I also have completed my CNA class and received 
my CNA license. The stories my parents share have never stopped them, they push so hard 
for our education, our success. Whatever it has taken, our parents have never failed us. My 
village, because of them I am where I am now. Because of them I have completed many 
accomplishments. Because of them I will do better. 
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Human Serivices
Allan Hancock  
College

LINA
CARRERAS

If I knew what I know now a few years back I would be farther along in my schooling. I am a 28 
year old, single mom of two boys, in my second year of college at Hancock enrolled in Human 
Services and set to finish in spring of 2023. I graduated in 2011 from Arroyo Grande High 
School with a plan for my life!  Well everything did not go according to plan. It took me almost 
9 years to get into college. Unexpected events came about and I became a single mother. 
Again, not what I planned for. I had no job, no car and no degree. I moved myself and my boys 
in with my grandmother and I was completely lost on how to make a life for myself. Something 
I would tell myself in that past situation would be “go ahead and cry about the situation but 
we know ourselves and we are stronger than this. It may look like we have nothing but Lina, 
you are going to blow and make your children proud.”

I am on welfare and had to decide on work or school inorder to make my hours required to 
keep receiving my assistance. My choice was school. My Welfare to Work worker Philimar 
was/is amazing! I told her my situation with my two boys and my schedule because my oldest 
son has special needs. Philimar was able to work with me with everything. When I had a 
question or concern Philimar was on top of it. Many resources through the CalWorks/EOPS/
CARE program that work with Allan Hancock. Childcare is a big one for all parents and I was 
lucky to find an amazing provider through the Calworks program.

Being on a student-parent journey has been a roller coaster to say the least. My advice to 
single parents and to all parents is to take advantage of all the resources that are available. If 
you put your mind to what you wanna achieve, do it! The pay off will be tremendous! 
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Nutrition Science
Allan Hancock  
College

GABRIELA
GOMEZ

My village throughout my journey as a CalWORKs student is quite small. It consists of my 
seven-year-old son named Samuel, four-year-old daughter Catalina, my childcare provider 
Damaris, my psychotherapist Connie, and my parent coach Linda. There are many struggles 
with not only being a parent, but there are also many sacrifices a parent must make when 
walking throughout their journey in education. As a single parent, full-time student, and part-
time student worker my everyday life can get stressful. My children have been my number 
one supporters all throughout my three years attending Allan Hancock College. Damaris, my 
childcare provider has been of an amazing help to my family. She helps with taking care of my 
children when I am absent. For instance, she aids in picking up both my children from school 
three days a week while I work. My psychotherapist Connie is of an immense guidance in my 
mental health. She has been a crucial part of my journey for about three years now, by helping 
me grow as mother/daughter/student. I’ve learned many useful techniques in maintaining 
mental stability with such chaotic routines that I’ve endure throughout these past few years. 
Connie always pushes me out of my comfort zone and simply has taught me to remain positive 
even on my hardest days. Linda is my parent coach, which allows my children and I to maintain 
strong relationships and communication when we begin to feel weary. She is always there to 
listen to us and advices us into making space to spend quality time amongst us everyday; even 
if it’s only twenty minutes. She has taught us the value of communication and that has been the 
biggest key component in maintaing my family strong during difficult moments. My children 
and I have learned alot throughout our journey and seem to constitously keep learning and 
growing from our experiences during our time in the CalWORKs program.
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Business Office  
Administration
Antelope Valley 
College

SANDRA
BARAJAS

I am a 37 year old single mother of a 16 year old daughter and 19 year old son. After a long 
time, I decided to get an Associatse Degree. It’s been hard because English is my second 
language. I started taking ESL classes last year. Now, I’m taking regular classes, I spent hours 
translating almost 80% of the class. After a year, I decided to work as a student worker. During 
the morning, I’m taking online classes and in the afternoon I got to work. At night, I clean, do 
laundry, cook, go to the grocery store and around 10:00 pm, I start doing homework. It’s been 
hard, but I know I can do this. It’s going take me a while, but hopefully one day I can graduate 
at the Antelope Valley College.
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CFE
Antelope Valley 
College

ASHLEY
MONTEON

My name is Ashley Monteon, I’ve been married for 12 years and a mother for 11 years. Covid 
19 has been a challenge for myself and my family. I find myself having to constantly readjust. 
My husband lost his job at the college due to campus closing because of covid, my children had 
to leave school, I had to leave campus and continue my schooling online. These experiences 
have been hard but taught us how to adapt, be resilient and truly thankful for everything 
we have, especially each other. My children are at a higher risk due to being born severely 
premature, weighing just 2 and 3 pounds each. My self and my husband spent over 150 days 
in the NICU by their side until they finally got to come home. Their compromised immune 
systems has made the pandemic even more stressful for me. Due to covid I had to take on a 
new role as their home life teacher. During this transition I also needed to keep up with my 
own schooling. It has been very challenging, but as a member of the CalWORKs family I have 
been provided with gas gift cards, school supplies, & emotional support. This program has 
been a tremendous help. Something that I really had to overcome was successfully doing all 
of my schooling online, I hit many challenges. Fortunately, I was able to focus and dedicate 
time to my self for my schooling, it has been tough but I am now passing all of my classes. My 
reason to keep pushing, staying determined to earn my teaching degree is for my daughter 
who has Alopecia and for my son who has overcome many, challenges including adjusting to 
the hearing aids he now needs. I want to a teacher to be close to my babies at any school they 
attend. I would also love to help other children learn as well as feel accepted and safe in my 
classroom. Covid has been a huge challenge but I feel like I can finally see the light at the end 
of the tunnel thanks to my family and my CalWORKs family.
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History
Antelope Valley 
College

NATYSHIA
REED

I am 34 years old and I was a teen parent, having my first child at 16 years old. I was a foster 
child and a high school drop out. I now have 4 children 16, 12, 9 and 7 months old. I am also a 
foster parent. The lesson I have learned in life is that you should always have a plan. Not having 
a plan can set you up to fail. Find support and resources to accomplish your goals. Remember 
it’s never too late to start over. Instead of finding excuses, I start finding solutions. No one in 
foster care taught me how to plan my life. I was told I was never going to amount to anything 
because I had a child in high school. They told me my life was over. For a long time, I believed 
that about myself. Time passed and my children were getting older. I am always stressing to 
them how school was important and they had to go to college. I then thought to myself how 
I needed to take my own advice. I created a 5 year plan to get a degree, career, build credit 
and buy a house. I moved to Lancaster and enrolled in AVC. My first year was a struggle but 
I pushed through during a pandemic, pregnancy, labor and having a newborn baby. I had 
foster kids with my kids. That was 7 children. They were home schooled and I was a full-time, 
online student. I pushed through the obstacles. I asked for help and utilized my resources and 
support. I knew this wouldn’t be easy. One thing I have learned, is that you make time for the 
things you want. I sacrifice friends, outings, traveling and other things, because I had to stick 
to the plan. I know in the long run my kids will have a better life. I will be the first generation 
college graduate. My kids would be proud and inspired to do the same. I learned no matter 
what happens in life you can always start over!
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Radiologic 
Technology
Antelope Valley 
College

KRISTIN
WHITBORD

My time at AVC through CalWORKs has very much been a second chance at life. I dropped 
out of high school at 16 when I became pregnant.  I didn’t get my GED until I was 38 years 
old! I never thought I could handle, let alone have an opportunity, to go college. I didn’t 
understand how people actually did it, or why they would want to. I hated my experience with 
school until I got to AVC. I literally had to learn how to learn, and It has not been easy. I was 
so full of self-doubt, but the encouraging words of my CalWORKs’ counselors motivated me 
to try. To my surprise, I actually like learning. The CalWORKs’ program made it possible for 
me to invest in myself like never before, and I am forever grateful to God that I have had this 
opportunity!  I see that I am capable of what I once thought was literally impossible. I have a 
ways to go, but have recently completed all the requirements to submit my application for the 
Radiologic Technology Program. I’m very excited, and I never want to stop learning.
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Psychology 
College of 
the Canyons

WEEDA
BAKHSHEE

Being a superhero doesn’t mean you have a superpower. When you know how they get up 
after falling, strive and move forwards. It is when you don’t give up and will never lose hope 
or stop dreaming. There were days I wanted to give up and felt very overwhelmed, but when 
you are a mother and have kids looking up and needing you, giving up is not an option. It is 
not easy for a single mom of two children. When my older son got diagnosed with type one 
diabetes, it was a lot harder to have the courage to start over and continue college. Restless 
nights and struggles to meet the needs only get more challenging, but I never lost hope. I 
found out about the CalWORKs program from my gain worker and stopped by CalWORKs 
office, and they were super supportive and welcoming. They made it clear that it is possible 
to achieve my goals and still be a good mother. They were there to help. Knowing there is 
someone who cares and will support me gave me the courage never to stop. They went the 
extra mile and accepted me as a college assistant in the CalWORKs office, where I could work 
and help other students. I also got the chance to learn new skills which will serve me in the long 
run. They helped me set my educational goals and go after them.CalWORKs made it possible 
by processing my book and ancillary requests and communicating with my gain worker while 
I could focus on being a student and a mom. I am working on my degree in psychology for 
transfer to CSUN. I am proud of myself for not giving up on myself again, but it wouldn’t have 
been possible if it weren’t for CalWORKs and the fantastic staff in this office.
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Early Childhood  
Education
College of 
the Canyons

KIMBERLY
HERNANDEZ

In March 2020, it was a different experience for me. During the time I was working for the 
Boys and Girls Club I got furloughed from work due to the virus rapidly spreading. It was 
stressful because I had to wait longer than usual for my unemployment status. After I got that 
news a couple days after I went from going in person school to online school. My biggest fear 
prior to Covid was taking online classes, so when I went 100% online I was anxious. After, I 
passed all my classes it helped me to realize that it wasn’t hard to do and overcame that fear 
from stopping myself to continue my education online. I adjusted to online school and zoom 
appointments, so now that everything is in person its really hard for me to adjust. I enjoyed 
taking online classes so I did take more than the recommended  classes in one semester. In 
person learning is one of my biggest barriers now because I adjusted to online and Covid is 
still around. Unfortunately the class I need to take is only offering in person, so I do plan on 
overcoming that barrier by taking an in person class for spring 2022. In person learning is 
going to be a hassle due to having a kindergartener and an infant but I have set my goals. My 
goal is to first figure out my schedule to manage my time. My second goal is to find the best 
fit of time for my sister to watch my infant and/or pick up my kindergartener at school. My 
third goal is to ask for assistance or advice if needed. I will set my goals and follow through it. 
CalWORKs was a huge help for me but the program that really help me step into my power 
was EOPS. All the EOPS team were consistent on preparing the students on how to overcome 
challenges, open to scheduling appointments, and easy to reach. CalWORKs has helped me a 
lot as well when it came to purchasing my books or any items I needed for my classes.
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Journalism
College of 
the Canyons

VANESSA
ROQUE

On a whim I decided to sign up to become a full-time student at College of the Canyons, I had 
no idea how my life would transform in such a short amount of time. For the past two years 
I’ve learned that I am capable of anything I put my mind to, much like a superhero’s mentality. 
Being a single full time student mother, with her own household is the most rewarding thing 
I’ve accomplished in my adult life. With the help of the CalWORKs program, I have confidence 
in my future goals. The program has offered support in many ways such as, counseling, 
groceries, gasoline, and children’s clothing. The material items I just listed aren’t the only thing 
I found valuable; it was the personalities of the CalWORKs counselors. The women I spoke 
with, shared their stories of being a single mother and a full-time student. The counselors 
praised me for my hard work and determination, and I found it extremely uplifting.
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Nursing
College of 
the Canyons

ZOHRA
SHAFIH

There are times in my life when I felt weak or demotivated. When things were completely 
against me. In such tough times of my life, my kids was always there for me, watching me to 
overcome the difficulties and challenges. They have been around me when I do my homework. 
I try my best to raise my kids as good persons in life. If I did not had kids, I wouldn’t feel strong 
my self.

Throughout of my life, I  have done a lot of hard work for every member of the family. I 
am an early riser, I wake up at 5 in the morning and make breakfast for everyone. Then, I 
prepare lunch for all of us. After preparing the food for my kids, I prepare myself for my class. 
Sometimes, I don’t have time for resting, but I never stop. Sometimes, I get stressed due to 
a hectic schedule. I want to make my kids happy and provide a life where they can remain 
without stress and enjoy everything. I will work hard to fulfil all their dreams. But, meanwhile, 
the best gift I can give them is a good performance in academics, I will help them to gain 
knowledge.

To conclude everything, I would just like to say that I love my kids a lot. They have been 
the reason for all my success and will always remain the most important persons in my life. 
Moreover, I will teach my kids a lot about life and give them the important lesson of life that is 
morality. I will try to become a good mother in life to make my kids proud of me. In the end, I 
would pray to God to give my kids a healthiest and happiest life.
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Sociology
Cuesta College

ELIZABETH
DELAGARZA

Growing up, I was in and out of foster care since the age of ten. I had no direction on what I 
wanted to do with my life. At the age of fifteen, I became a teen mom to a precious little boy. 
I got married at eighteen and never really thought about going to college. I currently have six 
kids and work two jobs and have happily been in a new relationship for nine years. I wish that 
I knew how important it was to continue my education because I would of have already been 
done with a bachelor’s degree. I learned that it is never too late to go back to school and over 
half of succeeding is showing up. I have had the opportunity to work with so many wonderful 
people and was offered resources that helped me to become successful. The C.A.F.E has 
helped me in so many ways. For example, the C.A.F.E has helped me with understanding 
assignments, offered books when mine didn’t come in time, helped me fill out my monthly 
Cal-Works forms, and tutoring. They also helped me to get signed up with DSPS for my 
disability. The C.A.F.E has helped me build the confidence I needed to pursue my journey.  I 
only have next semester left and I will be walking for the first time in my life with a class. 
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Nursing
Cuesta College

BRITTANY
ELVING

Covid-19 changed my life in so many ways. I had to adjust from being able to work, go to 
school, and have child care to losing my job and child care overnight. I had to find new ways 
to be a stay at home mom and find ways to support my daughter by myself. The CalWORKs 
program helped me find grants I qualified for, gave me gas cards, and endless support when I 
felt like my world was crashing around me. Without this program I wouldn’t have been able to 
go to school or support my daughter. They help me be a better mother and follow my dreams 
no matter the obstacles I’m faced with.
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Teaching
Cuesta College

SARAI
ORTIZ

My name is Sarai, my children and I are  victims of domestic violence. I had been with my 
husband for more than a decade. I left our home about ten times during our marriage, I always 
came back because I didn’t have any support from anyone and with three small children it felt 
impossible to do anything on my own. I left my home with nothing but my children and with 
the help from Calworks I am able to provide for my children with healthy food, Gas, continue 
my education, get my books paid for, parking permit paid, and clothing. This is the longest I 
have been away from our abuser and I would not have been able to do so without the help 
from Calworks.  
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Addiction Studies
Cuesta College

GREGORY
WILLIAMS

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 four 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.
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Business
Moorpark College

REBECCA
ALTAMIRANO

I started my academic journey in 2016 when the father of my child went to prison and I was 
left a single mother in a city far away from my family, with no income, no work experience, and 
not enough education to acquire a job to financially support my son. I moved back home and 
enrolled into college hoping that that would be the answer to how I would support my son. It 
was a very scary time, my fears were eased when I met my CalWORKs counselor who gave me 
the support and tools that made me confident that I could succeed. During my first two years 
I was dependent on my little sisters, who also attended the same college to help me with 
child care. We got together before registering for classes every semester and coordinates our 
schedules where one of them could watch my son while I was in class and sometimes even 
had to hand him off to each other on campus between classes. This year I have added 3 more 
people to my village boyfriend and his parents have stepped in and supported me and my 
college endeavor by taking care of my son when I attend class or work. I no longer have to 
play hot potato with my baby between classes or stress out about needing to take him with 
me to a class if I have a final at the same time as my sisters. I can attend class and my job as a 
student worker on campus with confidence because I have a safety net of people who support 
me and my son. There have been many obstacles in my journey, I am so grateful for my family 
and the CalWORKs counselors who helped me and made me believe that I can achieve my 
goal of becoming a college graduate while being a single mom.
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Business  
Management
Oxnard College

CRISTAL
AVILA

After many years and losing my jod due to covid. I made a decision to go back to school and 
finished what i once started back when i was a senior in high school.I am a mother of three 
kids, my oldest Natalie who will soon be 13 my middle child Naomie who is 9 and my son Alex 
who just turned 2 and for some time i had my niece Savannah 14, mommy of 4. I was nervous 
and anxious at the same time about taking on being a full time student and a full time mom 
but i am a strong mother with so many superpowers. I wake up everyday and thankful that 
I and my children are healthy. I pack my girls lunch and make sure all my kids have breakfast 
and take them to school and come back home with my son and take my online course. I 
am able to keep my toddler entertain with different activities and snacks so i can get threw 
my online courses. I am thankful for my therapist that i was able to get threw calworks who 
helped me get a schedule down to help me with my busy life. I have a busy schedule with Dr. 
appointments, practices, grocery shopping, dinner, homework, bath times and bed time and 
most important self care. I want to give up many times but I remember the big accomplishment 
i will be making and proving a better future for my kids. Oxnard Collage CalWORKs program 
has a great resource were you can talk to someone when you are feeling overwhelm they 
offer tutoring and like a busy mom like me there is nothing wrong with receiving help.With all 
the resources I have in Oxnard Collage to my CalWORKs worker they help me with diffident 
incentives not to give up and help where they can with different resources and programs. 
Being a single mom can be hard but it can be accomplish you need to believe in yourself and  
not give up take everything one step at a time and that is my greatest power as a mother.
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Addictive Disorder 
Studies
Oxnard College

REINA
GALLARDO

The Affinity Group I chose is “Up, Up and Away! CalWORKs Superhero” and the reason I chose 
this group is because I have strived so hard to become a person that my child can look up to! 
I have not always been a person to be proud of. I struggled with addiction and homelessness 
for almost 10 years. When I found out I was pregnant with my daughter I told myself that it 
was time I do something to change my life. I knew that no one could make the change for me 
and that it was something I was going to have to do alone. I checked myself into a treatment 
facility after I was discharged from the hospital after having my daughter. I stayed in treatment 
for five months and during those five months I did some work on myself in order to heal. I 
had to fight for my right to be a parent and eventually after all the progress I made I got sole 
custody of my daughter. After I graduated from the treatment program I moved myself into 
a sober living in order to keep growing and remain abstinent from drugs. The first thing I did 
when I got us settled into our new home I enrolled into school to become an alcohol and drug 
counselor. Since enrolling in school I have managed to maintain a 3.8 overall GPA. Everyday 
I am staying strong in my recovery doing zoom meetings first thing in the morning, raising 
my daughter all by myself, putting my best efforts into school and succeeding all while my 
daughter is right by my side. I am doing this to show her that resilience is a super power. Life 
is not always rainbows and butterflies but as long as you do not give up things can and will 
get better. I truly hope that by being living proof that your past does not define you that my 
daughter will grow up to be even stronger than I am. The CalWORKs program has been 100% 
supportive throughout my educational journey, I am so grateful.
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Administration 
of Justice
Compton College

NGUETTE
GRAY

I can recall being asked by my teacher if I could sing Whitney Houston’s “The Greatest Love of 
All” for the fifth-grade culmination. As I reflect, I realize that even though I knew all the words 
beginning to end, I never completely grasped the power of the song’s lyrics, at least not until 
now. “Everybody’s looking for a hero, people need someone to look up to,” the lyrics say. 
“The greatest love of all is easy to achieve. Learning to love yourself, it is the greatest love of 
all.” Over the last year, I’ve discovered that my superpowers are Love and Resilience. I often 
questioned my ability to return to school after a twelve-year hiatus and become a success 
story as a single parent with few to no resources. I felt like a failure to both my children and 
I. However, after I pushed all my negative self-doubts aside, the love I have for my children 
along with the newfound love I have for myself, gave me the motivation I needed to take that 
first step. It was that very same love that I didn’t realize I needed from the CalWORKs program 
that pushed me to keep striving and also served as the support system I needed when I felt 
the most overwhelmed with day-to-day issues at home. Sometimes you get burnt out after 
pouring so much love and energy into others that you forget to pour back into yourself, which 
is a real-life superhero’s ultimate kryptonite. However, the thoughts of the future goals and 
aspirations I have set for myself to become that person who my children can look up to and be 
proud to call mom fuel my resilience to get back up after I fall. Just like in the Marvel movies, 
the moments I bounce back become the turning points in my life’s story. Overall, I’ve learned 
that powers alone don’t make the superhero.  Despite my incredible superpowers of love and 
resilience, they are not what make me a wonderful supermom or superstudent; rather, it is the 
paths I choose to take that decides.
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Nursing
Compton College

MARICRUZ
LOZANO

I can say my life was not always the greatest, and school was one thing I set aside in terms 
of priorities. At times I wish I had not because I feel I could have finished school sooner, 
had I made the right choices. Before, I would beat myself up for it, I do not anymore. Every 
single struggle I have gone through has made me wiser, stronger, and knowing my capabilities 
has really brought light into my life. It took an entire decade for me to gain the motivation 
to make school a priority, and of course stepping into my first semester I had no clue how 
many resources were available for student- parents. Compton College has a great number 
of resources, but CalWORKs is one that benefited me and my child in the best way. They 
provided all the tools I needed to prioritize and dedicate myself to my knowledge. Through 
CalWORKs, I found employment one that is flexible with my school schedule as much as my 
mommy schedule, and that is golden. Many student- parents at times must work around their 
child’s schedule, this was an ultimate relief as I was able to gain my education and work to 
provide for my son and me. I wish I had known the benefits and assistance of this program 
long before, though I am thankful I have the sources now. I encourage classmates that are in 
similar positions as I am, to seek help from CalWORKs. It show’s them the help I am granted, 
and resources provided for me to focus on my educational goals. For any upcoming student- 
parents at Compton college I would highly recommend seeking resources such as Cal- works, 
they are beyond helpful and caring. My words of advice. When you feel like you cannot, try 
your best to shake it off. Remember where there is a will there is a way, also do not hesitate 
to ask for help, trust me I learned the hard way and lastly be proud of yourself for making the 
step in the right direction, it starts with you!
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Social Work
East Los Angeles 
College

WENDY MARY
HERNANDEZ

I would like to begin with the Fall Semester of 2015. I knew no one and nothing about East Los 
Angeles College. As I continued my journey and navigated my way around campus, semester 
after semester, East Los Angeles College took me to the future and became my family. A 
family I never had growing up because education was something that was not supported 
by my parents. So, East Los Angeles College became the contrary. I have had resources and 
support from left to right, when I was hungry, I had the Associated Student Union (ASU), 
and when I had anxiety during my midterms and finals, I had the Health department and 
the Diversabilities Support Program and Services (DSP&S). Lastly, when I was looking for 
work, I reached out to the ELAC CalWORKs program who placed me in a consistent work 
environment. I wish I knew then what I know now, because I could have advanced further in 
my education. As Father Greg says, “East Los Angeles College is not a place you go to, it’s a 
place you come from,” and with this being said, I see myself a year from now at a Cal-State 
pursuing my Sociology degree.
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Sociology
East Los Angeles 
College

YESENIA 
HERRERA

In March 2020, the pandemic traveled through the world bringing illness, fear, and loss of life, 
into our lives. My life was dramatically changed. Both in good and bad ways. I had to adapt to 
the rapid changes that Covid-19 brought. During the lock-down, I experienced several days 
being without food, water, toilet paper, and home supplies, because people in my community 
were over buying merchandise and not leaving any food or water for others. I had seen after 
several months of staying indoors. People began to step outside their homes.  In December 
2020 it was both of my daughter’s birthdays. I wanted to make them something special and 
cook a soup called Pozole, a traditional Mexican dish. I went to the store and gathered all the 
things I needed. During the market grocery shopping unknowingly, I contracted Covid-19. My 
brother and I were together and went home to cook the food. While we were feeling okay the 
virus began to creep onto our immune system and began making us sick in due time. One by 
one we started to get sick with fever because I went to the store with my brother; I felt guilty 
as if it was my fault for making the rest of my family sick for my daughter’s birthday. It was a 
sad Christmas and New Year as my family, my daughters, and I spent it being ill with Covid-19. 
It hit us hard. It was also sad that my daughter’s birthday they spent it being ill. It was the 
saddest time of my life as I felt my spirit was extremely sad and weak. I went into depression 
and began to have insomnia. I reached out to the doctor to try to get sleeping pills because 
I was not able to sleep and felt depressed because I felt responsible for getting my entire 
family ill when I went to the market and contracted Covid-19. With these experiences, I’ve 
been able to overcome the illness Covid-19 brought. I have learned to appreciate my life and 
not take days, time, and my loved ones for granted.
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Child Development
East Los Angeles 
College

ALEX
HUANG

A letter from my future, and it is a story of mine on it. It said that: Everyone belongs is in the 
future because a better us is there waiting for us. I am surprised that I have a chance to tell 
myself how to make myself better. I joined the CalWORKs program in 2019, and it was a great 
opportunity for me to take work and study at the same time. I was learning a lot of working 
skills from the Noncredit Department of East Los Angeles College. I was a Chinese speak in 
the Noncredit Department. I had a year and a half to work on helping the new student to 
register, enroll and guide them to take online classes. I had a chance to take Phone Banking 
training in 2020, and as a volunteer joined a calling program in August. Even though it was 
taking a month only, but it changed my entire life. As much I talked with everyone I did not 
know on the phone, I realized that was many people needed help. How I react and respond 
might change someone’s opinion at that moment. For example, many students questioned 
me. For example, how can I push myself to learn English? How can I balance work and study 
together? How can I get a job in school? All these questions brought it to me too because 
I started to realize that I was a role model for someone. I found out how I should do better 
in my job duty and how to create a meaningful life. Also, joining CalWORKs made me can 
get money to support my family, so it was a great car driving me on a study road. Then, I 
did not have to worry about dropping on the way. Alex, I was proud of myself that you had 
determined yourself and worked hard on it. No worries, I am your better myself, and I would 
always be there for you. See you soon!
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Child Development 
East Los Angeles 
College

LINDA
JACOBO RUIZ

Staying positive  throughout the struggles of life and having determination to better my my 
situation for a better life for my children and my self. My super power as a parent has been to 
stay strong. ELAC’s CalWORKs program has helped me achieve my educational goals and has 
allowed me to improve as a student and paraprofessional in the field of education. Thanks to 
the support and the opportunity I have as a student worker I have the confidence and strength 
I need to achieve.
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Social Work/  
Psychology
East Los Angeles 
College

NATALIE
KALAYDJIAN

Being a Parent is a blessing and a gift for which I am eternally grateful for. It is a journey 
of learning not only about ourselves but also learning from our kids every day, teaching us 
patience and love that could fill every empty corner of the soul. Although fulfilling, sometimes 
it is not easy, especially while pursuing a higher education. It is a big responsibility to try to be 
a good student as well as trying to be a model parent for your child. I remember before I was 
a participant in the CalWORKs program I was unemployed and dedicated to being a full time 
mom due to lack of childcare. It was very exhausting and challenging because I felt like I had 
hit a dead end. I felt like I could achieve more but simply did not know how.  

I applied for Cal-Fresh and through that I was informed of the CalWORKs program where I 
participated in Job Readiness programs. Through Job Club I was able to get employment and 
was able to get a babysitter through MAOF, although I knew in my heart what I really wanted 
was to go back to school and get my degree. 

Now I am a student worker for my college through the CalWORKs department while pursuing 
my degree. It took some trial and error to get here but I am on my way to achieving my 
dream of being a Social Worker and I owe it all to the Cal-Works program. I wish I knew I had 
these resources available as a new mother because I could have started sooner, no matter 
what a person is going through, GAIN workers are there to provide support and give you 
opportunities and options to expand your interests into a career. That is what they have done 
for me, every Gain worker is committed to seeing participants succeed, it is difficult being a 
single parent but there is so much support available. There is no excuse for failure.
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Nursing
East Los Angeles 
College

AMBER
MEDINA

There have been various ways that I have found myself learning how to be a student and 
parent in new ways due to the COVID-19 ongoing  pandemic. I have had to learn to adjust 
to the many changes and challenges we face each day. One of them being, getting used 
to wearing face masks everyday and having hand sanitizer and lysol disinfecting wipes with 
me at all times. Although the state of the world is in a weird place I try to remain positive 
with inspiration around me. My number one inspiration through all of the scary changes and 
pandemics is having a happy child. She will always be my number one priority. Things change 
and shift all of the time but being a parent to her has been the biggest blessing and most 
rewarding journey I have ever had the pleasure of going on.Being her parent teaches me so 
many new things on a daily basis that I can’t help but feel immensely blessed by watching her 
grow. 

My daughter also carries hand sanitizer because she knows that I can be forgetful sometimes 
and have a ton on our plates. I have also learned to have more patience with everything, 
because there are times when a lot of things are out of our control. I have struggled with 
anxiety and depression through this pandemic and this has had to have been the toughest 
semester that I have been a student. There has been plenty of times that I just wanted to give 
up and quit school but then I look over at my sleeping or laughing daughter and it just pushes 
and motivates me to never give up. Having her as my motivation has been the biggest and 
best blessing that I have ever experienced and my only hope in this life is to show her infinite 
love and make her proud. Being a single parent during a pandemic has also made me value 
and cherish everything that I have taken for granted previously. This pandemic has taught me 
to have patience, remain grounded, stay strong and resilient.
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Computer Science
East Los Angeles 
College

BEATRIZ
PRADO

I am an ordinary women who can do extraordinary things, I am always there for my daughter. 
I have brought up my family with strong faith and hope and love. I am there to help without 
expecting anything in return. I am talented and hardworking, I taught my daughter how to 
read and write and explore things. As a student-parent I have pushed my daughter to study 
hard so that she can achieve her life goals and lead a well and happy life. I am very protective 
and supportive and I am comfterble doing so because CalWORKs has supported me all the 
way with my education, student service, financially, and mentally. With all the stresses in life 
and challenges I know that there is always time to help my daughter with her assignments and 
all the other things she needs help with. As mothers we are superheroes to our children and 
influencers, taking the time to cook and clean and help with their lessons is a superpower that 
takes patience but is worth the work for our children. It takes courage to raise our children 
and that is a superpower to be a strong women for them and to do it with a big heart and 
love for them. My superpowers of support, being protective, cheerful and brilliant, as well as 
understanding and talented.
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Business 
Administration/  
Accounting
East Los Angeles 
College

ALANA
RESPICIO

Education is the key ingredient in a person’s success. Whether it is formal training or otherwise, 
the power of knowledge is the most valuable asset one can obtain. Growing up in Guam, I 
strived to be the best student in my class, achieving top grades throughout elementary and 
middle school. However, when my father passed away during my high school years, I quit 
school to help with the duties of keeping up the home, since my mom was now forced to work 
to provide for our family. As I became an adult and a mom myself, I went back to school to 
get my GED, and raised my children to value their education. Fast forward 25 years, I made 
the difficult sacrifice of leaving my adult children and grandchildren in Guam, I relocated to 
California in 2017 with my two youngest children. In July 2019, with the encouragement of my 
girlfriend, I made the decision to return to school. Being the first in my family to go to college, 
I am determined to achieve higher learning and acquire a career I am passionate about, so 
that all my children can see the results of hard work and determination, and recognize that it’s 
never too late to start. However, at the start of my educational journey, I have experienced 
homelessness from December 2019 to August 2020, and being homeless during a raging viral 
pandemic is the scariest experience I have had to endure. Although my current living situation 
is not ideal, I believe it is only temporary, so I continued to complete my studies every semester 
with academic excellence and was able to overcome my barriers and accomplish the Dean’s 
list for three consecutive semesters to earn the honor of President’s List. By providing a small 
amount of financial stability, ELAC CalWORKs helped me enormously during my most difficult 
times, they paid for student fees, books, a backpack, supplies and even a laptop! I truly am 
grateful for being a part of the ELAC CalWORKs program! Thank you CalWORKs!
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Nursing
East Los Angeles 
College

ERIKA
SOLIS

As a student and parent during the pandemic I have come across many barriers and had to 
re adjust myself and my children to the new normal. When Covid started my in-person health 
occupations classes which were hands on switched to online this made it extremely hard at 
first to adjust but I managed. I also had to learn how to submit my paperwork electronically 
to my gain worker but with the help of the CalWORKs program I learned how to do that. My 
children had to start distance learning from home, this was really a challenge for us because 
I have four in school, so they were spread out in different rooms on their laptops. My boy’s 
high school basketball also stopped which caused my teenage son to get depressed, so we 
also had to deal with that. I was a student worker at East Los Angeles College thanks to the 
CalWORKs program, they got me that job which really helps us out a lot because it does not 
count against my cash aid. I had to stop working when they closed the campus. I contracted 
Covid in the summer of 2020. It was unbelievably bad because I have asthma, so it caused 
me to also get pneumonia. After that, our new way of living is wearing masks and wiping 
everything down with disinfectant wipes and using hand sanitizer. It was a lot of work and a 
huge struggle trying not to get Covid again and to keep my children safe. Being a student 
from home and a parent was stressful and a double duty, especially with the children being 
home all the time, with no outlet at all. During the holidays last year CalWORKs offered us 
digital gift cards which really helped me get through the tough times and buy a gift for my 
children. That was incredibly special to me, and I appreciate what they did. It was a tough year, 
but we conquered Covid-19 and the CalWORKs program once again helped me step into my 
power because I got my job back on campus.
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Nursing
El Camino College

MELLIE
GUIDRY

As I embarked on my journey of motherhood, I have had to readjust my life. Becoming a first 
time mother has its own set of challenges, with several highs and lows. I had also returned to 
school. I unexpectedly became pregnant, again, when my daughter was only 10 months. This 
is where being a student and a mother at the same time became difficult for me. My daughter 
had her world changed and my son demanded attention as he was just brought into a new 
environment. This began to take a toll on me mentally, causing me to lack motivation to want 
to continue in school. The coursework, studies, test, etc was all beginning to be overwhelming 
for me. My husband had to work, no friends and I had no help from family. This however did 
not stop me. I began to speak with a lady from my church who helped me to realize that life 
will get hard, and will keep getting harder if I let it. I began to take time for myself to just 
think, have some quiet, and gain my motivation back. Growing up I never was told about the 
possibility that my dream of  becoming a nurse could become reality . I had stopped pursuing 
my goal several times, and I did not want to allow my new life of motherhood to stop me 
again. I was very determined because now my two little ones will look to me as their mother to 
be their inspiration. How would I look encouraging them to pursue their dreams but yet I gave 
up on mine. The pandemic was actually a benefit for me because it allowed me to stay home, 
raise my children but also be a student. The CalWORKs program helped me step into my 
power because they provided me the support I was lacking from my family. They were there 
to answer any questions, provide advice and just show that they cared. Most importantly, 
they provided help financially. I am so grateful I was introduced to this program because I can 
honestly say if I wasn’t, i would have potentially stoped.
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Business
El Camino College

SUMAYYAH
REDDITT

The road that I have been on to seek my higher education has been a very long and bumpy 
one, but one filled with many joyous and fun-filled memories that will last a lifetime. That 
road actually began early on in my life. My mother became addicted to crack-cocaine in the 
early 1980’s during the Los Angeles crack epidemic. My baby brother, and I, became two 
of 100,000’s of children that also became victims of the repercussions of drug abuse and 
addiction. With our mother not being able to responsibly care for us, like so many others 
in our situation, we became wards of the state of California and were placed into the foster 
care system. I remained a foster youth until the age of eighteen, which is also when I had my 
first child. I wanted to continue my educational goals then, but I had to stay employed full-
time, sometimes working two jobs, in order to support myself, and my son. I knew that I had 
to further my education in order to obtain gainful employment, and earn a living, working, 
wage. Being a single, working, mother did not allot me the opportunity to attend school at 
that time, but with hard work, and determination, I was finally able to attend college. My 
college journey has been one filled with long hours and hard work, but it has been one of the 
best experiences in my life. My success is not all my own, because there have been so many 
people, in, and outside of school, that have assisted me in accomplishing my education goals, 
such as employers, childcare providers, the GAIN program, and family and friends. I have 
grown in ways that I never knew were possible. Yes, I have gained knowledge, but I have also 
grown psychologically from being surrounded by students, like myself, whom are hungry for 
development, and the college community who is eager to oblige.
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Radiology 
Technology
El Camino College

NARA
ROLDAN

It takes a village to raise a child is something I would constantly hear throughout my childhood; 
however, I didn’t fully understand it until I became a mother myself. Finding out I was pregnant 
when the pandemic started made me snap back into reality. At the beginning I was scared but 
I knew I had to be strong for me beautiful baby girl. The first thought that crossed my mind 
was to return to school! I had put my life on pause for so many reasons, but it was time for me 
to stand up for myself and do what was best for my baby! There is such a high stigma against 
people who are on county benefits, but as soon as I got back, I applied because I know there 
is assistance there for us until we get back on our feet. I was proud! Upon applying to school, 
I learned that my school had a CALWORKs program, and I was amazed at all the resources 
that were available. Throughout my journey of joining, I found out about EOPS/CARE. I had 
found my village! I was no longer alone. At the beginning of my pregnancy, I was very lonely 
but connecting with the team, my counselors, advisors and peers I got through it. Now my 
daughter just turned one and I have no idea what I would have done on my own without the 
constant support. The wellness checks, appointments, and just conversations saved me! This 
pandemic helped me realize that we should never be afraid to ask questions or feel ashamed 
to ask for help. I began to become more engaged and attended every zoom meeting available! 
Being so engaged and interested got me a work study job. Now I get to be a part of the 
village that saved me. I am extremely grateful not only for this opportunity but also to the 
village that saved me. I am proud to now be able to serve other students and help them as a 
CARE peer-mentor I am their voice I am their Village!
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Human Services
El Camino College

HEATHER
SULLIVAN

I am a 30-year-old mother of a child who is just two years old. I plan to finish my associate 
degree in the nearest time and research the most effective methods for the organization 
of my work routine, its combination with academic activities, and the time spent with my 
small child. In this context, I try to be a good mother who is capable of spending a lot of 
time at home with my family and learning new knowledge at college. My greatest challenge 
during the organization of these processes became time management that required a lot of 
my attention.The use of time management for daily purposes became a serious struggle for 
me because I had to combine academic studies with the research of additional materials, my 
responsibilities of the mother, and even professional work where I earned money for life. As a 
result, it became very difficult to stay away from psychological burnout. However, I read several 
books about time management, asked my professors about the best way to communicate 
with them, organized additional hours of remote work, and coordinated my activities in the 
daily planner in my notebook. The key problem focused on my ability to procrastinate and 
spend more time than needed for tasks. From this point of view, I succeeded in being an 
awesome mother, an excellent student, and a responsible employee. The community college 
CalWORKs program supported me in my attempts with the help of helpful visual materials 
and valuable advice from professors who totally understood my problem and told me a lot of 
stories about the process of setting priorities in personal and professional spheres of life. To 
sum up, I succeeded in the search for solutions to the problem of time management because 
I found a lot of information from different sources, analyzed them, and implemented the most 
helpful recommendations in practice
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Accounting
Glendale 
Community College 

ANI
GEVORGYAN

My name is Ani Gevorgyan. I am a second-year student in Glendale Community College, and I 
am also a CalWORKs recipient since 2019 when I first moved to the United States. At that time, 
I moved my English was very limited and poor. I could only speak a few basic sentences that 
I had learned in high school. Just two weeks after arriving, I applied to Glendale Community 
College for English classes. I went to the college 6 days a week including Saturdays for 3.5 
hours of in-person classes and I had done more than 4 hours of homework a day. I usually 
took a bus to get to the college but sometimes I missed the bus, so I had to walk there which 
was 60 minutes from my place. It was difficult especially in the winters when the days got 
shorter and colder. Despite the difficulties, I continued to attend college every day. Living 
in an Armenian community where English is not widely spoken makes it difficult to learn the 
language. I was working very hard to improve my English because I felt lost when I went to my 
children’s parenting meeting and did not get what the talk was about. When I called a bank 
and asked for an Armenian-speaking employee, they told me they couldn’t find someone at 
the time. Furthermore, I know that I will not be able to make my major having a language 
barrier. Education is very important to me; it is the key to success. I want to make my major 
in accounting and become a CPA. I want to be a role model for my children, encouraging 
them to pursue higher education as well. However, I could never afford to do that without the 
financial and physical support of the CalWORKs program. I am very grateful to CalWORKs for 
the help and support I get to get an education and achieve my carrier goals.
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Communication
Glendale 
Community College

DAVID
KAZARIAN

I am proud GCC student and father of amazing daughter. I was born in Armenia and when I 
was 17 year old I moved to Russia. I was married with Diana and we together came to USA 
three years ago and it was not always easy.The first problem was language barrier. We both 
start learning English. It was hard to combine and concentrate having a job and after hard work  
learn language. After two months living in LA was born my beautiful daughter Syuzanna and I 
first time feel being father and that is gave me more power to achieve my goals. I decided to 
learn at GCC. It is not easy but with help from tha CalWORKs program I overcame the barrier. 
We recived childcare and money for books transportation and supplies. CalWORKs become 
the foundation of my education and work. I am very grateful to CalWORKs and this country 
for opportunities and resources to thrive. I am proud  of my people and proud of United State
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Small Business
Glendale 
Community College

LILIT
MALYAN

My New World Only one call and all my life changed. That call became decisive in our lives. 
I could never have imagined that our life would change completely when my husband won 
a Green Card. When we moved to the US, we left all our relatives, our parents, work and 
came to America to begin a new life from a new page. We went through a lot of trials, but 
the most important trial was overcoming the language barrier. Fortunately, the state helps 
migrants and colleges teach English. I remember the day that I went to college. My heart 
was beating fast because I appeared in a new world that would help me to pave the way to 
the future. I became a student at Glendale Community College. I chose a profession to move 
forward and create a good future for my family. First of all, I had to improve my English. The 
way to learn English was challenging, but the CalWORKs Program helped me and helps now. 
Completion of many documents, compiling the schedule, career choice assistance are also 
parts of the help. Besides, College leadership organizes many meetings and presents students 
with news, important events, and changes. The meetings are also attended by translators who 
are students at our college. A lot of students have been given jobs both inside and outside of 
Glendale Community college because the CalWORKs program helps them to go ahead and 
create a carrier. Both the CalWORKs program and the staff are very friendly and willing to help 
each student. Counselors and workers work with each student individually. They are very kind 
and have amazing patience. Sometimes, it seems to me that I speak and communicate with 
my friend who efforts to help me. CalWORKs program builds my future. I chose a profession 
to have a strong future for me and my family. After a few years, when I graduate from college, 
I will be grateful to Glendale Community College for my knowledge and my good future.
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Accounting 
Glendale 
Community College

ARPINE
MARKOSYAN

When people come to the USA from other countries to live, they have many difficulties. One 
of these is language problem. I moved to the USA 2 years ago. I liked learning and had 
many dreams. I wanted to become an accountment and work an American company. But I 
understood that I had huge problem such a language problem. It is hard to learn new language 
if you have a family and little baby, especially if you only 23 years old new mom. I entered 
GCC and became part of CalWORKs family for achieve my goal. CalWORKs program has been 
helping me and I hope that with they help my dream come true one day.

CalWORKs program help me to have the books and also what I need during learning process. 
I don’t like to borrow books because I make nots on the book, and frequently open my nots 
and read them. When pandemic began, I hadn’t had a laptop and it was hard time to me to 
buy laptop. I didn’t want to stop studding. CalWORKs program help me to dream again. Yes, 
I has gotten laptop and continue dreaming.

CalWORKs  program help me to  get  a lot of information about study process and existing 
programs. For example, I know about this essay from CalWORKs student who called me to 
know everything is Ok and gave me a lot of information. It is important when you know that 
in the new country there are people who help you, do everything for you, and really become 
part of your family.

Finally, CalWORKs program give student opportunity work and study the same time. It is hard 
to find a work if you really want to study. Work-study is the biggest opportunity for student 
to start a career. I want to say big thank you for my second family. My CalWORKs you do hard 
work for student. Thank you for assist me in building strong future for me and my family.                   
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AA Degree
Glendale 
Community College

NINA
MEYTIKHANYAN

When I came to college everything was hard for me, I was working learning and having to 
take care of my three children. It was very difficult but when I joined the college they helped 
me so much. They helped me to get through my problems, provided food every week. They 
helped me through my classes, with my choices as my lessons. They helped me with my GPA. 
I’ve improved in my English because of my classes. I am still trying to learn the language but 
through this semester I already see my progress. My kids speak English and they try to help 
me when I try to make sentences. They also helped me to learn new words. I am thankful for 
CalWORKs, I truly appreciate their love and support towards me and others learning students.
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Computer Science
Glendale 
Community College

FOROUZAN
PIRMOHAMMADI

I am a single mom and I have been here since 2017. I live in Glendale with my two daughters 
and my husband has not succeeded in getting a visa because of changing immigration law 
yet. I started studying at Garfield campus in spring 2017 and I was working and studying for 2 
years. When COVID-19 started I lost my job and the worst time of my life started. I got familiar 
with CalWORKs during the COVID-19 when I had a worse time in my life because of my special 
situation. I had lost hope. I had to support my kids and I did not have a job. GCC CalWORKs 
helped me to change this worse time to a new opportunity. They planned for me a new gain 
and I could select a new way for my life. They gave me new hope and I haven’t been lonely 
anymore after getting familiar with them. I found a new family in this country that supported 
me. This new family gave me a lot of sisters and brothers that I could talk to them and I didn’t 
feel bad anymore. Thank you for the opportunity to apply for a scholarship at CalWORKs 
Association 2022. It is my utmost desire to pursue my career by graduating from GCC and 
continuing further in a higher educational institute. The financial assistance from CalWORKs 
Association will help me to lay a strong educational foundation upon which I can build my 
career and my future. My past performance is evidence of my hard work while studying at 
GCC and being awarded a scholarship I make sure that CalWORKs Association will be proud 
of their scholarship funds well spent. The scholarship will present me with an opportunity to 
fully dedicate my efforts to my educational goals and become a being that I can contribute 
back to our community in the years ahead.
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Accounting
Los Angeles 
City College

KIMA
KARAPETYAN

Student-parent is very interesting. For example, three students live in my house: me, my son 
and my daughter. Three students who study in different institutions: school and college.

The CalWORKs program helps me get an education in LACC. I study English, and in the end I 
want to become a good specialist who, together with the family leader, can provide for the life 
of their children, give a good education and life. In the evening we share who taught what and 
pass on experience. My superpower  is that for my children I am not only a mother, but also 
a friend, advisor and support who will help in everything.I am a part of spending interesting 
time with my children, organizing contests and making their life fun. I love my children more 
than my life.
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Child Development
Los Angeles  
Harbor College

LORENA
ALATORRE

Hello! My name is Lorena Alatorre and I’m 41 years old. I am mom of 5 kids. Jorge 8 years old, 
Francisca and Lorenza are twins and are 7 years old, Isabel is 5 years old and Antonio is 4 years 
old. When my GAIN worker encouraged me to study I felt like I was not able to do it because of 
my age but I knew that it was the best way to help my kids achieve their goals. Because having 
a degree means a better job and it is more money. I started college and my first class was 
English 101 and the classroom was full of young people and I got terrified that they started to 
make fun of me. But instead I found very friendly people and the teacher was amazing. Back 
in that day I used most of the time public transport and for my kids was rough to spend the 
time with my aunt and they were scared that I never returned to the house. They have been 
my best supporters and they are happy seeing me studying. It has been like a role model for 
them because they want to make their homework at the same time I do mine. Also all the 
CalWORKs and EOPS-CARE counselors have supported me and my family in unimaginable 
ways. Then Covid-19 came and we have to stay at home. We were together but it was a hard 
time because I become “the teacher” of my kids. I was so stressed but one day I thought how 
privileged I was to start practicing being a teacher with my own kids and how priviliged we 
were that we were together sharing and learning from each other. Sometimes us parents don’t 
spend the time with our kids and when they grown up we barely recognize them. This time has 
allowed me to know them better and has allowed them to know me better. Thank you to all 
the people that allow people like me to have a career and change perspectives.
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Registered Nurse
Los Angeles  
Harbor College

ERIKA
QUINTO

When you hear the saying, “It takes a village!” about raising children, I couldn’t agree more. 
As a single parent of twins, I know I couldn’t survive without the much-needed support of my 
family tribe aka “village”. I am currently pursuing my educational goals of becoming an RN, 
by attending my local community college, Los Angeles Harbor College. Balancing work and 
school, with twin toddlers is completely bananas! The power of a village has not only helped 
me to survive, but to thrive! My village consists of nurturing women who are hardworking, 
go getters, and will stop at nothing to fight for their families. At the top of the totem pole is 
my beloved mother. Most days her area of support is helping me cook dinner, so I can pick 
up my kids from daycare and spend time with them, by taking them to the park or playing 
with them. Other days, she will entice the kids with bubbles outside, so I can wash the dishes 
and get a few moments of quiet time. Even though we don’t express it with words often, her 
love and support show by her presence not only in my life, but in my children’s as well. I am 
blessed to see my kids have such a close relationship with their grandma and be able to share 
these moments of crazy beautiful life with my mom. My sister, Karla, is another pivotal tribe 
member who has been in the trenches of motherhood with me. Having a daughter only one 
year older than my kids, she knows all too well the struggles of sleep depravity, the balancing 
act of career and family, and being present in our children’s lives. She supports me by lending 
an ear to my current struggles, gracing my ears with the older sister wisdom that comes from 
life experience, and nights when momma needs a break, she will host a sleepover so I can 
have a night of rest. She is such a wonderful older sister, who is successful not only as a career 
woman, but as a loving mother and wife.
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Math
Los Angeles  
Harbor College

AMNA
SYEDA

I’m a mother of 5 children. I’m married and 40 yrs old. I decided to go back to college 20 years 
after graduating high school. With age, I have health issues. The only reason I’m mentioning 
my heath state, so those reading my story get encouraged to pursue their dream, even if 
family obligations or health conditions hold you back. But you need support, mental, moral, 
physical, and financial. 

I am grateful for the grants California offers to its low-income families. Through CalWORKs 
and GAIN, I’m able to afford childcare and other school supplies. EOP&s gives me guidance 
and book grants. It’s counselors like Kaman Ng who encourage their students beyond their 
abilities. She has always been available for me and has a solution to my problems and issues. 
My support group includes my children, who have never left me feeling guilty,  supported me 
by delaying their demands, and respect the time I give to studies. Above all, I have a very 
supportive mother who cooks for me, teaches my children, helps in disciplining them, and is 
available to babysit even at the most difficult hour. She has supported my decision of going 
back to school,  encourages me when I feel down, stressed, or disappointed. No matter how 
stressful or serious the situation is, my mom tells me to focus on my studies. My kids and 
my mom are my strength. When I feel like quitting because it’s hard to manage family life 
and school, I stay strong. I tell myself I have to be an example for my children, and I can’t let 
the efforts of my mother and the sacrifices of my children go to waste. I have to finish my 
education and have a successful career. My two younger sisters and a few friends also need 
to be credited for my success so far. They give me the excitement and the encouragement to 
pursue my dream. 

This is my village of support. I know I can count on them whenever I need help, motivation, 
and advice, or even a little break from my studies.



2022 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 7 149

Social and  
Behavioral Science
Los Angeles  
Harbor College

DARONDA
WHITE

It takes a village to raise a child if that is not the truth, well I am Daronda White a single mother 
of 5 kids ages 6, 5,3 & 2 my last children are twins of course unfortunately I lost one of my 
twins by the name of Narrah in 2019. I currently attend Los Angeles Harbor College but that 
is not just the best part I work a full-time job and attend school full-time while being a full-
time parent. Of course now you wonder how I do that, well it goes to my mother my biggest 
support system, my greatest blessing in life, my Villiage of course my siblings and Bestfriend 
are the goats on my team meaning they help me make it happen a lot of times! If it wasn’t 
for them I wouldn’t be able to accomplish many things in life in a day if it wasn’t for my team 
but the main supporter is my mother my full-time baby sitter my up when I am up and taking 
care of my children like the second parent she’s amazing at what she do without my life would 
be unorganized for sure. Without a village you can’t succeed in your education, I wouldn’t be 
able to attend school, work or study, you need a group of people to depend on when you are 
a parent trying to work and pursue a degree while trying to be a great parent. My village is 
strong.This passage spoke to me more because I relate to the message and no matter what 
you go through in life never believe you don’t need somebody. My process was never easy 
and it still isn’t easy but i have a good support system standing behind me to help me achieve 
those goals. My success is still in the process. My village and support I will take full advantage 
of the opportunities given to me in life while on the journey. 
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Early Childhood  
Development
Los Angeles 
Mission College

JENAVIE
BATRES

Hey my name is Jenavie and my story is pretty motivational, I was never born with a golden 
spoon. I did in my past abuse and drink liquor I been clean and sober 8 years now. I still of 
course liked the bad boys so it lead my to become a mother of my beautiful child. While I was 
pregnant I was homeless and partially staying in a shelter then and there I became a member 
of CalWORKs and a student  so I am a super hero because I been low my own enemy but once 
I had my daughter I got this super power to become a studious student and get involve and 
surround my self in school and look at school in a whole new light.
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G.E.D.
Los Angeles 
Mission College

EDITH
GONZALEZ

According to statistics, 62% of student-parents are single mothers. Being part of that statistic, 
I understand the trouble of balancing parenthood and school as I was in that situation before. 
More than half of student parents drop out due to the lack of time they have and I am fortunate 
enough to not have that problem due to the support that surrounds me. I feel my continuation 
to school wouldn’t be possible without the help of my mother, my children and without the 
resources the LAMC CalWORKs program offers. 

My mother has been so supportive and helpful by taking care of my younger children whenever 
I need help. Seeing my kids helps me continue going on pursuing my goals. Sometimes, I notice 
how much less time I spend with my kids which makes me reconsider everything but when I 
finally get time with them, they always remind me of how great this opportunity to go to school 
is and how I deserve to go. I get motivated, knowing that I’m doing this for them too.

The LAMC CalWORKs program offers more than you could ever imagine. I am so glad to have 
been recommended this program by a helpful family member as I could not imagine school 
without their support and helpful resources. Their program offers child care, counseling, job 
development and placement, and much more. They have provided so much financial help with 
my class books and supplies, which I know would be hard for me to get without them.

I became a mother at the age of 15. Being a teenage mother with no knowledge of all the 
opportunities for continuing to study, I didn’t have the chance to finish high school. As I am 
getting more knowledgeable on opportunities and everything, I am glad I decided to come 
back and continue the journey I didn’t get to finish as a young mother. I am so grateful I have 
my family by my side with their support and I’m glad to continue school through the LAMC 
CalWORKs program. My journey in school wouldn’t be possible without their help.
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Social Work
Los Angeles 
Mission College

JASMINE
PIZARRO

Up, Up, and Away! CalWORKs Superhero is the affinity group I can identify with. If I did not 
have the CalWORKs programs support in my college I would not be named, “supermom” per 
my kids. I can balance getting assistance with my kids without worrying about them so I have 
been able to concentrate while in school. I am a single mom that before leaving a difficult 
situation did not expect to attend college again. I can proudly say that I have finished every 
semester as an honor roll student thanks to being disciplined and always reaching out for help. 
Simple gestures like the money the CalWORKs program at school provided for gas helped 
support and motivate me to never give up on my dreams. When you have all the support you 
need the only thing missing is for you to work hard and not look at the obstacles presented. I 
have three toddlers and one of them is autistic meaning my life is full of daily challenges, but 
I’ve learned to hold my head up in hard times and I can see the success. I can’t wait to continue 
with school and become a social worker to assist women like me to continue in whatever path 
they have chosen until they reach their dreams.   
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Communication 
Studies 
Los Angeles 
Mission College 

KARINA
RODRIGUEZ

It takes a village: My name is Karina Rodriguez. I am a 21-year-old first-generation college 
student and high school graduate! I am currently a full-time student and a part-time student-
worker at Los Angeles Mission College. I had my 2 kids as a teen and they both have hearing 
loss. Thier challenges have taken a big toll on me. I graduated high school, while having to 
deal with my children needs.No matter how full my plate was during the last two years, I was 
able to graduate with them by my side. I also beat the stereotype that all teen mothers are 
dropouts. I am now in college majoring in Communication Studies and hope to become a 
Speech Pathologist. I battle with major depression and anxiety, and no matter how much I do, 
I feel like I need to do more. I need to have people by my side whom I trust to guide and help 
me. I call them my “village”, who make sure I practice self-care and help me raise my little 
chickens in life. (Mis pollitos, little nickname that their dad gave them since they will follow me 
like little chickens). My village includes my mom, my siblings, my mother-in-law, the father of 
my children, my sister-in-law, my two therapists, and my academic counselor at school. I need 
my village to also reassure me that I am doing a good job and make sure that my kids are well 
taken care of.  My kids’ father and I had a rough year, but we are making it work now around 
the holidays which makes me incredibly happy. My therapists are the ones who I open the 
most to. I sometimes tell them that I feel like I am the therapist because I end up coming up 
with my own solutions. Lastly, the CalWORKs counselor Sally is always there for me. She not 
only cares about my education but also about my well-being. Despite all the hardships that 
I’ve gone through in this life, I am certain that I will prevail with the help of my village.
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Business
Los Angeles 
Pierce College

HAMID
BEIKMOHAMMADI

My name is Hamid. I am a CalWORKs student who is a husband and a father. A father who is 
new to a new world where the culture, society, the school, and even the language is all new to 
him. I came here to the land of opportunities to make a new world for my family and myself.
Unfortunately, in the beginning, things did not happen as easily as an immigrant may think. 
The new land has its difficulties. The language was and always will be the biggest barrier at 
the beginning; therefore, I decided to start over my educational path as it seemed to be the 
safest and the best way in the land of opportunities.

Learning English was the first step as everything depends on it. I can declare hundred times God 
bless America because without its help the education path and the immigration process were 
all impossible. Community college and especially CalWORKs program are great opportunities 
that changed my life and the life of many other friends who have the same situation as me. The 
financial aid of community college and the opportunity of waiving the fee of units encouraged 
me to start my education without any concern about payments.

Moreover, the community college CalWORKs Program assisted me in building a strong future 
for myself and my family, and it smooths the way of my education and as a result the way of 
getting my degree, and finally finding my future job. CalWORKs program and all the employees 
who help hundreds of students each year lightened the way of life of many immigrants who 
appreciate all these opportunities. In the CalWORKs program, students can get help step 
by step in their educational path. The expenses of books and supplies, skillful and caring 
counselors, different scholarships, and gifts are some of the benefits that CalWORKs offers 
college students during semesters. More than that the emotional support of the CalWORKs 
team is always one of the biggest blessings for students who are a part of the program.
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Business
Los Angeles 
Pierce College

CASSANDRA
BLANDING

Growing up I had a hard time letting people in to have a village. Not having my father in my 
life as a young girl created abandonment issues. My mother worked tirelessly to afford us the 
opportunity to succeed. As I became older I didn’t trust people, as an adult and single mother, 
I trusted even less. At 22 I began rebuilding my relationship with my father. I was a daddy’s girl. 
In 2008 my father was sick and needed surgery or he would die of cancer. Myself and siblings 
rallied behind my father, ready to support him. On biopsy day I never got to see him before 
he went into surgery, never got to tell him I would be waiting for him. He went in alone, and 
died alone. He was in a vegetative state for a couple of months before he transitioned. That 
day, I told myself I would devote every bit of energy I had focusing on taking care of my son. 
I shut out my village, I couldn’t deal with everyone’s pain and my own. My grades slipped, my 
patience with my child became shorter until I began to self-isolate from the world. I slipped 
into a deep depression that turned into anxiety disorder. I pulled away from everyone who 
loved me, who wanted to support me. The love of God moves mountains, cure diseases, 
calm storms and raise the dead. That is what he did for me. I began to rebuild friendships 
and restore what I thought I had lost. They encouraged me to keep moving forward in my 
education. Today I am one semester away from transferring to a CSU/UC school because 
the village I had never stopped praying or fighting for me. My family, friends, my partner, all 
remind me of how far I have come. They remind me of who I am and what successes I have in 
my life as a mom, student and business owner. I might still battle through anxiety attacks and 
there are moments when the darkness tries to creep in. With my village, I can fight back.
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Business
Los Angeles 
Pierce College

PARISA
BORZOUEI

This is Parisa, the mother of two heroes who walked through our family immigration process 
and my educational journey step by step in a different world. I am a woman from a very far 
country who started her educational journey with lots of difficulties. Starting over studying in 
a new land, in a new language, and in a new culture can be a huge challenge for any person 
especially if they are parents. 

When I came to the US, I could barely communicate with others. Sometimes I cried when I 
had to speak to my children’s teachers because I could not understand them, and they could 
not understand me as well. There were and still are many moments in my life when I have 
cried because I could not convey the meaning that I want to transfer to others. Learning a 
new language is hard. Being in a new culture and being far from our family is hard, but some 
motivations like education and a bright future could make my way easier. By setting my goals 
on education I hope I can make a better life for my children and myself. 

Yes! Language is one of the barriers that may stop anyone in the path of education, but 
sometimes, some supports can make the way very smooth. When I started studying at 
pierce college, I got familiar with the CalWORKs program. The program was a blessing in my 
life. I always appreciate it because not only do they cover many of my educational expenses, 
but also, they always support me emotionally. CalWORKs office is like a parent house for 
all the members. In fact, I prefer to say my CalWORKs family instead of the CalWORKs 
program because they support me and my family like very kind parents who always care 
about their children. my CalWORKs family helped in all steps of the educational path from 
advising in choosing my major, writing a proper resume, and finding a job to transferring to 
a university. I always appreciate CalWORKs who assisted me in building a strong future for 
myself and my family. 
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Marketing
Los Angeles 
Pierce College

NAFISEH
REZAEI

We immigrated to the United States three years ago. English is rarely taught in our country.  
When we came to this country, our main need was to learn English because without it, we 
would not be able to find a job.  We had a lot of problems in the beginning and we endured 
a lot of hardships.  My husband and I enrolled at Pierce College and started learning English 
from scratch.  After entering college, we became acquainted with the CalWORKs program.  At 
first, when we could not get a job, living with a child was very difficult for us, but CalWORKs 
helped us to pay the basic living expenses and study safely.  My husband and I both had a lot 
of success. It helped me find a job. I work as a student worker at office CalWORKs in Pierce 
College. It helps me improve my English and get to know the work environment and gain 
work experience. I hope to achieve a lot of success by working in CalWORKs office and create 
a good future for my children so that they can grow up in complete security.  I was able to 
study in my favorite field with the help of CalWORKs Adviser and my GPA is 3.91 so far and I 
am filling out transfer forms to university also my husband has so far received 4 certificates in 
her field of study. We will soon be able to enter the labor market in this country and serve the 
American community.  All of our success has been achieved with the support of CalWORKs. I 
think this program is the best for new immigrants who want to study.
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Nursing
Los Angeles 
Southwest College

MOHAMAD
MOUMNE

I can’t breathe. I wake up in the middle of the night clutching my chest. My wife came home 
from a 12-hour shift that night, working at Amazon, so she’s out cold. My four little girls are all 
fast asleep, and I fear to wake them if I make too much noise, so I stumble as I brace myself 
against the wall to get to the living room couch. I reach the couch and sit. I closed my eyes 
for what seemed to be a second, concentrating on my breathing. I blackout again. What you 
don’t know is I’ve been dealing with a fever for almost a week now and self-medicating on 
high doses of ibuprofen and acetaminophen to stay awake and function. I am in three online 
classes. English 103, Spanish 2, and General Chemistry. While my oldest two daughters go 
to school, the two youngest of 2 yrs. old and 1 yr. old are with me all day. My wife works four 
days a week, 12-hour shifts. No luxury of family to help. So, It’s just me and the kiddos and 
this virus. I’m sure I have COVID because nothing I have ever experienced has hit me this hard 
in my life.I wake up again and called out to my wife telling her to call 911. I blackout again. I 
start to see things like a dream, my wife on the phone. I see strangers asking me who I am and 
if I am ok. I don’t remember much after that. I wake up, and I’m in a hospital tent. It’s freezing 
with an IV and Venturi oxygen mask on cranked up to high. I can barely open my eyes from 
the cold oxygen blowing in my face. After three weeks in a COVID hospital unit, I recovered. 
I never stopped taking my classes, and I finished them with A’s. Without the love and support 
of my family and my school’s CalWORKs team, I wouldn’t have made it through that extreme 
period. Thank you!
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Registered Nursing
Los Angeles 
Trade Tech College

BRISEIDA
CIFUENTES

Raising a child on your own while being a student is definitely a difficult task. I could not 
be more grateful and thankful for the support system I have at home. My personal village 
includes both of my parents and my 2 siblings. My family has been my support system for as 
long as I can remember. Whenever I am in class and need someone to watch and care for my 
child, feed and/or help him with his homework, I can always, always, always count on my mom 
especially, on my dad, my sister or my brother. Getting pregnant at a young age and having 
to get a job asap to support my child, put my college goals on hold for a few years. My family 
knows that I have always wanted to be a nurse and now that I have gotten the opportunity 
to go back to school and try to achieve my academic goal, I’m extremely grateful for their full 
support and for all the help they give me so I can achieve this goal and become the nurse I’ve 
always wanted to be. My family has supported me not only in the ways mentioned above but, 
they have also supported me financially and emotionally. Being a student and a mom can get 
tough, can be overwhelming at times but they are always there for me and help me as much as 
they can. Whenever I say I want to give up and just go back to my previous job, they motivate 
me and remind me that what I am doing is to better not only my future but, my child’s as well. 
Not many are as lucky as I am and because of that, I’m extremely grateful and want to push 
through and reach my academic goals and not only make my parents proud, but also my child 
and myself proud of everything I have accomplished. With their continued support, I know I 
will be able to achieve my goal and possibly even more.
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Child Development
Los Angeles  
Valley College

KRISTINA
BAGHDASARYAN

Like many other immigrants who come to the United States, I was faced with a variety of 
obstacles. As a mother with two children at the time, it was important to me to ensure that my 
children would one day grow up with the opportunities they would not have had in my home 
country, Armenia. One of my biggest goals for coming to this country was to become a role 
model for them, a mother they could look up to and learn from. In order to accomplish this, I 
have been taking steps every single day to reach my ultimate dream of becoming a business 
owner. Not only is that a difficult, and often challenging achievement for women, but even 
more for immigrant women. I have been looked down upon for my accented English, and 
stereotyped as a person without intelligence. In a world that is built on patriarchy, women 
like me have to go through extra hurdles to do the same things that men do. In Armenia, it 
would have been nearly impossible for me to create my own business and succeed, because 
women in Armenia face even more sexism than women in the US do. In the US, I face less 
difficulties as a woman, but other difficulties as an immigrant. Thankfully, I haven’t been facing 
these obstacles alone. The CalWORKs office has been a major source of help to me and other 
immigrants in need, because it has helped set me up for success in many ways. It provides 
assistance financially, which has saved my family from ending up on the streets, and it also 
provides assistance in terms of education and employment. At the moment, I am a full time 
student at LAVC who is majoring in child development. I plan to one day open up my own child 
care center, and CalWORKs has done so much to ensure that it will happen. I am unemployed 
right now because I am a student, and CalWORKs has made sure that I am able to support my 
family while obtaining the crucial education I need for my future.
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Business 
Administration
Los Angeles  
Valley College

ANI
GRIGORYAN

My family and I have faced a lot of difficulties after moving to the U.S. from Armenia three 
years ago. Like many immigrants, we met language barriers, financial, and cultural difficulties. 
However, I was sure that all of those challenges were temporary if I set my mind on having 
a promising future and visualize it step by step correctly. Therefore, I started working on my 
English by taking non-credit courses at LAVC. After one year of hard work, I felt confident 
enough to transfer to credit courses to become an Accountant. Thanks to CalWORKs counseling 
department, I got my student educational plan and started my first academic steps in Spring 
2020. After two months of attendance, our classes were transferred into distance format 
because of the coronavirus pandemic. I was strong enough to stay self-motivated, concentrate 
on my classes despite all the distractions, and never give up. I can proudly mention that I have 
been able to maintain the highest 4.00 GPA due to a lot of effort and sleepless nights.

My purposefulness and efforts eventually paid off: after completing 12 units, I was given 
a chance to work at LAVC Welcome Center through CalWORKs department. I can proudly 
state that this is my first success and achievement while building a good background for my 
career. At the end of January, just five days before delivering my second baby, I was exposed 
to Covid-19. That was a stressful time as I was afraid of the unpredictable consequences of 
this disease both for me and for my baby. Nobody visited us in the hospital or after discharge 
since we were in a self-quarantine for about a month. We had difficulties going to groceries or 
buying baby supplies. My husband was an LAVC student during that time, so we supported 
each other to keep my job and not to drop our classes. Being a positive person, I hope to go 
back to work on campus when my baby grows up. In conclusion, I think that my endeavors, 
achievements, and family’s financial needs will be considered to win this scholarship.
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Biology
Los Angeles  
Valley College

RAISSA
KRASNOVA

My name is Raissa Krasnova. I came to the United States five years ago with my husband and 
son. My son was not even two years old when we arrived. A year later, he was diagnosed with 
autism. Psychologically, it was extremely hard for me because my son underwent three plastic 
surgeries after birth. 

Unfortunately, our family could not overcome the difficulties together and we were separated. 
I was left alone with my son and all the challenges and did not know what to do. Many mothers 
probably know that when there is a child, we simply cannot do nothing. Every day I tried to 
smile and look after my son, but at night I cried and felt emptiness, loneliness, and depression. 

The hardest thing that I felt was that I was nobody in this country, I don’t know the language 
and I couldn’t even talk. Fortunately, my son had a therapist who suggested the CalWORKs 
program that helps people get back on their feet and supports them in challenging times. 
The very first thing I needed was to pull myself together and recover from the shock after the 
separation from my husband. 

My social worker offered to consult with me at the mental health clinic and I agreed. While I 
was studying English at the occupational center, CalWORKs helped me pay for the room, buy 
my books, and most importantly, helped provide counseling sessions. Psychological support 
helps me today to overcome the difficulties that I face in everyday life, both as a mother and 
as a student. I am grateful to the CalWORKs program for providing this help to me. 

Finally, I took 17 units at the college this fall. It was my first semester with credit classes, and 
I am incredibly happy to have the opportunity to follow my dream of becoming a Nutritionist. 
It is hard to do something the first time and learn in a new language, but never stop because 
it is difficult. On the contrary, go where it is difficult, because there is your dream and your 
new life!
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Child Development 
Los Angeles  
Valley College

MARIAM
NERSESYAN

Hello my name is Mariam Nersesyan. I’m thirty-eight years old and I started my college 
education this year. I got married when I was twenty and now, I have three kids. I came here 
when I was twenty-one and my first baby was born soon after I arrived, then my second one 
was born when I was twenty-two. When they started Pre-K, I started volunteering with them 
every day. I was at school being closer to my kids and I enjoyed helping teachers and staff.  I 
volunteered at school for six years until my kids went to middle school. I learned English and 
Spanish when I volunteered at the school. I was a member of the school’s Parent Center too, 
and one day I become the Parent Center President.

When my third child was born, I was twenty-seven years old. My husband started cheating 
on me, drinking, and doing drugs. My little one was two-years-old when I got divorced and 
left the house. I was so depressed. I rented an apartment and got out of there. I was alone 
with my three kids it was very hard, but I didn’t lose myself. Thank God I had a good landlord; 
she was an angel for me. Because of my situation, she rented the apartment to me for seven 
months for free until I was able to get help from my friends and the government. Little by little 
I applied for a U visa and got cash and food stamps from the government. It was very hard for 
me but I meet lots of nice people and they helped me a lot.

With the help of my GAIN supervisor, I found out that I could study at LAVC and learn until 
my Social Security card and work permit come. So, I went to LAVC and registered for some 
classes. Now I’m learning Excel and typing until my papers come so I can work and legally 
support my family in this country. I’m a full-time student and single mom with three kids.

My goal is to study until I become a teacher.
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Accounting
Los Angeles  
Valley College

KHACHATUR
SHAKARYAN

Have you ever wondered what difficulties or successes you will have in learning? Two and 
a half years ago, my family and I moved to the United States. Since I did not speak English 
well, I realized that it would not be easy for me to work and learn. I went to Valley College 
to study English. Because I was a CalWORKs student, I first applied to the CalWORKs office 
for information. With the right advice and professional approach from CalWORKs office staff, 
I started the new way I chose. I attended non-credit English courses. Any newcomer has 
difficulties; I also had difficulties finding a job. Since I wanted to continue my education after a 
year of study, I had to choose credit courses. The CalWORKs office staff organized my career 
orientation. I chose my main profession - accounting. For the spring of 2020, I registered 
for twelve unit classes. But that year the COVID-19 pandemic started, and students had to 
take classes only online. Conducting classes in that way was a novelty for me because I had 
never studied online before. It created difficulties for both me and many students. At first, it 
was difficult to master all that, but over time we learned the lessons online. I should mention 
that thanks to the excellent programs and lectures of the instructors, these difficulties were 
overcome. For the fall of 2021 semester, I am taking English and general classes. During 
these two years my knowledge of English has improved. I continue to study academic English, 
develop my vocabulary. One of the most important achievements was finding a job. Today I 
can communicate, write and read English, which does not create difficulties for me in my work. 
I hope after graduating from college I can work in my profession and improve my professional 
skills. In conclusion, the main task for me is to master the English language. well. In my opinion, 
no matter how good a specialist you are, you cannot succeed without a good command of the 
English language.
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Sociology
Pasadena  
City College

LUIZA
AVAGYAN

I am Luiza. I moved to the United States 7 years ago. As a first-generation immigrant, I 
was faced new challenges. Adapting to a new culture and learning a new language in the 
United States was and continues to be difficult. I am a full-time student and a mother of two 
children. It might seem stressful and overwhelming at times, but I value the opportunity to 
set an example for my children and show them that mothers are not only supposed to clean 
and cook. Mothers are powerful and are able to create, pursue their dreams, continue their 
education, work and take care of their families. The amazing thing is that I see the admiration 
in my children’s eyes and a desire to be like me.
 
Social support is also very important during that path of overcoming challenges. In a country 
full of new customs and different ways of living, society can have a high impact on the welfare 
and satisfaction of people. I am very lucky to have an opportunity to learn and, at the same 
time, be a part of the CalWORKs Program at PCC that is supporting me in building a strong 
future for myself and my family. Thanks to CalWORKs, I had a chance to do work-study at 
the Languages and ESL division which gave me a unique opportunity to learn a lot from all of 
the teachers and personnel that I used to meet every day. Now, I have a chance to be a small 
part of an amazing program “Sparks”. The devotion, commitment, and dedication that they 
give to their job are priceless and significant. It is a huge honor for me to work with these 
exceptional individuals and learn how to be passionate about the job, to be inspired by them, 
and see how everyone is able to make a difference in someone else’s life.
 
Indeed, hard work, devotion, and commitment are the keys for not only someone who is from 
a different culture, but for everyone who wants to succeed. It is very important to stay focused 
on goals and keep learning.
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Registered Nursing
Pasadena  
City College

CHIA HO
CHIU

Many people say that in order to achieve your goal, you must focus solely on your goal and 
nothing else. While that might sound good on a motivational Instagram post, it is just not how 
life works for student parents like myself. I’m a 3rd semester nursing student. Nursing school 
should be my top priority, but as many CalWORKs staff and students will tell you; if things 
were only that simple. I play multiple roles in my life. I am a husband and a father with many 
responsibilities and worries on my mind. On any night, I need to deal with all those things 
before I can even think about opening my books. By then, it is usually deep into the evening 
and I am running on empty. 

It is not easy, but with help it is possible. That is where the wonderful ladies at my CalWORKs 
come in. They are my eyes and hands. They are the eyes that help me seek out opportunities, 
aid of all sorts, from child care to scholarships. They are the hands that help me with forms 
and meeting requirements. I have no idea how many times I have heard my counselor say “I 
will petition for you.” Her petitioning for me is her fighting for me. This is a long and difficult 
road, but I know I have a village of fighters and supporters at CalWORKs. 

One area that I am particularly thankful for, is how my CalWORKs team helps me meet GAIN 
requirements.  During the school year, they assist with frequent progress and attendance 
reports. Then there are fees and reimbursements that require additional paperwork. There 
have been many times where they not only, reminded me to fill out reimbursement forms, but 
told me what I could ask reimbursements for. During summer and winter breaks, GAIN requires 
that I continue with “something” and my counselor would help me choose and petition for 
classes that both meet GAIN requirements and help me further my career.
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Cosmetology
Santa Monica 
College

STACEY
KIRBY

It Takes A Village is an old timer’s adage about using the resources available to raise a human 
being. To raise a productive and positive human it takes a solar system! Asking for help and 
receiving the correct amount of help can be exhausting, draining and at times infuriating. 
I had to navigate this process at the ripe age of 42! I had been homeless for 5 years after 
finding out that I was indeed pregnant. What had started out as a mid-life-crisis- empty-nester 
freedom cry turned into a survival of the fittest in gritty Los Angeles. The beach community 
of Santa Monica was the last stop on the Metro Blue Line. It was the first stop to my selfish 
reinvention. I made a home among fellow homeless folks. Deciding that it was the time to 
stop being a nomad and a proud member of the domicile deficient beach bum brigade. I 
outsourced The Peoples Concern and signed up for a caseworker. I got back-to-the-basics: 
adequate medical care, mental health services, my identification card, social security card, and 
General Relief. I sought my caseworker and received the news of my unplanned pregnancy 
and was temporarily housed at one of the three shelters. I stayed until I delivered and then 
went to the CLARE- Matrix after I delivered my healthy baby girl Eureka on Thanksgiving Day 
2019! I went through treatment and learned parenting skills and graduated. I went into Step-
Up-On-Second and their community based housing program. She and I are the first family to 
live and graduate from their program. Eureka and I now live in the outskirts of Santa Monica,I 
work at Dr. Martens on the 3rd St. Promenade ,attend Santa Monica College. Connections 
For Children and Cal/Works allowed me the ability to start my path. Cal-works paid for all of 
the books, tuition, and materials required.They directed me towards Connections for Children 
that referred me to Hill and Dale. We work with VFC/AFC for additional support .All of these 
outside agencies have aided us in achieving our dreams and reaching for the stars.
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Business 
Administration/ 
Esthetician License
Santa Monica 
College

ESSENCE
LAMERE

I started my educational journey in 2015 at 19 years old to get my Business Administration 
and I moved on my own from a small town. I always knew that I wanted to work in a job where 
I helped people, but I didn’t know what my calling was and it wasn’t until I found myself as a 
single parent, leaving a domestic violence relationship and trying finding something that made 
me feel happy again that I decided on my goal of being an esthetician. I had to get up every 
day at 5 am to take my son to daycare and make it to school on time while riding the train, I 
had to not let any of my emotional trauma get in the way of the bigger picture of a happy life 
for me and my son. I learned that my school and CalWORKs had many resources to help me 
feel safe, help me get back on my feet, and help me make a life for myself despite adversities. 
I graduated with my Business Admin degree in June 2021 and I am close to finishing my 
esthetician program with a 3 year old and I can say I did it! I made it through all of the 
hardships and stayed focused on bettering my life no matter how hard it was, I learned that 
perseverance and strength and having CalWORKs helped. I had an amazing counselor in the 
CalWORKs office and I was so grateful for that, it helped me to have someone to talk to about 
what I was going through and to help keep me on track of my goals. My advice to others who 
are going through hardships is to reach out to supportive services like Calworks, because 
they have so many resources that can help you. It can be hard to talk to strangers about your 
hardships, but for me it was more important to make sure I finished all the goals I put in place 
for myself and my son, then to worry about telling my story and having someone judge me.
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Early Childhood  
Education
West Los Angeles 
College

EMMALIZA
DAHLIA BAKER

Survive and still alive, that is what I tell myself looking back from when this pandemic hits 
me the most. The fact that me and my two children are already in the shelter before the 
pandemic happens due to domestic violence makes it extra harder for us to move on without 
the support of anyone but CalWORKs. I decided to go back to school without thinking twice 
how hard it will be since we are moving from shelter to transitional housing adding the fact of 
being a single mother and on my own without family I can rely on, but my goals are straight 
and I want to aim higher. I am going to finish my Early Childhood Education CSU transfer 
next spring and I cannot thank everyone enough for all the help and support that me and 
my children received. It is hard to live with other single mothers in one house and constantly 
pushing and motivating myself that I wanted to get out of this place and find a better home 
for us, it is hard to not get distracted with everything in my environment because not everyone 
can understand each other and have high tolerance of one another’s behavior but all I know 
is that being in the shelter, move to 3 different transitional place while doing full time classes 
and now working as a student study program at calwork’s is something that I will hold on and 
treasure as a great experience of never giving up. I am ready to move to a new apartment with 
only me and my children next month if we are lucky to get our application approved and I am 
ready for a fresh new start while still eyeing on my price which is to graduate next year. If it’s 
not for CalWORKs, I have no idea how our life would be now. Very grateful and blessed, the 
struggle is real but the hard work and motivation is my best friend. 
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Business  
Administration
West Los Angeles 
College

ROSA
HAIRSON

“It Takes a Village!” is my current family dynamics. I am a single mother of five. I have a 
20-year-old currently preparing to transfer with her AA degree.

I have a 17-year-old that is a senior in high school. A 14-year-old who is transitioning into high 
school and 2-year-old twins who challenges life for all that is involved.

Domestic violence has brought much difficulty and destabilized my family for the last 5 years. 
My uncle housed us for over a year so that my son did not have to change schools in the middle 
of a school year. My parents invited me to come back home, and it was the best decision I 
made. They ended up letting me keep their unit and they moved 3 houses down. I also have 
an elderly daddy that is 98 years old. Being just up the street from him is very calming. The 
greatest part of being back home is that I was born and raised in this house. My neighbors 
are my family. They are my kids “aunties, uncles, and godparents”, and vice versus. Everyone 
helps with babysitting, cooking, errands, carpools, and my weakest area, handyman work. 
Going back to school presented real challenges, especially when CoVid hit. Homeschooling 
and childcare constantly going on quarantine was a challenge.

The CalWORKs program, undoubtedly, became family. The network of support, resources, 
and check in phone calls amazed me. Outside of my parents, I had never experienced so 
much support. It made me feel confident to return to school, but most importantly a mindset 
to achieve. My mission is to not disappoint the people who have reached out to me nor the 
system that has allowed me the opportunity to rise.

My family, my neighbors, the CalWORKs/GAIN team, and myself comprise the village that it 
takes to raise children.
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Psychology
Cerritos College

BERLYN
ASTURI

From being in honors statistics and discussing before spring break that we may not be back 
in the same classroom for a few days, maybe a week tops due to an outbreak of Covid. We 
never thought it was going to be almost a permanent thing. Spring break ended and we went 
online, the first time I ever had to take an online course. My daughters school never had shut 
as long as we complied and didn’t travel and stay safe, she was allowed to go to school which 
was a huge relief for me because how was I going to be a first time online student and have my 
almost two year old home. As I went through my classes being online was a struggle at first 
but, I had help with my team in CalWorks office to manage me through online classes. They 
were able to help me get a laptop as well as access to the internet so I would be successful. 
Being a successful student and parent is always key for me because I am able to apply myself 
to my education as well as being a single parent to my daughter. In a sense Covid wasn’t a 
negative thing for me I became a better student I had my schedule set and made sure I always 
had time for my daughter and my studies.
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Psychology
Citrus College

CHRISTINA
ADAMO

I reflect always wishing I could do so much different wishing I knew all that I do now. I had 
children at a very young age and did not know how to be a mom, let alone raise them or what 
difference that even made. I was sexually abused as a child and it took me well past adulthood 
to ever realize the true damage it cost me. I did manage to graduate on time while pregnant 
and take a few classes in college, but after what I went through, I started a life of drug use and 
was in an out of trouble. It took a long time for me to change my life, in fact it wasn’t until I 
got pregnant 16 years after my last child that things changed. I felt this was my second chance 
and turned my life completely around. Still, I was in a toxic marriage and it wasn’t until 8 years 
after that my mom passed away and I made a scary decision to leave that marriage and move 
back here to CA in 2017. It was through CalWORKs that I attended DV classes and counseling, 
and through my counseling I came to the decision to go back to school over 25 years later. 
My therapist reassured me that my background would not hold me back, and in fact my 
experience would be more beneficial in my desire to work with at -risk youth and families of 
Domestic Violence. That encouragement was all it took. I looked into enrolling and the next 
semester I signed up and have continued with a 4.0 GPA in all my classes since. I am 47 with 
two little ones and I will receive my Psychology and Sociology AA and will continue to Cal Poly 
in the Fall. Throughout this I have often thought why I couldn’t have had this drive 25 years 
ago. Thought I would not have the experience and knowledge I have now. My advice would 
to be keep pushing through, use the support given by CalWORKs and fight on! You got this!
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English
Citrus College

LACY
HALL

When the pandemic started, my at home internet was not very fast and, in my opinion, it was 
overpriced, which definitely left me feeling a little left behind in class. As I’m sure was the 
same for everyone else, I was struggling a lot. At that time I was also dealing with my old and 
out of date computer which most definitely did not help the situation, as well as the fact that 
I didn’t really have any quiet place where I could do my homework away from my son. It was 
really hard and unfortunately I had to drop a few classes over those first semesters during the 
pandemic. I reached out to the Citrus College CalWORKs and they helped me by referring me 
to the EBB program that would lower my internet cost, and they were also able to eventually 
give me a new laptop. 

 September of 2020, I found out that I was pregnant with my second child and that her due 
date was to be in the middle of a very important semester. At first I felt very discouraged and 
seriously thought about taking some time off from school, but upon speaking with my Citrus 
College CalWORKs counselor, she convinced me and encouraged me to stay on my path to 
getting my degree and helped me modify my student education plan for my new edition to 
my family. 

After regaining my enthusiasm and my motivation to continue with schooling, my grandfather, 
who I lived with and who paid the majority of the rent for our apartment, got sick and had 
to be sent to the hospital where we later found out that he had Covid. He remained in the 
hospital for two months before he died, which left me with responsibility for the entire amount 
of rent and bills that needed to be paid. I again reached out to the Calworks program where 
they have helped me with several grants throughout the semesters since then and I am forever 
grateful. Without them I don’t know where me and my family would be. So, thank you Citrus 
College CalWORKs!
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Office Assistant
Cypress College

MARSAND
LUA

Hi My name is Marsand Lua, I’m enrolled at Cypress College. I have been enrolled in the 
CalWORKs program for over year in a half. I’m a single mom with my six year old son. I feel like 
the CalWORKs program is very helpful all the workers are really helpful to ansewering many 
questions. I do my daily attandances every month to be turned in on time. When I start school 
in the begging of the year I always get the help I need with my ancillary for my books I need. 
My education is really important to me and my son is really important to me I want to get 
good grades on all my homework and school assignments. I raise my son on my own I’m really 
responsibe with my son his education is important my son is Autistic and is special ed he gets 
speech and behavior work at school I’m his mommy who is very reponsible of him. My family 
and friends are very proud of me raising my son. I’m very responsible paying all my bills and 
rent and making sure my son and i have what we need. My education is so important I need to 
take all my classes that I need to take so I can get a good Job as a medical assistant or office 
assistant. I also went to North Orange County Community College for my medical assistant 
and recieved my Medical Assistant Cetificate. There are not that many jobs due to the Covid 
atmoshphere. So I’m completeting my Office Assistant and my AA/AS Degree.
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Psychology
Cypress College

AMBAR 
PORTILLO 

If I could go back in time, I would stay in school, graduate with a Ph.D., become a child 
psychiatrist, and work at a children’s hospital. By now, I would’ve had years of experience, and 
my work would’ve been known and respected. I would be living in an elegant big cozy house, 
driving the newest cars with money to spare. My kids and parents wouldn’t need nor want 
anything. I would be living the American dream if only I had stayed in school.

I grew up in a dysfunctional family, I was molested at a young age, and I felt like nobody cared. 
So, when I was in the 11th grade at the age of sixteen, I ran away from home, dropped out 
of high school, and had my first child. Unfortunately, my life went downhill from there. My 
husband worked full-time, and I stayed home taking care of the baby. I enrolled in continuation 
school while my mom took care of the baby, but unfortunately, the burden was too significant 
for my husband, so I dropped out again and got a job to help make ends meet. At the age of 
21, I had my son, and at 25, I had my daughter. Later that year, I discovered my husband had 
an affair with my sister, and when the truth came to light, he didn’t want anything to do with 
the children. I have been a single mom ever since. 

Working at a call center for so many years helped me realize that there is no significant 
advancement without a degree. That is why I decided to go back to school; my dream is to 
become a child therapist and help abused children. I am majoring in Psychology, and I am 
in my third semester at Cypress College. I hope to transfer to Cal State Fullerton soon and 
conquer my dream. When I feel old and discouraged, I remind myself that it is a long road but 
better late than never.
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Paralegal Studies
Fullerton College

RAYLENE
ARELLANO

At 20 years old I found myself living in a shelter once again, for the second time, as a single 
mom with both my children. My son was 2 years old at the time and my daughter was 6 months 
old. I didn’t have the support from family nor friends and I felt alone during this time of my life. 
I had hit my lowest point and knew that I had to make a change for these two little humans 
who were counting on me. I registered for Fullerton College as a full-time student and that was 
the best decision I could have ever made for myself! I was accepted into CalWORKs and the 
EOPS program at Fullerton College. I was given the upmost guidance from my counselors in 
both programs and also the counselor at the shelter I was living in. I felt that these people who 
knew nothing about me, ended up being the people who cared the most about my success 
and my families’ well-being. They kept my mind in a positive place and pushed me to stay in 
college, they believed in me. Each and every one of them never doubted me for a second, 
and for that I am forever grateful. For four years those counselors were my rock, they kept 
me in school and were my village. Fast forward to 2021, I graduated with my associates from 
Fullerton College in Criminal Justice. Currently, I am working on my BA at Cal State University 
Fullerton, my license to be an Esthetician, and I re-enrolled for the Spring 2022 semester to 
work towards another degree with Fullerton College. I also started my own little business! 
My motivation and reason are my kids, they see all the hard work I did and know all of it was 
for them. My limits are now endless, I have become obsessed with furthering my education, 
bettering myself, and growing as a single mother. Single moms, single dads, families, ladies, 
and gentlemen, my advice is to shoot for the stars, anything is possible if you just believe.
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Human Services/ 
Addiction Studies
Fullerton College

IMELDA
DIAZ

My story starts when had my first born in 2006, I left my daughter’s dad and was on CalWORKs. 
At the time I was given the option to work or go to school, I chose to work. Before my 
daughter turned four I had fallen back in to my addiction. Coming from a strict traditional 
Mexican family, they chose not to enable me. They told me I had to move out, said that they 
would take care of my daughter until I got clean and got my life together. At that point I 
had no sense of direction, I had lost my job along with my self-worth and any goals or hopes 
were far from reach. I had no clue how I was going to get my life together. In 2019, I had my 
second child. I moved in with some family and found myself in the same place I was thirteen 
years ago, a single mom with no job. Back on CalWORKs, I was given the option of working 
or attending school, I chose to enroll at Fullerton College. If I would have known how going 
to school would positively impact my life; I would have attended school a long time ago!  I 
can’t dwell on the past or change it, I could only affect my future. I can hold my head up high 
and be proud of myself for taking initiative to change my quality of life and show my daughter 
that getting an education is important. I decided to major in Human Services and get my 
Certificate in Addiction Studies, so I can work for program that helps individuals like myself 
while I work on my Bachelor’s degree. I want to encourage any student-parents or anyone that 
has a similar story to mine; to reach out to your counselors. If you’re having any doubts you 
can always talk to your CalWORKs counselor about anything and they will guide you in the 
right direction. Also, attend any events they put together, they put a lot of thought into them 
and they genuinely want to help families out.
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Business 
Administration 
Fullerton College

JANUARY
LOPEZ

Not all heroes wear capes! I am a mother. Actually, I am a single mother to a firecracker little 
girl, Adalynn, who is about to be 8! I do not have a village nor much of a support system, 
yet, I’m in school to further my career and provide for my little one. Life is busy, chaotic and 
frustrating, but everyday, I wake up, make breakfast, take Adalynn to school, attend my own 
classes, do my homework, then pick up Adalynn from school, help her with her homework, 
make dinner, shuttle her over to cheer practice, come home for bedtime routines, study, wake 
up and repeat. I hustle during the week to get my school work done by Friday night so that 
I can focus all of my attention on Adalynn all weekend. I try to make weekends our time. We 
call it “Mommy and Addie days”. Every goal, every dream, and every prayer revolves around 
her and her well-being. Am I am superhero? Maybe. A warrior mama? Most definitely! But my 
favorite name is just Mommy. I’d do it over and over for her.
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Health Information 
Technology 
Fullerton College

AMANDA
MURPHY 

My superpowers as a student-parent include being the sole provider to my four boys. I have 
a 1 year old,  3 year old,  6 year old, and a 9 year old. I absolutely adore being their mom!  I 
also have a 4.0 GPA and I am a member of the Phi Theta Kappa honor society.  The community 
college CalWORKs program has helped me in every way imaginable. I didn’t even think it 
would be possible for me to ever continue my college education, especially having four little 
children and living in a domestic violence shelter. I thought I would be lucky to even be able 
to scrape by the rest of my life, especially with four kids and my unfortunate situation. The 
counselors at CalWORKs helped me more than I ever thought possible. They paved the way 
for me to be successful at school and succeed at being self sufficient. I am so so grateful to 
everyone at the CalWORKs program at my community college. I am now able to feel like I 
succeeded at something and be a role model for my children to go to college and continue 
their education. I would have never had this happen if it had not been for my own superheros, 
the CalWORKs counselors at my community college. I am now able to be an even bigger 
superhero to my kids, because I had my own personal superheros behind the scenes. Thank 
you all so much!



Major
School

NAME
NAME
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Accounting
Fullerton College

LIZA
POPAL

My name is Liza Popal, and I’m from Afghanistan. I came to the US 5 years ago with my 
husband and my son, and now I have a daughter too. My son is 6 years old and my daughter 
is 2 years old. When I came here, my English was not good, I understood some words, but 
could not speak it at all. After two to three months, I started to learn English in an adult school 
near my home, two years later, I decided to start college. I chose Fullerton College to study 
my major in Accounting. When I started my classes in Fullerton College, I started with ESL 
classes because at that time, my English was not at a level to understand the lectures from 
my accounting classes. I improved my English by taking the ESL classes. After I finished all my 
ESL classes, I took my major classes. That was two semesters ago, and now I’m doing good in 
my all classes. Each semester I take three to four classes which is full-time and beside that, I 
am a mom. I’m very busy with my kids and the housework, so I work hard to achieve my goal 
of obtaining my Bachelor degree. In the future, I want to work in a bank at a high position 
because that is my dream job. I want to be a mom who can help their child with their lessons, 
and I can’t do so without studying. This is why I started to study, to achieve all my goals. 
I’m very happy to start my classes and I want to continue taking classes here and hopefully 
transfer to a Cal State University.



Major
School

NAME
NAME
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Photography
Fullerton College

WAIS
POPAL

My name is Wais and I am from Afghanistan. I came to the United States in 2016, and since I 
have been here, I have gained a lot of experience. I am married, and have two children. My 
older child’s name is Omer and my little daughter’s name is Sahar. I started Fullerton College in 
2018, my major was Dental Assistant but changed my major due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
I missed the orientation on Zoom, then I decide to continue my studies in Photography. The 
first time I came to the United States, was a little bit of a problem for me because I struggled 
to find a good job to support my family. After one year, I decided to start school because this 
was the only way to get through my degree and start working in my major. Besides being a 
student, I am working as security guard in a private company. I want to continue my education 
to a Bachelor’s degree and work in the movie making industry at an LA university.
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Registered Nurse 
Fullerton College

ARLENE
RAMOS

Hello, My name is Arlene Ramos and I am a single mom of three. This is my first semester back 
at Fullerton College. I had previously enrolled in 2018 for summer classes, unfortunately, I was 
diagnosed with AML the last week of school. I had to put my life & all of my dreams on pause, 
because AML is the most aggressive form of Leukemia. I underwent chemotherapy treatment 
& radiation. In March of 2019, I received a bone marrow transplant. Thanks to my donor I am 
alive and I got a second chance at life. I am the mom I always wanted to be and I am back 
at Fullerton College! My cancer journey wasn’t easy, but I am thankful to still be here. My 
children and I would love to win this scholarship! I want to be able to give them a better future 
and show them that anything is possible! You just have to stay positive and never give up! I 
know becoming a nurse won’t be easy and it will require a lot of hard work. Nevertheless, I am 
determined to finish and I know that with this scholarship, I will be able to achieve my dreams.
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Nursing
Long Beach 
City College

PETER
CHATMAN

BIBIANA 

There are many things that I am certain about myself and two of them are my unquenchable 
thirst for learning about my passion for nursing and my mission of making significant difference 
in the lives of others. However, I didn’t know how to maneuver through college while being a 
parent and aiming to be successful. The CalWORKs office and their amazing staff have been of 
tremendous help in assisting with the supplies, book materials, and counseling advice. While 
interacting with the workers I was encouraged and uplifted. They shared their stories with 
me which made me hungrier to be educated and successful in life while being a mother to 
my two sons. I never really understood what it was to break generational expectations. I was 
encouraged to do my best because I was capable of so much more which was within reach. 
I listened and used such empowerment to assist me in being a better parent. I encouraged 
my children to never look away from the prize. The importance of education was drill into me 
at a very young age by my mother but having CalWORKs reinforce it was empowering. From 
having no one believe in me to having an entire office support me is unbelievable. Growing up 
on the small island of Saint Lucia, I was awakened to the realization that one’s life can only be 
made worthy through services to others. Hence, the reason why I am grateful for everything I 
have achieve thus far and will achieve with hard work and dedication. CalWORKs have helped 
in strengthen my wings to where I can now go out and fly like a little bird. 
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CHRISTINE
BRADSHAW

The most important advice I could give another student-parent is to not be afraid to ask for 
help.  I have been on my own since I was 17 years old and a parent by the time I was 19 years 
old so I am fiercely independent by necessity.  One of the hardest things I learned to do was 
ask for help and that only happened when I realized that I was indirectly valuing my pride over 
my child’s well-being.  I grew up with people that required a pound of flesh for an ounce of 
help so I learned at an early age to take care of myself.  Because of this I refused to ask for 
help and struggled on my own for so long (as well as dealt with other life challenges) that I 
developed severe anxiety, but even that I tried to handle myself.  Once I learned to ask for 
help, things did get better and it was comforting to know that people cared not only about my 
academic success but for me as a person. We are all human so not everyone I came across was 
properly attuned to my needs but don’t give up when you reach someone like that, please just 
try a different contact.  Finally, I don’t want anyone to think my anxiety magically disappeared, 
asking is easy, and life was beautiful after I asked for help but life did improve little by little 
until I reached a point where I could finally take a deep breath.  Life is still a struggle but it is 
so much better; we have stable housing, enough food to eat, and I can take the time to love 
on my little girl without being afraid I can’t afford a motel room & food.  The world can be 
cold, hard, and hateful but God is good and there are so many warm, loving hearts that want 
to help.  
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DISTINY
CHAMBERS

It really does take a village, in order to create or build anything and everything worth investing 
in… it takes a village. When we step away from a task and allow our village to help us grow, 
we really shine! My name is Distiny Chambers and I am a full time mother, business owner and 
student at Long Beach city college. It takes a village to keep everything in my life going, my 
village consists of my mother, brother and my son Noah. We work as a team to get things 
accomplished in the quickest- most efficient way. We help one another with our educational 
goals and we constantly come together to problem solve. That means cooking together, 
cleaning together, doing homework together and overall looking for ways to grow and support 
one another. 
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ANGELINE 
CHOSCO

I am a returning student it’s been almost eight years since I haven’t been in college. The 
pandemic gave me a sense of insecurity and made me realize that I needed to invest in my 
future and finish my education. I have a six year old daughter, a husband and I found myself 
unemployed; so did my husband. He lost his business and we are all trying to get back on 
our feet starting from zero. CalWORKs program has been an amazing support system in ways 
that I never thought it would be possible. The counselors guidance gives you confidence 
that you are on the right track. One of my counselors in particular was an inspiration to me, 
he goes above and beyond to help you in anything you feel confused about; even sent me 
links on books appropriate for my daughter. When you are a parent you feel overwhelmed 
at the amount of emotional support that you need to offer to your child, husband, friends 
and family. Yet, I found myself powering through it all with CalWORKs support system. They 
helped me with some financial incentives (I use that money to buy a printer) that helped me 
learn and retain information as I am a visual. I have a learning disability and online learning 
challenged me a lot but again my counselors were there for me giving me ideas on how to 
overcome my disabilities. Calworks offered me a peace of mind that I didn’t have when I was 
a single student in 2012 at LBCC. I found a community that cares and always sends you links 
to apply for scholarships to help you, I will never take it for granted. As a parent you need 
to be emotionally nurtured too and that is what Calworks program gave me I really needed 
it. I felt good emotionally and it encouraged me to work harder and better myself with time 
management, and planning my day in order to finish all my school assignments. Thanks to 
CalWORKs program I can say I am a better student and super Mom!
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ANTONIO
COLON

Clive S. Lewis, a famous author once said, “You are never too old to set another goal or 
to dream a new dream.” I used to these cool shows on television about the medical field 
and the future often dreaming about the life of success.  Wondering what my life would 
be like today if I would have graduated college years ago. Being a single father, I gained 
motivation to pursue my dreams of becoming a Registered Nurse and becoming a positive 
role model for my daughter. Setting the example for academic success for my daughter is my 
main motivation to move forward with this goal to attend and graduate college at Long Beach 
City College (LBCC) and California State University of Long Beach (CSULB).  In 2013, within 
that time frame I fell in love with the birth of my daughter Alicia and became a parent being 
supported by welfare (DPSS) and food stamps (Cal-Fresh).  I then began to experiment with 
drugs and lost my family and home. I ended up being homeless and was then accustomed to 
that lifestyle being addicted to my drug of choice. After being released from jail I immediately 
started rehabilitation treatment at Safe Refuge.  I remained clean and sober for 8 years now, 
successfully got my daughter back from the Department of Children and Family Services 5 
years ago, and now got my life back on track. I am a father raising my 10-year-old daughter 
struggling in poverty with food stamps and cash aid. I’ve learned that LBCC offers extra 
services such as EOPS and CalWORKs program for students like myself who may have a 
struggle entering college at a later age and receiving family assistance. Fueled with motivation, 
I decided to get up and explore the process of becoming a college student again which was 
much easier than I imagined with the CalWORKs program. LBCC services has gone above and 
beyond to help me reach my goals by creating my plan/educational goal to graduate at LBCC 
with an AS in Biological Science and transfer to CSULB to get BS is Registered Nurse. 
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STEPHANIE 
DOTSON

My name is Stephanie Dotson. I am a single mother from Compton, CA. I am a first generation 
college student and I am very proud to say that I worked through the pandemic and cared for 
my child while attending school. I earned a double AA from Long Beach City College in 2021. 
One degree in Sociology and another in Psychology. I graduated with a 3.2 GPA and I was 
on the Dean’s list with honors. I returned to Long Beach City College Fall of 2021, to earn my 
AA in Addiction Studies. I am currently 12 credits away from earning that and I fully intend on 
transferring in the fall of 2022 to Cal State Fullerton for my BA is Sociology. After that I will 
go for my Masters Degree. I believe that I am limitless. I appreciate what Long Beach City 
College has installed in me. I appreciate the effort of every staff member I have come across 
at this establishment. They have helped me grow and become something greater than myself. 
I am living out something I never knew I was capable of. My daughter definitely motivates me 
to be the best I can possibly be, for myself and for her. I am so grateful for having experienced 
this at Long Beach City College.
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DENISE
GRAJEDA

Without my village, I wouldn’t be able to successfully move toward my goal. I am fortunate 
to have my family and my children’s father’s family to help us in many ways. My parents are 
wonderful at making sure we have everything we need and then some. I can’t express how 
much a relief it is to come home to my parents and find dinner already done, laundry washed/
folded, and even kids cleaned up after a long, and sometimes stressful day of class and work. 
This allows me to not be burnt out by the time I am able to study and do homework. My 
brothers are always willing to babysit, even last minute if they can, and my kids love spending 
time with their uncles. This is especially helpful when we have unexpected appointments or 
when I need extra help running errands. My kids’ grandmother is wonderful when it comes 
to helping with my babies too. She can pick my oldest up from school when me or her dad 
cannot. One of my favorites things she does with my children is taking them to the park. I wish 
I was able to take them out more; we do occasionally travel or camp, but park trips fill in the 
time between. It important to me that they experience and appreciate nature and not just sit 
at home with a screen in their face.  I just truly love how we all fit together and fill in the gaps 
to make sure my babies have all they need and some of their wants.
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CHOLENA
HUMPHREY

I didn’t know this but I have super powers.  I’m a mom so I juggle part-time work, taking care 
of my teenage daughter, and doing daily chores for living.  I have learned the super important, 
passive, power to ignore people.  I had to go to 4 years of therapy to learn this and I’m still not 
good at it but I’ve developed the skill.  Here’s how it pertains to me.  When my parents said to 
me, “Get a job.”  I ignored them.  Instead, I went to college.  When I have an assignment due 
and my daughter wants me to do some menial task that seems so important to her; I ignore 
her.  Now granted, when I finish my homework I will go back and do the stuff I need to do.  
But school takes priority over mostly everything.  After much grief, when I graduated from the 
licensed vocational nursing program my mom said, “When are you gonna work?”  I ignored 
her and went right into studying to become a registered nurse.  Of course, I work a little bit 
but I think she meant full time.  I don’t know, I will just ignore it until I have time to decipher 
what she really means.  When my boss says she has extra hours for me, “Do you want to take 
on another shift?  We really need someone.”  I just ignored her.  She knows I have school and 
can’t.  When I see others with a big paycheck and their nails all decked out for the holidays.  
I just ignore them.  I have my books and I know I’m valuable without all the glamour and 
gems on my nails.  See, in life you need to listen to people but at the same time, you need to 
understand what you want in your heart.  If ignoring the rest of the people, their wants, cares, 
and their lives is what I need to do in order to complete my dreams then I have learned a very 
valuable trait.  I have learned the trait of passively ignoring people.
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BRITTANY
JAMES

Boy, 2020 was an emotional rollercoaster for everyone. It was a year of loss for many, but it 
was also a year of gain. I was on track with an optimistic mindset for my future and a plan 
to accomplish my goals at LBCC when COVID hit hard. I was already taking classes online, 
so when we went transitioned to virtual learning, I was already prepared. What I was not 
prepared for was my program of choice being put on hold and taking on the role as a teacher 
to my three boys. While I was in class, I also had my Kindergartener and Preschoolers along 
side of me in their Zoom classes as well. I had to make sure that I focused on my lecture, but 
also that my little ones paid attention and understood the material being taught to them. 
There were many times when I would have to step away from my class to go over material 
with my little ones or assist them with completing assigned work during their class time. It was 
challenging and there were many days where I wanted to give up so that I could focus solely 
on my children’s education. Mentally I was exhausted and tapped out with everything else 
that was going on, but with the support of my counselors through the CalWORKs program, I 
was able to persevere. They helped me to see my situation at hand in a different perspective 
and provided me with resources. I was motivated and determined to make it through the 
semester. There were trials and many errors, but the important thing was that I did not give 
up. My journey here at LBCC is my opportunity to provide a solid future for my boys. I wanted 
to show them that no matter what events take place in your life, you will always have the 
chance to try again and to never give up. I greatly appreciate all the help and support that I 
received during our COVID. This just shows how much LBCC CalWORKs truly cares for and 
supports their students.
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ALICIA
JOHNSON

I have learned raising a child is no easy job. Especially being a single parent, being a single 
parent and a student is really tough. It’s really tough during the pandemic and loosing your 
place to live as well as job, and still trying to complete your academics. I say that to say this, 
it takes a village to raise a child. I wasn’t aware of how hard it was to raise a child let alone 
being a part time student. Before I had a child I was a full-time student also working a full-time 
job. I didn’t think it would be a difference once I had my son. I couldn’t be a full-time student 
anymore or I couldn’t be a full-time worker. So I had to take on-line classes not only because 
of the pandemic but because I was the only parent in my son’s life. Even taking classes online 
was a struggle, so my support system became my Mother and my sister’s. They help me with 
my son when I’m studying and doing my assignments. They also became my support system 
because of my son’s health issues. He started having seizures when he was a year and ten 
months. My sister would pick us up and take me to his appointments. When I had exams 
or finals she would take him without me being present. My son also has a speech delay and 
occupational delay, that is where my mom comes into play. She would sit down and work with 
him while I’m working on assignments or job searching. Overall raising a child takes a village 
is a true saying and now I see that being my biggest setback when taking classes.
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HADEEL
LABANI

I’m an asylum-granted mother with a son. I had this ambition to finish my education and be 
independent. I faced so many diversities in my life and I faced domestic violence but that did 
not stop me from living my life and raising my son by myself alone with all the obstacles and 
ups and downs. I’m still here working to make my life and his life better every day.
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MENDEZ

I’m often asked how i do it to get an education and being a present parent to my kids, how 
do you do it? and I reply. With a lot of will power, time management, patience, and above all 
with unconditional love. While I have very no support from their father which makes me a mom 
and dad full time it makes it that much harder for me but not impossible. I Love what I love my 
process but yes, I admit sometimes I want to quit and cry, I find myself losing patience. But I 
can’t I’ve come too far. Sometimes I don’t even know pull this off. My mornings start at 7am 
and end at 1or2am and repeats itself for two days then I get two days off until work again. I 
start by getting my kids for school then I rush to get to my classes for the day. I always have 
to make sure I choose my classes around their school schedule and my works schedule and 
thankfully it always works out. So finally, my classes are done and now I’m off to pick up my 
daughter first, prepare lunch and dinner for them so I can head to work after I pick up my 
son from school then drop him off at home. I only get to spend time with him for the ride 
home from school and then head to work I don’t even think about that because it breaks my 
heart but luckily, it’s only for two days. None the less I am so blessed to be able to do what I 
do. CalWORKs gives me the support I need to continue education. They’re always reaching 
out to see if I need anything like food, transportation, make sure I’ve signed up for awards, 
scholarships, food etc. They make sure I don’t need to meet with counselors regarding my 
academics. I love being a part of the CalWORKs program. They are always so kind and caring 
it makes me feel like I do have the support I need.
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MOHAMED 

The pandemic widened preexisting opportunity and achievement gaps, hitting historically 
disadvantaged students hardest. During this harsh period, I leverage the advantage of online 
learning which became easier for a student parent like me. In the same token, the CalWORKs 
program helped me overcome several barriers and address me by advising me to adjust my 
educational plan on the right track. I  found them to be very helpful and respond fully.
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NAKAYAMA

I  am really thankful for the help of CalWORKs that made it possible for me to even write 
this essay question. Without CalWORKs, I would not be able to go to school right now. They 
helped me to pay for my childcare so I can attend school full time, pay for my book tuition, 
counseling appointments, not to mention priority registration also. It is so amazing and I am 
so grateful for the CalWORKs program. It is very awesome and touching how they have this 
program for students.

What helped me aside from CalWORKs assistance to go thru the Fall semester was becoming 
a mother to my 9-month-old son. He gives me a lot of motivation. He is my will.  Before I did 
not take my education seriously it seemed I did not have the exact purpose until now.  

I am going to school to better the life for my son and us. Currently, I am a single mother, taking 
in 18 units at LBCC, helping my mother part-time with her horticulture business. At times it 
may seem overwhelming but I am reminded every day looking at my son as to my purpose in 
attending school.

I do not think I ever tried so hard until this semester came because I have purpose and 
especially the help from CalWORKs since I am low income. Before when I went to school 
there were some financial barriers so I was unable to complete my courses. Until now.  I highly 
recommend the use of CalWORKs the counselors are super amazingly caring, helpful and 
want us to truly succeed.  I am looking forward to my upcoming semesters here at LBCC with 
CalWORKs helping me out. I did not know I can accomplish so much until now. The challenges 
makes you stronger.
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Begging for my life at the hands of my ex-husband, just shy of one year ago today, is when 
I gained my superhero cape. Trauma has transformed me into a motivated, determined, grit 
fueled student / single mother. Being so close to death, changed me into a superhero who will 
fight until death to leave this world a better place than when I came. I was lost, broken and 
alone when I came to CalWORKs at Long Beach City College. 

I still hear Christina’s voice and words of support when I called scared, crying not knowing how 
my life will continue. I explained I had just been apart of an emergency situation – my husband 
tried to kill me, he was arrested and I was forced to leave my home to gain safe shelter for 
my three year old son and I. I explained I am dreaming of becoming a nurse. I had to quit my 
full-time job because my ex- husband started stalking me at work after he was released from 
jail. Christina promised me I will get through this and what doesn’t kill me makes me stronger. 

LBCC’s CalWORKs program handed me my superhero cape. I put it on close to a year ago, 
took a deep breath and promised my CalWORKS counselor and myself – I will do this. 

Fast forward today – I am a pre-nursing student. I got A’s in both anatomy and nutrition 
this fall. I scored the highest scores on several anatomy exams. I’ve completed a ten-
week program for domestic violence survivors. I have maintained weekly therapy, monthly 
psychology appointments. I’ve started parenting classes. I worked so hard in the DESTINO 
center at LBCC, they created and offered me a work study position starting next semester as 
an Anatomy tutor. 

Not only have I worn my own cape, I’ve shared it with my son. I started him in jiu jitsu, soccer, 
swim lessons and basketball. CalWORKs has given me the opportunity to return to school, 
focus on bettering my life and literally provides me with all the tools to make this life possible. 

Thank you.
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The pandemic has been a tumultuous and stressful period. I am a front-line worker, so the 
stress levels reached critical boiling points with every surge. My children were doing virtual 
classes, so I was working nights to keep an eye on them. My daughter was struggling with 
mental health issues from the pandemic, and my son was barely passing high school. I did 
not think I would go back to school, because of the pandemic. But things started to improve. 
My son graduated high school, started working, and began taking a few college classes. 
My daughter is now adjusting well to this new normal by getting the help she needs and is 
excited to start high school. My work and school have become more manageable. My family 
and personal life stabilized and I reached out for support from my friends who also started 
school. The pandemic also had a silver lining – virtual classes. This allowed me to study at my 
own pace, and schedule. I worked such odd hours, that I would be exhausted if I had to attend 
a class. Now I can balance schoolwork, work, and spend time with my children. Surviving the 
pandemic and returning to school has given me a unique perspective that, over the years, I 
learned grow and see things in a different light.

CalWORKs assistance has given me tremendous support with my educational goals. It is very 
difficult to balance work, education, and family. Time always works against me. I use this aid by 
supplementing necessities that are increasing every day. This mainly includes, transportation 
costs, food, and living expenses. By offsetting these costs, I can work a few less hours, and 
devote more time to school and family. I was even able to save enough money to buy a holiday 
tree with some ornaments and a few presents. This was a luxury I never thought I could afford. 
Financial assistance has significantly helped me achieve a work/life/school balance. It frees up 
my daily planner to give me more time with family and alleviate the stress that comes with 
life’s monthly invoice. 
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LILIANA
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Raising a child is not easy specially when you dont know what to expect. I was a kid of course, 
I made mistakes but luckily I had my parents who were able to help me and pushed me to do 
better. My parents didn’t make it easy for me either but that’s becaue they wanted me to learn 
and to grow strong. I worked almost a full time job and still pushed my self to graduate high 
school. I wanted to go to college after high school but it was hard because I had to work 2 jobs 
to support my family. Finally, after my fourth child was born I decided to leave the person I was 
with and pursue school. Things still weren’t easy for me. During the process I was forced to 
move out of what I called home. I was homeless for 2 months until one day I was able to find 
a manager at an apartment complex who would give me the opportunity to rent. During my 
struggles I did have people helping me. Sometimes it’s not always your family who helps you. 
CalWORKs, GAIN, Cal Fresh, and all the case workers that I had all played a roll. Sometimes 
those people don’t even know they made a big impact in your life. Case workers made sure 
they helped me to have my gain case open and up to date. They made sure that they provided 
me with transportation and daycare My cash aid worker made sure that I had somewhere 
to sleep when I was homeless and provided me with hotel vouchers. The best people that 
worked har and are always there are the people at the Calworks office. Always doing there job 
and making sure that we have what we need to finish school. So, yes, being a parent is hard 
and complicated but there are people that make a big impact in your life that are also part of 
your success. Like they say it takes a village to raise kids and to be successful in life.
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ROSALES

You can call it that I have super powers to be a full time student, parent and worker. This whole 
time I have been at Long Beach City College it’s been school, home or work. Definitely very 
hard to juggle but I’ve managed to get it done because I want better for my children and my 
family. I’ve struggled with depression and anxiety as well that some days I lack motivation 
but I push my self to get it done, I push myself to be better everyday, I push myself to get 
my homework done when I don’t have the motivation for it, I push my self to get up early 
morning and care for my children when I’m struggling to get up because I’m so exhausted, 
having to do all this is a super power because it takes strength, courage and change to get up 
and juggle all this at once , being a student is hard now being a student and a parent having 
to care for children and go to work is even harder. Being able to push yourself is a superpower. 
Being able to get it done is a superpower.
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EVELYN
SALINAS

My name is Evelyn Salinas. I am a student-parent and single mother of 5 children. I have high 
hopes and dreams for a better future for myself and my children. Pursuing my education 
will help me meet these goals I have set out for me. I want to be able to one day get off 
government assistance. I am currently attending Long Beach City College and studying 
Business. I plan to transfer to a 4-year university to pursue my Bachelor’s in Business. I am also 
part of the CalWORKs program and gained significant experience as a Work-study SPARC 
student. CalWORKs SPARC students explore the barriers that affect them and their families 
when accessing education and CalWORKs assistance. As a single mother of five, it becomes 
challenging to attend school and work. However, these educational and training opportunities 
are helping me reach my goal because it gives me the shoes to take that next step. It is 
preparing me with the knowledge for my future career and is helping me boost my confidence 
for success, and this will be how my education will help support these goals. I’ve shown up, 
pushed myself daily by being consistent with my studies, and actively working on my plan. 
I am not giving up! I know I can do this, and I will. I want to think that I have inspired my 
children to continue their education because of my choice to go back to school and pursue my 
dream goals. Although they have a few more years to go, they think about their future more 
now. I love to see that they have put more effort into getting good grades. They witness my 
actions, and they want that success too. I am very proud of my children, and I know they are 
proud of me too. Hearing them speak about how they view me positively is genuinely and 
wholeheartedly my motivation. Any help I get is helping me with my educational needs and 
helping me get one step closer to my life goal, and providing my children with a better future.
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SALISE
SEFE

One thing I will never regret is having my kids. They are a complete blessing to my everyday 
life. Although if I were to go back to my high school days, I would do things complete different. 
When I was younger, I was smart and hard working. I had good grades and was active in the 
Pacific Islander Club, volleyball, and church. I was just unsure of what to do next after school 
and what my next route will be. I graduated from high school with a 3.4 and an above average 
ACT test score. I did not have a clue what colleges to go to or how to even know what to 
look for. My parents were not very active since they did not go to a university. I wish I had 
more push to apply since I had a chance. With no direction, I went to a community college still 
confused. I switched my major from accounting to general education to psychology which I 
found interesting. I still was not focused enough to push. I ended up in a toxic relationship and 
when I did find a major, I got pregnant. I dropped out and started working to provide for me 
and my kid. I had little help from family and friends. Now, that my kids are growing, and I am 
out of the relationship. I am taking care of myself. Pushing myself for the better which I wish I 
had from the beginning. I have to say they taught me that. If I knew what I know now, I would 
have waited. In the end, I found what I needed in them and that is why I do not regret them. 
I just wish I knew it sooner.
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Nursing
Long Beach 
City College

JESSICA
SERRANO

I never thought I could take college courses because it sounded too complicated, especially 
while raising two kids. This all changed in the summer 2021 I signed up at Long Beach City 
College and began my journey towards becoming a nurse. Now that I am on this journey, 
there is one thing I wish I could go back and tell myself, “Stop wasting your time and start 
your journey now, you are capable!” Being a student while raising two kids is difficult, but not 
impossible! I also wish I had known back then that there are many resources that help student-
parents, such as the CalWORKs program.
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Social Sciences
Long Beach 
City College

JENNA
STROBEL

This award would help me maximize accessing basic necessities for my children and I and 
minimize the amount of stress I deal with on a daily basis, as my children and myself are 
currently homeless. We have been homeless for over 2 years and face many hardships that 
accompany housing insecurities. I have had limited assistance with my housing situation and 
continue to combat this challenge as best I can. I lost my mom in 2016, this made me want to 
give up on my schooling, but I could just keep hearing her tell me not to as that would prove 
my grandmother right--that I wouldn’t finish. My grandmother believes I quit school and have 
turned to drugs, but in reality, stress made me lose weight and look sick, as I battled these 
struggles to provide my children with all I could. I have never given up on school, as it really 
has been the one thing to keep my mind busy and life functional. I work at my college as a 
Student College Advisor in the EOPS program 20 hours per week, while attending school 
part-time. I am involved on campus in our student support service programs. I currently am 
in the CalWORKs, CARE, EOPS, and DSPS programs at Long Beach City College. In addition 
to my educational journey, my oldest son has made me grandmother to twin girls at a young 
age. That has caused an enormous amount of stress as I navigate this experience. I would 
be so grateful if I was chosen for this award. I never believed I could go through what I have 
already been through but I have realized that is has only made me stronger. I have proven 
to my children that no matter what life throws at you, you must never give up, as someone 
is always watching you...and in this instance it’s my children. The fact that I haven’t given up 
proves to my children that even though life is hard it only makes you stronger to deal with it 
than to run from it.
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Business 
Administration 
Long Beach 
City College

DIANE
TORRES

I lost my father in early 2018. My dad was the back bone for our entire family, my mother, 
myself and the rest of my siblings. One of the greatest moments that will forever live etched 
in my memory is of my dad holding my newborn daughter. This moment is so special to me 
because he passed almost a month later. Life after that changed drastically as I knew it would. 
However somehow far worse than I could have ever imagined. I am an adult and I foolishly 
thought I was done needing people’s help. I found myself in a broken engagement and with 
a 2-year-old to care for. I moved back home with my mom and two sisters. It was then that I 
quickly humbled myself and realized I now needed more help than ever before. I am so thankful 
for my sister who watches my daughter while I attend my classes and not just because it is free 
child care but because entrusting your little one to just anyone can be frightening. My sister 
has also helped me study and encouraged me throughout my journey here at Long Beach 
city college. Not once but twice I seriously thought about giving up. I wanted to drop a class 
because it became too overwhelming and I feared I would fail. My sister being the cheerleader 
she is assured me I could do it and she would help. My brothers drop in from time to time and 
take my daughter out on fun outings like to her favorite place Disneyland. My daughter also 
has extended family on her father’s side that have shown us both so much support. Family 
has always been extremely important to me and to be completely honest with you I thought 
I ruined my daughters chance to experience a loving home. I know now that even though my 
dad, the glue to our family is gone what he taught us lives on. It takes a village to raise a child 
and I am beyond grateful for the village that I have. 
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Nursing
Long Beach 
City College

MARIE
WILLIAMS

I often find myself thinking about what life would be like for me if I was able to go back in 
time and tell my younger self all that I know and have learned up until today. There would 
have been so much that I would want to tell my younger self or better yet a student-parent 
today. When I was 19, I dropped out of college after I found out I was pregnant with my first 
child, and left behind my dreams of finishing college. I struggled for many years with several 
low-paying dead end jobs. I had 2 children to support, and was six months pregnant when I 
lost my almost 2 years old son in 2008. I went through a divorce shortly after, and soon fell 
into a deep depression after experiencing so much loss in my life. I knew I needed a new start, 
and had always dreamed of coming back to school, but the idea of being able to support 
myself, my children, and pay for school seemed impossible. Twenty years later I finally had 
the opportunity to start over again and come back to school with the Calworks program and 
pursue my dreams of becoming a Registered Nurse. I’ve accomplished so much and am so 
proud of how far I’ve come. If I could give another fellow student-parent advice I would say 
never give up on your dreams or education despite how difficult it may be, KEEP GOING, 
and never let this opportunity pass you by! Utilize all the available resources and wonderful 
programs like Calworks that are designed to help people like us to succeed. Our journey will 
one day inspire our children and help them realize the importance of education, and that it’s 
never too late to pursue your dreams. Always know how capable and worthy you are of a 
better life, and never lose sight of your goals no matter how difficult it may seem to attain. 
And lastly, never let adversity stand in your way of succeeding and giving yourself and your 
children the life you both deserve.
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Registered Nurse
Mt. San Antonio 
College

ALYSSA
PARTIDA

My superpower is “resilience”. As a single mom this super power has been an anchor of 
hope and stability for me and my son. Resilience has enabled me to overcome sexual abuse 
and physical abuse and become a strong mother. It would have seemed to the naked eye all 
hope was lost after I became pregnant at 17 years old because if raising a child required a 
village my family would not suffice. I applied to Mt. San Antonio College in 2017 as a single 
mom desperate and scared for our future. As soon as I stepped foot into building 9B I saw 
the Calworks office and was immediately greeted by staff and was helped to get into the 
program. Ever since I became a Calworks student our life has not been the same because 
I have found my village. I have found a support system for my education journey through 
my specialists, staff, counselors, and most of all my superpower has been strengthened and 
transformed immensely. By every supportive word, every attendance worksheet I have filled 
out, the accountability by my counselors, and most of all the help to navigate college life. The 
consistency of the help that Calworks provides for us has given me an opportunity to learn 
at school without having to worry about what classes I need, and how I could reach my goals 
because I know exactly how I will because of their help and commitment to me. I have found 
support for purchasing my books and supplies. I have utilized child care services and an array 
of workshops that are informational such as parent workshops and life skills. Because of these 
major pillars of hope, my super power “resilience” has been transformed to a tool for life and 
learning rather than a defense mechanism to trauma and insecurity. Calworks has been the 
cornerstone of my educational journey and I will eternally be grateful because my son will now 
benefit from the fruits of my life because this program and staff has accepted me and poured 
life into my heart. Thank you Calworks! 
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Sociology
Mt. San Antonio 
College

CECILIA 
VEGA 

Hi my name is Cecilia Vega. The two groups I relate to are “It Takes a Village!” and conquering 
COVID-19 while being pregnant. It was challenging having Covid during my first trimester, 
however my sister was helping me cook and care for my other children. I am a mother of 3 
amazing boys of the ages 12,11 and a 6 month old baby. There have been many obstacles 
that I have overcome as a student and parent. The most significant challenge was being 
undocumented. I also became pregnant at the age of 17 and I had to move in with my unborn 
child father. While being pregnant I left school due to being behind on credits after having 
my son and became pregnant again, still had no work or high school diploma. At this time 
it was a difficult time having no work or High school diploma struggling with two kids while 
being with a partner that was physically and emotionally abusive. I ended up being a single 
undocumented parent of two boys. Then I connected with organizations that helped me with 
my legal status. I eventually got a permanent residency through VOWA and then decided to 
apply at Mt. San Antonio College. While being a student and parent at Mt.Sac, it has had an 
impact on my life. It has helped me build knowledge that I was not familiar with. By allowing 
me to explore my career. If I did not have my sister’s support through all these challenges, 
then I would not have graduated and gotten my High School Diploma. While attending Mt. 
Sac CALWORKs has had a major impact on my life. They provided me with extra support 
such as one on one counseling, tutoring and acelinary to help me purchase my books. Thus, 
CALWORKs has had a major influence on my education at Mt.SAC and due to all that support 
I will be earning my Associates Degree in Sociology.
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Child Development
Rio Hondo College

TERESA
HAMMOND 

ROMERO

I have been trying to graduate from Rio Hondo College since I graduated from high school in 
1986! I had my son on August 1988, and I was a single mom at 20 years old working 2 part-
time jobs and trying to fit school in. I worked for the school district and preschool, so school 
had to be the one to let go! I worked at the Mortuary for 22 years, and I had my daughter 
when I was 36 years old after miscarrying 2 of my girls! I worked very hard all those years until 
I had a work injury. My kids pushed me to go school, which I did! Rio Hondo College had a 
lot of new changes all for the better for us students! CalWORKs was one of them! I love the 
staff at CalWORKs, the Deans, and a lot of the professors are awesome!! As an older student 
they all made me feel proud being back to school, my son graduated from Rio Hondo in 2015 
and was a math tutor until Covid-19 closed the school. My daughter is also a student at Rio 
Hondo College, while she’s still in high school. I am attending Rio Hondo College again after I 
graduated during Covid-19 in 2020 to take more classes to transfer them back to CSLA. I love 
Rio Hondo College so much that I added more classes on my plate while I am dealing with 
multiple spine surgeries that I have had to have since my work injury, but I know for my kids I 
have to push myself forward! Coming back to school was the best thing for me, because with 
the support of my kids, you are never too old to accomplish your dreams, even if school wasn’t 
one of them, Rio Hondo College will change your mind and make it your dream, it did for me, 
that’s why I am moving forward to attend the university! I love being a mom, student, and a 
better person! Live s a sacrifice, just make the best of it!!
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Nursing
Rio Hondo College

MICHELLE
ORTIZ

I have experienced transformation in my mentality and physical appearance. My journey 
started in 2018 at Rio. I didn’t know how it was going to happen for me, but I was determined 
to transform my life for the better. I was tired of living the way I was. It was a life I was no 
longer happy with. I longed for change.  Things just wouldn’t add up financially, fights with my 
past partner increased and intensified. I was starting to see the effects it was having on my 
kids. I used to find myself constantly feeling sad, hopeless and angry. My kids didn’t deserve 
any of the mess I created. I made a promise to myself that my sole goal was to make sure my 
kids were happy and healthy. Everything else will fall into place. Suddenly situations in my life 
began to shift. The relationship I was in ended. I placed my focus on improving my life. I was 
committed and it was something that felt so right to me. When I started to see the fruits of my 
efforts, I felt gratitude and gratification seeing and feeling the way my life was beginning to 
transform. I found my super power! And it was the decision to be the best person I can be. My 
superpower is the will to be the best version of me. Podcasts and audio-books helped me on 
my journey. I had sessions with the school therapist to help me sift through my limiting belief 
systems. CALWORKs birthed so much hope in me. They made me feel like I had support that 
I can count on. My will helped me get things accomplished at school, work, and at home with 
the kids. My will helped me reach my goals and keeps me pushing through even through the 
hard times. Knowing I have the will to do what I set my mind to, I know I can accomplish all 
my goals.
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Nursing
Rio Hondo College

YVETTE
SALAZAR

It takes a village. I became a single mom at 5 months pregnant. I was married and now filing 
for divorce.  I am a first-generation college student, and I am also a re-entry student (second 
attempt at college) and an older student. I am attending Rio Hondo College to become a 
Registered Nurse. It’s important to have a village because success is not a path taken alone. 
My village helps cheer me on, helps watch my toddler so I can study, and allows me to take 
the self-care I need. I am a 4.0 GPA student because of the support I have from my village. My 
village and the work I put into it makes me a successful student and a better mom.

I live with my dad, his wife, my sister who are my village. My Village also includes daycare, 
CalWORKs office and Care group at Rio Hondo College. My son is very loved and blessed to 
have many caring people around him. 

My family help watch my son so I can work on my studies. We help each other out, my dad and 
his wife don’t drive, so I help them that way. My dad is disabled and in need of some care, so 
I help him with his doctor’s appointments and manage his medications. Care group with Laura 
the Care specialist and Glen the school physiologist leads the group for low-income single 
parents attending college, have been another great support system to connect with other 
single moms and they have other great resources as well. The CalWORKs office with Diego 
and the many great counselors that work in that office, have been a great support with school 
and navigating the Gain program and all the paperwork required. 

 I couldn’t ask for a better support system. I didn’t realize there were so many people out there 
interested in seeing me succeed. With my support system and hard work, I can accomplish my 
goal of becoming a registered nurse. I can keep dreaming to go towards ADN to bachelors 
and working up toward a nurse practitioner in mental health. 
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Business
Saddleback College

OLGA
GOLDING

I believe my superpower as a student-parent is the strong positive life outlook, to everything 
life throws at me. This amazing quality has helped me many times in my life to see the light at 
the end of a tunnel and successfully overcome challenges. 

I lost both of my parents at the age of 16, and because of my spirit, I managed to overcome 
my grief, complete basic education, acquire a hairdressing license and provide for myself 
and my brother who is on the Autism Spectrum. I excelled at that profession and was able to 
provide us both with a decent quality of life. 

There are many other examples, but most recent is when I have had to find my inner strength 
after I was left on another continent- on the street- with my child in my arms and no means 
to survive, by my unfaithful husband who lured me to the United States from England, with 
promises to start “a new life together.” Instead, his plan was to get us- his wife and young 
child- out of the way to return to his mistress. I cannot describe the level of despair that 
I experienced at that time. However, having my precious daughter looking at me to be 
responsible, and my positive spirit, I found the courage to keep myself upright. 

After exhausting all my personal resources and life savings, I sought help. CalWORKs stepped 
in-and my life took a new positive turn. With councilor’s help, and through my personal effort, 
I have made sure that not a day went by that my child did not have food, comfort, or a roof 
over her head. A year later, I have been awarded full custody, found a safe place to live where 
I can create a nurturing environment for my child, and enrolled in college to provide a better 
future for us both. I accomplished all of this with support of CALWORKs and my friends. Since 
then, I have begun to grow a healthy, positive circle of people who truly care for us. Thank 
you, CALWORKs!
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Business 
Saddleback College

OANH
LE

My village consists of my daughters and the man god has chosen for me. I was sexually 
abused by my father when I was little. It’s true what they say, “abuse is a revolving circle.” 
I ended up having two kids by someone I thought “loved me’ because he would abuse me. 
Abuse felt familiar, it felt comfortable to me. No matter who told me it was not ok, I always 
went back. The state offered me domestic violence awareness classes, they even put me in 
a domestic violence shelter, but nothing did it until I ended up in prison. It sounds horrible 
right? Although I am very ashamed of my past and what I had done to land me a spot inside 
the Correctional Facilities, prison saved me. Being in prison made me realize that I could be 
without him. I am somebody without him and my daughters need to know that abuse is not 
love. I did everything not just for an earlier release date but to be a better version of myself 
for my daughters once I was released. A part of my village was the staff inside the prison 
walls and a part of my village was in my heart, my daughters. I was released on December 22, 
2019, and a few months after my release, God blessed me with my husband. My husband has 
taught me to love myself and put myself first because how could I be a good mom if I’m not 
ok? My husband has been my biggest supporter even when I don’t believe in myself or that 
I deserve it. We have a 4-month-old and even though my husband works 10 plus hours, he 
gets home and helps me with her so that I can get my schoolwork done. I am very thankful 
and grateful for my second chance and the beautiful village that God continues to build for 
me. Besides my husband and my daughters, I’ve received so much support and help from 
my school counselors, my school, the CalWORKs program, and the endless resources they 
provide me.
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Nursing
Saddleback College

KRYSTAL
MARIANO

In 2012 I made the decision to leave my abusive marriage. The road was long and tough. My 
daughter Isabella and I struggled a lot financially and emotionally. I worked really hard to be 
the parent that she deserved. After working an office job for about 10 years, I realized that 
my dreams of becoming a nurse were still present. The job I had was not fulfilling and wasn’t 
going to get me anywhere financially. I’ve wanted to be a nurse since I was a child, but life took 
a few detours for me. My daughter turned 11 in 2017 and was becoming more independent 
so I took that opportunity to start taking classes. I would go to school at 6:30 am, go to work 
from 8-5, then back to school at 5:30. It was hard to be away from Isabella for so many hours, 
but I knew that we would both benefit from it in the future. 

Fast forward a couple of years and I was so close to being able to apply for the nursing 
program. The nursing program is very competitive and required me to get As in all of my 
science classes. I quickly realized this was not possible to do while working full time and being 
a single parent. Instead of giving up, I went from working full time to part time and I turned 
to CalWORKS for additional financial help. I am now half way through my first semester of 
nursing school and I have had straight As for the past several semesters. I think a lot of single 
moms struggle with going back to school because they think they don’t have the time or 
resources, but if I can do it, anybody can. It’s definitely not easy, but it’s worth it.  I’m so proud 
of myself for not giving up even when it seemed impossible. I could not have done it without 
the support of my family, CalWORKs, and my counselor Maria Castellanos.
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Community Social 
Services
Santa Ana College

JAVIER
MACIAS

My name is Javier Macias. I’m a CalWORKs Student Learning English. I came to the United 
States when I was 18 years old. At that time, I was single, and I came to work to help my 
parents in Mexico. I was the first child in the family. I had to sacrifice my studies to help my 
little brothers and help my parents with their support. After five years, I got married, and the 
same pattern occurred. I had to work hard to support my wife and my three children. Now 
that two of them have already grown up. One has already graduated from Community College 
and continues with her plans to become a nurse. The second one is already at UCI, trying to 
become a social worker. Now, I just have my son, 12 years old. He is in middle school in seven 
grade. Being part of the CalWORKs program in the second semester in college, I have been 
very fortunate to qualify. They helped me pay for classes and other aids that I could never 
pay without working after the first semester. Having more time available to study allowed 
me to get a job through this program in the DSPS department at Santa Ana College. It is an 
excellent opportunity for my career that I choose as Community Social Services. All support 
from the counselors in all areas. Suggestions of what is best for me as an adult of fifty-four 
years. I am struggling with English speaking and writing but with perseverance to continue 
with my dream. Someday I will be the person to offer help to others. Exact as I needed, and 
never had the program’s opportunities with college provided to any person. How to want 
to be successful in their lives with education and more knowledge. A sacrifice pays off in the 
end for your hard work. The ability and the satisfaction of having your degree in your hand 
and asking you. A dream comes true, and nothing is impossible. You just need to decide to 
accomplish your goal.
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Medical Assistant
Santa Ana College

VIVIAN
VO

My name is Vivian Vo. I am a third-year student at Santa Ana College. I graduated high school 
in Vietnam, and I didn’t have a chance to attend universities there because my family was 
poor at that time. When I came to America, I decided to attend college, preeminent because 
I didn’t want to face illiteracy. English is my big trouble. I realized that without listening, 
writing, and speaking English skills, I cannot go to work; therefore, I always try my best to 
improve my English. The second reason is that I would like to learn a new career to make a 
living as I used to do in Vietnam. Colleges here are committed to providing high-tech, hands-
on Career Education programs, so I decided to attend Santa Ana College to obtain those 
benefits. I chose medical assistant as my major. I have passed the following courses with good 
grades that fit with my major, such as MA 055 - Medical Assistant - Clinical, I got a grade of 
B. Next, MA 051A- Medical Terminology, MA 051B – Advanced Medical Terminology, MA 
030 – Phlebotomy, and M053 - Medical Assistant – Admin, I also got the grade of A for all 
these courses. The reason I took these courses is that I wanted to help people to recover 
their health and be healed soon. However, like most new immigrants, I still currently face 
difficulties such as unemployment. I have to pay rent, food, and clothing, and etc. The rent 
payment is the one that I worry about the most. Besides, I also have limitations due to my son 
is still young, and I have to take care of him. These limit my working hours a lot. Moreover, my 
only income depends on financial aid from college. Therefore, I need sponsors to support me 
with a scholarship. If I get a scholarship, it will be a motivation that encourages me to study 
harder. After graduation, I’ll go to work as a Medical Assistant, and I’d like to contribute all my 
abilities and talents to the United State of America due to I love this country.
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Human Services/ 
Psychology 
Santiago Canyon 
College

ADENA
TRUJILLO

Prior to re-entering school, I was homeless and struggling with addiction. Out of the blue one 
day as I was praying, I realized that I could study my way out of homelessness. During that 
time I was delivered from addiction and decided to enter school. I finished adult school and 
obtained my High School Diploma. Immediately afterwards I enrolled at Santiago Canyon 
College as a CalWORKs Student and was bound and determined to give my daughter and I 
the future that we deserve. I have received all A’s so far in pursuit of my AA for Transfer. My 
motivation is the me I know I am, as well as my daughter. We are no longer homeless and I am 
no longer struggling. CalWORKs has been there for me to encourage me and provide me with 
the resources and supplies to help make my educational journey, more of an adventure than 
anything else. I plan on continuing all the way and not looking back. The old me is gone and 
the new me just keeps getting better.
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Kinesiology
Barstow Community 
College

ANDREW
ANGELCOR

I am a proud father of 3 wonderful children, ages 7, 5, and 1 years old. My greatest challenge 
has been trying to balance life between being a full time student, father, and husband. I also 
work as a personal trainer at a gym in town as well as volunteer my time as a boxing coach to a 
youth program at Victory Fitness. Last year was especially difficult trying to learn how to deal 
with the distance learning that came at us because of the Covid-19 lockdowns and lifestyle 
changes. I was a father/teacher over night. This was not easy with a kindergartener and a 1st 
grader at the same time, plus a newborn baby to care for. My wife and I had our hands full to 
say the least. But thankfully Barstow Community College provided many services that helped 
us tremendously. I am grateful for the assistance and and would be even more grateful if I was 
considered for this scholarship opportunity. In the meantime I will continue to work towards 
my academic goals to set the example for my children. Thank you in advance.
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Psychology 
Barstow Community 
College

SARA
CANTU

As a single parent my main focus is making sure that my daughter is healthy. Followed closely 
by making sure that my daughter and I are financially stable. My daughter has a heart condition 
called Truncus Arteriosus, she was born with it. She has had three open heart surgeries since 
she was two months old and numerous other procedures and checkups as well. Knowing she 
has health issues I didn’t take any chances when this pandemic cropped up, so I quit my job 
and took her to homeschooling. That was a huge change to our financial stability but her life 
was more important. I realized that I needed to make a change to obtain better futures for 
both of us and that meant furthering my education and going back to school. CalWORKs has 
been the biggest contribution to helping me in this goal. They have provided gas or grocery 
cards, weekly food pantries, school supplies, tutoring help with my grades if need be, along 
with emotional and mental support. I could not have successfully gone through this adventure 
without Mattie Mendibles specifically. Any question that I have or advice that I needed, she 
has been there. She is the best possible face of CalWORKs and the best student advocate that 
I could have asked for. I would not be transferring to a four year university without her and 
CalWORKs helping me and my family do this.



2022 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 9222

Administration 
of Justice 
Barstow Community 
College

SHALYSSE
COOPER

2020 was a year that was in fact very difficult for me and it still amazes me how I got through 
it while being pregnant with my second child and dealing with a pandemic. I lost my job due 
to COVID and schools shut down which made me become my 10 year old son’s teacher, 
principal, and tutor all in a short period of time. I had to re-teach myself the things that he was 
learning which made me have anxiety attacks daily all while dealing with a horrible pregnancy.
Being pregnant was hard for me because I was a single parent already to my son so here 
I was pregnant again going to be a single parent to my daughter. I got discouraged, I got 
distracted, I cried,I threw things, but I never gave up. I lost my hearing in one ear while I was 
pregnant, I got extremely sick, and my money was going faster than I could save it, but I did 
not break or give up. I thought about dropping out of school, I thought about giving my son to 
his grandmother because I didn’t feel capable enough to take care of him. COVID opened my 
eyes to what I needed to work on within myself since the world was shut down and I couldn’t 
run away or escape. The CalWORKs program helped me at one of my lowest times, I had 
barely enough food to last me and my kids another whole day, I didn’t have anybody to call for 
help, I was contacted by one of the CalWORKs counselors and she sent me all the necessary 
documents that I needed to sign and she invited me to the college to get some things for 
myself. I received school supplies for myself, I received gift cards for groceries, I received food 
out of the food pantry. The CalWORKs program is here to help us stay on the right path in 
order to reach our educational goal. I did not have to struggle, I have support and I can keep 
aiming for my educational goal.
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Accounting
Barstow Community 
College

CRYSTAL
LAMONT

I want to start this encounter off by sharing a quote I look at daily: “Growth is painful, 
change is painful, but nothing is more painful as staying stuck where you don’t belong.” 
N.R. Narayana Murthy. 

I will be your tour guide today as I engage you into my world, a place I call My Village. My 
village consists of 4 beautiful children and myself. We can identify as “The Grit Family.” My 
children have been my world before they came into the world. We have each other, and that’s 
what matters. My children and I have been homeless together, hungry together, and stuck 
together through the hard times. Even if I didn’t have all the answers, the love, compassion, 
and trust my children have in me make the residue of most challenging days melt away. We 
have been on our own in the city of Barstow since 2017. No family, No support, No hope. 
No family around to assist. No help to be there for us. No hope in the community in which 
we reside. At least that’s what I thought. I enrolled in school blindly, just wanting a better 
future for my children. I walked into Special Programs and Services at BCC in 2021, my life 
and perspective changed for the better. Not only did I find support, but I also found hope. I 
was able to get the supplies I needed for school. Complimented with unconditional support. 
In conclusion, it takes a lot of grit, strength, resilience, and integrity to raise a village. My four 
children help me through my struggles. There are times when I want to give up; all it takes 
is a “Mom, I love you!”. Please see the light at the end of your tunnel, move towards it for 
those who may not have hope. There is purpose even in the small things. “If you don’t like 
something, change it. If you can’t change it, change your attitude”-Maya Angelou.
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Computer Science
Barstow Community 
College

JOSEPH
TATE

Being a single father and a full-time student would not have been possible for me if not for 
the CalWORKs program. When I first started considering furthering my education there were 
many roadblocks. I had to consider factors like time, course load, tuition, books, and whether 
I would have a support system throughout this journey which may be the greatest challenge 
of them all. 

It can sometimes be difficult for a father to ask for help. It can make us feel weak or vulnerable. 
But for many, there comes a time when the load of being the sole provider of a child can all 
but crumble us to our knees. Such a time came for me in May 2019 when I broke my leg and 
needed surgery to add plates and screws just below my left knee. I was laid up for almost a 
full year, unable to bare weight on my left leg. Recovery from this was an indescribably painful, 
and arduous road that I still find myself on today. During this time, if not for the support of 
the calWORKS program I honestly tear up thinking about what could have been. I would have 
lost everything. 

In the time that I was laid up from surgery I put on a staggering amount of weight, no doubt 
due to my depression from my situation, and my immobility. But once I began to walk again, I 
knew I needed to make big changes. I weighed in at 420 pounds in December 2020. I began 
to research the science and nutrition of weight loss and got a firm grasp on it and planned. I 
have since lost over 150 pounds and am still losing. The feeling of accomplishment of seeking 
information, learning it, applying it, and finding success is what sparked my desire for higher 
education. 

CalWORKs has given me all the tools I need to achieve success by providing support and 
accountability throughout this journey. The staff at Barstow Community College and specifically 
the special services department have been invaluable to me as a student, and as a father. 
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Early Childhood 
Education 
Chaffey College

HONG 
NGUYEN 

Greetings, my name is Hong Nguyen. I am a first-generation college student, an adult-
learner and the mother of two younger children.  I am a Chaffey College CalWORKs student-
parent that currently has a 3.97 GPA. My major is Early Childhood Education, and I am in the 
Chaffey College Student Government club where I serve as the Director of Finance. I plan on 
transferring to Cal Poly Pomona once I earn my associates degree. My future career goal is 
that I would like to become an educator in higher education. My education, my future career 
goals and my better quality of life were made possible by the CalWORKs Program.  

As I reflect on my educational journey as a student-parent, the words of advice I would give 
other aspiring student-parents pursuing higher education and resources that are available, 
is that it takes courage and bravery to commit yourself to attending college. It is normal to 
feel anxious and nervous, but once you have decided to attend college under CalWORKs 
guidance, it will open other doors to other resources such as food pantries, the Extended 
Opportunities Programs and Services (EOPS), childcare, priority registration, and vouchers to 
help pay for your books and school supplies. 

You will get the opportunity to meet with empathetic CalWORKs counselors that will guide 
you along your academic journey to help you reach your educational and career goals.  I 
dropped out of San Diego State University 20-years-ago and that fear of failure lingered in 
the back of my mind, but my CalWORKs counselors, Michelle Newsome and Victoria Pappas, 
gave me the encouragement and confidence I needed to succeed.  Another piece of advice I 
would give is that obstacles and challenges will always appear. With the wisdom I have now as 
a student-parent, I would not go back in time to change anything because without life’s trials 
and tribulations, I would not have grown into the woman I am today.  Embrace the journey and 
trust the process. Thank you for your consideration of me for this scholarship.
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Sociology
College of the 
Desert

MANUELA
GOSSLING

Good Morning, I would like to start by thanking you in advance for considering me for this 
scholarship. My superpowers started back in 1999 when I became a single mother of three 
very handsome boys, Kyle, Nathan, and Tyler. Early on I had to rely on the system to help 
me care for my children, However very quickly I went to work in the medical field as a Home 
Caregiver. It was not long before I was working seven days a week twelve hour shifts to  
support ourselves, never having time for my kids or their school activities. I missed out on so 
much of their childhood, Thank God they all turned out to be very hard working men. I am 
very proud of them. So in 2004 I found myself becoming a mother for a fourth time, another  
handsome boy Christopher. He is still home with me, he is in eleventh grade we hope to 
graduate next year together. October of 2019 I had an accident at work injuring my back. 
Surgery was not an option for me and physical therapy only aggravated my pain. After many 
conversations with my kids and case workers, I decided to go back to school. My long-term 
plans are to go on to a four-year university. To receive my masters in order to become a Social 
Worker for the Department of Social Services. It will allow me to stay in my field of caring and 
giving to my clients, only instead of hands on assisting them. I will now be behind the scenes, 
still giving exceptional care and support. College of the Desert has been with me every step 
of the way, the staff, professors and counselors have been an amazing support group for me. 
While going through this major new chapter in my life, and I am academically doing better 
than I expected and that is all thanks to the professors, school counselors, and all of the staff 
at College of the Desert. It has always been my dream to support and care for others. I will 
continue my schooling until I have reached my goals.
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Health Science 
College of the 
Desert

AINNE
GUILLEN

My village, the village that surrounds me is my mom, sisters, my children’s father, and my 
church. Everyone within this network of people have such great roles that add to mine and 
my children’s growth. My mom pushes me to my highest potential, and she help take care of 
my children when we need her to and when she’s available. My sisters live with us, they’re 
younger, they know my sons’ routines already, their favorite snacks, and they help take care of 
my children while I sit at my desk throughout the night doing homework. My children’s father 
and I are separated, but we have the healthiest relationship we have ever had. He takes our 
boys when he can, and his main parent task is haircuts, he deals with the barbershops. When 
I serve in my church, he usually helps watch the boys.         

My church, each leader their teachers me about different areas in life. One may help me learn 
about being a good homemaker, while another helps me grow in my parenting, and there’s 
some that help me learn time management, and financial stewardship. The culture of our 
church is a family. 

When I initially enrolled in college, I had no idea what I was doing, I hadn’t been in school 
in years. But thanks to the support, the encouragement, the friendships in my village, the 
possibilities have never seemed more endless. I believe in myself like never before, and I know 
that my children will have the opportunities of a bright creative future because I made the 
decision to pursue further education. I know the path will be tough, and challenging, and ill 
have a lot to continue learning along the way, but with a village like mine, I don’t have to fear. 
I can conquer my future and be an inspiration to my boys.
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Social Sciences
Crafton Hills 
College

CARINA
GUTIERREZ

Upon becoming a single mother at 19 to my daughter Magnolia, I was unsure of what the 
future would hold. After one year of raising my daughter and being a recipient of CalWORKs, 
I decided I wanted to pursue an education to provide for a better future for my daughter. I 
made the decision to apply to Crafton Hills College. The GAIN program had assisted me with 
services and directed me to the CalWORKs department at Crafton. My family had also worked 
as a unit to support my decision, as I am the first person in my family to have the opportunity 
to go to college. My mom, dad, and grandparents all sacrificed their time while I focused on 
being a mother and student. I endured many hardships and faced many obstacles while going 
to college. My family faced a tragedy when my brother died from suicide. I struggled with my 
mental health, responsibilities, and this had taken a toll on my grades. I felt unmotivated and 
did not feel worthy of receiving support. However my family, and my village still continued 
to support me in my academics, and also served as emotional support. Through this I would 
have not had the strength and will to pursue my goals without the continuous encouragement 
from my village. My CalWORKs director and counselor throughout the years have assisted  
me to be a successful  student. From then on my director and counselor had appointed me 
to a student worker position.   I began to develop a passion for the work I was doing for 
the CalWORKs department. This led to the opportunity of being nominated for the SPARC 
leader position. I had realized I no longer wanted to pursue a health science degree, but to 
pursue counseling to help students the way my director and counselor have done so for me. 
Project SPARC has also been a factor in changing my major. Therefore, I will be completing 
my associates in social sciences in spring of 2022.  I am looking forward to giving back to my 
community as my village has done.
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Human 
Development
Moreno Valley 
College 

KIMBERLY 
BERMUDEZ 

I consider my superpower impenetrable armor, because it’s a symbol of the strength I’ve 
developed when conquering overwhelming pressure and grief. It’s during these challenging 
times that I have learned my capacity and commitment to be resilient. Shortly after becoming 
a student parent, I received the news that my husband died. Despite feelings of grief and 
uncertainty, I somehow found the courage to continue school while taking care of our daughter 
as a single mother. As a result of the life challenges, I was facing and the pandemic happening 
simultaneously, resources had become even more scarce. Thankfully, I found the CalWORKs 
program as a means of support and an extra layer to my armor. This program has allowed me 
to gracefully reintegrate myself as a student. The CalWORKs program has helped me stay 
anchored in the pursuit of my goals while tackling single parenthood, enduring a devastating 
loss, and overcoming feelings of hopelessness. Truly, I never imagined myself battling such a 
fight to survive alone. However, during this emotional low that I found myself in, it challenged 
me to reflect, and I realized I was left with two options, “Will I give up and allow my pain 
to consume me?”, or “Will I rise stronger than before, polish off my best shoes and take 
the help being offered?”. I made a choice and a commitment to rise, for myself and for my 
family. Although my armor is strong, the hurt sometimes evokes feelings of discouragement, 
therefore I will continue to use my internal and external resources to strengthen my armor. I 
feel encouraged knowing there are people who can help guide me to achieve my goals. I know 
I have a warrior spirit and I’m capable of great things. By God’s grace, with continued help 
and support my resiliency will be strengthened. I am grateful for the support I’ve received 
through the Moreno Valley College CalWORKs Program; it has helped me stay motivated to 
work toward improving the quality of life for me and my daughter. 



2022 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 9230

Nursing
Moreno Valley 
College

SOFIA
NABASUMBA

I Am Sofia Nabasumba, 32 years old from a remote village, Masaka in central Uganda, East 
Africa from a family of 6 siblings, my father was murdered when we were still young, only left 
with a mother, a peasant farmer who never went to school and she raised us with a metaphor, 
“no food without work.” we grew up working in different people’s plantations to get us food 
and some little tuition. As we grew up, our household couldn’t get enough money to raise 
school tuition thus I and my other siblings dropped out of school. I consider myself superhero 
because, coming to the United States as a refugee I was 3 months pregnant, and I am a mother 
to a 3 year old son that does not know his father and will never know him because conceiving 
him, I was just raped by police officers in my home country in Africa. This traumatized me 
physically and emotionally but getting to America, I swore to make good out of myself so that 
I do not become a ‘public charge’. So, I decided to go to school for Nursing something that I 
always wanted but just dreamt about. Amidst being a full-time mom, I am a full-time student. 
This has been challenging, especially during the times when classes turned to online where 
we had to study from home, using computers with all their sophisticated programs. Starting 
at Moreno Valley College, I had dropped out of school 10 years ago and so using computers 
was a big challenge. However, with the help of CalWORKs program, especially through their 
workshops, they helped during challenging times when I was depressed, stressed, and almost 
losing it. I have been able to be a great mom to my son as well as maintaining my college GPA 
(Grade Point Average) to 3.6.  Am humbly requesting to consider this scholarship so that I can 
give back to the world through helping people live healthy and happy lives. I want to make a 
difference in my family and clan, by being the first to ever graduate in college.
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Nursing
Mt. San Jacinto 
College

ANISIA
KIURA

Even though I am not a dad, in my opinion, as a single mother without father figure in my 
children’s life, I played both roles and with many people in the community supporting me 
including CalWORKs I made it through with my education. The support, both social and 
financial, of CalWORKs in my venture to get a nursing degree so that I can improve mine and 
my kids’ lives is something that I am forever grateful for because there were truly some parts 
of my journey where I couldn’t have gone farther without the program.

The greatest challenge is being a single parent without family in this country, unable to work 
full time to meet financial needs, having to sacrifice nights to meet academic demands of 
nursing school, worrying about who will pick and drops kids on those early/late clinical days, 
and having to be at the mercy of friends and even strangers for help.

CalWORKs representatives who played a major role in advocating for me, friends who offered 
to drop and pick my kids to and from school, is why I say it took a village for me to get to the 
end of my nursing school journey. 

Lastly, CalWORKs has helped me along the way towards my education through financial help 
by providing me with school supplies, such as notebooks, pens, and loaner laptop. This helped 
me tremendously in my college journey because it alleviated the financial burden that I would 
have had to take by using credit to purchase necessities for school. When these supplies were 
generously given, it gave me a sense of relief to not stress about how I was going to provide 
the tools that I need for school. In summation, being a part of the CalWORKs program was 
something that enabled me to finish my education and be able to go on to provide a better 
life for my family, and without the various kinds of support from the program and community, 
I wouldn’t be where I am today, finishing my nursing degree and looking for a brighter future. 
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Psychology
Norco College

LISA
QUILAN

Do not judge me by my successes, judge me by how many times I fell down and got back 
up again.- Nelson Mandela. This quote embodies what a superhero is to me. When I think 
about what special powers I have, I think about grit, perseverance and strength. Broken, 
scared and newly single mother of 3 children under the age of 3, I applied for CalWORKs. 
This was a journey that led me into the unknown. Little did I know how CalWORKs would 
transform my life. My CalWORKs GAIN counselor encouraged to attend counseling. I sought 
out the support I needed for myself and my children. Through this process I acknowledged 
that I had survived domestic violence and the insanity of addiction. I begin working on my 
depression and anxiety and built up the courage to enroll in courses at Norco College. As 
I study psychology, I participate in CalWORKs, EOPS/CARE and Puente programs. I am so 
grateful for the services that I’ve received from the CalWORKs program. With their guidance I 
have been able to obtain a 3.0 GPA. Staff and counselors have imparted the confidence needed 
to seek support and stay on course. I proudly represent Norco College as their SPARC leader 
for the CalWORKs Association Project SPARC. This project has allowed parenting students 
to reimaging the welfare and community college systems. What better way to make change 
with those who are in the program! These opportunities have aided me to push through my 
struggles, most importantly my lack in confidence and anxiety. My journey has shaped me 
and most importantly, I am driven by my children. They inspire me daily with their resilience 
to our circumstances. Their innocence and unconditional love have pushed me to become 
a stronger and better version of who I know I can be. Wyatt, Waylon and Lily give me my 
SUPERPOWERS! CalWORKs, Norco College and Project SPARC have opened  doors that I 
will forever be grateful for. I thank God for giving me another day to achieve my dreams. No 
matter how many times I fall, He will help me get back up!
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Executive Office 
Management
Riverside City 
College

MARIA
BAUGHMAN 

RAMIREZ

Before I arrived here, as the person I am today, confident, strong, and optimistic, I was weak 
and spoke shameful words to my mom as tears ran down my face, “I think I have to give up 
my daughter, I lost my job, her roof over her head, and now I struggle to feed her.” At that 
moment, my mom said, “then I will take her until you get back on your feet.” – And through 
that journey, I learned the true meaning of the phrase, “It takes a village.” 

My mom and I were never close, we see things differently and rarely agree. Still, that does not 
matter because my mom is our rock that helps shield the world’s dark waves from crashing 
onto our foundation. Before, it was just me, in a different state, and with nothing but love 
to provide for my daughter. I knew love could not get me a job or convince someone to 
let me rent a room from them even though they did not allow children. I eventually moved 
back to California, where my mom lived, and my daughter had been staying. There I found 
“my village.” My mom shared her wisdom with me, regarding resources that could help my 
daughter and me, inviting me to live with her. One of my little sisters, grown and helping my 
daughter grow into an artistic spirit. Cares for my daughter when I need to work, do school 
work, run an errand, or have a moment to myself. My dad, who plays with Ary, teaches her 
about our culture, feeds her, and makes me laugh. my partner, Josh, who entwined himself 
into our hearts and completes our village, until we expand of course. 

My village like any others, is a support system, not to hold you up because you are weak, but 
instead, to inspire and reassure you of the potential within. My family has reminded me of 
what true support can do. A village is not defined by blood relation, instead, it is, Guidance, 
love, understanding, and tradition that engulf every village, identify yours and flourish.
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Nursing
Riverside City 
College

SAVANNAH
BLACKWELL

During the COVID-19 pandemic I was in the CNA program at Riverside City College (RCC). It 
was an online program, and sometimes I had to go in person for my clinical trials. While going 
through the extremely difficult program I had my 4-year-old son, and hardly had any support 
when it came to childcare. It was a very difficult process being in such an intense program 
while being a single mother in the middle of a pandemic. I stayed focused on the end goal 
instead of the struggling during the process of finishing. I worked constantly with the social 
work office to receive childcare, for me to stay in the program and graduate. Although I faced 
many obstacles during the pandemic, I always thought of my son so that I could work harder 
to give him the life I never had. In the end, it was all worth it because not only did my son get 
to see his mother graduate but also my mother and family were in attendance. I am working 
on transferring to a UC or Cal State to finish my nursing degree and further my education. 
Receiving this grant would help so much. I could provide groceries and help with gas cost 
to help me and my son. Thank you for the Cal Works program for sponsoring scholarship 
programs to help students with life. Me and my Son Isaiah greatly appreciate it.
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Registered Nursing
Riverside City 
College

CHANEL
HOLT

Hello, 

As a parent of three small children, I must say have been bittersweet. I say that because there 
has been a struggle but without my kids, I don’t think I would have come back to school to 
accomplish my school goal. As a young adult, I always wanted to become a nurse but at the 
time I did not take it seriously and I was out just living a life with no responsibilities. Having 
my children on this journey have been a roller coaster but super helpful with the cals work 
program. I love how they adjust your life to make sense for school without overloading my 
classes and allowing me to take it to step by step. I am grateful to be able to be here with the 
help of what cal works have allowed me to do. With covid impacting and changing our lives for 
the kids to come home and me having to help them while I get my work done was challenging 
but overall I learned to adjust to what comes at me because I know the great outcome of 
completing school to become a nurse. I would be able to provide for my family as I want to 
and I won’t need any help I’ll be able to return the favor in helping others. From this all I have 
learned that children don’t really come with a manual you just have to go with whatever comes 
and stay positive and grateful because it could be worst. I really have a mission to complete 
because I want to make my grandfather proud he passed at the beginning of January this year 
with covid and it hit my family hard because he was so involved in my children and my life. So 
finishing school for my kids is a priority but I am also doing this because I feel I owe this to him. 
I am looking forward to continuing my journey with finishing school and raising my children 
and teaching them that having an education is important when it comes to career scouting.
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Business 
Administration
Riverside City 
College

TIFFANY 
IGLESIAS

I always wanted to earn an education. I had plans to go to college and have a career in 
business. When I was 21, the life I had planned took a drastic change. I was dating a man 
who had two children under the age of four. His ex-wife was killed in a car accident shortly 
after we met. It was a shock to both of us. Our main concern was the kids. I knew what it felt 
like to not have a mother growing up, as I had also lost my mother at a young age. I made 
the decision to raise our kids, and be their mother. We had a daughter soon after and before 
I knew it I was 23, with three kids. In early 2000 I attended college, but raising our kids took 
all of my time and attention. My days were filled with school drop offs, homework, dance 
classes, and softball. Although this was not in my “plan”, I chose to give our kids the life they 
deserved and I put mine on hold. I recently became a single mother and now with my oldest 
daughter away at college, my son joining the military and my youngest daughter graduating 
high school, I knew it was finally time to live out my dreams and earn my education.Going 
back to school at 40 years old felt overwhelming , but from the moment I was enrolled in the 
CalWORKs program at RCCD I felt a huge community of support. I received assistance with 
books, supplies and stipends. The support and availability of staff members gave me the 
confidence to succeed . I was guided and motivated by teachers and counselors. Because 
of this I was able to excel and make the Dean’s list finishing last semester with a 4.0. This 
year I will take my real estate exam, and transfer to a university where I will obtain my BA 
in Business Administration. Sometimes our life plan doesn’t always work out, but with hard 
work I’m proof you can still live out your dreams. 
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Chemistry
Riverside City 
College

LORRAINE
McCLAY

It definitely takes a village to raise just one child. My daughter and I live alone just the 2 
of us. We have been this way for over 2 years although I have always been a single parent. 
CalWORKs has immensely helped my little family. My daughter watches me go to school and 
do my homework, then she turns around and brings out her homework to start working on it. 
In the beginning I always struggled with finding a job and staying in school. Once I would find 
a job I would just quit school. With the help of the cal/works department and many others I am 
now going into my 3rd year of school. Raising my daughter alone is the hardest thing I have 
ever tried to accomplish, and may I just say, “it was a failed accomplishment.” When I started 
to get help from my “supports system” then  I realized the relief and weight that lifted off my 
shoulders. My support system consists of CalWORKs counselors and workers, my mom and 
my grandfather. Its small but perfect. I have realized this village is not only helping me raise 
my daughter but also helping me to be successful for myself and my child. With or without a 
scholorship I can just say “Thank you to all my counselors, workers and family for all the help 
I need to be successful as a parent and student.”
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Nursing
Riverside City 
College

JULISA
MERWIN

My background as a former foster youth did affect me greatly with my social skills and I was 
kept to myself. I did not want to give people an opportunity to disappoint me like others I 
was supposed to rely on trusting adults. Now I am a single mother and had a rude awakening 
on having a sense of community is vital the fundamental for people to relate to. In August 
2018, I was accepted into Riverside City College School of Nursing. It was one of my proudest 
moments in life. 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 also while attending a rigorous RN 
nursing 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 
schoolwork. I was also facing housing insecurity and at risk of being homeless. I failed out of 
my nursing program. I truly felt defeated and all I thought to myself is all my hard work was for 
nothing. Ultimately, I decided to self-reflected on my experience in the RN program and found 
meaning in my failure. With time things began to fall into place.  I was able to find low-income 
affordable housing near RCC, my son’s health drastically improved, and I was readmitted 
into RCC’s Vocational Nursing program. I build great relationships with people who are not 
seasonal ones who come and go. We are rooted like a tree and our bond will last us until 
another lifetime perhaps. It is because of my support system; I was able to be successful in 
my LVN program. I recently graduated on August 10, 2021, as a LVN nurse. If I were to be 
selected, I would utilize the funds towards my education towards obtaining the resources I 
need to successfully finish my one-year nursing program as I earn my associate degree in RN 
nurse and extend my education to obtain my bachelor’s degree in nursing. 
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Psychology
San Bernardino 
Valley College 

DEANNA
CARREON

As a single parent of three teenage girls, navigating my own world along with theirs is like 
a whirlwind. I struggled for such a long time working full-time and having my children in the 
after school programs. Never being able to attend a certificate ceremony or an orchestra 
recital.  Not making a dent on my education or letting may family move forward to a better 
life. Having to attend school at night and coming home late and not spending time with 
them. I missed alot of value time with my daughters. Earlier this summer after 5 years of 
harassment at work, I quit. I realized my mental health was a priority because it was not 
letting me be a good student, let alone be a good parent. Since being in the CalWORKs 
program, it has helped me to be a more present parent as well as student. Being able 
to take my kids to and from school, be able to work and have classes that let me adjust 
to my families schedule.  The help of the counselors is my favorite part of the program 
because I have support. I feel like a super mom being in the program because I can be great 
academically student as well as a Present parent.



2022 CALWORKS STUDENT VOICES • REGION 9240

Aerospace 
Engineering/ 
Math/Physics
San Bernardino 
Valley College 

CYNTHIA
DE LOS SANTOS

My name is Cynthia De Los Santos, I am part of DSPS, I suffer from anxiety and panic attacks. 
I left an abusive relationship 4 years ago and it left me with low self-esteem and PTSD. My dad 
was recovering from meningitis in 2019 he is now 67. I am in the last courses of my degree 
before I transfer, which means upper math and science classes for my engineering major. Then 
Covid struck in our county. We watched as the numbers and the severity of the situation rose. 
My children were in daycare I feared for their safety, I feared for my family’s safety. The next 
event was the world shut down, numbers kept rising of deaths, stores were bare. My anxiety 
went overboard. When the riots happened near my home It was too much I had crippling 
panic attacks and I called a number my college emailed us for mental health. I also had my 
church check in on me and constantly asked for prayers. My classes had not slowed down and 
now my young kids were home. I also had a student worker position as a math tutor. 

I then found strength in God, my family, myself. We used online ordering, turned the backyard 
into a sanctuary planting trees, removed ½ an acre of spiky plants, made a walking track, 
restored an old swing set for the kids. I lost my tutoring job because of the budget. I began 
to see a regular therapist and am currently working on my self-esteem. I feel stronger than 
before. My family was once a group of bodies that rarely interacted. My dad worked 12-hour 
shifts, my mom worked, I worked and went to school, my kids were in daycare from open to 
close. Now we are best friends, we are together for the majority of our days. We created a 
sanctuary in the backyard during covid physically, but spiritually we bonded together and I am 
so thankful I got to spend time and bond with my family. 
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Sociology
San Bernardino 
Valley College 

VANESSA
SPAGNOLO

Hi, my name is Vanessa Spagnolo, and I am a 37 year old single parent of two gorgeous 
toddlers. I took a huge step into becoming a college student almost 20 years after graduating 
high school. I could not have done it alone. I have the CalWORKs program to thank for 
supporting me and helping me reach my goals in my educational journey. My EES worker 
Tomi Aimes is the one who got me thinking about going back to school. I have her to thank 
for such a great act on her part. I was truly blessed in choosing San Bernardino Valley College. 
The CalWORKs program at SBVC is beyond amazing.

Ms. Shalita Tillman has been my reason to continue my goals. I promised myself I would not 
let her down. She has gone out of her way, meeting with me numerous times, and has always 
had a smile on her face. Ms. Patricia Vasquez has also been a big part of my CalWORKs 
support team. I am a full-time online student; therefore, I have online support from her as she 
is always making sure I am doing okay and very helpful with any questions I need with forms 
and meetings. During this pandemic, losing my employment and being a stay-at-home mom, 
I have accomplished more than before. My support team is not too big but has got me on the 
right track. Showing me that I have the CalWORKs support team and SBVC staff and teachers 
behind me to support my goals, I have no reason to doubt myself or give up. Thank You, 
CalWORKs, for helping me in so many ways to achieve my goals.
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Office Technology
San Bernardino 
Valley College 

LAURA
TELLEZ

The corona virus has been tough on my family of three. I am a single parent with two ten 
year old’s (not twins).  The pandemic came out of left field for me with sudden changes like 
schools closing down, caregivers not being able to provide help because of COVID. It all 
became so overwhelming but with patience and a lot of prayers I was able to manage time 
wisely and distribute my time between school, home school, and mental health. I can say that 
homeschool, requires a lot of patience and at first I felt like it was impossible but just like every 
other parent I had to make it work. I am so thankful for the CalWORKs program because they 
have provided resources and help in times of crisis. Whether it be with gas cards, information 
with local food distributions, and even meeting with counselors and making sure that I am 
keeping up with the education and upcoming distributions they provide. I feel blessed to be 
a part of this program because without the CalWORKs program I probably wouldn’t be able 
to have all the materials needed to continue my education.
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Child Development
Victor Valley 
College  

NAHED
ABDELMASSIH

My name is Nahed Abdalmasih. I am 35 years old and this my third year of Victor Valley 
College. I have three kids and I have been in United State at least 9 years ago. Also, I always 
went to church with my kids every weekend and I love my family when they gather every 
Sunday after mass, but under the circumstances of COVID 19, we do not gather in large 
numbers I love studies online class. I am looking for gain new knowledge and expand upon old 
knowledge in this the class. My major, I am studying child development because I want to be 
a teacher assistant in the Head Start. Because I like to deal with children very much take this 
course to complete general education. For my goal I think if I concentrated in this area and 
succeeded, I would continue and study until I reached a higher position. The second goal to 
help my children in education and get them the highest degree. I know that learning happens 
anywhere and not only during cvlasses. But when I take class in the college with a professor 
and student can discussion together and accept more information. When be a teacher I will 
make learning fun inside classroom. and I will be doing a good relationship between me and 
parents and students. Most class I took before I got grade A I hope to get the same grade in 
this class. I hope to be complete everything OK and have fun in this class for everyone.
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CIS/Web  
Development 
Cuyamaca College

DONYSHAH
OLAVE

I am a single mother of a three year old with a diagnosis of autism. This year in April I lost my 
partner/children’s father do to a brain aneurysm, we were attending school together. I get up 
Monday through Friday and take my daughter to special education at 8:00 am and pick her 
up at 10:25 am. I have completed two semester successfully. We loss our apartment do to a 
bug infestation and I had to move home September 1. Although things are hard whenever 
we have free time I take my daughter out for some fun. I don’t know how we manage but we 
do. Because I can not find consistent child care my daughter do to her needs she has been in 
my care while I have zoom classes and while I do homework. I have still managed to make A’s 
through out this year. Thank you for your time.
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Child Development 
Cuyamaca College

SANDY
ZARA

While I was in the covid pandemic, I learned many new skills and hacks that could help me 
in the future. A couple things I learned throughout all the time I spent at home, away from 
others, is how distancing yourself from people can make a huge difference in the way you see 
the world. After a little while, I have become more interdependent with how I interact with 
others. It also helped me with my anxiety, since I didn’t have to interact with people face to 
face, I could train myself to not feel as anxious as I was before the pandemic started since I 
always had anxiety. Overall, the COVID-19 pandemic changed the way me and many others 
viewed the world.
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Social Work/ 
Behavioral Science
Grossmont College

SHEVIN
MOHAMAD

I grew up in Syria within a very loving caring family. I got married in Syria to my current 
husband Diya. He is a very loving, caring and supportive husband.
 
My life in Syria was wonderful in general and I still have a lot of good memories from my life 
there. Up until the civil war in Syria started due to the revolution against the Syrian regime. My 
life and the life of all my family changed totally. Suddenly, the status of myself and my family 
changed to be considered refugees in the neighboring country of Turkey. I spent four years in 
Turkey as a refugee. 
 
In 2016, I and my family, which consists of my husband and my three boys, were chosen to 
come to the USA as refugees. We received a lot of assistance and support from the different 
non-profit organizations and the governmental agencies. My family was able to establish a 
new life in the great city of San Diego.
 
In 2018, I joined the ESL courses at Grossmont College in El Cajon city with the assistance and 
support of the community college CalWORKs Program. Since then and until now. I’m currently 
very close to complete my goal of graduating with a community college two degrees in social 
works and Behavioral Sciences.
 
There is no doubt that the community college CalWORKs program changed my life and the 
life of my family, The CalWORKs program funds my education expenses for the purpose of 
assisting our family including myself, my husband and my three boys who are in different ages. 
Such assistance is to help us to achieve long-term self-sufficiency by utilizing that as a form of 
services to the student.

I encourage every student, especially refugee student like myself to take a good advantage 
of the community college CalWORKs program. while pursuing their educational goals and 
future career.
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Psychology
Miramar College

TRAMESHA
WOOTEN

I started my education journey back in 2017 attending San Diego City College . I didn’t know 
much about college, or how everything worked. When I started my education journey I was 
also a single mother of a newborn. My first semester was rather rough. I was successful with 
one course out of the 4, and I was rather  disappointed in myself. But, I went back next 
semester , and the semester after that and I didn’t give up! Let me inform you how CalWORKs 
and their resources have helped me with my accomplishments !

CalWORKs offers a ton of resources, resources for single parents, child care, assistance with 
funds regarding textbooks, gas cards, tutoring, workshops to assist in  finding employment 
and so much more! All of these tools and resources are there to help you be a successful 
student and parent.

If I could go back in time I would have learned about this program sooner and joined. I wasn’t 
enrolled when I first enrolled into San Diego City College and I used to stress a lot over 
purchasing textbooks, if I was purchasing the right textbooks etc , how did I know if a course 
was on or offline, the struggle with childcare, and how I would get to class and also have 
transportation.  Enrolling into CalWORKs gave me plenty of resources, a one on one counselor, 
and the opportunity to touch base on my educational goal one on one. 

In conclusion, I believe I would’ve finished my AA within two years, instead of four, had I 
enrolled into CalWORKs sooner! My CalWORKs counselor has played a huge role in my 
success. It’s very challenging being a parent and student, especially a single parent. I advise 
every student who has the opportunity to enroll into this program, to do so, and utilize all 
of the resources! I’m happy that I did ! I’m not awaiting to get into SDSU or San Marcos four 
year university, my GPA stands at an overall 3.5 , and I couldn’t have done it without the extra 
support from CalWORKs!
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Business
Palomar College

SHERYL
GASKIN

During the Covid-19 Pandamic i was battling with losing my house and recovering from cancer. 
At one point of time during the pandamic I was living in my chruch. I was able to get my health 
back in line and save up money while living at my church. I was able to rent a small motor 
home for myself and my two daughters. all doing this during the stay at home order.
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Administration of 
Criminal Justice
Palomar College

GISSEL
RODRIGUEZ 

SERRANO

In 2019, I had a life change the second I lost my partner of 5 Years. Easter Sunday April 19, 
2019 he was 3 minutes away from home in a motorcycle. A vehicle deciden to commit a traffic 
violation by making a wrong u turn and dock him off his motorcycle. He was only 30 years old 
and when I saw him in a half body bag, I knew life was never going to be the same.
 
When unexpected death happens especially young you are not prepared financially and 
emotionally.  We both worked in a gas station and we didn’t save money for emergencies, 
especially we didn’t pay rent. We live in the house he was going to inherit from his parents. 

I had no clue about domestic partnership rights and also life insurance, and the liability 
insurance of the fault driver. I didn’t have any clue of the laws and rights and put my trust in 
his parents. I was wrong, his parents put me and my kids in the street by the 4th month of his 
death. All the fraud and lies they did to me I ended up one day sleeping on the sidewalk of 
the streets of Oceanside.

Thank you for CalWORKs giving me this second chance to educate me and study criminal 
justices. I had promised myself that I will be knowledgeable in our criminal Justices system 
to be able to help victims like myself that come from minority communities. Especially I don’t 
want no one else to experience what I went through for not knowing the laws and rights. 
Thank You CalWORKs for helping me get a better future and not be a victim of fraud. Now I 
could say I have a better future because of my pass. Miracles sometimes work in a different 
way than they are disguised.     
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Child Development
San Diego 
City College

MADIHA
HAFEEZ

I am Madiha. and I am originally from Pakistan and moved to the U.S.A in 2006, and coming 
from a 3rd world country where we are taught to depend on a male figure. I learned to survive 
on my own with my children. As a single mother of 2 children, I have taken care of everything 
related to home, health, school, food, clothing, or any other expenses since they were born. 
I always have tried my best and dedicated my time towards work and my children and they 
both are seminary students. Being financially independent is always the biggest holdback for 
me. I started my life with my two children from scratch and worked two jobs seven days a 
week for extended hours for more than eight years. I am raising my two children on my own 
with no other support. There are always challenges every single day. I learned how to be an 
independent person and interact with people while I was learning proper English. I indeed 
learned to “never give up” no matter what, and I try to find solutions to problems I face 
instead of moaning about them. I always tell others that no matter what, never quit and try 
your best, and you will see the result. I always wanted to avail myself of that chance to get a 
better life. Despite many hurdles, my perseverance helped me learn another language, get 
a job, and go back to college. I always wanted to be a role model for my children. Through 
my dedication, hard work, and now succeeding academically, I have shown my children that 
nothing is impossible. I am receiving help from San Diego City College CalWORKs. I can 
get supplies for my studies and many valuable sources to do my assignments, financial aid, 
work-study, and many excellent workshops. All of this helps boost my energy, saves my time, 
and because of that, I can focus better on my studies, work, and home. CalWORKs is really 
beneficial for many people like me.
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Alcohol and Other 
Drug Studies
San Diego 
City College

MARIANA 
LOPEZ DE LEON 

First and foremost I would like to say that when everything got shut down back in 2020 I was 
attending my 2nd semester as a Cosmetologist student  it was a very challenging time. My 
kids school as well as everything else was shut down so all 3 of us were doing online school 
at home. I was also pregnant at the time which made thing even that more challenging. The 
most difficult thing that I can say was focusing during that time it was extremely challenging 
for my kids too not to get distracted because they could hear their sibling or me in the other 
rooms. Mentally exhausted feeling like a bad parent for not being a to make my kids focus 
more while trying to maintain good mental health myself. During those times I was attending 
Believe Academy at city college since I was unemployed and was glad to find out I wasn’t the 
only parent finding all this online school challenging having a place to come to and being able 
to express myself and knowing I wasn’t the only one gave me a sense of comfort like alright 
you got this just try your best and that was provided in the groups we used to have as part 
of Believe Academy. I was given a laptop to do my classes through the CalWORKs program 
at City College I have received grants from them during these unprecedented times which 
have helped out alot I have been able to make needs meet. We have had nothing but good 
counselor in my experience through college they make me understand my education plan and 
also I have never had a problem with getting access to ITP which are a requirement for me 
to comply with my activities since I do get cash aid. I honestly feel like I have had very much 
support the time since I started college back in 2019.
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Alcohol and Other 
Drug Studies 
San Diego 
City College

MONIQUE
MUNIER

Being a single mother, the father of my child decided he did not want to accept the responsibility 
of being a dad when my daughter was 4 months old.  Thankfully, my brother has helped me to 
provide for my child. I applied for CalWORKs and fortunately this helped me get back on my 
feet; get a job, food assistance, childcare.  Now I have my mother caring for my child while I 
work 50 hours per week and go to school part time.  I also have a couple of cousins who are 
there for our emotional support. A little support goes a long way.
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Programming/ 
Graphic Design 
San Diego College 
of Continuing  
Education

RETA 
ISSAK

Life is full of struggles, challenges, and surprises. I came here as a refugee to get married. 
Starting from scratch, have three kids, they are the reason for my strength and persistence 
in my life. It is not easy to bear all the responsibilities of my husband and me because we 
are both full-time students at the same time. I started my journey in 2016 until now, without 
the amazing CalWORKs services, I couldn’t back to school. They provide us with childcare 
services, which is very helpful to my path and helps us to pay the rent during our studies. 
Paying for our mileage, computers, books, and work-study jobs that are financially helpful but 
not included in income, this amazing plan supported me to stand up for my future.

I took many IT courses and obtained many certificates in San Diego College of Continuing 
education, these certificates are the Front-End Web Development Certificate, Interactive 
Media certificate program certificate, Mobile Development certificate, Mobile Software Dev 
Platform, Server-Side Web Development, Website Creation, and Business Communication, so 
as you see I’m so close to IT field, still, I need more certificates, besides my Bachelor degree 
in Computer Science from my homeland, I’m trying to learn new technology in IT field to be 
professional in this field then find my dream job to help others in the community and improve 
workflow in any spot.

On the other hand, my husband pathway still long to the university, I support him at home, 
and also do the work-study job in the morning as an outreach ambassador, helping other 
students, translating to Arabic, registering them in classes, designing new flyers, social media 
promoting for CalWORKs program and other duties, also work for the SPARC Leader Program 
now, where we practice designing solutions that make sense to the families, also my part as a 
student and a mother, I prepare what my family, and start studying overnight.

I’m a mother who is empowered to follow my dreams, and all that back to my CalWORKs 
family, without them, I won’t be what I am today!
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Information 
Technology
San Diego College 
of Continuing  
Education

TANIA
MELENDEZ

When the pandemic hit, I was on the heels of a divorce and seeking gainful employment. Now 
being faced with the challenge of being single parent of a toddler. I was transitioning from 
being a stay-at-home-mom to going back into the workforce.  I was terrified and depressed 
but I knew I had to do something. I had a choice to change my story.  

In June 2020 I enroll into the Desktop Technician courses in order to gain a new skill to make 
me more marketable in the work place. There were many points in my journey during which I 
wanted to give up.  The course work was challenging, in addition to dealing with life’s regular 
difficulties. As an Asian-American, the fear of breaking barriers in a male dominated field 
terrified me, there were many times I thought about quitting and wanted to give up on myself. 

It was challenging to meet my educational goals while being a single parent. I had to learn to 
be disciplined with my time and learn to balance parenting as well.  It has not been an easy 
journey for both me and my son because it required sacrifice from not just me, but from him as 
well. After the devastation of my divorce, I had to rediscover myself by building job skills and 
my self-esteem. Taking courses at San Diego College of Continuing Education has afforded 
me this opportunity to not only build my job skills, gain practical hands-on experience, but 
also showed me that I can do it with a little bit of determination and help from God that I 
could. My life is much different than it was a year ago, this journey has replaced my despair 
with hope and confidence.  While most people hated that COVID happened, I was happy that 
I could continue to pursue my educational goals on zoom and now able to see the fruits of that 
labor. Most recently, I was awarded the William A. Rosen Scholarship from SDCCE as well as 
had the honor to be a student speaker at the May 2020 Commencement ceremony.
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Psychology
San Diego 
Mesa College

SARA
PISCHINGER 

I started school right before the pandemic hit. Two weeks into my new studies, everything 
gets shut down. No school for both me or my child. My whole world came crashing to a halt. 
Not only do I need to figure out how to do my own studies online but rather, I have to learn 
how to be my ten year old sons teacher, a single mother already struggling to make it work 
out somehow. 

The struggles of making sure we both have computers to complete all of our work on. A 
constant internet to be using was a big step in itself.  Making time for my studies became less 
and less of my personal goal of success for us. 

Now my child is in school. Thankfully for now. But, if he has a stuffy nose. Oh. Can’t go to 
school for ten days. Or have to make him suffer through yet again another COVID-19 test. I 
thought it might be easier. But each time it just proves that my career is uncertain and we will 
be stuck in a standstill for whoever knows how long still. 

I still have hopes of achieving my goals for us, but right now it isn’t looking so pretty.
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Psychology
Southwestern 
College

RASILIA
THOMAS

As a pregnant mother in November of 2019; my baby girl was due in late July of 2020. Little 
did I know that next year had something in store for me during this pregnancy. As a full-time 
student (5 classes in total) at Southwestern College, I was prepared to conquer my educational 
goals and get my AA in psychology to transfer to SDSU. Quitting was not an option, so; I 
pursued my academic path and had the passion for succeeding. As a mother of 3, soon to be 
4, I was ready to show my children that you can do all things that Christ strengthens me. I took 
each day one at a time until the following year hit, and the pandemic was quickly approaching. 
The very challenging part as a parent and a student and being expectant all at once was 
showing my children tips, encouraging words, and of course, incentives to keep them going. 
It was indeed new for my children, though with the experience I had, I was able to show my 
three heartbeats to get up out of bed, to eating breakfast, still get dressed, to staying active, 
spend more devoted time with the Lord. More family time and cherished moments as a whole. 
Even in the summer of 2020, I failed a class but, it was not going to stop me from reaching my 
goal and my passion for having the resilience. 

The CalWORKs community has shifted gears to ensure that I was successful in going to class, 
passing, and graduating with a perfect GPA. I am so humbly grateful for them and the counselors 
that reached out. They used to be or are still CalWORKs recipients, so; it is resourceful to have 
the right people on your side rooting you on and ensuring that you reached your educational 
goals. As an expectant mom with 3 heartbeats, if it were not for my previous online schooling 
experience and the support of the CalWORKs community as a whole. Thanks to God and the 
fantastic staff of CalWORKs at Southwestern College, I am here today. 
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