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Renita Pitts gets a kiss Sunday from her granddaughter Mhkaia Davis, 1, as Pitts’' two sons, Finus Cokes
(left), 14, and Antione Cokes, 13, look on at their home in Berkeley as the family is preparing to go to church.

Help is here for students on welfare

Negotiations give way
to retroactive benefits
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OAKLAND — Renita Pitts has
been on welfare as long as she can
remember.

Two years ago, the mother of five
sought to change her life and en-
rolled in Laney College. She's taking
six classes this semester and also
works 25 hours a week fulfilling her
dutics as Lanev's stdent body
president. Free moments are pre-
cious and few.

°I study on every bit of [ree time |
can get. whenever I can,” she said.
‘Il 'm on the bus, if I'm riding with
somebody. I'm reading, But it's re-
ally hard. It's hectic.”

Furthering her education became
more siressful for Pills last year

when welfare reform hit California,
She was told going to school and
taking care of her children wasn't
enough to meet state welfare re-
quirements — she'd have to get a
job.

Pitts is hardly alone in her
struggle. Ten percent of California’s
community college students receive
public assistance, according to the
communily college chancellor's of-
fice.

When welfare reform became law,
few people — including recipients
and caseworkers — understood all
the rules. The state’s new wellare
program, CalWORKs [California
Work Opportunities and Responsi-
bility to Kids), was designed to move
recipients from welfare to work as
quickly as possible.

Some recipients were told by
their caseworkers they should drop
out of college and find jobs. Others

heard that if they went to work they
would get child care and transporta-
tion benefits, but if they stayed in
school they would get nothing. .The
result was hundreds of recipients
unnecessarily quitting school while
others stayed, but never saw the
transportation and child care bene-
fits to which they were entitled.

To clear up the confusion — and
reverse the wrongdolng — several
welfare advocacy groups worked out
a deal with the state earlier this
year. For its part, the state agreed to
give a second chance to those who
were convineed to quit school, or
were denied benefits.

The two sides created the Self-
Initiated Program participant (SIP)
review request. If a SIP request is
approved — the deadline to file was
Friday — recipients will be able re-







