CalWORKs Criteria for SIP Approval

There are only four SIP approval criteria.  The SIP must be approved if all the following apply:
1. The student was enrolled in an education or training program by the date of his/her appraisal appointment to sign his/her welfare-to-work plan.

(a) What if the student missed their initial appraisal appointment?
If the student missed their initial appraisal appointment, they have the right to reschedule the appointment, but only if the he or she missed the appointment with good cause (MPP Section 42-711.541). If the student missed the appointment with good cause, then he or she must have been enrolled in their education or training program by that date.  If the student did not have good cause to miss the appointment, then he or she must have been enrolled on the date of their original appraisal, whether they attended or not.   

(b) What does enrollment mean for purposes of SIP approval?
For purposes of SIP approval “enrolled” means that an individual has applied for and been accepted into a degree or certificate program and continues to meet and fulfill all conditions imposed by the institution of offering the program to maintain current status.




2. The program must lead to a certificate or undergraduate degree, including associates and baccalaureate degrees, or a California regular teaching credential.

(a) Can a SIP be denied if it will not be completed within the 18-24 month welfare-to-work period?
No, a SIP cannot be denied solely on the basis that it cannot be completed within the individual’s 18-24 month time period.  A student can continue their studies until the end of the 18-24 month time limit, even if they won't finish their program or degree.  At this point, the student will be required to either work or participate in community service for 32 hours per week to continue receiving full cash benefits and assistance paying for supportive services such as child care.  

(b) Can the County Welfare Department approve only those SIPs which can be completed within a county-determined period of time, such as 9-12 months?
See the above question.  There is no legal authority in CalWORKs to approve or disapprove a SIP based solely on the length of the program.  Counties cannot require students to transfer to shorter programs, but may counsel them about the consequences of the time limit.




3. The program is on the county’s list of programs leading to employment, or the student shows the program will lead to self-sufficient employment.  If the program is not on this list, the County Welfare Department is required to give students the criteria required to get their SIP approved in writing.  

(a) Must the county establish a written list of approvable SIPs?
Yes.  In each county, the County Welfare Department and the local community colleges developed a list of education and training programs that will lead to employment in your community.  The list must be agreed to annually and be available to the public, including CalWORKs participants, on request.

(b) Must the County Welfare Department establish criteria for approving programs not on the county list and make the criteria known to participants? 

Yes.  If a student is enrolled in a program or major that is not on the county's list, the student will be allowed to continue in their SIP if they demonstrate to the county that the program will lead to self-supporting employment.  Before denying a SIP that is not on the county list, the county must provide the student with written information that specifies the procedures for approving programs and must allow a reasonable amount of time for the individual to provide documentation that the program will lead to employment.  

(c) Must the recipient be informed in writing of a SIP denial?
Yes, recipients must be informed in writing of the denial of their SIPs, the reasons for the denial, and their appeal rights.  Counties must not continue to use the former GAIN SIP denial notice, since it contains grounds for denial that are no longer valid.




4.  To remain a SIP, a student must continue to make “satisfactory progress” in school.

(a) Must the County Welfare Department count special classroom or tutorial hours for SIP participants that have been evaluated as learning disabled?

Yes.  If the educational institution determines that a learning disabled student needs special classes or tutorials to help them overcome their learning barriers to educational success, the hours a student spends in these tutorials must be counted towards the 32 hour requirement.

In addition, students have the right to request that any special circumstances be taken into consideration when being evaluated for making "satisfactory progress" in school, including but not limited to family crises, lack of support services such as child care, transportation problems, and/or family illness.




Other Issues Affecting SIP Students

1. Can the County Welfare Department deny a SIP because the recipient has already participated in, begun, or completed a SIP under the GAIN program? 

No, participation in a SIP under GAIN is not a factor in the determination of a SIP approval.  Time spent in a prior GAIN SIP does not count against the 18-24 month welfare-to-work program.  

2. Can a SIP be denied if the recipient already has skills which would allow him or her to obtain a job?
 No.  Although the GAIN Program permitted the denial of a SIP if the individual already had marketable skills, a CalWORKs SIP cannot be denied for that reason.  

3. May the County Welfare Department require that a participant in a SIP attend full-time?
No, unless the school requires full-time attendance in a particular degree or certificate program.  While the GAIN law required a participant to attend the SIP fill-time, the current statute does not.  Counties may encourage students to attend full-time in the light of the 32 hour-requirement and the 18-24 month time limits, but cannot require them to attend school on a full-time basis.  However, a student in a SIP is required to participate in welfare-to-work activities for 32 hours.

4. Can students leaving the Cal-Learn Program be SIPs?

Yes, Cal-Learn students, who are enrolled in a degree or certificate program at the time they are required to attend a CalWORKs welfare-to-work appraisal, must be treated like other recipients with respect to having SIPs approved.

5. Must participants in SIPs be required to participate in job club or job search to fill the 32 weekly hours required?

Yes, if the recipient’s classroom, laboratory, and internship activity hours do not total 32 hours, participation in job club or job search may be required as long as it would not interfere with the SIP.  However, recipients must be informed that they are not required to accept any job that would interfere with the hours of an approved SIP. 

6. Must the County Welfare Department count work-study hours toward the 32 hours per week of activities required of SIPs?

Yes, work-study is paid employment and is a countable activity for purposes of meeting the 32 hour requirement. As with any other work activity that is part of the welfare-to-work plan, necessary support services must be provided.


7. Must the County Welfare Department count classroom hours for all courses that are required for the degree or certificate, including electives? 


Yes, the classroom hours of any course that count toward the completion of the degree or certificate program count toward the 32 hour requirement.  Electives and remedial classes such as foreign language, computer classes and general education requirements, must be counted if they count toward the degree or certificate, even if they do not count towards the participant’s major or concentration.  

8. When a participant and the County Welfare Department cannot agree on the activities needed to reach the 32 weekly hours required for a SIP, what happens?


Although assessments are not required to develop a welfare to work plan for participants in approved SIPs, the County Welfare Department may require an assessment, when necessary, to assign concurrent activities to help the participant meet the minimum 32 hours of weekly participation.  If the participant disagrees with the assessment, the matter must be referred for an independent assessment by an impartial third party.  Additionally, as with any dispute regarding CalWORKs participation, participants have the right to file for a state hearing.

9. If a student's SIP is denied, can he or she finish the current semester or quarter?

Yes, the County Welfare Department is required to allow CalWORKs students in unapprovable SIPs to continue in those programs until the next quarter or semester break, at which time they must transfer to an approvable SIP or participate in other welfare-to-work activities.  The time in the unapprovable SIP counts toward the 18-24 month time limits.

10.  Must supportive services be paid during the time a recipient in an unapprovable SIP is   completing his or her educational semester or quarter?


Yes, the county must provide necessary supportive services during the time the participant is in an unapprovable SIP and is finishing the quarter or semester. 
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Case Scenario #1:





Lupe is a student at Laney College who is transferring to San Francisco State in the fall to pursue a BA in Social Work.   Her appraisal appointment was scheduled during the spring semester, at which her worker denied her SIP because Lupe was not yet enrolled at San Francisco State.   





Solution:





Lupe sought free legal advice from the legal aid agency in her community and learned that under CalWORKs, she was considered enrolled at San Francisco State because her application for admission for the fall semester had been accepted by the date of her appraisal appointment with her caseworker.   Lupe called her worker and explained her position and her understanding of the law.  Her worker consulted with her supervisor, and then subsequently approved her SIP.








Case Scenario #2


	


Bernadette attends Merritt College and was called in for her CalWORKs appraisal during the summer.  Because her child was not in school and she couldn't afford child care, Bernadette had not enrolled in classes.  Her worker therefore denied her SIP and told her that she had to start job search and look for work.  





Solution:





Under the CalWORKs law, Bernadette’s caseworker could not deny her SIP for not being enrolled in summer classes because at the time of her appraisal, Bernadette was a student at Merritt College and planned to enroll in the fall.  Bernadette filed a state appeals hearing, and the county was required to pay for her child care and other supportive services so she could attend summer school.  











 Case Scenario #1:





	Suzie had just completed a certificate in Community Social Services at Merritt College, but her goal was to transfer to Cal State Hayward and earn a BA in Sociology, which would take her two and a half years.  Suzie’s SIP was denied because she could not complete her program within 24 months.   Her worker told Suzie that at the end of the semester, she would have to quit her associate's program and look for work.  Suzie refused, and her worker sent her a Notice of Action that she would be sanctioned and lose all her CalWORKs benefits. 





Solution:  





Within ten days of receiving the Notice of Action, Suzie promptly filed for a state appeals hearing and continued to receive her CalWORKs benefits while her appeal was pending.   At the appeal, Suzie's SIP was approved because time to complete a program is not one of the four SIP approval criteria.











Case Scenario #2:





	Norma is a student at San Jose City College taking ESL classes.   Her worker denied her SIP because the ESL classes she's taking do not lead to a certificate or degree.  





Solution:





Under CalWORKs, Norma has the right to finish the current semester in the unapproved program while receiving support services such as child care, then transfer into an approved program.   In this case, Norma finished the semester and then enrolled in a vocational ESL program (VESL) to strengthen her English skills while she studies CIS, Computer Information Systems, which will lead to a certificate and a well-paying job.











Case Scenario #1:





Melanie is pursuing an associates degree in Sociology at Laney College.  Her worker denied her SIP because it is not on the county list of approved programs.





Solution:





Melanie talked to her worker and learned that her SIP could be approved if she provided letters from two prospective employers stating that a degree in her major was required for employment with their companies, and that they would consider hiring her once she finished school.  Melanie went to the Sociology Department and the Career Center at her college to research jobs in her major, and got a list of employers that recruit Sociology graduates.  After she contacted two employers on the list, she submitted their letters to her worker and her SIP was approved. 











Case Scenario #2:


	


	Asad is a student at UC Berkeley pursuing a BA in Philosophy.  His SIP was not approved because Philosophy was not on the county list of approved programs.  





Solution:





Asad was pursuing a BA in Philosophy and planned to enroll in an MA teaching credential program upon graduation.  Under CalWORKs, an MA teaching credential is an allowable major since there is a critical shortage of teachers in California.  By demonstrating that his BA would allow him to gain immediate employment after graduation as a teacher, Asad was able to get his SIP approved.  











Case Scenario #1:





	Karen had been attending DeAnza College for four semesters, where she had difficulties understanding the assigned readings in her Child Development classes.  As a result, Karen earned several D's and withdrew from two classes, and her, her worker denied her SIP on the basis that she had not made "satisfactory progress."





Solution:





At the suggestion of one of her teachers, Karen was tested for learning disabilities and discovered she was dyslexic, which had caused her to not make “satisfactory progress” in school.  As a disabled student and CalWORKs participant, Karen exercised her right to request accommodations in the form of special tutorials at her college and an extension of her 24-month time limit.  The County Welfare Department subsequently granted these accommodations and approved her SIP.  











Case Scenario #2:





	Lydia is a student at San Jose State University who was experiencing domestic violence.  As a result of the domestic violence, she was forced to miss many of her classes and did poorly during the fall semester.   Because of her poor attendance and low grades, Lydia's worker denied her SIP for not making satisfactory progress.





Solution:





 	Lydia called her worker and explained the problems she was having at home.  She learned that under the CalWORKs law, any program requirement can be waived for women who are facing domestic violence.  After discussing this issue with her case worker, the program requirement for satisfactory progress was waived for the fall semester, and Lydia developed a plan with her worker to get her grades and life on track.   This plan included a referral to domestic violence counseling services in the community, which the county paid for, and the hours that Lydia spends in counseling count as part of her 32-hour work requirement.








    For more information on your rights as a CalWORKs student call LIFETIME at 510-452-5192.
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