Know Your Rights and Responsibilities Under

WELFARE REFORM
So You Won’t Have to Quit School!
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Does the new CalWORKs law mean I have to quit school?

2
The state of California created a new welfare program, CalWORKs, California Work Opportunities and Responsibility to Kids, which replaced AFDC and GAIN as of January 1, 1998.  Beginning January 1, 1998 most adult recipients will be required to participate in up to 35 hours of “work activities” each week to continue receiving cash benefits, and eligibility for cash benefits for adult recipients will limited to a lifetime total of five years.  If you're a student who receives welfare, you may still be able to continue your education if you know your rights and responsibilities under the new law.  
No!  The good news is that attending college can count as a “work activity” under CalWORKs, but with certain restrictions.  "Any student who . . . is enrolled in any undergraduate degree or certificate program that leads to employment may continue in that program within the time period specified," according to Section 11325.23(a)(1) of the Welfare and Institutions Code.

What does the new law mean by "degree or program . . . that leads to employment?”
What if my major isn't on the approved list?
To continue receiving your full cash benefits while you complete your education, your county welfare department must determine that your major will lead to employment available in your area.  By March 1998, the county welfare department, in partnership with your local community college, must develop a list of majors and certificate programs that will lead to jobs available in your community.  If you're enrolled in one of these programs, then your education or training counts as a "work activity" under the new law, and you will be considered a Self-Initiated Program participant, or SIP.
Don’t worry  - you may still be able to continue your education.  If you can “demonstrate to the county that (your) program will lead to self-supporting employment (and) provide documentation (that) is included in (your) welfare-to-work plan,” your educational program can count as a work activity, according to Section 11325.23(a)(1) of the Welfare and Institutions Code.  This includes students at four-year universities and private trade schools, as well as those attending community colleges.  Once you submit this documentation, your caseworker will decide if your education or training is an allowable work activity.

How will the county determine the number of hours I spend in “work activities?”
If you're a student in an approved SIP, you must do 32 hours of “work activities” each week.  This includes the hours you spend in class instruction, according to Section 11325.23(a)(3)(C) of the Welfare and Institutions Code.  For example, if you're enrolled in 12 units and you spend 12 hours a week in class, those 12 hours counts towards the 32-hour work requirement.  In addition, any hours spent in labs, internships, community service or college work-study jobs also count as work activities under CalWORKs.  Some counties have also opted to allow time spent doing homework and studying to count towards work requirements. Note: These allowable work activities are only those related to SIPs.  For a complete listing of allowable work activities in your county (including homework and study time), call your county welfare department or local legal aid agency. 
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What about the “time period specified?”  How long will I have to finish school?
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I need more than 24 months to finish my education!  Will I have to quit school?

If you receive welfare, you will have to enroll in CalWORKs and develop a welfare-to-work plan with your caseworker.  If education is allowed as your welfare-to-work activity, you will be able to attend school for 18 to 24 months.  Your 18-24 time limit begins when you sign your welfare-to-work plan.
No!  Under CalWORKs, the time you need to complete your degree is not a criterion for approval for your education or training program.   If you can’t finish school within the 18 to 24-month time limit, you have the right to attend school up until you reach your time limit.  At that point, you will have to either work or perform community service for 32 hours per week while completing school, or your cash aid will be reduced.  

What else can I do to stay in school?  My education is important to my family and me!
Appeal the county decision.  If your caseworker won’t approve your course of study, you can ask for an appeals hearing.  Appeals are a very effective way to protect your rights - if your caseworker has made a wrongful determination about your course of study or eligibility for benefits (and they often do), you can get the decision reversed. If in doubt or disagreement, always appeal - contact your local legal service agency for free legal assistance. 

Continue your education anyway.  If your course of study is not approved as a work activity and you continue in school, your cash grant will be reduced - but only by the adult portion of your cash grant. Your children will still receive cash benefits, and there is no time limit on children’s eligibility for aid.  Both you and your children will still be eligible for food stamps and MediCal.  The worst that will happen is that your cash grant will be reduced by $80-200.
Check into student financial aid.  If you receive student financial aid, notify your college financial aid office of the reduction in your cash grant.  This reduction in income may qualify you for more student financial aid, including a work-study job on your campus.  If you are not receiving student financial aid, then ask your financial aid office for an application.  If you’re low-income, have a high school degree or a GED, and have no defaulted student loans, you may qualify for at least $1,750 in grants that you don’t have to pay back for every semester that you attend school full-time. Please note that if you receive welfare, student financial aid will not affect your cash benefits.   Note:  it may take as long as 8-10 weeks for you to receive your financial aid award once you qualify. 

Get a part-time job.  To make ends meet, you can combine part-time work with the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) to make up for your loss in cash benefits - and come out ahead.  The EITC is a tax credit of up to $2,400 per year (?) for low-income working Americans.  For example, if you work part-time and earn $500 per month, the EITC for a single parent with one child is almost $2,200 per year - and you don’t have to wait until the end of the year to get it!  You can get a portion of the EITC added on to each paycheck by asking your employer for a W-5, the Advance EITC form.  Receive up to $200 in extra income - on top of your paycheck - every month!
Get support.  Don’t go it alone – find a support group on your campus and get connected with parents like you to talk, share survival strategies – or start one of your own.  Call (888)404-7726 for info on how to organize a chapter of the Student Parent Advocacy Network (SPAN) on your campus, and join a network of student mothers and fathers across the state fighting for constructive welfare reform.  SPAN is a project of LIFETIME, Low-Income Families Empowerment through Education, a grassroots organization of low-income parents struggling to complete higher education and training and get the skills we need to get off welfare – and out of poverty – for good.
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