
 
 

CalWORKs Awards Honorees 
 
 

Denelda Johnson 
 
 
Denelda Johnson is a single mother raising two children: Shaila (13) and 
Deshai (25). After losing her husband to a massive heart attack, Denelda 
turned to alcohol to comfort her pain. Fortunately, the unconditional love of 
her extended family helped her to overcome her battle of alcoholism, avoid 
becoming homeless, and to begin taking control of her life.  
 
Although she had always struggled in school, Denelda’s two children 
encouraged her to return to school after a 20 year absence. In 2006, 
Denelda enrolled in Evergreen Valley College.  
 
It is not easy for Denelda to get to school: she must take three buses and 
battles a painful back and knee problem. Despite these struggles, her 
attendance has always been 100%. Denelda’s instructors describe her as 
an excellent student with a positive attitude and a joy to have in class. 
While attending Evergreen Valley College, she has received numerous 
awards for academic excellence and maintained a 4.0 GPA.  
 
In addition to her class work, Denelda has held a position for the last year 
as an Office Assistant III earning $10 per hour on campus. In this position, 
she is supportive to her fellow students and they look up to her as a mentor 
and friend. This May, Denelda’s will receive her Information Processing 
Specialist certificate.  
 

 
 

Olga Cruz 
 
 

When Olga Cruz was 18, both her mother and sister were murdered. Due 
to the trauma of this event, she suffered nightmares, flashbacks, panic 
attacks, and hallucinations. 
 



In 2006, Olga and her children applied for CalWORKs. She was soon 
referred to Gardner Family Care Corporation for counseling. There, Olga 
was treated for depression and post traumatic stress disorder. After 
Gardner’s counseling and support, she found the courage to leave her 
abusive husband and find a safe place for herself and her children: Sarah 
(14), Christina (22), and Mandy (24). 
 
Through counseling and group therapy at Gardner, Olga gained self 
confidence and incorporated healthy eating habits into her lifestyle, as she 
and her daughter suffer from Bulimia.  She began to exercise regularly and 
has learned new ways to control her panic attacks.  
 
With these new life skills, Olga will soon be ready to take classes to 
become re-certified as a Nurse Assistant.  She looks forward to re-entering 
the world of work in 2008. 
 

 
 

Katherine Way 
 
 

Katherine Way was referred to Asian American Recovery Services in 2005 
after a drug possession charge.  She had hit rock bottom as she had 
become homeless and separated from her three children: Abigail (18), 
Julian (20), and Cole (22).   
 
While attending counseling sessions and a Women’s Recovery Group to 
help change her lifestyle, Katherine realized that she had an opportunity to 
change her life and was able to reunite with her family. 
 
With the help of her counselor, Katherine applied for CalWORKs and 
developed a comprehensive CalWORKs plan to include services she was 
receiving at Asian American Recovery. 
 
In June 2006, Katherine graduated from her outpatient program. She was 
released from probation and had her records expunged. Katherine 
continued to utilize outpatient and counseling services at Asian American 
Recovery Services voluntarily.  
 



Katherine now works as a Receptionist at Cedar Crest Nursing & 
Rehabilitation Center. She recently received the “Shining Star” award for 
her dedication, performance, and support to staff, the residents and their 
families. Katherine attributes her success to Asian American Recovery 
Services for their support with her recovery. 
 

 
 

Christine Benavides 
 
 

Christine Benavides has overcome many barriers and persevered to 
become the first in her family to graduate from college. She is the proud 
mother of Hailey: age 7. 
 
After her daughter suffered a traumatic act of violence by the hands of her 
own father, Christine made the difficult decision to leave this relationship. 
At 21, Christine found herself in an unfamiliar place as the sole provider for 
her family. One of her biggest fears was that no one would hire her. Even 
though depression set in, she continued to look for an open door.  
 
Christine applied for CalWORKs and was given the opportunity to enroll at 
West Valley College. While attending West Valley, Christine applied and 
was accepted into the NASA Ames Research Center Internship Program.  
 
As Christine gained confidence in herself, she began to volunteer in the 
community. Today, in addition to attending school, she is also a Girl Scout 
Leader, helps to build houses for Habitat for Humanity, and participates in 
the annual AIDS Walk.  
 
In May 2007, Christine graduated with honors from West Valley College. 
Following graduation, NASA offered her a job as a Contract Specialist, for 
$16 per hour. In addition to working, Christine also attends Santa Clara 
University, majoring in International Communications with a focus on 
business and aerospace. 

 
 
 
 

Summer Rodriguez 



 
. 
 
 At the age of 13, Summer Rodriguez was “sold” by her father to a man in 
his late 30’s and subsequently was married. Unfortunately this lead her to 
fall into the cycle of drug abuse and addiction.  
 
Summer divorced and has been clean for over five years. She is the 
devoted mother to three children: Isaac (9), Alexis (6), and Madyson (19 
months).  
 
After her divorce, she applied for CalWORKs and enrolled at Mission 
College. As part of her coursework, she interned at Elmwood Correctional 
Facility, where she discovered her passion to make a difference in the lives 
of others. Summer hopes to become a counselor for troubled youth. She 
will complete her coursework at Mission College this month and has been 
accepted to San Jose State University. 
 
Even with her busy schedule, Summer makes time to help her children with 
homework and reads bedtime stories to them every night.  
 

 
 

Phuong Le 
 
 
Phuong Le came to the United States with her infant daughter as a refugee 
from Vietnam. When she arrived, she spoke no English and shortly after 
became involved in a relationship that soon turned unsafe. She knew she 
had to make a change for herself and her daughter. But, she wasn’t sure 
where to turn.  
 
Phuong applied for CalWORKs and learned about their services and 
support. To learn English and gain occupations skills, Phuong’s CalWORKs 
Counselor referred her to De Anza College’s Occupational Training 
Institute (OTI). She received encouragement and support from OTI 
Counselor Mary Cay Sherman. In spite of her  difficulty to learn English, 
Phuong was able to maintain a 3.0 GPA. She had to take two buses to 
school, but she was always on time and prepared for class. 
 



In the evenings, Phuong spent quality time with her daughter and set her 
alarm for 3am to wake up and study.  Mary Cay recalls Phuong saying,” 
Before I earn money, I have to learn knowledge, because knowledge is 
power and I must try my best to make my dreams come true.”  
 
Phuong has come a long way since touching ground on United States soil. 
She obtained an Administrative Assistant  AA Degree from De Anza and is 
currently employed as a Bilingual Office Specialist for Santa Clara County 
Social Services Agency – General Assistance Department.  
 

 
 

Fulber Pliego 
 

 
Fulber Pliego was raised in Mexico and came to live in the United States 
when he was 14. He got married at 16 and had four children. 
 
When Fulber’s marriage ended, he did not know how he would be able to 
raise his children as sole provider for his family but was determined to find 
a way to give his children the stability they deserved. He applied for 
CalWORKs and began looking for employment.  
 
Fulber found a stable job with the Humane Society of Silicon Valley, where 
he earns $13.75 per hour as a Facility Assistant. He is doing so well at 
work, that he recently received the “Extra Mile” award from his employer. A 
quick learner, Fulber has mastered multiple trades including roofing and 
plumbing on the job.  
 
Fulber describes himself as a “simple person” who works hard and only 
wants the best for his four children: Fulber Jr. (5), Priscilla (11), Adrianna 
(13), and Cristal (14).  He has taken full responsibility for his life and has 
accepted the complicated role of being a single father to a school-age boy 
and three teen daughters.  

 
Joy Smith 

 
 



Joy Smith’s early years were marred by serious medical problems. By age 
13, she survived three brain surgeries. As a young teen, she began 
experimenting with drugs and eventually dropped out of school. 
 
At 24, Joy was a single mother who knew she needed to make changes but 
didn’t know where to start. In 2005, she applied for CalWORKs and was 
referred to the Mt. View/Los Altos Adult Education Program. Her 
Counselor, Annette Bains, provided Joy the support she needed to pass 
her GED tests. Joy then transferred to De Anza College’s Occupational 
Training Institute (OTI).  
 
Last year, Joy suffered a setback; another brain tumor was discovered that 
required additional surgery. But Joy did not give up. Despite this obstacle, 
she has maintained a 3.5 GPA as an Administration of Justice major.  
 
While attending De Anza, Joy has become active in the Disabled Student 
Services Department and received training from her mentor, Diana 
Lydgate, a Learning Specialist. She has been hired as a Clerk and Aide for 
students with disabilities, earning $12 per hour. 
  
Today, Joy and her son Damion: (3) look forward to a bright future. 

 
 

Joseph Gallegos 
 
 

For years, Joseph Gallegos struggled with drug addiction and ultimately 
became homeless. Joseph tried, unsuccessfully, several times to change 
his life. His brief period of homelessness was the beginning of a turning 
point for Joseph, as it made him decide to make a change for the sake of 
his two children: Sabrina (14) and Joseph (13).  
 
In his search to provide a stable and loving home for his children, Joseph 
knew that he had to face his drug addiction. Joseph sought help from the 
rehabilitation program at the Salvation Army, where he obtained the tools to 
live his life “clean and sober.”  
 
Joseph applied for CalWORKs and thanks to the guidance and support of 
his CalWORKs Employment Counselor, Henry Garcia, Joseph was offered 
an unpaid work experience position at the MediCal Service Center 



(MCSC).  At work, Joseph brought a great spirit to the office. He always 
has a smile and his supervisor, Mamie Rocha Salazar, claims that Joseph 
impressed the entire office with his remarkable work ethic. 
 
After 10 months, Joseph was offered and accepted a full-time Office 
Specialist II position. He continues to be a “shining star” at MCSC. Joseph 
has gotten a second change at life and at fatherhood. He now enjoys 
everyday of his new life to the fullest! 
 

 
Laura Rodriguez 

 
 
Looking at the accomplished woman we see today, it is hard to imagine 
that Laura Rodriguez has overcome so many barriers. At one point, Laura 
and her two young children: Jassarae (5) and Jessie (8) had no car, no 
money, and no one to lend them a hand. 
 
Hopeful that an advanced education would enable her to support her 
family, Laura began attending San Jose City College in 2004.  Soon she 
encountered problems in her coursework, which jeopardized her ability to 
complete her degree.  
 
Through the guidance and support of her CalWORKs Counselor, Laura 
was referred to Keys to Success, a learning disabilities program. After 
graduating from the three week course, Laura understood her learning 
problems and left the program with a plan to succeed in school.  
 
Laura has been able to utilize many of the strategies and tools she learned 
from Keys to Success and is now a dedicated student. In addition to 
attending school full-time, she also mentors at-risk youth at Alum Rock 
Counseling Center. 
  
Laura will graduate from De Anza College with her AA Degree in 
Administration of Justice in 2008.  
 

 
 
 

Employer of the Year:  



Safeway 
 
 

 
 
Santa Clara is certainly very fortunate to have a number of Safeway Stores 
established throughout the County. As an organization, Safeway 
contributes generously to the community, often providing discounts to non-
profit organizations or contributing to special community events. 
 
Beyond charitable acts, Safeway has been a long time partner of the 
CalWORKs program in Santa Clara County. Over the years, Safeway has 
actively attended the Employment Connection Job Fairs and has hired 
CalWORKs clients for many of their stores. 
 
As an employer, Safeway recognizes the needs of its work force and is 
willing to hire qualified candidates for both full and part time work. New 
employees participate in a training program, gaining new skills while being 
paid. The company also offers numerous promotional opportunities and a 
solid benefit package.  
 
Kathy Webber, Manager of the South County Safeway store in Gilroy, is 
here today accepting the award on behalf of all Safeway stores. The Gilroy 
store has a long standing tradition of recruiting and hiring employees from 
the CalWORKs Employment Connection Center. In fact, this store currently 
has three employees who are former CalWORKs clients.    
 
The CalWORKs program looks forward to a strong and vibrant partnership 
with Safeway stores! 
 

 
Partner of the Year: 

Office of the Public Defender/Expungement Program 
 
 
Today, most employers require a criminal background check before hiring 
new employees.  These histories include every conviction or arrest 
committed by the individual throughout their adult life. Unfortunately, for 
many of our CalWORKs clients, these old infractions provide a barrier to 
moving forward and starting a new life. 



 
The Office of the Public Defender is able to assist many of our CalWORKs 
clients through the Expungement Program, by assisting them in having 
non-violent felonies reduced or misdemeanors dismissed from their record.  
 
The day to day work of this program is provided by two exemplary senior 
paralegals, Mamie Lopez and Patsy Caballero. These two women are the 
heart of the local Expungement program. They provide weekly 
presentations throughout the county providing useful tips and helpful 
information to CalWORKs staff, clients and our community partners. 
 
Once an application is filed, each paralegal develops a close relationship 
with their respective clients, providing critical moral support as they 
navigate the lengthy process.  Many hours of work goes into each case - 
which may take between six to nine months to complete. In this fiscal year 
alone, the program has served 240 clients and filed 698 cases to be 
reviewed by the probation department! 
 
The CalWORKs program feels extremely fortunate to have such 
responsive, compassionate staff implementing this program and assisting 
so many clients each year. 
 


