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County Honors CalWORKs Participants for 

 Overcoming Adversity and Achieving Success 
19th Annual Recognition Highlights Clients’ Determination, Acknowledges 

Support from Individuals and Partnering Organizations  
 
SANTA CLARA COUNTY, CALIF.— Ten CalWORKs clients were honored for their educational and 
employment accomplishments today, at the 19th Annual CalWORKs Achievement Awards ceremony.  The 
recognition held at the Board of Supervisors chambers showcased remarkable efforts CalWORKs clients 
have made to overcome personal, social and economic obstacles. 
 
“This annual ceremony is such an inspiring experience,” said Supervisor Liz Kniss, President of the County 
of Santa Clara Board of Supervisors.  “I am deeply moved by the resilience of the honorees to overcome 
not one but multiple barriers, and I am proud of the services our County provides to make a difference in 
their lives.” 
 
“The honorees are living proof of what we can accomplish when we work hard and smart,” added 
Supervisor Dave Cortese, Chair of the Board’s Children, Seniors and Families Committee. “Success takes 
determination, commitment to seizing opportunities. The lending hands represented in the strong 
partnerships we have with the community and local organizations are also essential for the success of our 
CalWORKs clients.” 
 
 Recognized today were Carolyn Byrne, Chu Tran, Rena Merritt, Reynalda Morfin, John David Hernandez, 
Lisa Talamantes, Jesse Mendez, Shuxian Qu, Tamika Moore, and Valentina Carrion. The Board of 
Supervisors also acknowledged two outstanding community partners for their commitment to support 
CalWORKs participants.  

-more- 
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OUTREACH received the Partner of the Year Award for providing transportation-related services to 
CalWORKs participants. The CalWORKs Program’s partnership with OUTREACH has made it possible for 
clients to attend job training, accept offers for employment placement, arrive punctually at appointments 
and move toward self-sufficiency. OUTREACH serves over 12,000 CalWORKs participants and their 
children. Their vehicles have provided 330,000 passenger trips totaling some 1.3 million miles. 
 
Described as a prominent partner, Safeway was also recognized as the CalWORKs Employer of the Year. 
Last June, 30 Safeway stores throughout Santa Clara County participated in the CalWORKs Employment 
Connection Job Fair, screening 600 clients and hiring 163.  One month later, Safeway recruited more 
workers for its new downtown store. 
 
"While their accomplishments are exceptional, the clients honored with this year’s awards are not the 
exception. They demonstrated how effective families become when their determination is matched by state 
and federal investments in programs that build self-sufficiency, setting a foundation for their children to 
work toward their own success," said Will Lightbourne, Director of the Social Services Agency, in charge of 
the local implementation of the CalWORKs program. “Today’s celebration is about how local, state and 
federal governments join forces with local employer and community partners to benefit the residents of 
Santa Clara County. These are extraordinary efforts, transforming challenges that can seem overwhelming 
into opportunities to succeed.”  
 
About the Santa Clara County Social Services Agency CalWORKs Program  
CalWORKs Employment Services provides thousands of Santa Clara County residents who receive public 
assistance relevant job skills, a plan for success, and effective tools to prepare for the type of jobs that lead 
to self-sufficiency. The program assists participants with education, training, career advancement, 
childcare, transportation, counseling and substance abuse treatment.  
 
CalWORKs families who are eligible to participate in CalWORKs Employment Services develop a plan for 
success to re-enter the world of work.  Members of these households may receive educational and 
vocational training, job placement, along with support services such as childcare, transportation, 
counseling and substance abuse prevention classes. All of these services help families build and  
maintain lives on their own, outside without total reliance on public assistance. 
 
In Santa Clara County, nearly 16,000 families currently receive public assistance. About 6,500 individuals 
are participating in the CalWORKs Employment Services Program. 
 

 Enclosed:  Biographies of County of Santa Clara 2009 CalWORKs honorees. 
 

-more- 
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CalWORKs AWARDS - RECIPIENTS BIOS 

 
Carolyn Byrne 

Carolyn was once a victim of domestic violence from a former partner who abused substances. As Carolyn’s 
hopes for her partner’s recovery diminished and the abuse spiraled out of control, her children were removed 
from their home. 
 
During a frightening domestic dispute one day at the park, a man with a dog knocked on Carolyn’s car window 
and asked, “Do you need help?”  As she watched him return to his unmarked police car, she noticed a K-9 
unit sticker. Soon after this intervention, she left her abuser, filed a restraining order, and moved in with her 
mother.  
 
Carolyn eventually reunited with her children and, determined to turn her life around, applied for CalWORKs. 
She was referred to Keys to Success, a program that equips clients with learning disabilities to be their own 
advocates. Assessment Specialist Stacy Messenger helped Carolyn identify her goals and develop a plan to 
achieve them. Carolyn enrolled in San Jose City College’s Registered Dental Assistant Program. She 
successfully passed her exam in August and quickly found employment. She now enjoys a full-time career as 
a dental assistant in Los Gatos. Her ultimate goal is to become a dental instructor at San José City College. 
 
Carolyn Byrne is now engaged to be married, and is the loving mother of five children, Joseph (12), Carly 
(10), Kathleen (6), Rebecca (6), and Robbie (18 months). 
 
 

 
Chu Tran 

In 1989, Chu Tran arrived in the United States as a refugee. He had fled Vietnam in 1981, survived 
imprisonment by the Communist regime in Cambodia, and waited in refugee camps in Thailand and the 
Philippines for years before being granted entry to the U.S. 
 
While Chu and his wife managed to support their family for many years, in 2004 they were forced to apply for 
CalWORKs assistance. This aid enabled Chu to return to school and continue his education. Because of the 
Vietnam War, Chu had not been able to progress beyond 6th grade. He enrolled at East Side Adult Education 
Center.  His English teacher Minh Nguyen noticed telltale signs of depression and stress, and referred Chu to 
counseling services at Asian Americans for Community Involvement (AACI).  
 
Chu’s counseling sessions, in combination with a work experience assignment at InnVision, helped lift him out 
of depression. One day when the InnVision cook was out sick, Chu stepped in to prepare lunch for 200 
people! The initiative, flexibility, and reliability he demonstrated as a volunteer led Food Services Director 
Lourdes Pollard to offer Chu a paid, full-time position. December 18 will mark his first year on the job.  
 
One of Chu’s goals is to give his son Kevin (age 12) the opportunity to go to college. With his persistence and 
dedication to his family, we know he will succeed. 

-more- 
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Rena Merritt 

Rena Merritt wanted something better for herself and her five young children. Shortly after enrolling in school, 
she found herself a single parent. Rena turned to CalWORKs for assistance. 
 
Having been out of school for 15 years, she was intent on acquiring new skills that would allow her to 
compete in today’s job market. Rena enrolled in a Technical Support Program at De Anza College’s 
Occupational Training Institute (OTI). Thanks to the college’s work-study program, Rena gained valuable 
experience in her chosen field. Her enthusiasm, determination, cheerfulness, and excellent work ethic left 
Program Coordinator Sabrina Stewart with no doubt about Rena’s employment prospects. 
 
The tough balancing act of being a mother and a student notwithstanding, Rena advanced steadily toward her 
goal. She completed her certificate in June, making the Dean’s List with a 4.0 Grade Point Average, and soon 
landed a full-time job as an Office Manager for E-Tech Silicon Valley. 
 
Rena has begun to fulfill her dream of making a better life for her and her children, Johnny (13), Dewey (12), 
Patience (7), Pearl (5), and Tommy (4).  
 

 
Reynalda Morfin 

After coming to the U.S. from Mexico, Reynalda struggled to adjust to the new culture. She fell behind 
academically, began to associate with the wrong crowd, found herself pregnant, and dropped out of middle 
school.  
 
In 2004, Reynalda entered the Cal-Learn Program at Planned Parenthood Mar Monte which helps teen 
parents on CalWORKs complete high school or obtain their GED and continue their education. Case Manager 
Elaina Lease encouraged Reynalda to return to school and enrolled her in Advancement Via Individual 
Determination (AVID), an academic support program that prepares students for college eligibility and success. 
Although nobody in Reynalda’s family had graduated from high school, she graduated magna cum laude in 
2008, sixth in her class! Reynalda credits Social Worker Tanya Nguyen and the AVID teachers with 
encouraging her to go on to college. 
 
Today, Reynalda is a sophomore attending San Jose State University, working towards a Bachelor’s Degree 
in Engineering. Although busy raising her daughter and pursuing her academic goals, Reynalda still finds time 
to give back to the community. She volunteers at Cal-Learn, tutors and mentors incoming high school 
freshman with AVID, and makes presentations to teen parents about both programs. Planned Parenthood is 
so impressed with Reynalda that they have already offered her a job as a mentor for next summer! 
 
Reynalda is the epitome of success, not only to her 5-year-old daughter, Candelaria, but to her younger 
brothers and sisters as well.  

 
-more- 
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John David Hernandez 

John was a drug addict deeply involved with gang life since he was a teenager. One day at the park his young 
son was playing with a BB gun that fired and injured a little girl. This was a wake-up that motivated him to 
walk away from the drugs and the gang lifestyle on April 10, 2008.  
 
Unemployed and in need of help, John applied for CalWORKs. Soon after, he found work as a cabinet maker 
at Roth Wood Products in San José. His commitment and team spirit made such an impression that, within 
months, he was recognized as Employee of the Month. However, constant reminders of the life he had left 
behind continued to haunt him. John got a referral to the CalWORKs Tattoo Removal Program at Valley 
Medical Center, to get rid of dozens of tattoos he acquired as a gang member.  Tattoo removal requires 
multiple laser treatments and typically takes about two years to accomplish. Next year John will celebrate the 
completion of his treatment. 
 
John is the dedicated father of three children:  Lillianna (21), Davina (10), and James (9).  Now at 46, John is 
becoming the role model he has always wanted to be. 
 

 
Lisa Talamantes 

A teenage single mother, Lisa Talamantes dreamed of completing high school. She succeeded in graduating, 
but was unable to secure employment without marketable skills or training. Lisa applied for CalWORKs.  
 
Employment Counselor CZ Lovecraft referred Lisa to Keys to Success, a program designed for clients with 
learning disabilities. Keys to Success taught Lisa strategies for learning more efficiently and effectively. This 
was a huge breakthrough since Lisa had experienced tremendous frustration in school throughout her 
childhood. Empowered, she enrolled in the Computer Technology Program at Evergreen Valley College. 
CalWORKs Coordinator Martha Hardin remembers Lisa as enthusiastic, positive, and energetic. 
 
Determined to be self-sufficient, in January 2009 Lisa participated in the CalWORKs Transitional Subsidized 
Employment program. Crediting CalWORKs for the skills she developed, two months later, she successfully 
found full-time work in the technical field. Unfortunately, she was laid off a few weeks ago. Hoping to find work 
again soon, Lisa reconnected with her case manager to enroll in the new SCC Works Subsidized Employment 
program funded by the federal stimulus package. 
 
Lisa regards raising her son, Andrew, now 14, as her greatest accomplishment. 
 

 
Jesse Mendez 

Jesse Mendez is one of the casualties of the current economic crisis. After working for the City of Oakland for 
8 years, in August, 2008, Jesse was laid off from his position as a youth outreach worker, where he assisted 
hard-to serve populations such as incarcerated youth, former gang members, and substance abusers. 
 
Jesse searched diligently for employment to no avail; his unemployment benefits eventually ran out and he 
and his family faced homelessness. In April 2009, Jesse applied for CalWORKs assistance and turned to the 
Employment Connection for help with his job search. 

 
-more- 
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Employment Counselor Gus Vargas helped Jesse re-package his skills. Jesse’s professional-looking resume 
and the interviewing skills he practiced while attending Job Club enabled him to land a full-time position in 
August. Today Jesse is back doing what he loves. As a Social Worker at the EHC LifeBuilders’ Boccardo 
Reception Center, an emergency shelter and transitional housing facility in San Jose, Jesse helps families in 
need. His life experiences have given him insight into how best to address the challenges these families face. 
 
Jesse is currently working on his Certification as an Alcohol and Drug Abuse Counselor. His greatest 
motivation is his 8-year-old son Gabriel.  
 
 

 
Shuxian Qu 

Shuxian and her husband immigrated to the U.S. with their young son in 2000. Although in China she had 
been a very successful Finance Manager, she had to start over in a new country.  
 
Shuxian earned her Child Development Certificate and soon found work. Unfortunately, her progress was 
derailed by a serious car accident in 2006 that left her in chronic pain. The following year, she was laid off; her 
injuries still had not healed, and her marriage was crumbling. Shuxian sank into severe clinical depression. 
 
Facing financial stresses, Shuxian applied for the CalWORKs program in October 2008. Aware that 
immediate action was necessary to address Shuxian’s mental health barriers, her Employment Counselor, 
Gigi Lau, referred her to Asian Americans for Community Involvement (AACI) for culturally sensitive and 
linguistically appropriate support services. This was the ray of hope Shuxian needed.  
 
Thanks to Behavioral Health Counselor Chi-Jung Lin, Shuxian learned to manage her mental and physical 
health in positive and constructive ways. Six months after she was referred to AACI, she accepted 
employment as a Clinic Receptionist at an optometry office in Cupertino. She sees many possibilities on the 
horizon and is very happy raising her 10 year-old son, William. 
 
2009 has been a year of many victories for Shuxian Qu. She conquered severe depression, won full custody 
of her 10-year-old son, William, and landed full-time employment. 
 

 
Tamika Moore 

For Tamika Moore, the birth of her daughter was the catalyst for turning her life around. Pregnant at 22, 
Tamika made the decision to become clean and sober for herself and for her daughter. On December 22, 
Tamika will celebrate three years of being drug-free.  
 
In 2007, Tamika applied for CalWORKs. After her daughter TaMya was born, she enrolled in the Medical 
Secretary training course at Santa Clara Adult Education Center. Tamika is grateful to CalWORKs 
Employment Services for assisting with the child care, transportation, and textbook expenses related to 
continuing her education.  
 

-more- 
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This summer, Tamika gained valuable experience as a volunteer administrative assistant at the Mountain 
View/Los Altos Adult Education Center. According to Melissa Rodriguez, Adult Ed Coordinator, Tamika brings 
such a positive attitude and impressive work ethic to the office, that she offered her a paid part-time position in 
September through the new SCC Works Subsidized Employment Program, funded by the federal stimulus 
package. Tamika looks forward to embarking on a full-time career upon completing her training and 
graduating early next year.  
 
 

 
Valentina Carrion 

The past 15 years haven’t been easy for Valentina. A foster child from the time she was 5 years old, Valentina 
resolved to find her birth mother. While she succeeded in reuniting with her mother and younger brother, the 
three soon found themselves facing homelessness. They were one of the first families to stay at the 
Sunnyvale Armory soon after it opened as a shelter. 
 
Valentina spent the next few years struggling to help support her family. She worked a variety of low-wage jobs 
and eventually managed to move into her own place. Unfortunately, Valentina eventually became involved in 
drinking, drugs, and an abusive relationship.  
 
The day Valentina found out she was pregnant, she decided to change her life. She applied for CalWORKs 
and through Employment Counselor Scarleth Garner, discovered a variety of wraparound services. Scarleth 
referred Valentina to Catholic Charities for counseling, helped her find a childcare provider that works with 
special needs children, and encouraged her to return to school. Valentina enrolled in the Medical Transcription 
Program at De Anza College, where CalWORKs Site Representative Nicole Buchwald has been guiding her 
along the road to success.  
 
Valentina has maintained part-time employment for the past two years while raising her young son, Isaiah, who 
is about to turn four. After completing her certification course next spring, she plans to seek full-time 
employment as a Medical Transcriptionist. Valentina has demonstrated courage, motivation, and perseverance 
in overcoming tremendous obstacles to achieve the stability that many take for granted. 
 
 
CalWORKs Community Partner of the Year Award:  
OUTREACH - Kathryn B. Heatley, Chief Executive Officer 
 
OUTREACH provides outstanding transportation-related services to Santa Clara County CalWORKs clients.  
OUTREACH programs serve over 12,000 CalWORKs participants and their children; their vehicles have 
provided over 330,000 passenger trips totaling some 1.3 million miles. 
 
The CalWORKs Program’s partnership with OUTREACH has made it possible for clients to attend job 
training, accept offers of employment placement, arrive punctually at appointments, and enabled them to 
successfully move towards self-sufficiency. 
 
Kathryn Heatley has served as the CEO/President of OUTREACH since 1997. Ms. Heatley and OUTREACH 
played an instrumental role in developing the County’s original Welfare to Work Transportation plan and 
implementing such services for CalWORKs families as door-to-door transportation to school, training and 
work; after school transportation for the children of CalWORKs participants; and vehicle repairs.  
 

-more- 
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In addition, OUTREACH develops individualized public transit travel plans for clients and has distributed free 
bus passes and children’s car seats. 
 
This fall, thanks to the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009’s Emergency Contingency Funds 
(ARRA/ECF), OUTREACH and the County’s Social Services Agency expanded the range of transportation 
assistance available to families moving from welfare to work. Newly added services include providing free 
bicycles and helmets, and arranging for car ownership for short-term car rentals for clients who have secured 
employment. 
 
 
CalWORKs Employer of the Year Award 
SAFEWAY - Human Resources Employment Representative Erin Wright 
 
For the past decade, Safeway has long been a prominent partner in helping CalWORKs clients move toward 
self-sufficiency. However, 2009 was particularly a banner year thanks to Human Resources Employment 
Representative Erin Wright.  
 
Following a well-attended employer presentation at the CalWORKs Employment Connection Center in April, 
Ms. Wright and County staff met to discuss Safeway’s recruitment needs. The meeting yielded a mega-job 
fair. In June, 36 stores throughout Santa Clara County came together at Employment Connection and 
screened roughly 600 hundred clients. Together, they hired a total of 163 people in one day. Thrilled by this 
successful event, Safeway returned in July to recruit workers for its new downtown store. 
 
Safeway offers a wide range of entry- to mid-level professional opportunities, competitive benefits, award-
winning on-the-job training, and leadership skills development. Ms. Wright’s own story of professional 
advancement with the Safeway Corporation has made her a particularly inspiring speaker at recruitment 
presentations. Her readiness to guide clients through the application process, her encouragement, and 
support complement the successful collaboration between CalWORKs and Safeway. 
 
 

# # # 
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