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Abstract 

This paper includes an autoethnographic form of research to provide insight into the 

difficulties associated with being a mother on welfare, who is seeking a college education while 

a citizen in a state which denies her accessing a higher education to end her poverty.  Due to the 

fact that minimal research has been done which offers an in depth perspective of the 

ramifications of this type of alienation, the researcher has chosen to combine qualitative research 

with her personal experience.  It is significant that the State of Connecticut is the only one in 

America which disallows a welfare mother’s post secondary education classes as allowable work 

activity for her to continue receiving her social welfare assistance.  Considering there are so 

many positive consequences to a college education, the researcher is convinced that the denial of 

access to it for these women derives from racist, sexist, and outright discriminatory individuals 

within Connecticut’s political arena.  Not only is higher education a civil right, it is also produces 

better outcomes for communities that these individuals are a part of.  There is a direct correlation 

between college graduation and welfare recidivism.  The positive outcomes of college graduation 

are not only reflected within the parameters of individual families; the ability to self-determine a 

better future also instills hope in mothers and communities alike.  With bachelor’s degrees, these 

women obtain employment income which often supports their families even immediately after 

graduation.  Likewise, children born to educated mothers are more likely to continue the tradition 

of acquiring higher education, and the likelihood of them being in our countries’ jails, prisons, 

and institutions are greatly diminished.  Denial of a person’s access to financial independence is 

costing our cities, states, and the citizens therein much more than the money it would cost to 

support mothers through college.  The costs of uneducated parents in America are proving to be 

unbearable and unnecessary. 
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College Graduation and Welfare Recidivism 
 
 Since welfare mothers have limited time on welfare, it is important for American society 

that they are equipped with the life skills and financial security necessary to provide for their 

offspring, once their benefits are terminated.  Nearly half of welfare recipients lack the basic 

education necessary to gain sustainable wages which can keep them off welfare (London, 2005).  

At the same time, evidence strongly suggests that post secondary education can provide a route 

out of low waged employment and welfare dependency, for those with the ability and motivation 

to pursue post secondary education.   

I am one of those motivated individuals.  This is what I wanted, a way out of low waged 

employment and welfare dependency.  President Bill Clinton acknowledged that all Americans 

needed a college education, but in the end, I was denied one by the people he enabled with block 

grants.  It was during a landmark hearing when I met my match.  In 2002, the Senate Finance 

Committee passed a bill, the Work, Opportunity, and Responsibility for Kids Act, which would 

require welfare recipients to work thirty hours per week and would allow states to count some 

form of education as an allowable work activity.  Forty nine states allowed post secondary 

education to count as an allowable work activity.  Some states allowed mothers on welfare 

assistance up until their associates’ degree, some until their bachelor’s degree.  Some states make 

stipulations as to how the recipient must work towards independence.  My state though was the 

only one out of all 50 which refused to include a post secondary education degree program as an 

allowable activity.  Connecticut is the only state that refused to count college education as an 

allowable work activity, and it caused my family and I a great deal of misery and pain. 

In “Welfare Recipients’ College Attendance and Consequences for Time-Limited Aid”, 

London speaks of a study conducted by Kane, Thomas, and Rouse.  “Labor-Market Returns to 
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Two and Four Year College” (1995), demonstrates that post secondary education and graduation 

with a two or four year degree is associated with increased earnings.  The idea, however, of 

earning more money after graduation was not the only reason why I decided to fight for my 

education.  It had to do with pride, and I needed to break generational curse of government 

dependency.  I thought it was important for mothers on welfare to secure necessary wages to 

support their families, but I knew it was even more so to leave a life time of dependency behind 

for good.   

One would think my state government was working to make things happen for my 

family. Instead, the way they treated me was horrifying.  I constantly walked on egg shells 

hoping they would not succeed in railroading me out of school.  The time limits that they placed 

on me to receive assistance were especially harsh.  To make matters worse, they were refusing to 

allow my college classes to account for allowable work activity.  I had to still participate in 

gainful employment which totaled thirty hours per week to get the help I needed with daycare 

costs and cash, medical and food stamp assistance.  Quite naturally, the father of my daughters 

did nothing at all to help.  I was doing what was required of me while maintaining my daughter’s 

care, but the state was not doing what even my tax dollars were being taken for. 

During my second year as a full-time student at Capital Community Technical College I 

had to develop the “eye of the tiger”.  By that time, I mastered the schedule of getting my 

daughters ready for school the night before.  I would bathe them, groom their hair and put them 

to bed in the next day’s school clothes.  I would then prepare their lunches and clean our house.  

I did my homework sometimes until two o’clock in the morning.  I was competing against 

hundreds of other students for a scholarship to a university within the state, and failure simply 

was not an option.  My tardiness or absenteeism was not going to be the reason why I failed to 
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get the scholarship.  When I awakened my three daughters in the morning, all I had to do was 

feed them breakfast, and brush their teeth, grab their lunches, and off we were off!  Every 

morning, while walking to our van I had to deal with the worries of an unleashed pitbull who 

was behind a small fence next door.  The calls to the dog warden never helped, all I could do was 

get my kids the hell out of the neighborhood. 

  Although my schedule was grueling, I registered into another college program.  I did 

this to speed my graduation and to increase the financial aid I could get to provide for my 

daughters.  My days were long and difficult.  My back would hurt because I would be sitting at 

desks all day long.  I would bring my two eldest daughters to school, my newborn to daycare, 

and then pick them all up after my first few classes.  In the evening, I would bring them to an in-

house daycare provider.  She was elderly, and her house stunk-but I knew she would not hurt my 

girls so I chose her.  It seemed like every time I would bring my daughters to her, she didn’t want 

to take them.  She complained of never getting the money she was supposed to have received 

from the State of Connecticut’s Care 4 Kids Program.  It was awful.  I did everything the agency 

required of me.  I reported my income from the part time jobs I would work, I provided them the 

class schedules at both schools, showed them copies of the professors signatures that were 

required for me to get the financial aid (to prove I really was pulling the schedule), I provided 

them proof that my daughters were actually sitting in the woman’s home during my night-time 

classes and work shifts, and the agency still would not pay the baby sitter.  Every time I showed 

up she would “Baby sitter-Jack” Me.  It was awful.  We arrived at the point where I had to resort 

to bringing my daughters to night classes with me.  I would cut up fruits, and make sure they 

were hungry before bringing them to class.  Essentially, I had adult conversations with them in 
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order to convince them to behave in class.  I was so afraid the professors would ask me to stop 

bringing them while graduation was fast approaching. 

The Care 4 Kids office was not open to the public.  My constant phone calls to the 

supervisors finally permitted them to open the door for me to come in.  I had provided them 

everything they were asking me for to get the daycare bills paid, and they were still seeking one 

reason after another not to pay my babysitters.  It really was as if they could not believe one 

person could put together the schedule I did.  I will never forget the day I came into the 

supervisor’s office.  It was a handsome black man who was perhaps a bit older than me.  He had 

in his possession a packet of papers I mailed to him prior to the visit.  He asked me for one 

document after another, one by one, and each one he requested-he already had in his hand.  It 

was unbelievable.  The visit arrived at a point where he totally exhausted every single obstacle 

he could think of, and finally surrendered by saying “O.K”.   It was as if he waived his white 

flag.  I could sense he wanted to apologize but he wasn’t man enough to do it.  Call me paranoid, 

but the very workers in the system actively worked to keep my family down, and stuck in the 

cycle of poverty. 

Particularly disturbing is the amount of inaction in light of all the information we have 

which proves education prevents welfare recidivism.  London’s reference to Harris, Hollenbeck, 

and Kimmel’s (2002) article on “The Role of Postsecondary Education in Welfare Reform: 

Ohio’s JOBS Student Retention Program” also respectively shows that post secondary education 

and college graduation is associated with increased employment and reduced welfare recidivism.  

Thus my need to expose the State of Connecticut’s intent to send my family away after eighteen 

months of assistance, to become another state’s burden.  The ill treatment of my family forced 

me to choose between obtaining a college degree and separating from my daughters, and 
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working low waged jobs while struggling to protect and provide for them in the dangerous 

ghettos of the inner city.  I chose the former. 

 My over arching goal is to provide an auto ethnographic account of the turmoil assigned 

to my family, once I decided to wholeheartedly pursue higher education in the only state that 

denies assistance to welfare moms seeking college degrees.  My secondary purpose is to provide 

research on the effects college graduation has on preventing welfare recidivism. The independent 

variable in this research is operationally defined as welfare recipients’ completion of two or four 

years of college.  The dependent variable is defined as reduced welfare recidivism.  The focus is 

on mothers on welfare, because they populate the welfare rolls more than anyone in America. 

 The Reagan Administration had the right idea in regards to honoring welfare dependent 

mothers of this country in 1988.  Like President Clinton, he changed welfare as we knew it.  The 

difference, however, was that he did it with what mothers actually needed in mind: education.  

This was likely due to data which repeatedly surfaced from researchers like the Ford Foundation.   

In “The Era of Meanness: Welfare Reform and Barriers to a College Degree” Lynne Weikart 

discovers this foundation’s quantitative data, and it was very telling. It said that 88% of welfare 

recipients who graduated in 1995 and 1996 were off welfare and their median wage was $11 per 

hour (College Urged for Welfare Recipients,” 1998, p.1).  These are the trends one sees when 

researching the results of Regan’s Family Support Act, which our late president signed into law 

in 1988. 

 Contrastingly, we see Bill Clinton’s detrimental pursuits of a different agenda as it 

pertained to state support of America’s mothers on welfare.  He not only changed the entire 

landscape of America, he also gave welfare a new appearance.   Approximately ten years after 

Regan interceded for our mothers, Clinton shot down his legislation with what we still today call 
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Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF).  The new legislation made assistance just 

that-temporary.  It was accompanied by the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act 

of 1996 (PRWOA), which set the stage of limiting welfare recipient’s access to higher education 

while simultaneously making mom’s solely responsible for their children.  Rapid re-entry into 

the work force was emphasized, and the government penalized states for allowing women long-

term access to higher education and training (Adair, 2003).  Block grants were assigned to states, 

and they allowed each individual state to decide whether or not their welfare recipients would be 

allowed access to post secondary education or not. 

 Consequently, mothers now had to meet the definitions of what their “Jobs First 

Workers” deemed allowable work activity.  Their cash assistance occurred as long as they met 

required work hours.  This cold-hearted one –size-fits all legislation arguably sent single mothers 

reeling all over this nation, especially mine.         

 It was mid June, 2006.  I was living in the north end of Hartford with three small 

children.  I had been battling the State of Connecticut Department of Social Services, Care For 

Kids, and the Department of Labor’s Workforce Development for two straight years.  It was 

graduation time, and my car was out of service.  I had my mentally ill mother living with me and 

my three small children.  I will never forget how proud I felt.  I had to put my family on the CT 

Transit bus into downtown while wearing my cap and gown.  I did feel a little embarrassed, but I 

knew my accomplishment was honorable.  The attorney that helped me win custody of my two 

eldest daughters was at the ceremony.  She told me she was not going to be able to help me 

financially anymore after the big show.  I was presented with the Transfer Scholarship to Eastern 

Connecticut State University, and my daughters were my cheering squad.  The ceremony was 
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bitter sweet.  I had put everything on the line.  I was now losing my footing as a single parent at 

the same time that I was walking across the stage to receive my degree.   

I did not yet understand why the State of Connecticut was working so hard to keep me 

from graduating, and I knew that the only way I was going to find out was by securing that 

degree.  At that time, I thought this was simply the federal government’s way of keeping people 

of color right where they wanted us; out of their schools, towns, and neighborhoods. 

Periodically, black women were being found dead all around my home the entire two 

years I attended Capital Community Technical College.  School became the only way out of 

danger.  The only way I was going to get my daughters out of the city limits was by getting the 

transfer scholarship to one of the four state universities.  It meant everything to my children’s 

future.  One time a woman was found right behind my house.  Another time, a black woman was 

sitting in the passenger’s seat at the corner store and took a bullet to her head.  Another, a five 

year old girl in my neighborhood was shot in the face.  The Hartford Courant’s front page that 

week had an image of her on her hospital bed.  That memory will be forever etched into my 

memory.  In the meantime, I was in and out of Child Support Court monthly, and to no avail.  I 

had four daughters, and I could not get a dime from their father.  The only hope we had was my 

going to college, and working one job after another (sometimes two at a time) while collecting 

Temporary Assistance To Needy Families.  My financial aid package, and work study grant 

could not be considered as income so it made a great supplement to the crummy welfare checks. 

During my second year at Capital Community Technical College I enrolled at Albertus Magnus 

College’s Accelerated Bachelor’s Degree Program (which was considered full-time) and worked 

in their Financial Aid Office while attending Capital full time.  The State of Connecticut’s Care 4 

Kids Program just would not accept the fact that I was attending two colleges, and working two 
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jobs at the same time.  My daughter’s never skipped a beat with school, and the impossible was 

becoming possible.   

In the month of July, one month after graduation, I was already hired and ready to start 

working at Eastern Connecticut State University’s Buildings and Grounds Department.  It was a 

work study job.  I was still living in Hartford, and trying to make the transition to Windham, 

Connecticut with the girls.  I had a job that paid ten dollars per hour for thirty hours a week.  My 

financial aid package in August was going to be $5000!  It was finally happening!  I commuted 

from Hartford to work at Eastern Connecticut State University two months before classes 

actually began.  We were well on our way to a life of decency. 

 I contacted the State of Connecticut Department of Social Services in Willimantic to tell 

them I needed to apply for daycare assistance and food stamp assistance because my family was 

relocating to Windham. A man at Social Services literally told me that I DID NOT QUALIFY 

FOR ANY ASSISTANCE AS LONG AS I WAS IN COLLEGE AT THE UNIVERSITY.  I 

could not believe what I was hearing.  I told him that I had just graduated from a college in 

Hartford while receiving assistance and he repeated what he told me.  I was devastated.  I forced 

my way into the application process.  Essentially I was trying to transfer my welfare case from 

Hartford to the town my new school was in.  My first week of work at Buildings and Grounds 

was humiliating and embarrassing.  The Jobs First Program forced me to take a day off work to 

come in and sit through a “Jobs First” orientation.  The orientation included them telling me 

about how I needed to get a job, when in actuality I already had a job (which they were forcing 

me to take a day off from).   During this orientation, I was told that my job at ECSU was not a 

“real” job, and that I had to find a full time job outside of college.  If I did not do it, I was going 
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to be denied assistance.  All this was happening because of Bill Clinton’s Job First Program 

stipulations.  I had one more idea I wanted to try in my effort to get the help we deserved.   

Soon after the man at Social Services told me that I did not qualify for daycare benefits, simply 

because I was a student; I remembered hearing Bill Clinton say that all Americans were entitled 

to a college education.  I thought long and hard about what I should do.  I knew that I was going 

to think of something, I was being discriminated against because of my student status.  I decided 

to call Connecticut Legal Aid.  They provide legal assistance to people who are unable to pay for 

an attorney.  I was still commuting to Windham from Hartford to attend classes at my new 

school, and to do my work study job.  I was also giving the babysitter crumbs for her services, 

while making false promises of paying her what I owed her in the near future.  I shall never 

forget the day I placed that call to Legal Aid.  I knew the routine, because I applied for their 

services during a dispute with a slum lord I once rented from.  The lady who took my application 

over the phone seemed to have never heard of a situation like mine.  I had to clarify what I was 

explaining several times while she typed into her computer.  There was a waiting period to find 

out if my case qualified for a free attorney.  Approximately one week later I learned that I did 

qualify for an attorney.  I came into the Legal Aid Office in Windham to meet the person who 

would save me from the hell I was experiencing.  I was so confidant in myself.  A very nice 

attorney sat with me and heard me out.  The visit was a long one.  It was so long and complicated 

that he needed to do some research and call me back into the office for a second time.  There 

were three different offices that were discriminating against me:  The State of Connecticut 

Department of Social Services, Care 4 Kids, and the Department of The State of Connecticut 

Workforce Development Board.  It was during the next appointment with the attorney that I 

learned the state was like the ‘parent company’ and these agencies were like the ‘children’.  The 
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attorney explained that he was unable to represent me in legal proceedings because of the 

discoveries he made after contacting the attorneys of each of these agencies.  He said that each 

individual agency had their laws written differently.  Social Services’ (Jobs First) laws said that 

they only needed to assist me with daycare if I were in a “job training program”.  The Care 4 

Kids Program’s laws said that they were only required to help me if I was in a “career training 

program”.  In the meantime, even the Office of Rehabilitation was denying me access to help 

with a college education because I scored too high on the TABE test they still administer today, 

(although I had a disability).  The Workforce Development Board (also known as 

Unemployment) was denying me help with college entry because I had not “qualified” for it.  

They were only willing to pay for me to become a certified nursing assistant, or some other 

career training that was not going to support me with three children.  I was dumbfounded.  I 

knew that the state designed their laws to legally discriminate against me, and I stood convinced 

that one day I would be on my way back to do something about it.  What bothered me the most 

in that moment was how candid the attorney was speaking to me about his findings.  I got the 

notion that he felt sorry for me, but that this was something he felt I should have known anyway.   

I was being turned away from child support court (because the father wasn’t being served 

in hand any child support summons to court), the State Department of Children and Families was 

refusing to give me or the court an address for him to be served. The D.C.F social worker was 

not allowed to give me the address she had for the father (although she was visiting him and his 

family), and each individual state agency was hindering my progress to leave welfare and 

poverty behind.  After obtaining my Associates Degree, learning that the 18 months Clinton gave 

me to get TANF were up, and the blatant discrimination I was experiencing- I was ready to pack 

my kids and get the hell out of the state. 
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 I tried with all my might, but there was no way I could make it happen.  After 18 months 

of being on public assistance with my daughters I no longer qualified for help from the state.  

The social workers told me that I did, however, have the option of moving to another state and 

receiving assistance with my children.  I packed my kids and drove to Virginia.  I planned to stay 

in a shelter with them and apply for financial assistance.  If things did not work out, I still had a 

$5000 college financial aid check arriving in approximately thirty days when my classes would 

begin at Eastern Connecticut State University. 

 I thought I was just going to pack up my three daughters, put them in the car and have a 

safe trip to Virginia.  I thought anything would be better than what I was experiencing in 

Connecticut.  The state’s foster care system failed me as a youth, now the state was about to fail 

my daughters too.  My plan was to contact every homeless shelter in the area that I decided to 

stay in, and subsequently house them until thirty days after from the date we left.  My $5000 

financial aid check would put me back on track with my daughters.  The problem was I was 

taking myself and all my character flaws with me.  Soon after I began contacting family shelters 

I was getting denied.  The final straw was when I spoke to a woman who was asking me one 

question after another.  I felt as if she were prying and being intrusive.  My northern accent was a 

dead giveaway in every conversation I had.  One woman after another denied me help with my 

girls, and I knew it was because of my bad attitude.  I finally resorted to turning around and 

making a mad dash back to Connecticut.  I knew I was going to continue to be denied help 

because I had three small children with me (one was 6 months old) and no money.  My story 

sounded mischievous.  Everyone seemed to think that I was robbing a man of his children.  

 It was approximately seven o’clock in the morning.  I was pissed off.  My daughters 

were in the back seat of my hatchback Honda Civic DX, all of them asleep.  I could not believe 
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that not one shelter would help us.  I was in the fast lane of I-95 in Fredericksburg, Virginia.  I 

was driving at about 70 miles an hour.  Traffic was thick, and there was no congestion.  I don’t 

recall feeling tired, but I do recall feeling emotionally drained.  I had been arguing with women 

the entire time I was in Virginia, and all I was trying to do was be a mother.  I was doing seventy 

miles an hour in the fast lane when my worst nightmare began.  I fell asleep and veered into the 

next lane to my right.  I woke up to a loud “CLAP”.  It sounded like someone popped a big metal 

bag of potato chips.  I opened my eyes, and looked around.  My small sky blue Honda hatchback 

DX hatchback was hooked into the red and white striped hazard bar of an eighteen wheeled 

tractor trailer.  The driver of the monster machine continued to drive for perhaps two miles up 

the highway with us connected to him.  I turned my wheel to the left in my attempt to unhook my 

passenger’s side tire from the trailer.  Fortunately that did not work; we would have surely 

flipped over.  It was the smoothest ride I had ever been on.  It was quiet, and gentle.  I looked in 

the back seat, and all of my daughters were asleep.  My youngest was in her car seat with her had 

leaning against the inner portion of the seat.  I just could not believe all this was happening and 

my daughters were sleeping so soundly.  I looked out of the passenger’s window, and a male 

motorist was sitting up looking at us in total shock and amazement.  It was as if he wanted to 

help but the only thing he could do was to continue driving his car. Finally, the tractor trailer 

slowed down and pulled into the highway shoulder.  I knew I was in trouble now.  My vehicle 

was my last hope.  When the troopers showed up they were in awe.  I had to wake up my 

daughters, and the oldest one started crying when she saw what was happening.  The trooper had 

crystal blue eyes, and he was young.  He looked all the way through me.  He asked me how this 

happened.  There was no way in hell I was going to admit that I had fallen asleep at the wheel.  I 

said “I don’t know, he must of come into my lane”.  “Tractor trailers cannot drive in the fast lane 
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maam”, he said.  I told him that I could not give a definitive answer.  He was baffled.  The man 

driving the tractor trailer told him that he looked into his mirror and saw us connected to him.  

He had no idea when we actually connected to his trailer.  The circumstances saved me from a 

lot of hell.  The Fredericksburg, Virginia State Troopers could not determine what happened so I 

was able to leave with my daughters.  I had no money and the troopers did not offer me any help.  

My car was not in bad shape, I contacted a Pro-Life agency in Hartford who saved my baby from 

abortion.  They sent money for a ticket for me to get my daughters back to Connecticut.   Once I 

got them back I approached a woman from school that said she would help us with a place to 

stay.  Once I got to her doorstep with my girls, she looked at us like she wasn’t even expecting 

us.  I took my daughters to the closest D.C.F. office I could find and told them they needed to 

take my girls.  I fought for custody of the two eldest, and gave birth to the third one all while in 

college.  I won custody, stayed in school, took proper care of them, taught them at home, brought 

them to church, and still had to give them right back to a system that hindered my ability to 

parent them properly.  In turn, the system gave my daughters to the paternal family.  It was 

official; I was no longer a mother. 

 This was not my first time losing my fight for motherhood.  My first born daughter has a 

different father.  Several years prior to these events, I made my first attempt at being a student 

parent in Connecticut.  Once she was born, Bill Clinton made his hallmark changes.  The time-

limits to assistance from the state were instituted immediately after her birth.  Up until then, I 

was often times subjected to the abuses that come along with living in ghettos as a single mother.  

I had been raped, robbed, beaten, and abused in several ways.  My daughters were also subjected 

these eminent dangers.  I believe the worst evident happened was after I gave birth to my first 

daughter.  I was twenty-one years old, and was now living in Hartford.  I was actually a full-time 
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student at Manchester Community College when I discovered I was pregnant with her.  The 

father was a military veteran from Desert Storm.  He was so mean to me.  I was working in the 

library at Manchester Community Technical College as a work study student and my belly was 

huge.  I was hungry all the time, and when I got home I often times had to stay hungry.  Once I 

found out I was pregnant I was already two months along.  All I could do was ask Social 

Services for food stamps.  They came too late; I was starving while I waited.  I dropped out of 

school because of it.  I went to Manchester Department of Social Services to ask for financial 

help with the rent and the social worker demanded the father’s name and personal information in 

order to grant my case.  I was in trouble soon after this.  The worker contacted my baby’s father, 

and he jumped all over me for “turning him in to child support”.  I innocently told him that I was 

not turning him in, and that the worker said if I did not give him the information he would not 

help me.  The relationship was over.  The social worker at welfare told me that I was not allowed 

to receive cash assistance to help me with the rent while the father was living in my apartment 

with me.  The father became so abusive; he even struck me while I was in labor with her.  I 

ended up being evicted and living in a disgusting shelter in Hartford with a newborn baby.  There 

were drug addicted women all over the place.  I argued with the staff about the things they were 

allowing within close proximity to my baby, and eventually I was kicked out.   

My new social services worker in Hartford was a man named Tony.  This was the first 

time I ever saw a black social worker, I figured I would have an easier time now.  One day I was 

walking in the North End of Hartford.  An elderly West Indian man in a green Cadillac pulled up 

to me and started conversation with me.  I did not realize just how vulnerable I was, but I did 

know that I needed all the help I could get.  I planned to meet up with him, to get to know him.  I 

was more concerned with learning what he could do to help me more than anything.  I was 
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working at Windsor Farms in Windsor, Ct.  It was a black owned, old-fashioned restaurant which 

served ice cream and food.  The mother was the manager, and the son was the assistant manager.  

I was the dishwasher.  I had to wear a white dress with an apron.  I wanted out of the kitchen, 

and to do waitressing instead.  The son was making inappropriate passes at me, and he offered to 

take me out of the kitchen as long as I had sex with him.  I was living in a shelter and dealing 

with this, while re-enrolling at Manchester Community College.  I just knew things would get 

better if I pursued my degree.  Eventually I learned that the man in the Cadillac owned a building 

which was conveniently located directly across the street from Champagne’s family.  He said I 

could have an apartment on the first floor!  Champagne’s paternal grandmother had an apartment 

in a house across the street, and Champagne’s father was living there too.  I thought things were 

getting better now.  I was working full-time, back in school, and my welfare social worker Tony 

was offering to help me with the security deposit to move into the one bedroom apartment.  Tony 

the social worker gave me a document to bring to the landlord to get it signed.  The landlord, 

whose name was Oscar was more than obliged to sign it.  During the same week the paper work 

was completed, my boss at the restaurant sat near me while I was eating my lunch.  He put his 

hand under my skirt and rubbed my thigh.  I was appalled.  That same day I went to the Windsor 

Police and filed a report.  A woman officer went to the job, and her findings were not in my 

favor.  She said that she could not prove it happened.  I had no one to talk to about it, and I was 

too embarrassed to return to work.   

I had a female friend who lived up on the top floor of the apartment building I was about 

to move into.  She was really cool.  She was much older than me, but I liked her and she loved 

my baby.  I remember her being some type of drug addict, but she kept her habit under taps.  I 

shall never forget the first time I had ever seen a man strung out on crack cocaine.  It was right 
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there in her kitchen.  He had this long blank stare and his eyes were bulging as if he wanted to 

indulge in something that he knew he better not touch.  I thought it was me.  I was just turning 

twenty one years of age, and I was so naïve.  I felt comfortable leaving my six month old 

daughter with her one night, and I was due to move into my new apartment the very next day.  I 

had an old male friend that I wanted to spend some time with in my new apartment the night 

before my baby were supposed to move in.  He came to visit me, and the apartment was empty 

but I slept with him and told him to jump out of the window when he left.  I did not want the 

landlord (who lived in the building) to see him come or go.  I went to sleep knowing my 

daughter was safe upstairs, and I was safe in my “new” apartment.  I was awakened to someone 

on top of me, but I was in such a deep sleep I began to dream that it was my first born daughter’s 

father.  Eventually, I woke up.  I had a strange face directly in front of mine, and the moonlight 

revealed my attacker’s face.  It was Oscar Harvey, my “landlord”.  The bastard came in on me, 

and welcomed himself to my body without me hearing him enter the apartment.  I jumped and 

pushed him off me.  My reflexes told me to beat fire out of the old man; he just stood there and 

looked at me.  I was on probation so I knew better than to do that.  I called 911 and I was in 

shock, so I was not crying.  The ambulance took me to the hospital and I had a rape kit 

performed on me.  The police arrived in my room at the hospital with him, and I told the nurses 

not to let him near me.  I had to identify him, so they brought him in and I said “yes” that it was 

him.  The officers told me that they found him around the corner on Westland St. buying a 

prostitute some cigarettes.  I thought that was a dead giveaway that he was not able to finish with 

me, and so he needed another woman.  The two white male officers tried to convince me that the 

man did not rape me.  One of them said “We heard he sleeps with his tenants for rent money”.  I 

told him that I did not need any rent money, and that the state was paying my rent.  Needless to 
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say, they did not arrest the scum-bag.  The next morning I went to my girlfriend’s house, and I 

told her what happened.  I did not want to touch my baby.  I ran a bath in her house and tried to 

scrub my body clean, but I just could not feel clean.  I cried and scrubbed, cried and scrubbed.  

My girlfriend was actually the only person in the whole world who believed this happened to me.  

I told Champagne’s family, they did nothing to help me-and they did not believe me.   The police 

did not believe me.  I found out a week later that even my social worker at welfare did not 

believe me, either.  I suppose he thought I quit my job simply because I did not want to work. I 

was sexually assaulted by my employer, and raped by my landlord in one week.  He said I was I 

was lying about both situations.  I took my daughter and packed a few things and went to 

Brooklyn, New York to live with my ex-boyfriend and his mother in Brownsville.  Not only did 

the welfare system fail me, now the police department did too. 

 My struggle was getting more and more serious.  I had just been raped by my so-called 

landlord, and I had no familial support.  The state welfare system couldn’t care any less.   My 

first-born had two eye infections and no medical insurance in the State of New York.  I knew for 

a fact that my ex-boyfriend from Job Corps (who was my former abuser) would take one look at 

Champagne and love her.  He did just that.  He paid out his pocket for her medical bills, and it 

was official we were official Brownsville residents.  

We were in Howard Houses.  We lived on the first floor of a building at East New York 

and Rockaway Avenues.  The neighborhood was unbelievably dangerous.  The entryway to our 

tall brick building was right near our kitchen window.   The people in the neighborhood were 

uncaring about the fact that we could see and hear everything that was happening near the 

building.  This was during the latter part of 1995, after Bill Clinton not only changed welfare as 

we knew it, but he also put black people on the run in our housing projects.  He passed a law that 
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displaced people in public housing who were caught with drugs immediately.  When I say 

immediately, that’s what I mean.  Never will I forget it.  I was twenty one years old and from 

conservative towns in Connecticut.  I did not know why the old black men who sat on the public 

benches in the projects were leaning and nodding.  I thought they were sleeping.  It did not take 

long for me to learn they were under the influence of heroin.  I had no idea that heroin plagued 

Afro-Americans the way it was.  Day and night I would see plain clothes white men sneaking 

around Howard Houses with the handle of their guns showing in their waste-bands.  I knew what 

they were after.  I will never forget the late night hours that police would literally being seizing 

apartments in my projects and locking tenants out of their homes.  Innocent people were 

included.  I noticed some drug dealers were supporting their grandmothers and things like that in 

the house.  I think my ex-boyfriend Dennis was the only working male in the whole 

neighborhood.  He would take the train all the way to Manhattan daily to do long shifts at a 

restaurant and bring the money home faithfully.  His mother loved my baby, but my ex-

boyfriend was starting to demand sex from me and I was not interested.  While all this was 

transpiring, the neighborhood men were fighting dogs (pit bulls) right in front of our damn 

window.  My daughter took her first steps in this neighborhood, and I will never forget the fear 

that permeated my soul when I let her walk down the ramp to the building.  She was so delicate 

and small and in such a big and dangerous place.   

Early on the after effects of being raped the way I was began to set in.  I would be scared 

to come outside altogether.  I had an even more difficult time trying to find a daycare provider 

who I could trust with my baby.  My baby was walking now.  I had to constantly scrub the floor 

because we had huge flying roaches in Brooklyn, Brooklynites called them water bugs.  I called 

them what they were-roaches.  One roach was about the length of my baby’s foot.  I could not 
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believe people lived like this.  Behind the cluster of buildings we lived in was Pitkin Avenue.  

The stores sold fish and chicken and the trucks would come constantly delivering the poultry.  

The streets from this and many other types of traffic were absolutely disgusting-more and more I 

was having second thoughts about having my baby there.  I was not going to give up so easily.  I 

felt like my daughter’s family surely did not deserve her after they totally ignored both of us 

while living right across the street from them.  I did have a cousin in Connecticut I began 

contemplating bringing my baby to though.  My job search began at the same time as my search 

for daycare.   

My first gig was at Yankee Stadium, I was a concession stand worker.  Man- I was 

hustling hard to get that tip money back to Brooklyn.  A seven year old boy caught a ball in his 

baseball mit and we won the series that year.  Unfortunately, one of the workers tried to walk out 

of the stadium with an envelope full of $1000 and we all got fired.  I was on the hunt for another 

job, but my ex’s mother did not want to babysit for me anymore.  I knew we were going to be 

asked to leave soon anyway.   

I chose a boyfriend in the neighborhood who was older, taller, and seemed to have the 

wisdom I needed to survive with my daughter.  His name was Steve.  My daughter and I moved 

in with him and his mother just one building away from my ex and his mother.  The same 

temporary agency that sent me to Yankee Stadium now sent me to work at New York University.  

I was a messenger in my office that American Express had on site.  I assisted the travel agents 

with office duties, but my primary job was to deliver the boarding passes and plane tickets to the 

various buildings on campus.  I was twenty two years old by now, and I had a good job.  Steve 

told me about the woman that the neighborhood trusted to babysit.  I don’t remember her name, 

but she was an older black woman.  She already had a reputation of daycare provision, and I had 
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not yet heard anything bad about her.  I did watch her for a while before I gave my daughter to 

her.  I was actually stalking her.  She lived on the first floor of the building I lived in with Steve.  

One time I caught her in the lobby and I could tell something illegal was going down, but I had 

to move to an area where I could not actually see what it was.  She did notice me so I looked 

away, I did not want her to know I was watching her.  I never actually put my finger on whether 

or not she was a drug addict or not, she was too slick.  Due to the fact that I was working at New 

York University and pulling in good money, I felt obligated to place my precious first born 

daughter in her care. 

  My trek was long and hard to my job.  I had to leave the house before the sun rose and 

climb a steep hill to catch the ‘A’ train at Broadway Junction in Brownsville.  I had to fight to 

get on the train, fight to get off, and then struggle to get from underground Manhattan.  Needless 

to say, I had to make another fierce effort to get to the office.  The trek home was even more 

difficult.  One day, I was coming into Brownsville from work.  I had on a long wool jacket, and I 

was professionally dressed.  New York City blocks are mercilessly long, and I was making my 

way down the last one I needed to for me to reach home.  I was on Rockaway Avenue, 

approaching the intersection of East New York Ave.  I don’t remember what day of the week it 

was, but this was a major intersection; it was always congested.  It did not matter what time of 

day or night, there was always tons of traffic at this location.  I looked straight ahead when I was 

about halfway down the block, and I noticed a woman who appeared to be my daughter’s 

babysitter facing me at the light with about six small children with her.  She was holding my 

baby’s hand.  There were two lanes of traffic on each side of the street, coming and going up 

East New York and Rockaway Avenues.  The lights were both red and she could have crossed 

with the children, but she was sleeping while standing on her feet holding my poor baby’s hand.  
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Once I noticed what was happening, I started running but time simply stood still.  My daughter 

was only about six months old, so was not tall enough for motorists to even see her if she had of 

taken one step.  That one step would have killed her.  God gave me the grace to make it all the 

way to this group of babies, but I was only concerned with mine.  I picked her up and gave the 

woman a cold stare and walked away.  I believe that was the last straw, I shipped the baby the 

right back out of Brooklyn.  She like my future children were given to their own grandmothers, 

who were allowed to collect more money that the state was willing to help me with while caring 

for them.  What I got in return was years of child support debt, incarcerations for child support 

arrearages, and a mean drug habit which first began as a method of coping. 

 Undoubtedly, there are women who lose hope in their capabilities to keep their families 

together.  This is the best way to destroy a person, and a family.  According to “Work Hope: 

Development and Initial Validation of a Measure”, Juntunen and Wettersten have determined 

hope to be a core construct of positive psychology with potential application to work and 

vocational issues.  (Snyder, 2002).  They suggest that “work hope” is a critical factor that 

contributes to the finding and keeping a job.  In other words, the State of Connecticut even 

hindered women who were not in hot pursuit of their education, and simply wanted hope and 

stability.  Time limited assistance for one’s child has got to be one of the most terrifying issues 

women in this country have ever experienced, and it still serves as a factor that can make or 

break a woman.  Every woman on welfare should be able to pursue an education.  The harmful 

effects of this legislation are immeasurable and evident in every part of American society. 

 There was a time when I was not yet pursuing my college education, while parenting my 

three youngest daughters.  The State of Connecticut’s Care For Kids Program was even still 

interfering with my ability to protect my children.  I was constantly scrambling for reliable and 
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dependable help with their daycare, while I went to work at low waged jobs.  One time, I had to 

find another babysitter for my two eldest daughters at the last minute.  I had all three of them in a 

daycare run by a black nurse, and she was not getting the money she was entitled to from Care 4 

Kids.  She refused to take them anymore.  At the time I was surrounded by drugs in Hartford and 

there was an after hour party house right near me.  The woman who lived there was a “friend” of 

mine.  I was in college and parenting three small children, so I did not live her lifestyle-but it was 

unrealistic for me to live on Garden Street with three small children with virtually no friends at 

all.  If nothing else, I needed someone to have a second eye on what was happening around my 

house.  She had a perfect view across a grassy field to my home.  I had been hired at Dunkin 

Donuts in Rocky Hill, Ct.   This restaurant was a thirty minute drive from the north end of 

Hartford.  I needed to hurry up and find a baby sitter to pick up my two elementary school girls 

so that I could leave class and go straight to work.  I hired Tanya once or twice before to care for 

my girls, and I paid her cash.  I was somewhat concerned I hired her to pick them up from school 

but I would never guess she would abandon the duty.  I was at my first day of work for Dunkin 

Donuts, and I got that hellish call.  The school administrators told me that no one picked my 

children up from school and that if I did not show up soon they were going to give my girls to 

the Department of Children and Families.  I could not believe it; I begged them to give me 

enough time to drive into Hartford during rush hour traffic.  The gut wrenching pain I felt when I 

arrived and saw my two girls at a table coloring.  The earth stopped moving for that moment.  I 

asked Tanya why she didn’t show up for my girls, and she did not even conjure up a lie to 

explain herself.  She simply said she could not do it.  I asked her why she did not call me and tell 

me, and she said she did not know why.  It was situations like this which caused me to lose hope 

in my chances of having a family at all.  
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There are some statistics which enable us to assess a portion of the damage Clinton’s 

Administration did to a mother’s pursuit of a life free of welfare.  The results are staggering.  In 

New York State, a 1995 study by the Department of Labor concluded that for every year of post 

secondary education, earnings increased by 6% to 12% (Boggs, 2001).    This did not stop 

Clinton, in 1996 PRWORA laws were especially severe.  The City University of New York had 

27,000 welfare recipients enrolled in college in 1995.  By 2000, the number fell to between 5,000 

and 6,000 (Atlantic, 2015).  Nationwide, there were 650,000 welfare recipients enrolled in post 

secondary education, and in 1999 the number diminished by nearly half to 350,000 (Price, 2005). 

 Nevertheless, fifteen states fought to keep education as a priority for its citizens seeking 

aid for their families.  Maine was unique in using state maintenance of effort funds to sponsor 

more than 800 TANF eligible college students to study without working for the first two years.  

They then performed work in the form of internship or campus work study for the remaining 

three years on welfare (Smith, Deprey, and Batter, 2002).  

 All states should take notes from Maine.  In 1997, this state created an internship in 

which individual recipients could meet and shadow state legislators (Carrier, 1997).    A state 

funded student aid program called Parents as Scholars was created by Maine.  Anyone who was 

eligible for TANF was eligible for TANF was eligible for the PaS Program.  Quite naturally, the 

participants of this program increased their earnings by nearly 50%, 90% maintained high grade 

point averages, and as a result 90% left welfare behind (Smith, 2002). 

 Above all else, investing in the worth of a mother by educating her is what will stop 

recidivism.  The states are more concerned with not being penalized than with producing a 

generation of educated self sufficient families.  It is only common sense for business owners like 

Mr. Keller, the owner of Cascade, who has a welfare-to-work program at his company.  He does 
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not see the role of business as focusing only on economic success, especially at society’s 

expense.  He believes success is a three-legged strategy.  Financial returns, environmental 

performance, and lastly social impact are his concern.  He understands that this is what will raise 

the moral of our communities and stop repeated welfare enrollment. 

 Along with the other forty-nine states, Rhode Island (being the smallest) is a perfect 

example of the impact of post secondary education on families.  According to the U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, those residents with Bachelor’s Degrees qualify for jobs with median wages that 

range from $45,731-$129,737.  People with high school education or less qualify for jobs that 

pay $18,477-$69,720.  (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics). 

 Without a doubt, this research is relevant to Social Work.  Despite the harsh stipulations 

of welfare regulation, the American family is still heavily dependent on government assistance.  

Due to the fact that funds trickle down from the white house, to state, and then cities, it is 

imperative that research continues to go forward.  Though it may be slow, change can happen by 

way of individuals like social workers who are prepared to tackle the work with hands on 

approaches.   

 Conversely, it is social workers of all types who need to understand the benefits of higher 

education to mothers on welfare.  Social workers at the welfare offices handling case loads need 

to encourage all mothers to somehow squeeze school into their schedules.  Those workers who 

deal directly with recipients should be allowed to utilize motivational skills to encourage higher 

education.   Not only will these tactics instill worth and hope into individuals, eventually it will 

lead to lives independent of government assistance. Statistics even show that children of 

educated parents demonstrate higher aspirations than they did before the parents became 

educated (Smith, 2002). 
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 Finally, the two core values of the National Association of Social Workers Code of 

Ethics that are most pertinent are service and social justice.  It is the social worker’s job to 

promote client’s dignity, importance of human relationships, integrity, and competence in their 

clients.   Informing and encouraging (when appropriate) higher education for clients will ensure 

more desirable outcomes like freedom from welfare dependence.  It is important that clients are 

aware of the barriers to higher education (and therefore independence) which are built into 

systems they frequent daily.  Hopefully, social workers will develop the skills necessary to tackle 

the macro problem on a micro level by addressing poverty, unemployment, discrimination, and 

other forms of social injustices with their clients.  The concept of college completion is what is 

going to beat the hand of poverty in the clients’ lives.  College completion has been, and always 

will be the answer to healthy families and ultimately the desirable communities we all wish to 

live within. 
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