Pam Reiss
TANF Diverted

Pam Reissis a 34-year-old Native American single mother of two sons, ages 4 and 10. She
and her sonslive in subsdized housng in asmadl town in southern Oregon. The housing isa
two-story duplex with two bed rooms. It isin fairly good repair and seems adequate. At the first
interview, she had lived there only two or three months. They continued to live there throughout
the study period.

Reissworks full-time at a company that services mobile homes. She was not working at the first
telephone survey, but was going to school at one of the private, for-profit schools that take
people’ s money, but redly provide little training. The school went out of businessthe day after
ghe finished and she was | eft with a government loan, few additiona skills and no job. She was
helped by going to the local JOBS partnership agency where she benefited from their group
sessions exploring how to find work thet is satifying and usesindividuads' particular skills. Now
she is doing manud, semi-skilled labor and lovesit. Thisis her dream job, dthough the hours
are long and she has difficulty with child care.

Reiss shistory is complicated. Her father was an abusive a coholic who begt her mother and
a0 beat Reiss. She was mostly raised by her grandparents whom she loves very much. Her
mother findly left her father, but Reiss went on living with her grandparents. She says that dmost
everyone in her family has a some time received government assistance. For example, her sster
has a drug problem and has had frequent contact with various agencies. Reiss was married and
in 1992, when her oldest daughter was 2, she left her husband who also was abusive. After she
left he best her very badly. At that time, she aso discovered that he had been sexudly abusing
the daughter. She saysthat it took her two years of counsgling for her daughter and two years
of legal battles before she got sole custody. Reiss was divorced and then remarried and had
another child (age 4 now). The new husband was mentally abusive and they are now separated.
He, however, cooperates with child care and pays for child care for the youngest child. She has
had anew boy-friend for two years, but istrying to get rid of him because he istoo controlling.

During these years, Reiss sometimes worked full-time, but mostly part-time. She had a series of
jobs, firgt in restaurants, then in awarehouse, and then a alarge retail store. She left severd of
these jobs, or was fired, because she had to take time off to tend to emergencies with her kids.
She logt the retail job because the corporation was sold and there was downsizing where she
worked. Shewas last hired, firgt fired. She thinks that she finaly found the right fit in her present
job, where her boss understands the family pressures she experiences and gives her time off.
She had been there for over ayear at the second in-depth interview.

Reissfirg gpplied for AFDC in 1992 when she left her husband. She got cash assistance for,
perhaps, two years, and has gone on assstance about four times Since as various crises have
occurred. In the first quarter of 1998 she went in to apply again. However, she decided to leave
town and the agency helped her with car repair so that she could move. She was gone for only
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ashort time and got the retall job when she came back. After she waslaid off, she went to the
unemployment office, where she was told about the JOBS partnership program. Part of this
program was an informeationgathering exercise. She got ajob at the first place she visited in her
information-gathering exercise. At about thistime, a co-worker told her about the subsidized
housing program. She had applied for Section 8 a number of times, but always had ajob that
put her over the limit when she was cdled for housing. Then, she had to go to the end of the line
again. However, in this other program the waiting line was very short and she got in. Her
experience with AFS has been good and bad. She says that she has had two good case
workers out of 10 to 15 she has known. They have never steered her to counsdling or to good
job preparation programs. She has found these things on her own or through other people, such
asadoctor. Inthe last year or so she has begun to receive certain benefits from her tribe. Her
medica insurance is now through them, including money for counseling, and she getsalump sum
payment from them from time to time from casino operation profits.

Even though working full-time a a job she likes, she only earns $8.00 per hour and has a hard
time covering her expenses. She attempts to budget tightly, but certain expenses make it
difficult. Gasolineis expengve and she drives about 40 miles a day to work. Government
policies undermine her financid Stuation. For example, the state garnisheed her wagesto pay off
her loan for the ‘education’ that was usdless. They were taking $130 per month out of her $900
per month earnings. Then, they took her entire tax refund to pay off the rest. There are no
benefits on this job, including no sick leave. Between the second phone interview and the last in-
depth interview shewasill for two weeks, so her income went down. Since she had no savings,
she hed difficulty with paying bills. Further complicating this Stuation is that she has experienced
sexua harassment on the job. One of her co-workers got fired as aresult and another became
verbdly abusve over that firing. She sad in the last interview that she prefersto work alone on
ajob now. Her employer, while very supportive, isasmal employer who may retire in a couple
of years. The company would then cease to exist. Reiss has plansto try to get a Sate job so
that she would have easer work. Thejob is physicaly demanding and she becomes very tired,
too tired to do the things she wants to do with her children.

A primary worry isthat sheis not being the kind of mother she wants to be. She would like to
have fun with her kids, have more time to read with them and talk to them. Instead, she finds
hersdf acting as adisciplinarian in the brief time she has with them. The difficulty with meshing
job and family arises from her long hours, frequent overtime, and her long commute. Ex-
husband #2 lives nearby and picks up the boys when he comes home from work, earlier than
Reiss comes home. That works well, but Reiss feds he is too permissive. Sheisworried that
her older child is hanging out with inappropriate people and is getting to know things he
shouldn’t know at his age.

Reiss s Stuation gppears to be more stable than it has beenin along time. Still, that Sability is
precarious and she has no financia back-up. Her grandmother and othersin her family are very
supportive, but are poor themsalves. At the lagt interview she was beginning to fed that her low
pay was unjust and that she was paid less then other people (all male) working in her
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workplace. The sexud harassment problems are potentidly bad. Sheisin avery male-defined
kind of work and is not too well accepted by other workers. She fedsalot of stressand
anxiety about her kids.
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Lillian Sawyer
TANF Diverted

Lillian Sawyer isan African American woman in her late-40s. Shelivesin an urban
neighborhood with a roommate and her teenage son. Sheis currently unemployed and receiving
amonthly cash payment, Food Stamps, and OHP. Her roommate is able to work occasiona
temporary jobs and contributes her income and food stamp alotment to the household. Sawyer
has no high school degree or GED and reports a history of unemployment. She had her son at
age 30 and the father has never been involved. At that time she applied for welfare and
received cash payments, Food Stamps, and hedlth insurance. She attempted to care for her
son, but after three years she relinquished custody to afamily member. She struggled with her
drug use for years and continues to suffer from related hedlth problems. Sawyer regained
custody of her son when he wasin his early teens and he has been living with her sncethen. By
her report, she began recelving AFS services again a couple of years ago. She does not recdll
being diverted from TANF, reporting cash payments as an ongoing source of AFS support.
Although Sawyer was receptive to the study, it gppeared difficult for her to provide detailed
responses to our inquiries. Her ability to communicate was somewhat limited.

At the time of the sudy, Sawyer was suffering from a number of chronic hedth problems that
impeded her ahility to work. By thetime of our final contact, she was getting ready to enter the
hospitd for surgery. Her hedth issues have severdy limited her participation in AFSjob
programs and at this point sheisin the process of negatiating the SS gpplication in hopes of
qudifying for some disability benefits. Given her Stuation, Sawyer counts on her AFS resources
for her and her son’s day-to-day survival. Shetaks about her hedlth, lack of education,
training, and job experience as Sgnificant barriers to securing ajob. She seesworking asa
potentidly helping her family to be better off, but she worries that the low-wage, low-skill jobs
shewould be a dl qudified to goply for would not provide her with alivable wage, hedth
insurance, or amanageable work schedule. She does not have a car and depends on the bus
and walking for transportation. She expresses adesire to build job skills or acquire more
education at the point when her hedlth problems stabilize. “The living Situation could be better.

| hope one day to maybe go through some job training, but right now I’'m under adoctor’s
care”

Sawyer livesin a poor urban neighborhood that she describes as“okay,” but is concerned with
the degree to which youth are on the streets. She shares avery small one-bedroom apartment
with her roommate and her son. The rent swallows up her cash payment, leaving her to
scramble to generate resources to cover other living expenses. Her roommate contributes
some, but her income isminimal at best and fluctuates depending on her status with temporary
work. Sawyer does not recelve any housing subsidy. She reports using energy assistance as
often as she could to help offset the cost of utilities.
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Sawyer described being part of a network of friends and family that put her sometimesin
demand for providing housing and child care. Because she is unemployed and hasasmdl, but
gable living space, she ends up caring for her roommeate’ s grandchildren fairly regularly. Her
teenage son attends high school and participates in sports programming. Shereportsthat heis
doing “dl right” and that heis*“agood kid.” She expressed satisfaction with the quadity of the
school system in generd.

Sawyer sees her AFS experience as positive. She has been able to work with her case manager
around her hedlth problems and employment limitations. “I’ve been fortunate. 1’ve had to go
up there (AFS) for redetermination paperwork . . . well we got to taking and she gave me this
ded whereif | gave her adoctor’s statement | wouldn't have to participate . . . in the meantime
the case manager | had wanted meto look into SSI.” Sheidentified a higher food stamp
alotment as something that would be particularly helpful, especialy given the gppetite of a
teenage son. She aso expresses a need for a more substantial cash payments. Sawyer wants
to move to ‘better’ housing that would more adequately meet the needs of her family.
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