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A degree gives employees a sense of 
accomplishment and the confidence 
to go out into the world and be 
successful.

Several of your co-workers met major 
milestones this year, graduating with 
a variety of degrees from numerous 
universities and we would like to 
recognize them.
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Self-Sufficiency Services (SSS) recently 
embarked on a training and mentoring 
program focused on emerging leaders 
within the SSS management team.

Mentorship Program

Top Row: Hannah Parsell, Melissa Herrera     Bottom Row: Kimberly Corkran, Karla Morales, Melody Wilson



2

Adriana Ramirez is a Deputy Director with Self-Sufficiency 
Services. She has 21 years of experience with the County, first 
as a Human Services Specialist (HSS) and progressing in the 
department to her current role as a Deputy Director. She is 
completing a Master of Public Administration from Arkansas 
State University. 
 
Q. What made you decide to pursue an advanced degree? 
I decided to go back to school to earn my bachelor’s late in my career. 
I was born in Mexico City and came to the United States when I was 10 
years old. This had an impact because my parents did not go to college. 
My father finished 6th grade and my mother high school. As an immigrant 
child, going to university right after high school was not an option for me. 
I started working for the County and I thought I did not need to go back to 
school as I had a good stable job. I learned the value of higher education as 
I moved up within Eligibility. That is why I went back to school in 2011, after 
12 years of working for the County. 

I earned a Bachelor of Management with an emphasis in Organizational Leadership in December 2016. Earning a master’s 
degree was still a personal goal. I remember a good friend telling me that if he had completed his (master’s) degree right 
after his bachelor’s, he would have already done it three or four times over. Last year, my friend passed away and he did 
not get the opportunity to complete his masters. Time goes by so fast, and his passing reminded of it. Dr. Banuelos was 
also a great motivator for me to go back and just do it!

A degree gives employees a sense of accomplishment 
and the confidence to go out into the world and 
be successful. Societies with higher rates of degree 
completion and levels of education tend to be healthier, 
have higher rates of economic stability, lower crime, and 
greater equality. Those with a higher education make 
more money, have more opportunities, and tend to be 
healthier as well. Americans with a college education 
also report they are happier and enjoy a higher quality 
of life than other respondents.*

Research also tells us that positive outcomes of 
higher education include an increase in personal 
development skills, resulting in more productivity, better 

communication, enhanced critical thinking skills, and 
a great sense of discipline. Degree holders also have 
access to more jobs, and for graduates of bachelor’s 
programs or higher, the unemployment rate is cut 
in half. In 2018, the median earnings of the average 
graduate with just a bachelor’s degree were nearly 
$25,000 higher than those of high school graduates.

The County of San Diego is rich with educational 
opportunities and if you don’t already have an advanced 
degree, heading to college might be the next step 
for you. Here is a look at recent graduates in the Self-
Sufficiency Services Department.

HIGHER EDUCATION SPOTLIGHT

Adriana Ramirez, Deputy Director, and daughters

*2018 General Social Survey (GSS)
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Q. What made you decide to pursue an advanced 
degree? 
I had been thinking about doing it for years. Then, one of 
my mentors told me about the MPA program at Arkansas 
State University and gave me the details on exactly what to 
expect if I decided to get started. I took my first step after 
that – I applied.

Q. What was the most important thing you learned? 
The most important thing I learned was the context and 
history of how modern public administration came to its 
current state. By learning about the past, we comprehend 
the present, and if we grasp the present, we can better 
build the future.

Q. Has there been an impact in your life? 
It has had a very positive impact on my life – I have begun 
to speak to others about getting their education as a result. 
I plan to continue sharing my experience with others in the 
future – it is my hope that more folks within our department 
decide to continue their education. It is worth it.

Q. Have you experienced any personal changes as a 
result of attending the University for your advanced 
degree? 
Yes, personally it allowed me to connect on another level 
with my kids who are in middle school now and learned 
remotely due to the pandemic. We shared our grades with 
one another, our dilemmas with some assignments, and we 
encouraged each other too. I also think that watching me 
study and complete my homework has helped them see 
learning as a lifelong endeavor.

Q. What advice do you have for others considering 
acquiring more education? 
Go for it, don’t wait. The benefits of furthering our 
education are many – and the County of San Diego offers 
tuition reimbursement for approved coursework, which 
makes the entire experience more affordable. With many 
universities having robust online programs, it is easier and 
more convenient than ever to continue our education.

HIGHER EDUCATION SPOTLIGHT, CONT’D

Albert Garcia, Chief

Q. What was the most important thing you learned? 
The most important thing that I learned is there is never a 
bad time to go back to school regardless of your age. There 
were several classes within the program that helped expand 
my knowledge and skills in the areas of leadership, human 
resources, and finance. There is always something to learn.

Q. Has there been an impact in your life? 
I have been able to truly learn the value of time, education, 
and perseverance. Higher education has helped to solidify 

my experience and expand opportunities for my personal 
and professional growth. This experience has also helped 
me to prioritize and find creative ways to maintain a 
balance between family, work, and school.

Q. What advice do you have for others considering 
acquiring more education? 
It is never too late to start and if you are waiting for the 
perfect time to do it, it will never happen…just go for it. 
Things will work out and you will not regret it!

Albert Garcia is a Chief with Self-Sufficiency 
Services where he has worked for 15 years. He 
oversees the Document Processing Center (DPC), 
Eligibility Training Center (ETC) and Hospital 
and Community Support Services (HCSS). He is 
earning a Master of Public Administration from 
Arkansas State University. 
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Several of your co-workers met major 
milestones this year, graduating with 
a variety of degrees from numerous 
universities and we would like to recognize 
them. We congratulate them on their 
commitment to furthering their knowledge 
and professional development, especially 
during the turbulence of the past year. 
Many individuals did not have in-person 
graduations, missing that hard-earned 
celebration. Join us in congratulating them!

SELF-SUFFICIENCY SERVICES GRADUATES

Nadia Hayes, HSS, Northeast FRC
Nadia earned a Bachelor of Public Sector Management 
from California State University at Northridge

Melody Wilson, HSS, North Inland FRC
Melody earned a Bachelor of Arts in Criminal Justice 
from American Public University

Karla Morales, HSS, Access Call Center
Karla graduated from Azusa Pacific University with a 
Bachelor of Science in Organizational Leadership

 Are you a new graduate? Contact your supervisor 
about being included in future newsletters or send your 
information to debra.fitzgerald@sdcounty.ca.gov.
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GRADUATES, CONT’D

Heather Gurnee-Bechtel, HSS, North 
Coastal FRC
Heather earned a Master of Public Administration from 
Purdue University Global

Hannah Parsell HSS, Lemon Grove FRC 
Hannah graduated with a Master of Social Work and 
an emphasis in Child Welfare as part of the Title 4-E 
Program at San Diego State University

Melissa Herrera, HSS, Centre City FRC
Melissa completed a Master of Forensic Science from 
University of Florida

Kimberly Corkran, SHSS, Centre City FRC
Kimberly earned a Master of Business Administration 
with a Minor in Human Resources from McKendree 
University
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Self-Sufficiency Services (SSS) recently embarked upon 
a training and mentoring program focused on emerging 
leaders within the SSS management team. The 90-day 
program matches mentors with staff to provide them with an 
opportunity to learn about the experience of being a Chief in 
the Self-Sufficiency Services Department.  What’s especially 
exciting about this experience is the level of access mentees 
have with the leaders.

“We developed this program to allow managers to take a 
peek behind the curtain in a year when decisions had to 
be made very quickly, at times reacting to what was in front 
of us,” says Alberto Banuelos, Ph.D., Assistant Director with 
Self-Sufficiency Services. The mentoring program mirrors 
The Knowledge Center (TKC) Career Discovery Program with 
a few differences. For this program, mentors and manager 
mentees were randomly matched.

• Mentee is the driver – the mentee determines what they 
want to learn and gain from the mentor; ultimately the 
success of the experience is up to the mentee

• Minimal infrastructure – once accepted into the program, 
the mentee works directly with the mentor, there is no  
go-between

• Operates in real time – the mentee may accompany 
mentor to various locations and meetings as issues arise

• Experience is an accurate reflection of a day in the life of 
the mentor leader

Dr. Banuelos emphasizes that mentees should be inquisitive 
with the mentors. The program provides sample questions to 
help facilitate the process and provides mentees with a list of 
SSS Manager Expectations.

Self-Sufficiency Services is in the process of further 
developing the mentorship program. One possibility is to 
provide graduates of the UC Davis Leadership programs 
with the opportunity to apply for the Self-Sufficiency 
Services Mentorship Program. Self-Sufficiency Services 
(SSS) leadership hopes to make the program available to 
varying levels of staff to further leadership development and 
succession planning throughout the SSS team.

SELF-SUFFICIENCY SERVICES MENTORSHIP PROGRAM

Quotes from Participants

"A mentor is not someone 
who walks ahead of you to 
show you how they did it. 
A mentor walks alongside 
you to show you what you 
can do."

-Simon Sinek

PATRICK SCHMIDT (MENTEE): 
I’ve really enjoyed my time in the SSS Mentorship Program with my mentor Brenda Vargas. She has been so willing to open 
her schedule for me to really soak up the experience of being a Chief within SSS. On top of that, I have also been able to 
extend my network with my fellow managers who are also involved in this process.

ASSMAA ELAYYAT (MENTOR, CHIEF): 
One of the very first things my mentee mentioned to me was how working closely with our leadership team is “like a breath 
of fresh air” which makes the experience and opportunity extremely satisfying and rewarding for all parties. 

KEVILYN EUGENE (MENTEE): 
I absolutely loved my experience with the SSS Mentorship Program. I got the opportunity to see my mentor in a different 
atmosphere, ask questions and get her feedback and perspective on day-to-day operations and our programs. I learned 
so much and got an opportunity to interact with other Managers and Chiefs from other FRCs. The one-on-one time with my 
mentor meant a lot to me, and I am truly thankful for the opportunity.
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MENTORSHIP PROGRAM, CONT’D

Back row: Patrick Schmidt (Human Services Operations Manager, HSOM), Abdi Abdillahi (County Refugee Coordinator), Allison Boyer (Deputy Director), Maria Torrico 
(HSOM), Darlene Beltran (Chief), Mike Schmidt (HSOM), Dr. Alberto Banuelos (Assistant Director), Yvonne Hose (Chief), Eric Rubio (HSOM)

Front row:  Ida Bell (Chief), Adriana Ramirez (Deputy Director), Assmaa Elayyat (Chief), Kevilyn Eugene (HSOM), Abigail Roxas (HSOM), Rosa Gracian (Chief), Nina Olivas 
(HSOM), Yenissa Salgado (Chief), Albert Garcia (Chief)

YENISSA SALGADO (MENTOR, CHIEF): 
I enjoyed the mentorship program and being a mentor. I learned so much from my mentee, as they learned from me, 
especially what is important to them at the manager level. I recommend this opportunity to all who are truly interested.

MARIA TORRICO (MENTEE): 
The SSS Mentorship Program was an incredibly valuable experience, essential for my growth and development professionally 
and personally. I had the privilege to work with my mentor, Ida Bell, who provided the space for me to observe and listen 
how she manages her day-to-day operations, her perspective of the position, and her decision-making process. I appreciated 
Ida’s time, her knowledge and great efforts.  The SSS Mentorship Program was a source of empowerment and I hope that 
others take the opportunity to participate and gain as much as I did. My mentor meant a lot to me, and I am truly thankful for 
the opportunity.

AIDA DIAZ (MENTEE): 
I got the opportunity to see what a “day” looks like for my mentor. I appreciated the site visits, and the one-on-one time, but 
mostly I was genuinely inspired by the human side of my mentor. I appreciated the whole experience and I’ve gained a whole 
new perspective. Thanks for being a great mentor. I am forever grateful for the opportunity.

ROSA GRACIAN (MENTOR, CHIEF): 
I really enjoyed the SSS Mentorship Program. Particularly that we had the ability to personalize the experience to what we felt 
would benefit the mentee the most. The opportunity for my mentee to learn not just from me but from peers was great. In the 
end, I feel like we are creating a learning culture. A collaborative learning environment where it is encouraged that we gain 
knowledge from those around us.

ALBERT GARCIA (MENTOR, CHIEF): 
I’ve had a great time working with my mentee. It has been a very rewarding experience. Through the process, I have learned 
a great deal as well.
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ACCESS CALL CENTER RECOGNIZED FOR INNOVATION
Access Call Center has received more than 1.6 million phone calls 
over the past year. To process this immense call volume, Access 
uses NICE CXone InContact software to manage daily operations. 
InContact is a cloud-based customer experience platform. This 
means San Diego County residents can call one phone number 
and access all social services available in San Diego, including 
the Aging and Independence Services (AIS) call center and 
Child Abuse Hotline. Each year NICE CXone celebrates and 
awards companies and organizations that use NICE InContact 
to drive creative and innovative customer interactions. This year, 
the County of San Diego, Access Customer Call Center was 
recognized in the 2021 NICE InContact CX Excellence Awards 
in the category of CX Innovation. This category recognizes the 
pioneers who transformed their businesses by embarking on a 
digital transformation, embracing the power of business analytics, 
and automating processes to drive business results. Other 
awardees include global companies such as Toyota Financial 
Services, VISA, and Accenture Technology.

Since the implementation of NICE InContact software at Access 
and due to the hard work of the Access team, Self-Sufficiency 
Services has seen incredible results that led to enhanced 
customer service outcomes.

RESULTS ACHIEVED:
• 511% increase in the number of satisfaction surveys returned
• 93% reduction in time to return calls
• 91% reduction in average wait time
• 71% reduction in abandoned calls

Congratulations to the Access Call Center Team!

Lakeisha Gibson, HSS

Victor Rodriguez, Aracely Monroy-Lopez, Alejandra Vizcarra, Brian Choi, Anna Cota, Jaret 
Pagan, and Lydia Vargas (Human Services Specialist-Training Advisors)

Juan Reyes, HSS and Jocelyn Haddock, HSS

Bryan Johnson, OA and Kevin Harvey, SOA
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Esther* enrolled in Equus Workforce Solutions 
and accessed the Housing Support Program 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Her 
experience was life changing.

Equus provides services through the CalWORKs 
training program to create opportunities for 
employment through family support services, 
education, training, and job search assistance, 
placement, and planning. The CalWORKs 
Housing Support Program (HSP) provides 
assistance to CalWORKs families experiencing 
barriers to self-sufficiency due to homelessness 
or housing instability.

My challenges began when the pandemic started. I was 
living in a three-bedroom apartment with roommates, but 
everyone was struggling to make ends meet. Eventually 
I became homeless and felt hopeless. My daughter had 
been diagnosed with neuroblastoma Cancer and my 
father had passed away only a few days before. During 
this time, I was denied unemployment benefits.

The program that helped me the most was Equus. I felt 
like it literally couldn’t get any worse. I felt overwhelmed 
and stressed. I was ready to just give up. So, I called 
the Access number and they helped me with a week 
of vouchers for a hotel. I enrolled in Equus and my 
employment case manager (ECM) kept me focused, 
telling me that every day is a new day and to continue to 
try again and not give up. The ECM explained that the 
Housing Support Program was able to help with deposit 
and rent. 

My Equus ECM pushed me every morning to keep 
looking at new leads. I was so overjoyed and happy. I 
thought this was a blessing, so I started looking. I got 
turned down from many places until Casa Grande. My 
ECM helped me with the process and provided me with 
hotel vouchers through the Housing Support Program 
until the move-in day.

Before getting a call from Equus Work Program I was 
ready to give up. I felt like nobody took my situation 
seriously. I thank God for people like my ECM that do 
everything they can to keep families off the street. I am 
grateful to have worked with him! He motivated me and 
helped me through my struggle. If it wasn’t for Equus, I 
don’t know where I would be right now. So, thank you for 
doing your job. God bless you.

CUSTOMER CORNER

Preventing Homelessness During 
the Pandemic



10

COUNTY CULTURE IN ACTION
CELEBRATING JUNETEENTH

African Americans and community organizations 
across the country celebrated Juneteenth with family 
gatherings and events that honor Black liberations 
past and future. Juneteenth marks a date of major 
significance in American history and shows us that 
freedom and racial equality have always been a hard-
fought battle for black Americans. 

Juneteenth, also known as Freedom Day and 
Emancipation Day, celebrates emancipation of 
enslaved people in the United States. President 
Lincoln had officially outlawed slavery in 1863 with 
the Emancipation Proclamation, but enforcement 
was needed by Union troops in some states under 

Confederate control, including Texas. About 250,000 
men and women had remained enslaved in the state 
more than two years after the end of slavery in the US. 

The historical legacy of Juneteenth shows the value 
of never giving up hope in uncertain times states The 
National Museum of African American History and 
Culture, a community space where historical events, 
current happenings, and the hope for a more inclusive 
future live on. 

On June 17th, 2021, President Biden signed legislation 
declaring Juneteenth a national holiday. “All Americans 
can feel the power of this day and learn from our 
history…this day doesn’t just celebrate the past. It 
calls for action today,” Biden said.  Self-Sufficiency 
Services (SSS) teams also commemorated the holiday. 
The El Cajon FRC updated their Diversity & Inclusion 
Board to include information on Juneteenth, and the 
staff at Chula Vista FRC showcased cultural items, 
including traditional dashiki dresses. The SSS Diversity 
& Inclusion Team created a flyer that was shared with 
all SSS teams.

To visit the National Museum of African American History 
& Culture website, click on the Juneteenth logo above.

El Cajon FRC Diversity and Inclusion Board Suleka Egah, SHSS and Latiasha Alexander, PS II, Chula Vista FRC

https://nmaahc.si.edu/
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North Park Book Fair – July 17, 10:00 AM – 5:00 PM 
Book lovers, come to the outdoor book fair in the heart 
of North Park. There will be live talks by local authors, 
poetry readings, an open mic, select craft vendors and 
local food vendors. North Park Way, between 29th and 
Ray. Free.

Resilient Community March – July 11, 10:30 AM  
Meet in Balboa Park and march into Hillcrest to 
celebrate Pride month. Join the march to reconnect 
after a year of isolation, and bring your best Prideful 
attire, flags, protest signs, and messages of hope and 
resilience. Free.  

Other July Pride events include: 

• She Fest: July 10
• Light Up the Cathedral: July 14
• Spirit of Stonewall Rally: July 16
• Pride Weekend: July 17, 18
• Pride Family Gathering, East County: July 18

Sidro Saturdays – July 17, 5:00 – 10:00 PM  
Art spaces and businesses in San Ysidro come together 
on the third Saturday of each month with poetry 
performances, live music and art vendors. Living 
Rooms at the Border performing arts space will host a 
variety of artists, including ceramic vendors. Free.

Creation Station – 10:00 AM – 2:00 PM  
The Timken Museum of Art brings its popular event 
outdoors into the Museum’s front plaza. This engaging, 
interactive, summer-long series features Sidewalk 
Chalk Art and Family Mural Design each weekend 
through August 29th. Balboa Park. Free. All art  
supplies provided.

Japanese Friendship Garden Obon Festival –  
August 7, 10:00 AM – 5:00 PM 
This traditional festival celebrates the circle of life 
together, honoring ancestors as has been done each 
summer in Japan for generations. Enjoy tasty food, 
Taiko Drummers, Japanese Chorus, vendors, Bon Odori 
performances, and the Toro Nagashi (floating lanterns) 
ceremony all in one beautiful location. Balboa Park, $12.

COUNTY CULTURE IN ACTION, CONT’D

Local Cultural Events and Activities



Eligibility Times is published monthly by Self-Sufficiency 
Services, a division of the Health and Human Services 

Agency, to inform staff and recognize customer service.

Board of Supervisors
Nathan Fletcher, District 4, Chair
Nora Vargas, District 1, Vice Chair

Joel Anderson, District 2
Terra Lawson-Remer, District 3

Jim Desmond, District 5

Chief Administrative Officer
Helen Robbins-Meyer

Director, Health and Human Services Agency
Nick Macchione

Director, Self-Sufficiency Services
Rick Wanne

Editor
Debra Fitzgerald, HPPS

(619) 338-2993


