
It’s bad out there. The patient, painstaking work that went into rebuilding communities 

afflicted by industrial decline, racial change and massive housing loss in the 1960s through 

1980s is at risk of being undermined by today’s economic crisis.

     Many Chicago neighborhoods—particularly those that used quality-of-life planning and 

generous funding from the MacArthur Foundation and others to reverse earlier damage—saw 

real progress in recent years. Those gains helped make the city a model for urban rebirth. But 

they are fragile. Now more than ever, city neighborhoods require top-quality programs and 

expert support systems to keep further decline at bay.
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NEIGHBORHOODS AT RISK

CWF: HARD-WORKING PROGRAM FOR HARD TIMES 
By John McCarron
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More than half a million Americans are being 
laid off every month. Bankruptcy filings 

are up by nearly half over a year ago, as are 
the number of families more than two months 
behind on credit card and auto loans. Working-
class neighborhoods are awash in failed mortgag-
es with 77,226 foreclosure filings in Chicago just 
during 2008—a 53 percent increase over 2007. 

If ever a time called for quality employment 
and financial counseling for working families, 
today’s epic recession is it.

So it shouldn’t surprise that the 12 Centers for 
Working Families (CWF) coordinated by LISC/
Chicago are busier than ever. Or that, with case-
loads soaring just as donors’ investment portfolios 
are sagging, funding to keep the Centers humming 
is stretched thin … and in danger of getting thinner.

“We’re being flooded with people looking for 
jobs, looking for food stamps, looking to save 
their homes from foreclosure,” said Ricki Lowitz, 
LISC/Chicago’s senior program officer in charge 
of the CWF network since its inception in 2004. 

The Chicago program’s original “seed” fund-
ing was from the Annie E. Casey Foundation. 
But the hope at LISC/Chicago is that more 
foundations and corporate donors will step up 
alongside the MacArthur Foundation, which has 
contributed $3 million to date. It’s not an unrea-
sonable expectation, because CWF is a highly 
cost-efficient way to help families get their finan-
cial footing in these, the hardest of hard times.

A model that works
What’s so special about CWF? The program’s 

unofficial motto 
captures it: “Earn 
it. Keep it. Grow 
it.”

Besides helping 
folks prepare for 
and find living-
wage jobs, CWF 
counselors teach 
families what to do 
with that paycheck. 
Clients are helped 
to craft a family 
budget, to set up 
direct deposit to 
interest-bearing 
bank accounts, and 
in today’s shark-
infested waters, to 
avoid predatory 
loans and fee-laden 
financial services. 

Several CWFs have added federally-certified 
mortgage counselors. The others intend to … if 
funding permits. CWFs also work closely with 
mortgage specialists at trusted partners such as 
Neighborhood Housing Services of Chicago, 
helping homeowners win loan modifications at 
lower rates, and sometimes, lower principal. And 
counselors make sure families of limited means 
apply for any government benefits that they 
qualify for, such as food stamps, and that they get 
help filing their income tax returns and claiming 
the earned income credit. 

2008 achievements
Indeed, totals achieved by the eight CWFs that 
operated throughout 2008 speak to the value of 
the program’s integrated, menu of services: 

More than 8,000 families were served.
More than 5,000 obtained employment ser-
vices, with nearly 1,000 placed in jobs at an 
average hourly wage of $10.68, and another 
1,500 in education and training programs.
Nearly 1,000 were helped to apply for ben-
efits or income supports such as food stamps, 
nutrition or child care worth over $1 million.
In conjunction with LISC/Chicago’s foreclo-
sure response fund, scores of mortgages 
were modified and scores more are under 
negotiation.       
By helping hundreds of families who had no 
credit rating or decidedly sub-par Fair Isaac 
Corporation (FICO) scores, the average client 
score was raised to 587.

The new jobless 
It’s in the neighborhoods, not the numbers, that 
the real achievements of CWF take form. 

Jacqueline Hawkins sees it every day as CWF 
PLEASE SEE CWF ON PAGE 3Signs of disinvestment such as this scene on the Southwest Side, are reminiscent of an 

earlier period of urban decay.
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