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by LaRonica Miller

Still Becoming: A Healing Workbook
A guided healing workbook for people who are tired of pretending they’re “okay” and ready to sit with what really happened. Includes reflection pages, prompts, and space to process your story without shame.
Still Becoming: The Guided Journal
A companion journal for ongoing healing, shorter prompts, more space to write, color or doodle, and room to track your emotional, spiritual, and mental growth over time.
The Night It Broke
A raw, narrative-style look at the night everything seemed to fall apart, and how that breaking became the beginning of real healing, clarity, and change.

Coming Soon: The Exit Plan Workbook & Group Guide

Dedication

For everyone who has ever sat in a waiting room with a number in their hand, wondering if this is all your life will ever be.

For the ones who have stood in line for benefits, food, housing, or paperwork with your head held high on the outside and your heart breaking on the inside. You are not lazy, you are not a burden, and you are not invisible. You are a survivor in a system that was never built with you in mind.

For the adults who are tired of starting over, tired of being judged by people who have never had to choose between groceries and gas, tired of feeling grateful and trapped at the same time. You are the reason I wrote this. You are not crazy for wanting more and you are not selfish for wanting stability.

For every case manager, social worker, peer specialist, “go-to friend,” pastor, and helper who has ever gone home heavy because you care too much to just check boxes and move on. This is for you too. I have been on your side of the desk, trying to help without enabling, trying to hold people accountable without breaking their spirit. I know what it feels like to want to save the day and also know that real change can’t be forced.

This book comes out of real homes, real clients, real lobbies, real emergencies, real late-night prayers, not theory. My hope is that you feel seen on these pages, whether you’re the one asking for help or the one trying to give it.

May this book be a bridge, not a crutch.
May it help break cycles, not just manage crises.
And may everyone who touches it move one step closer to not just surviving the system but exiting it on purpose.
— LaRonica
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How to Use This Book

This book is not meant to be read once, underlined a little, and left on a shelf.

It’s meant to be used, written in, flipped through, brought to appointments, and revisited when life starts life-Ing again.

You do not have to be perfect or organized to get something out of this. You just have to be honest and willing to move a little differently than you have before.

If You’re Reading This for Yourself

You might be:

	On Section 8, SNAP, Medicaid, disability, or other programs

	Working, hustling, caregiving, or trying to figure out your next move

	Grateful for the help but tired of feeling watched, judged, or stuck


Here’s how to use this book:

	Go in order the first time.
Part One is about waking up and telling the truth.
Parts Two and Three help you stabilize and plan.
Part Four helps you live differently on purpose.

	Use a notebook or binder.
You don’t have to be fancy. A cheap notebook or 3-ring binder is enough.
When the book says, “Write this down,” actually write it down.
Your brain will lie to you. The paper will tell the truth.

	Take your time.
You don’t have to finish a chapter a day. Some chapters will hit hard.
If you get emotional, it doesn’t mean you’re weak. It means you’re touching something real.

	Don’t wait to “feel ready” to use the tools.
Start with small pieces: 	One page

	One exercise

	One phone call

	One bill you face honestly




If You Have a Case Manager or Social Worker

This book is also here to help you have better conversations with them.

You can:

	Bring your notes or pages from this book to appointments.

	Say things like: 	“I filled out this Benefits Snapshot. Can you look at it with me?”

	“This chapter helped me see what I really want. Can you help me figure out the next step?”



	Use the “For Caseworkers, Social Workers & Support People” sections to: 	Understand what they are trying to do

	Show them how you want to be helped (not just managed)




If your worker is overloaded, burned out, or unsure where to start, this book can become a shared roadmap instead of you both winging it.

If You Are a Case Manager, Social Worker, or Support Person

You are part of the target audience for this book too.

I wrote this as someone who has:

	Sat on your side of the desk

	Been handed big caseloads and not enough tools

	Felt the tension between helping and enabling

	Gone home heavy because clients’ lives don’t turn off at 5 p.m.


Here’s how to use this book in your role:

	Read it once for yourself first – not as “work material,” but as a human being.

	Then use: 	The chapter content to guide 1:1 or group conversations

	The reflection questions as homework or check-in prompts

	The “For Caseworkers, Social Workers & Support People” sections as: 	Self-checks (Am I enabling? Rushing? Shaming?)

	Training pieces for new staff or interns






You are not meant to fix people.
You are here to teach, support, witness, and walk with them as they build something different.
Feel free to adapt the tools, questions, and language in this book to fit your agency, your program, and your style, as long as you keep the heart: dignity, honesty, and real growth.

If You’re Using This Book in a Group

This book can be used in:

	Small groups

	Classes

	Support groups

	Faith-based groups

	Re-entry or housing programs


Simple structure you can use:

	Open with a short check-in

	Read a small section or summary

	Do one exercise together or assign it as homework

	Use the helper/case manager section for that chapter to: 	Shape discussion questions

	Keep the group from turning into trauma-dumping or chaos




You do not have to cover everything.
Pick the chapters and tools that fit where your group is right now.

About the Binder & Worksheets

Throughout the book, I refer to pages like:

	Benefits Snapshot

	Exit Plan Draft

	Landmines & Supports

	Housing Reality

	Money Snapshot

	Key Pages to Revisit


You can:

	Print these pages and keep them in a binder, or

	Recreate them in a notebook using the headings from the book


These pages are meant to be living documents.
That means you can:
	Cross things out

	Update numbers

	Rewrite your exit plan as life changes


That’s not failure. That’s growth.

A Note About Systems, States, and Laws

I wrote this fromreal-world experience as a case manager and from walking through these systems myself, but:

	Every state, county, and program has its own rules.

	Policies, income limits, and program names change over time.

	This book is here to give you language, questions, and a framework not legal advice or official policy.


Always:

	Check your state or local.gov websites

	Ask your worker or benefits office to explain how things apply to your situation

	Use this book to help you ask better questions, not as the final authority on any specific program


However, you came to this book, as a reader trying to change your life, or as a worker trying to help people better. My hope is that it feels like sitting down with someone who has actually been there, seen it, and still believes change is possible.
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If you’ve picked up this book, I already know something about you:

You’re tired, deep tired.

Tired of:

- Depending on systems and case workers just to make ends meet.

- Having your life controlled by rules you didn’t write.

- Feeling guilty for wanting more while being told to “be grateful.”

- Wondering, “What would happen if I really tried to build something?”

This is not a motivational speech masquerading as a book. This is a blueprint for getting out from under a system that was never designed to let you fully stand on your own.

Who Is This Book For?

This book is for:

- The woman on Section 8 who has ideas but feels trapped.

- The mom juggling SNAP, Medicaid, and trying to go back to school.

- The disabled vet with SSI and a print-out of bills that keep rising faster than income.

- The person who grew up in survival mode but secretly dreams of legacy.

It’s also for:

- Caseworkers, social workers, peer support specialists, advocates, and the “go-to friend” who always helps other people figure their life out.

If you serve people on benefits, this book is a toolbox, not just a testimony.

What This Book Will NOT Do

This book won’t:

- Tell you to quit your benefits tomorrow.

- Shame you for needing help.

- Sell you fake empowerment without real steps.

This book will:

- Break everything down in plain language.

- Give you exercises and worksheets to build your Exit Plan.

- Include scripts, templates, and questions to help you talk to caseworkers and benefit offices.

- Help you use education, legit business moves, multiple streams, and boundaries to exit the system step-by-step.

How This Book Is Built

There are four main sections, plus a special section just for helpers.

Part One – Waking Up Inside the System

We’ll:

- Name what you’re really in.

- Quiet the shame and let you see the truth of your life without judgment.

- Start building your foundation: school, business, taxes, and your first 1–3-year exit plan.

Part Two – Money, Housing, and Stability That’s Really Yours

We’ll talk:

- Working your Exit Plan while you’re still on benefits.

- Handling debt, credit, transportation, and housing in real life.

- Building a cushion so one crisis doesn’t kill your progress.

Part Three – Transition: Exiting the System Wisely

We’ll walk through:

- Knowing when you’re ready (or almost ready) to step out.

- Doing the math before you move so you’re not blindsided.

- Planning soft-landings, not cliff jumps, as you reduce or exit benefits.

Part Four – Ownership, Boundaries, and Legacy

We’ll cover:

Bonus: Facilitator & Support Guide

- Building systems, faith, and habits that keep you free once you leave.

- Setting boundaries with loved ones while you level up.

- Scaling your income beyond hustle mode in a way that fits your life.

- Caseworkers,

- Social workers,

- Life coaches,

- Community leaders,

- and anyone walking someone through this journey.

This guide offers:

- Group session outlines,

- Trauma-aware tips,

- Ideas for using this book in programs,

- And tools for helping someone build their own binder, plan, or path without taking over.

Whether you’re the one trying to exit or helping someone build their exit, you belong here.

This is your book. This is your plan. Let’s get out.
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Chapter 1
What “The System” Really Is (And Why You Feel Stuck)

If you’re reading this, you’re probably tired.

And I don’t mean, I could use a quick nap” tired.

I mean that heavy, deep tired:

- Tired of waiting in lobbies and on hold.

- Tired of telling your story over and over to strangers.

- Tired of feeling like one wrong move could cost you your housing, food, or medical.

- Tired of feeling watched, judged, and still broke.

Let me say this up front so you don’t miss it:

- You are not crazy.

- You are not lazy.

- You are not dumb.

- And you are not the problem.

You are trying to live a real life inside something that was never built to set you free.

People call it “the system” like it’s one big monster, but really, it’s a bunch of programs tied together:

- Section 8 / Housing assistance

- Public housing

- SNAP (food stamps)

- Medicaid / state insurance

- TANF or cash assistance

- Disability / SSI

- Childcare subsidies

- Energy assistance, transportation help, etc.

On paper, it’s all “help.”

In real life, if you’re not careful, it can slowly become a set-up.

This chapter is about calling it what it is, so you can stop feeling crazy and start getting strategic.

––––––––
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I Know This Systemfrom Both Sides.

I’m not writing this from an office in the sky. I see this every day.

I’m a social worker. I’m a case manager.

I’ve:

- Sat across from people shaking while they open letters.

- Heard, “They cut my food stamps, and I don’t even know why.”

- Watched grown men and women cry in the lobby because one decision changed everything.

And on the other side, I’ve also sat with my own bills, my own “past due” notices, my own “how am I going to make this stretch?” moments.

VA checks. Paychecks. Side income. Kids. Property taxes. All of it.

So, when I talk about “the system,” I mean:

The world where your survival is tied to programs, rules, and numbers you didn’t create but you have to live under.

You’re not reading this because you love drama.

You’re reading this because deep down you know:

“I cannot live like this forever.”

What the System Actually Is (In Real Words)

Let’s strip the cute language off.

The system is basically this:

A network of programs that step in when you don’t have enough money, food, housing, or health coverage to make it on your own.

Each program is like its own little universe:

- It has its own rules

- Its own income limits

- Its own paperwork

- Its own recert dates

- Its own way of saying “approved” or “denied”

If you’ve ever had to bring the same paper in three times, and they still say, “We don’t see that in the system,” you already know how wild it can be.

Here’s the part people don’t like to say out loud:

- The system is built to help you survive,

- It is not built to help you fully exit and stand on your own.

The crutch slowly becomes a cage if you never learn to walk with your own legs again to begin with

The Unspoken Deal: “We Help You, But We Hold You”

There’s an unspoken deal happening that nobody really explains.

It goes like this:

“We will help you stay afloat... as long as you stay within our limits and follow our rules.”

Sounds simple until you live it.

- You can’t go over certain income limits or your rent jumps.

- You’re scared to pick up extra hours because SNAP might drop.

- You feel like you need to ask permission to move, work more, or start a business.

- You start planning your life around paperwork deadlines and recerts.

You don’t even notice that your brain has shifted:

Instead of asking:

“Will this move me closer to the life I want?”

You start by asking:

“Will this make me lose my benefits?”

That’s how control feels.

Nobody has to chain you up. If they can keep you scared of losing your basic needs, they already have you.

And hear me clearly: God did not create you to be owned by a case number.

How Benefits Are Really Set Up (In Plain Language)

You don’t need a policy manual. You just need to understand the pattern.

Most benefits are based on three main things:

1. Household size

- How many people live with you

- Adults, kids, elderly, disabled

2. Income

- How much money is coming in (all sources)

- Job income, side jobs, self-employment, Social Security, child support, etc.

3. Your “need” on paper

- Your rent or mortgage amount

- Utilities

- Disabilities or medical needs

They plug your life into their formula. Out comes a number.

That number decides:

- How much rent you pay

- How much SNAP you get

- Whether your Medicaid stays or changes

- How much cash assistance you qualify for

No feelings. No context. No “but you’re really trying.”

Just numbers.

That’s why you can be working yourself into exhaustion and still be told, “You make too much,” and also, somehow, “You don’t make enough” to really live.

The Cliff: When a Small Raise Costs You Big Help

Here’s the part that keeps people stuck for years:

Benefit cliffs.

A benefit cliff is when:

You make a little more money... and lose a lot of help.

Example (numbers just to show the pattern):

- You get a raise: +$200/month

- Your rent goes up: +$150

- Your SNAP drops: –$100

Now look:

- You’re working more.

- You’re more tired.

- And you’re actually worse off on paper.

Your body remembers that feeling.

The next time someone offers overtime, a second job, or a promotion, fear kicks in:

“Last time I tried to do more, it backfired. I can’t risk that again.”

So, you start protecting the little bit of help you have instead of reaching for more.

Listen:

You are not “unmotivated.”

You are trying not to blow up your life.

This is what the system never talks about. They tell you:

“Just report your income.”

They don’t sit down and say:

“Let’s plan this out so you can grow without crashing.”

That’s where your Exit Plan comes in.

The Emotional Side They Don’t Put in Your File

On their screen they see:

- Names

- Dates

- Income

- A list of “required documents”

What they don’t see in their notes is:

- The knot in your stomach when you see an envelope from “Family Support” or “Housing Authority” in the mail.

- The way your heart drops when your benefits load late or short.

- The shame of sitting in a lobby while people call your name like you’re a case, not a human.

- The tiredness of dragging kids along to appointments with snacks and phones just to keep them calm.

You might also feel:

- Embarrassed that you need help at this stage of your life.

- Ashamed if your kids, your family, or your friends don’t know the full story.

- Angry when someone says, “Must be nice, at least you don’t have to pay full rent.”

- Guilty for wanting more when people tell you, “Be grateful you got anything.”

Those are real feelings. They’re not drama. They’re not overreacting.

They’re the cost of having your basic needs in somebody else’s hands.

And if nobody ever explains the system to you clearly, you get stuck in this loop:

- Too grateful to complain

- Too scared to risk

- Too





























































































































































	They may be scared to mess up their benefits, even while talking about leaving the system.

	They might feel embarrassed about how much they don’t know about their own benefits.

	They may have had negative experiences with workers who rushed, judged, or dismissed them.

	They are often carrying shame and confusion at the same time.






	“Do you want me to sit with you and help you list out the programs you’re on?”

	“We can pull your letters together and start your ‘freedom folder’ right now if you’d like.”




	Helping them log into portals (housing, benefits, etc.) if they have trouble

	Printing or reprinting award letters if your system allows it

	Showing them where to find recert dates, income limits, and reporting rules





	“What would happen if my income went up by $300?”

	“If I start a side hustle, how do I report that the right way?”




	Don’t shame them if their papers are disorganized. Offer practical help instead: 	“Let’s start a folder today. We’ll put everything we can find in one place.”



	Don’t talk down to them.
No, “This is simple,” or “You should already know this.” If it was simple, they wouldn’t need this book or you.

	Don’t make promises you can’t keep.
Avoid lines like, “Nothing will change if you do this.” You don’t control every department. Instead say, 	“Let’s ask the office what they say might happen, so you can plan around it.”






	Help them understand what they’re on,

	Help them face their reality without shame,

	Empower them to gather info and ask questions,

	Respect that they are the owner of their life, you are there to support, not steer.













Chapter 2
How You Got Here (Without Beating Yourself Up)



































































Chapter 1 had you start your Benefits Snapshot.


Chapter 2 is your heart catching up:



































































































































































Chapter 2 hits on:

	Childhood, family patterns, trauma, bad relationships, survival mode, shame.



	Get emotional.

	Shut down.

	Minimize their own pain.

	Or joke/deflect because talking honestly is uncomfortable.






	“Is there anything from your Life Snapshot that you feel safe sharing today?”

	“We don’t have to go into everything. We can just focus on one moment that feels important.”





	Leaving a harmful relationship,

	Surviving homelessness,

	Starting over with kids,

	Asking for help when they didn’t want to...




	“You were protecting your kids there, even if it cost you.”

	“You made a decision with what you knew then. You’re making different ones now.”

	“Look how many times you got back up. That matters.”






	“I’m just dumb.”

	“I always mess everything up.”

	“I’m just a welfare mom.”




	“Hold on. Can we rewrite that real quick? How would you say that if you weren’t beating yourself up?”

	“It sounds like you didn’t have the support or tools you needed back then. That’s not the same as you being dumb.”




	“Do you want help thinking of a more honest, kind version of that label?”

	“From where I sit, I see someone who _______.”



	Label: “Irresponsible.”
You might say: “I see someone who was never taught how to plan financially but is learning now.”

	Label: “Always struggling.”
You might say: “I see someone who has had to survive a lot with very little support.”



	Don’t use their past against them.
No, “Well, you chose him,” or “You put yourself in that situation.” They already know there were choices. They need a path forward, not a replay of guilt.

	Don’t rush their grief.
If they cry or get quiet, let there be a few minutes of that. You can sit in silence without filling it.

	Don’t turn it into your story.
It might remind you of your past, but don’t hijack the moment. Keep the focus on them.




	To help them tell the truth without shame,

	To help them namesurvival moves as survival, not stupidity,

	To reinforce that they are capable of new patterns,

	To remind them: “Who you were in survival mode is not the only version of you.”
















Chapter 3
School as a Tool, not a Trap (Financial Aid, Grants, and Picking the Right Path)





















































































































































































































































	Overwhelmed by the idea of FAFSA, loans, and “picking the right program.”

	Tempted by refund checks because immediate needs are screaming.

	Unsure if they’re “smart enough” for school based on past experiences.

	At risk of being targeted by predatory schools.





	“What do you actually want school or training todo for you?”

	“What would need to be in place for you to realistically finish a program?”

	“Are you looking at this program for the refund or for the result?”





	Help them list interests (people, numbers, hands-on work, computers, etc.).

	Help them listreal-life boundaries (kids, transportation, mental health, physical limits).



	Are affordable (especially community colleges, workforce programs, reputable trades).

	Havereal jobs on the other side.

	Have support services (tutoring, childcare help, grants).



	Program completion rates.

	Job placement info.

	Average wages.





	Help them gather documents.

	Sit with them while they create their FSA ID.

	Encourage them not to pay random people to “do FAFSA” when it’s free.

	Remind them to keep usernames/password clues in their binder.



	Encourage them to meet with the school’s financial aid office and write questions down beforehand.





	Sit with them and highlightgrants vs loans in different colors.

	Ask: “Which of these is free money, and which has to be paid back?”

	Role-play questions they can ask the financial aid office.



	“I’m concerned this might not be the best move for you long-term. Do you want to look at some other options together?”




	Help them list: 	School needs (books, supplies, laptop)

	Stability needs (catch-up bills, car repair, small emergency fund)

	Growth needs (seed money for a small business or side hustle)





	“Six months after this refund, what do you want to have to show for it?”





	Help themavoid debt traps,

	Help them choose education that actually increases their earning power,

	Help them see themselves ascapable learners, not “too dumb for school,”

	And support them in using school as atool, not a distraction.



















Chapter 4
From Hustle to Legit: Turning What You Already Do into a Real Business


















































































































































































































































































































































Chapter 5
Taxes, Refunds & Receipts: Keeping the IRS Off Your Back and More Money in Your Pocket
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