Reform PRWORA –politically popular, allows states to create programs, based on federal funding
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How might the current welfare reform be altered to address discrimination, limited resources, and fragmented services? As stated by Lens (2002), there are two ways to approach revising the program: (1) make radical changes to the PRWORA legislation or (2) make incremental changes to improve the program. Given that Republicans and Democrats alike support shifting responsibility for welfare—and many other programs—to lower levels of government, returning to the federal system that existed under AFDC does not seem feasible. Nevertheless, the following recommendations suggest concrete changes to help make welfare reform more equitable.
First, it is vital to modify the current federal performance requirements to make state programs more responsive to the needs of poor families. Under PRWORA, the federal government requires states to place increasing percentages of their caseloads in work activities or face reductions in their block grants. The required ratio of cases in work activities can also be satisfied by reducing caseload size (that is, a caseload reduction credit), which has been the compliance mechanism for most states. Indeed, this credit seems to have given states the wrong focus during the current economic recession, in which caseloads have remained largely unchanged despite steep increases in unemployment and poverty. One way to improve welfare reform's responsiveness is to change the performance goals to focus on outcomes other than caseload reduction, including a reduction in poverty and material hardship among families. This change is desperately needed at a time when the percentage of children living in poverty has climbed to over 20 percent (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Smith, 2010). It may be harder for states to create programs to reduce poverty rather than caseloads. However, this change seems necessary given the long-term education, health, and economic consequences of poverty for children. States have shown great flexibility in creating ways to limit caseloads. Now, the same innovation should be harnessed to promote poverty reduction. For example, some states can choose to change program requirements to allow recipients to use education and training programs to fulfill their work requirements while creating community college classes to train welfare recipients for the well-paying jobs available in their states. States may also create programs to ensure that families access the federal benefits for which they qualify, including SNAP and Medicaid. Recognizing the limitations of current performance requirements, NASW recommended making poverty reduction, instead of caseload reduction, the primary goal of welfare reform during the last reauthorization debate (Woodside, 2001).
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