MAKING STEPPINGSTONES 
FROM OUR OBSTACLES 

[The following is a compilation of stories written by Ken Harvey, combined for a multimedia web presentation found at http://virtual-school.us (enter as GUEST). The original stories were written for the Migrant Education News and can be found at http://www.migrantednews.org.]
Many students face great challenges in pursuing the American Dream -- lack of English proficiency; poverty; no place quiet to study in their small, crowded homes – if they have a home; discrimination; hard, back-breaking labor before and after school; frequent migration in pursuit of employment; and missed educational opportunities. 
But these former migrant students with courage, commitment, consistent effort, and clear vision have succeeded against all odds.
DANIEL GARZA
Eighteen years ago Daniel Garza was a Toppenish High School dropout, working in the fields with his family. But three years ago he was asked to work in the White House and become President Bush’s interface with America’s 44 million Hispanics.

After dropping out in the 10th grade, Daniel secured his GED diploma and started college. His family’s financial problems again, however, caused him to drop out and return to the fields.

At age 20 Garza volunteered as a reserve police officer. His hard work and good attitude led the police chief to hire him as a radio dispatcher. "It was my ticket out of the fields," he recalls. Within a year, he tested for a police officer position and was hired. 

Daniel also became an avid reader of non-fiction -- absorbing ideas and information that prompted him to become politically active. That led Garza to successfully run for Toppenish City Council in 1995 and begin working as a congressional staff assistant to Rep. Doc Hastings in the congressman’s Yakima office. Later he worked for U.S. Sen. Slade Gorton (R-Wash.) before accepting a position with then presidential candidate George W. Bush to assist with his campaign in the state of Washington. 

In 2001, following Bush’s election, Garza was appointed as Hispanic media coordinator at the Department of the Interior, but was soon promoted to deputy director. 

It was a few months later that he caught the subway near the Pentagon to travel to his office, where the television was already reporting the Sept. 11 terrorist attack on the Twin Towers in New York City and on the Pentagon his train had just passed.

Then out of the blue in 2003 Garza was asked to become the president’s liaison to the Hispanic community. “I can’t even say it was a dream come true,” he says, “because I had never dreamed it. It was beyond the realm of possibility.”
Daniel has since left the White House and launched a Christian Coalition-type organization for Hispanics -- trying to unite both the Catholic and evangelical churches behind this effort to help young Hispanics return to the traditional religious values many have abandoned. 

Garza encourages migrant students not to let any obstacle keep them from achieving their goals. And few students face more obstacles than Garza did.

But life as a migrant student was one of "privilege,” according to Garza – "the privilege of belonging to a family that overcame barriers and challenges together, and the privilege of living in Mexico for six months and then living in the United States for six months each year."

For most students, the migrant lifestyle is anything but a "privilege," but Garza says those experiences and his parents religious values helped him set high goals, develop a strong work ethic and eventually guided his political orientation.

And, ultimately, character is more important than circumstance, says Garza. "Character will define your future" and "mark your place in this world," he says. 
Garza urges students to work hard, set high goals, develop their character, and turn their obstacles into steppingstones to success.

"Life deals your cards," he tells students, "and you can either whine about what you didn't get or you can begin to make use of the individual talent and skill you do have" to serve others.  And serving others, he says, will lead to success.

LUIS VALDEZ
Luis’ family was living in a barn when, as a toddler, he was severely burned by an overturned pot of boiling water. He was dying, his family says, but the local “white hospital” released him the same day.

For six months he suffered. He could not sleep on his painfully burned back, so his mother had him sleep on her stomach – “heart to heart.” Luis credits his mother for not only saving his young life but for “charging up” his heart for a lifetime of artistic service.

One day, years later, his third-grade teacher, Miss Newfield, brought in a beautiful wooden toy truck, painted bright yellow with black wood wheels. She placed it on her desk and announced that at the end of the month she would give it to the best-behaved boy in class.

Luis knew Jimmy – the son of a local rancher -- was the teacher’s pet, but he threw himself into winning that beautiful little truck. One day Jimmy was caught misbehaving, so Luis was sure he could win the truck now. But when the day came to award the truck, it was Jimmy who received it.

Luis went home broken-hearted but then went to his uncle’s shop and got permission to use his uncle’s woodworking tools.

That day he built his own truck. It was pink because there weren’t many colors of paint to choose from in the shop. Luis found some mayonnaise jar lids, painted them black and made it so the wheels actually turned around and around – unlike Jimmy’s truck.

Luis’ uncle and parents were very impressed and told all their friends and relatives. That encouraged Luis more, and he started making all kinds of toys, including cars and airplanes.

Luis says he learned an important lesson that day: When confronted by obstacles such as prejudice, “build your own damn truck.”
Luis Valdez overcame many obstacles, went to college and became the creator of the award-winning Teatro Campesino (The Farmworkers Theater), writer and director of the Obie Award-winning and Golden Globe-nominated “Zoot Suit,” and the first Chicano playwright of a Broadway show. He wrote and directed the movie “La Bamba,” nominated for the Golden Globe Award for Best Musical Picture. And he was also the director of TNT’s TV series, “The Cisco Kid.” 

Such success garnered Luis many honors, including a Presidential Medal of the Arts, but he – as most migrant children – had every opportunity to give up on his dreams. But he did whatever was necessary build his dream like he built his truck.
.

PAUL RODRIGUEZ
Paul Rodriguez was a migrant kid traveling with his family in Washington long before he became a comedy, TV and movie star.

Rodriguez was first inspired to go into show business by El Teatro Campesino – formed by Luis Valdez in cooperation with Cesar Chavez.

Rodriguez says he was still a young boy hanging onto his mother’s hand when his dad took them to see a performance. “This is important; you’ve got to watch this,” his dad told him. He now credits the Teatro Campesino with first allowing him to even dream of being in the entertainment business.
Rodriguez' career has now spanned three decades and includes starring roles and featured appearances in over 30 films and countless television series and specials.
He first got out of the fields by becoming a communications officer in the U.S. Air Force, stationed in Texas, Minnesota and Iceland. He considered becoming a lawyer, but found his way into comedy instead. He recently performed in the Tri-Cities en route to his fourth USO performance in Iraq.
Paul’s first big break came while doing comedy warm-ups before the live filming of Norman Lear's show "Gloria" – a spinoff from the Archie Bunker “All in the Family” series. Lear liked what he saw and developed a weekly series for Paul, called "a.k.a. Pablo," shown on ABC. 

The show enshrined Rodriguez in the Smithsonian as the star of the first TV show about a Mexican American family on mainstream American television. 
He starred in two other series, "Trial and Error" and "Grand Slam" for CBS. For four years he hosted "El Show de Paul Rodriguez," an entertainment talk show on the Univision Network. 

Paul moved easily from television to motion pictures, appearing in such movies as "Quicksilver," "Born in East L.A," "Made in America," “Ali" with Will Smith, "The Price of Glory" with Jimmy Smitts, “Crocodile Dundee in LA" with Paul Hogan, “A Cinderella Story” with Hilary Duff, “Cloud Nine” with Burt Reynolds, “The World’s Fastest Indian” with Sir Anthony Hopkins, and “Bloodwork” with Clint Eastwood. He also wrote, directed and starred in "A Million to Juan." 

Rodriguez says it was his most emotional experience of all to hand his father the deed to his own 40-acre farm, which Paul was able to purchase for them after achieving success in show business.
KRISTINA GUERRERO
When Kristina Guerrero was growing up, people would laugh at her when she proclaimed that someday she would be a TV star. But the daughter of an addict father would not let poverty and frequent moves deter her from her dream.

Her mom was afraid because her husband’s drug and alcohol addictions frequently put her children and her own life in jeopardy, so after 17 years she finally left him once and for all. Kristina’s mom moved back to Washington state with her five children, where she could work the fields to supplement her small secretarial salary. Kristina was older by then and could also help some in the fields.

In high school Kristina also began working as a waitress to earn the money she would need for college, and she was the first in her family to attend a university, starting with University of Washington.

UW does not have a broadcasting program, but Kristina arranged to serve a low-paid internship with KOMO-TV. She worked as a gopher and didn’t make much money, but she began developing mentors who would teach her and work with her on camera.

Against her mother’s wishes, Kristina decided she needed to not only go to a university with a broadcasting program, but she had to go to the very best. So she moved to California, intent on finishing her college degree at the University of Southern California. USC is a private college and costs lots of money, but Kristina was able to get student loans and believed she would be able to pay back her loans once she achieved a good TV job.

She lacked some of the qualifications to get into USC, so she went to another college for a while, worked at a waitress and used her KOMO-TV contacts to get a gopher-type job at the Fox affiliate in Los Angeles. There, again, she developed mentors who would teach her and allow her to practice on camera.

She finally got into USC, and the Fox affiliate began giving her more responsibilities in response to her hard work, enthusiasm and growing skills. Before she graduated, a cable network, SiTV, hired her part-time to be a co-host on a talk show, “The Rub.” And at USC she became the host of an interview show on the university TV station.

By the time she was 25, Kristina was host of her own talk show, “Good Day, S.A.,” at the top TV station in San Antonio making $100,000 a year. Already she has had the opportunity to interview dozens of top movie, TV and sports stars. In fact Paul Rodriguez co-hosted her show with her one day. 
Now, three years later, she is joining the “Inside Edition” show as a national TV reporter making about double her San Antonio pay – and more than double what her mom and I make together.

Kristina happens to be my step-daughter now, but I didn’t meet her mom until Kryss was already in college. Our similar careers and interests are purely coincidental. She already knew intuitively what I had spent years studying and researching. Enthusiasm, hard work, sacrifice and a positive attitude can overcome a lot of other weaknesses. And internships and mentors can provide valuable practical experience and open doors of opportunity. And, finally, a college education is the best investment a person can make. No one can take your education away from you, and it will pay financial dividends throughout your life.

Kristina has also set an important example for her siblings. She was the first in her family to graduate from college. One younger brother has since gone to a top-notch culinary school and achieved his A.A. degree, and her brother and sister still in high school now understand the challenges related to college and the importance of doing whatever is necessary to get their college degrees.
CONSUELO KICKBUSCH
Former migrant student Consuelo Kickbusch, born and raised in a tiny barrio in Laredo, Texas, overcame the challenges of poverty, discrimination and illiteracy to become the highest-ranking Hispanic woman in the U.S. Army. 
"I was that child who was struggling," the retired lieutenant colonel says. But she was inspired by her parents' words and their sacrifices.
They migrated to work the fields and lived in a boxcar for five years because "they saw what others couldn't see," she says. Her parents could see what their family could achieve through sacrifice and opportunities in America.

"Education is the American dream," her father said. And Consuelo grew up excited to go to school. But educators were not so excited to have her. PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Humberto""We educators can take the role of being gatekeepers or dream-makers," Consuelo says. "Which will we choose?" Educators in Consuelo's early life frequently chose to be gatekeepers. 
Luckily her parents built her self-confidence adequately to handle the attack. "I was an Aztec princess because that's what my father said, and he never lied," she recalls. 
"In our little two-bedroom house, I was given a sense of pride." She recounts the day a teacher felt compelled to cut Consuelo down a notch by telling her she was poor and from a terrible neighborhood. She ran home to tell her father, but he refused to accept that label. "You are not poor," he told Consuelo. "You are rich. You have values. You have culture. You have tradition. You have opportunity. All children have the right to the American dream. You are not poor, and don't you forget it." When Consuelo declared her "wealth" the next day, she was punished for lying. 
Consuelo made it through elementary and middle school by being socially promoted, she says. In high school she was put into general math and learned how to operate a cash register instead of into algebra, and she was counseled to register for other vocational rather than college-prep classes.  “Teachers expected poor Latino students to drop out,” she says. “They could not see past poverty to promise and potential.”

When Consuelo tried to attend a college orientation session, her counselor pulled her out and asked her, “Who do you think you are? Don’t you know your classes don’t lead to college?”

He told her that she and other Latino girls were good for two things: getting pregnant and having babies. “You just go around here parading and looking for someone to support you,” he said. The sad thing was that that counselor was Hispanic.

Her next counselor – Mr. Cooper – was a white, an Ivy League graduate. He was the one who saved Consuelo from the destiny her prior counselor predicted. “Do you know you’re brilliant,” Mr. Cooper told her. “You are just the innocent victim of a poor educational system. You can get anything you want in life. I believe in you. Will you not believe in you, too?” And Mr. Cooper helped Consuelo get into college.

Once there, she joined the ROTC program. She thought it was a social club. But after overcoming the miles of running, the cliff rappelling, and the good ol’ boy network, she began rising through the ranks of the military. Seven of her nine siblings also joined the military. It reflected their father’s commitment to “duty, honor and country.” Ironically, by working 15 hours a day to support his large family, her father never learned English and never achieved his American citizenship. But he taught his children to be passionate about America.

Lt. Col. Kickbusch grew to become a successful role model for her community -- breaking barriers and setting records in the Army’s combat support services. But it took her mother to help her realize what was really important in life. “I had begun to assimilate,” Consuelo says. “I wanted a condo. I wanted a German-made car. I wanted and I wanted.”

The lieutenant colonel was just two years from becoming a general when her ailing mother came to visit. “I’m coming because this is my last visit with you,” her mother told the rising military star. “This is my dying wish. A real leader is a servant who creates the path for others.”

“I learned from my mother that day -- the maid who cleaned other people’s toilets and made them sparkle. I learned nothing is worth doing that does not stand the test of time,” Consuelo says.

When she went to her superior to let him know she was leaving the military, he was shocked and curious as to why she would leave her fast-track military career. “I’m going home to fight for children,” she told him.

Acknowledged now as a charismatic, passionate and entertaining speaker, the retired lieutenant colonel has carried her powerful message to over a million parents, educators and community leaders. She was honored by President Bush in a large gathering at the White House as winner of the 2006 Hispanic Heritage Award.

She urges students “to believe we can all make our dreams come true, to not give up hope. Rather take charge of your lives, and make a real difference in your families and communities.”
MARLEEN MARTINEZ
When Marleen Martinez of Warden attended Space Camp on a Migrant Education scholarship as a 14-year-old in 1997, she returned with a dream to someday become an astronaut.
“For as long as I can remember, I‘ve been fascinated by anything related to space, stars and astronomy,” she says. “Ever since my dad first took me out to the back yard to show me the shooting stars, I was hooked! I would sit on the roof and try counting as many stars as possible.”

With the help of local educators and the Upward Bound program, Marleen prepared for college and ultimately won a scholarship from NASA (the National Aeronautic and Space Administration). Since then she has made successful step after successful step toward that dream and now seems to have a realistic shot at her goal of “becoming the first person to walk on Mars.”

She has graduated from the University of Washington with a degree in aeronautical and astronautical engineering, and she is proceeding with graduate work – determined to achieve her Ph.D.

But as part of her NASA scholarship, even before achieving her bachelor’s degree, Marleen began working as a NASA intern at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, Calif., during the summers.

“Waking up every morning and going to work for NASA is so incredible, there are no words to describe it,” Marleen says. 

In the summer of 2004 she worked as propulsion lead on a $1 billion mission concept to send three landers to Mars. The next year she was helping determine a precise Mars landing site for the Phoenix Lander, launched in 2007.

Marleen's vision has continued to drive her toward her goal to fly in space.

All this is a long ways from the sugar beet fields and the potato “bodega” where she worked as a teen-ager. “Mom wanted us to understand where we came from,” Marleen recalls. After three or four summers of getting up at 5 a.m. to hoe weeds in her uncle’s sugar beets, she was determined, “I am NOT going to do this the rest of my life.”

When her mom let her move from the beet fields to the potato shed to sort potatoes, she realized: “My mom has done this for years and years to take care of our family.” And she resolved that she AND her mom would someday get out of the potato sheds.

Marleen achieved high grades, but she also knew she had to be well-rounded. So she played varsity volleyball and softball in high school, and she was chosen Warden's Junior Miss 2000.

As she approached high school graduation, she worked hard in preparing scholarship applications. And she had lots of teachers and mentors check her applications over and make recommendations. 

She won a NASA Space Grant and an additional scholarship from UW. She could leave the fields once and for all, go to UW and concentrate on her studies with $83,000 in scholarships.
In September 2002, she was asked to speak alongside award-winning actor James Olmos in front of 800 of the top business executives in the state at a UW Scholarship Breakfast.

Marleen told the gathering how hard it was for her to succeed at UW. "There were times in my first and second quarter when I thought, 'College is not for me,' or 'I can't take this anymore. Everyone here is so much smarter than I am.' Then I thought how hard my parents and grandparents worked to get me a high school education. … I told myself everyday that if … [they] believed in me … I should believe in myself."
UW President Richard McCormick said at the time: "Marleen delivered an inspiring, heartfelt, and very personal speech. She captured our hearts as she spoke of her grandparents' and parents' struggles and sacrifices. Many people were moved to tears by her message," including Gov. Gary Locke.

At the urging of one CEO in attendance, Astronaut Steve Smith sent Marleen a personal note and signed photos from some of his Space Shuttle missions. His note said that Sally Ride, the first U.S. woman in space, wrote him a note in the mid-1980s telling him to follow his dreams. He now wanted to impart the same message to Marleen.

And Marleen, in turn, has a message for other struggling students.

"Coming from the background I come from, I know how hard it is for you. But I know you're smart, and I know you know how to work hard. You can do whatever you want. There are so many people willing to help. Don’t worry about the money. Just get the grades and set your goals,” she says. “Without goals you can’t go anywhere.”

“My goal is to be an astronaut, and as I continue to chase my dream, I have come to realize how essential education and higher learning is to our society and to our own future,” she says.
This young lady from Warden may very well be that first astronaut to walk on the planet Mars. I, for one, would never bet against her.
ENEDELIA HERNANDEZ SCHOFIELD
Enedelia didn’t want to go to school. She didn’t speak English. She didn’t have any friends yet in the Oregon town where her parents had moved. She had never been to school before. “You can do it, Enedelia. You can do it,” her mom would tell her.

Her mom walked her to school and got her enrolled, but as soon as her mom left, she went out the side door and beat her mom home.

She had to go back, her mother insisted. And once again she assured her daughter, “You can do it, Enedelia. You can do it.”

Enedelia was just one of those migrant kids who showed up to school without much preparation for success. She didn’t know the language. Didn’t know the alphabet in any language. All statistics would have predicted her failure. 

But every time she wanted to give up or faced an assignment she could not figure out, her unschooled parents could not help much with the assignment, but her mom would tell her, “You can do it, Enedelia. You can do it.”

In high school, one counselor laughed at her idea of going to college, even though Enedelia was getting good grades. “You are Mexican. You’re going to get pregnant, have lots of kids and be a mother.”

Consequently, Enedelia didn’t get much counseling on what she needed to do to go to college. After graduation, she just showed up to the first day of the fall semester at the nearby private college. Perhaps it was her pure innocence that enticed the school to let her try, but she was told she could only go as long as she could pay the tuition and get straight A’s.

She had to work full-time to pay the tuition, and she had to study late into the night to keep her grades up. But when she felt like quitting, her mom would assure her, “You can do it, Enedelia. You can do it.”

She did graduate with straight A’s and became a teacher. Over the years she continued on to a master’s degree and then a doctor of law degree.

Then she had an opportunity to be a principal of one of the poorest schools in Oregon. New challenges. New doubts. New fears. 

But her mom’s words kept ringing in her ears … and she shared them with the children. Most of the children also spoke English as a second language, and their skin was at least as brown as Enedelia’s. They, too, arrived at school with fear in their eyes.

But Enedelia was like a mom to all 700 children. Every day she and her teachers talked to the children about their college plans. And every day they taught the children, “You can do it, too. You can do it.”

Somehow her children at school defied all the statistics. Despite all their challenges, Enedelia’s school became one of the highest-achieving schools in the state. And in the year 2000, Enedelia was honored the Oregon State’s Principal of the Year.
But when the White House called, Enedelia Schofield thought it was a silly prank. Now as co-chair of President Bush’s Commission on Educational Excellence for Hispanic Americans, she has had the opportunity to share her encouragement to parents, educators and children across the land.

Speaking to a national conference of migrant educators and parents, she declared: “We’re not just going to move mountains, we’re going to move universes!”

Her mom has died, but Enedelia says her mom is still always with her ... in her mind and heart, repeating her words of encouragement: “You can do it, Enedelia. You can do it.”
‘SI, SE PUEDE!’ – ‘YES, YOU CAN DO IT!’
Especially for those families where no one has ever attended college, it is a frightening, intimidating, seemingly impossible prospect, say these former migrant students. 
Parents have no experience on which to give advice, and, if anything, wonder how valuable a college education really would be to the family. The family needs their children to help earn income for the family now – not in four or five years.
Helping one child prepare and successfully get into and through college, however, can change the destiny of an entire family and can ultimately impact hundreds of lives very directly in just two or three generations, they say. 
So these former migrant students devote their time to encourage the current generation of migrant students with a common message: “Si, se puede! Yes, you CAN do it!”
Ken Harvey
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