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From mango trees to law school: Determined teens overcome obstacles 
Wednesday, December 13, 2005
By Shawn Boburg 
Staff Writer 
On a sunny afternoon in 1979, Zoila Gomez slipped off her sandals and scaled a mango tree on a dirt path in the mountains of north-central Dominican Republic.

The agile 9-year-old girl snapped a ripe, red and orange mango from a twig, then jumped from the tree into a patch of grass. She didn't see the shard of glass shrouded in green. It sliced into Zoila's bare foot. Her legs buckled in pain, and blood poured from the gash.

For almost a month, she hobbled more than one mile to school, putting the weight of her body on her good foot as she held on to her cousin's shoulder for balance. 

"I loved school. I couldn't stay away," said Gomez, who moved to Lawrence as a teenager not knowing any English. "Missing even one day was not an option for me."

The same determination that drove little Zoila down that dirt path in Tenares also pushed her through a year at Lawrence High School, to learn English on her own, to enroll in community college, to become the first person in her family to earn a bachelor's degree and, now, to attend law school. 

While extraordinary, Gomez is not alone. Her friend, Wendy Estrella, also immigrated to Lawrence from Tenares as a teenager. She is now a graduate of the Massachusetts School of Law in Andover, where Gomez is in her final year.

"People don't realize how difficult it is, how big of a disadvantage it is coming from a rural town in the Dominican Republic and making it to college," Estrella said. "But it can be done. It just takes initiative."

The two women, both now mothers in their mid-30s, are part of a small but slowly growing group of college-educated Dominican professionals. The percentage of Dominicans in Lawrence with a bachelor's degree grew from 3.4 percent to 6.4 percent between 1990 and 2000, while the population doubled.

Gomez grew up in Blanco Arriba, a small village in Tenares that locals say has been virtually transplanted to Lawrence over the last four decades as farmers fled the country to find work. Gomez's dad came in 1974 and brought her 14 years later, when she was 18 and still had a year of high school to go. Estrella came to Lawrence at age 13.

Neither Gomez nor Estrella found Lawrence High challenging, they said. They breezed through bilingual education classes taught almost entirely in Spanish and did not have to pass a competency test to graduate. Bilingual education has since been abandoned in favor of English immersion.

"The bilingual program failed me," Estrella said. "The only English I got was from watching 'The Cosby Show.'"

She found out that was not enough when she enrolled at the University of Massachusetts Amherst. "I couldn't believe I went to high school here and I didn't have the English to succeed at a college level. I was so ashamed. I felt like a failure."

Gomez also graduated from Lawrence High knowing little English. To learn it, she imposed a form of English immersion on herself.

"I prohibited myself from watching Spanish television or listening to Latin music," she said. She took summer English language classes at Northern Essex Community College and began working at a nursing home. "The older people welcomed conversation. That nursing home was a stage where I could practice English and no one would make fun of me. They liked it when I tried to speak."

Gomez's father pressured her to go to beauty school, but she "refused" and attended a private computer school in Methuen, worked at a bank during the week and cut hair on the weekends for extra money.

She took more classes at the community college and earned an associate's degree, then transferred to the University of Massachusetts Lowell to study political science, which led to an internship at Congressman Martin T. Meehan's Lawrence office.

She graduated from UMass-Lowell and continued to work for Meehan as a full-time staffer, enrolling in law school in 2003. She opened her own business, giving advice on immigration law and filling out petitions for family members who want to come to Lawrence. She wants to practice law in the city.

Estrella, meanwhile, worked evenings in the registrar's office at the local community college and took courses in the mornings. She was accepted into a new program at Merrimack College for low-income students, graduated and worked as an accountant for businesses in Boston and Andover.

But she still had not achieved enough for her standards. "I wanted to go bigger," she said. "I wanted to be a lawyer."

She began law school in 2001 and graduated last year. She is a paralegal with the law firm Landy & Lara. 

Both Gomez and Estrella said since they started law school, younger family members and Dominican friends are also looking at law as a possible career option. 

"A lot of people are following me," Gomez said. "I have three cousins, girls, who are breaking ground. They see me as an example."

"Yeah," Estrella said. "I think we serve as good role models."

