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Gabriela Guzman’s early life was rocked by instability. She 
was shuttled between homes, her father was deported 
and she became pregnant at 16. 
 
She could have given up on herself, but she didn’t. When 
everyone told her to just get her GED rather than go to 
college, she didn’t listen. On Sunday, May 18, Guzman will 
earn her associate of science degree in general studies 
from Northern Virginia Community College.  

 
She has been accepted to transfer to George Mason University to study Philosophy and Law. Eventually, 
she wants to attend law school and become a defense attorney. 
 
“My experience at NOVA was awesome,” says Guzman, 23, who lives in Alexandria with her boyfriend of 
nine years and their 7-year-old son. “For me, it was a second chance at a better life. It was an endurance 
test. So many things came up that could have changed my mind about continuing on, but I had a goal in 
mind that I had to finish.” 
 
Born in the United States to immigrant parents, Guzman was shuttled from foster home to group home 
back to foster home, and then after her father was deported, returned to her mother. At 16, Guzman 
got pregnant and dropped out of high school after being put on bed rest. 
 
“People were talking to me about getting my GED, but no one was talking to me about continuing my 
education through college,” Guzman says. “That played a role in my desire to educate myself. I refused 
to get my GED. I wanted a respectable education.” 
 
After the birth of her son, she returned to school and got serious about her education. Her life really 
turned around senior year when counselors from NOVA’s Pathway to the Baccalaureate program visited 
her high school. 
 
“When I heard about NOVA, I thought, ‘wow,’ this is a second chance,” she says. “I quickly signed up to 
be part of the Pathway program.” 
 
But college proved to be hard. Guzman didn’t do well her first semester. She was going to school full-
time, raising her son, and holding down three jobs – working at a clothing store and a shoe store while 
also working as a production assistant at a TV station. 
 
She says she felt like she had hit “rock bottom” after an unsuccessful semester and that her chances to 
go to a four-year college were over. However, her Pathway counselor reassured her that she could 
retake the classes she had failed and rebuild her GPA. “It was the most amazing news I had ever heard,” 
Guzman says, recalling her meeting with the counselor. 
 
Guzman leaves NOVA with a deep appreciation for everything she has learned and gone through. “I am 
instilling the importance of a strong education to my son. At seven, he is reading above his grade level, 
and he is smart and engaged in school,” she says. “He is the total opposite of the way I was.” 
 


