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“Tonya Willlams can still
feel the heat on her back and

- eyes as she stoops over the
.cucumber plants. The sharp
-gpines prick-her fingers as
" - :she pulls the vegetables from

summer day is spent the
_same way untll it is time to
move on to yet another har-
vest.
. The memories are still too
‘real for Willlams, now 30,
. though her youth spent in the
picking flelds of Somerset
and Florida has slipped away
through two decades.

" the 'sweat running into her -

.. the vine, Day after sweltering

of where she came from and
where she’s heading.

Growing up as the daugh-

ter of migrant workers Innella
and Leroy Williams, she has
accomplished more than she
could ever have dreamed.
This month, Willlams will

" graduate with -a bachelor's

degree in human health ser-
vices/community  mental
health from the University at
Buffalo. She is concurrently
working on an associate's
degree in criminal justice at
Niagara County Community
College, with her graduation
date set for Dec. 26.

In September 2003, she
anticipates recelving her
master's degree in human

alms at continuing her gradu-
ate studies to become. an
attorney.
Willlams exhibits a gritty
determination to achieve her
goals — though she calls it
“Hard headedness.” She also
admiits to being a “free spirit,"
which, she says, has gotten
her intb tight spots, but also
has allowed her the vision to

seek her goals.

“I'm adventurous — I'll
branch out and fly if you let
me,” she says.

Migrating between Florida
and New York during much of
her childhood, Williams was
what she calls a “teenage
mama." She gave birth to her
first daughter, Santana, just

ckport JOUTHal

mmd tﬁkes woman from ﬁe_ld's to formula : ,'

second
Innellamarie, was born.

The father of the children
was Williams' childhood
sweetheart in Leesburg, Fla.,
but she didn't marry him.

Instead, she settled in -~

Lockport In 1987, where she
attended Leckport . High
Schoo!l until March 1989,
when she dropped out.

The years that followed
saw Williams involved in an
unhappy marriage, struggling
to raise her girls while work-
ing minimum-wage jobs that
oftered no opportunity for
advancement.

“What really broke my
back was working at
McDonald's,” Williams said. “I

daughter, -
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Williams holds on to the service administration from 12 days short of her 14th

Tonya Williams works on the computer with her daughter=
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i knew l was nevepgolng to go

.. ‘anywhere working jobs like
. that”

S0 Willlams signed up for a
General Education Degree
program offered .through
SUNY New Paitz College,
where she lived on campus
reks-Wh
on her diploma, Williams said
~ her eyes were opened to the
educational opportunities
avallable to her.

“(The GED students) were
allowed to blend in with the
college students,” she said,
“No one could tell the differ-
ence hetween us and them,

..gervices-certificate. ————-

and for the first time in my
life, | felt like I was where |
helonged.”

Graduating second in her
(‘Id% in 1991, Williams was

“on fire" for edu( ation and
yearned to learn more, but
life got in the way for the next
half-dozen years as she con-
tinued her day-to-day strug-
gle to survive,

It wasn't until 1997 that
she was able to enroll at
Niagara County Community
College, where she studied
“liberal arts with a concentra-
tion on criminal justice.

Just getting to classes pre-
sented a challenge to
Williams, who didn’t have a
driver’s license, but she took
advantage of rural trans-

portation, riding a bus toand

from college each day. After
obtaining her license in 1998,
she has been able to drive
herself to classes at UB,
where she completed her
bachelor's degree, and the
-University at Buffalo Millard
Fillmore College, where she
received-a health and human

While at NCCCy Williams
- was mentored by Deborah J.
-Robinson, a faculty member

- In_the counseling center,

whom she-says she owes:‘f
-much of her academlc suc
cess,

“(Robinson) has such a

“gung-ho” attitude,” Williams

sald, “She always told me;
‘The best thing you can be is
an advocate for yourself."" -
That's a lesson Willlams
took to heart, according to
obinson, who sees a bri
(uturc' for | her [ormer student
“Tonya isone of the few
people who has a great ablli-
ty to form alliamrees, and peo-
ple who form alliances tend
to be very successful.”
Robinson said. “Tonya also Is
what I call an educational late

bloomer. and she's a sur- s,

vivor.

“Some individuals who
have gone through diversity
are bitter, but she's not like
that, she has a tendency to
say 'OK, what do'1need to do
to get through this?" and then
she calls people to get the
information she needs.”

Others Williams cites as
having a positive impact on
her educational experience
are Tim Veiders, coordinator
of the criminal justice pro-
gram at  NCCC, Niagara
County Task Force Chief
Craig Harmon and Lockport
City  Police *"Department
Lieutenant Bob LaForest,

Asked what advice she
would give to other young
women who may he facing
the same obstaclés she
encountered, Williams is mat-
ter-of-fact.

“The first step is getting a
GED and then takifg it from
there,” she said. “Also, take
advantage of all the pro-
grams that are offered
through various agencies in

k Nidgdrd and Erie counties.

And never stop dream--

ing.”
C(mtarl Cindi Wittcop at

4399222, Ext. 242, or
3 wlttmpc@gnnewspaper mmf*_Meal‘,-()n w heels. -
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