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Gonzalo Rodriguez has been a
dreamer all his life.

As a youth, he dreamed of being a
star player for the Golden West High
varsity football team.

When he arrived as a freshman on
the Trailblazers’ campus in northeast
Visalia, he dreamed of winning a Valley
championship.

In his four years at Golden West,
those dreams became reality.

Not only did Rodriguez emerge as a
star player, he was the catalyst in help-
ing the Trailblazers win their first Cen-
tral Section championship in program
history during the 2017 season and also
became the first team from the city of
Visalia to host a state championship
game. 

With high school now behind him,
Rodriguez will turn to the next chapter
in his life: He has been accepted and
will attend the University of La Verne, a
small private college in Southern Cali-
fornia.

But those dreams come with com-
plications other student-athletes
heading off to college don’t have to face. 

Rodriguez is an undocumented im-
migrant who came to the U.S. from

Mexico as a child. 
He is one of the approximately

800,000 immigrants enrolled in the
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals,
or DACA, program.

Under DACA, undocumented immi-
grants who entered the U.S. as children
are given protection from deportation
and a work permit.

But President Trump announced
last year he was phasing out DACA in
March.

“It [DACA] gives other people like
me a chance to do something. It gives

us a chance,” Rodriguez said. “I think
it’s a blessing that I still have an oppor-
tunity to go [to college].”

Currently, Congress is debating a
legislative fix in the program that
doesn’t involve deporting young peo-
ple like Rodriguez. 

With both dreams of college and the
potential nightmare of being deported
from a country he now calls home,
Rodriguez will don a Trailblazers’ hel-
met for the final time on Saturday in 

“It [DACA] gives other people like me a chance to do something. It gives us a chance.”

Gonzalo Rodriguez

Golden West High graduate

Recent Golden West High graduate Gonzalo Rodriguez is Visalia's all-time career leading yardage rusher. VONGNI YANG

What’s next for Visalia
‘Dreamer’ gridiron star?
Rodriguez’s future
depends on DACA
Vongni Yang
Visalia Times-Delta
USA TODAY NETWORK

Golden West's Gonzalo Rodriguez rushes for a TD against Big Bear during a
2017 CIF State Regional Championship Bowl Game. JOHN L. NOELL

See RODRIGUEZ, Page 2B

MOSCOW – It doesn’t feel like it after
such a spectacular start to the tourna-
ment, but Mexico is the biggest loser at
the World Cup. Wait, check that, it is the
biggest loser in history.

That’s right. No team has lost more
games across the entire 88-year journey
of soccer’s finest competition as the
team known as El Tri, the one that cur-
rently carries the hopes of its nation’s
collective happiness upon its green-
and-white clad shoulders.

Yet before you start thinking this is a
hit piece on a team that defied the odds
to magnificently sink defending cham-
pion Germany in its opening game Sun-
day, just hold on a second.

Statistics that show Mexico has ex-
perienced the sour taste of defeat more
than any other member of the FIFA glob-
al family is not a tale of failure but a sto-
ry of significant and historical success.

Mexico virtually always qualifies for
the World Cup. Its record of having par-
ticipated in 16 of the 21 renditions of the
event puts it in truly esteemed compa-
ny. The last time it failed to qualify was
in 1982; it withdrew in 1938 and was
banned in 1990 for fielding ineligible
players in a youth tournament. In its 16
tournament appearances, Mexico has
25 losses in 54 matches. 

So if you play a lot, it stands to reason
that, unless you are Brazil or Germany,
you are probably going to lose a lot. By
comparison, the USA has 19 losses in the
World Cup, but no one is going to argue
that its pedigree in the championship is
close to that of Mexico’s.

Germany, if you ignore for a moment
its poor performance to begin this sum-
mer’s campaign, is universally known
as being defensively masterful. Yet it is
that country that has conceded more
goals across all World Cups (122) than
any other team, primarily as a result of
having played more games (106).

Losing doesn’t always equate to a
lack of success. New Zealand didn’t lose
a game in the 2010 World Cup, but it
didn’t get anywhere either. Three ties
were good enough for only third place in
its group and an early exit. Mexico,
meanwhile, lost twice in that tourna-
ment, to Uruguay in group play and
then, controversially, against Argentina
in the Round of 16. Two defeats against
New Zealand’s zero, yet without dispute
Mexico had the better tournament, New
Zealand’s courageous effort as an un-
derdog notwithstanding.

As it prepares for its second match in
Russia, against South Korea in Rostov-
on-don on Saturday, Mexico has no in-
tention of losing any time soon. Its tri-
umph over Germany elevated it into the
status of genuine contender and favor-
ite to top the group.

Head coach Juan Carlos Osorio has
demanded his group “play with the love
of winning and not the fear of losing,” a
mind-set that shone through with Mex-
ico’s committed and resilient approach.

Mexico’s
record 
at Cup
deceiving
16 appearances offset
dubious 25-loss mark

Martin Rogers
USA TODAY

NEW YORK - The demise of the
big man in the NBA has been
greatly exaggerated.

Five of the first seven selec-
tions in the draft Thursday night
were players 6-10 or taller, magni-
fying the need to have a versatile
big man who can defend multiple
positions and score inside and
out.

With the No. 1 overall pick in the
2018 draft, Phoenix selected 7-1

center Deandre Ayton, who spent
one season at Arizona, and Sacra-
mento took 6-11 power forward
Marvin Bagley III at No. 2.

Atlanta drafted Slovenian
guard Luka Doncic, the 19-year-
old EuroLeague MVP, but the
Hawks traded Doncic to Dallas,
which took Oklahoma guard Trae
Young with the No. 5 pick and sent
him to the Hawks.

As the draft drew closer, sever-
al teams tried to move into the top
three so they could draft Doncic.
Dallas also offered a future first-
rounder to Atlanta, and Hawks
general manager Travis Schlenk
pulled the trigger to get Young,
who will be a vital part of the

Hawks’ rebuild. Don’t be sur-
prised if the Hawks try to trade
guard Dennis Schroder.

The Suns taking Ayton No. 1
was not a surprise. It had been
penciled in for weeks that Phoenix
would go in that direction, and Ay-
ton has envisioned running plays
with Phoenix guard Devin Booker.

“The two-man game is really
lethal in the NBA today and the
spacing of the floor,” Ayton said.
“In transition, having that pick-
and-roll early in the game is crazy.
I can pick-and-pop, and Devin is a
threat coming off the pick, so
that’d be pretty hard to guard.”

Ayton leads parade of big men
Kings pass on Doncic
to select Bagley III

Jeff Zillgitt
USA TODAY

See DRAFT, Page 2B
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AUTO RACING
6 p.m.
FS2 – ARCA Series, PapaNicholas
Coffee 150, at Madison, Ill.

BASKETBALL
4:30 p.m.
FS1 – Big3, Week 1 games, at Hous-
ton

BOXING
7 p.m.
SHO – Claressa Shields vs. Hanna
Gabriels, for vacant IBF/WBA wom-
en’s middleweight title; Christina
Hammer vs. Tori Nelson, Hammer’s
WBC/WBO women’s middleweight
title

COLLEGE BASEBALL
Noon
ESPN – NCAA World Series, Game 11,
Mississippi St. vs. Oregon St., at
Omaha, Neb.
5 p.m.
ESPN – NCAA World Series, Game 12,
Arkansas vs. Florida-Texas Tech win-
ner, at Omaha, Neb.

CFL
4 p.m.
ESPN2 – Winnipeg at Montreal

GOLF
6:30 a.m.
GOLF – European PGA Tour, BMW
International Open, second round
9:30 a.m.
GOLF – Champions Tour, American
Family Insurance Championship, first
round
12:30 p.m.
GOLF – PGA Tour, Travelers Champi-
onship, second round
3:30 p.m.
GOLF – LPGA Tour, Walmart NW Ar-
kansas Championship, first round
8 p.m.
GOLF – Asian & Korean Tours, Kolon
Korea Open, third round

HORSE RACING
5:30 a.m.
NBCSN – Royal Ascot, Coronation
Stakes and Commonwealth Cup

MLB
4 p.m.
MLB – Regional coverage, L.A. Dodg-
ers at N.Y. Mets OR Philadelphia at
Washington

NHL
4:30 p.m.
NBCSN – 2018 NHL Draft, Round 1, at
Dallas

SOCCER
5 a.m.
FS1 – FIFA World Cup, Group stage:
Group E, Brazil vs. Costa Rica
8 a.m.
FOX – FIFA World Cup, Group stage:
Group D, Nigeria vs. Iceland
11 a.m.
FOX – FIFA World Cup, Group stage:
Group E, Serbia vs. Switzerland

TRACK & FIELD
8 p.m.
NBCSN – USATF, Outdoor Champi-
onships, at Des Moines, Iowa (same-
day tape)

WNBA
7 p.m.
ESPN2 – New York at Las Vegas

SPORTS ON TV

the 51st annual Tulare-Kings All-Star
Football Game at Groppetti Automotive
Visalia Community Stadium. Kickoff is
7:30 p.m.

Growing up undocumented

The memory of Rodriguez’s father
being taken away from the family’s Ran-
cho Cucamonga apartment and deport-
ed back to Mexico is still vivid.

He was 6, maybe 7 years old when it
happened.

The recent Golden West High grad
hasn’t seen his father since. His dad
now lives in Mexico.

“It was early in the morning, 3 or 4 in
the morning,” Rodriguez said. “They
broke down the door and took my dad.
That was the last time I’ve seen him.”

Rodriguez’s family moved to Visalia
shortly after that incident.

With no father figure, his mother,
Ana, shouldered the responsibility of
both mom and dad, while raising Rodri-
guez and his two sisters.

It wasn’t until the fifth grade that
Rodriguez understood he was undocu-
mented.

“I knew I couldn’t do certain things
that other kids could,” Rodriguez said. “I
knew that, at that young age, that I
knew I don’t have it like everyone else.
Like everything, life’s hard. Life’s tough,
but that’s what makes my life different
from everyone else’s. I knew that it’s all
about what I can do. I’m going to make
myself. I’m going to sculpt myself to
what I want to be. The figure I want to
be. That’s what it’s come down to.”

As the only son of a family that im-
migrated to the U.S. from the Jalisco
state of Mexico, Rodriguez is the man of
the house.

When he isn’t playing football, he
helps his mom clean homes.

He has also worked in the fields in the
past, picking walnuts in the fall and or-
anges in the winter, and does manual la-
bor when he can find work.

Rodriguez, 18, credits his work ethic
to his mom.

His two sisters also drive him to pro-
vide a better life for his family.

“I give her all the credit in the world,”
Rodriguez said of his mother. “The per-
fect example would be that, I am my
mom. I’m a perfect figure of my mom be-
cause she’s been the only person that
has been there my whole life. She’s
made me become the person that I am
today. We are so much alike that it’s un-
believable. We connect the same. We
think the same. I love my mom to the
death of me. She’s helped me so much,
it’s unbelievable. All I want to do is grad-
uate college and give everything back to
her.”

Rodriguez doesn’t forget about his
dad, though.

The two still keep in touch and talk on
the phone when they can.

Rodriguez was named after his fa-
ther.

Although they haven’t seen each oth-
er for more than a decade, Rodriguez
hopes that one day, the two can be re-
united.

“I’ve envisioned that moment,” Rod-
riguez said. “I hope I get to meet all of my
family, too. I hope that nothing’s bad,
nothing’s sad and that everything is
amazing.”

Finding an outlet

When Rodriguez was playing youth
football, a coach told the running back if
he committed himself to the sport, foot-
ball could potentially provide him with

opportunities.
Initially, he pursued football because

he loved playing the game with his
teammates.

But as he got older, the realization
came to him: He could use football as an
avenue to help him pay for college and
get a four-year degree.

It hasn’t been an easy process,
though.

Despite closing his career with 5,304
yards rushing, a Visalia city high school
record, and graduating with a 3.1-grade
point average, Rodriguez wasn’t bom-
barded with scholarship offers.

Even after running for 2,233 yards
and 31 touchdowns as a senior, the 5-
foot-10, 185-pound bruiser still wasn’t
heavily recruited.

For the few coaches who did show in-
terest, some stopped recruiting Rodri-
guez once they found out he had no pa-
pers.

“They wouldn’t touch him,” Golden
West head coach Paul Preheim said.

Rodriguez also believes his status as
an undocumented immigrant limited
his opportunities.

“It could definitely be a hassle for
somebody,” Rodriguez said of potential
college coaches recruiting undocument-
ed athletes. “I could see why. I [under-
stand].”

Always dreaming 

Rodriguez never stopped dreaming. 
After helping Golden West win a sec-

tion title last December, Rodriguez took
a recruiting visit to La Verne.

He toured the campus and the facil-
ities and fell in love with everything the
school had to offer.

“It was amazing,” Rodriguez said.
“The town was beautiful. The coaches
were so nice. The players. Everything
was perfect.”

Rodriguez received his La Verne ac-
ceptance letter in the spring.

He came home from school and saw a
big envelope.

“My mom was just so flabbergasted,”
Rodriguez said. “She was just so excited
that I really got accepted. My heart kind
of dropped because I couldn’t believe it.
My heart was on the edge because there
was another school I applied for and I
didn’t get accepted.”

La Verne was the only four-year
school to accept Rodriguez.

“It makes me proud,” Preheim said.
“Just the way he shows up, the way he
carries himself, he’s so humble. He
cares about everyone. He wants to know
how everyone is doing. He wants to see
everybody succeed.”

Because La Verne’s sports programs
compete at the NCAA Division III level,
the university does not offer athletic
scholarships.

Financial aid and a private scholar-
ship will help pay for a percentage of
Rodriguez’s La Verne tuition, he said,
but he still has to come up with about
$20,000 to cover other annual fees, in-
cluding living expenses, room, and
board.

Under the California Dream Act Ap-
plication, undocumented students who
meet the qualifications of state law AB
540 can apply and may receive state-
administered financial aid, private
scholarships, and grants.

He also plans to take out a private
student loan and with his work permit is
authorized to find employment while at-
tending school.

Building for a better future

Rodriguez credits his support system
for helping mold him into a man.

If it wasn’t for the Golden West and
Visalia community, Rodriguez is unsure
if he would have an opportunity to at-

tend a four-year university, he said. 
Rodriguez burst onto the high school

football scene as a sophomore in 2015.
Under the play calling of offensive

coordinator Stan Kanawyer, he rushed
for 1,216 yards and scored 16 total TDs
operating out of a run-heavy, Wing-T
offense.

The following season, his junior year,
Rodriguez excelled, once again, as Gold-
en West’s featured back.

He amassed 1,742 yards rushing and
scored 22 TDs.

That season, the Trailblazers cap-
tured a share of the West Yosemite
League crown and advanced to the Cen-
tral Section Division IV finals.

Although the Trailblazers lost 42-12
to McClymonds-Oakland in the state ti-
tle game in 2017, they set a school record
with 12 victories in a single season.

In three full varsity seasons, Rodri-
guez missed only two games due to in-
jury and the Trailblazers compiled an
overall 26-11 record.

“He’s one of those kids when he gets
the ball, good things happen,” Kanawyer
said. “In three years, he only had three
fumbles. His yards speak for itself. He’s
a kid you like being around, a young
man you like talking to. A young man
you can see doing great things in the fu-
ture. But more than anything, his desire
to play football was unbelievable. He
practiced the way he played. He enjoyed
practice.

“ If there was anything I can tell other
young football players, ‘If they want to
be like him, you have to learn to love
practice.’ Because he really did.”

In his final year in a Trailblazers’ uni-
form, Rodriguez was also named by
league coaches as the WYL Offensive
Player of the Year.

“When your back’s against the wall,
you can use your circumstances as an
excuse or as a reason to do great things,”
Kanawyer said. “He said, ‘I’m not going
to let this stop me.’ He just has a lot of
self-motivation and Hispanic pride. I
see something special in his Hispanic
pride, being a man and being tough and
doing what he’s supposed to do. He has
it. He’s one of a kind.”

College dreams 

On Tuesday, accompanied by Golden
West athletic director John DeLong,
Rodriguez toured the La Verne campus,
participating in the Student for Advis-
ing and Registration program to get ac-
climated to life as a college student.

He also took a math placement test,
registered for five classes and saw his
dorm room.

Later this summer, Rodriguez is set to
take part in a showcase for incoming
freshmen and transfers to find his place
on the La Verne football team.

“I just have to stay focused,” Rodri-
guez said. 

“That was my priority here at Golden
West and that’s going to be my priority
at La Verne. If I can maintain good
grades, maintain and be in shape, I
think that’s going to be key.”

Rodriguez has endured and over-
came his fair share of challenges but
he’s never allowed that to dictate who
he is.

His advice to others facing chal-
lenges?

“For any kid out there, just keep fol-
lowing your dreams,” Rodriguez said.
“There’s nothing in this world that can
stop a human being. There’s nothing in
this world that can stop no one. If you
want to do something and you can envi-
sion it and stay focus, I guarantee you,
there’s nothing that can stop you. That’s
how I think of it. 

“When I’m so focused on something,
there’s no one that is going to get in my
way.”

Golden West’s Gonzalo Rodriguez (7) cuts inside of Big Bear defender Jesus Chuy Castro (1) during a 2017 CIF State
Regional Championship Bowl Game at Visalia Community Stadium on Dec 8, 2017. JOHN L. NOELL

Rodriguez
Continued from Page 1B

Ayton is the first player from the
Bahamas to be selected first since
Mychal Thompson in 1978, and the
NBA continues its strong interna-
tional presence in the top 10. At least
one international player has been
drafted in the top 10 since 2013.

Ayton becomes the first player
from Latin America/Caribbean to be
selected first overall since Tim Dun-
can (U.S. Virgin Islands) in 1997.

“It’s just a huge opportunity to
show the world that we’re coming —
Bahamian people are coming,” Ayton
said. “We’re not just only a country of
track and field athletes.”

Michigan State 6-11 forward Jaren
Jackson Jr., the son of former NBA
player Jaren Jackson, went No. 4 to
Memphis.

“At times, I’ve heard that I’m right
on time for the way the game is go-
ing,” Jackson said. “A lot of bigs can
handle the ball and be versatile, and
they’re able to make plays.”

At No. 6, Orlando drafted 7-1 Texas
center Mo Bamba, and with the sev-
enth pick, Chicago selected 6-10
Duke forward Wendell Carter Jr.

Draft
Continued from Page 1B


