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ing up in Indiana and receiving both a bachelor’s and 
master’s in education. She taught school for almost 
20 years, married, and had fi ve children.  

A natural ‘networker,’ Gonzalez became a leader 
among Hispanic women on both a local and a state-
wide level. She was president of a Hispanic woman’s 
group in Northwest Indiana, served on a national 
Hispanic leadership conference committee, pro-
duced her own cable television show, and became 
the fi rst Hispanic commissioner in Indiana when 
she was appointed by the Governor to the Indiana 
Civil Rights Commission. In 1999, she was named 
volunteer of the year at the United States Hispanic 
Leadership Conference in Chicago, with 5,000 people 
in attendance – including Bill Clinton. 

Gonzalez moved to Sarasota in 2001 to be near 
family and give herself a fresh start, which soon in-
cluded a new career as a loan offi cer with her sister’s 
start-up company, Lighthouse Mortgage. Outwardly, 
she was successful – a great family, good education, 
and an exciting career in a growing community. But 
inwardly, she was still looking for answers.   

“I had been through a lot of things in my life,” 
refl ects Gonzalez. “I was insecure and ended up in 
emotionally abusive relationships. I was interested 
in learning more about myself, understanding the 
patterns of my life that caused certain insecurities.” 
She heard about the Challenge program from a 
counselor, and she enrolled in the three-week in-
tensive in March 2005.

Offered in multiple locations throughout the 
county, the Challenge program is not just for women 
in major transition, such as divorce or a death in the 
family, although it certainly serves those groups 
well. It promotes the personal and professional de-
velopment of women at any stage of life – women 
who want to connect with others, women who 
are changing, women who want to discover more 
about themselves. And that certainly was true for 
Ruth Gonzalez.

“All my life I’ve helped people to understand 
who they are, and what they can accomplish in life 
with a little bit of encouragement,” she says. “But 
that doesn’t mean I didn’t have self-esteem issues 
of my own to resolve. This program was perfect for 
me. It built my self confi dence and taught me how 
to love myself.”  

“I am not alone.” 
That’s an important lesson that Luz Hartley 

learned recently at the Women’s Resource Center 
of Sarasota County (WRCSC), where she attended 
“Retos,” the Center’s signature Challenge program 
for women offered in Spanish.

“It is a very good tool for all people in transition, 
but especially those who are coming from another 
country,” says Hartley, who was born in the Domini-
can Republic. “When you come to America, you need 
to meet other people who are living the same things 
as you. You need to realize that you are not alone, 
and that there is so much we need to understand in 
order to move forward in this country.” 

 Retos changed the way Hartley thought about 
her Hispanic friends who had been professionals in 
their native countries, but were now cleaning houses 
or engaged in similar non-professional jobs. “I didn’t 
understand why this happened,” says Hartley, who 
had earned a Bachelor of Science degree in busi-
ness administration in the Dominican Republic. 
“Now I know why. First, it has to do with not know-
ing the language, and second, the culture. It’s so 
different here, and we are afraid – we don’t know 
where to fi nd the information and the help. Retos 
teaches you what you need to know about getting 
a job, learning English, relationships, schools, and 
important services.”

After eight years in America, she is now working 
in real estate. “I am 53, and learning English at this 
age is so diffi cult,” she says. “But I am growing. Retos 
was good for me, because I got to know what others 
are doing to get something good for themselves 
and their families. The Women’s Resource Center 
is doing a very good job, because Hispanic people 
really need this orientation.” 

Had it not been for another Hispanic woman who 
sought out the Challenge program for 
herself, Luz Hartley would never have 
developed this self-confi dence. In fact, 
she wouldn’t have taken the course at 
all, because before Ruth Gonzalez, it 
was only offered in English. 

Born in Puerto Rico, Gonzalez was 
already bilingual, having moved to the 
states when she was 14. She lived a typi-
cal American life in the Midwest, grow-
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“WOMEN ARE SO
 SPECIAL IN THEIR 

ROLES AS MOTHERS, 
WIVES AND WORKERS, 

YET SOMETIMES 
THE LAST PERSON WE 

TAKE CARE OF IS 
OURSELVES.”  

 – RUTH GONZALEZ
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for alarm, just celebration.”
On the alternate months, the Retos graduates and 

prospective participants get together for a group 
event (next one is scheduled for January 22). They 
have had guest speakers, brought in artifacts and 
photographs of their home countries, and made 
collages together. “It’s a wonderful reunion and a 
safe way to bring a friend who might be interested,” 
explains Taylor.

There is no charge for the Challenge/Retos pro-
gram, although it costs the WRCSC $660 per partici-
pant. “You’re spending 27 hours of your life here,” 
says Taylor. “That’s your cost.” She adds that it is im-
portant to pre-register and that there is a dedicated 
Spanish line. “Other Spanish speaking programs are 
in the wings,” she notes. “We are limited only by our 
volunteers, our participants and the funding to make 
it happen.” 

As for Ruth Gonzalez, she is happily married (as 
Ruth Gonzalez-Brewer), and she is still fi rmly com-
mitted to the Challenge program. She has become 
leader of the group events, while Liliana Jones, a 
Challenge and Retos graduate from Venezuela, has 
become the class facilitator. They continue to out-
reach to the Spanish community at Hispanic festivals, 
through radio and churches, and of course, by word 
of mouth. 

The success stories are the best advertisement 
of all.

“One of our participants wanted to open her own 
business, but had low self- esteem,” recalls Gonzalez. 
“Hispanic women are sometimes too passive, afraid to 
be called ‘aggressive.’ The course teaches them about 
what they deserve, and that it is okay to be assertive. 
This mother of three children made her dreams come 
true by opening up a boutique. Another woman 
wanted to learn how to drive. Many women signed 
up for free classes in English at SCTI.”  

Gonzalez believes that the “heart” of the course is 
just that – opening up your heart and getting to know 
yourself better. “We’ve shared things that we never 
imagined sharing with anyone else,” she observes.  

“The goal is to become a butterfl y, and the course 
is the cocoon.” 

CHALLENGE/RETOS 
THE WOMEN’S RESOURCE CENTER OF 
SARASOTA COUNTY 
340 SOUTH TUTTLE AVE. 
☎ 366.1700
WWW.THEWOMENSRESOURCECENTER.ORG
ETAYLOR@THEWOMENSRESOURCECENTER.ORG

HAD IT NOT BEEN FOR 
ANOTHER HISPANIC 

WOMAN WHO 
SOUGHT OUT 

THE CHALLENGE 
PROGRAM FOR 

HERSELF, LUZ HARTLEY 
WOULD NEVER 

HAVE DEVELOPED HER 
SELF-CONFIDENCE.

Challenge Director 
Elaine Taylor remembers 
when Gonzalez came 
through as a student. 
“Ruth’s bilingual skills 
served her well, and she 
came away like everyone 
comes away – changed, 
more focused, a more 
creative and positive 
individual,” she recalls. 
“When it was over, she 
asked the facilitator why 

it was not available for women in our community in 
Spanish. The instructor thought it was a great idea, 
and asked Ruth if she would help.” 

“Little old me?” thought Ruth. But her goal was 
always to reach out to women and help them. And 
this was something she could do. So her answer was 
“Yes, absolutely.”

Gonzalez remembers it as a pivotal time in 
her life.  

“When I was sitting through it in English, I 
thought, ‘Wow, where has all this information been, 
and all in one place?’ It was so empowering to me, 
so I asked if they had it in Spanish. What about the 
women who don’t have the resources that I had? I 
just don’t want women to suffer and to be abused. 
Women are so special in their roles as mothers, wives 
and workers, yet sometimes the last person we take 
care of is ourselves.”

The WRCSC rallied around Ruth and put out a 
call for bilingual volunteers in the community, then 
worked with her to set up a committee of Hispanic 
women to help organize the program and begin 
the translation. 

“Ruth was instrumental in getting people around 
the table,” recalls Elaine Taylor. “She was the bridge, 
the one with connections. One section at a time, we 
translated the program into Spanish. The fi rst class, 
in May 2006, was four sessions only. Everyone was 
enthusiastic, so we gradually translated more and 
added to the program. Now it’s offered every other 
month in nine sessions, the same number as the 
English program.” The average class size is eight to 
14 women.

What is different about the program in Spanish 
is that the women are somewhat younger, typically 
working, and they come from different places around 
the globe, with challenges based on their own cul-
tural heritage. “Sometimes it’s diffi cult to convince 
families that the program will benefi t them,” says 
Taylor. “They often come from traditional homes 
and are scared to death, because they have no idea 
what to expect. We tell them that there is no reason 
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