
AŌer serving in the Ma-
rines, Drake Gonzales was-
n’t sure if he’d return to a 
classroom again. Now, just 
a few years later, he’s set 
to transfer to Cal Poly San 
Los Obispo with a Stanford 
internship under his belt.  

Through the College of San 
Mateo’s MESA program, he 
found a network of sup-
port to ground him 
through the difficult transi-
Ɵon from the military. “It 
really helped to meet other 
students who were pursu-
ing STEM, and being able 
to work with them really 
helped,” Gonzales said.  

The first-generaƟon college 
student grew up in the San 
Diego area. Though he 
struggled in his classes, he 
excelled in his high school’s 
junior ROTC program. Then 
he joined the Marines. “I 
just wanted to join just to 
get the experience, but 
also serve my country,” 

Gonzales said. 

He served for four years, 
including a tour in Iraq in 
2019. AŌer he was dis-
charged, he moved to the 
Bay Area and looked for 
community colleges near-
by.  “I found CSM when I 
was doing my college 
searches, and it looked like 
the best opƟon,” Gonzales 
said. “(The MESA program) 
stood out to me.” 

Though Gonzales had trou-
ble with math in high 
school, he was fascinated 
by STEM and decided to 

pursue civil engineering. 
He’s since taken advantage 
of nearly every opportuni-
ty at MESA, from tutoring 
and study groups to a stu-
dent leadership retreat in 
Santa Cruz. There, he met 
MESA students from 
across the state for a 
weekend of team building 
and reflecƟon on their 
shared journeys.  

“MESA definitely gave me 
a good place to interact 
and get to know other stu-
dents who were also in 
STEM,” Gonzales said. “It’s 
nice to know people who 
are in similar situaƟons.” 

MESA also led Gonzales to 
a presƟgious research in-
ternship at Stanford’s Mi-
crofluidics Laboratory in 
2023. Microfluidics, the 
science of manipulaƟng 
fluids through microscopic 
channels, has applicaƟons 
in cell and molecular biolo-
gy. Alongside a Ɵght-knit 

team, he ran cuƫng-edge 
experiments with liquids at 
the nanoscale. 

“It was really cool to know 
what I was doing was part 
of new research,” Gonzales 
said. “People always gave 
good feedback, and it was 
always a really cool envi-
ronment to be around. It 
made us, the student in-
terns, want to do beƩer 
and be passionate.”  

AŌer three years at CSM, 
Gonzales is set to conƟnue 
his civil engineering studies 
at CalPoly. He hopes to pur-
sue a career in public 
works. Anchored by MESA, 
his academic journey has 
proved to be deeply ful-
filling, he said. His advice?  

“Even if you have setbacks 
or fail classes, everyone’s 
path can take turns. And 
that’s normal,” He said. “At 
MESA, there are people out 
there who want to help.” 

“MESA definitely 
gave me a good 
place to interact 
and get to know 
other students 
who were also in 
STEM.” 

Drake Gonzales 
Civil Engineering Major, transferring to CalPoly SLO 
 
Future Plans: 
· Transfer to CalPoly to conƟnue studying civil engineering 
· Pursue a career in public works 

Advice for Students: 
· Remember that it is normal to face setbacks like failing classes 
· Know that at MESA, there are people who want to help 
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