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Al Horford hosted his Al’s Amigos Holiday Party for kids 
from the Sandy Springs Mission at Dave and Buster’s in 
Marietta Dec. 21. Front row, Uribe Valverde. Second row, 
from left, Sandra Organista, Ashley Salgado, Lizbeth 
Guzman, Jennifer Valverde, Rube Garduno, Alexis Garcia 
and Weillen Garduno. Back row, from left, Al Horford, 
Ulises Cortez and Francisco Soriano.
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Al Horford connects with Sandy Springs Mission 
By David Rutz 

drutz@neighbornewspapers.com 

Atlanta Hawks star Al Horford, a Dominican native, emigrated to 

the United States when he was 14 and understands some of the 
hardships, like the language barrier, that Latino students face.

He and the Sandy Springs Mission were made for each other.

Two months ago, Horford and his girlfriend, Stephanie Gonzalez, 

began working with the Mission, a nonprofit that assists students 

from immigrant families with their studies.

“It’s special,” Horford said. “I think that these kids are deserving of 

a lot of attention and care, and just the fact that I’m in a position 
now that I can help make a difference, I’m more than happy to do 

that.”

Horford passed out new basketball shoes to Mission kids at Dave 

and Buster’s at his Al’s Amigos party on Dec. 21, and the previous 
day, he and Gonzalez brought out 30 students from the Mission to a 

Hawks game and had a meet-and-greet afterwards. Horford also 
speaks to them about how they can overcome the obstacles in their 

lives to attain their goals.

He would know. Horford, only 24, was an integral part of two 

national championship teams at Florida and has led the Hawks to the playoffs for three straight seasons.

Gonzalez learned about the program through a friend of the family, met Executive Director Felix Lora and upon a closer 

look, realized it resonated with her and Horford.

“We really believe in the program, how it helps these students after school, provide them a safe place,” Gonzalez said.

Horford requested to work in particular with middle-schoolers.

“I think that’s an age that tends to be forgotten about. You start to shape up and grow up as an individual,” Horford said. 

“That’s a key moment in your life.”

The Mission was founded in 1999, and Lora estimates that 25 students have earned their high school diplomas through 
their help, and oftentimes they are the first in their families to ever graduate.

Currently, the organization assists 95 elementary-schoolers, 25 middle-schoolers and 15 high-schoolers in the Roswell Road 
corridor, an area from Windsor Parkway to Abernathy Road.

Students qualify for help by coming from a household where English is not the first language and parents cannot afford to 
pay for tutoring. First and foremost, the Mission aims to help students with their studies in subjects like language arts, 

math and social sciences.

But help and advice from a success story like Horford means even more.

“We’re looking for a role model, people who have gone through the same things that our population is going through,” 
Lora said. “For us, it’s really a nice story that he tells the kids.”
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