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Indian River Habitat for Humanity 
is best known and lauded worldwide 
for initiatives that help poor fami-
lies to realize their dreams of home 
ownership.  

But a lesser known initiative trades 
construction tools for school books 
as a way to enhance lives through 
education.  

The Habitat for Humanity Schol-
arship Program, established in 2008, 
now affords Habitat homeowners 
and their children the chance to re-
alize their educational dreams as 
well.  

On Thursday evening, Habitat 
staff invited several current and past 
scholarship recipients, including the 
three Gabor family siblings (see sto-

ry, next page), to meet with and give 
a little first-hand advice to Prep Club 
students just beginning the scholar-
ship process. 

Students, scholarship recipi-
ents, supporters and staff gathered 
round-table style for a pasta dinner 
and informal discussion.  

Through the Prep Club, middle 
and high school students from Habi-
tat families are helped in achieving 
their educational goals with college 
tours, leadership classes and oth-
er preparatory opportunities that 
would otherwise be unavailable.  

“The scholarship program is ac-
tually four pronged; it’s really ex-
panded a lot since 2008,” said Peggy 
Gibbs, Habitat development man-
ager.  

Unlike many scholarship pro-
grams, their platform is not lim-

ited to college bound high school 
students.  Homeowners may apply 
for scholarships towards second-
ary or trade schools, and there are 
also scholarships available for after-
school and summer care programs.  

The program was initiated by Al 
and Carol DeRenzo and, although 
they were unable to attend Thurs-
day evening’s get-together, Gibbs 
enthusiastically spoke about their 
support.  

“Everything Al does with Habi-
tat is affiliated with the scholarship 
program,” said Gibbs. 

“He takes them on weekend col-
lege trips, gives them cooking les-
sons – he has really expanded some 
of their horizons.”  

Huge support for the program also 
comes from The Moorings, initiat-
ed through the late Brad Burnham, 
whose name is fittingly remembered 
at the organization’s office and 
training facility, The Burnham Cen-
ter.

“He told me “You’ve got to take it 
over,”” said Dick Winkler, who now 
heads The Moorings scholarship 
committee.  

“We run a golf tournament at The 
Moorings and it’s now been expand-
ed to a weekend event with tennis, 
golf and a 5K.  We have a fall appeal 
and raised about $200,000 last year.  
Our first scholarship award went 
to Attila [Gabor].  As a result [of his 
accomplishments], the community 
decided that ten percent will go to 
scholarships.”

“I put my signature on your 
checks,” said Andy Bowler, Indian 

River Habitat president/CEO, in-
troducing himself to the students.  
“We’re grateful for the people who 
donate and we’re happy to have it go 
out.  It doesn’t stay on my desk very 
long.”  

To the Prep Club members he 
added, “We hope that it will inspire 
you to go on to earn a college degree.  
One day you’ll be able to go on and 
have your own home - not a Habitat 
Home.  And our hope is that you will 
go on to mentor other Habitat kids.”  

Later, the scholarship recipients 
related their college experiences and 
gave the tips to Prep Club students 
from the Freshmen Learning Cen-
ter, Sebastian River High School and 
Charter High School.

All agreed that the overall experi-
ence was a great one and that they 
were most surprised at how quickly 
college flew by.  

Money saving tips included advice 
to live off campus and to not enroll 
in the meal plan.  

Academically, they were advised 
to find schools that would allow 
them to pursue their passions and to 
enroll in classes that would be trans-
ferrable to other schools. As every-
one who has ever attended college 
can attest – when all else fails ¬– pull 
an all-nighter.  

Money is raised for the scholar-
ship program through events such 
as the HabiTrot to Higher Education 
5K run/walk and the Habitat Bowl 
to Build tournament, and through 
the generous support of individuals, 
foundations, and businesses in In-
dian River County.  

NOW BOOKING APPOINTMENTS

Physical therapy conveniently located on the barrier island
Golf fitness studio with indoor golf simulator
Massage therapy 
Mention this ad for 10% off massage or golf packages

4445 A1A, Ste. 125  l  772-231-FORM (3676)
www.backinform.org
info@backinform.orgMichael & Shannon Hauser

Light shines on Habitat scholarship program

BY MarY ScheNkel
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Anastasia Gabor reflects on her first year at the University of Florida.                 PhOtOs by bENJAMIN hAGER Attila Gabor shares his experiences as a recent graduate of Georgia Tech. 
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Education has always been a high 
priority for the Gabor family, no matter 
how tight the purse strings. 

For Attila Gabor, those early days 
when his family bartered after-school 
janitorial work to offset the children’s 
Sun Coast elementary school costs are a 
distant memory, but never very far from 
his heart.

“If it weren’t for Habitat for Humanity, 
none of this would’ve happened,” said 
Attila, 24, who graduated from Georgia 
Tech’s prestigious aerospace program in 
2010. “We got a house through Habitat 
and that was a huge leg up for us. And 
the funding I received through Habitat’s 
scholarship program helped me tre-
mendously.”

Attila and his two sisters, Angelica, 
22, and Anastasia, 19, all benefitted 
from the Indian River Habitat Scholar-
ship Fund, open exclusively to Habitat 
homeowners and their children in the 
county. 

Individually, a person can get up to 
$1,000 per semester for college or trade 
school classes. The money is not just for 
children who want to go to college or 
university. 

“Not unlike the concept of Habitat, it 
is not a handout, but a hand up, not sim-
ply a gift,” said Roger LaJoie, member of 
the board of directors at Indian River 
County Habitat for Humanity, who also 
serves on the scholarship committee.  “

“The Gabor family exemplifies this 
and its success story continues to un-
fold.

Attila works as an engineer in the pro-
pulsion and mechanical systems de-
partment at Piper Aircraft in Vero Beach. 
He has already paid off his $20,000 loan 
for college, and just signed a lease to 
rent an apartment. He plans to get mar-
ried in October.

Anastasia, 19, is a sophomore at the 
University of Florida in Gainesville, 
studying business and majoring in ac-
counting. 

Angelica, 22, recently graduated from 
there with a degree in fine arts. She is in 
job search mode. Dollars for Scholars, 
another higher education fund, also 
helped pay a significant portion of the 
children’s college costs.

“Every penny for us is very, very spe-
cial,” their mother, Rosalinda Ponce-
Gabor, a physical therapist and uphol-
sterer, said. “I do not take for granted 
the people who help us. Every penny we 
have, we save.”

Attila Gabor was only 5 years old 
when his mother quietly instructed him 
to take his sister and bicycle and get as 

far away from their house as possible. 
If his father asked him where he was 
going, Attila was to nonchalantly reply 
that he was going to take his sister out 
for a little bike ride.

Attila did as he was told, thus play-
ing a pivotal role in his mother’s escape 
from an allegedly violent and abusive 
husband. 

Rosalinda and Anastasia, an infant at 
the time, met up with Attila and Angel-

ica at a distant location. It marked the 
first step to their freedom.

It was a harsh start in this world for 
the three Gabor children, but since 
those early days of living in shelters fol-
lowed by a condemned apartment with 
no electricity and cohabitating with 
bugs, their opportunities have abound-
ed thanks to the Indian River Habitat 
for Humanity and its Scholarship Fund, 
and also in great measure, to the fam-

ily’s resourcefulness, talents and relent-
less work ethic.

After school, while most of their peers 
were home watching television and 
playing outdoors, the Gabor children 
helped their mother clean classrooms, 
mop floors, vacuum carpets, scrub 
tiles and take out the trash at Sun Coast 
School where they were elementary stu-
dents. This was to offset the cost of tu-
ition at the private school.

The children went on to Vero Beach 
High School where they graduated with 
honors and achieved success in the arts 
and athletics. 

 “I think about what may not have 
happened if I hadn’t received a scholar-
ship,” he said. “I would have gotten an 
education, but one that is not as good 
as I could have. 

 An important part of Habitat’s goal is 
to eliminate the need for second-gener-
ation Habitat homeowners, according 
to Samantha Baita, the local organiza-
tion’s Public Relations Coordinator. 

Since 2008, Habitat has awarded 
over $52,000 to 17 college students and 
$31,000 to 27 homeowners attending an 
accredited college or trade school. 

 “You know, when they say, ‘It takes 
a community to raise a child,’ it is defi-
nitely true,” Attila said. “Without this 
community’s support, I don’t think any 
of this would’ve been possible.”  

The Gabor family: 'It's true.  It takes a community'
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The Gabor family (from left); Attila, Angelica, Rosalinda and Anastasia.               PhOtO by bENJAMIN hAGER


