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For more than 110 years, BakerRipley has built on the

strengths and aspirations of our neighbors, creating programs
that are responsive and relevant to their specific needs. We
bring resources, education and connection to more than half a
million people across the Gulf Coast region.
Our journey in Gulfton-Sharpstown started during the early 1980s
when the agency opened up a child care center for working families.
From the beginning we saw neighbors with extraordinary strengths
and talents, a community with countless assets and huge potential.
The area had low literacy levels and a high incidence of poverty
along with juvenile crime and gang activity – normally all the
indicators of a community in trouble. Yet, we saw something very
different. During the 1990s, BakerRipley led a youth development
program “Campo del Sol” and operated a family literacy project
called The Bridge/El Puente out of an apartment complex.
It was in 2005 that the agency started to take a different
approach to community development, one that focuses on the
strengths and assets of a community rather than its weaknesses
and problems. The model is known as Appreciative Community
Building and it has been replicated agency-wide since. Over the

course of three months, 120 residents, school personnel, service
providers, faith leaders, businesses and elected officials were
interviewed and one common thread appeared, everyone saw the
need for a community center in the area.
Five years later, we opened a five-building, four-acre village
center with the help and support of the community – BakerRipley
Gulfton Campus. A lively and colorful campus that was designed
and constructed to mimic the diverse cultures of its residents.
Today, the center has become a community hub serving more than
71,000 neighbors in 2016.
Our BakerRipley Gulfton Campus is a blueprint of how we
approach community development and a true reflection of our values.
This voices report is a reflection of our most recent conversations
with neighbors, businesses, partners and leaders in the GulftonSharpstown area.
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Houston’s ellis island
Gulfton-Sharpstown is a heavily populated area – 12,332 residents per square mile – in Southwest Houston.
The population has shifted over time from workers who migrated to Houston from the Northeast and
Midwest regions during the 1960s and 1970s oil boom, to predominantly immigrants after the oil bust
of the 1980s. It was during this economic collapse that the neighborhood faced its own set of challenges,
most notably high crime rates. As time passed, the community started working together, capitalizing
on their diversity and unique set of skills to improve their neighborhood and address their most
pressing challenges.

Increased Sense of Pride
Gulfton wasn’t always a place where people would stay for long, but as the community came together to
improve the area, a sense of pride and belonging started to develop. Today, more than 40 percent of its
residents staying for more than five years. Residents set roots, started family businesses and got involved in
community projects. Tthe area now features a wide range of resources for residents, including early childhood
development centers, schools, community organizations, civic engagement resources, religious entities and
ethnic businesses.
This has contributed to a sense of pride and ownership that crystalized when neighbors created the
Gulfton Super Neighborhood Council, among other community groups. It’s also evident in local improvement
projects, like improving the walkability of Rookin Street or the recently opened Gulfton Skatepark – a $1 million
initiative led by a community youth group.
The BakerRipley Charter School and the New Neighbor School have been in the neighborhood since 2008,
serving 321 students in the 2015-2016 school year. The New Neighbor School is one of the only elementary
newcomer schools in the area, tackling the complex challenge of helping refugee and recent immigrant
students learn the English language while getting them ready for the American school system.

People Are its Greatest Asset
Gulfton-Sharsptown’s greatest assets are its people and their diversity. The neighborhood’s residents
share a tangible passion for a better life and an entrepreneurial spirit that allows them to thrive even
in challenging conditions. They have a strong commitment to their families and a willingness to do
whatever it takes to help their children prosper.
For the most part, it’s a community of hardworking immigrants seeking opportunities to earn, learn
and belong. While the power of the American dream is strong, life can be difficult for recent immigrants
in Gulfton. They arrive facing a new world, a new language and a new culture – yet they are determined
to succeed.
Neighbors teach each other new skills and share their language, culture and life stories, contributing
to strong community bonds and friendships that are based on high levels of trust. Despite 46 percent of
households earning less than $25,000 and a large proportion of residents not yet enjoying the security
of being U.S. citizens, neighbors are creative in using their experiences and skills to make a living.
The center has become an immigration hub where we assist thousands of neighbors with
naturalization and other matters. Over the years we have provided crucial assistance in matters such
as Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), helping our neighbors navigate the complicated
immigrations system.

KEY COMMUNITY

ASPIRATIONS
Over the past two years, we engaged with more than 150
neighbors in Gulfton-Sharpstown to better understand
their vision for the future. The community envisions a place where everyone “wants to stay,” where people feel proud and
kids grow up to open their own business. An area filled with parks, plazas, libraries, cultural arts, music and programs for
youth. A place where existing businesses are supported and new businesses encouraged.
The following section aims to depict the dreams and aspirations of our neighbors in their own voice.

Economically
Growing and Thriving
“I want to say that the strength in the
area is people [who] are very resilient
and people [who] are really, really
hard workers. They are also very, very
humble and grateful. And because of
that, if you get them to actually trust
you, they will come back, and they will
come back not only with other people
or another friend, but they also come
back for other issues.”
- Tiaralis Figueroa, partner
We are eager to use our skills and knowledge to help improve our
family’s well-being and we prioritize support for small business –
as evidenced by the multitude of small shops in the area.
As parents we work hard to provide a quality education for
our children. Assistance in finding jobs and information on how to
navigate the labor market and public benefits system of the U.S.
are highly valued in our community. There is a particular interest
around careers in health-related fields and we would like to see
more training and support to obtain these types of jobs.
In essence, we lookout and help each other out every chance
we get. It’s not unusual to hear stories of neighbors providing jobs
to each other, helping with English or teaching each other how to
drive in order to improve our lives.

Learning is a Community Effort
It takes a comprehensive network of teachers, parents and resources
to equip our children with the right tools to succeed. We think
expanding existing or building new schools will be beneficial – we’re
looking forward to the expansion of the BakerRipley Elementary
School both in size and grade level.More college and career
exploration in school to help youth prepare for future opportunities
would also be helpful.
For us, learning is more than academic or employment success,
it’s also about becoming engaged citizens who give back to our
communities. As adults, we are eager to continue our education,

learn English, enroll in a GED program or learn useful skills that can
help us get good jobs – these resources are fundamental. The
learning opportunities should cater to and reflect the diversity of
the community, such as making materials available in several
languages and building on the strengths that diverse neighbor’s
perspectives bring to the learning environment.
Acquiring the knowledge and skills to live well and stay
healthy would be beneficial. This can be accomplished through
nutrition and health classes, where we can learn about gardening,
recycling or healthy eating habits.
A lot of our newcomer residents need help navigating the
local health system and neighbors who have experience are willing
to help others. We also see a need for mental health services,
particularly in relation to young people and the refugee population
who at times have suffered greatly.

“As a mom, I want a place for my child.
I am willing to do everything I can in
my power to help her succeed in her
education. She’s a child. She doesn’t
know. She might not know all the
benefits of education. I’m the one
who must teach and guide her to the
right direction. I know it’s not easy.
Sometimes there might be ups and
downs, but I’m the one who needs to
elevate her and talk to her, guide her.”
- Awa Diawara, Charter School parent

A Clean, Safe and
Welcoming Community
“I think the diversity is a huge
strength. There are people [who]
have vast experiences, either
from their home country [or] that
they’re bringing with them, whether
they had different educational
experiences [or] jobs over there
that they’re sharing with us. There
are lots of different languages and
cultures. I think that we can all
benefit from learning from others.
So, I think that’s a huge strength of
the Gulfton community.”
- Katherine O’Hearne, Service Provider

The Gulfton-Sharpstown neighborhood is a place where everyone
feels welcome. We value our diversity and celebrate our cultures.
We really enjoy interacting, learning and making friends with
people of different cultures despite our language barriers. We are
proud of the multicultural institutions available, as it helps us to
open our minds to new ways of thinking and living.
We feel strongly about educating the community on topics
such as recycling and sustainability and creating new green spaces
and parks. Safer sidewalks, better lighting and safe biking paths
are all part of what we want for the near future. Because the area
is so densely populated, these changes are primarily for the safety
of our children and for us to safely walk to parks and other places
in the neighborhood.

Looking to the future
“For this community, I’m willing to do whatever I can to make a difference in people’s lives.
It’s all about making a difference in your community no matter how, even if it’s a little
baby step you can take to make a difference with people, like volunteering. If a lot of
people can come to volunteer, that’s one thing that you can make a change, that we can
bring change in our community.”
- Awa Diawara, neighbor
With the level of commitment and dedication that is consistently
demonstrated by the residents and leaders of Gulfton–Sharpstown
there is no limit to what can be achieved. There’s a desire to
collaborate and connect across all cultural, religious and political
divides – a true vision of unity. In essence, a desire for Gulfton to
be free of judgment and full of respect, inclusion, understanding
and acceptance.
The work we do here is about becoming self-sufficient. Financial

self-sufficiency is a key ingredient for families in the area. We see
a chance to support neighbors improve their lives through better
career opportunities, training and connection to employment.
Truly, Gulfton is an example of what’s possible when a
community comes together with an open mind. We will continue
working with residents to further develop their vision and keep
Gulfton a welcoming place of opportunity, where everyone can
earn, learn and belong.

Community Connections
BakerRipley found 144 existing connections
that can serve as a catalyst for uniting the
community in new ways.
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