
I
n the coming weeks,
the final plans for
Houston Endow-
ment’s new home
will be complete,

and then construction will
begin on the 40,000-
square-foot building that
will bring one more mod-
ern structure to the city in
2022.

Located just outside
downtown next to Spotts
Park, the glassy and gleam-
ing white building and its
latticed rooftop canopy will
feel inviting and accessible.

Now, the Houston En-
dowment staff works from
august offices on the 64th
floor of Chase Tower, with
beautiful wood paneling

and an expansive view of
the city. The new location
will eliminate a couple of
problems — navigating
downtown traffic and
searching for a place to
park — and will likely raise
the public profile of the
endowment, long known as
a backbone of the city’s
philanthropic community.

The new building will
better accommodate mod-
ern work styles, with hud-
dle rooms and meeting
spaces and the kind of
natural light that fuels the
energetic staff of its presi-
dent and CEO, Ann Stern.

Created in 1937 by en-
trepreneur Jesse Jones and
his wife, Mary Gibbs Jones,

Chronicle, which was sold
to Hearst Corp. in 1987.

Jones believed that the
people of Houston had
helped him prosper, and
he wanted his wealth to
help create and nurture
organizations that would,
in turn, benefit the city and
those who live here.

“Having been here 84
years, we have a certain
reputation, one of indepen-
dence and objectivity,”
Stern said. “Most people
view us as having no other
agenda than benefiting the
people of Greater Hous-
ton.”

While there’s virtually
no sector of the city’s non-

the Houston Endowment is
one of the city’s oldest
foundations and one of the
country’s wealthiest place-
based endowments, with a
current value of $1.87 bil-
lion. 

Each year, the endow-
ment distributes $100 mil-
lion to nonprofits that are
here or benefit people who
live here. Residents may
frequently hear of new
grants or donations they’ve
made, but they’ll never
hear of a fundraiser, since
the endowment was fully
funded by the estate of the
Joneses, which included his
many business interests,
including owning a major-
ity share of the Houston
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profit community that goes
untouched by the endowment,
its major focus is in two areas:
prekindergarten through 12th-
grade education and civic
engagement and participation,
with about half of its annual
budget going to initiatives in
those broad areas.

The remainder of its money
goes to a vast lineup of non-
profits that include arts and
culture, college scholarships,
greenspace and parks, literacy,
housing, homelessness, food
assistance, domestic violence
and mental health. And some
money is always available for
emergencies, such as disaster
relief during 2017 and 2018 or
today’s coronavirus pandemic.

While the dollars it puts into
the community are meaning-
ful, the money comes with the
intellectual capital of the en-
dowment’s staff and important
connections to others who can
help with information or col-
laboration.

“We ask what can we do that
adds particular value?” Stern
said. “We almost never give
only dollars. We give non-
financial assets. People will call
us and say, ‘Will you convene a
group to start exploring a par-
ticular issue?’ We see people
working on it and we pull them
together in a way that’s more
efficient and more effective.”

One example of that is when
former Mayor Annise Parker
launched a citywide effort to
reduce the homeless pop-
ulation. Houston Endowment
contributed about $15 million to
that cause, Stern said, but also
pulled together others who
could be part of the solution.

While homelessness will
always be an issue, that collec-
tive effort was a success and
made Houston a national ex-
ample that other cities used as
a model to address their own
homeless problems.

On the education front,
Houston Endowment and the
Kinder Foundation contributed
money for a new initiative —
Good Reason Houston, which

launched publicly in March
2019 — with a goal that every
child attends a great school,
with “great” being defined as
schools scoring “A” or “B” in
Texas accountability rating
systems.

“Every child in every neigh-
borhood should have access to
a world-class education be-
cause that will allow them to
thrive, but only 21 percent
attain that. For children of
color, it’s 10 to 15 percent, and
for boys of color it’s less than 10
percent. So you can see the
disparities growing,” Stern said.
“Some 265,000 children in
Houston are learning in schools
rated ‘C,’ ‘D’ or ‘F.’ ”

Good Reason Houston esti-
mates that 70 percent of stu-
dents are reading below grade
level, and the city’s average
ACT score is significantly below
the national average.

Alex Elizondo is CEO of
Good Reason Houston, the
group that hopes to improve
the quality of education by
growing better schools. They
help in whatever way school

districts ask for help, she said.
They improve teacher evalua-
tion systems and assist with
strategic planning, and shift top
performing teachers and prin-
cipals to low-performing
schools in turn-around efforts.

When they sought school
districts interested in their
help, Aldine ISD was one of
several that raised its hand.
There, they are using an ex-
tended-day schedule so stu-
dents get more academic time
in literacy and math. There’s a
focus on social and emotional
development so children are in
a safe environment where they
can learn, and after-school
activities such as sports or
events bring in parents to en-
gage in what their kids are

doing.
They can see significant

change within a couple of
years, Elizondo said, and stu-
dent test scores should im-
prove in three to four years.
Good Reason Houston’s goal is
that by 2025, 60,000 more
children will be learning in
top-rated schools.

“I thought it was going to be
harder to build relationships
with districts, but they know
their jobs are really hard, and
with COVID-19, it’s even hard-
er,” Elizondo said. “They want
skilled expertise with things
they need help on. We come to
them with shared goals and as
problem solvers.”

Another Houston Endow-
ment-funded group is Houston
in Action, which has been
around for about two years.
Executive director Frances
Valdez brings together people
and organizations to reduce
systemic barriers to civic par-
ticipation and to increase civic
participation in communities
that have been marginalized —
young people, people of color

and people living in poverty.
One project has been im-

proving the 2020 Census
Count, an effort hampered by
the limitations of the coronavi-
rus pandemic.

“The Houston Endowment
isn’t just funding. Its program
officers work with us and guide
us and make introductions.
Even in the relationships I’ve
built with local officials — ev-
eryone knows the endowment,
and it is seen as a trusted part-
ner,” Valdez said.

“It’s endless, the amount of
work that needs to be done. It
isn’t about a campaign or a
political moment. It is about
people, and this summer we
saw the history of this country
bubbling up … in racial ten-
sion,” she said. “We have to
undo all of the barriers that
have been intentionally put in
place to keep people from
participating.”

That opportunity is not lost
on Stern. The endowment’s
funding process is nimble
enough to assist with disaster
relief after Hurricane Harvey or
help out during the coronavi-
rus pandemic.

With racial injustice in the
forefront, Stern is hopeful the
endowment’s dollars can make
progress there, too.

“The COVID-19 pandemic
exposed so many of the frailties
in our social safety net, wheth-
er it’s education or health or
housing or mental health. We
do not want to miss this mo-
ment to talk about that and
raise awareness about that,”
she said. “Then layer George
Floyd’s murder and the awak-
ening to the racial injustices
that are structural across our
communities and also having
an impact there.”

Some $25 million will be
deployed over three to four
years to Black-led organizations
that have been addressing
these issues for a long time.

“That is incredibly exciting
for our staff. We see so much
potential for impact because it
intersects really beautifully
with our civic engagement and
participation work,” Stern said.
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Plans have been finalized for Houston Endowment‘s new building near Spotts Park.

FOR HELP
For more information on

Houston Endowment go to
houstonendowment.org.
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