
La Esperanza
Community Center
Dallas, Texas Transforming a vacant school into a community 

hub through design, diversity, and collaboration

City Council Member

City Planner
Future Engineer Architecture 

Pathway Teacher, 
Landscape Architect

Future Architectural 
Engineers

Future Architects Architect, 
Faculty,  
Mentor

Future Architects, Structural + 
Civil EngineersSenior City Planner

Architect,  
Mentor



La 
Esperanza
Community 
Center
Dallas, TX
Transforming a vacant 
school into a 
community hub 
through design, 
diversity, and 
collaboration

Project Title
La Esperanza Community Center

Month/Year Completed
June 2025 (completion of service-learning studio phase).

Role of Nominee (in the project)
Faculty facilitator and project leader: designed and led the 
service-learning course, guided interdisciplinary design 
development, mentored all students, and coordinated 
partnerships with all community and civic organizations.

Collaborators & Funding Sources Expenses
Collaborators included local government representatives, 
school district educators, university research centers, and 
nonprofit organizations. The collaboration involved in-kind 
contributions such as staff time, meeting space, and advisory 
input. For example: community partners donated over 100 
hours collectively for participation in workshops, planning 
meetings, and public presentations. University service-learning 
infrastructure provided institutional support in the form of 
faculty fellowships and small-scale funding for student 
showcases.

Student Compensation
Students received academic credit as part of a 5-credit 
service-learning design studio course (144 hrs/ student). 
Approximately 18 undergraduate students participated for 
credit, alongside 10 high school students who contributed as 
community experts through their school district’s architecture 
pathway program. No direct financial compensation was 
provided, consistent with institutional guidelines.



   LEARNING OUTCOMES                                                     .
Collaboration
Students engaged with community 
partners to identify and address real-world 
challenges, fostering social responsibility 
and civic engagement.

Multicultural, Community Cultural Wealth
Students analyzed and incorporated diverse 
cultural strengths and community 
resources into the design solutions, valuing 
the contributions of underrepresented 
groups in the built environment.

Design as Multidisciplinary
Students developed an understanding of 
design as a collaborative field that 
integrates diverse disciplines and prioritizes 
social impact, emphasizing architecture’s 
role in addressing social justice.

Environmental Justice in Design
Students evaluated and applied principles 
of environmental justice, developing 
solutions that promoted equitable access to 
healthy environments for marginalized 
communities.

“In the project, we integrated community 
engagement, cultural diversity, and justice to 
create sustainable, inclusive architectural 
solutions”    - Jacqueline A., college junior

Photo: College student (L), High school 
student (R) at design charrette.



Discipline - Based
Students have a presence in 
the community throughout 
the semester. They reflect 
on their experiences on a 

regular basis.

Problem - Based 
Students relate to community 

partner as client.  Work to 
understand need. Students 
create schedule to identify 
problem and gather data.  

+

   COLLABORATION MODEL                                               .

“Through our collaboration with 
community partners, we 
demonstrated how creative 
solutions can positively address 
school closures and support 
sustainable community 
development”.                               
          -Rebecca W., college senior

=

Photo: Peer feedback  at design charrette 
during high school visit.



Our team realized we couldn’t simply walk into the neighborhood and ask for ideas or input. The 
community was still mourning the closing of their school, the beating heart of their daily life. Faced with 
this reality, we shifted course and chose instead to have:
High school students as experts in their community, bringing their lived experience & fresh ideas into the 
designer’s role. Source of  linguistic, cultural, socioeconomic diversity.

College students as mentors and emerging professionals, balancing guidance, discovery, and design 
solutions. Source of  linguistic, cultural, non-traditional career diversity.

Faculty as facilitators & mentors, guiding the process with care while modeling servant leadership.Source 
of  linguistic, cultural, discipline expertise diversity.

Industry experts and civic partners as mentors, specialists, and connectors, grounding student work in 
real-world practice and civic responsibility. Source of cultural, generational, multidisciplinary diversity.

   YOUTH DESIGNING FOR YOUTH                                .

High School 
Students 

=
Experts       College 

Students 
     =
 MENTORS

Civic 
Partners
           = 
              CONNECTORS

Industry 
Experts

                                =      
               Mentors   
  & Specialists

Faculty 
            = 

Facilitators 
& Mentors

Photo: Rapid prototyping session during 
design charrette, massing models in pairs.



The Esperanza Community Center aimed to 
transform a former school into a vibrant, multi-use 
hub that integrated education, social services, & 
economic development. The existing building provides 
a strong foundation for adaptive reuse. Its 
transformation prioritized sustainability, preserving 
embodied energy while reimagining the facility as a 
collaborative spaces. Key features of the project 
included:

● Early childhood and adult education 
● Co-working spaces for nonprofits
● Health and wellness services
● Cultural and arts programming
● Green spaces and urban agriculture 

By leveraging the power of design for social and 
environmental justice, this project served as a model 
for community-driven revitalization, ensuring that 
the school site continues to be a place of learning, 
empowerment, and opportunity for local residents.

Pre-K/ Elementary School
14040 Rolling Hills, Dallas, TX 75240

   PROJECT BRIEF                                                                        .

Historical Aerial Photograph of
La Esperanza Neighborhood, 1995

“This whole program is completely innovative. To my 
knowledge, we've never as a city taken an area and said, 
‘How do we look at this holistically?’”

- Former City Council member



The site, an existing Pre-K/ Elementary School 
in Dallas, Texas, is located in a historically 
marginalized community, within La Esperanza 
neighborhood, a community that has long faced 
systemic disinvestment, infrastructure gaps, and 
educational inequities. The area consists of 
predominantly communities of color (~10,000 
residents, 72% Latinx), where recent public 
school closures from the local school district 
further exacerbate challenges for  access to 
resources, economic opportunity, and social 
cohesion.

La Esperanza Neighborhood

   PROJECT SITE La Esperanza: A neighborhood facing systemic disinvestment yet rich in cultural capital    .

Site

Elementary School - side view

“We need it. It’s time for this little spot to get its little 
moment.”                  - La Esperanza neighbor



  PARTNER ORGANIZATIONS                                            . 

Mentored students at 
design charrettes, 
provided opportunities 
to present and exhibit 
work at university 
venues.

Students that 
participated: 40% 
Male, 60% Female, 
10% Asian, 70% 
Hispanic, 20% White 

Faculty: Female, 
Hispanic, expert in 
Architecture, Interior 
Design, Community 
Engagement (HS 
Architecture teacher 
in a past life!)

The County will lease 
the building and 
sub-lease to service 
partners. Both County 
commissioner and City 
Council member are key 
leaders of this initiative. 
City Council member 
served as mentor for all 
students, was present 
during final 
presentations, with city 
planners, architects & 
engineers.
Demographics: 
90% Male, 10% 
Female, 100% White

ISD owns the facility. 
This is a unique 
partnership with city & 
county to avoid 
demolition or leaving 
the building vacant.

HS students attended the 
Elementary, and live in La 
Esperanza neighborhood.
Demographics:
17% African American
45% Hispanic; 
27% White; 45%At-Risk 
49% low SES

Students that 
participated: 50% Male, 
50% Female, 20%Asian, 
20% Hispanic, 
50%White

Faculty: Female, White, 
expert in Landscape 
Architecture.

K-12

LOCAL ISD 
+

HIGH SCHOOL 
STUDENTS IN 

ARCHITECTURE

UNIVERSITY

INSTITUTE OF 
URBAN STUDIES

+
CENTER FOR 

SERVICE 
LEARNING

CIVIC

CITY + COUNTY 

    PIPELINE:  K-12->          ->   COLLEGE    ->        ->  PROFESSION

INDUSTRY 
ARCHITECTS, 
ENGINEERS + 
DESIGNERS

Mentors, experts, 
extended network for all 
students. Emphasis on 
placing mentors of 
color.

 Sources of Linguistic, 
Cultural, Socioeconomic, 
Generational,  
Non-traditional career and 
Multidisciplinary Diversity

Photos: Sketching during design charrettes, in teams.



   DESIGN CHARRETTE 1  university + high school students         .

“Working together, students developed massing models using a rapid prototyping 
method, highlighting main axes and site markers. Very quickly, everyone was 
mentoring everyone!” - Faculty



   DESIGN CHARRETTE 2  university + high school students        .

“Throughout the project, we integrated community feedback, environmental justice and site 
considerations to develop conceptual designs and digital models. Collaborating with high school students, 
we used design strategies like bubble diagrams, site analysis, regulating lines and model building. Our 
process included studying historical precedents and creatively revising our design”. Kevin G.,college senior



   DESIGN CHARRETTE 3                                                                                            .

“Coordinating the university’s calendar with the high school’s calendar was a challenge, we had to prioritize and streamline the design 
process down to three major design charrettes, for all students and mentors to interact & learn from one another”.           - Faculty

University Students + High School Students + Industry Experts

Bottom Photos: Industry expert feedback during 
design charrette

Top Photos: Peer feedback & precedent analysis presentations



   CURRICULUM in ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE   .

La Esperanza Community Center

What is Environmental Justice? Global vs Local Climate Justice Energy Justice

Design, Engineering & 
Climate Justice

Indigenous 
Climate Action

Mapping Environmental 
Justice

Students were exposed to this curriculum for six weeks prior to engaging with the community 
and before the design work began. This time also included discussions on the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals and priorities for La Esperanza community, based on a 
community survey shared by the city.

Environmental Justice is:

“the fight to advocate for a 
healthy environment for 
those closest to yourself, in 
where the possibility to 
thrive becomes a certainty” 

- Jacqueline A.
College junior

“the defense of equal living 
conditions regardless of 
social status, income, 
religion, or race, ensuring 
clean & healthy 
environments” 

- Jesus V.
College senior



   STUDENT WORK + student presentations + exhibition at Center for Service Learning             .



   FINAL PRESENTATIONS at CITY HALL                  .
“ This project helped me understand the stages of the design process, from initial research and community engagement to planning with 
purpose and intention. By focusing on the specific needs of La Esperanza community, we were able to see how thoughtful design can 
directly improve quality of life, whether through safe gathering spaces, better accessibility, or sustainable features”

               -Victor V., college senior

Photo: High School students presenting to elected 
officials, city planners and industry experts.



   FINAL PRESENTATIONS at CITY HALL                  .

This was a fantastic program and we are so lucky you chose this 
project! My best,           - Former City Council Member

Photo: High School students “standing circle” with senior city planner.

Bottom Photos: College  students presenting to elected officials, city planners and 
industry experts.



   FINAL PROJECT         BY HIGH SCHOOL STUDENT TEAM                                .

CULTURAL MURAL

ROOFTOP GARDEN DESIGNS OUTDOOR SPACE DESIGNS

FINAL LAYOUT

SITE ANALYSIS

“The neighborhood surrounding the proposed community 
center has a variety of cultures, but the predominant one is 
Hispanic. An effective method of cultivating a sense of 
community could be by creating a cultural mural. It could be 
done in a fashion that combines the various cultures, 
acknowledging the diversity within the neighborhood. This 
can highlight communities inside and outside the culture of 
the majority”.                                      -HS Design Team

“We want to cultivate 
community by turning an old 
school into a thriving community 
center, a welcoming place for 
people to gather and meet their 
needs” . 

         - HS Design Team



   FINAL PROJECT EXEMPLAR  BY COLLEGE STUDENT TEAM               .



   STUDENT WORK EXHIBITCITY HALL, COUNTY COMMISSIONERS COURT, WEBSITE  .

“We appreciate you and the students working on this project”.
       - City Council & County Commissioner’s offices



   NEXT STEPS IN ONGOING COLLABORATION  .
➢ Prioritize direct engagement with La 

Esperanza residents to build trust, 
co-creation,  and integrate community 
voices.

➢ Prioritize mural(s) project in 
collaboration with local Cultural Art 
Center.

➢ Formalize interdisciplinary collaboration 
with students in urban planning, 
landscape architecture, and public policy 
departments to support more 
comprehensive solutions.

➢ Expand on student leadership 
development through structured 
coaching, and peer mentorship.

REPLICABILITY: What happened in La 
Esperanza can happen anywhere. When 
students, residents, and civic partners come 
together, even a shuttered school can become 
a blueprint for community renewal.

Current Proposal for Interior and Exterior Murals. 
Actively looking for funding and collaboration with the 
City, County, and local Cultural Art Center. 
Volunteers:  College students from several universities, 
High School students.

Proposed Logo/ Branding

Inspirational Images, used by students as precedents.

I think the murals would be a game-changer for 
the perception of the building! 
          - Former City Council Member



   ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS                                                  .
“This project had a profound impact on students, partner organizations, the community, and faculty. Students gained hands-on 
experience in socially responsible design, engaging with real-world issues while developing critical thinking and advocacy skills. 

Partner organizations benefited from innovative design solutions and collaborations that aligned with their missions. The 
community received much-needed infrastructure and resources, addressing systemic inequities while preserving embodied 

energy. For faculty, this project reinforced the role of education in fostering civic responsibility & environmental justice, bridging 
academia and practice. Ultimately, it empowered youth to shape their built environment through design and activism”.

- Lorena Toffer, Laura Bellone - Design Studio Faculty

La Esperanza Community Center project demonstrates how architecture can build pipelines of inclusion and 
transform underrepresented voices into leaders of change.
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