
Harris County’s Early Learning Quality Network (ELQN) is a community-centered initiative dedicated to 
strengthening early learning and child care across the county. Supported by the Harris County 
Department of Economic Equity and Opportunity, this three-year effort relies on community input and 
local data to guide its work. This profile highlights the initiative’s progress in Alief, Sharpstown, Gulfton, 
Braeburn, and Westwood (located in Harris County Precinct 4) through December 2024.

Across Harris County’s four precincts, 
five communities identified as child 
care deserts with high social 
vulnerability are participating in ELQN. 
Local Network Organizations (LNOs), 
chosen for their strong ties to these 
areas, lead efforts to engage child 
care providers, families, and 
community members in identifying 
challenges, priorities, and improvement 
strategies related to early learning and 
child care. CHILDREN AT RISK, serving as 
the Network Support Hub (NSH), 
provides LNOs with technical assistance 
and oversees funding for community-
identified quality-enhancing initiatives. 
By fostering community collaboration 
and leveraging local strengths, ELQN 
demonstrates Harris County’s shared 
commitment to building a brighter 
future for our youngest learners.
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Alief, Sharpstown, Gulfton, Braeburn, and Westwood 
are dynamic, culturally rich areas in Southwest 
Houston, each offering a distinct vibe and history. 
Alief is home to a 20% and growing Asian population 
and is known for its diversity, reflected in its eclectic 
dining scene and vibrant cultural events. It has a 
suburban feel but is buzzing with international 
influence. Sharpstown, one of Houston’s first master-
planned communities, is now a multicultural hub with 
a mix of residential and commercial spaces, 
including the bustling PlazAmericas Mall. Gulfton, 
once an apartment-dense area catering to energy 
workers, is now home to a vibrant Hispanic/Latinx 
and immigrant community, bringing lively energy to 
its streets, markets, and schools. Braeburn offers a mix 
of suburban living with a strong community focus, 
while Westwood is a quieter, primarily residential area 
known for its peaceful neighborhoods and close-knit 
feel. All five areas showcase Houston’s reputation as 
one of the most diverse cities in the US.

ALIEF, SHARPSTOWN, GULFTON, BRAEBURN, 
AND WESTWOOD AT A GLANCE

HARRIS COUNTY

NSH LNOs

Advisory Committees

Providers, Families and 
Community Members

ALIEF
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SHARPSTOWN GULFTON

BRAEBURN WESTWOOD

POPULATION: 
78,457

POPULATION
UNDER AGE 5: 8%

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME:

$45,048
RACE/ETHNICITY

White

Black

Hispanic/Latino

AAPI

2 or More Races

56.4%
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POPULATION: 
47,961

POPULATION
UNDER AGE 5: 11%

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME:

$32,578
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POPULATION: 
18,571

POPULATION
UNDER AGE 5: 13%

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME:

$32,455
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POPULATION: 
19,341

POPULATION
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To prioritize community voices, LNOs provided residents with many meaningful opportunities to share 
their ideas on how to improve and expand early learning and child care opportunities within their 
neighborhoods. In spring and summer 2024, VN TeamWork organized outreach events, listening sessions, 
and town halls to gather input from child care providers, families, and other community members. 
During this period, residents were also encouraged to apply to the ELQN Advisory Committee, which 
was responsible for identifying key needs and envisioning what high-quality care could look like in their 
communities.

VN TeamWork’s nine-member ELQN Advisory Committee is made up of two center-based providers, two 
home-based providers, two parent/family members, and three community-based partners or child care 
advocates. This group played an essential role in considering community input, analyzing relevant data 
(including community surveys), and generating a plan to address local needs while staying aligned with 
community priorities.

FOSTERING COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
THROUGH ELQN

LNO SPOTLIGHT:  
VN TeamWork

VN TeamWork was selected to 
coordinate the ELQN initiative. VN 
TeamWork is a nonprofit multi-service 
organization that provides a variety 
of social services, educational 
programs, and affordable housing to 
serve the diverse communities of 
Harris County.
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ESTIMATED NUMBER 
OF SEATS:  
225,950
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PROVIDERS: 

6,606

ESTIMATED 
CHILDREN IN NEED: 
777,806
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ELQN Community-Centered Planning Process

Gather 
Community 
Input

Advisory 
Committee 
Formation

Analyze 
Community 
Voice

Identify Quality 
Improvement 
Opportunities

Envision 
Quality

Through this process, VN TeamWork and the ELQN Advisory 
Committee identified key early learning and child care 
challenges in the area. The team found that their target zip 
codes face significant challenges, including high poverty 
rates—with over 24% of children under 5 living in poverty—and 
a high uninsured rate. Providers, particularly those serving the 
area’s diverse Asian community, reported a need for more 
financial assistance, professional development, resources for 
effective learning, and tools to ensure safety. Of 157 providers 
in the area, only 19 participate in Texas Rising Star, with just 10 
achieving Four-Star certification. There is also a strong 
demand for culturally and linguistically appropriate services to 
address the community’s needs.

COMMUNITY- 
IDENTIFIED NEEDS

Affordability of care 

Professional development 

Quality curriculum and 
safety equipment

VN TeamWork’s innovative outreach strategies were key 
to the success of involving the community in ELQN. A 
standout effort was through a radio show on Radio 
Saigon Houston 900 AM, where the organization’s 
leadership regularly discussed community topics. This 
platform not only raised awareness about ELQN but also 
shared valuable resources with a broader audience, 
extending reach beyond traditional events and fostering 
greater engagement.

Equally impactful was intentionally creating an inclusive 
space that fostered dialogue from diverse perspectives. 
“[The executive director] has given us a good time and 
the space to talk. . . He created a very comfortable group for all of us to feel safe sharing,” one 
participant noted. By bringing together diverse voices and perspectives, the committee fostered rich 
conversations and ensured all participants felt heard, further enhancing their success.

VN TEAMWORK STRENGTHENING TIES 
WITH THE COMMUNITY

VN TeamWork’s town hall meeting at Golden Bamboo 

Village III.
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A child care provider joined the Photovoice 
project to explore the experiences of families, 
providers, and community members with early 
learning and child care in Alief, Sharpstown, 
Gulfton, Braeburn, and Westwood. She 
captured photos and shared stories—both her 
own and those of her neighbors—highlighting 
community needs, key issues, and 
opportunities for improvement. Below, she 
shares her photos and narratives about the 
community.

THROUGH THEIR EYES: AMPLIFYING COMMUNITY 
VOICES WITH PHOTOVOICE

Promoting Active Play and Health in the Community

At this center, the children are eagerly 
waiting for action and movement, not 
distracted by screens. Instead of relying on 
electronics for teaching, the focus is on 
physical activity. The children wanted to 
move around, especially on a rainy day, 
because body movement promotes health 
and well-being. Parents and caregivers can 
be educated on the benefits of physical 
movement while being entertained. In the 
past, free community events encouraged 
families to move and play together, often 
held at places like downtown parks or 
Discovery Green. To make these 
opportunities more accessible, especially for 
lower-income families, more community 
centers should be established in these areas 
to specifically cater to the needs of these 
communities. Promoting movement and 
active play is key to building healthier, 
connected families.

– Child Care Provider
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Hands-On Learning to Empower Kids and Parents

In this image, many hands are visible as a boy counts 
marshmallows for a science, technology, engineering, and 
math (STEM) project to build a dog using supplies. He looks 
upset because he couldn’t count past five in English, and 
the teacher is providing support. I remember feeling 
similarly at a young age; math seemed foreign to me 
because I wasn’t surrounded by people who took an 
interest in it. Many parents are not equipped with the tools 
to teach their children everyday concepts like counting. 
To address this, we could offer parent-focused math and 
STEM nights in the community. There are people in the 
world who are passionate about these subjects and eager 
to share that enthusiasm, helping others discover the value 
of learning in fun and interactive ways. These kinds of 
events could empower families, build confidence in math 
skills, and support early childhood development in 
meaningful ways. 

– Child Care Provider

After identifying and prioritizing the early 
learning and child care needs of the 
community, the ELQN Advisory Committee 
submitted a Child Care Quality Action Plan 
(CCQAP) to Harris County and CHILDREN AT 
RISK.  This plan included quality 
improvement strategies that aligned with 
community needs.  After a feasibility review 
by Harris County, strategies were finalized in 
late 2024. Identification of needed 
resources began in late 2024, with 
implementation scheduled to take place 
throughout 2025 and 2026.

ELQN STRATEGIES TO ENHANCE EARLY LEARNING 
AND CHILD CARE QUALITY 

Child Care Quality Action 
Plan (CCQAP)

The CCQAP was developed by LNO staff 
and the ELQN Advisory Committee to 
address the key needs identified in each 
community. Drawing on community input 
and local data, the plan outlines actionable 
strategies to be implemented in 
collaboration with the county to meet these 
needs effectively.
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Training and a quality 
curriculum for providers to 
improve retention of 
qualified staff and training 
for parents to increase 
engagement

COMMUNITY
IDENTIFIED NEED Training and Professional 

Development

Training and professional development programs will 
help parents, caregivers, and child care workers in 
Harris County gain skills to support young children’s 
growth and learning. Training on topics like child 
development and creating inclusive, welcoming 
environments will be offered free of charge. Participants 
will also receive resources, coaching, and stipends. 

TURNING NEEDS INTO ACTION: ELQN STRATEGY GUIDE

Safety and Equipment for 
center-based and home-
based providers to 
improve the quality of 
safety for children

COMMUNITY
IDENTIFIED NEED Facility, Safety, and  

Security

This strategy will help child care centers and homes 
improve their safety and security. Providers will apply 
to receive upgrades like new furniture and outdoor 
play equipment, or safety equipment such as 
cameras and childproofing items. Programs will be 
provided with customized items tailored to their needs 
and support for installation.

Affordability of child 
care for working 
families

COMMUNITY
IDENTIFIED NEED Emergency and 

Temporary Care

This strategy will help families with young children 
afford child care during tough times, such as after a 
job loss, during emergencies, or while waiting for 
assistance from other programs. Families will apply 
through local child care centers, which will partner 
with the program to provide temporary care. The 
program will pay centers directly, ensuring both 
families and providers receive the support they need 
in a timely manner.
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ABOUT THE ELQN EVALUATION 
The ELQN evaluation seeks to understand the planning and design, implementation, and community 
impact of the initiative over three years. Using diverse data sources—including community storytelling 
through photographs and narratives, interviews, focus groups, and surveys—the evaluation will provide 
actionable information on this community-centered initiative, documenting lessons learned along the 
way. The findings will enhance Harris County’s ability to serve young children and their families.
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