
“You need to dream bigger,” she said  in 2009 when we proudly showed her 
the 25’x10’ strip of concrete that served as our outdoor play space. We were 
just thrilled to have an area where our littlest kids could play outside, but she 
urged, “You need an actual playground.” Within three months, she had single-
handedly raised the funds and recruited the labor to build a suitable play-
ground  for our Mother’s Day Out program. We learned two things from that 
tenacious volunteer: 1) Never underestimate what one person’s vision and 
passion can accomplish, and 2) Dream Bigger. 
 

And dream bigger we did! We wanted to become 
intentional about providing our youngest learners 
with a strong foundation that would help them 
succeed socially and academically. We dreamed of 
obtaining licensure from the State so that we could 
offer a full-time program to our underserved com-
munity. And we longed to have enough indoor and 
outdoor learning and play space for the 22 kids in 

our program, plus the consistent 30+ who occupied our wait list. 
 

In September, our dreams were realized! Two used portable classroom build-
ings were moved onto our property and transformed into four brand-new, vi-
brant classrooms with an adjoining learning courtyard.  Fortress Early Learning 
Center serves 45 preschoolers with a 4th and final classroom scheduled to 
open in September, bringing enrollment to a capacity of 60. While loving care 
and a nurturing environment still provide the foundation for our classrooms,  a 
strong curriculum (Frog Street Press), coupled with professional mentoring and 
guidance from Camp Fire First, provide excellent academic and social structure.  
 

“ Our goal is for each student who completes 
our preschool program to enter Kindergar-

ten prepared and ready to succeed socially and 
academically, to continue in our After School 
program reading at or above grade level, to de-
velop a thirst for knowledge and a capacity to set 
goals and achieve them, and to ultimately realize 
their God-given potential and be positive, strong, 
successful adults in their communities.”    
-Terri Henson 
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Fortress exists to ignite a brighter future for urban youth 

by engaging them today & equipping them for tomorrow. 

Our programs are intentionally designed to ENGAGE relationally, EQUIP academically, & IGNITE spiritually. 

Fortress After School provides a safe and nurturing environment for 75 stu-

dents in grades PreK-8th. The Monday-Thursday program provides transpor-

tation from school to Fortress’s facility, state-of-the-art math and reading 

labs, homework help and tutoring, enrichment labs featuring Bible, science, 

community service and art, & nutritious after-school snacks and hot dinners.  

Ignite is a school-year program which matches each student with an adult 

mentor who commits one hour each week to developing meaningful relation-

ships which foster trust, hope and success. Games, crafts, outings and special 

events help mentors and mentees establish camaraderie, while allowing 

mentors an opportunity to model healthy boundaries, acceptance & love. 

Summer JAM  keeps children engaged in a fun, safe environment while 

providing academic strategies designed to bridge learning from one school 

year to the next. Weekly field trips and a week at Camp of the Hills are the 

highlights of the summer. Church youth groups spend a week at a time doing 

“mission work” in our program, which encourages spiritual and emotional 

growth for our kids and a poignant “Urban Experience” for the youth group. 

Equip is a parent engagement program which provides regular parent-

involvement activities and classes designed to encourage, engage and em-

power parents to be more intentional in the academic and social develop-

ment of their children. In lieu of tuition (our programs are offered free-of-

charge to our impoverished community), Fortress requires that each family 

log at least 12 Equip hours each school year to be eligible for re-enrollment. 

Fortress Early Learning Center is a licensed preschool which provides early 

literacy training and school readiness for children ages 18 months-4 years 

old. Its purpose is to prepare our youngest children to succeed in school and 

to become lifelong students who love to learn. Monday-Thursday, 45 pre-

schoolers enjoy outdoor play time, circle and group time, breakfast and 

lunch, and lots of love in our brand new facility. 

Stop by for a visit and tour any Monday –Thursday between 9:00 and 6:00. 

We’d love for you to see what we’re up to! 

...Engage Relationally 

“ I wear many hats at Fortress, but perhaps the most rewarding is that of 

working with the students who get sent to our office for a “time-out” dur-

ing programs. Eight-year old Brandon has a lot  tough days and it’s often a 

struggle for our staff, and we all look forward to the day each week when his 

mentor, Dennis, stops by. As one of the only consistent attachment figures in 

his life, Dennis is the rock that Brandon needs—the father figure he lacks at 

home and the unconditional, steady friend he desperately needs. One day, 

Brandon was inconsolable after an emotional outburst. When all of the tried-

and-true methods to redirect his behavior failed, we called Dennis. “Would 

you be willing to talk to Brandon?” we asked. 

For the next 30 minutes, they were immersed in conversation.  “What is your goal, Brandon?” asked Den-

nis. “To go to college.” “Cool! You’re going to college! Now what’s one thing you need to do today to help 

you get there?” “Do my homework.” “That’s right, Buddy. Let’s make sure you get that homework done, 

okay?” No one but Dennis was able to break through Brandon’s tough walls that day. Because of their au-

thentic connection, Dennis’s mere presence—even on the phone—successfully set Brandon back on the 

right track emotionally. It was a blessing to witness.” -Ethan Weber 

Parent engagement is vitally important to a kid’s success, both in school and out of school. We don’t charge for 

any of our programs; our kids attend for free. Instead, we require the parent or guardian of each family partici-

pate in Equip, our parent engagement program. This includes logging at least 12 hours of engagement  

per school year. Opportunities include a weekly parent support group, parenting classes, Family Fun Nights, vol-

unteer opportunities (including at their child’s school), and community events. Additionally, we require that 

each family allow one home visit from our staff each spring and an on-site conference each fall. And finally, par-

ents must be diligent about getting their children’s school attendance; if a child misses school, they may not 

attend After School at Fortress. We are delighted to share that for 2015-16, 90% of our families exceeded the 

requirements and re-enrolled their children, and this fall, already 885 hours had been logged by Thanksgiving 

break. Equip has opened doors for our staff to develop more meaningful relationships with our families, which in 

turn enables us to meet their immediate and long-term needs. For that, we are immensely grateful! 

 Mentoring has the power to change 

how a child sees his own potential. 

Through this program, many of our 

kids have adopted dreams of becoming like their mentors -- that is, going to college, having a good career, be-

ing an engaged parent, and pursuing an authentic, lived-out faith. They are actively emulating these adults 

because of the consistency and positive example they provide through mentoring. A long-time goal was real-

ized this year when we matched 100% of our kids with a mentor, meaning we welcome 70+ mentors into 

our building each week. Although the outcomes are difficult to measure in terms of hard data, we are confi-

dent that the relationships between our kids and their mentors are where the magic happens.  



A Day in the Life 
8:30 - Preschool staff arrives for morning meeting and prayer 

9:00 - Executive office opens 

9:15 - Preschool students begin arriving 

10:25 - Giggles echo throughout the courtyard as preschoolers 
enjoy their playtime 

10:50 - A community member arrives with an unexpected and 
much-needed donation of juice boxes and asks for a tour 

11:30 - Lunch is served to 45 preschoolers 

12:00 - Executive staff takes their lunch break at their desks -- 
there's work to be done! 

12:05 - A parent calls and asks if their child is still on the 
waiting list to get in to preschool 

1:30 - After School staff arrives to prepare for their labs, and 
to brainstorm new ideas at their weekly 3-on-1 Meeting 

2:00 - Preschool parents arrive at dismissal time 

2:15 - Ten PreK students are walked from nearby Van Zandt-
Guinn Elementary to Fortress for snack and computer lab 

2:50 -  A parent calls to let us know her child is sick today 

3:00 - All hands on deck! Most of the staff empties the build-
ing to transport 60 kids from school to Fortress After School 

3:01 - Always-hopeful kids ask if their mentor is coming today 

3:20 - The first mentors arrive a little early, eager to spend an 
hour with their mentees 

3:30 - After School kids participate in Crew, a relationship-
building activity we use to start our day 

3:40 - Rotations, including math, reading, Bible, enrichment, 
outside time, and homework, begin. 

4:00 - A potential new volunteer arrives for an interview 

4:15 - Clear the halls - we're rotating classes! 

4:22 - A teacher calls a "yellow," signaling to a lead staff mem-
ber that there's a kid who needs a little extra attention  

4:50 - Clear the halls again, we're on to our third rotation 

5:15 - The Van Zandt-Guinn principal walks over five students 
who have stayed after school for tutoring  

5:23 - Kids gather in each class to pray before dinner 

5:25 - Dinner is served to 75+ students 

5:40 - Last rotation of the day begins 

6:30 - Parents arrive to pick up students 

6:50 - The last of the students leave 

7:00 - Lights out and building locked up until we do it again 
tomorrow   #iLoveMyJob 

An Honor Guard                                           is a group of 

men who come together at a designat-

ed place, at a designated time, for a 

designated purpose. On a hot summer 

morning, 17 men gathered at Fortress 

to stand in (literally) for the fathers 

missing in so many of our kids’ lives. 

They walked our neighborhood and 

prayed for its elementary school and 

its families. Some men walked, some 

men gave, and some did both, but 

each man who showed up represented 

a $1,000 Fortress Early Learning schol-

arship. Our goal is to scholarship all 60 

of our preschoolers through the For-

tress Honor Guard next year, and to 

welcome 60 men to walk for a purpose.  

Join us. FortressYDC.org/HonorGuard  

US Congressman Marc 
Veasey delivered our 

keynote address  

City Councilperson Kelly Allen Gray led  
the  group through our neighborhood. 

“ London came in for our regular Leader Meeting one 

Thursday (because sometimes you make your tough 

cookie kid a class leader and see if it changes her behav-

ior). "I have something that's gonna make you proud," she 

said to me, bouncing with excitement. "For school, I had to 

write about a relationship I have, so I wrote about God and 

how he's always with me. Then when I read it to my class, I 

sang 'Jesus is My Best Friend'." She beamed with 

pride.  After a little affirmation from me, she shared how she's trying to befriend 

a girl in her group that nobody likes, and that during outside time she tries to 

make sure that they don't play too many “girl games” since there's only one boy 

in the group and she doesn't want him to feel left out. I was floored by how per-

ceptive she is. This is a tough job sometimes. It's worth it all the time.” Dani Kocur 

This Year 

in Bible Lab 

(per student) 

20  hours 
of Bible reading 

16.5 hours 
of prayer time 

24  hours 
of praise and singing 

 

True Story: 

When asked to name 

their favorite thing at 

Fortress , a surprising 

number of kids an-

swered, “Thursday in 

Ms. Suzanne’s class.” 

That’s worship day  in 

Bible Lab! 

Seventeen men—

Fortress staff, board 

members, volunteers 

and donors— formed 

the inaugural Honor  

Guard at Fortress. 

Thank you, gentlemen! 

...ignite spiritually 
We don’t teach specific doctrine. We don’t adhere to any one denomination’s tradi-
tions. What we do is emulate Christ by loving God and loving others. We guide our 
kids in understanding God’s word through Scripture. And we instill in our kids a 
deeply held belief that... 

...equip academically 

“ I had the opportunity to spend an hour 

with our Kindergarteners earlier this 

fall, and was struggling to communicate 

with 5-year old Aylin, who I didn’t realize 

doesn't yet speak English. Aylin  grinned as 

I continued to ask simple questions, trying 

to draw her out of her shyness. Across the 

room, Blanca understood what was hap-

pening, swiveled around in her chair and 

asked, “Aylin, qué te gusto más de la For-

tress? Qué es tu favorito?” Aylin answered 

in Spanish and Blanca said to me, “She said 

her favorite thing at Fortress is playing with 

her friends.” Both girls giggled with delight 

as Blanca continued to translate.  It was 

the sweetest exchange. And the amazing 

thing? Two years ago, Blanca came to us as 

a timid preschooler who didn't speak a 

word of English, either. “Blanca, you’re a 

translator!” I gushed. She nodded enthusi-

astically, her eyes a-twinkle. “And you’re 

only in Kindergarten!” I added. She  

beamed, 

We’re proud that 80% of our 3rd graders 

are reading at or above grade level, espe-

cially in a district where a staggering 70 

percent of 3rd graders fail to do so. We’re 

also ecstatic to  be launching a new out-

reach program designed to specifically 

serve our growing number of Spanish-

speaking students and families this year. 

pride and 

joy shining 

from her           

eyes.  

“Yep!”  
 

-Stacy Agee 



 ACH Child & Family Services provid-
ed Anger Management classes  

 Arlington Heights United Methodist 
Church’s Five and Two Food Truck 
served at our community events 

 Beta Upsilon Chi provides mentors 
and hosts an annual FUNdraiser  

 Calvary Christian School visits twice 
a month to read with our PreK-1st  

 Camp Fire First provides curriculum 
& mentoring for our preschool staff 

 Children at Risk taught a School of 
Choice information class for parents  

 Compass Christian Church volun-
teered at  our community events 

 Fort Worth Children’s Charities pro-
vided winter coats for After School  

 Fort Worth Christian School hosted 
our kids at a football game 

 Dani & Ethan co-chair the Education 

Fortress is a mosaic - a beautiful vision made possible by the combined efforts of many, many people. 

From our youngest preschoolers to our retired volunteers… from our dedicated staff to our involved 

parents… from the collaborators who share expertise and resources with us to our biggest annual do-

nors…. Fortress could not shine so brightly without every single one of you. THANK YOU. 

 

2016 Grant Makers 
and committed support 

Caris Foundation 
North TX Comm. Foundation 

T. Patrick Carr Charitable Trust 
Ken W. Davis Foundation 

EcoLab 
Fash Foundation 

Gary Patterson Foundation 
Halbert Harmon Family 

JPMorgan Chase 
Junior League of Fort Worth 
Lake Cities Church of Christ 

Legacy Church of Christ 
Lowe Foundation 
Miles Foundation 

Frank W. Neal and Associates 
Phillips Family Foundation 
Rainwater Charitable Fdtn. 

Roop Family Foundation 
Sportsmen’s Club of FW 
St. Jo Church of Christ 

Texas Youth Dev. Corp. 
Venture Mechanical, Inc. 

Wells Fargo 
Wilco Realtors  

5th graders work on a project together; Volunteer of the Year Doug Deere; Reyonna wants to be a Fortress teacher 

when she grows up; StoryLand Dinner and Auction; End of School Year Awards Day; Fortress Early Learning Center; 

summer worship; Back to School Bash; volunteer reading tutor; Literacy Lab; Fortress is all about friendships! 

 

Committee for Historic Southside 
Neighborhood Assn  

 Kids Who Care provides live thea-
ter for our kids year-round 

 Lakeside Church of Christ provid-
ed winter coats for our preschool 
and backpacks for After School 

 The Learning Center provided 
diagnostic services 

 Mrs. Renfro’s Salsa allows us to 
park our vans in their secure lot 

 The Parenting Center together 
with Morningside Children’s Part-
nership offers a weekly parenting 
class/support group at our facility 

 Prevent Blindness Texas conduct-
ed vision screenings for our kids  

 Southside Church of Christ loans 
us the use of their facilities  

 St. Jo Church of Christ youth 
group visits several times a year  

 TCU Chancellor’s Leadership 
taught a class about the brain  

 TCU Institute of Child Develop-
ment provided TBRI training and 
continually refers new volunteers 

 TCU Nonprofit Internship Program 
paid the salaries of two outstand-
ing interns for the spring semester 

 Texas Mentoring Partnership 
asked Dani to join their Advisory 
Council 

 Van Zandt-Guinn Elementary 
spoke to our parents about testing 
strategies. Ethan also sits on their 
Site-Based Decision Making Team. 

 Wells Fargo Dealer Services office 
conducts regular donation drives 
for our community events. 

 Woodland West church of Christ 
loans us the use of their gym & 
participates in donation drives. 

 

 

Community Collaborations Allow Us To Do Even More! THANK YOU, generous partners! 

These companies, foundations 

and families helped fund the 

construction of our new 

preschool brick by brick. 

We owe them a debt 

of gratitude! 



□$10-$50 gift cards to any retail or 
       eating establishment 
□ Wal-Mart gift cards in any amount 
□ candy bars, Slim Jims, hot fries  
□ postage stamps 
□ white copy paper 
□ Brother 225 series toner 
□ Brother LC103, 105, 109 ink carts 
□ C lorox wipes, paper towels, Lysol 
□ cans of C oke, Sprite, Gatorade 
□ basketbal ls, soccer bal ls, bouncy bal ls 
□ model building kits 
□ rubber bands for rubber band looms 

Our Wish List: 

Auction Item Wish List 
Concert and theater tickets 
Limousine service 
Downtown FW hotel vouchers 
Restaurant gift cards 
Museum tours 
Wine Tours and Tastings 
Vacation Homes and travel 
Airline tickets to Hawaii 
Guys’ getaway (golf, skiing, fishing) 
Girls’ getaway (shopping, crafting, spa) 
Family getaway (amusement park, hotel) 
Kids’ activities (paintball, laser tag, etc) 
Sporting event tickets 
Themed gift baskets (camping, Rangers, 
     couture, family fun, handyman, grill   
     ing, poolside, gourmet, etc) 
Gift cards to anywhere, for any amount 
Salon services 
Personal Chef 
Dinner Party with a local celebrity 
Vera Bradley, Jon Hart, perfume, cologne 
Handmade artisan items 
Goodies for the Incredible Edibles section 

Plans are underway for our 9th annual StoryLand Dinner and 

Auction on Friday, April 7, 2017.  We’ve already secured the 

donation of a 5-night stay at the beautiful Waikiki Parc in Ha-

waii, and we’re busy rounding up other unique, wonderful 

goodies for our silent and live auctions.   

We need you! Whether you volunteer on the committee…

provide a centerpiece… donate auction items… sponsor a ta-

ble… or attend this fabulous event...it all benefits Fortress YDC, 

generating funds for programs that ignite spiritually, engage 

relationally, and equip academically.  

Need more info or want to jump right in? FortressYDC.org/

StoryLand   We can’t wait to see you! 

PO Box 422  •  Fort Worth, Tx  76101 

 

...igniting a brighter future for urban youth by 

engaging them today and equipping them for tomorrow 


