
Neighborhood Development Becomes University Students’ Class Project 

When J. J. Smith (ALF Class XX) walks through his 

southeast side MacGregor neighborhood, he sees 

three different communities. He sees the neighbor-

hood that existed when he first moved there — a 

middle-class cluster of homes close to work and a 

great place to raise his family. He sees the neighbor-

hood as it is today — a community in decline facing 

urban problems within and from surrounding areas. 

And, most important, he sees the neighborhood as it 

could be — a thriving community with a mix of new 

and established homes and businesses. His vision 

includes a population of all ages and a desirable desti-

nation for shopping, dining and entertainment. 

 

Smith’s problem was getting potential lend-

ers, investors, government officials, and the 

neighbors themselves to see beyond the 

neighborhood’s current state and envision 

what could be. 

 

In 2009, Smith retired as director of Fannie Mae and 

found his passion; rebuilding his neighborhood. He is 

a community volunteer and currently serves as presi-

dent and chief executive officer of MacGregor Area 

Community Development Corp., an unpaid position. 

 

When Kirk Hamilton (ALF Class XII) first meets his 

second-year graduate architecture students at Texas 

A & M University, he sees the students as they are — 

bright, creative, energetic forces with limited real-

world design experience. He also sees them as they 

could be — responsive, inventive, successful archi-

tects who know how to elicit and translate client 

needs into inspired designs. 

 

Hamilton’s problem was identifying projects that 

bridged the gap between the imaginary world of 

most student projects and the real world of clients, 

context, and issues. 

 

Hamilton is a fellow of the Center for Health Systems 

& Design and  an associate professor of architecture 

at Texas A&M University in College Station, Texas. His 

research area is the relationship of evidence-based 

design of health facilities and measurable organiza-

tional performance. He also is a founding principal of 

Emeritus, WHR Architects, Houston and Dallas. WHR 

is an internationally recognized firm that specializes 

in healthcare architecture. 

A board certified healthcare architect with 

30 years experience in hospital design, he 

was elevated to the AIA College of Fellows 

for his advocacy for excellence in architec-

ture for health, innovations in design, re-

search, and his visions for the hospital of the 

future. He has received professional training in facilita-

tion, graphic recording, conflict resolution, and small 

group dynamics through the American Leadership Fo-

rum and a master's degree in organizational develop-

ment from Pepperdine University. 

 

The joinder of Smith’s need to translate his intangible 

vision into a documented design and Hamilton’s desire 

to provide his students the opportunity to understand 

the practical world while learning about design framed 

an ALF collaboration. 

 

Students in Hamilton’s graduate-level studio spent the 

fall 2009 semester working with Smith and a business 

partner in developing and documenting design ideas 

for the neighborhood.   

 

Smith traveled to College Station several times during 

the semester to meet with students. The students also 

traveled to Houston, took tours of the site, and met 

with their “clients” to gather information. 

 

At the end of the semester, students returned to 

Houston to present their proposed building designs to 

their “clients” and more than 20 architects at the 

Houston offices of PageSoutherlandPage (home to 

John Cryer, ALF Class XX, principal, and Jeff Bricker, 

ALF Class XX, senior vice president). 

 

Smith describes the project as a success. Confessing 

that he was apprehensive about the feasibility of his 

vision when the work with the students began, after 

seeing his ideas put into designs, he said, “I am abso-

lutely convinced that we can bring about this change.” 

 

“Not only did the students give expression to his vi-

sion, they also expanded it,” he said. In recent months, 

Smith has used the student designs in presentations to 

city council members, officials in Houston mayor’s 

office, and potential financial partners. Having a docu-

mented vision has allowed others to see beyond the 

present reality to the possible future. 
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Hamilton describes the project as a success. The 

students who worked on the project received real-

world experience that paid off in their ability to 

move forward in their careers. At a time when the 

unemployment rate among architects is 40 percent 

or higher, five of the six students who worked on 

the project, found positions with architectural 

firms. The sixth student is working on his Ph.D. in 

architecture. 

 

This collaboration gave meaning and life to the ALF 

mission of “joining and strengthening diverse lead-

ers to better serve the public good.” 

 

Note: Langenegger is the wife of Kirk Hamilton and 

classmate of J.J. Smith. 

 
 

Hamilton and Smith with students. 


