
Mary Jo May was in Medical Community Class 1 in 2006-2007.  Looking back, here is her story 

about ALF's impact. 

 
 

Mary Jo May, Medical Community Class 1, 
Executive Director, El Centro de Corazon 

El Centro de Corazón (El Centro) was founded in June 1994 as a community-based social service 
organization for East End families, with an initial focus on early childhood development and mental 
health services.  Mary Jo was asked to start the organization to help support growing needs for 
individuals with young children or with mental health issues, the primary unaddressed concerns at the 
time.  Back then social service organizations in Houston were either assisting individuals with food or 
with rent and utilities but there were no organizations designed to assist with issues related to the 
family.  El Centro de Corazon started with early childhood intervention to try to address a high dropout 
rate in the community.  Under her leadership, El Centro has grown to provide primary care, pediatric, 
prenatal, mental health, and dental services. El Centro filed for Federally Qualified Health Center (FQHC) 
designation and opened its first clinic in 2003. Today El Centro operates five sites and continues to 
expand to meet the ever growing needs of the community. 

The Value of ALF 
“Through ALF, we have been able to build some very strong relationships that are the key to many of the 
accomplishments that El Centro has been able to achieve," according to Mary Jo.   For example, a new 
collaboration between El Centro and MHMRA (Mental Health Mental Retardation Authority of Harris 
County) is putting medical services into MHMRA outpatient clinics.  Mary Jo and Steve Schnee, head of 
MHMRA, were in ALF Medical Class 1 together, so their relationship made forming this new initiative 
easier.  MHMRA paid to remodel the clinic space; El Centro, in return, made a long-term commitment to 
staff the clinic.  Mary Jo explained that people in Texas with severe mental health problems are dying at 
an average rate of 29.4 years earlier than those without because many don’t access primary care for 
issues like diabetes and hypertension.  With this new collaboration, both El Centro and MHMRA are 
hoping to provide more joint access to address mental health and primary care issues and see a drop in 
some of those health risks.  (To read more about this collaboration, click here.) 
 
Another ALF relationship enabled Mary Jo to put medical services into City of Houston multi-service 
centers.  She explained that knowing Stephen Williams, the head of Health and Human Services for the 
City, allowed El Centro to partner with the City and make the beginning of a different service delivery 
model that is more integrated and more collaborative.  
 
ALF classes also provided a forum to access valuable insights for Mary Jo, to hear how the immigrant 
population is viewed from “institutional” eyes, from ALF Fellows working in hospitals.  She said that in 
her role at El Centro she is very removed from the “bureaucratic experience”.  “It was very helpful to me 
to enter into a safe dialogue, to understand how things are viewed from their perspective,” said Mary 
Jo.   

http://www.alfhouston.com/clientuploads/News/SeniorFellowintheNews/032612_MaryJoMay_SteveSchnee.pdf


 
One of the most meaningful personal takeaways from ALF for Mary Jo was a session on giving feedback 
to one another.  She said, “I am more aware that I am way too passionate about stuff.  And that was 
very interesting to hear from others.  Knowing that I am this way caused deep reflection, so now it is a 
deliberate decision for me how my passion comes out.” 
 
Challenges 
Mary Jo explained that the most difficult aspect of her work is getting past the political opinions 
surrounding many issues.  She elaborated that it is especially frustrating when individuals can agree but 
the organizations that they are part of have different opinions.  According to Mary Jo, ALF does a good 
job of bringing people together and probing difficult questions to drive real change, challenging people 
on their positions.  She explained that the nature of collaboration is to get beyond egos and work for the 
common good. 
 
Even though politics between hospitals and clinics can be difficult to maneuver, El Centro and The 
Methodist Hospital have been able to work together, perhaps in large part due to the collaborative 
efforts of Cathy Easter at Methodist and Mary Jo who participated in ALF together.   She said, “We had 
the major players at the major institutions in my ALF class.  Often times, people have institutional inertia 
that stops some activities from happening but we were able to work through some tough issues 
together.” 
 
Projects 
Mary Jo is working with Partners for Community Health (Health Center Controls Network- FQHC), 
started through Harris County Healthcare Alliance, (as their board chair) to implement a data 
aggregation system for 15 clinics in Harris County, enabling users to see trends across the clinics.   While 
she is experiencing some resistance from funders, she is appreciative of the support from ALF Fellows 
who are advocating for this database through their board service with Partners for Community Health.  
To address the problem of uninsured people accessing their primary medical care through over-crowded 
and burdened emergency rooms, Mary Jo is working to put primary clinics into hospital emergency 
rooms.  Accessing medicine through clinics is more cost effective, and gets patients out of the 
emergency room.  To set up this new system, she called upon some of her ALF relationships to approach 
the hospitals together as a group.  This group approach was very effective in initiating this change. 
 
 She concluded, “So much still needs to be done in health care. The more we can forge relationships, the 
more we will be able to serve the community.  We need to continue to make a difference.” 
 
 


