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Fifth Ward organization’s partnership with gym 
encourages students to de-stress and get fit… 

  
Trey Blackwell, left, of Vortex Houston teamed up with the nonprofit group The Urban Enrichment 
Institute Prentiss Collins to teach boys from schools in Fifth Ward interpersonal and professional skills.  
 
2nd Photo: Trey Blackwell,left, and Casey Weeks, right, of Vortex, and Urban Enrichment Institute 
Prentiss Collins. 
 
Photos: Steve Gonzales, Houston Chronicle / Staff photographer 
 
 
 
 
This month, a partnership began between two organizations that are as different as they 
come. 
 
One organization is Vortex, a new boutique fitness studio nestled in one of Houston’s most 
expensive corners, River Oaks. The other is the Urban Enrichment Institute, a nonprofit 
group dedicated to giving boys in Fifth Ward a better chance to graduate high school, attend 
college and find work. 
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It’s an unlikely partnership, but every Friday, a group of high school-age young men from 
Fifth Ward goes to Vortex for a series of training sessions. It’s part of an unprecedented 
partnership, one that focuses on giving the students a better picture of health, nutrition and 
well-being. 
 
 “The biggest challenge is breaking patterns that can have negative implications later in life,” 
says Trey Blackwell, an instructor at Vortex who teaches a 45-minute boxing class called 
RIP. 
 
The idea began when a client of Blackwell’s told the trainer about the Urban Enrichment 
Institute. Formerly named Fifth Ward Enrichment Program, the Urban Enrichment Institute 
mentors kids who often struggle with stress and trauma, says Prentiss Collins, program 
manager at the institute. 
 
In Fifth Ward, half of adults ages 18 to 64 don’t have a high school diploma, Collins says. 
 
“There’s a generational situation where boys are being raised in environments where 
education isn’t a standard,” he says. “The kids come to us with literacy problems. They’re in 
need of homework support and academic support. We try to build a brand of academic 
enrichment.” 
 
UEI is a free after-school program, focusing first and foremost on graduating high school — 
and then attending college/vocational school, joining the military or finding a job. Those who 
complete the program often return to their neighborhood to volunteer or work for the 
organization. 
 
Riding on a stationary bicycle or hitting a punching bag for about an hour in River Oaks 
wasn’t exactly something UEI participants would have expected. But the partnership with 
Vortex was an instant success when it began as an elective last fall. The students not only 
wanted to stay in the program, but they also wanted more — so UEI extended a then-four-
week training regimen to six weeks. 
 
It was more than a fitness class. It was an opportunity to de-stress, to create actionable goals 
and to feel stronger and healthier within a supportive but challenging environment. 
 
“It’s your time to deal with whatever you’re dealing with in life,” Blackwell says. 
The RIP program begins with shadowboxing. The students learn defense, then move on to 
body-weight exercises and “explosive” exercises that include speed and impact-focused 
punching. After an endurance round, meant to be tiring, participants get a “rumble” round of 
30 seconds of punching the bag. 
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