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Students at the Liberal Arts and Science Academy (LASA), a highly selective and 

nationally ranked magnet school, occupy a separate floor directly above their 

counterparts at Lyndon B. Johnson High School in northeast Austin, Texas. The two 

schools have separate administrations and classes, although they share sports teams and 

fine arts. In the summer of 2017, the school district included a proposal to move LASA to 

its own campus as part of a $1 billion school bond, which the district sent before voters in 

November. The proposal quickly sparked controversy. Austin’s housing patterns and 

schools continue to bear the weight of segregation, and some saw the move as rolling 

back desegregation efforts, especially given the fact that the magnet school was created in 

part to integrate LBJ (today LBJ is 96 percent black and Latino, while LASA is 50 

percent white and only 21 percent black and Latino). Others argued that the schools could 

best serve students on separate campuses. In this journalistic thesis, I examine the history 

of LBJ and LASA in an effort to understand how the two schools became so divided, 

while placing the schools’ shared history in the context of desegregation and school 

reform in Austin. This thesis also chronicles the events surrounding the November 2017 

bond vote, while attempting to answer the question of what might be next for the two 

schools. Chapter 1 traces the roots of LASA and LBJ. Chapter 2 centers upon how the 

district crafted the $1 billion bond, and how LASA became a piece of the equation. And 

Chapter 3 follows the aftermath of the vote and the future of LBJ and LASA.  
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Introduction 
 

 

As the clock neared midnight on March 27, 2017, Edmund “Ted” Gordon, a 

school board trustee for the Austin Independent School District, leaned into the 

microphone to break his silence. Gordon and his fellow board members were embroiled 

in a school board meeting devoted to reviewing the district’s Facility Master Plan, which 

would guide construction projects for the next 25 years and determine the contents of a 

nearly $1 billion school bond proposal. But, as is often the case in this large, Texas 

school district, negotiations for new school buildings and programs had dredged up a 

complicated history of segregation and inequity that continues to loom large in the 

memories of many of the district’s constituents.  

With piercing blue eyes and closely cropped gray hair, Gordon cut an impressive 

figure at the end of the dais. He is often self-deprecating, but he speaks forcefully and 

frankly, commanding the attention of the room every time he talks. He is also a valuable 

voice as the lone black school board member, one of just two people of color among nine 

members in a school district that is more than 50 percent Latino and roughly 7 percent 

African-American. What he had to say on this night amounted to a nearly 10 minute-long 

indictment of the school district’s long-standing economic and racial divides.  

"This district is really two school districts,” Gordon said gravely. “One’s poor and 

black and brown, and the other is wealthy and white. One has poor performing schools 

and the other is amongst the best schools in the state. One is shrinking in enrollment, the 

other's expanding in enrollment. One is losing investment, the other’s receiving new 
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investment, new schools, new facilities….and we seem to have no solution to these 

processes.” 

Gordon, who also serves as Vice Provost of Diversity and Department Chair for 

the Department of African and African Diaspora Studies at the University of Texas at 

Austin, doesn’t have to look far to see evidence of this dual system. He represents 

District 1, a section of Central and Northeast Austin that is home to a population of 

mostly black and Latino residents. Reagan High School, one of three comprehensive high 

schools in his district, is 93 percent Latino and African-American. Just a few miles up the 

road, Lyndon Baines Johnson High School (LBJ) has similar demographics — its 

numbers are closer to 96 percent black and Latino. Both schools, although pillars of the 

communities in which they are located, have intermittently faced the threat of closure 

over the past decade due to standardized test scores that have at times fallen below state 

standards.  

Gordon’s district isn’t unique in this respect. In 2016, more than half of AISD’s 

schools had student populations that were more than 90 percent black and Latino. White 

students, who account for roughly a quarter of the population, were the majority at 32 of 

Austin’s 164 traditional campuses.1  

But LBJ High School is notable for another reason. On weekday mornings, 

students at LBJ enter the white-brick building through sets of purple double doors before 

dispersing to classrooms across the first floor. Meanwhile, another set of students 

continue up the stairs to the second floor, where they attend a separate high school: the 

Liberal Arts and Science Academy, or more simply, LASA. 
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 A nationally-ranked magnet school and Austin ISD’s “crown jewel,” LASA 

boasts class offerings in multivariable calculus, robotics, philosophy and seven foreign 

languages. Each year, the brightest eighth grade students from across the district apply to 

attend the prestigious school, and hundreds are turned away as part of a highly selective 

admissions process. In addition to sharing a campus, LASA and LBJ also share sports 

teams, fine arts programs, a band, and a mascot (the Jaguar), but little else. They have 

separate administrations, classes, newspapers, and yearbooks. Last year they were 

divided down to their bell schedules, which mandated that LASA and LBJ start the day 

and break for lunch at different times. 

LASA’s demographics also differ starkly from those of its neighboring schools. 

According to October 2017 enrollment data, 52.4 percent of the student body is white, 

and another 20 percent is Asian. Although roughly 53 percent of the district’s students in 

the 2016-2017 school year were considered economically disadvantaged, only 7 percent 

of LASA’s students fell within that category. At LBJ, 78 percent of students met that 

criteria.  

While critics of LASA and LBJ’s current arrangement argue that the separation 

between the schools smacks of modern-day segregation — “There is an optic that people 

immediately grasp when they go to LBJ High School and see who’s on the bottom floor 

and see who’s on the top floor,” Gordon said— the magnet school was born at least 

partly out of efforts to integrate LBJ.2  For years following the Brown v. Board Supreme 

Court ruling, which struck down “separate but equal” in school districts, Austin dragged 

its feet in integrating its schools, prompting the federal Office of Civil Rights to declare 

AISD in violation of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. A prolonged legal battle between the 
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federal government and AISD spanned all of the 1970s and lasted into the following 

decade, concluding in 1983 with the courts approving an integration plan and deeming 

AISD a “unitary district.”  

In 1985, the school district opened the Science Academy at LBJ as part of its 

efforts to stem “white flight” by enticing middle-class white families to attend the 

campus, boosting enrollment numbers at LBJ and satisfying local business leaders who 

were pushing for a pool of highly educated students specializing in science and math. Up 

until the mid-2000s, students in the magnet program shared some classes with their non-

magnet peers, and magnet and non-magnet students took classes on both floors. The 

Science Academy grew steadily, eventually merging with another East Austin magnet 

program to create the Liberal Arts and Science Academy in 2002. Five years later, LASA 

and LBJ split into separate schools so LBJ could secure a grant from the Bill & Melinda 

Gates Foundation, and each school came to occupy a different floor of the building. 

Students no longer share classes outside of fine arts or athletics, and interaction between 

the two student bodies is largely limited to extracurricular activities, if anything. 

Academic teachers at the campus, who once taught both magnet and non-magnet 

students, now only teach one or the other.  

The symbiotic relationship between LBJ and its magnet program has undergone a 

dramatic makeover as a result of each of these developments. LASA, in its present 

iteration, hardly resembles the Science Academy of the 1980s. But in June of 2017, after 

a decade of sharing a campus as separate schools, it appeared the largest change yet could 

be on the horizon.  
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In June, the school board approved plans to send a $1.05 billion bond proposal 

before voters, which would provide money for new and upgraded facilities across the 

district. After complex maneuvering on the board’s part, the bond also included a plan to 

move LASA to its own campus on the east side, the first time a comprehensive magnet 

high school would have its own campus in Austin. If approved by voters in November of 

2017, the bond would provide critical funds for building repairs and modernizations, 

which the district had little hope of affording without the additional money. It would also 

mean the end of magnet and non-magnet students’ shared existence on the LBJ campus.  

The proposal to move LASA elicited mixed emotions from the district’s 

constituents, and soon emerged as one of the most controversial pieces of the bond. 

Critics of the decision, including a contingent of both magnet and non-magnet alumni, 

asserted the move would completely roll back the integration efforts of the seventies and 

eighties. Instead, they argued, the district should do more to reunify the schools rather 

than separate them. Many reflected fondly on the years when the two schools were one, a 

period in which students from all walks of life took at least some classes together and had 

higher levels of interaction. During the 2016-2017 school year, a group of LBJ and 

LASA students also made recommendations to bring the two student bodies closer 

together.  

But it was clear that the current co-location had become untenable in several 

respects. LASA’s growing popularity had contributed to an influx of applications, and the 

campus was now bursting at the seams with nearly 1,200 LASA students, compared to 

less than 800 LBJ students. Administrators for the two schools frequently butted heads 

over shared spaces such as the cafeteria and auditorium, as well as classroom space. 
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Many LBJ parents and community members had grown weary of the magnet school’s 

presence, particularly the unfair comparisons between the two schools performances that 

their co-location encouraged. “LASA is a special school,” said Betty Johnson, a parent of 

three LBJ students, one of whom briefly attended LASA. “Yet when it comes to grades 

and rankings and people comparing [LASA and LBJ], to me that’s comparing apples to 

oranges. You can’t do that.” LASA parents in favor of the move argued that both LBJ 

and the magnet school could truly flourish and grow once each had its own campus.  

The school district had its own reasons for supporting such a move. LASA is 

unique in that it serves as both a point of pride for the district and a constant reminder of 

the disparities in Austin’s public education system. On the one hand, its stellar test 

scores, excellent college placement numbers and renowned clubs such as Science 

Olympiad and Quiz Bowl have made the magnet school a premier destination. In a school 

district that has steadily lost enrollment for the past five years, LASA continues to add to 

its numbers, retaining high-achieving students who might otherwise defect to private 

schools or the suburbs. A new campus for LASA could allow the school to expand 

further to 1,600 and eventually 2,000, drawing even more students (and more revenue for 

the district). The school provides an experience that few high schools in the country can 

rival: the chance to be surrounded by some of the brightest students in the city combined 

with access to top teachers and resources, not to mention the abundance of stimulating 

classes.  

But for a city that fashions itself as a liberal outpost in a mostly red state, LASA’s 

continued struggle to boost the numbers of African-Americans and Latinos enrolled at the 

school, coupled with the upstairs-downstairs divide between the magnet and its host 
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school, has been a source of tension for years. Critics of magnet schools in Austin 

question whether LASA, which receives tax dollars like any other public school, is 

benefitting all areas of the district equally. 

In a 2016 working group to explore the option of opening another magnet high 

school in South Austin, the school board addressed the growth of LASA and the rising 

tensions between the magnet school and LBJ. The overcrowding as a result of LASA’s 

expansion, Gordon acknowledged, is “not good for LASA, but it’s terrible for LBJ.”3 

Attempts to expand the city’s high school magnet offerings, including the proposal to 

open a South Austin magnet, ultimately stalled. Throughout the bond process, one thing 

became clear: some sort of action would need to be taken soon.  

I graduated from LASA in 2014 along with a class of a little more than 200 

students. As I began to follow the proposal last spring to move LASA to its own campus, 

I was struck by how many of the arguments regarding the potential move referenced a 

history between the two schools, and Austin in general, that I had been largely unaware 

of as a high school student. The city’s segregationist policies of the 20th century left a 

hurt and distrust that lingers among East Austin residents, but so too had its methods of 

integrating its schools, which often ended up favoring white residents of West Austin and 

disrupting key parts of the black and Latino communities. LASA, because of its location 

on the LBJ campus and the ways in which the school district has used magnet schools as 

tools for integration, has a place in that history.  

For better or worse, the stories of LBJ and LASA are inextricably linked. This 

journalistic thesis is an attempt to tell those stories — from the earliest days of the 

magnet school to this past November, when the fate of LASA and LBJ, after decades of 
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sharing a campus, came down to a bond vote. I’ve spent the past year interviewing 

stakeholders including parents, administrators, district officials, and former students, 

while also attending public events such as school board meetings and community 

engagement discussions. I’ve utilized public documents and the archives of several local 

news outlets, including the Austin American-Statesman and the Austin Chronicle, which 

have been invaluable to my research. In this work, I try to understand what might be next 

for the two schools, and what district officials can learn from these stories to avoid 

repeating past mistakes.  

A large part of this thesis will focus on methods of school reform and 

desegregation over the last half-century that contributed to the current states of LBJ and 

LASA. Federal laws such as No Child Left Behind, as well as various models of school 

redesign, have undoubtedly had sweeping effects on education policy in the United 

States. They’ve also been acutely felt in schools like LBJ. In putting together this history, 

I hope to place LBJ and LASA within the larger context of school reform in Austin, a city 

that has struggled to manage disparate populations and remedy longstanding inequities. 
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Chapter 1: A not-so-distant past 
 

 

Despite the progressive image that Austin has cultivated as one of the few liberal 

strongholds in Texas, the city’s housing patterns and school system continue to bear the 

remnants of segregation. Like much of the South, Austin’s institutional segregation 

proved difficult to dismantle after the Supreme Court’s 1954 decision in Brown v. Board 

of Education and the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Interstate Highway 35, 

which divides the city into east and west, stands as perhaps the most visceral reminder of 

this separation. Historically, the wealthier, white population in Austin has largely resided 

west of the highway, while the east side has served as home to the majority of the city’s 

African-American and Latino populations (as Austin grows and gentrifies, startups, 

young people and wealthier residents have steadily moved eastward, leading to “hip” 

neighborhoods that buck these historic trends). The common portrayals of Austin as a 

city of opportunity, weirdness and prosperity are mostly derived from West Austin, with 

its glimmering skyscrapers, renowned entertainment options and gorgeous scenery. East 

of I-35, average income levels drop sharply, and brown and black communities, although 

vibrant, exist largely outside of the spotlight. Today, Austin is among the most 

economically segregated cities in the country. In 2015, researchers at the University of 

Toronto's Martin Prosperity Institute found that among the largest metros in the United 

States, Austin has the third-highest level of overall economic segregation, based on an 

index that takes into account income, occupation and education level.1  

The overt segregation that characterized Austin since its inception was codified in 

a 1928 Master Plan for the city, which was adopted by Austin’s City Council. The plan 

included recommendations to concentrate the African-American population in a part of 
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the city separate from whites, which would solve what the authors called “the race 

segregation problem.” Prior to that point, African-Americans lived in small communities 

in practically all parts of the city, although they were most concentrated in an area just 

east of East Avenue (which later was replaced by I-35). The all-white Council had no 

means of legally zoning certain sections of town for white use only — the authors of the 

Master Plan acknowledged that similar zoning measures in other cities had all been ruled 

unconstitutional. Instead, the Council moved to effectively create what it referred to as a 

“negro district” by denying civil services to blacks in other parts of the city and allowing 

speculators to drive up prices in those areas, essentially forcing blacks to move east 

where there were plenty of schools and services designated for African-American use. 

Soon, the city had accomplished its goal of separating residents by race. By 1932, almost 

all of the black population had relocated to the area now east of I-35, where black 

students attended all-black Anderson High School and Kealing Junior High on the east 

side, as well as six all-black elementary schools.2  

The Master Plan made no such mention of Mexican-Americans, but the 

population of Mexican-Americans in Austin also largely settled east of East Avenue after 

the city employed similar tactics, namely denying civil services to Mexican-Americans in 

West Austin and creating affordable housing in East Austin designated for Mexican-

American use. There is ample evidence that city and school officials employed deliberate 

tactics to keep Mexican-Americans in schools separate from whites. By 1940, two 

schools housed 56 percent of the school district’s Mexican-American population, despite 

overlapping attendance zones with other schools that were mostly white.3 Mexican-

American students might be reassigned when parents complained about their presence, as 
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was the case in 1939 at Winn Elementary.4 Even after the ruling in Brown v. Board and 

the implementation order in Brown II in 1955, the school district continued to build 

schools in the heart of Mexican-American communities or black communities to ensure 

their enrollment would be drawn from largely minority populations. Such was the case at 

Johnston High School, which opened in 1960 three miles east of I-35 despite requests for 

a more central location.5 The district claimed the school’s location was only meant to 

reflect a growing population.6 In its first year, enrollment at the school was 78 percent 

Mexican-American.  

In the aftermath of Brown I and II, black students were given the option to attend 

the schools they would have previously attended if they had not been forced to attend one 

of the African-American schools. But this form of integration, dubbed “freedom of 

choice,” was mostly in name only, and served primarily to calm the fears of white parents 

who were opposed to busing or other full-scale integration methods such as the redrawing 

of attendance zones.7 Fearful of backlash from white parents and teachers, and perhaps 

even isolation from their own community, few African-Americans chose to attend high 

schools other than Anderson High. As of 1959, 5,512 African-American students 

attended school in AISD, but only 40 went to white schools.8 Of the 29 schools opened in 

Austin between 1954 and 1972, 19 had a white enrollment of more than 90 percent, 

according to a court brief. Twenty-one did not have a single black student.9 

The passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 provided additional funds and 

pressure for school districts to desegregate their schools. In 1966, Superintendent Irby B. 

Carruth sent a letter to all families in the district announcing that AISD would no longer 

have schools for children of different races. But desegregation continued to be slow-
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moving, as the district refused to enact crosstown busing, and white families either 

moved to avoid attending schools with black students or refused to abide by rezoning 

measures.10  

In March of 1968, the U.S. Department of Health, Education and Wellness 

(HEW) notified AISD that it was likely in non-compliance of the Civil Rights Act of 

1964 for failing to eliminate the vestiges of the dual school system. Negotiations between 

the school district and HEW’s federal civil rights office stalled upon AISD’s insistence 

upon continuing to use its “freedom of choice” plan to integrate its schools. In 1970, 

HEW declared AISD in violation of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Subsequently, the U.S. 

Justice Department sued the Texas Education Agency and the Austin Independent School 

District in federal district court, beginning more than a decade of litigation over the 

integration of Austin schools.11 The U.S. government argued that AISD was effectively 

running a dual school system for white children and black children, and was also 

discriminating against Mexican-Americans by assigning them to schools that are 

considered “Mexican-American schools.” At this point, 18 schools in Austin had more 

than 90 percent black and Mexican-American enrollment, according to court documents.  

In 1970, District Judge Jack Roberts’ first attempted to integrate Anderson High 

School through a rezoning order. The results were disappointing; only 40 of the 300 

white students from Austin High and Reagan complied with the order to attend Anderson. 

The district court re-heard the case in 1971. Since HEW and AISD could not agree upon 

a single integration plan, each party submitted separate integration plans to the court. The 

AISD plan called for the closure of all-black Anderson High School and Kealing Junior 
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High, with students from both schools rezoned to schools outside of East Austin. This 

was busing only for black and a few Mexican-American students — no white students.  

HEW’s plan also recommended the closure of Anderson and Kealing, but planned 

to repurpose Anderson as a junior high and rezone students to surrounding schools, with 

more widespread busing to ensure schools across the district reflected the overall 

demographics of AISD. The district court ultimately ruled against the federal government 

and largely approved AISD’s plan, with a few minor adjustments, concluding that 

HEW’s plan relied too heavily upon busing and could prompt “white flight” to the 

suburbs to avoid such measures. Integration of Mexican-American students was not 

included in the order, as the court found no evidence of “de jure” (enforced by law) 

segregation with regard to Mexican-Americans.  

In its ruling against the U.S. Justice Department, the district court demonstrated 

its reluctance to use busing, particularly the busing of white students to East Austin. 

Without two-way busing between east and west, the court reasoned, Anderson and 

Kealing would be nearly impossible to integrate. On July 19, 1971, Judge Roberts 

ordered the closure of both schools, scattering its black students across white schools in 

West Austin and leaving gaping wounds in the East Austin communities that formerly 

housed the schools. Friday night football games and a vibrant Anderson band, once 

central to the identity of the surrounding area, were gone.   

The government appealed to the Fifth Circuit court in New Orleans, which in 

1972 reversed the decision, finding discrimination against Mexican-American students on 

the basis of actions taken by the school district. The Fifth Circuit court also deemed the 

integration plan, including its one-way busing system, insufficient, and objected to the 
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closing of Kealing and Anderson. The case was remanded back to the district court for 

both sides to create new integration plans, initiating a long succession of appeals and new 

hearings. The case bounced around appeals courts until finally, in January 1980, the 

district court approved a consent decree agreed upon by all parties, including intervenors 

such as the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF). This 

new plan implemented crosstown busing at all grade levels. For the first time, schools 

such as Johnston were approaching true integration with the addition of students from 

predominantly white neighborhoods.12  

In 1983, the courts finally declared Austin a “unitary district,” although the 

district would remain under court order for four years after that. But segregation wasn’t 

the only thing ailing American education. In April of 1983, the administration under 

President Ronald Reagan published A Nation at Risk, a grim assessment of the state of 

America’s education system that doubled as both a report to the Secretary of Education 

and an open letter to the American people. The report asserted that the United States — 

once the undisputed leader in science, technological innovation and industry — was 

being swiftly overtaken by countries from around the world. “If an unfriendly foreign 

power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that 

exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war,” the authors stated. SAT 

scores were dropping, as were science achievement scores. Of the gifted students who did 

test highly, more than half were underachieving in their classes. Almost no aspect of the 

American education system emerged from the report unscathed.  

A Nation at Risk made improving education one of the most prominent agenda 

items of the day. It helped kick off the school reform movement, prompted the creation of 
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state standards across the nation, and its reverberations eventually led to measures such as 

No Child Left Behind and the era of standardized testing.13 Although the report pulled no 

punches, it did highlight a few bright spots in American education, including schools that 

devote heightened attention to teaching science and mathematics. In Austin, local 

business leaders were pushing for the creation of something similar. Representatives of 

companies such as IBM and Texas Instruments were lobbying the district for a science 

and math magnet program to prepare students to join the workforce in local industry. 

IBM was the first to approach the district with such an idea, and according to an Austin 

Chronicle report, the company harbored hopes that the school could be housed in a 

district building across from IBM offices. But district officials assumed, correctly, that 

high-achieving students would be much more attracted to a campus that could also offer 

the trappings of life — namely sports and other extracurricular activities — available at 

any other normal high school.14 They would therefore need to search for a pre-existing 

school to house the fledgling magnet program. In the spring of 1984, the district believed 

they had found a match in decade-old Lyndon B. Johnson High School.  

*** 

Like nearly all of the schools created in Austin during the seventies and eighties, 

LBJ is a product of the desegregation court orders and litigation that characterized the 

city during this time period. In 1970, District Judge Jack Roberts signed off on an order 

approving the acquisition of 43 acres by AISD for a new Northeast high school. Site 

selection had previously been used by the district to segregate schools by placing them in 

mostly minority communities. By signing the order, Roberts signaled that the Department 

of Health, Education and Wellness had no objections to the proposed site. The school 
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district claimed that this new school, which would later be named for former president 

Lyndon Baines Johnson, would relieve overcrowding and aid desegregation efforts in the 

area. Earlier, the board had directed Superintendent Jack L. Davidson to draw new school 

boundaries to ensure enrollments of approximately 20 percent black students at LBJ, 

nearby Reagan high school and other neighboring schools. “The board felt that this site 

was the best available, and that it will result in an integrated high school,” school board 

president Roy Butler told the Statesman at the time.15  

LBJ opened its doors to students in the fall of 1974 with the ambitious, if also 

nebulous, goal of “humanizing” the education process. Administrators aimed to 

accomplish this by placing students in one of three “houses,” which acted as small 

schools-within-a-school and encouraged more personal interactions between students and 

teachers.16  

The first years were both an exciting and fraught period in LBJ’s history. The 

opening sentence of the first edition of The Stetson, LBJ’s yearbook, sums it up: “On 

August 26, 1974, the doors to a new school set in Northeast Austin were officially 

opened. It was a school soon to experience hurt, pain, happiness, joy, confusion, tension, 

fame and unity.” That line, which was reprinted in the 1984 edition to recognize a decade 

of the school’s existence, seems all the more prescient in light of the controversy 

surrounding LASA and LBJ today. But back then, most students were primarily 

concerned with the recent split from nearby Reagan High School, a mere three miles 

away. The school district had effectively divided Reagan’s attendance zone in half to 

create new boundaries for LBJ. Students who lived alongside each other and had 

previously attended the same school now found themselves either at Reagan or the new 
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high school. The Stetson recounts a “feeling of separation” that students experienced as 

they were “up-rooted from old schools.” The creation of LBJ sparked a fierce athletic 

rivalry with Reagan. Friends and family members faced off whenever the baby blue 

uniforms of Reagan and the purple of LBJ clashed on the field. Four short months after 

LBJ’s opening, the school also faced sharp criticism from a local activist group that took 

issue with the school’s curriculum and open learning spaces. Students felt much like the 

new kid on the block, anxious to earn respect and a sense of belonging.  

LBJ students could be proud of several achievements after that first year. Their 

choir, newspaper, band and drama club were all recognized with awards. In 1980, the 

football team captured its first district title with a win over Reagan. Ten years after the 

first senior class graduated from LBJ, the 1984 Stetson reported with satisfaction, “We 

not only survived those tough years of proving ourselves to the district and the state, but 

we came through them on top, proving to ourselves that we could survive. We came 

through with Purple Pride.” 

But at the time these words were written, the AISD school board was already 

becoming increasingly worried about the future of LBJ. The school’s declining 

enrollment was a primary concern. In its first year, 1,590 students attended the school, of 

whom 1,188, or roughly 75 percent, were white. But by the spring of 1984, enrollment 

had fallen to 1,172 students, 59 percent of whom were black. In the 1984-85 school year, 

the district expected the enrollment to drop further to 1,072.17 This was the result of years 

of decreased growth and development in the area, which had prompted white flight to the 

suburbs. Census data also showed that a significant number of minority families had 

relocated from East to Northeast Austin from 1970 to 1980. Future development projects 
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were on the horizon for the area, but they would do little to reverse these trends in the 

next three to five years.  

The school board considered adjusting zoning boundaries to funnel more students 

to LBJ, but the administrators in charge of making recommendations to the board noted 

that there was another way to draw more students to the school. The administrators 

suggested that the board select LBJ as the location for what was then called “the Science 

High School of Austin.” The new, selective program would attract students who 

“represent a cross section of AISD” by offering high-level science and math courses (in 

addition to a well-rounded curriculum), the best equipment and teachers, and 

opportunities to apply what they learned in advanced labs and through partnerships with 

local businesses. Ninth and tenth grade students could begin at the school as early as the 

1985-86 school year, with eleventh and twelfth graders following in the next two school 

years. Administrators estimated such a program could add a total of 400 students to LBJ 

when fully implemented.  

The school board approved this measure, and that August, Superintendent 

Davidson sent a letter to parents advertising LBJ’s current academic offerings and the 

soon-to-be magnet program. The letter announced that for the 1984-85 school year, LBJ 

would be open to enrollment to ninth graders from other school attendance zones, as long 

as the arrival of these new students did not impact the school district’s integration efforts. 

Davidson promised that transportation would be provided for all those eligible. Then he 

further sweetened the deal by mentioning the Science Academy, which was set to open in 

the fall of 1985. “Over the past year, we have combined resources with the major 
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businesses and industries in the Austin area to ensure the development and 

implementation of an outstanding and unique science program,” he wrote.  

This was the beginning of a spate of magnet school openings in East Austin. In 

the fall of 1986, Kealing Junior High reopened with a math and science magnet program 

as part of the comprehensive school, which eventually expanded to include a focus on the 

liberal arts. (Kealing would later open to the sixth grade as well and became a middle 

school in 2004.) And in 1987, the school district launched the Liberal Arts Academy at 

Johnston High School.  

The district provided the Science Academy with funding for transportation for 

students from across the district, as well as the personnel necessary to provide an elite 

educational experience. The school also received equipment from the local advisory 

board of businesses, and grant money flowed in from around the nation. According to 

The Stetson, the Science Academy received more than a quarter of a million dollars to 

buy equipment such as “microscopes, telescopes, physiographs, software, and 

computers.” By 1994, the Science Academy had garnered more than $2.5 million in 

grants, according to an informational brochure for the school.  

The first cohort of magnet students comprised just a small portion of the overall 

high school. At that point, the school was divided into three wings based on subject 

matter, and every student, regardless of whether they were magnet or not, attended school 

on both floors. Likewise, teachers who were designated for the Science Academy also 

taught non-magnet students. Extracurricular activities such as band had yet to become 

mostly “magnet” activities, and non-magnet students could take advantage of foreign 

language or elective offerings such as German, which weren’t typical of an average high 
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school. Classes such as English and history might feature a mix of both magnet and non-

magnet students. The relatively small size of the magnet program meant that Science 

Academy students frequently befriended and kept in touch with their non-magnet peers.  

Vanessa Crawford, who was zoned for LBJ and graduated in 1991, recalls a 

feeling of unity between the two student groups that had long since disappeared by the 

time her oldest son began school at LBJ in 2012. “We were intertwined,” Crawford said, 

referring to the Science Academy students and the rest of LBJ in the early years of their 

shared existence. “The only difference between us and the Science Academy kids were 

the types of classes that we took. Their curriculum was a little more challenging. But the 

way it was designed, we were not upstairs and downstairs.” 

When Crawford looks at the separation between the schools today, she sees an 

instance in which “the system failed.” During a class reunion, Crawford took in former 

classmates — some Science Academy, some not — who had since moved out of the 

state. Many were shocked by what had transpired at LBJ. At the evening meet-and-greet, 

it was all most people talked about. “We all had the same opinion: They should have 

never split that,” Crawford said. “But they didn’t pay any attention to us. None.” 

Today, Crawford says she can interact with people from any situation because of 

her experiences in high school. “We’re like, that was what was rich about the school 

when the Science Academy was there. It actually prepared us for life. Because you had 

kids from all walks. You had the rich kids, you had the poor kids, you had the medium 

income kids. And we just all managed to get along.” 

Jennifer Nicole Hawkins, who attended the Science Academy and graduated in 

2000, echoed Crawford’s memories of a more united school. Because many of the 
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teachers taught both magnet and non-magnet students, she said, it was often difficult to 

know whether a particular peer was in the Science Academy or not. The easiest way to 

tell who was in which program was at the end of the day, she said, when students boarded 

buses to go home. At the time, the district had a deal with Austin’s Capital Metro city 

buses to provide crosstown transportation to magnet students. While students at the 

comprehensive school boarded traditional yellow school buses, magnet students could be 

easily identified as the ones waiting to get on the city buses. But in Hawkins’ eyes, that 

was about it. 

Hawkins grew up in West Austin, but her family has roots in East Austin. Her 

older brother attended Reagan, but the family moved out of the school’s attendance zone 

when Hawkins was in kindergarten. From elementary school through sixth grade, she was 

usually the only black kid in her gifted and talented programs. She applied to the Kealing 

magnet program, which at that time was just for seventh and eighth graders, because she 

figured she would be surrounded by students who at least looked more like her. From 

there, the Science Academy was a natural choice. For a middle school student interested 

in science, no program in Austin was more enticing.  

“The eighties and the nineties was kind of the pinnacle of the Science Academy 

because we just had money pouring in from Motorola, 3M, Texas Instruments,” Hawkins 

said. “Everybody had the latest graphing calculators, and that was a big thing back in the 

day.” Hawkins recalled that many of the honors liberal arts classes were populated with a 

mix of both magnet and non-magnet students, but AP math and science courses were a 

different story. Enrollment in those classes among non-magnet students “was dismal,” 

Hawkins told me — she estimates the breakdown was roughly 90 percent Science 
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Academy students, 10 percent students from the comprehensive school, but admits it 

might have been even less. And those classes are difficult “no matter who you are,” 

Hawkins said. AP history and English classes had slightly higher levels of non-magnet 

enrollment, Hawkins remembers, but even then she estimates those classes were about 70 

percent magnet students. Still, she insists that students had ample opportunities to interact 

in classes and extracurriculars across program lines. “I can’t emphasize enough that as 

students, we really didn’t distinguish,” Hawkins said. “There were kids that you just 

really didn’t know if they were Science Academy or not until we got to graduation.” 

In addition to band, many of the clubs that Hawkins participated in were based 

around minority identity. She was part of the African-American Culture Club all four 

years, serving as president her junior and senior years. She was also a member of the 

National Society of Black Engineers, League of United Latin American Citizens and 

Texas Alliance of Minority Engineers. In each of these clubs, she said, the majority of 

students were not in the Science Academy. It was an experience she says she would not 

have had if the magnet program were entirely separate from the comprehensive school.  

In an ideal world, the peak of integration in the 1980s — not just in Austin, but 

across the country — would have continued on through the turn of the century and today. 

In the years immediately following the consent decree signed in 1980 by AISD, 

plaintiffs, and plaintiff-intervenors, it seemed possible. Austin’s schools had indeed 

become more integrated through crosstown busing. How, then, did AISD regress to the 

situation found today, where more than half its schools have 90 percent or more minority 

enrollment? The answer lies partly in the measures that the AISD school board took soon 
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after the district was released from court supervision in the mid-1980s, when school 

integration efforts in Austin were still in their infancy.  

When the courts first declared AISD a “unitary” district in 1983, the dismissal of 

the case came with a stipulation: if AISD changed its student assignment plan in a way 

that discriminated against students on the basis of race, color, or national origin, the 

plaintiffs or plaintiff-intervenors would be entitled to another hearing before the court to 

argue why the case should be reopened. This gave the plaintiffs continued access to the 

courts even after Austin was declared a unitary district.18 But this stipulation was set to 

expire on January 3, 1986, or upon the completion of the new Kealing Junior High 

facility, whichever came later. When the new Kealing facility opened in September 1986, 

the stipulation was no longer enforceable, effectively taking the case out of the court’s 

hands entirely.  

It didn’t take long for the school board to begin rolling back elements of the 

desegregation plan and moving back toward neighborhood schools, which in Austin often 

meant segregated schools as a result of the city’s housing patterns. The following April, 

the AISD board approved several changes to the district’s desegregation plan, which 

would become effective at the start of the 1987-88 school year. The school board 

eliminated crosstown busing at the elementary school level, replacing it instead with a 

special “Priority School Program” for the 16 elementary schools that were projected to 

have at least 90 percent projected minority enrollment in the absence of busing. Schools 

in the program would get additional funding and “other preferential treatment, such as 

choice of teacher and staff.”19 That July, intervenors attempted to block the changes by 

filing a motion for the district court under the previous consent decree. The return to 
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neighborhood schools, they claimed, represented an “abandon[ment of] the plan of 

desegregation for grades K-6.” But the court ruled that it no longer had jurisdiction over 

the case, and could therefore offer no relief from the school board’s measures. The 

intervenors would need to file an entirely new case, in which they would have to prove 

once again that the Austin school district was intentionally discriminating against its 

black and brown students.  

In the late 1980s and into the 1990s, the school board began redrawing school 

zoning boundaries, returning more and more to a neighborhood school model and 

eventually eliminating busing from west to east. A suit brought by the intervenors in 

1989, Price v. Austin Independent School District, again attempted to prove that AISD’s 

new student assignment plan represented a return to the former dual school system that 

had prompted the federal government to step in back in 1970. But the district court ruled 

in favor of AISD, concluding that the school district had not intentionally discriminated 

against black and Mexican-American students with its new student assignment plan.  

AISD would never again be under the same kind of court order that promoted 

desegregation efforts such as crosstown busing, and eventually returned to neighborhood 

schools with demographics mirroring those of the surrounding areas. An analysis by the 

Austin American-Statesman in 1997 found that the number of predominantly minority 

schools (at least 70 percent nonwhite) in Austin nearly doubled from the 1987 to 1995, 

from 26 to 48.20  

This wasn’t something that was just happening in Austin. Across the country, 

after the peak of integration in the late 1980s, school districts began reverting back to 

“neighborhood” schools, which were becoming more and more segregated as white 
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families moved to the suburbs and school districts re-drew attendance boundaries for new 

schools.  

Divisions between magnet and non-magnet students were also becoming more 

clear at LBJ as the Science Academy grew. In 1995, several LBJ students spoke out 

against ranking Science Academy students alongside non-magnet students in the final 

class rankings. The students argued that the additional grade points that magnet students 

collected from their honors classes gave Science Academy students an unfair advantage 

over students in the comprehensive school when it came to the rankings. Shante Clark, an 

LBJ senior at the time, told the Austin American-Statesman that she would be ranked 5th 

without the inclusion of Science Academy kids, but was ranked 99th under the current 

system. “They’re stepping on our heads to get somewhere,” Clark said.21 The issue 

became especially pressing in 1997, when Texas implemented automatic admission to all 

state-funded universities for students in the top 10 percent of their high school class. Help 

eventually came in the form of very specific legislation sponsored by State Rep. Dawnna 

Dukes that would require separate rankings for magnet and non-magnet students 

attending the same school. But more controversies were to follow. 

In the May 1997 edition of The Liberator, co-editor-in-chief Michael Suttles 

lamented the separation between LBJ and Science Academy students in an editorial with 

the headline “School takes after the ‘real world.’” 

“Sometimes it seems like Science Academy students and LBJ students never 

meet,” he began. Suttles estimated that most magnet students probably had few, if any, 

classes with students from the comprehensive school. Efforts by the administration to 
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bring the two student groups together, such as “bridge classes,” were according to Suttles 

“little-known and even less-attended.”  

“From what I’ve seen,” he continued, “SA and LBJ students have a mutual 

agreement that goes something like this: ‘If you’ll ignore me and stay out of my business, 

I’ll stay away from you and leave you alone.’” He acknowledged that there was diversity 

at LBJ due to the fact that students from across the district attended the school, but that 

the classes were “segregated between Science Academy and LBJ.” Suttles included a 

question that would become all the more pressing in the following years. “Next year, or 

the year after, the number of SA students may actually overtake the number of 

neighborhood students. What happens then? Think about it.”  

Suttles had no way of knowing how right he would one day be, but he did have 

some good reasons for posing the question. With 557 magnet students among a total of 

1,284 total students at LBJ, the Science Academy accounted for nearly half of the 

school’s enrollment. The year he published his editorial, the Science Academy received 

325 applications for only 190 spots, and the school anticipated increasing the number of 

accepted students by 20 to 30 percent. For the first time, the Science Academy created a 

waiting list for the overflow. On the backs of an excellent recruiting year and a more 

supportive LBJ administration under then-Principal Sylvia Lewis, magnet program 

enrollment continued to grow.22  

In November of 2001, the school board voted 6-3 to remove the Liberal Arts 

Academy (LAA) from Johnston and combine it with the Science Academy at LBJ, 

forming the Liberal Arts and Science Academy. The combined LASA, which went into 

effect at the beginning of the 2002-2003 school year, offered the best of both science and 
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math and liberal arts instruction in Austin. But the move left Johnston, which had five 

principals in the past two years, underenrolled and mostly resegregated. In the aftermath, 

Johnston faced an uphill battle toward meeting state accountability standards because test 

scores from the magnet population had boosted the school’s overall average, masking the 

much lower scores of non-magnet students. Two years after the LAA left Johnston, the 

campus failed to meet state accountability standards for the first time. In 2008, after five 

years of Academically Unacceptable ratings, the Texas Education Agency closed the 

school and reopened a new high school on the campus, Eastside Memorial. The school 

would face similar struggles to maintain acceptable ratings from the state.  

With the creation of LASA, magnet students at LBJ were the new majority. The 

question of whether LASA would eventually outgrow its host school had been answered 

with a resounding yes. The question then was what could come next. 

 
*** 

One morning in December 2017, I visited the northeast Austin offices of Patrick 

Patterson, the former LBJ principal who presided over the school at the time of the first 

split between LBJ and LASA in 2007. Patterson no longer works with high school 

students on a daily basis — he now serves as the Assistant Vice President for School 

Partnerships within the University of Texas’ Division of Diversity and Community 

Engagement — but I can still see the warmness that endeared him to students when he 

greets me in his office. He is tall, with a goatee and a diamond earring, and he invites me 

in with a wide smile and a bear-sized handshake.   

Patterson remained somewhat of a mythical figure in my mind for several 

reasons. More than one person I talked to attributed the decision to put LBJ on the bottom 
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floor and LASA on top to him — that alone would have made me want to sit down with 

him. But I was interested in far more than this one question. The split in 2007 profoundly 

changed the trajectories of LBJ and LASA by formally separating the two student bodies. 

If anyone could give me insight into what it was like to be deeply embedded in the 

underlying politics of the school at a time of such upheaval, it was Patrick Patterson.  

During his 28-year tenure at AISD, Patterson earned a reputation for improving 

underperforming schools and connecting with students and parents in ways that few other 

principals were able to do. At the time he retired, Patterson also owned the distinction of 

being the only AISD employee to serve as principal at all levels of the district — 

elementary, middle, and high school. When the LBJ job opened up in the spring of 2004, 

he had been at Lanier High School, made up of a predominantly low-income, Latino 

student population in Northwest Austin, for five years. In that time, he had reduced the 

dropout rate from 11 percent to 3 percent and expanded AP class offerings to freshmen 

and sophomores.  

At the same time that Patterson was notching his fifth year at Lanier, AISD was 

preparing to expand its Blueprint Initiative to LBJ and Reagan High Schools, as well as 

two other middle schools. The program aimed to raise test scores at struggling schools by 

emphasizing strong leadership at the principal level and providing funds for additional 

support staff to boost achievement. According to an Austin Chronicle article from the 

time, only a little more than half of non-magnet LBJ students had passed the previous 

year’s state-mandated accountability testing, and administrators feared that scores were 

unlikely to improve with a more difficult version of the test set to be introduced the 

following year.23 AISD removed administrators at the two high schools and hired Marcus 
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Nelson, a former principal in Pflugerville, a nearby suburb, to oversee the new schools 

under the Blueprint Initiative. As the Chronicle article notes, Nelson stepped into a 

situation at LBJ that was complicated by more than just low test scores. At his welcoming 

reception on March 30,2004, held at the Delco Activity Center down the street from LBJ, 

Nelson fielded several questions on the continued presence of the magnet program at 

LBJ, which had been a lingering source of tension. The discussion prompted Ava Falk, 

then the president of the Parent-Teacher-Student-Association, to note the school’s 

continued efforts to build unity between the programs, and Nelson to state that he saw no 

need for conflict between the student populations, “from at-risk students to the best and 

the brightest.”  

Nelson suggested Patterson put his name in the hat for consideration to be LBJ’s 

next principal. There were several aspects of the job that interested him. “I saw the 

demographics, which was attractive to me, and then I also saw that there was a lot of 

improvement that could be done on what I called at that time the “non-magnet” side of 

the school,” Patterson said. “One term was neighborhood school, which just didn’t sound 

right to me. I called it what it was, magnet and non-magnet.” Patterson immediately 

noticed the disparity between the number of electives on the magnet and non-magnet 

side. “Basically, the magnet side had a plethora of electives, and the non-magnet didn’t,” 

Patterson said. After Patterson applied for and won the position, Superintendent Forgione 

informed him that his job was basically to improve the non-magnet side. Patterson 

agreed. As principal, Patterson’s job was to oversee the entire school. A magnet director 

was then in charge of LASA, and a comprehensive director oversaw the non-magnet side, 
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both of whom reported to Patterson. Each director had a few assistant principals working 

under their supervision.  

Patterson also arrived with a clear-eyed understanding of the rocky path that 

previous LBJ principals had struggled to navigate while overseeing the two programs. In 

1996, after the controversial removal of LBJ principal Eddie Orum, documents obtained 

by the Austin American-Statesman revealed that 20 Science Academy teachers had sent a 

letter to Superintendent Jim Fox on June 28, 1995 requesting that the Science Academy 

be moved from its location at LBJ, or at least be placed under the jurisdiction of the 

superintendent rather than the principal of LBJ.24 The group of Science Academy 

teachers feared that the magnet school was being “increasingly subsumed by LBJ High,” 

according to the letter. Orum had been criticized for taking a more hands-on approach to 

the Science Academy, taking over responsibilities that had previously been those of the 

magnet director and advocating for the Science Academy to produce more tangible 

benefits for LBJ and the rest of Austin’s schools. Orum told the Austin American-

Statesman he was a “staunch supporter” of the Science Academy, but had wanted to 

expand some of its successful programs to non-magnet students, which he feared may 

have been interpreted by magnet parents and teachers as an attempt to erase the 

distinctiveness of the Academy.  

Patterson was well aware of the stories of Orum and former LBJ principal Sylvia 

Lewis, both of whom are black. Lewis was also abruptly removed from her position, in 

2000. Her lawyers and LBJ community members asserted it was because she tried to 

remedy inequalities between magnet and non-magnet students.25 The district countered 

that Lewis had a track record of repeated poor communication and job performance, 
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which had contributed to high teacher turnover and low morale. Patterson thought he 

knew how to avoid a similar fate. “I think the main mistake they made is they went in 

with the attitude of taking away from LASA to give to LBJ. Well, I knew that wouldn’t 

work. So my philosophy was, ‘LASA director, you run LASA, it’s a smooth running 

ship, I’m not going to take any resources from you. Run it.’ And whatever we did to 

improve LBJ, we wouldn’t take from LASA.” 

Patterson spent much of that first year observing and absorbing information about 

the unique situation which he now found himself in charge of. When he made his 

suggestions at the end of the year, one of his main priorities was to get more non-magnet 

students in AP classes. The 2004 audit revealed that nearly 200 LASA students were 

taking at least one AP test. At LBJ, that number was one. “I remember that number. It 

was one. Just one,” Patterson said. “And I was like, ‘Hmm, there’s something wrong with 

that picture.’” 

In theory, any student in the building could take any course offered by LASA, 

including AP courses, provided there was space in the LASA classes after registration. 

But the reality, as Patterson pointed out, was starkly different. “It was bullshit,” Patterson 

said of the policy. “Because again, staff told me any kid could take any class. But as I’m 

walking around, it’s obvious that the only classes that were truly integrated were the 

speech classes, and maybe health. But none of the nice astronomies and all those other 

little particular magnet electives that are offered. It’s obvious. And of course if you’re 

teaching in that environment, you don’t want it messed up because you’ve got a great 

thing going.” 
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The problem wasn’t space, or a lack of desire on non-magnet students’ parts to 

take the AP courses, Patterson said. In many of the LASA AP courses, especially 

advanced math and science courses, the material extended far beyond the scope of the 

average high school curriculum. Combine that with a breakneck instruction pace, and 

many non-magnet students simply couldn’t keep up once they enrolled in the classes. 

“They would try in the beginning, the pace was too fast, they would drop out,” Patterson 

said. “They couldn’t handle it. And rightly so, because LASA is a specialized school in 

my opinion, for those that have the most accelerated learning in the district. That’s the 

purpose of it. So you stick a kid in it who doesn’t have the support at home or the study 

skills, they were overwhelmed. And it happened year after year after year.” 

 Patterson’s solution was to offer more AP classes specifically for the non-magnet 

student body, and the number of students taking AP exams began rising. By the 2008-

2009 school year, the number of LBJ students taking AP tests had risen to 245.26 

Patterson’s methods seemed to be working. His strategy of letting LASA run itself had 

helped smooth relations between the two programs, and he was making headway in 

providing more academic options for LBJ students. What he didn’t yet know was that a 

larger school reform lay in the near future, one that would change the school forever. 

 At that time, the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act had prompted school 

districts across the nation to more aggressively pursue reforms in an effort to comply with 

the law. Among its many stipulations, the 2002 law, which was an update to the 1994 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act, mandated that states set achievement 

objectives for all high schools, known as adequate yearly progress goals. Schools that 

failed to meet these goals, based on testing and four-year graduation rates, faced steep 
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penalties and even the possibility of closure if they failed to turn things around after five 

years of unsatisfactory ratings. Notably, the law required states to include separate, 

annual achievement goals for students from low-income families, racial and ethnic 

minority students and students with limited English proficiency, so that their progress 

would not be obscured by a school that performs well on an aggregate level.  

In 2004, the Austin school district requested an audit of its 11 comprehensive high 

schools from the Southern Regional Education Board, a nonprofit organization based in 

Atlanta that works to improve education by providing independent data and 

recommendations to the 16 Southeastern states it counts as members. The report, 

published in the spring of 2004, revealed a significant achievement gap across the 

district. Although approximately 80 percent of AISD students and 90 percent of white 

students graduated from high school in four years, only approximately 70 percent 

economically disadvantaged students and 50 percent of English language learners 

achieved that outcome. “The SREB report showed us change was absolutely necessary,” 

AISD superintendent Pascal “Pat” Forgione told an audience at the 2006 American 

Educational Research Association Annual Conference in San Francisco.27 “It might be 

different in kind or degree in each school, but change would be necessary at every one of 

our 11 comprehensive high schools.” 

During the mid-2000s, money for school overhauls was flowing in from 

organizations around the nation. Getting the dollars to implement reform “was relatively 

easy,” writes Larry Cuban in As Good As It Gets: What School Reform Brought to Austin, 

as long as “district leadership was stable… accommodated donors’ agendas, and had data 
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to support the case for reform.” As Cuban notes, AISD could check the box for each of 

these factors in 2004. 

One of the key sources of this money was the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. 

By 2005, the foundation claimed to have invested roughly $1 billion in school reform, 

including more than $40 million in Texas schools and districts, in the hopes of increasing 

graduation rates at low-performing schools.28  

One of the foundation’s primary methods of advancing toward this goal was 

supporting the creation of small learning communities (SLC) within large, urban schools. 

By grouping students with similar career aspirations into SLCs, districts hoped to 

improve teaching and curriculum and foster closer relationships between students and 

teachers.  

The No Child Left Behind Act also created a federal grant program, known as the 

Smaller Learning Communities Program, to support the development, implementation, 

and expansion of smaller learning communities in large high schools. SLCs quickly 

gained momentum across the nation as one of the reforms of choice for large, urban 

districts that faced similar challenges to Austin ISD.  

In 2005, Patterson’s second year at the helm at LBJ, the Gates Foundation 

awarded AISD a $1.5 million grant to begin researching possible methods of school 

reform for all 11 of its high schools.29 Unlike many other school districts, which might 

push reforms for a handful of high schools that demonstrated particularly low 

standardized testing scores, Austin ISD was adamant in its proposed overhaul of all of its 

high schools. The district partnered with Stanford University’s School Redesign Network 
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(SRN) to begin compiling a high school redesign plan, which they intended to finish 

within the year.  

While preparing to draft individual reforms for each school, SRN grouped the 

high schools into three tiers based on student performance and accountability measures. 

Tier One, which included LBJ and fellow East Austin schools Travis and Johnston, was 

considered “urgent priority.” The middle tier was labeled “high priority,” and the third 

tier, “deliberate priority.” The consultant-speak muddles the distinctions between these 

levels, but the message for LBJ was clear — any change needed to come immediately. In 

2006, 61 percent of LBJ students (magnet and non-magnet combined) met the TAKS 

standard, roughly in line with the district average of 60 percent. But while white and 

Asian students passed at a rate of 94 percent, African-American and Latino students 

passed at rates of 46 and 31 percent, respectively.30  

A group of school and district staff, including Patterson, traveled across the 

country to cities like Kansas City, Houston, and Boston, touring schools and considering 

whether the various models of small learning communities could work in Austin. 

Individual schools had some flexibility in choosing partners to help implement the SLCs, 

and Patterson and other district officials were impressed by a program called First Things 

First. Developed by the nonprofit organization Institute for Research and Reform in 

Education (IRRE), First Things First purported to increase attendance, boost standardized 

test scores and reduce dropouts through the creation of small learning communities 

centered around particular themes like business or the arts. First Things First also 

established a Family Advocate System at schools for cohorts of students to meet with an 

adult mentor.  
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According to the organization’s website, James Connell and Laura Pierson started 

IRRE in 1989 at the University of Rochester. With the help of a three-year grant from the 

William T. Grant Foundation, IRRE developed First Things First, its initial foray into 

school reform. In 1996, Connell, a former tenured professor of psychology at Rochester, 

traveled to Kansas City, Kansas, to pitch his model to school district administrators there. 

The Kansas City school district was in dire need of a change in direction — according to 

the district’s educational research and assessment director, the district’s schools were 

consistently near the bottom in the state’s rankings of school districts and a mere 20 

percent of students met the state standard in reading — and IRRE soon entered into a 

partnership with the Kansas City Kansas School District to implement First Things First 

district-wide. Beginning in 1998, the Kansas City school district gradually implemented 

the program across the city over the course of five years. Initial results were encouraging 

— the graduation rate of the district’s four non-selective high schools increased from 48 

percent in 2000 to 78 percent in 2004 — but reading and math scores remained 

stubbornly low as of 2005.31 Still, the U.S. Department of Education and the Gates 

Foundation saw enough over the first few years to invest sizable sums to support the 

nationwide expansion of First Things First. Bill Gates highlighted the Kansas City district 

in his speech at a 2005 summit on the nation’s high schools, citing the district’s 

improvements as evidence of the positive effects that school redesign can have on 

achievement and graduation rates. Tom Vander Ark, then the executive director of 

education for the Gates Foundation, said it appeared to be “the best model for improving 

existing high schools out there.” 
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Because IRRE had the backing of the Gates Foundation, Patterson said he and 

other administrators felt sure that if they chose the First Things First model for LBJ, 

they’d get the additional dollars from the Gates Foundation to implement the redesign. 

While other AISD high schools partnered with Stanford for their redesigns, AISD 

selected LBJ and Reagan for First Things First. In April 2006, the school board approved 

the partnership, and the school district began work on submitting its grant application to 

the Gates Foundation.  

Patterson was excited about the coming changes. He and other district 

administrators had spent the better part of a year forming relationships with people at 

IRRE and developing plans for LBJ, which included dividing the non-magnet part of the 

school into three small learning communities (LASA would be a fourth small learning 

community unto itself). Then, one evening in September around 5 p.m., Patterson 

received a visit from superintendent Forgione and Connell.32 

 Earlier that day, Patterson had been informed by phone earlier that the 

superintendent needed to meet with him. But he assumed it would just be the two of 

them, and was caught off guard by Connell’s presence. While the three met in Patterson’s 

conference room, scores of parents were filing into the building for a major 

announcement regarding the schools, of which Patterson was still unaware. Patterson 

says Connell told him that they would only support the redesign if LBJ and LASA 

became separate schools with distinct school identification numbers, which are used for 

filing data with the state. Such a setup would keep LBJ and LASA achievement numbers 

separate and provide “geographic specificity” to the results, meaning the impacts from 

IRRE could be measured for a local school such as LBJ.  
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According to Patterson, he was given a choice: either he could agree to separate 

the schools, securing the grant dollars for LBJ’s redesign, or he could choose to keep LBJ 

unified and forfeit the money. Patterson told me he felt that if he turned down the grant, it 

would have been another example of those that need the most getting nothing. But if he 

accepted the proposed split, his school would gain both $2 million from the Gates 

Foundation and the superintendent’s support. “My position was, wait a minute, we spent 

two years of planning for this and this community has always felt shafted when it comes 

to the comparison to LASA,” Patterson said. “So I said, we have to do it. I said, I’m not 

afraid of creating an HBCU [Historically Black Colleges and Universities] type of 

situation. I remember using those words. I’m not afraid of minority kids being successful. 

So I said fine, we’ll do it your way.” Patterson said he didn’t think this was the way it 

should be done, but if it would secure the money from the Gates Foundation, he would do 

it.  

After that meeting, Patterson says he put on a good face and joined Forgione as 

they went to the cafeteria to address the parents who had gathered there. Forgione 

announced that the two schools would split in order for LBJ to be able to participate in 

First Things First. Patterson remembers a few parents questioning the decision, saying 

that things were fine as they were. According to an Austin American-Statesman article 

from that day, which estimated the crowd at around 200, one student asked if there would 

be more than one yearbook. When a parent inquired if there were plans to move the 

magnet school, Forgione replied that there were none at that time.33  

Connell said he doesn’t recall the details of a specific meeting with Patterson and 

the superintendent, but told me that IRRE had supported separating the data from LASA 
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and LBJ so that the performance of magnet and non-magnet students could be better 

monitored. But he said IRRE set no conditions on separating or not separating the 

schools, and did not dictate that LASA and LBJ split into different schools and floors of 

the building. He did say he remembers strongly advocating for looking at whether the 

district essentially had two schools within one anyway. “There was not equity of 

opportunity in that school,” Connell told me.  

“This was a case where just segregating the information, and asking what 

percentage of kids were being proficient who were in the neighborhood section of the 

school, that was an important thing to do,” he told me. “To take those kids and say, they 

deserve something different because it ain’t working for them, that we were highly 

supportive of. But exactly how [the district] did it, that was their decision.” 

Cheryl Bradley, who was the District 1 trustee at the time and had two children 

attend LBJ, didn’t vote against the split, although she told me now she believes she 

should have. She said she was unconvinced by IRRE’s track record, but saw it as an 

opportunity to do something, especially with TEA eyeing both Reagan and LBJ due to 

low test scores. She also believed that LBJ failed to see any academic benefits from the 

magnet program. “You actually have people speaking of the diversity and the integration, 

and that always cracked me up, because you can have an integrated building but 

segregated classrooms, which is LBJ,” Bradley said. “So the building would be 

integrated, but the classrooms are segregated.” 

Patterson may have had a choice — or at least the illusion of one — in deciding 

whether LBJ and LASA would remain one school or separate. But he says he had no 

choice regarding the decision to physically separate the schools by floor, although he did 
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have a say in whether LBJ got the top or bottom. He was also resistant to the idea of 

having two separate administrations with two principals, or as he called it, “two kings of 

the castle.” But the choice was out of his hands. Still, Patterson said he was feeling good 

at this point. The three finalists for the LASA principal position had all been assistant 

principals under him when the two schools were one, and Patterson felt confident he 

could work with either of them. When Rene Sanchez won the job, he and Patterson 

traveled to an AISD administrative building to look at blueprints of the school and divvy 

up the campus. Patterson said he began thinking about Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, 

which places safety and security near the bottom of a pyramid of needs that leads to self-

actualization at the top. “I said, Rene, I’ll take the first floor,” Patterson said. “Because in 

my head I’m thinking, we have a tornado or a fire, I want be on the main floor. That’s a 

true statement.” 

For all that’s been made of the optics of the upstairs-downstairs divide, 

Patterson’s explanation seemed a bit anticlimactic, as well as nonsensical. Surely, I 

asked, he realized how it would look to have the magnet school on the top floor, and LBJ 

on the bottom. “I know now. I know what adults’ perception was,” Patterson said. 

“Seniors and juniors knew why at the time the decision was made. And then through all 

the smoke over the years, all these other stories came out.” 

According to Patterson, the arrangement soon became unequal in other ways. He 

remembers instances in which LBJ students were confronted while going up to the 

second floor, where both the library and a shared computer lab are located. He said this 

resulted in non-magnet students rarely using the library unless they were accompanied by 

a teacher or a class. There was also the matter of the newly separated student bodies, 
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many of whom had friends on the other floor. “Of course on both sides of the schools, 

kids were not liking this decision,” Patterson said. “There had been relationships built 

and I was feeling it. If I had known that was going to happen three years after I got there, 

I probably would have never gone. But it happened… As far as the separation, it never 

felt good. It never felt good at all.” 

During the 2007-08 school year, the first year LASA and LBJ existed as two 

distinct, co-located schools, each school had its own schedule, which posed additional 

challenges for the administrations. Patterson was fond of piping music through the 

speakers during the ten minute periods between classes, playing tunes from the likes of 

Jay-Z, Green Day, and Notorious B.I.G. “It wasn’t old folks music,” he assured me. He 

started receiving complaints from LASA teachers and administrators, particularly those 

in a downstairs area of LBJ referred to as “the dungeon,” which is the only classroom 

space occupied by LASA outside of the second floor and portables. “It got to the point 

where I didn’t care,” Patterson told me. “I was really looking out the last couple of years 

for my kids. Because I was forced into a situation that I didn’t want to be in and I just 

wanted to make the best of it.” 

Patterson knew many of the LASA students from the time when he presided over 

both magnet and non-magnet programs. He said the separation between the schools made 

the campus feel “claustrophobic.” It was “too striated, too black and too white,” he said. 

“I thought it was going backwards in time. It should not have happened, because when 

you look back at it, it’s a mostly, if nothing else, a middle class to a lower middle class, 

poverty-level split, if not ethnicity-wise. And it appeared ethnic-wise, because you didn’t 

have a lot of white kids at LBJ.” 
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 LBJ met state accountability standards in its first year as a standalone school. But 

in the second year after the split, LBJ’s math scores dropped below state standards, and 

the school was rated academically unacceptable. After three years of First Things First, 

the program ceased to exist at LBJ. Connell said the program can be expensive, and once 

the money from the Gates Foundation ran out, the program fizzled. LBJ was rated 

unacceptable again in the 2010-2011 school year. Citing the long hours and a desire to 

spend more time with his daughter, Patterson retired after the 2011-12 school year.  

I was curious to learn how Patterson, who so strongly opposed the separation 

between LBJ and LASA within a building, felt about LASA’s upcoming move. “The 

original intent was to integrate the environment back in the seventies, and it has shifted to 

those who have political power, parents who have political power and will,” he told me. 

“So because of that dynamic, I think it’s great for LASA to get its own space. I think LBJ 

just needs to do right by those kids in that environment.” 

Current LBJ principal Sheila Henry, who assumed the role after Patterson’s 

departure, arrived from Florida with little knowledge of the growing tensions between 

LBJ and LASA. She said learning about the history between LBJ and LASA was 

“baptism by fire.” That learning curve was compounded by internal struggles for space in 

an increasingly overcrowded building. “It’s been just almost like a tug of war in here so 

to speak about territory,” Henry told me. “Some days it gets to be a little overwhelming.” 

Henry said the connections with her students have kept her at LBJ. She is a 

devoted advocate for the school’s Early College High School program, a new school 

reform that began in her first year at LBJ. The program enables students to begin taking 

community college classes as freshmen and earn their associate’s degree by the time they 



 43 

graduate. And she doesn’t mince words when it comes to the situation at LBJ. “I think 

there’s segregation in this building, not just Austin,” Henry said. “I don’t know any other 

way to look at that. My kids feel that way, my families feel that way. The community 

feels that way. That’s just the nature of the beast in here. It’s set up that way, and I don’t 

get to change it.”
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Chapter 2: The bond 
 

 

Bond packages offer a unique way for school districts in Texas to circumvent the 

statewide recapture law laid out in Chapter 41 of the Texas Education Code. Dubbed the 

“Robin Hood” law, recapture takes a portion of tax revenue from property “rich” districts 

and redirects them to property “poor” districts. In districts with high property appraisal 

values, such as AISD, these payments can claim a substantial amount of the tax revenue 

that would otherwise go to needs within the originating district. Austin, with its surging 

property values and declining enrollment, remains the single largest payer of recapture 

payments in the state, accounting for just over 15 percent of the total $1.58 billion 

collected by the state in 2016, according to AISD’s official budget. In the 2017 fiscal 

year, AISD sent an estimated $533 million in local school taxes to the state, a number 

AISD estimates will climb to $658 million in 2018.  

Austin’s property values don’t tell the full story, however. Although appraisal 

values remain on an upward trajectory, 60 percent of AISD students meet the federal 

definition of poverty and are considered economically disadvantaged, according to 

AISD’s official budget. This student population is much needier (and therefore costlier) 

than the average district that is required to give back to the state. Austin also faced 

declining enrollment for the past five years straight, resulting in less funding from the 

state. At the time of writing this thesis, Austin ISD was staring at a $30 million budget 

shortfall, which Travis Zander, AISD’s budget and planning director, largely attributed to 

the staggering recapture payments in an interview with local television news station 

KXAN.1 
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It’s no surprise then that decision makers at AISD would be drawn to methods of 

raising cash without sending a sizable chunk of that money back to the state. That’s 

where bonds come in. Unlike tax dollars, school districts can keep all of the money raised 

by selling bonds. When a district gains voter approval to issue a bond, it essentially 

borrows the money while promising to pay back the principal, plus interest, once the 

bond matures. In cases of funding large projects, a bond package on election day offers 

an attractive option to school officials — provided they can garner the votes.  

*** 

The Austin school district’s current facility modernization efforts grew from the 

ashes of an $890 million bond package that went before voters in 2013 — an attempt that 

was widely regarded as a failure after only two of the four proposals in the bond passed.2 

The results were particularly shocking given that it was the first time in nearly 25 years 

that Austin voters turned down funding for school projects. The approved funds from the 

two successful proposals, totaling roughly $490 million, were enough for general upkeep 

and repairs on existing facilities, but fell short of putting in motion the kind of sweeping 

agenda that district administrators had planned. Prop. 1, designated for improving 

equipment and technology across the district, and Prop. 3, aimed at academic and 

building infrastructure renovations, both passed by slim margins. Meanwhile, the 

portions of the package dedicated to building new schools to address overcrowding and 

improving facilities for fine arts and Career and Technical Education (CTE) failed 

(although the proposition for new schools fell by less than 200 votes). In the aftermath, 

administrators were left with the sobering realization that their vision for the district had 
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failed to resonate with voters in the way they had hoped. It was clear that a similar 

approach in the future would yield just as unsavory results. 

By September 2015, the district had finished licking its wounds and begun setting 

the stage for the next bond election. The Board of Trustees appointed 18 citizens to form 

the Facilities and Bond Planning Advisory Committee, or FABPAC. The Board tasked 

the group with drafting a Facility Master Plan (FMP) that would guide the district for the 

next 25 years. This master plan, which was actually a massive update to the 2014 FMP, 

would then serve as the basis for determining which projects to include in a bond 

scheduled for a vote in 2017. 

To do this, members of the FABPAC conducted endless community meetings and 

consultations with architects and pored over facility assessments. Though it was heralded 

as a comprehensive plan for district facilities, the Facility Master Plan encompassed far 

more than mere brick-and-mortar. The debates and community engagement surrounding 

the plan featured wide-ranging discussions about teaching methods in the 21st century, 

how the needs of different communities might be prioritized and whether a concrete 

vision could begin to remedy some of the longstanding inequities in the district. Issues 

like diversity in schools, the divide between East and West Austin along I-35 and the 

surge in charter schools, particularly in East Austin, loomed large.  

The co-location of LASA and LBJ had long been problematic for district officials, 

who have often had to referee disputes relating to shared spaces and deal with the optics 

of the disparities in standardized testing scores between the schools. The prospects for 

any type of resolution with the schools sharing a campus looked slim, as both schools 

were busy setting the stage to drastically expand their offerings in the near future. On top 
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of its existing Early College program, LBJ had used some of the money from the 2013 

bond to begin Phase 1 of its Career Launch in Health Sciences program, which allows 

LBJ students to earn an associate’s degree during their time in high school and complete 

training for careers in health. LASA had just welcomed its largest freshman class to date, 

but was still turning away hundreds of applicants each year, many of whom were 

qualified to attend the school but were denied due to space constraints. Already, the 

growth of both LASA and LBJ meant that together, they utilized 11 portables to provide 

additional classroom space outside of the main building (the schools tied for the fourth 

highest number of portables in the district). In its budget for the fiscal year 2018, AISD 

estimates that LASA and LBJ will use 15 portables, which would move it to second 

among high schools in the district.  

Throughout the bond planning process, proponents of a move argued that a larger 

LASA at a new campus could both better serve gifted students within the district and help 

the school meet its diversity goals. The growth of LASA in particular meant that its 

relationship with LBJ had only become more strained; as the two schools jockeyed for 

space within one building, both ended up feeling slighted in one way or another. If any 

change could be made, now would be the time.  

Ann Phipps had already sent two children through LASA, with another currently 

enrolled at the school, when conversation picked up in earnest about relocating LASA as 

part of the Facility Master Plan. She is, by nature, far more interested in the big picture 

questions concerning the future of the school than in the day-to-day minutiae. At a 

meeting for freshman parents eight years ago that she attended, then-principal Rene 

Sanchez mentioned that he was grappling with a question of curriculum after the magnet 
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school’s split from LBJ. Would LASA become a school that provided a wide array of 

Advanced Placement classes, or would it craft its own unique curricula and ignore the 

College Board? 

“Obviously what’s happened is we’ve become an all AP school,” Phipps said. (In 

2017 alone, 756 LASA students combined to take 2,410 AP exams.) “But the question, to 

me, was interesting. That’s the kind of question I’m interested in. So I joined the CAC.” 

The CAC is short for the Campus Advisory Council, a select group of faculty, 

staff, parents and business and community representatives that convenes with the 

principal each month to discuss the direction of the school. Soon after joining, Phipps 

became president, a position she held for five years before stepping down at the start of 

the 2017-2018 school year.  

“The school’s profile was going up in the public sense,” Phipps says. “In the 

meantime, we were having, just, roommate issues. People need space for this, people 

need space for that. It seemed to us that the district was weighing in in a way that wasn’t 

favorable to LASA, and we felt like the underlying problem was that nobody at the 

district really understood what LASA was, and that the school board didn’t really 

understand what LASA was.” 

Parents and administrators at both LBJ and LASA shared their frustrations with 

the reliance upon district officials to adjudicate disagreements between the two schools, 

particularly those related to the use of shared spaces, such as the library or cafeteria, and 

classrooms. Miscommunications between LASA and LBJ sometimes led to both schools 

scheduling to use common spaces at the same time; LASA might plan to hold a faculty 

meeting in the library, only to arrive and learn that LBJ was already using it for student 
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testing. Space also became an increasingly precious commodity as LASA continued to 

accept more students each year, and LBJ began building out the Career Launch program. 

But the medical training that comes with the program requires room, including a 

gleaming new facility on the first floor with rows of hospital beds, life-sized dummies 

and a host of state-of-the-art medical equipment (the first phase for construction of the 

training facility was completed during the summer of 2017). That space, while necessary 

for advancing the program, also means less space for traditional classrooms in LBJ’s part 

of the building. 

Ever since LASA became an independent school in 2007, administrators and 

parents have sought guidance from the district on the school’s vision and mission. Today, 

the school’s website contains statements which make frequent references to the rigor the 

school provides across disciplines, and its aspirations as one of the top public high 

schools in the nation. Still, the district has yet to hand down its own vision for the school, 

or even issue a definitive stance on magnet schools in general. For starters, AISD’s 

definition of magnet schools differs from many other cities in the state. Cynthia 

Anderson, an at-large school board member, said programs like the International 

Baccalaureate program at Anderson High School, or the Fine Arts Academy at 

McCallum High School, would be considered magnets in a city such as Houston. But 

Austin uses the term “magnet” to narrowly define the schools that receive crosstown 

transportation: Kealing Middle School, Fulmore Middle School and LASA. Each of these 

schools uses a different model of magnet — LASA is the only one to operate as an 

entirely separate school — but Anderson said that over time, magnet schools have 

garnered a negative connotation among Austinites for their tendencies to promote 
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separation between magnet students and students zoned for the school. Anderson said the 

district has run up against these perceptions of magnet schools as it considers options for 

new offerings within Austin.  

“A lot of folks really, really dislike that term, and they get very nervous,” 

Anderson said. “They feel like magnet means segregation as opposed to academic 

opportunity. I don’t think there’s that negative connotation in other areas.” 

Phipps and other members of the LASA CAC felt that a concrete statement from 

the district could help guide decisions such as who gets to use which spaces within the 

building. But Phipps also understands why the district hasn’t felt the need to make such a 

statement. LASA is one of the most successful schools in the district when it comes to 

meeting state and federal testing standards. The vast majority of its seniors matriculate 

into college after graduating. This is a theme that crops up again and again in 

conversations with those involved with LASA in some capacity. LASA, with its growing 

national reputation and stellar track record, is no longer an experiment. It’s a proven 

success, and given that, people don’t want to mess with the model so much that LASA 

somehow loses that reputation. This was one of the main reasons that proposals to add a 

LASA duplicate in South Austin a few years earlier ultimately stalled, as parents and 

administrators feared they might devalue the school’s product by dividing faculty and 

students between two campuses. At the same time, many LASA parents felt the school 

had yet to reach its full potential within the confines of half a campus.  

The FMP, it seemed, offered a pathway to possibly reconcile many of these 

issues. Finding such a satisfactory solution, however, would be far from simple.  
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Dusty Harshman grew up in Northeast Dallas, where he says the K-12 public 

schools, by luck of geography, were largely socioeconomically and racially balanced. A 

bald, affable financial planner by trade, he is deeply passionate about public education. 

His home is zoned for Kealing Middle School, and his daughter, an eighth grader, 

currently attends the magnet program there. Before that, she attended Maplewood 

Elementary, a model of diversity within Austin ISD, where Harshman led the PTA and 

the CAC. As he began studying the schools in Northeast Austin, he soon realized that 

Maplewood was closer to an anomaly than the norm, especially in East Austin. 

“I kind of thought that was the way schools were trending,” Harshman said, 

referring to the diversity that underlined his personal experiences with public schools. 

“Obviously we’ve had generations of intentional desegregation rulings, but naively I 

thought more schools existed like the ones I grew up in, and as it turns out there are fewer 

and fewer, definitely over the last 20 years. It’s not something that’s happening naturally, 

for a variety of reasons.” 

Of the 25 years he’s lived in Austin, Harshman has spent the last 10 in the 

Mueller neighborhood, a 700-acre mixed-use development that was previously home to 

Austin’s airport in Northeast Austin. Harshman was one of the area’s pioneers — his was 

among the first 40 homes on the development, which has since grown to roughly 6,000 

households. Mueller’s affordable housing options provided the groundwork for a mixed-

income development, and the community has high hopes for an integrated living 

experience that melded families from all walks of life. Harshman wanted to see that type 

of integration manifest in public schools as well, so he began voicing his desire to 

engender more socioeconomic balance in Austin’s public schools.  
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“You say that enough publicly, eventually you get tapped on the shoulder by a 

trustee,” Harshman said.  

In September 2015, District 3 trustee Ann Teich nominated Harshman to serve as 

one of her two appointees to the FABPAC. At the same time, Harshman was also a part 

of an initiative called Imagine Northeast Austin. The project was meant to brainstorm 

uses for the Mueller development and a possible school site that could serve the area. As 

Harshman tells it, the conversation soon spread outward to encompass other issues in 

Northeast Austin. School district officials were interested in taking a broader focus, and 

started asking the small group about a range of topics, including LBJ and LASA. 

Eventually, Imagine Northeast Austin evolved into a series of meetings in the summer of 

2016 designed to integrate with the larger bond planning process. LASA and LBJ 

emerged as a high-profile issue. The situation, however, proved too complex to address in 

a series of summer meetings. At the end of the summer, in August, members of the 

planning committee voted to express their support for various proposals, including 

moving LASA to a stand-alone facility, but nearly just as many members gave a 

wholehearted endorsement to keeping LBJ and LASA together as did separating them. So 

the group opted to punt any sort of concrete plan down the line to the FABPAC. “We as a 

summer committee basically suggested back to the district that we should wait and see if 

the campuses could reconcile,” Harshman said. “I’m not sure that’s what the district 

wanted to hear at that point.” 

The FABPAC spent roughly its first year and a half developing the Facility 

Master Plan. Austin ISD hired consultants and engineers to guide the discussions and 

conduct detailed assessments of all the facilities in the district. The project was slow-
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going at first, Harshman says, mostly because it was so ambitious. Conversations ranged 

from the condition of an HVAC system to more nuanced issues, such as the fate of 

several chronically under-enrolled schools on the east side. On the one hand, the future of 

LBJ and LASA was a question of space and available facilities. On the other, it was a 

monumental decision with implications that, by virtue of LASA’s high-profile status and 

widespread constituency, would reverberate across the district.  

LASA parents and staff, in conversation with the FABPAC and other community 

members, kicked around a host of ideas for what to do with the magnet school. There was 

an idea to construct another building on the LBJ campus, which would reduce the use of 

portables but do little to address the conflicts of having two administrations on the same 

campus. Another option considered opening a satellite campus for LASA’s freshmen to 

relieve overcrowding, but that proposal faced similar barriers. Eventually, says Phipps, it 

became clear that moving LASA to another location would be the most viable option.  

Members of the FABPAC were unable to reach a consensus on whether LASA 

should separate from LBJ for good. But ultimately the group voted to include in the FMP 

a recommendation for LASA to relocate. “I came to believe that LASA’s presence at LBJ 

was not productive and actually potentially harming LBJ students,” Harshman said. “And 

therefore I voted with this group for a potential future that was brighter for LBJ. That’s 

not a cop out. I still firmly believe that. It’s not easy. It’s one of those things that was, in 

my mind, 51-49.” 

 Its inclusion in the master plan marked a significant step toward making LASA’s 

relocation a reality, but most of the details regarding the plan had yet to be ironed out. 

Chief among them: Where exactly would the school go? The FMP left this unclear, 
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specifying only that LASA would move to an existing AISD site or a “more centrally 

located site with a 1,600 student capacity.” 

A common complaint among LASA parents — particularly a vocal portion of 

families from Southwest Austin — is the travel time from home to school. Many students 

wake up long before the 8:30 a.m. start time to account for the daily slog through Austin 

traffic. School buses, which also stop at Kealing middle school before continuing to 

LASA, can arrive as early as 6 a.m. for students who live in far South Austin. A new 

location would need to be within 20 miles of every elementary school in the district, and 

ideally would offer a more central location than LBJ. Another group had spent months 

developing recommendations for a possible magnet school in Southwest Austin, but those 

recommendations were ultimately not included in the Facility Master Plan. Instead, the 

FABPAC, in conjunction with AISD’s Office of Teaching and Learning, decided to 

eventually grow LASA to 2,000 seats rather than expand magnet options in another part 

of the city. At a board meeting in April 2017, Edmund Oropez, chief officer for teaching 

and learning in AISD, dubbed this a “super magnet.” Gordon questioned whether this 

magnet might be just as hard to for black and brown kids to get into as LASA is 

currently. Oropez replied that under LASA’s new admissions criteria and with a sharp 

rise in the number of available seats, the school could aggressively pursue increasing the 

number of blacks and Latinos enrolled at LASA.   

LASA parents in favor of the move were adamant that the new LASA high school 

must also be comprehensive. In other words, LASA parents didn’t want their new home 

to just be “a nerd school” that focused solely on rigorous academics. They envisioned a 

campus that could house athletics, fine arts and clubs, essentially the same benefits that 
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cohabitation with LBJ provided — without the headache of balancing the competing 

interests of two different schools. “The CAC’s evolved position was, we will stay or we 

will go,” Phipps said. “But we need to stay as a comprehensive high school, because we 

feel deeply that your opportunities to play baseball are as important as the opportunity to 

take multivariable calculus, and that you wouldn’t necessarily come to us if you couldn’t 

play baseball.” 

 There was also the question of what LBJ would do with the extra space after 

LASA leaves. With full use of the facility, LBJ’s capacity stood to increase from 902 to 

1842. The FMP specified that the additional space could be used for other community or 

district uses, including a community health clinic at which students in the Career Launch 

could gain hands-on training. With this in mind, the FABPAC, in conjunction with the 

administration, estimated a capacity of 1,000 students as a reasonable adjustment. All of 

these factors remained to be sorted out during the bond planning phase.  

On March 17, 2017, the FABPAC presented its FMP update to the school board. 

Gordon expressed his fear that the adjustments in capacity expectations for LBJ were 

meant to hide the fact that LBJ would be significantly underutilized without LASA on 

campus. This could expose LBJ to closure, or “consolidation” in district parlance, if the 

building became chronically under-enrolled. FABPAC members assured him that was not 

the intent. Still, Gordon was skeptical about the idea. “If we think about the history of 

this school district, and we think about the history of removing magnet programs from 

schools and what we’ve ended up with, it’s not a pretty story,” Gordon said, alluding to 

the fate of Johnston High after the Liberal Arts Academy’s departure.  
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Relocating LASA also meant that both of the remaining comprehensive high 

schools in Gordon’s district — Reagan Early College High School and LBJ — would 

have populations of more than 90 percent black and Latino students. “Reagan is 93 

percent black and Latino, LBJ is 96 percent black and Latino,” Gordon said. “I’m going 

to end up with a high school population that is basically black and Latino. I love blacks 

and Latinos, but segregation is an issue in this town. LBJ was blessed with LASA — and 

it’s a mixed blessing — at least in part to help deal with the diversity problem in our 

district. So we’re moving backwards, from my perspective.” 

A week later, on April 3, the trustees prepared to vote to approve the FMP and 

move on to the bond planning stage. Gordon submitted two significant amendments to 

the FMP. The first proposed a magnet school for each quadrant of the district, which he 

said would provide greater access to top-tier high school learning across the district. 

Second, he proposed that the district build additional facilities on the LBJ campus to 

ensure that LBJ and LASA can both grow while continuing to share a campus. Both 

measures failed. In the end, the board voted 6-3 to approve the FMP, with Gordon 

and  District 6 trustee Paul Saldaña (the only two people of color on the board at the time) 

and District 2 trustee Jayme Mathias opposed. It was time to build a bond.  

*** 

Consultants identified more than $5 billion of need across the school district after 

assessing the current facilities. As administrators stressed time and time again, the 2017 

bond was to be merely the first step in addressing a lengthy list of needs, which would be 

included in future bonds. The board now needed to decide which projects to include in 

the current bond, and then call for a timely election to vote on the bond. Already, 
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administrators and bond planning committee members had trouble making the list 

comprehensive enough to touch all corners of the 83,000-student district while also 

avoiding a tax rate increase. For much of the bond planning, administrators pegged this 

threshold at $1 billion. Any amount over that would likely trigger the tax rate increase 

and limit the attractiveness of the bond for voters who already complained about rising 

taxes in Austin. Many East Austin residents, particularly a PAC formed in opposition of 

the bond called Save East Austin Schools, were wary of a bond plan that would use the 

consolidation of schools, and the subsequent sale of that land, in order to pay down some 

of the bond and make the price more manageable.    

With the mountain of projects on the table, including $4 billion of deferred 

maintenance across the district, there appeared to be little room in the bond for a brand 

new LASA campus. As late as June 5, the Austin school board was still publicly 

considering allocating $125 million to LASA for a new high school, among a range of 

options, but the location of such a campus was still undetermined. With the squeeze on to 

limit the overall price tag of the bond to less than $1 billion, the board faced tough 

decisions in deciding which projects would stay and which would be shuffled further 

down the line for a future bond. Board work sessions slowed to a snail’s pace as trustees 

began making cuts, going line by line to question the merits of each project as they 

endeavored to trim roughly half a billion dollars in projects from the list. It appeared 

highly unlikely that the trustees could justify allotting more than 10 percent of the bond 

dollars solely to a new campus for LASA, especially in light of the district’s policy of 

prioritizing projects according to “worst first” conditions. 
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By the time the school board finalized the list of projects three weeks later, 

LASA’s prospects of getting its own campus had seen a dramatic reversal. On June 26, 

the school board voted to call for a $1.05 billion bond election in November, having 

managed to offset additional costs with the sale of land and leftover bond funds to avoid a 

tax rate increase. In the weeks prior to that vote — a time period that equated to the 

eleventh hour of deliberations — a new plan for LASA had emerged. It involved a 

shuffling of East Austin high schools that one Austin Chronicle writer dubbed “the East 

Side Switcheroo.” The first prong of the plan called for Eastside Memorial and 

International High School,i both of which are housed on the former Johnston campus, to 

move to a brand new building at the Old Anderson site. In theory, this would satisfy both 

the need for Eastside to “right-size,” i.e. occupy a campus with a capacity that matches its 

enrollment, and the strong desire expressed by Original Anderson alumni and community 

members to see a use of that space for educational purposes that benefited the 

surrounding area. LASA would then move to the vacant Eastside Memorial campus, 

which currently has a capacity of 1,600 students but could expand to accommodate 2,000 

in the future. Lastly, LBJ would continue to build out its health sciences offerings with 

the second phase of its Career Launch program and the addition of a health professions 

magnet school that would be available to transfer students from across the district.  

It was a feat of policy maneuvering, a plan that managed to piece together the 

puzzles of LBJ, LASA and Eastside while garnering support from the influential group of 

Old Anderson alumni, who had spent decades advocating for a use of the space that 

honored the history of their former high school. It was also highly controversial — 

                                                             
i International High School is the district’s school for students who have recently arrived in the 
United States, and prepares them to transition to their home high schools. 
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several AISD administrators would later tell me that it was easily the most controversial 

piece of the bond. For proponents of the plan, it was an opportunity to solve issues at all 

three of the high schools while securing the future of Eastside Memorial. But for those 

who opposed the last-minute proposal — many of whom lived on the east side — it was 

yet another example of the district uprooting minority communities without first seeking 

their input, primarily to serve the needs of more affluent, white constituents.  

The school board meeting on June 19 was supposed to be a relatively quick affair 

to approve the final list of projects and call for a bond election, but minutes became hours 

as the board debated the list of projects and community members provided feedback on 

the new tripartite proposal for LASA, LBJ, and Eastside. As the meeting drew to a close, 

Gordon made a motion to separate the bond into two propositions, making the LASA, 

Eastside and LBJ projects into their own bond proposal. But the motion failed, and the 

board approved a final project list, which included the school relocations, subject to 

amendment at a later meeting on June 26. At that meeting, the board would make the 

final call for a bond election.  

The addition of Eastside Memorial to the bond, especially in such a high-profile 

manner, was a surprise turn. Originally, renovations to Eastside had been scheduled to be 

included in a second bond later on in the district’s timeline. The newly proposed move 

raised a multitude of questions and objections from Eastside stakeholders, though 

uncertainty is nothing new for the school’s community. Eastside and its predecessor, 

Johnston High, have faced threats of closure practically every year since the departure of 

the Liberal Arts Academy in 2002. The school has struggled to overcome low enrollment 

and high turnover among its administration. The district said the reshuffling would put an 
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end to these constant fears. It would also put an end to the upstairs-downstairs 

comparisons between LBJ and LASA, and the tensions that accompanied the shared 

campus. LASA, on its own campus, could grow to its desired levels, eventually reaching 

2,000 students. Some hoped that the new amount of seats would allow LASA to become 

more diverse as well, opening seats for students from around the district.  

The swiftness of the proposal gave many Eastside Memorial community members 

the distinct feeling that, like much of East Austin in the tumultuous years of 

desegregation and resegregation, they were once again at the mercy of plans in which 

they did not have a say. On June 20, the day after the marathon school board meeting in 

which the board solicited input and debated the list of projects in the bond, community 

members filled the cafeteria at Eastside Memorial for a meeting hastily arranged by 

Austin Voices for Education and Youth, an organization that partners with the district to 

facilitate community engagement. Superintendent Paul Cruz, who presided over the 

meeting and fielded questions from the audience, emphasized that the district had not yet 

officially solidified the final list of projects that would be included in the bond, and that 

the people in attendance still could influence whether the district included the new plan 

for Eastside in the bond. But it was clear that many community members in the room felt 

the decision had already been made without their voices being heard.  

“The thinking is backwards,” said Frank Martinez, a 1964 graduate of Johnston, 

as he addressed the room during his allotted time to speak. “People of color moving 

because we need space for the white people. That’s been the case for so many decisions 

here in Austin and all around the country. We have been pushed around because we’re 
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brown and black. I hate to put it that bluntly, but it’s the plain truth. Why not leave things 

the way they are and improve the school?” 

 Community members largely pushed back against the narrative of Eastside 

Memorial as an underperforming, vastly under-enrolled school. Their comments revealed 

a community that has maintained a deep attachment to the school, despite the changes it 

has undergone as Johnston and now Eastside. After years of failing to meet state 

accountability standards, Eastside has met the standards in each of the last three years. 

Several cited the school’s small size as one of its greatest assets, allowing more personal 

relationships between students, teachers and administrators. Instead of moving Eastside, 

several community members suggested that the district invest in Eastside at its current 

location. Eastside currently has a health sciences program of its own, and community 

members voiced their hopes that the school could be the site of expanded medical 

program offerings. The school also has an auto repairs shop they would want students to 

continue to have access to even if they are on a different campus. And some voiced 

skepticism that the district would even follow through on its promises.  

 “Leave this community alone,” one Eastside parent urged Superintendent Cruz, 

her voice rising. “We’re succeeding. You put us up to the challenge, and these kids are 

succeeding. They’re proud to be part of this school. So why do you want to keep messing 

with us?” 

Bertha Delgado, a resident of East Austin who helped form a PAC called Save 

East Austin Schools to oppose the bond, said in the June 20 meeting that she doesn’t have 

anything against LASA in particular, but “just to tell you a fact, the percentage there of 

minority children does not meet the percentage of the Anglos. What is that? What do we 
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call that? We live in a segregated city, and we’re being gentrified here in East Austin, and 

this is a part of gentrification.” Peggy Vasquez, co-founder of Save East Austin Schools, 

later told the Austin American-Statesman that moving Eastside and replacing it with 

mostly-white LASA, while locating Eastside, Reagan and LBJ — each school more than 

90 percent black and Latino — all in District 1, amounted to “blatant segregation.”3  

 By all accounts, the plan to move LASA to Eastside began with Cynthia 

Anderson, an at-large school board trustee whose daughter graduated from LASA in 

2015. She said it was during several conversations over the course of a few days in late 

May that she came up with the idea, starting with a solution for Eastside that would also 

provide for a new school on the Old Anderson campus. After the original Anderson 

school closed, the district converted the site into the Alternative Learning Center, where 

students with social and disciplinary challenges are sent. Anderson said the fact that 

students there are disproportionately black and male added insult to injury for the 

community. A new high school, with space to recognize the legacy of the original 

Anderson High School, could both invigorate and provide healing for that community. 

She said she soon began soliciting feedback from community groups, staff members and 

PTAs. Anderson said the limited amount of community engagement prior to the June 19 

board meeting was due to time constraints, not attempts to push through a proposal 

without community input.  

Anderson acknowledged that a fair amount of the opposition to Eastside’s 

relocation came from Johnston alumni, many of whom still refer to the building by its 

former name and retain a deep attachment to the school’s location and its place in the 

community. Anderson is cognizant of that history, as well as the pain that lingers from 
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Johnston’s forced closure in 2008. But she also told me that the proposal to move 

Eastside to the Old Anderson site aims to right some of those wrongs, not perpetuate 

them. “It’s fair to say that east side communities have been historically marginalized,” 

Anderson said. “I wish they could see that this is not another attempt to do that. It’s 

honestly an attempt to provide stability and sustainability for those schools.” 

Plagued by severe budget constraints and rising recapture payments each year, the 

Austin district is in “a world of financial hurt,” according to Anderson, with little hope of 

seeing legislative relief anytime soon. Anderson argues that the bond represents 

Eastside’s best chance at reaping the benefits of a brand new campus as the school 

district weighs the future of Eastside and similarly under-enrolled schools.  

For Eastside, the new location at the original Anderson site will allow students 

access to nearby Austin Community College Campus and Huston-Tillotson University, a 

historically black university. Students at Eastside, which launched its own Early College 

High School program in the fall, could easily attend community college classes en route 

to earning their associate’s degree before graduating high school. As for LBJ, Anderson 

envisions the magnet health program building upon the current science and health 

offerings in addition to the Career Launch program. While LBJ, based on current 

enrollment figures, would fill less than half of the building’s capacity without LASA, 

Anderson said that the district would likely pursue other forms of community 

partnerships to fill space in the school if the health sciences program fails to draw 

students as hoped.  

The story of Johnston and Eastside is nothing if not a cautionary tale of what can 

happen when a magnet school leaves without a solid plan for improving its former host 
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school. But LBJ parents and administrators I talked to were largely confident in the LBJ’s 

ability to survive without LASA. “I think LBJ at this particular point can do what 

Johnston could not do,” former District 1 trustee Cheryl Bradley told me. “Johnston did 

not have the infrastructure to support the removal of the Liberal Arts Academy. LBJ 

does. LBJ is going to be awesome without it.”  

Jennifer Nicole Hawkins, the Science Academy alumna who graduated from LBJ 

in 2000, started a petition on change.org calling for the reunification and reintegration of 

LBJ and LASA. The petition was written on behalf of (and designed to be signed by) 

graduates of both the Science Academy and comprehensive education programs from the 

1980s to the early 2000s. “We are proof that the embedded magnet program, in its 

original format, was successful and should be reinstated as soon as possible,” the petition 

reads. The petition garnered 584 supporters, many of whom commented on how their 

education on the shared campus had positive effects beyond the classroom. “My success 

in life is due in no small part to the education received from both in [sic] Academy and 

comprehensive school classes and friendships formed between students of both programs 

at every level,” went one fairly typical comment.  

Hawkins told me she wrote a letter from Washington, D.C. to Superintendent Pat 

Forgione to urge him not to split LBJ and LASA in 2007. Her younger brother graduated 

from LASA in 2013, and she’s followed the situation at the school ever since she 

graduated from LBJ. “The petition was kind of the last piece of over a decade of trying to 

say, don’t keep going down this road,” she said. 

Gordon was also strongly against LASA moving from the LBJ campus. But he 

said his opposition to the move was basically defeated when Anderson and Cruz secured 



 65 

support from the older black voters in his district, who make up a significant portion of 

his constituency.  

“I think a lot of the LBJ folks are not that upset to have LASA leave because the 

adults on that campus, between LASA and LBJ, allowed the situation to get so toxic, and 

basically the AISD administration in a failure of leadership as far as I’m concerned, 

allowed that to happen,” Gordon told me. “I think a lot of LBJ folks, particularly 

community folks, think it’s fine.” 

In the final list of projects, presented on June 26, the district allocated $4 million 

to renovate the Johnston campus and relocate LASA there, $22 million for the second 

stage of LBJ’s Career Launch and the new health sciences magnet, and $80 million to 

build a new campus for Eastside Memorial and International High School at the original 

Anderson site. Gordon, partly swayed by the provision of funds for a new northeast 

middle school that would stave off charter schools in the area, ultimately voted in favor 

of calling for a bond election, and for the bond itself. 

 “As problematic as I think a lot of the decisions were, my basic position is I’m in 

favor of public education. I think it’s the best way to provide an equitable and good 

education to our communities,” Gordon told me. “And so to come out against the bond 

and risk not getting it passed would have been a really huge blow to public education in 

this area.”  

 If Austin voters felt the same way in November, LASA and LBJ would part ways 

for good.  

 
*** 
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The plan to relocate LASA soon became a flash point in the bond. Over the 

course of the summer and into the fall, Save East Austin Schools staged protests and 

media conferences to speak out against what they perceived as inequities in the list of 

projects, and the district geared up for the election with another round of community 

engagement meetings and informational sessions. But in the midst of all of this, I also 

encountered reminders that LASA and LBJ, despite their unique situation, resemble any 

other high school in many respects. On the first day of school in August, LBJ and LASA 

students began their day at the same time, an attempt at unification that had been 

suggested by a working group of students the previous year. In October, students from 

both schools attended the same homecoming dance, which was organized by both LBJ 

and LASA student councils. And on Friday nights, LBJ and LASA students continued to 

cheer on their football team with fanatical devotion. 

The school’s long-standing rivalry against Reagan, although still cherished by 

alumni and community members, has waned over the last decade and a half. Stubbornly 

low standardized test scores and a loss of enrollment have combined to diminish 

Reagan’s football team, a program that once regularly competed for state titles and, at the 

peak of a dynasty that lasted well into the 1990s, was declared the national champion by 

Richard Nixon in 1970. Today, the McCallum Knights serve as the Jaguars’ primary foes. 

The two schools compete regularly for district titles across sports, and the annual football 

game between the two is nearly always the best-attended.  

On a night in late September, just a little over a month before the bond vote, the 

two schools faced off once again at Nelson Field, the football stadium just across the 

street from Reagan. If the bond were to pass, the days of this rivalry may also be 
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numbered, at least in its current form. As it stands today, students in the magnet program 

provide much of the vitriol for the rivalry, although there’s certainly no love lost between 

the athletes for either school. Many LASA students had either grown up with or 

previously attended middle school at Kealing or Fulmore with students now at 

McCallum’s Fine Arts Academy, a high school program that also requires an application 

for admittance but is not considered a magnet by the district, and therefore does not 

provide busing for students outside of the school’s attendance zone. LASA also provides 

the added enrollment numbers to LBJ necessary to reach the 1,150 student threshold that 

qualifies the Jaguars to compete in the University Interscholastic League’s 5-A division 

(a magnet health program, or the Career Launch program, could also possibly lift LBJ 

into that range in the future). Although a few LBJ fans, usually magnet students, wear 

LASA shirts to the game, most wear LBJ shirts or other purple attire, and all consider 

themselves to be Jaguars. It’s a reminder that although these students remain separate 

throughout most of their days on the same campus — and indeed, LBJ and LASA 

students tend to mostly sit with members of their own school at games — there are also 

many things that they share, that both student bodies call their own.  

When I drove up to the stadium a few minutes after kickoff, the wide expanse of 

parking spaces was full, and cars were circling like buzzards. I parked in a secluded 

corner and took my place at the end of the ticket line, which snaked around the fence that 

surrounds the field. From the parking lot, I could hear the shrieks and cheers of the fans, 

and the deep tones of LBJ’s renowned marching band.  

The game itself was a mostly back-and-forth affair, infused with the drama that 

usually accompanies the year’s biggest rivalry. With two minutes remaining and the 
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Jaguars trailing, 38-33, LBJ stuffed McCallum’s offense on third down to force a punt. 

LBJ began slowly trudging down the field toward the end zone, weathering penalty flags 

that made the two minutes feel like an eternity. Then, a miracle. The LBJ quarterback 

heaved a deep pass with 30 seconds left, which the receiver cradled safely to the ground 

to bring the Jaguars within scoring range.  The crowd of Jaguar fans reached a fever 

pitch. An LBJ assistant coach climbed atop one of the benches and began frantically 

waving his arms to quiet the crowd and make it easier for his players on the field to hear 

the coaches and each other. The final seconds of the game were a mass of confusion, 

panic, joy, and mostly hysteria. On the last down of the game, the LBJ quarterback 

connected with a wide receiver for a completion at the goal line. But the receiver was 

brought down just short of a touchdown, and the McCallum side of the stadium erupted 

in cheers as time expired. McCallum players bounded across the field, rejoicing. The 

Jaguar players dejectedly waited for the LBJ school song to play before exiting the field. 

After the game, I met with Rob Kohler, a parent of three LASA students. I 

recognized Kohler from the community engagement meeting at Eastside Memorial, 

where he passionately argued for LASA to remain on the LBJ campus. “Man, wasn’t that 

something?” He grinned, gesturing at the field. Kohler told me that when his oldest son 

was a seventh grader at Kealing, he began talking about continuing on to LASA, a 

common conversation for students at the middle school’s magnet program. So the first 

thing they did was start attending LBJ football games. “My most prized possession is my 

children, so I watched everything,” he told me. Kohler and his family began following 

Jaguar football in the midst of an historic run in which the team reached the State 

Quarterfinals. “We came to every game, and it was just magical.” 
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Kohler told me his children wouldn’t have chosen LASA over their neighborhood 

school option Austin High if the magnet school didn’t share a campus and sports with 

LBJ. Today, his oldest son, a sophomore, is a quarterback on the JV squad and also plays 

varsity baseball. Of his younger twins, both boys, one plays in the band, the other reports 

on the football team for a local high school sports website, and both also play baseball. “I 

very consciously made the decision with my children that this is where they’re going to 

come and get to compete academically in a very rigorous environment, and you get to 

compete and learn from the best athletes,” Kohler told me. “It’s just a wonderful melting 

pot.” 

With the bond vote looming, Kohler unequivocally voiced his opposition to 

LASA moving. “I think it’s perfect,” Kohler said of the shared LASA and LBJ campus. 

“I couldn’t pay the largest amount of money to put my children in a better situation, 

where it’s just absolutely perfect. You’ve got the best band in town, you’ve got what I 

consider the best athletes in town, and it’s just a perfect situation. And why somebody 

would want to break that apart is beyond me.”  

Kohler was aware of the tensions surrounding LASA and LBJ’s shared campus. 

But he also knew what LBJ means to the community in which generations of families 

have walked its halls, and recognizes that to a large extent, LASA students and families 

are guests there. “And if you have that respect, you know, I’ve been welcomed with 

loving arms,” Kohler said. “The room is big enough for all types of opinions, and I 

realize some people have strong opinions there. But the LBJ community and the people 

there have done nothing but welcome my boys and my family and me with open arms. I 
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don’t know whether you would have that type of reaction if there weren’t solid, 

wonderful folks here.” 

Such displays of school spirit and unity were enough to give pause to even the 

staunchest supporters of a LASA move, it seemed. When I talked to Ann Phipps the next 

day, she wavered a moment as she considered the previous evening. “You know, there’s 

some mixed bag stuff here,” Phipps said. Ultimately, she told me, the rapid growth of 

LASA had made its cohabitation with LASA a burden for both schools. “I think when 

you become the elephant, and you’ve got 1200, 1300 right now, and the host is 750, the 

balance is just not positive for everybody, regardless of the mix of who’s in which 

program,” Phipps said. 

 Athletics may be one of the few things that continues to unite LBJ and LASA, but 

it’s also nearly impossible to ignore the fact that certain activities are obviously skewed 

toward one school or the other. The band, although some LBJ students participate, is 

primarily composed of LASA students. Football and basketball players are mostly LBJ 

students, with almost no LASA students at the varsity level. The swim team, which 

practices off-campus before school starts, is almost exclusively LASA students. While 

there are certainly exceptions, the perception remains. 

Hawkins told me that around the time of the 2007 split, she remembers some 

people complaining that the magnet school continuing to share sports teams with LBJ 

was, to a certain extent, exploitative of the athletic talent of the comprehensive school. 

“Like, oh we’re going to split it up, you have your own classes, LASA, your own school, 

and we’re not going to let you even come upstairs unless you have a pass to the library… 

but we’ll still cheer you on at football and get to go to regionals or something and act like 
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we would have a football team if we were just LASA,” Hawkins said. “So kind of 

splitting it up where it’s convenient.” 

The near consensus among those that I talked to is that LASA, as its own school, 

would have an abysmal football team, at least at first. But LASA parents and 

administrators were also insistent that the school will have a football team. Some also 

thought the split could present an opportunity for students in both schools to participate in 

activities that had been perceived as either mostly LBJ or mostly LASA.  

On a later day, I asked Kohler how he reconciled his opposition to the bond — 

largely because of the proposition to separate LBJ and LASA — with the fact that the 

bond would address glaring needs in other parts of the district. Schools like Ann Richards 

required extensive repairs in an aging building, and students at T.A. Brown Elementary 

were going to school exclusively in portables after their main building was deemed 

uninhabitable. “How do I feel about voting for the issue that affects me personally? One 

hundred percent okay,” Kohler replied. The district, Kohler said, had its own analysis to 

estimate the bond that would have the greatest chance of passing, and they opted to lump 

everything together. “It’s a gamble on their part, and it’s not going to blind me.” 
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Chapter 3: The future 
 

 

On election night in early November, members of the FABPAC, a few school 

board trustees, political consultants and other proponents of the bond crowded into a 

private room inside Cover 3, an upscale sports bar and grill down the street from the 

Austin ISD headquarters on West 6th street. A few patrons in the main bar area watched 

as the Spurs dueled the Los Angeles Clippers in an early season matchup. But inside the 

room, the flat screen televisions on either side of the room were firmly affixed to the 

local news channel. The polls had just closed, and the room of bond supporters waited in 

eager anticipation for the coming results.  

Dusty Harshman, dressed in a Kealing Middle School t-shirt adorned with an 

“Our Kids, Our Schools, Our Future” sticker, clutched a glass of wine in one hand and 

his cell phone in another. He tapped the button to refresh the Travis County elections web 

page, which had yet to display any news on his screen. “I’ll probably be doing this all 

night,” he said.  

Shortly after 7 p.m., a cheer broke out through the crowd as new numbers flashed 

across the bottom of the television. Early voting showed a commanding 68-32 lead for 

the bond, far better than many in the audience had dared to hope for. Initial turnout for 

the bond had been, as expected, dismally low in an offseason election that contained no 

major political seats. But the district had clearly improved in the area of communicating 

the need for a bond in this election cycle.  

Even before the early voting results were released, there was a sense in the room 

that this time, things would be different. For many of the people in the audience, the bond 
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had become something of a second job over the past year. Harshman estimates he spent 

tens of hours each week at a combination of community engagement meetings, FABPAC 

meetings and a host of other bond planning activities. Mark Grayson, a FABPAC 

member and LASA parent who had also spent several years as a member of LASA’s 

CAC, noted that previous bond committees lacked continuity among members once the 

bond went to a vote. He said once the bond either passed or didn’t, those on the bond 

planning committee largely went their separate ways.  For his part, Grayson is looking to 

change that, and plans to renew his two year FABPAC membership in July. The FMP, 

Grayson reminded me, is a roadmap that they will be constantly updating and 

incorporating into future bonds.  

Around 8 p.m., school board president Kendall Pace stood on top of a chair to 

thank the FABPAC members in the room. Pace was ebullient as she pointed out the 

unprecedented success of the school bond. “This has been done totally different than 

bonds past, and I think it’s shown,” she said. She acknowledged that in Bastrop and 

Buda, two nearby school districts, the school bonds had failed, despite asking for far less 

than AISD’s $1 billion. “We took a risk,” she said. After months of doubt and contention, 

it now seemed almost certain that that risk would soon pay off. 

By the time Superintendent Cruz arrived later that evening, dressed in a black V-

neck shirt, a checkered suit jacket and pink handkerchief, the tone of the watch party was 

celebratory. Cruz embraced FABPAC members and trustee members. Another cheer 

broke out when Nicole Conley Johnson, the AISD chief financial officer, entered the 

room. As architect of the district’s finances, Conley Johnson had faced the daunting task 

of making a $1.05 billion asking price palatable to voters, who were wary of anything 
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even remotely resembling a property tax hike in a city that was already facing 

affordability issues. Now, that $1 billion tag no longer seemed like much of a liability, 

and more a point of pride. “A billion dollars!” one attendee proclaimed incredulously.  

An hour dragged by with no new results. Cruz settled behind a table with a full 

view of the television screen. AISD associate superintendent of high schools Craig 

Shapiro, assuming the bond’s passage was all but certain, said his goodbyes and left. 

Harshman, though still checking his phone religiously for updates, pointed out that the 

political consultants had already taken their pictures and, satisfied with the state of the 

results, departed. This surely boded well for the bond.  

The next round of results, released around 9:30 p.m., surpassed even the lofty 

expectations set by the early voting margins. The bond had garnered more than 70 

percent of the vote, and the celebration could now begin in earnest. The last time voters 

had shown such resounding support for an AISD bond was in 2008, when three bonds 

had passed with similar levels of support.  

Barbara Spears-Corbett and Pamela McCullough, leaders of the Old Anderson 

Alumni group, took satisfaction in the fact that a comprehensive high school would now 

stand at the site of their alma mater. Since the school’s closure in 1971, alumni had 

fought for another school to be located in that community. After an ill-fated suggestion to 

move LASA to the Old Anderson site, which ended up being a political non-mover, 

proponents of the bond eventually found allies in Spears-Corbett, McCullough and many 

others in the Anderson Alumni group with the proposal to relocate Eastside instead. As it 

became clear the bond would pass, Spears-Corbett embraced Kendall Pace. Live news 
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cameras turned to the room in Cover 3, and chants of “Austin ISD!” again rang out across 

the room.  

In the end, 66,559 Austinites cast their votes, with 72 percent in favor of the bond 

and 28 percent against. Travis County election data shows that the highest voter turnout 

east of I-35 was concentrated in northeast Austin’s Mueller, Cherrywood, and Windsor 

Park neighborhoods. This was no surprise — the area, like much of northeast Austin, 

stood to benefit from a new, 800-student middle school included in the bond that would 

be built in the Mueller development. District 1 trustee Ted Gordon pushed for the middle 

school in order to stave off charter schools in the area. These neighborhoods are also 

among the most expensive and rapidly gentrifying neighborhoods in East Austin. The 

three precincts that encompass this area were the only precincts east of I-35 to report total 

voter turnout of more than 20 percent. In contrast, 47 precincts west of I-35 reported 

voter turnout of more than 20 percent, and nine reported more than 30 percent.  

Rob Kohler was resigned in his appraisal of the bond results. In the end, he was 

left with the sense that middling turnout among average Austinites, coupled with strong 

supporters turning out in droves, led to the bond’s passage. And he admits that his own 

vote was probably cancelled out by that of his wife. “I’m glad my boys will be gone by 

the time they move [LASA],” he told me. “I think it’s a big mistake.” 

For Hawkins, the news was devastating. “It still is, to the point of tears, which I 

know sounds dramatic and overly emotional,” she told me in February, several months 

after the election. “There are not enough words to explain what you’re breaking up. If 

you read the comments on the petition, so many of the white students are like, I’m not 
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scared of people who are different because I learned it at 13 and 14 years old. And it 

mattered.”  

The passage of the bond, although it would allow for the continued expansions of 

both LBJ and LASA, opened up its own host of logistical challenges for LBJ and LASA. 

For one, administrators now face the prospect of relocating an entire school, and divvying 

up equipment that is used by both schools. LASA and LBJ have also come to rely upon 

shared staff in some respects. According to the 2018 staffing guidelines for AISD, LASA 

and LBJ share a librarian, athletic trainer, security guards, custodians, on top of the 

athletics coaches and fine arts teachers that teach students of both schools. Fine arts 

teachers in particular are left in a state of limbo until administrators decide who will 

accompany LASA and who will remain with LBJ. And while many LASA parents had 

advocated for the move to Eastside, few if any were actually familiar with the conditions 

and specifications of the building. Would the band room support a band of LASA’s size? 

What about their science rooms? These were just some of the extensive questions that 

LASA administrators and teachers needed to answer.  

Both schools face the challenge of crafting their own identities once they have a 

campus all to themselves. LBJ will retain the Jaguar mascot, the school colors, and the 

school song. These are all things that LASA will need to create for itself, despite the fact 

that both current students and alumni have strong attachments to the LBJ identity and 

campus.  

But other LBJ brands that predate the Science Academy’s arrival, such as The 

Stetson and The Liberator (the names of the school yearbook and newspaper, 

respectively), have become so exclusively run by LASA students that they are likely to 
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follow the magnet school to its new campus. LBJ’s theater program is currently open to 

both LBJ and LASA students, but the absence of theater programs at the middle schools 

that feed into LBJ has made it difficult to recruit LBJ students to participate in the 

school’s shows, theater teacher Melissa Alexander told me (the after-school theater 

program is mostly made up of LASA students). LBJ and LASA student councils will no 

longer collaborate to organize school dances such as homecoming and prom.  

If all goes according to schedule, the school district will complete construction for 

phase two of the LBJ Career Launch and the health science magnet program in August 

2020. That same August, LASA is expected to be ready for students at its new home on 

the former Johnston campus, and Eastside Memorial will open at the Old Anderson site. 

The second phase of career launch construction at LBJ is slated for completion by August 

of the following year.  

LASA will face the challenge of having to boost the number of black and Latino 

students on its new campus. The school currently has several initiatives in place to 

encourage low-income and underrepresented minority students to apply to LASA, 

including programs for seventh graders to accompany a LASA student for a day, and a 

mentorship program to help students from Title I middle schools complete the extensive 

application required for admission to LASA. For the 2017-2018 school year, LASA 

changed its admissions criteria, partly modeling it after the University of Texas’ 

consideration of other holistic factors in an effort to diversify the campus. Previously, 

admissions decisions were determined solely by a rubric that scored students based on 

test scores, performance in classes, essays, and teacher recommendations. For this new 

admissions process, according to the LASA website, the school assigns each applicant a 
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score according to the previous rubric, and ranks students from highest to lowest.1 LASA 

accepts the first 80 percent of students in the class by going straight down the list, basing 

decisions on score alone. For the remaining 20 percent, administrators continue down the 

list but accept students only if they meet three of five of the special circumstances 

outlined by the school.  

The first three of these special circumstances are fairly straightforward: students 

who would be the first in their family to attend college, students “zoned to a middle 

school where the official population of students who qualify as economically 

disadvantaged is 70% or greater,” and students who belong to “a racial or ethnic group 

that is underrepresented on campus compared with the City of Austin demographic 

profile.” The final two special circumstances, however, are more ambiguous: students 

who have “demonstrated academic accomplishment despite unusually difficult 

circumstances,” and students who “successfully embrace academic challenges.” LASA 

Principal Stacia Crescenzi told me these initiatives are too new to adequately judge their 

success. It’s notable that Kealing Middle School, which feeds many of its students into 

LASA, also revamped its admissions process to increase diversity, albeit in a much 

different way. Under its new system, 50 percent of the spots are reserved for students 

who rank the highest according to an admissions rubric. The other half of spots are 

reserved proportionately for elementary schools in all parts of Austin. 

At the same time, LASA continues to accept more and more students. Early 

numbers indicate that the incoming freshman class for the 2018-2019 school year will be 

its largest to date, with a class size just shy of 350 students. There’s a concern that if 

LASA’s capacity at its new campus quickly rises to 1,600, and eventually 2,000, the 
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diversity outreach initiatives in place will be unable to draw Latino and black students at 

the same rate as white students, many of whom would likely be affluent. This could 

further dilute the percentage of black and Latino students at LASA. Crescenzi estimates 

that roughly 100 of the students who were denied admission for the 2018-2018 school 

year were qualified to attend the school, and would probably be admitted if the school 

had a larger capacity. The majority of these students, she said, were white.  

Among LBJ parents and administrators that I talked to, there seems to be a 

cautious optimism for LBJ’s prospects without the magnet school. Several parents, 

alumni and former district officials I talked to said the benefits from the magnet school 

never materialized for LBJ in the first place. It remains to be seen whether the new health 

sciences magnet school at LBJ can fulfill the promises that LASA ultimately could not — 

namely providing opportunities for students from the neighborhood as well as across the 

city. In some ways, the plan to increase enrollment at LBJ with a health sciences magnet 

harkens back to 1984, when the school board first began searching for ways to save LBJ 

from under-enrollment. But Gordon said he views the program as a chance to do things 

differently, which is why he advocated strongly for the medical program. “I think it’ll be 

great for the school if it’s properly done,” he told me. “I think it needs to be a magnet 

that’s done on a basis other than the supposed meritocratic principle that LASA has. I 

think it needs to find a way to offer a rigorous education to a wide variety of kids. It 

certainly can’t be done the same as LASA.”  

Henry told me she shares similar hopes for the medical magnet that will replace 

LASA. I asked her if this might be history repeating itself with another magnet school at 

LBJ, especially one that will occupy a significant portion of the top floor with new labs 
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and equipment. “It has that flavor, doesn’t it?” she replied. “But that’s not what it’s going 

to be.” 

“As long as I’m here, I’m going to make sure it doesn’t,” she continued. “But 

now, when I leave, I don’t know. But I want to make sure it doesn’t become that, because 

that’s not what we’re looking for. We’re looking for opportunities for our neighborhood 

students so they’re not bussed all over the district to find it. That’s what I want here.” 

There’s potential for the two schools to thrive on separate campuses — for LASA 

to become a successful, diverse, comprehensive high school and LBJ to flourish as a hub 

for health sciences in the district. But just as it took deliberate actions for Austin’s 

schools to become resegregated after the district’s release from the court order, growing a 

more diverse LASA and an equitable magnet program at LBJ will require purposeful 

changes in the way the district operates its magnet schools. It’s also difficult to shake the 

feeling that something will be lost when LASA and LBJ students no longer share a 

building. “LASA and LBJ falling apart is a failure of our social experiment in a place like 

Austin, Texas,” Gordon told me. “Is it possible for people from different economic, 

cultural, and racial backgrounds to coexist? The answer seems to be no, and that’s not 

only seen at LASA and LBJ, it’s just seen in the fact that, for example, there’s almost no 

black folks left in Austin at all.” 

LBJ and LASA’s time together may indeed be drawing to a close, but a new 

experiment is just beginning. In 2020, when Eastside and LASA are slated to open their 

doors at new campuses, Gordon will have three comprehensive high schools in his 

district — LBJ, Eastside Memorial and Reagan — each with more than 90 percent 

minority enrollment. LASA will have grown to an unprecedented size. Eastside 
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Memorial will be tasked with shaping a new legacy in a new part of town. And LBJ will 

chart a course as a unified school for the first time in more than a decade. Who will 

benefit this time? That remains to be seen.  

And so the experiment continues. 
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