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The Neighbors of LASA 

“I can hear the drums 
in the school parking 
lot all the way to 
my house. It makes 
my nerves bad; I’m 
disabled.”

-- Lisa Black

“Everything is 
overcrowded, but 
other than that, I’d 
say everything is 
pretty good.”

-- Ida Townshend “Just recently, a lot of 
apartment complex 
prices across the 
street from 7/11 have 
gone up. It’s like a 
boom.”

-- Robert Luna
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A.S. JOHNSTON HIGH SCHOOL
Johnston High School was the first high 
school to occupy the Eastside Memroial 
Campus.It served as a school for primarily 
East Austin students from 1960 to 2008, and 
offered a variety of technical programs such 
as cosmetology and auto mechanics. From 
1998 to 2002, the campus also housesd the 
Liberal Arts Academy (LAA), a magnet 
school that brought students across the district 
to  the school. Johnston High School also 
housed International High School beginning 
in 2004, which provided an English program 
for immigrant or refugee students across 
the district. When LAA joined the Science 
Acadmy at the LBJ campus, Johnston test 
scores started slipping to the point where the 
Texas Education Agency (TEA) closed the 
school. It marked the first time the TEA had 
ever closed a school under the state’s new 
accountability system.

EASTSIDE MEMORIAL HIGH SCHOOL
In 2008, Eastside Memorial High School was 
opened at the same campus. In 2009, the school 
was split into the Global Tech and Green 
Tech programs. In 2011, the two programs 
merged back into one school. The same year, 
AISD Superintendent Meria Cerstarphen 
proposed having a charter school from Del 
Valle manage East Austin schools starting with 
Allen Elementary, and eventually Eastsude 
Memorial High School as well.However, due 
to backlash from the community, the contract 
with the charter school was cancelled.In 2017, 
TEA announced the Early College High School 
program for the school, which gives students 
the opportunity to earn a high school diploma 
as well as an associate degree. Later, as a part 
of AISD’s 2017 Bond, it was decided that 
Eastside Memorial would be relocated to the 
original L.C. Anderson High School campus.

LIBERAL ARTS AND SCIENCE ACADEMY
In the summer of 2021, LASA moved into the 
Eastside Memorial campus. It’s the first time 
LASA has  had its own campus and had an 
independent athletics and fine arts department 
since it shared a campus with LBJ Early College 
High School from 2007 to 2021. Along with a 
new campus, LASA established its own mascot 
and school colors. The 2022-2023 school year 
marks the second year LASA has had its own 
identity in terms of these aspects.

The current LASA campus has been home to many schools over the last few decades: 
Johnston, The Liberal Arts Academy (LAA), Eastside Memorial Early College High School 
(EMECHS), International high school, and now, LASA. The campus is filled with imprints 
of the schools that came before: the pictures and trophies of Johnston alumni, the G and 
T annexes that housed the Green and New Tech high schools, and even the chickens that 
belonged to Eastside Memorial ECHS. As students settle in for their second year at the new 
campus, the administration is beginning to look for ways to incorporate traditions and history 
from the previous high schools at this campus.

LASA Social Studies teacher Maricruz Aguayo also taught at LAA– the magnet school 
within Johnston that would later combine with the Science Academy to become LASA. She 
remembers that Johnston and LAA had many rich and beloved traditions. 

 “We had a Cinco de Mayo celebration, and they would invite the lowrider club in 
Austin,” Aguayo said. “They would drive up their cars 
and drive them up close to the cafeteria courtyard, and 
they would be lined up out there. We also had the fall 
festival … that was all community-oriented because we 
used to reach out to the community and be like ‘hey, come 
on in and enjoy all of this stuff.’ The fall festival was 
cute because it was put on by the high school students, 
but you invited the middle school and elementary school 
students, and there were little kids running around.”

 Benjamin Decherd, an LAA alumni and current 
counselor at Eastside Memorial ECHS, also remembers 
traditions at the high school fondly. The fall festival 
stuck out to him as well.

 “When I was a student at Johnston, we had 
partnerships like big brothers, big sisters,” Decherd 
said. “The Fall Festival was very cool with the lowriders 
club.”

 After Johnson transitioned to Eastside Memorial ECHS, Jessica Cherry, current 
LASA assistant principal and former Eastside Memorial ECHS teacher, recalls that there 
was a big focus on being a part of the neighborhood community. People who lived in the 
surrounding areas were always welcome to come to Eastside Memorial ECHS events and 
programs.

 “At Back-to-School night there was always a part of it where our principal and 
assistant principals would serve the community and the teachers food,” Cherry said. “With 
the whole community, we would do community walks, so at the beginning of the year we 
would have students scheduled to come to us, and we would knock on their doors and 
give them a goody bag and introduce ourselves.”

 Now that LASA has taken over the Eastside Memorial ECHS campus, 
some community members feel as if this tradition of including neighbors has been 
lost. Vincent Tovar, a Johnston Terrace community member and activist, wishes 
that LASA had done more to reach out to the community.

 “I think that as a neighbor, I’ve never had anybody knock on my door 
or had any kind of flier left that says, ‘Hey, we’re here, so we acknowledge this 
land. We’re grateful to be here, and we want to respect the community as much 
as possible,’” Tovar said. “All of this acknowledgment just hasn’t happened, 
in my opinion.”

 However, according to LASA’s current principal, Stacia Crescenzi, 
LASA did try to reach out to the neighborhood when they moved in. LASA’s 
administration and PTSA made efforts to connect with nearby communities 
by passing out magnets.  

 “Before we moved in, the PTSA went around and gave out these little 
magnets that had the office phone, the AISD PD phone, and a district number,” 
Crescenzi said. “We wanted to make sure they didn’t feel like they had to just sit 
there and be frustrated and let them know that they could contact us. We try to take 
action to the best of our ability, and I do think that’s gone really well.”

According to Tovar, the demographics of the current LASA campus have changed 
significantly as the school has transitioned from Johnston to Eastside Memorial ECHS 
to LASA. Johnston was a primarily Hispanic and African-American school, while LASA 
is not. He believes LASA’s arrival in the Johnston Terrace neighborhood is part of a larger 
issue of gentrification in the city.

“It just felt like LASA is saying, ‘We’re here, we’re the LASA raptors, and we’re cool.’” 
Tovar said, “…and I think black and brown people are used to that. We’re used to this 
gentrification, of people saying ‘We’re here. You can’t do anything about it.’ So I think there’s 
work that can be done around all that.” 

But not all community members feel that LASA plays a part in Austin’s gentrification.  
According to Decherd, gentrification is somewhat inevitable.

“The area’s going to be gentrified regardless of if LASA’s there or not, and that’s a 
bigger force than a magnet school moving to the Eastside [EMECHS],” Decherd said. “But 
gentrification is a big monster. There’s a lot of factors contributing to that. Having white 
students in a neighborhood is not a bad thing in and of itself.”

Despite not believing LASA is really contributing to the gentrification of East Austin, 
Decherd acknowledges that neighborhoods in East Austin have been hit hard by the effects of 
gentrification. As someone who has worked in Austin most of his life, he has seen this change 
happen firsthand. 

 “Now, ten years ago, [members of East Austin] were a part of a community that looked 

like them. You walk out to your doorstep or you go to the grocery store or you go to school, 
and you see people that share your culture. And now, they walk out on their doorstep and they 
look around and it’s a white world.” Decherd said. “... I just can’t imagine what it’s like for 
them. They must feel like their whole world is changing, their whole neighborhood, but they 
can’t leave. Gentrification sucks. It’s the big steamroller that comes in and sweeps out people 
who can’t afford something anymore, and sometimes that’s white people, but most of the time 
it’s people of color.”

Although there is division about whether or not LASA’s move to Johnston Terrace has been 
negative, most community members agree that it was positive that Eastside Memorial ECHS 
got a new campus. According to Decherd, they were last in line with AISD for repairs and 
funding for many years, so a new campus was overdue.

“I think this was years in the making to say ‘alright, Eastside [EMECHS] has been 
neglected, this student population has been neglected, let’s 
give them one of the shiny new buildings with all the bells and 
whistles,’” Decherd said. “So I think they did the right thing by 
making that move.”

As LASA becomes more familiar with the new building, 
Crescenzi is beginning to look for ways to honor Johnston on 
and off campus. According to Crescenzi, Johnston alumni look 
back on their high school years with much fondness, and LASA 
wants to make sure they do not feel forgotten.

“We want to do at least a couple of displays in the campus,” 
Crescenzi said. “The idea is to take some of the memorabilia 
that’s in the library and make a really nice Johnston display.” 

Crescenzi also anticipates incorporating Johnston alumni 
into LASA events such as homecoming. According to her, 
it’s important for LASA to recognize and remember Johnston 
alumni.

“Johnston alumni are always going to be welcome at our 
homecoming, but we did think maybe it would be neat to have one of the games be Johnston 
recognition night,” Crescenzi said. “We would raise some money, buy one set of uniforms– 
Johnston colors– have the band learn the Johnston school song and fight song. And for that 
one game, every year, we bring back that nostalgia for the alumni.”

Cherry agrees that it is important for LASA to continue to 
look for ways to include the community and Johnston 

alumni. According to Cherry, it is important for 
students and faculty to be inclusive and friendly 

to the surrounding neighborhood.
“I think the more that we’re open and 

friendly to the neighborhood, the more that 
we can bring people together,” Cherry 

said, “I think that’ll be really beneficial 
to making people feel that they’re a 
part of the community, and not like 
we’re just here.”
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“ “I just can’t imagine what it’s like 
for them. They must feel like 
their whole world is changing, 
their whole neighborhood, but 
they can’t leave.

- Benjamin Decherd,
LAA Alumni and Eastside 
Memorial ECHS counselor
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We asked Johnston Terrace residents for their 
thoughts on LASA:

“I like it when the 
marimbas do arpeggios.”

-- Jesse Ebaugh

“I saw the sidewalk 
chalk for reproductive 
rights last spring, and 
I appreciated that.”

-- Vincent Tovar

“I like the band 
practice. My roomate 
probably doesn’t like it 
super early though.”

-- Ryan Green


