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Sanchez: How long does an East Austin school need
to fail our kids before we demand change?
Juan Sanchez, Local Contributor
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When will the Govalle/Johnston Terrace neighborhood get schools worthy of its children?

Johnston High School spent 11 of the last 12 years as an under-performing school before finally being
shut down a few years ago. This school sits in East Austin, in a predominately Latino and African
American neighborhood where poverty is two times higher and unemployment is three times higher than
the rest of the city. As a result of the school's low performance, we lost a generation of children to
substandard education. The question we all should be asking is: When will enough be enough?

Where is the outrage from the residents of Austin, elected officials and the business community over the
school's failure? Why is East Austin filled with neighborhoods that do not provide children with a quality
education? Would you want to send your children to a high school that had spent the last 11 years
failing? Why is that the only option the Austin school district offers? Why have the city and district
determined that's the best your children deserve?

Last year, a report showed the least experienced teachers were consistently assigned to schools in East
Austin. Why has there not been demand from all of Austin that we provide quality education to all of the
city's children? What good is access to educational opportunity if that education is not competitive? What
good is a school if it isn't preparing the students for their future and success?

The difference between the starting average salaries for a high school graduate versus a college
graduate is more than $20,000. If a school is not teaching our students how to succeed in college, it is
leaving those young people without real opportunity to lift themselves and their families out of poverty.
And if we aren't empowering residents to build better lives, then what does that do to our community as a
whole?

A consistently under-performing high school would never be tolerated west of Interstate 35. It's a social
injustice that a community — where a majority of the students are children of color — has been told that
this is the best their city and school district has to offer their children.

What's the solution? In 2008, the education commissioner had the courage to demand that a change to
provide better education for those children. Johnston was the first high school in the state to be closed by
the Texas Education Agency after five consecutive years of unacceptable performance. The
commissioner of education gave the school district three more years to turn Johnston High School
around; the district agreed, repurposed the school and renamed it Eastside Memorial High School. Two
years later, the school is still academically struggling. Where is the voice of our elected officials?

We applaud the commissioner's courage to demand change for Eastside Memorial/Johnston High School
— and the children and families it serves. And if at the end of May it has turned around, I'll be the first to
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say, "Congratulations." But if it has not, we need to demand better.

How long do the children of this community have to tolerate a low performing high school? How long will
the residents of the Govalle/Johnston Terrace neighborhoods be expected to deal with substandard
education for their children? When will city officials, school board members, the business community and
other residents, who wouldn't let their children attend the school, finally stand up and say, "Enough is
enough?"

Sanchez is CEO and founder of Southwest Key Programs, a part of the East Austin Children's Promise
initiative in the Govalle/Johnston Terrace neighborhood.
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