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As St. Louis' School Desegregation Program Winds
Down, No One Can Say What Comes Next 

By Camille Respess 

MONICA MILEUR
Ariel Gibson, with father Leon Gibson and grandmother Cynthia Wren, is one of the 2,488 students who applied to VICC last year.

For the past five years, Cynthia Wren, 66, has applied to get her ten-year-old granddaughter,
Ariel Gibson, into St. Louis' student desegregation program.

The Voluntary Interdistrict Choice Corporation, or VICC, oversees the student transfer program.
It is a race-based transfer that allows black city children to attend county schools, even as white
students in the county can attend city magnet ones.

Ariel is black and lives in the Shaw neighborhood of St. Louis city. Part of her application
includes ranking her interest in much more highly rated suburban districts. If she's chosen, it
could be a ticket to a top-tier public school district: Brentwood, Kirkwood, Clayton.

But she hasn't gotten in. So the ten-year old attends Tower Grove Christian Academy. In lieu of
sending her granddaughter to an elementary school run by the St. Louis Public Schools, or
SLPS, Wren pays Ariel's private school tuition. A former teacher's assistant and current
substitute for St. Louis County Special School District, Wren says that paying Ariel's tuition is a
hardship for her family.

"It's not always easy," she says. "But we do what we have to do."

Wren plans to continue applying to VICC for her granddaughter in the years to come. But it's a
lottery situation, and with a 17 percent acceptance rate, the odds are against her.

"I just don't understand the situation," Wren says. "[Ariel's] being skipped over and it breaks
my heart to know she hasn't gotten in."

Ariel isn't alone. In 1999, VICC reached its peak enrollment of 14,626 students. Since then,
though, the program has been on steady decline. Last school year, 4,392 students were enrolled.

It's not a case of lessening demand. A total of 2,488 black students living in the city applied to
VICC for the 2017-2018 school year. Just 413 were accepted. (Of the 148 white students from
the county who applied to attend St. Louis magnet schools through VICC, 85 were accepted.)

And the clock is ticking for Wren and her granddaughter. This month marks the official
beginning of the end for the desegregation program, beginning the five-year extension that

Tweet

https://www.riverfronttimes.com/stlouis/IssueArchives?issue=23303894
https://www.riverfronttimes.com/stlouis/news/Section?oid=2348800
https://www.riverfronttimes.com/stlouis/ArticleArchives?category=2349239
https://posting.riverfronttimes.com/stlouis/Tools/EmailFriend?oid=23305900
https://www.riverfronttimes.com/stlouis/st-louis-desegregation-transfer-program-is-winding-down-yet-no-one-has-any-idea-what-might-come-next/Content?mode=print&oid=23305900
https://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?v=300&pubid=ra-55a583d7ad700c31
https://www.riverfronttimes.com/author/camille-respess
mailto:camillerespess@ufl.edu
https://www.riverfronttimes.com/stlouis/ImageArchives?oid=23305898
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?original_referer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.riverfronttimes.com%2Fstlouis%2Fst-louis-desegregation-transfer-program-is-winding-down-yet-no-one-has-any-idea-what-might-come-next%2FContent%3Foid%3D23305900&ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw&text=As%20St.%20Louis%27%20School%20Desegregation%20Program%20Winds%20Down%2C%20No%20One%20Can%20Say%20What%20Comes%20Next&tw_p=tweetbutton&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.riverfronttimes.com%2Fstlouis%2Fst-louis-desegregation-transfer-program-is-winding-down-yet-no-one-has-any-idea-what-might-come-next%2FContent%3Foid%3D23305900
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsv49XXLkP7Z1t8Ufakx-fvFzcqkc1i16nxD1d_l2jx84qwa32wghnAfta5PhZSMZSo5GcSrqnd0iUcJSQKobfow__JQJkGz88O0Jef1sZ4RxIyMkEUUNjthsyOGokzEtCxKAMPECE9z2WavAH7anZg1lA7C3k0DQIkmiAcBQEyV4UfubT3PU7Qqy7oa2YCyTeCzPYftdsJZaxz_uB6TO4AXh0iY-6oTvpnk5i4UNI2xroEUObmIbDqIlTohMHAu0_VeFQ&sai=AMfl-YRTAGFGO6SntC8boeJRF5VPr4Y2_5LBS9dgtKY0v76Bq3umAbPi9uRVxtfxMTrIIPjL11Lub1QFiwIkhZaWkIeGLdwrk1XXCu4l0MTsN1yam-JKe1Oui2v5q8wY_HiA3Pcf&sig=Cg0ArKJSzLpJYq8BtJ57EAE&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.riverfronttimes.com/stlouis/Newsletters/Page
https://www.riverfronttimes.com/
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvvfbzcvESJ95nq1jQpO_wV7efsMs1r3gXpyaYRFGqfkJ8_ihcaCajT5WN286mnB7WDnAhz3KszZ9whcv32oYoBfTfK88rwUa4dHdiGh_B9CcIqj7BQF7-GG5hUbz_hlCLuCA0GqynhpS7t5NV8eHnhX9YgYz4TqkvVtwXz6OPg34bWb6QgaBErR58czLuPrR0gWE_3BQoS0pKeT6IYxrrxHT04iH8gC1wiS4azSVmuQ5PTpSMR5HcYMcREmAPPOzzAJA&sai=AMfl-YSokOEK2aCkTgHNrpUlXc9Igl6D9VUAJ9oUEs60M4b8Zt1M9FICPFBReIYhIF61SxaDXphPYuJQHgRoXOxeRKchNENhyLfTKYui-4OkFk2TbQGnmmYDp9LsbM5FRTUOwNsE&sig=Cg0ArKJSzNg5Kb_15jqS&adurl=https://www.facebook.com/thechocolatepig/&nx=CLICK_X&ny=CLICK_Y
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstPqm0pq10spCz_nw3K8EQ_f5c6CsSvBF_5t4kHYiOHQenjbhW39VDw7d_FnUS8CD4r3OhUPGuSiJbtCIwv3_bfhzDorWzyr1qx7flk28iviHVzhm8lZ3nG39lNH_-HX3lDknXkt92NAo5CQkIR4vAV4X_BkGNDbVgKKUk4GgS15Ia135U9yw82_ep3ovorOG3kXaOS0_Ygo5NWAeeYsu4yns_QZ_q0PQCCKMMYQ7E7wVP44QPZpemyiEUCB0wVCg&sai=AMfl-YR_kv2OMII-eaXBsvXm8ZuUO1i3PBGDl9fFksIUtDcYd8e_Ybu5-HFca6U5a6f6B--1kY9G8ZhOh7MtURQ3NevedZE8m94kb5KfGpXrn6GX6sLUmQDPQfWBVk2k1HYWsLjr&sig=Cg0ArKJSzJHEKrznRSk5&adurl=https://www.riverfronttimes.com/stlouis/Newsletters/Page&nx=CLICK_X&ny=CLICK_Y


provides one final reprieve before the education leaders running VICC plan to shut it down
entirely.

VICC oversees the longest-running race-based student transfer program in the nation, and even
as it's brought a dose of color to many affluent county districts, it's also been a real boon to
thousands of lucky city kids. State Representative Bruce Franks (D-St. Louis), who graduated
from Lindbergh High School in 2002, is just one prominent alumnus.

Yet if you ask the people in charge of the program — the superintendents of the twelve schools
that make up VICC's governing board — what comes next, and what they'll be doing to increase
diversity in districts that would be largely monolithic absent the transfer students, they'll
acknowledge they don't know just yet.

"We want to roll into this new five-year extension," says Eric Knost, Rockwood superintendent
and VICC chairman for the 2017-2018 school year. "Once things start to settle a little bit, we
will start talking about what's beyond the five-year extension."

He acknowledges, "We really haven't even scratched the surface yet on what's to come."

Since 1981, more than 70,000 black students from St. Louis city have attended
schools in St. Louis County through the VICC program.  Under its auspices, white
students from the county have also been attending magnet schools in the city since 1982, albeit
in much smaller numbers (9,000).

Those students have added much-needed diversity to some county districts. In 1999, the year of
VICC's peak enrollment, participating county districts notched an average of 20 percent black
students. Had VICC not existed, the projected black enrollment would have averaged a mere 4
percent.
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Nearly two decades later, not much has changed, demographically. In 2017, black enrollment
within participating districts averaged around 15 percent. Without VICC it would've been just
under 7 percent.

But as the years have gone by, some of VICC's original participants have pulled out. Hazelwood,
which was steadily growing more diverse even without transfer students, left in 1988. Ladue
and Ritenour both exited in 1999, Pattonville in 2005 and Lindbergh in 2011. (Students in the
program were allowed to graduate from the districts they'd been placed in, making the districts'
withdrawal a gradual one.)

According to VICC, the districts left the program after finding other ways to enable diversity in
their schools. Ladue, for example, consolidated its ten neighborhood elementary schools to four
in the 1970s. At that same time, Ladue also redrew its school boundaries. In doing so, the
district, which is made up of nine municipalities (Creve Coeur, Crystal Lake Park, Frontenac,
Huntleigh Village, Ladue, Olivette, Richmond Heights, Town and Country and Westwood) plus
some parts of unincorporated St. Louis County, created more racial diversity in its schools.

Lindbergh, though, hasn't quite done that. The district saw black enrollment as high as 20.56
percent in 1999 thanks to its participation in VICC. By the time it pulled out, that had dropped
to 6.11 percent. Lindbergh's last VICC student graduated in 2017, and at that point, its black
enrollment had sunk to just 2.69 percent — around ten times smaller than it was in 1999.

GRAPHIC BY CAMILLE RESPESS
The percentage of black students at Lindbergh schools plummeted after it pulled out of VICC.

In the coming years, absent some sort of replacement transfer program, what's happening at
Lindbergh could happen to districts across the county.

VICC's board approved that final five-year extension in November 2016. It's set to run from the
school year that just began through 2023-2024 and will accept around 1,000 students into the
twelve participating school districts during these five years. Priority for acceptance into VICC
during its final extension will be given to siblings of students already in the program.

It's a long goodbye, by any measure. If a kindergartner is chosen for the program during its last
year, 2023, he or she wouldn't be on track to graduate until 2036 — walking an increasingly
lonely road as other minority students graduate and move on.
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From its inception, VICC's model was built on continual phase-out. The program was set up in
1999 to dwindle at a rate of 5 percent over a twenty-year period. And that's exactly the outline
its remaining districts are following.

VICC leaders say that their long-held plan to phase out the program dovetails nicely with the
growing ambitions of the St. Louis Public Schools. After all, VICC takes black students to county
schools who would have otherwise been zoned to attend city schools.

"Clearly, county schools benefit [from VICC] by creating a more real and diverse student
environment," Knost says. "At the same time, we have got to keep the interest of the SLPS."

In 2012, the St. Louis district regained provisional accreditation after five years of operating as
non accredited. In 2017, the district became fully accredited.

"We are trying to be competitive as we can for families to look at us as a real option," SLPS
superintendent Kelvin Adams says.

But while Adams says he believes the desegregation program has fulfilled its purpose, he agrees
the ending of this iteration of VICC may not mean the end of transfer programs between the
city and county school districts.

"I'm not saying it can't continue in some way, shape or form in the future," Adams says.

Maalik Shakoor, 22, graduated from Clayton High School in 2014. He was bussed from his
neighborhood of Baden in north St. Louis for the twelve years he was in VICC: first to Bierbaum
Elementary School in south county, then to Clayton for middle and high school.

Shakoor graduated from Webster University in May with a degree in film production. He's spent
the summer as a teacher at the Freedom School in St. Louis.

Though Shakoor wishes he could have gotten a strong education in his own neighborhood, he
sees the value in VICC.

"If [black children in the city] can't get a good, quality education where they're at, then the next
best solution is to bus them out," he says. "Until the city schools can be up to par with the
county schools, I see no other option."
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Guest • 2 years ago

• Reply •

I don't get how shipping problems all over the county helps anyone.
 14△ ▽

Bill Johnston • 2 years ago

• Reply •

Our kids went to Parkway South Schools during the years of greatest numbers of City
kids being bused to the County. Their High School was approved by the Metro West
District Fire Marshall for 1800 occupancy but yet, there were over 2300 kids/teachers
at that School daily in violation of the Fire Safety regs. Kids couldn't get from classroom
to classroom in time for the next class due to crowding in the hallways. During that time
I had the shocking experience of being called by three different teachers explaining and
actually breaking down into tears on the phone about how they were out-of-control of
their classes due to permissive treatment of the disruptive City students. Resident
students saw them getting away with it and saw the required voluntary de-seg
"Advocate" at the school defending the City kids behavior and insulating them from
disciplinary penalties and figured, what the heck, if they can get away with it so can we.
Resident students got punished while the City kids got away without consequences for
their behavior....gave a good education, early-on, about the real world to the resident
kids.

 11△ ▽

Guest  • 2 years ago

• Reply •

> Bill Johnston

Same sheeeit different day... They can harass and Rob other students and no
one does anything about it..

 13△ ▽

Mark-AL  • 2 years ago

• Reply •

> Bill Johnston

Thanks for sharing your first-hand account, Sad but true. It would be interesting
if one or several of the resident students (victims) of the busing programs were
to sue the Federal Government over the compromises they were forced to
endure as a result of this reckless program. This is a case of socialism at its
best! Rather than deal with the PROBLEM head on, the liberal lawmakers
spread it out, unaddressed, all over the geographic area, contaminating the
entire ecosystem!

Gotta love those socialists!
 4△ ▽

Lord_Littlefingers_Lash  • 2 years ago> Mark-AL
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• Reply •

Mark, do you ever use your brain? Or is this an example of you using.

Did you seriously just condemn "this" (it's not clear precisely what "this"
is) as socialism "at it's best"? You're complaining about "liberals" ruining
public education by making it "socialist"?

That is literally one of the dumbest things I have heard in my entire life.
The entire concept of publicly funded schools with open enrollment to
the public... IS SOCIALISM. It can't be made any more socialist, the
government taxes citizens and uses the money to create a publicly
available goods which residents are legally required to utilize.
△ ▽

Mark-AL  • 2 years ago

• Reply •

> Lord_Littlefingers_Lash

The socialism enters into the picture when parents WHO
HAVEN"T EARNED the benefits of living in a particular
neighborhood derive benefits offered by living in that particular
neighborhood.

Are you such an idiot that you can't see that?
 5△ ▽

Lord_Littlefingers_Lash  • 2 years ago

see more

• Reply •

> Mark-AL

First of all, the socialism enters the picture when the government
taxes it's citizens and then provides them with a good or service.
A school that is free to attend funded by tax payers is already
socialist regardless of what basis is used to determine who can
attend.

Will your kids teachers make your kids sit in the corner and stop
learning for the rest of the year after next week? That way your
kids education is allocated on a pro rata basis, after all it's not fair
for your children to learn for a whole year when your family only
rents a cement slab from the owner of the trailer park.

That's how schools organize their curriculum right? Students are
lined up in order who's family pays the highest property taxes and
the more taxes your parents pay the more teachers let you learn
before they cut off your education for the year?

And any orphans who's parents die during the course of their
education the nearest teacher just bashes in their head with a

△ ▽

Mark-AL  • 2 years ago

• Reply •

> Lord_Littlefingers_Lash

And if you think for a minute that a public school education is
free, you're nuts! I pay $9700.00 a year taxes! A good part of my
$9700.00 supports the schools located in my district. Someone in
one of the other two Plano districts may pay only $5000.00/yr
taxes. Why should that person be able to send his kids to the
schools located in MY district?

SOCIALISM! Share my wealth with those who haven't earned it.
 4△ ▽

Mark-AL  • 2 years ago • edited> Lord_Littlefingers_Lash

I'll bet you beat off on the first night of your honeymoon! All the
gyrations and circular speculations you ran through in the above
rant has NOTHING to do with my comment.

Let me make it simple for you. The public school system works
(or should work) like this:
1) I buy a house in a neighborhood located in School District 1
2) Therefore I am entitled to send my kids to the School District 1
schools (pre k elementary middle and high schools)
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• Reply •

schools (pre-k, elementary, middle and high schools)
3) I am a parent who chose to purchase a house in School
District 1 because it has a great reputation and produces results.

4) Any government program that allows parents living outside
School District 1 to send their children to School District 1 is
"sharing the wealth"--rewarding parents who haven't earned the
right to share the wealth! It's an obvious form of socialism--taking
from me, giving to you!

In Plano, there are three high schools: Plano, Plano East and
Plano West. I purchased a house in Plano West because the
school's academics and liberal arts are, IN MY OPINION, far
superior to the other two. Plano and Plano East residents cannot
send their kids to Plano West.

I believe you should reap what you sow. Nothing more....or less.
 3△ ▽

Lord_Littlefingers_Lash  • 2 years ago

see more

• Reply •

> Mark-AL

(My comments had everything to do with yours, the key takeaway
was, you're an idiot.)

But why should H. Ross Perot let your little dirty ass kids go to
school in his High School when he pays millions of dollars in
property taxes.

Not everyone living in district 1 pays the same taxes and any
program that allows parents paying below average taxes to send
their kids to the same school as parents paying above average
taxes is "sharing Mr. Perot's Wealth".

Since Perot's tax dollars built and sustained the schools his
children shouldn't have go to a school filled with free loaders like
you. And since his children are all grown anyway, Plano doesn't
even really need schools.

And P.S. I am still awaiting a refund check for all of my and my
parents back property taxes we sent to fund you and your kid's

△ ▽

Mark-AL  • 2 years ago • edited

see more

• Reply •

> Lord_Littlefingers_Lash

There you go again, Lord Little Dick! Making statements that just
aren't true. Ross Perot doesn't live in Plano. He lives in an area
about 30 miles s-w of Plano. He is not located in the Plano ISD;
nor would his taxes support Plano ISD.

The decision to have or not to have children is yours, and any
fallout from that decision is on you. And if you do have kids, and if
you decide to send them to private school and not utilize public
schools, then that decision is yours. When I lived in STL, I sent
my sons to private schools. I paid both my RE taxes and private
tuition. Again, my decision. In Plano, the public schools are far
superior to the private schools. If they're were not, I'd consider
the private schools.

I have three sons: one at home finishing HS, one in college in the
US studying pre-vet; one in Europe studying cello performance.
The $9700. annual RE taxes I pay is all that I am asked to pay.
It's actually much less than I paid 10 years ago in Santa Monica,
CA d I d 't l i If/ h th k f I'll d it i

 3△ ▽

Lord_Littlefingers_Lash  • 2 years ago • edited> Mark-AL
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• Reply •

I was actually referring to EDS's taxes. But regardless I was
making a point. Anytime the government taxes you and provides
as service that is socialism.

The TSA at the airport, the FAA, the army and most definitely
THE PUBLIC SCHOOL SYSTEM. The public school is by its very
nature a redistributive wealth program, design by progressive to
ensure the education of the populace. And just as you complain
because you don't want your children to go to school with black
people, those wealthier than you could equally complain that she
shouldn't have to send their children to school with the likes of
yours when they pay more taxes and you have an unreasonable
number of children.

And no your income taxes do not adequately compensate the
government for the benefits you receive. That is why our budget
has a massive deficit and we have a very large national debt.
Visit Syria or Afghanistan and tell me your income taxes are

d t ti f f ti l i t h dd f

△  ▽ 1

Mark-AL  • 2 years ago

• Reply •

> Lord_Littlefingers_Lash

LOL~! You've got it all figured out, don't you? You don't have shit
figured out. Your reality is a coefficient that is a single-digit whole
number. Mine is a double-digit whole number shadowed by
positive variable. Or at best, your variable is negative.Go count
your pennies. Eventually, they'll stack up!
 1△ ▽

This comment was deleted.

Mark-AL  • 2 years ago

• Reply •

> Guest

Proudly!

And I continue to support him all the way to the bank! (and
back~!)
 4△ ▽

This comment was deleted.

Bill Johnston  • 2 years ago • edited

• Reply •

> Guest

What ? You don't know most pooches love the last few drops in a beer
bottle ? Kinda' pathetically stupid about dogs and most everything else
aren't you, but we already knew that and like the comic says....you can't
fix stupid. Surely (well, maybe not) you can come up with something
more insulting and non-informational and off the subject than that wholly
idiotic comment....similar to your usual contributions that expose you for
what you are.
△ ▽

Mark-AL • 2 years ago

• Reply •

LOL!

.......So much for the parents (Black and White) who sacrifice and work hard to afford a
county home so that their kids won't have to attend classes in the zoos of the city! This
deseg program is just another socialist program that destroys personal initiative and
hard work.When will it really, finally end? And if Franks is a product of the program, why
would anyone want to continue it?
 5△ ▽

StevenNewsom • 2 years ago

Could always move to a good city with a good district, plenty of good school districts in
STL d STC ti
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• Reply •

STL and STC counties.
 3△ ▽

This comment was deleted.

Mark-AL  • 2 years ago

• Reply •

> Guest

Sounds to me as if you have something against MEXICANS! You should
work on that!

I don't know of a single Mexican in my neighborhood! There are a FEW
Hispanics ( professionals who work for a living). But my neighborhood is
comprised mostly of Japanese, Chinese, Jewish and a few Indian. And
of course, there are some Anglo-Americans, like myself--just a farm boy
who made good because he worked his ass off and is really quite
intelligent!.
 4△ ▽

White Guilt Makes You Stupid  • 2 years ago

• Reply •

> Guest

You've never been to Plano, huh.
△ ▽

flyover • 2 years ago

• Reply •

A lot of statistics in this story. All of them about the racial percentages, as if that is the
goal. Not a word about whether the program actually increased the scores of those
bussed in and of those who accepted them into their schools.

The threat by the judge to merge all the districts in the city and county is the ultimate
goal of liberals. The entire city/county merger is just a smoke-screen for the
achievement of that goal. They will not be able to rest until they dilute the better
districts by merging them with the bad ones. They want one of everything with them in
control and one party will be in charge. That happens, you can turn off the lights. The
only winners will be the private schools and St. Charles.
 4△  ▽ 1

Cursed Cain • 2 years ago

• Reply •

This program hurts students. Have you ever seen a lunchroom? The kids generally sit
with their color. The only mingling is forced in the classroom. The less fortunate kids
are forced to see everything they don’t have, and it causes resentment. While the
neighborhood kids are laying on the couch after school watching tv and eating a snack,
the bused kids are still on their way home. They have to get up extremely early and go
to bed early to even maintain this schedule. They never get quality time with their
parents or siblings to bond. They feel like they don’t fit in at school or home. All in the
name of diversity though right? How would you feel looking over at your classmate
wearing $200 sneakers when your Mom works 2 jobs? How about listening to them talk
about their vacation to France while you were stuck at home alone having a
Lunchable? Fix the schools, and stop the madness. Teachers have had it and are
quiting in droves.
 1△ ▽

flyover  • 2 years ago

• Reply •

> Cursed Cain

It is even worse at the private schools where they delight in bringing in minority
"scholarship" kids. I'm very well off and often my daughter often felt the same
way. We didn't have a jet, a house in Colorado, etc. Most of the scholarship kids
who started K with her were gone by the fourth grade.
 2△ ▽

Bridgett Gordon-Billingsley • a year ago

R l

The year was 1988 and my mother thought it was good idea to get me enrolled in
Parkway School District. Two years later, I transferred myself out by forging her
signature on enrollment forms to Health Careers High School. I had been IQ tested etc
and she thought it was a good opportunity. It was hell and a nightmare. I did go on to
go to college etc and happily ever after. That was my experience and I didn't like one
bit of it at all.
△ ▽
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• Reply •△ ▽

michelle bradley • 2 years ago

• Reply •

In dismissing a recent challenge to VICC, the District Court reviewed the due process
violations that VICC was crafted to redress within the context of governing case law
and current realities. The Court held, in part, "that the remedial means are still
necessary [and] unitary status has not been achieved." E.L., a minor, by La’sheika
White v. Voluntary Interdistrict Choice Corporation, Case No. 4:16CV629 RL W, United
States District Court, Eastern District of Missouri, Eastern Division, (2016), aff’d by the
8th Circuit on grounds of lack of standing. Ms. Respress' article captures a sense of
inevitability. The real issue for our region may be whether it is constitutionally
defensible for VICC to end.
△  ▽ 1
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