
Yolanda Dings was enrolled at La’James 
International College in Johnston for 10 
months before she withdrew a few weeks 

ago. The 36-year-old mother is one of several former 
students who have contacted The Des Moines Register 
with concerns about the for-profit cosmetology school 
that has its headquarters in Fort Dodge.

“They should have given me a janitorial degree,” 
Dings said. She explained that students spend as much 
time sweeping floors and folding towels as they do 
working on customers. She shared many of the same 
complaints that we have heard from other former 
students who were trying to complete the program at 
La’James and secure a state cosmetology license.

Attorney General Tom Miller’s office is now 
investigating complaints that have been made by past 
and present La’James students.

But Dings’ story also underscores an issue that doesn’t 
get much attention in a state where only 7 percent of 
the 3 million residents are minorities: She only wants 
to braid hair. She doesn’t want to wax eyebrows or 
color hair or cut and style customers’ hair.

So why does she have to spend 2,100 hours obtaining 
the full cosmetology training to meet the state’s 
requirement for a cosmetology license if all she wants 
to do is braid hair?

If she lived in another state, she wouldn’t.
Iowa is one of only seven states with laws that 

specifically require people to obtain a cosmetology or 
similar license to work as a hair braider, according to 
a report from the Institute for Justice, a civil liberties 
interest group in Washington, D.C. It’s another 
example of how Iowa’s licensing requirements for 
some jobs sometimes prevent people from opening 
businesses and finding work. It’s also an example of 
how some requirements especially hurt minorities and 
low-income people.

Iowa lawmakers should do what some states have 
done and exempt hair braiders from the cosmetology 
licensing requirement. Or Dings should contact the 
Institute for Justice and talk with them about filing a 
lawsuit against the state of Iowa.

Last year, the organization represented a Utah 

woman with a similar complaint. A federal judge 
ruled in her favor, calling Utah’s requirement to 
obtain a cosmetology license to braid hair a “scheme” 
that is “wholly irrational and a violation of her 
constitutionally protected rights.”

Paul Avelar, a lawyer for the Institute for Justice 
and the lead attorney in the Utah lawsuit, said, “Hair 
braiding using no heat or chemicals poses absolutely 
no threat to public health or safety.”

But Dings lives in Iowa. That means she and others 
who want to braid hair to supplement their incomes 
must spend tens of thousands of dollars and about 14 
months at a for-profit school learning cosmetology 
skills they will never use.

That’s not all: Iowa’s law is particularly ridiculous 
because while it requires someone to be a cosmetologist 
if they want to braid hair, the law does not require 
cosmetology schools to teach even one class in hair-
braiding.

“Iowa is not only killing a fly with a sledge hammer 
by requiring 2,100 hours, but the weird part is you’re 
not even swinging at a fly,” Avelar said. “It would be 
like requiring attorneys to go to cosmetology school.”
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YOLANDA DINGS

HOW DO AFRICAN-AMERICAN  
STUDENTS FARE? 

An editorial writer sat down with Yolanda Dings 
and two other African-American cosmetology 
students last week. They 
say little time is spent at the 
La’James International College 
in Johnston learning about 
providing services to minority 
clients.

“They tell us black hair is 
just like white hair,” a current 
student said.

The women also said there are few black clients 
to practice on, and they speculated why: The 
school charges by the hour for braiding. Because 
inexperienced students may be slow, clients end up 
paying more than they would at a salon.
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