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Malcom* was playing with a BB gun. He 
was with two friends, but they are white, and 
he is black. They shot at a shed, and then the 
cops came. Malcom served 17 months and his 
friends served no time. What Malcom never 
knew was that he had been on the track to 
incarceration since kindergarten.

“[I’ve been suspended] from kindergarten 
through freshman year,” Malcom said. “It 
was all the little things. Hopping the fence 
to get the ball or [getting into] arguments 
with teachers. It got to the point where I 
had my own designated spot in the office be-
cause they suspended me so much for little 
things. And then, obviously, I’d start getting 
annoyed and start building my anger. And it 
progressively got worse.”

Malcom hasn’t felt trusted at school since 
he was a child. He still feels that way at City. 

“[Feeling watched] made me feel like I 
couldn’t be trusted at school,” Malcom said. 

“I should feel like I can walk through the 
hallways and not have to look over my shoul-
der. The hall monitors pop up on me random 
times. They’re looking for me.”

The United States’ criminal justice system 
is the largest in the world. Iowa is third worst 
in the nation for back vs. white racial dispari-
ties in prisons, according to a study on the 
U.S. Bureau of Statistics by the Sentencing 
Project in 2016. These disparities also affect 
City High. Black students across the district 
account for 20 percent of 

the district’s student population and 60 per-
cent of both in- and out-of-school suspen-
sions.

“The way [staff] treat black men at City 
High is ridiculous,” a black student at City 
said. “It’s absolutely ridiculous. And we al-
ways love to talk about how we’re the school 
that leads, every student has an equal chance 
of success, all of that good stuff. But unless 
you’re a student athlete, and even if you’re 
a student athlete, your life [as a black man] 
is treated as if you’re always on the verge of 
doing something wrong. People will liter-
ally walk down the hallways, and if they see 
a black boy walking down the hallway will 
stop them to ask where they’re going, what 
they’re supposed to be doing.” 

In an effort to address issues related to 
race, the district staff is currently undergoing 
a two-year implicit bias training.

“Being suspended a lot of times is up to 
the judgment of hall monitors and teachers,” 
Franklin Hornbuckle ‘20 said. Hornbuckle 
has received one detention, and he was the 
only white person in the room. “If you have 
implicit biases toward African Americans 
or minorities, then tiny judgments [by hall 
monitors and teachers] make a huge differ-
ence on whether or not they decide the stu-
dents are up to bad things.”

The bias of individuals beyond school staff 
plays a role in a student’s chances of being 
suspended or even incarcerated. The bias of 
school staff, police, lawyers, and judges af-
fects whether or not minors make it into the 
prison system. When Karen*, a Caucasian 
student at City, was illegally smoking mari-
juana with friends, they were spoken to by a 
Caucasian policeman.

“I put my hands up,” Karen said. “It was 
very clear that we were smoking weed be-
cause there was a pipe, a lighter and weed on 
the table. We looked very high. I repeated 
multiple times, ‘Please don’t tell my mom.’ 

I felt very sure that I wasn’t going to 
get arrested. The thought never 

crossed my mind. I felt 
safe.”

K a r e n 
h a s 

also been high at school numerous times, and 
she did not fear consequences at school or in 
the presence of a policeman. 

“I was never scared of being suspended, 
expelled, kicked out, or even [getting] de-
tention,” Karen said. “I was always thinking, 
‘This teacher is going to think poorly of me,’ 
or, ‘They’re going to tell my mom during 
conferences.’”

Karen received a warning for being caught 
with marijuana and received no repercus-
sions for being under the influence at school. 
A charge for possession of marijuana would 
not have incarcerated Karen, but it could 
have hindered her participation in school 
events like sports and clubs. 

“I’ve had friends of color 
who were suspended for 
things that my white friends 
have done, gotten away with 
things, and never had to face the 
consequences,” a black student 
at City said. “People show up to 
school high all the time.”

When Karen was under the in-
fluence at school, she said she felt 
comfortable because she thought her 
teachers would not report her. And 
they didn’t. Clarissa*, a black stu-

dent, was not so lucky.
“A student pointed at me 

and then [the teacher] had 
me reported,” Clar-

issa said. “We 
w e n t 

down to the office and they searched my 
backpack, but there wasn’t anything in there. 
They were basically telling me how they 
could call the police on me. I didn’t know 
what to say. I knew what I did, so I couldn’t 
complain about any consequences.”

Clarissa received four days of suspension 
total after the incident. Once she was back in 
school, staff members spoke with her about 
how she could still participate in her sport 
despite having been suspended. Staff dis-
cussed how she could start the season earlier 
in order to fully compete in the sport. The 
district’s policy on 
events like this 
is in-
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cluded in its good conduct policy.
“Black, brown, green, or whatever, we 

have a code of conduct here at City High that 
we follow for athletic suspensions. It is the 
same as when a student gets an F in a class. 
The rules [are] the same,” Gerry Coleman, 
dean of students at City High, said.

If a student is suspended in or out of 
school, the administration decides which 
level of offense that suspension belongs in 
within the good conduct policy. Once the ad-
ministration decides the level of the suspen-
sion, coaches must abide by the punishment 
that follows it.   

“Once that decision is made the coach has 
to honor that,” John Bacon, 
principal of City High said. 
“I couldn’t more strongly 
defend our record on good 
conduct penalty’s enforce-
ment. If there is a docu-
mented, clear-cut case that 
meets the threshold of the 
good conduct penalty, it is 
enforced 100 percent of the 
time. People can say things 
and they’re there. They just 
have a misunderstanding be-
cause the reality is that there 
are things that our athletes 
may do and get away with, 
unfortunately.”

Despite the administration’s belief that the 
good conduct policy is consistently enforced, 
some students still believe athletes can avoid 
serving full penalties for drug-related offens-
es.

“I think sports-wise, I don’t know that ev-
eryone has the same consequences,” Clarissa 
said. “I know [REDACTED, a student athlete 
at City] has definitely been 
caught multiple times do-
ing stuff and they’re still 
participating in their sport. 
I was at a party with [RE-
DACTED] this summer 
that got busted. I left before 
it got busted, but they were 
still there and their mom 
talked to the police so he 
could do his full sports sea-
son.”

Caucasian students are 
56.6 percent of the district’s 
student population and 32.3 percent of total 
suspensions.

“They can’t drug-test [a certain City 
High sports team] because these [athletes] 
will continue to do drugs,” Karen said. “The 
school has a good [sport] team, and we like 
that type of thing. I think that if a student 
brings something that the administration sees 
as valuable to them, then they will allow stu-
dents to do things that they otherwise would 
receive harsher consequences.”

There are many causes for disproportional-

ity in suspensions. In order to be suspended, 
students are first reported by their teacher, a 
hall monitor, or a fellow student, but not all 
teachers, hall monitors, and students report 
their suspicions. This is sometimes due to 
personal beliefs and sometimes due to lack of 
trust in the administration’s response to re-
ports. This means that student discipline is at 
the discretion of individuals.

“When it’s tangible, when it’s smoking 
weed, it’s vaping, it’s punching someone right 
in the nose; that is concrete, more than it is 
if you’re bullying someone,” Scott Jespersen, 
City High’s assistant principal, said. 

In addressing the multitude of potential 
causes of the discipline 
disparities between white 
and black students at City, 
the school turned to the 
work of Ruby Payne, a 
white woman who works 
in education leadership. 

“[Payne’s] theory was 
that sometimes with Af-
rican American students 
and white teachers, there 
is a culture difference,” 
Jespersen said. “Some of it 
is spatial, some of it’s vol-
ume, different things. But 
I don’t think you can take 

one thing and say, ‘Oh, that’s why [the dis-
proportionality is there].’”

The issue of representation in City High’s 
staff came up numerous times in a staff meet-
ing in November 2019 where students spoke 
to staff members about bettering the school. 
Despite pressure from students and families, 
the district has yet to hire more teachers of 
color.

“Our staff doesn’t look 
like 40 percent of our stu-
dents,” Jesperson said. “As 
somebody that helps hire 
all the teachers here, we’re 
not seeing [African Ameri-
can] applicants for our po-
sitions.”

Finding solutions to 
an issue like racial dispari-
ties is undeniably difficult. 
Latasha Deloach, the vice 
chair of the Iowa Dis-
proportionate Minority 

Contact Committee, a subcommittee of the 
Juvenile Justice Advisory Council, believes 
this topic becomes even more complex when 
white individuals run the institutions that 
contribute to the school-to-prison pipeline.

“You have people who are running the 
school who’ve never had those experiences,” 
Deloach said. “[Administrators] only hear 
about [struggling students] and they feel bad 
for them. They have pain in their hearts for 
them. But they’re looking through a looking 
glass. [Administrators] are looking in like, 

‘Man, that looks rough over there,’ but they 
have no idea what it is like. They don’t know 
what that hustle is like. Where [students are] 
trying to figure out what [their] next meal is 
coming from, or how [they’re] gonna make 
sure [their] brothers and sisters are cool. If 
you don’t know that life, if it’s just something 
you’ve read about, then you don’t under-
stand why people make the choices that they 
make.”

The real cause of the disproportional-
ity could be many things. Whether the staff 

doesn’t look like the students and there’s a 
‘cultural difference,’ or teachers aren’t con-
sistent in reporting students bad behaviors, 
Deloach believes the root of the issue is some-
thing no one wants to talk about. 

“We ask why there are so many suspen-
sions, but we’re not looking at the core rea-
son of what leads to these things: racism,” 
Deloach said. “We don’t want to talk about 
that.” 

When interviewed, Jespersen did not 

“WE ASK WHY THERE AS SO 
MANY SUSPENSIONS, BUT 

WE’RE NOT LOOKING AT THE 
CORE REASON OF WHICH 
LEADS TO THESE THINGS: 

racism.”

LATASHA DELOACH
VICE CHAIR OF THE IOWA DISROPORTIONATE 

MINORITY CONTACT COMMITTEE

“i don’t think you can 
take one thing and say, 

‘Oh, that’s why [the 
disproportionality is 

there.’”

scott jespersen

“Possession, use, or purchase of tobacco products...alcoholic 
beverages...illegal drugs or the unauthorized possession, use, 
or purchase of otherwise lawful drugs...engaging in activities 

outside the school community that would be grounds for arrest 
or citation in the criminal or juvenile court system [will result in 
loss of eligibility for participation in extracurricular activities]. 
first offense...suspension from one-third of the season’s contest. 

second offense...suspension from one-half the season’s contests...
third offense...suspension from athletic competition for twelve 

(12) calendar months.”

city high 2019-2020 parent/athlete manual

*Names changed for protection of minors.
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