
Office of 
Youth and 
Family 
Engagement

March 2026

Embedding Lived Experience 

Across Iowa HHS



Who We Are





What We Do

Agency 
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Justice System 

Work



Spotlight: SIYAC



Spotlight: Talking Wall

Locations

Youth

Post-It Notes

41

618

4,055



What do young people in your community need 
more of to feel safe and supported?

"Having a good 
support system you 

can trust"

"Open access to 

transportation and 
better/more 

transportation"

"Nicer police 
(understanding of the 

situation) who have 

control of emotions"

"Support from police 
more often"

"Providing money, 

free food, and rides or 
have mentors and 

security cameras and 

have police not jump 
straight to violence"

"More people focusing 
on the good rather than 

focusing on the bad"

"Counselors/therapists 

so youth don't feel so 
helpless and lost."

"Scary to go to JCOs 

with these emotions 
how am I supposed to 

tell you how I'm 

feeling if you can use 
it against me?"

"Credible Messenger 
Programs"

"More people to talk 

to that were in the 
same situations or 

similar"

"More lights in 

dark  areas and fix 
broken  street lights"

"More help with 
education. No one 

enforces you to go to 
school. Understand 

there are different types 

of learning"

"Money"

"Good paying jobs"

"Help better the 
quality of houses"

"Healthcare vending 
machine + Plan B, 

Narcan, etc. and 

instructions on how to 
use stuff safe."

"More Narcan and 

how to use it"

"More skate parks 

and more parks 
around the state of 

Iowa and more bikes 

for kids"



What have you been needing and quietly hoping 
someone would notice?

"Love"

"A hug"

"Respect and love"

"Seeing my family"

"Being able to meet 

my bio-family"

"I want my Mom's 

rights back so she 
can see me and my 

sister"

"My changes"

"To ask me how I 

really feel in private"

"That I’m hurting, the 

scars I have and that I 
don’t feel safe"

"Sleep"

"Notebooks"

"I need people to see 
the deeper side to the 

story"

"Help...I have troubles 
reading and spelling"

"Help with expressing 
my emotions 

correctly"

"For there to be 
easier or better ways 

to visit my Mom and 

more time with her."

"Birthday parties/ 
dresses. My birthday 

is in 2 days"

"That I need love and 
someone that can care 

for me. Someone that 

can be there and hear 
me out and listen. 

Someone that can love 
me for me."

"I need to talk to my 
friends and to my 

girlfriend about my 

mental health"

"Us kids have bad 
depression. We need to 

be noticed because 

teens are losing their 
life."

"That I just want to be 

a part of something"

"I'm not mentally ok"

"That I need a lot 

more attention than I 
get"

"I've been needing 
the judge to realize I 

am trying to get better 

for myself"

"That we can all 
change with the right 

support"



Talking Wall Impact

Hygiene products

Youth Report to the 
Court

Credible Messengers 
pilot

Remote Hearings

Shackling in the 
courtroom

Increased clothing 
allowance

Juvenile Detention 
Rules rewrite

State Training 
School: visits, 
phones, grievances, 
body scanner

Local changes: art 
therapy, hair care



Spotlight: Youth Justice Council





Spotlight: Credible Messengers



Spotlight: Youth Shadow Week



Spotlight: Youth Engagement in 
Behavioral Health

Youth-Led Suicide 
Prevention

 Goal: Develop a youth suicide 
prevention plan by youth for youth 
and youth serving organizations

 Status: Conducting Talking Walls 
with youth and young adults 
throughout the state

Children, Youth and Family 
Learning Collaborative

Goal 1: Raise awareness by providing 
training and education, focusing on 
special populations

Goal 2: Determine better ways to 
collect feedback from those with lived 
experience to be able to include in 
decision-making

Goal 3: Develop a plan for youth-
based peer support

Actions Underway
▪ Youth-designed 988 Campaign
▪ Incorporating stories in on-demand 

suicide prevention trainings

▪ Ongoing meetings with the CYF team to 
shape youth peer support development



Questions

Kayla Powell

Executive Officer, Office of Youth and Family Engagement

Kayla.powell@hhs.iowa.gov
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