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ABOUT THE YOUTH ACTION SQUAD

Adolescence is a critical period for building identity and sense of purpose.
Relationships with supportive adults are crucial for development.
Rectifying the racial and economic disparities that young people experience is
essential to ensuring success for all adolescents. 

Background
Due to the impact the COVID-19 crisis and the racial justice movement in 2020 had
on youth, the Iowa Department of Human Rights (DHR) recognized a responsibility
to respond to this moment in a way that shared power with young people in Iowa.
Thus, the Youth Action Squad was created.

The Youth Action Squad (YAS) is designed based on the recommendations of The
Promise of Adolescence: Realizing Opportunity for All Youth. This report by the National
Academics of Science, Engineering, and Medicine offers a detailed biopsychosocial
understanding of the unique and critical processes that define the adolescent stage of
life and set the stage for future well-being. The primary takeaways of the report are: 

Young people are the experts on the experiences and needs of young people.
Adolescents are capable of high-level action.
Lived experience is a critical asset for adolescents seeking to make change at any
system level.
Decision-makers should resource and advance recommendations of young
people, and systems would benefit from doing so.
Those closest to the issues are often closest to the solutions, but furthest from
resources and power

Program 
The Youth Action Squad is designed based on the principles that: 

In the fall of 2021, 30 Iowa youth (ages 14-24) were selected to participate in the
Youth Action squad based on their lived experience, interest in advocacy, and
motivation to take action. 

Youth Action Squad members met for 10 large group meetings, as well as individual
check-ins with support staff, from December 2021 to April 2022. 
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58%
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Research

Action Plan Summary:
Shared research results with
student body, school boards,
and the Iowa Department of

Education. Will hold
reoccurring follow-ups with
schools to monitor progress.

Addressing Racism in Schools

Hifaa Adam, Des Moines
Nzobaho Ngiriweneza, Cedar Rapids

Bella McDonald, Clive

Vision: All students and faculty
at schools in Iowa will become
aware of the issues occurring,
both within the student body

and in the curriculum, and start
learning how to fix these

problems.

Have you experienced
racism at your school?

I feel my school could improve
on being more inclusive.

Have you seen or heard of
others experiencing

racism at your school?

Methodology
 

Surveyed students grades 8-12 in Iowa public schools.



LGBTQ+ Policy

Ethan Williams, Cedar Rapids

Action Plan Summary:
Advocated to Iowa state

legislators and decision makers
about adding gender identity to

Iowa's Hate Crimes law.

Vision: The Iowa Hate Crime
legislation is amended to include

gender identity to ensure Iowa is a
welcoming place for all.

Key Findings: 
 

Iowa's hate crime legislation defines "hate crime"  as one of the
following public offenses when committed against a person or a
person's property because of the person's race, color, religion,

ancestry, national origin, political affiliation, sex, sexual
orientation, age, or disability. 

 
The Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crime

Prevention Act of 2009 is the first statute allowing federal
criminal prosecution of hate crimes motivated by the victim's

actual or perceived sexual orientation or gender identity.
 

Research



Mental Health Club

Ewuraesi Panford, New Hartford

Action Plan Summary: Created a
mental health club within her

school to begin in the fall of 2022.
Advocated for the establishment

of a  statewide mental health club. 

Vision: All students have access to a
mental health club that understands

and prioritizes students' mental
health.

Has self isolation and
loneliness ever affected

your mental health?

Yes
43.5%

No
32.9%

Maybe
23.5%

Should a mental health
club be created at

school?

Maybe
44.9%

Yes
29.6%

No
25.5%

Key Findings: 
 

Students express an increase
in depressional feelings and
emotional separation from

peers during isolation.
 

Students would like more
accessible mental health

resources and a safe
environment to discuss

mental health.
 

Research

Methodology
 

Surveyed students grades 9-12 from Dike New Hartford.
 



Action Plan Summary: Worked with Atlantic High School to address
misunderstandings regarding mental health among school

counselors and students. Advocated to school administration on
hosting a mental health symposium.

Perception of Mental
Health Resources

Within Pre-Collegiate
Schools

Zachary McKay, Atlantic

Vision: Schools have a stronger promotion and
accessibility of mental health resources.

Students have an increased awareness and
understanding of counselors' roles in schools. 

Key Findings: 
 

There is a large
miscommunication between
what students believe school
counselors can handle and

what counselors are trained on
and legally allowed to do. 

 
 
 

Research

Methodology
 

Surveyed students and
school counselors at
Atlantic High School.

 



Immigration Issues in Youth

Vania Madrigal, Marshalltown
Kenya Gómez, Marshalltown
Ramika Sharma, Ottumwa

Vision: Different ethnic groups
around Iowa have a sense of

belonging with the integration of
migration and refugee crisis courses
in schools and the implementation
of a day of dedication in respect to

the involvement of immigrants
throughout U.S. history.

Action Plan Summary: Advocated for an
addition of immigrant and refugee topics to

courses in school curriculum, as well as
advocated for schools to provide more

opportunities for students to learn in different
languages. Contributed to an exhibition at

Marshalltown Library as translators to assist
non-English speakers. Provided support and

resources to immigrant youth in
Marshalltown School District.

Would you like to see that your
teachers implement more

discussions about immigration in
their classes?

Yes
64.7%

Maybe
30.3%

No
5%

Research

Methodology
 

Interviewed and surveyed students in Marshalltown
and Des Moines high schools. 

 



Racism in Schools

Izabela Banegas, Cumming
Delia Garza Jimenez, Urbandale 

Vision: Schools in Iowa adapt
policies to provide better

support for students
experiencing discrimination. 

Action Plan Summary: Met with school
officials, as well as advocates for student

voice and found ways to spread and make
current events available to students facing

discrimination. Worked with groups,
including DEI and CORE, to keep the

work going in the future.

Research

Methodology
 

Surveyed students grades 8-12
across Iowa, primarily from

Norwalk and Waukee County. 
 



Racism Prevention
Throughout Schools

Victoria Lyes, Sergeant Bluff

Action Plan Summary: Spoke to Sergeant
Bluff-Luton School Board on increasing the

amount of teacher supervision in school
hallways to monitor for racism and

discrimination towards students. Hosted a
minority focus group to discuss ways to prevent

and stop racism at school.

Vision: Students at Sergeant Bluff-
Luton High School feel comfortable

and represented while at school.

Key Findings: 
 

Over 90% of students surveyed said most insults took place at
school. 

 
Approximately 80% of people surveyed suggested that being

educated on culture and ethnicity could help prevent racism and
discrimination at school.

Research

Methodology
 

Surveyed students grades 9-12 at Sergeant Bluff-Luton High School.
 



Mental Health and First Aid

Luca Jenkins, Waukee

Action Plan Summary: Spoke with
administration at Prairieview School

about hosting a medical supplies drive to
help create take home first aid kits for
students, as well as displaying posters
regarding mental health resources in

school bathrooms. 

Vision: Health classes
implement a basic first aid
unit. Students have better

accessibility to first aid
materials at home.

Yes
68.9%

No
18.1%

Depends on how it is applied
13%

Would you appreciate
having a basic first aid
unit applied in health

class?

Agree
51.4%

Neutral
28.2%

Disagree
20.3%

Our school has many
openly available mental

health resources.

Key Findings: 
 

Not all students have
access to basic medical

supplies, including band
aids and gauze. Many
students are also not

aware of how to
properly care for

injuries.

Research

Methodology
 

Surveyed students at
Prairieview High

School.



Energy and Waste
Efficiency and

Awareness

Emma Zheng, Waukee

Action Plan Summary: Will create posters and implement an
environmental friendliness club beginning the fall of 2022 school year

to increase environmental awareness. 

Vision: Schools across Iowa are introduced to
methods towards clean and environmental

friendliness. Iowans have a greater awareness on
the importance of renewable energy and how it

can help to reduce pollution.

4
41.7%

3
34.7%

2
13.9%

1
5.6%

5
4.2%

General knowledge of
renewable energy from 1

(lowest) to 5 (highest)

4
43.7%

5
22.5%

3
19.7%

2
12.7%

1
1.4%

General impression of
renewable energy from 1

(lowest) to 5 (highest)

Research

Methodology
 

Surveyed students in high schools across Iowa.
 



Food Deserts

Nevaeh Stover, Muscatine

Action Plan Summary: Spoke with
state and local leadership about

hunger statistics in Muscatine and
possible resources to create healthy

snack stations. Presented at Muscatine
District School Board meeting

regarding initiating healthy snacks
and meal options for Muscatine High

School. 

Vision: The Greater Muscatine area
will have better food services and
increased availability of food for

students and youth.

Research

Recently
40.9%

A Few Hours Ago
29.5%

Today
14%

Yesterday
11.4%

Other
4.2%

When was the last time
you ate?

Yes
45.5%

No
33%

Maybe
21.5%

Did you feel like you ate
a well balanced meal? Do

you no longer feel
hungry? 

Key Findings: 
 

A "food desert" is an area
that has limited access to
affordable and nutritious

food.
 

An increase in the cost of
housing has lead to a
decrease of people

traveling across Muscatine
to purchase fresh food.

Methodology
 

Surveyed youth in the
Muscatine area.

 



Opportunities for
Pacific Islanders

in School

Charleyna Falcam, Storm Lake

Action Plan Summary:  Partnered with
the principal at Storm Lake High School
to create a Pacific Island Club. Hosted an

International Women's Day event to
celebrate different cultural backgrounds

through dances, competitions, etc.  

Vision: Pacific Islander students feel
welcomed and supported at Storm

Lake High School and have a greater
awareness of opportunities provided

by the school and community.

Research

Methodology
 

Surveyed and
interviewed Storm
Lake High School

Pacific Islander
Students.

Key Findings: 
 

30% of students interviewed reported
not currently participating in

activities at school. 
 

Ideas students suggested for activities
include Micro Women's Day,

tournaments, cook outs, making leis
or cultural attire, and dancing.



Creating Ethnic Studies
Classes in Schools

Anyiel Akec, Des Moines

Action Plan Summary: Created course
descriptions for 4 classes, including "The Power
of Words," "Asian American History," "African

American History," and "Latin American
History." Will be finding teachers who are

willing to teach these classes and begin creating
the course curriculum. 

Vision: Classes at Dowling High School are
implemented to be representative of

people of color (POC) and other cultures.

Research

Methodology
Surveyed students who took the Gender and Ethnic Studies class

in the Des Moines Public School District (DMPD) and interviewed
key administrators at DMPD.

Yes
88.9%

No
11.1%

Did you learn any new concepts
about race, ethnicity, sexuality,

gender identity, or gender
expression by taking this class? 

Yes
92.6%

No
7.4%

Do you think this class is
important?



Gentrification vs. the
Black Dollar

Danny Levy, Cedar Rapids

Action Plan Summary: Advocated for a
foundation for the dollar in order for the
Black Community to thrive from within.

Spoke with the Cedar Rapids City Council and
mayor and will follow up with the City

Planning Board.

Vision: Officials in the Cedar
Rapids area are more aware of the
effects of gentrification and invest

in Black businesses to further
support the Black community.

Research

Key Findings: 
 

Gentrification leads to less affordable housing, less access to cultural necessities,
and no open job opportunities within the community. 

 
Little Africa, Seneca Village, and Black Wall Street were financially

independent freedom town created by Black and Native people across the
nation after the Civil War. Less than 50 years after their creation, all towns were

destroyed due to gentrification. 
 

Within Black communities, the Black Dollar lasts for 6 hours on average, the
lowest of any community; meaning most income is spent on bills rather than

put back into the community.
 
 



Mask Recycling Program

David Lee, Ames

Action Plan Summary: Spoke with
state leadership on how to best

implement a mask recycling
program and discuss what locations
would be the most beneficial for the

program. Worked with Lifecycle
Revive to provide recycling

containers and discuss
transportation of containers.  

Vision: Reduce mask pollution in
the Iowa State Capitol Complex
and implement a lasting mask
recycling program to make the

waste management of the Capitol
more sustainable. 

Research

Key Findings: 
 

For the mask recycling program to
have the most success, it is best to
begin in a small location, such as

the Lucas Building, rather than the
entire Iowa State Capitol Complex. 

Methodology
 

Surveyed staff at the
Lucas Building.



Mental Health 

Serenity Knox, Des Moines

Action Plan Summary: Spoke with people
in the healthcare field about resources in the

Des Moines area. Advocated for youth
struggling with mental illness to state

leadership. Will be gathering supplies for a
mental health coping kit.

Vision: Students and youth in the Des
Moines area have access to adequate

resources for their mental health. 

Research

What do you want destigmatized about mental health?

"Mental health is only for people
who are sick or have "something

wrong." Mental health is important
to everyone and we should talk

about it as much as physical health.: 

"Mental health can be quickly
"fixed." It takes a lot of ongoing

work and support to be healthy."

"You are weak because you
seek out help."

"Medications automatically fix
anything that happened, or that

mental illness isn't real." 

"The idea of mental health and any
bad thought about it. People should

be able to get help without being
scrutinized for it." 

Methodology
 

Held a talking wall with youth in the Des Moines area.



Policy Ed Programming

Sharanā Baker, Dubuque

Action Plan Summary: Worked
with the Dubuque Community

School District Board to add 3 food
pantries to 2 elementary and 1 high

school. Advocated for policy re-
implementations of requirements

for Summer Academy. 

Vision: All buildings in the Dubuque
Community School District have

equitable access and opportunities to
programs and services that meet the

needs of their students. 

Research

Key Findings: 
 

Many students are not able to focus, attend, or understand what is being taught
in classes due factors including student's hunger and lack of food pantries in
schools. Several schools in the Dubuque Community School District do not

have air conditioning leading to students being overheated. Some students are
over-suspended and over-expelled for the extent of their school

offense/violation. 
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*Words provided by Youth Action Squad members as
they reflected on their time in the Youth Action Squad*


