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about us
Who We Are
The Blank Tales team is a collaboration of three Valley High School students—
Guowei, Jared, and Elizabeth. To make this issue, we interviewed two homeless (or
formerly homeless) youths in the area and listened to their powerful stories. The names
of our interviewees have been changed to protect their privacy. Their anonymity also
inspired the title of our magazine. Each person has his or her own unique story that does
not fit any stereotype. Our magazine provides a “blank” medium for each of them to
share both their hardships and successes.

Our Mission
Through our publication, we hope to raise awareness of the homeless community in
Des Moines. Homelessness is a complex problem. Our mission is to increase action towards ending homelessness and lifting homeless individuals, families, and children from
poverty. We hope the stories we share inspire you, our readers, to help people find homes
and build stable and secure lives.
These stories show how much organizations like Central Iowa Shelters & Services
(CISS) and supportive housing programs can help to change the lives of homeless people
(see page 8 for organizations you can support). These organizations have wonderful programs that provide shelter, food, clothing, therapy and help people to secure employment.
Many, like the YMCA, strive to provide long-term solutions to homelessness by helping
people become financially stable and independent.
You can help these organizations and their continued efforts to change lives. We
strongly encourage you to give in any way that you can—by volunteering or donating
to the remarkable organizations listed on the back cover. You have the power to make a
difference and change lives.

Contact Us
Facebook: Blank Tales
Website: www.blanktales.org
Email: blanktalesinfo@gmail.com

editors’ note

Homeless youths face greater obstacles
Turning 18 is daunting for everyone. As an official “adult,” one
must become more responsible and
independent. But turning 18 while
homeless presents more difficult
hurdles.
Young adults—specifically those
in the 18-22 age range—often face
homelessness with inadequate
resources. Foster care and similar
support ends at 18, but most shelters
are not equipped to handle youths or
help them pursue higher education.
According to Covenant House, an
organization that combats homelessness, “50 percent of adolescents
aging out of foster care and juvenile
justice systems will be homeless
within six months because they are
unprepared to live independently
and have limited education and no
social support.”
According to National Council
of State Legislatures, “Youth aging
out of the foster care system often
have little or no income support and
limited housing options and are at
higher risk to end up on the streets.

Youth that live in residential or
institutional facilities often become
homeless upon discharge.”
For this issue, we interviewed
two youths who struggled with
homelessness. Both live (or lived)
in transitional housing systems
like Iowa Homeless Youth Centers
(IHYC). These programs provide
job and education assistance, financial counseling, and other
youth-oriented support (in addition
to the standard room and board).
The programs require residents to
do chores, save money, and follow
strict rules while living there for an
18-24 month period.
Both stories—told in the youths’
own words—give insight into the
daily challenges of overcoming
homelessness. Blank Tales exists to
help everyone understand the perils
of homelessness and inspire action
to end it. We hope stories of these
resilient youths will make understanding of homelessness more
concrete and stir compassion.

Thanks for reading. Guowei, Jared, and Elizabeth

In the IHYC headquarters,
a card poignantly describes
the difficulties homeless
young adults contend with.
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Working to provide for her
Would you like to share your
story?
At sixteen, I was staying
with my sister, and she wanted
my food stamps. I was with
a woman who worked with
outreach, and she brought me
to YSS. I didn’t know I was
pregnant at the time. I stayed
at the shelter and worked [in]
the program while I was still in
high school. I didn’t have any

plans of finishing high school.
I went to Scavo, an alternative
school for students in the Des
Moines district. I ended up passing school and graduated when
I was five months pregnant with
[my son] and [my daughter] was
three years old.
The shelter was not for me
because I felt like it was very
strict. I then signed up for KPex,
which is a program that helps
you with rent assistance--it
allows you to get on your own
feet gradually. I got my own
place last year and was able to
get two jobs while I was here at
Lighthouse. This is my second
year that I have had my own
place with my kids.
I miss the strictness with
money and spending that the
KPex program made me follow.
I saved seven thousand dollars
through the program, whereas
on my own I save very little.
I went from having nothing to
Des Moines’s Iowa Homeless Youth Center (IHYC) helps youth
working two jobs and a house. I
“learn to live independently and attain self-sufficiency.”
work in fraud investigation for
people’s credit cards. I got that
job through my sister and niece
who work there. I have been
Has two children, a daughter there since January. I went from
McDonald’s to HyVee to this
and a son
job.
Used to live in the LightWhat led to you becoming
house Transitional Living
homeless?
Program, a part of Iowa
I was the black sheep of the
Homeless Youth Centers
family, but I never thought I

About Catherine

would be homeless. I left my
sister’s house because she wanted half of my food stamps when
I had my first baby girl. Our

“I have grown up so much
thanks to the help of the
shelter and the support I
received [while] pregnant.
I still talk to a lot of the
people I met through the
Lighthouse program. The
shelter got me on my feet,
so I could stay on my feet
and be independent.”
parents died early in our childhood, so we grew up on our
own. I feel like I have a support
system through the Lighthouse
program. I was bad when I was
sixteen, so my life right now
is just about taking care of my
kids, working, sleeping on my
three days off, and then doing
that again.
Why do you say you were the
black sheep of the family?
Because I was bad, I would
run away and skip school and
take my mom’s phone. I would
sneak away from school all the
time. I have grown up so much
thanks to the help of the shelter and the support I received
[while] pregnant. I still talk to a
lot of the people I met through
the Lighthouse program. The

children: Catherine’s story
shelter got me on my feet, so
I could stay on my feet and be
independent.
How do you see your future?
I don’t know, hopefully college
soon. Right now I am looking at
studying at Drake. I want to be a
daycare teacher. I want to work
with small kids from six weeks
to six months. You have to be
in certain rooms if you want
to teach that type of daycare. I
want to be in that room up until
they can walk.
How did you hear about the
Lighthouse program?
I learned about it through my
advocate. She told me that she
had this place where I could go.
She said you can’t be on your
phone, you have to get a job,
and you have to give them your
money. I came into the emergency beds, where I stayed for
seven days. Everybody in this

What do you think made you
change?
With the shelter I feel like
it was just the support, and

“With the shelter I feel like
it was just the support, and
they never gave up, they
never stopped trying. They
kept trying and pushing
me, that is what motivated me to keep going.”

they never gave up, they never stopped trying. They kept
trying and pushing me, that
is what motivated me to keep
going.
What do you think is the best
way to convince people to
receive help?
I think just sharing my story
will help convince those people in need of help to reach out
and be able to receive it. I hope
sharing my story will motivate
“Right now I am looking at others to get the help that they
need. Just having people reach
studying at Drake. I want
out and letting people know
to be a daycare teacher. I
that they are there for them will
want to work with small
also help other people find help.
kids from six weeks to six
Did you have a favorite part
months.”
of the program?
I feel like everything was great.
program wasn’t sure whether
I liked being in their office all
or not I was going to make it
the time. The budgeting was
through this program. I came
helpful too. Just being able
into it with the wrong attitude,
but over the last years I changed to talk to people about what’s
going on in my life.
and became who I am today.

Pictures above showcase
how Iowa Homeless Youth
Center (IHYC) has assisted
youth. On the rignt, former
resident Jason said, “IHYC
has helped me so much;
my education, health, and
breaking bad habits. They’ve
all become like family, and
I’m not sure if I would have
been able to get this far
without them.” Below, an
IHYC classroom.

Overcoming imprisonment and
About Trevor
Living in Buchanan,
a part of the IHYC
housing system

“Being homeless
makes you grow up
a lot faster than you
should. I’m only 22,
but I feel like I have
[health]problems of
someone twice my
age. But...nothing can
be too bad as long as
you stay positive.”
Residents of Iowa Homeless Youth Center (IHYC) gather in the dining room.

Tell us about yourself.
I was raised in a military
family so I moved around
a lot, and then I got stuck
in the Iowa area—Cedar
Rapids, Eldora, Ankeny,
and mostly Des Moines. I
was doing outside activities like manual labor.
How did you find yourself homeless?
Well, after the second time
I got locked up in Eldora,
I was there for 6 months.
[When I left,] they had to
find a place for me because I was still under the
age of 18, so they found
IHYC and brought me
here for my first interview.

About a month in, my
roommate decided he was
going to start a fight with
me. I never hit him back,
he just put me in a chokehold, slammed me against
the wall, and I got kicked
out. Right after that was
when I became homeless.
For about a year and a
half after that I just kind
of stayed out in the camps
and moved around a lot.
How old are you?
I’m 22. I am technically
aged out of the program
[at IHYC], but I entered
before my 22nd birthday
and I’m on probation for
the second time as an

adult. They helped me
out and they requested for
a full extension, which
is 18 months, so I have
a year and a half to stay
here. I think I’m 6 months
into that right now. It
really helps out because
you don’t pay rent here;
you just have to do upkeep. I’ve been using all
my money to pay off my
probation fines, pay my
class fees, and pay off all
my court fines, which are
really hefty at this point.
What’s your daily life
like?
I’ve been here for about
five or six months, and it’s

basically just work, come
home, do some cleaning
around the house, which
right now is dishes…then
basically go in my room
for a while, play whatever, watch a lot of Hulu.
They treat you like an
adult. They’ll push you,
and they’ll get irritated
with you when you’re just
acting like a kid. You’re
here because you’re trying
to get your life together,
not because it’s a vacation.
Before I got reaccepted
back here for the third
time, I was over at the
homeless shelter.
How did you get accept-

homelessness: Trevor’s story
ed at IHYC?
Originally, you just went
through Outreach and
they would talk to the
people here, and then they
changed the process. Now
you have to go to Outreach, find out if there’s an
opening, then you have to
go to Primary Healthcare
to be processed.
How many people live in
this house?
Right now we’re at nine.
It’s a max of 10 occupancies. There are two single
rooms and the rest are all
doubles.
What responsibilities do
you have here?
The whole thing is like

a douchebag thing to do
in the first place. If you
have a job, 60 percent of
your every check you give
to the house, and they’ll
put it in a savings account
so you can’t just waste all
of your money. So they
basically force you to
save which is awesome.
And then you’ve got your
weekly chores, which
change every week.
Will they push you out if
you don’t complete your
work?
They try. They’re pretty
lenient about stuff lately,
but back when I was first
here it was “oh you’re not
doing what you need to do,
get out.”
“ If you have a job, 60
Have you seen a lot of
percent of your every
people leave?
check you give to the Yeah, a lot of people get
house, and they’ll put kicked out. There’s alit in a savings account ways drama everywhere
so you can’t just waste you go. When you have a
all of your money. So bunch of young adults all
they basically force
in the same house, there’s
you to save which is
going to be problems with
awesome.”
people.
that everybody basically
Who runs the house?
needs to clean up after
We have the house coorthemselves and act like a dinator, and then we have
human being, act like an
the person under that,
adult. Don’t leave a mess which would be the main
for somebody else to clean daytime staff, and then we
up because that’s kind of have the afternoon staff,

A resident in an Iowa Homeless Community Center (IHYC) program
works in the computer lab. IHYC’s transitional housing programs offer
job and education support, financial counseling, and more.

which basically watches
us, to make sure that we
don’t do anything stupid.
Don’t bring booze or drugs
into the house; don’t start
beating each other up;
don’t pull a Lord of the
Flies.
Do you have any plans
for the future?
As soon as I get off probation, get all my stuff paid
off and finish up my classes, I’ll move to Humboldt,
Iowa.
Is there anything else you
want to say?
Being homeless makes
you grow up a lot faster
than you should. I’m only

22, but I feel like I have
arthritis and back problems and muscle problems
of someone twice my age.
But other than that being
homeless isn’t too bad.
Nothing can be too bad as
long as you stay positive
about it. It all goes back to
the old saying “life is what
you make it.”
If you were to give advice
to newly homeless person
what would it be?
I would tell them to seek
out every possible resource they can and use it
to full advantage, but don’t
abuse it, because it won’t
be there forever.

Places to Donate
Anawim Housing:

Evelyn K. Davis Center for
Working Families:

Primary Healthcare:

www.anawimhousing.org/
www.phcinc.net
http://www.evelynkdaviscenter.org/
Long-term housing for reduced rent;
Nonprofit communtiy healthcare
Pages/welcome.aspx
support programs for tenants
center for insured or uninsured
Workforce training, employment
patients
Broadlawns:
opportunities, grocery and retail
Reggie’s Place Coffee Shop/
services
www.broadlawns.org/
Connection Café:
Medical center that offers accessiHouse
of
Mercy:
theconnectioncafe.org
ble, cost effective patient care
www.houseofmercydesmoines.org/ Free lunch for homeless and underCareer Closets:
Housing, substance-related counsel- privileged people
Sands:
https://www.plymouthchurch.com/ ing, trauma counseling, and more
news/plymouth-women-career-closIowa HomelessYouth Centers: www.broadlawns.org/inpatient-seret-moves-to-new-ymca/
vices.cfm
iowahomelessyouth.org/
Provides clothing for women in
Broadlawns Medical Center InpaServices to teach youth from 16-25
need for interviews and work
tient Behavioral Health Unit
to become self-sufficient

Central Iowa Shelter & Services: JOPPA Outreach:

www.centraliowashelter.org/
www.joppaoutreach.org/
Free emergency shelter and food for Faith-based services to help people
adults
with employment, housing, and
health
Dress for Success:

St. Joseph’s:

www.dmdiocese.org/st-joseph-emergency-family-shelter.cfm
Homeless shelter for families

YMCA:

www.dmymca.org/en/locations/
MECCA:
https://www.dressforsuccess.org
Professional attire for women inter- www.meccaservices.com/aboutus.html ymca_supportive_housing_campus
Drug addiction outpatient rehabili- Stable, secure, permanent housing
viewing for jobs and working
tation
for homeless or at-risk homeless

Left: One of the IHYC houses that provides transitional housing. Right: Pamphlets at IHYC describe services that help the homeless.

