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NEVADA, IA. — An Iowa inmate who has been behind bars since 

age 18 following a murder conviction could be on a path toward 

release after a judge’s ruling Friday.

Story County District Court Judge James Ellefson resentenced 

former Iowa State University student Yvette Louisell to 25 years in 

prison. Louisell, 43, is serving a life sentence after being convicted 

of first-degree murder in 1988 in the stabbing death of Keith 

Stilwell.

Ellefson’s sentence departed from other Iowa judges’ decisions in 

similar cases of inmates who were sentenced as juveniles to serve 

life in prison for murder. Following rulings by 

the U.S. and Iowa supreme courts that 

struck down mandatory life sentences for 

such offenders, several Iowa inmates have 

been resentenced to serve life with parole.

Supporters on Friday said Ellefson’s decision 

offered hope for Louisell, who has worked in 
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prison to mentor other inmates and prepare 

for release. But the ruling drew criticism from 

Story County Attorney Stephen Holmes and 

others who argue that sentences for the 

juvenile offenders should be revisited by 

state lawmakers, not crafted by judges.

“When it comes to fashioning an individual 

sentence ... that goes against who sets what 

the sentences are,” Polk County Attorney 

John Sarcone said. “That’s the Legislature.”

In November, Sarcone’s office helped speed 

up a release for Kristina Fetters, a lifer 

convicted of killing her great aunt. Fetters, 

who entered prison at age 15, hoped to be 

released after being diagnosed with 

inoperable breast cancer.

Prosecutors, however, argued against a 

sentence that would have freed Fetters 

immediately; a judge resentenced her to life 

with parole and the Iowa Board of Parole 

released her. Other high-profile Iowa 

inmates convicted of murder as teenagers, 

including Ruthann Veal and Jeffrey Ragland, 

have also been resentenced so that the 

parole board can review their cases.

A bill in the Iowa Legislature brought forward 

by the state’s county attorneys would clarify 

sentencing for future juvenile murderers by 

creating a sentence of life with the possibility 

of parole after 35 years, said Corwin Ritchie, 

executive director of the Iowa County 

Attorneys Association. Currently, however, 

courts are left in a gray area in resentencing, 

he said.

The U.S. Supreme Court’s 2012 ruling in 

Miller v. Alabama, however, makes it clear 

that judges should have the authority to 

consider individual life circumstances and 

sentence juvenile killers accordingly, said 

Ashley Nellis, a senior research analyst with the Sentencing 

Project, a Washington, D.C.-based advocacy group.

“I think that the judge is in a better position to look at the whole 

person and look at the appropriateness of their original sentence 

and look at features about their characters that have changed,” she 

said.

Ellefson’s decision sets Louisell up to be released once the ruling 

takes affect Feb. 10, though the Iowa attorney general’s office 

could appeal the decision and ask for a stay of the sentence. The 

office is reviewing its options, spokesman Geoff Greenwood said.

Yvette Louisell 

ZOOM

Louisell has home if released

In years of working at Polk County’s juvenile 

detention center, Yvette Louisell is the inmate that 

Des Moines woman Karla Frieling stays most in 

touch with. 

In Louisell’s sentencing hearing on Friday, Frieling 

recalled her “naivete” as a teenager entering the 

justice system. After Louisell went to the Iowa 

Correctional Institution for Women in Mitchellville, 

the two stayed in contact through letters and visits. 

Around the time Frieling’s daughter turned 14, 

Frieling took the girl to Mitchellville to meet Louisell. 

Now a senior at East High School, Danaka Taylor 

says Louisell is somebody she admires. 

“She’s someone that I kind of look up to in a way, to 

see how much she’s changed over the years, to see 

that people really can change,” Taylor said. 

If Story County District Court Judge James 

Ellefson’s ruling Friday stands and Louisell is 

released from prison, she’ll have a welcoming home 

with Frieling. Frieling told the judge on Friday the 

family “couldn’t wait” to have Louisell live with them 

as she transitions to life outside of prison. 

Standing outside the courtroom, the mother said 

she’s glad her daughter built a relationship with 

Louisell. 

“I think I wanted Danaka to not only meet Yvette, but 

have the experience of, you know, there is 

forgiveness, to care about people and support them 

when we believe in them,” she said. 

— Grant Rodgers
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Under the ruling, Louisell would bypass the parole board on her 

way to release.

In a three-hour hearing Friday in front of a full courtroom, Louisell 

and her supporters told the judge that the once-promising student 

and aspiring attorney should be allowed a chance at life outside of 

prison. Among the witnesses who testified was Mary Richards, the 

former Story County attorney who prosecuted Louisell.

Richards has been supportive of Louisell’s release and in 2005 

wrote a letter to then-Gov. Tom Vilsack. On Friday, Richards told 

the judge that she doesn’t believe Louisell would be dangerous if 

released.

“Yvette Louisell has now served in prison ... more than five years 

longer than Keith Stilwell’s life expectancy at the time of his death,” 

she said. “I think that the likelihood of her becoming a productive 

member of society is extremely high.”

Throughout the hearing an often-smiling Louisell sat and spoke with 

her attorneys, nodding along with the judge as he spoke to her. In 

her statement to the judge, Louisell said she’s prepared herself to 

someday be released and she has a “re-entry team” of supporters 

through Women at the Well, a United Methodist program set up at 

the Mitchellville prison.

In prison, Louisell has worked for Iowa Prison Industries and in 

2007 went through a program for victims of sexual abuse. Louisell 

graduated from the program and continues to mentor other 

inmates.

“I feel that I have worked very, very hard to become worthy of 

release,” she said. “I am not perfect, I have made mistakes ... I can 

assure you that I’m going to continue to work hard.”

In issuing the sentence, Ellefson said Louisell would be required to 

stay under court supervision and would need to join a group to deal 

with substance abuse. As a 17-year-old at Iowa State University, 

Louisell drank heavily; she wasn’t able to enter substance abuse 

treatment in prison due to her life sentence.

If released, Louisell would likely move into the Des Moines house of 

Karla Frieling, a supporter who first met Louisell in her role as an 

employee at Polk County’s juvenile detention center. Louisell was 

held at the center immediately after arrestin 1987.

Frieling and Louisell have stayed in contact since meeting through 

visits and the prison’s online messaging system, Frieling said. 

While it’s important that Louisell have a support system if released, 

she’ll need a certain amount of discipline, Ellefson said.

“The last thing in the world she needs is somebody who’s going to 

be sympathetic, who’s going to say, ‘Oh you poor child, you’ve 

been so mistreated,’ ” he said. “(She needs) someone who instead 

is going to take the firm approach.”
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