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Statesville 13 year old will talk about her Type 1 diabetes with lawmakers this summer

BEN GIBSON
bgibson@statesville.com

A 13-year-old from Statesville will lobby
lawmakers on Capitol Hill to continue
funding diabetes research that might one
day find a cure for her Type 1 diabetes.

Keegan Bissell is headed to Washington,
D.C., in July as part of the Breakthrough
T1D 2025 Children’s Congress.

She may be a teenager, but she’s already

an advocate for those who deal with dia-
betes.

“T've always loved advocating for it.
Whenever someone asks me about it, like,
‘What’s on your arm?’ I love telling them
because it just brings awareness about it.
Some people don’t like to tell people, but
then they don’t get what they need,” Bis-
sell said. “I like to just be a voice for other
people and just help them advocate. And

my mom, she advocates too.”

Keegan was diagnosed in October of
2013, when she was almost 2 years old. She
doesn’t know a life without diabetes and
managing it. Her mother, Heather Bissell,
said that’s one reason Keegan had to grow
up quickly, as she knows she has to take
managing her diabetes seriously.

Please see BISSELL, Page A2

Grant to support older adults, their pets

IREDELL COUNCIL ON AGING

The Iredell Council on Aging
was awarded a $16,500 grant
through the Meals on Wheels
Loves Pets Regional Cohort
Grant Program, made possible
by PetSmart Charities and ad-
ministered by Meals on Wheels
America.

This funding includes a $15,000
program grant and a $1,500 Co-
hort Leader Award, which rec-
ognizes the council’s leadership
in fostering the bond between
older adults and their pets. The
grant will support the “Meals for
Paws” program, according to a
pressrelease. The donation-based

initiative provides pet food and
supplies to homebound older
adults in Iredell County who face
challenges accessing food, trans-
portation, and resources neces-
sary for caring for their animal
companions.

Meals for Paws began as a pilot
initiative in 2024 and expanded

into a comprehensive program in
January 2025, thanks to generous
community donations and sup-
port from the Love United Iredell
campaign. Since then, the coun-
cilhas provided monthly pet food
deliveries, along with leashes,
bowls, and other essential care
items. The program currently

serves our home-delivered meal
and congregate meal program
clients — nurturing the well-be-
ing of both older adults and their
pets while helping to maintain the
bond that brings daily comfort,
connection and purpose.

Please see GRANT, Page A2
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“I'm making life and
death decisions every day,
so I had to kind of grow up
a little bit. I can’t be stupid
and joke around about this.
This is a serious thing,
Keegan said.

The Breakthrough TID
2025 Children’s Congress,
which Keegan will be a
part of, brings children ’
to meet with members of
Congress on Capitol Hill to
raise awareness of the chal-
lenges of living with Type 1
diabetes. They also will ad-
vocate for funding for Type
1 diabetes research and a
long-term extension to the
Special Diabetes Program
that expires in September
this year.

Keegan said she hopes
that by sharing her expe-
riences, Congress will help
fundresearch and programs
that can make life easier for
people like her.

Living with diabetes
Keegan and Heather text
like any other mother and
daughter, but sometimes
that means a motherly re-
minder or encouragement
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Keegan Bissell poses for a photo at the Breakthrough T1D
Charlotte Gala 2025 in Charlotte in April.

to Keegan about her blood
sugar levels. A medical
device that Keegan wears
sends information to an
app onboth Keegan and her
mother’s phones.

“Good numbers,” Heather
texts under an image from
Keegan that shows her
blood sugar, well within the
normal range.

“OK see you soon love
you,” Keegan texts back.

Heather, who works in
the medical field, said she
doesn’t have to stay on top
of her daughter, but she tries
tohelp keep an eye on things
as Keegan counts carbs and
figures out the dose she’ll
need tokeep her blood sugar
properly regulated.

“I've kind of gotten a
little more relaxed, and
because she’s 13 now and
she’s not 22 months old.
She is pretty independent,’
Heather said. “Like when
she’srunning high for along
period, I'msitting here like,
‘Oh my gosh! I’'m thinking
about all the things that are
happening in her body. So,
it stresses me out, but for
the most part, I think I've
gotten more relaxed and a
little more hands off, even

Heather Bissell and Keegan Bissell.

though I’'m kind of always
watching”

Keegan said she appreci-
ates the help.

“Sometimes it’s annoy-
ing, but I mean, it does help
overall make me feel better
because when my blood
sugar is high for along time,
I do feel terrible,” Keegan
said.

Heather said using the
app allows her to be aware
without having to call or
text her daughter while
she’s busy being a teenager
playing softball, riding
horses and otherwise bal-
ancing school and fun.

Keegan said sometimes
she has to sit out of softball
practice or games, or get off
a horse because her blood
sugar levels have dipped
too low.

“A lot of people just feel
like, ‘Oh, you ate too much
sugar, and that’s not really
what managing it is about.
But a lot of people confuse
Type 1 and Type 2, and
people are like, ‘You have
diabetes because you ate
too much, and you didn’t,”

Keegan said. “And with
managing it, they think
managing is easy, you only
have to do it sometimes,
but that’s amistake because
it’s 24/7.1don’t get to hit a
pause button”

Keegan hopes that with
her continued advocacy
and the trip to Washington,
she can continue to inform
people so they have a better
understanding of what she
and other diabetics deal
with every day.

Always advocating
The Bissells have been
involved with Breakthrough
T1D, formerly known as the
Juvenile Diabetes Founda-
tion, for years. Keegan has
spoken many times as a
youth ambassador to help
educate the public and at
fundraising efforts like the
Breakthrough TI1D Char-
lotte Gala 2025 in April.
“We go to different events,
and we kind of help out, and
we get to show people why
they’re donating. We're the
face for that,” Keegan said.
“And we get to talk to newly
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diagnosed diabetics, and we
just get to be like, ‘It’s going
to be OK!”

She said relating her ex-
periences to others was
another reason she wanted
to take part in the Break-
through T1D 2025 Children’s
Congress, as it would be a
time to connect with other
people her age who face the
same difficulties. She said
her friends and teammates
understand what she needs
to do to manage it, but that
other diabetics know the
difficulties personally.

“I've gone to schools and
maybe, like, one other per-
son has it, which is really
nice, but you feel kind of
alone,” Keegan said. “Idon’t
have someone doing the
same experiences with me”

“I’ve got older, I’ve real-
ized the impact that I can
make on people. People
who don’t want to use their
voice because they’re not
comfortable with it, we can
use our voice for them, and
they don’t have to advocate
if they don’t want to,” Kee-
gan said.

\

As young children, Keegan Bissell and Myles Bone, who also
has Type 1 diabetes and served in a previous Breakthrough
T1D 2025 Children’s Congress.
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Grant
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“We are honored and
thrilled to receive this sup-
port from Meals on Wheels
America and PetSmart
Charities,” said Jennifer
Barraclough, executive di-
rector of the Iredell Council
on Aging. “For many of our
clients, their pets are more
than just animals. They are
family members who provide
companionship and connec-
tion. The U.S. Surgeon Gen-

eral has warned that social
isolation can be as harmful
to our health as smoking 15
cigarettes a day. Pets play
a vital role in breaking that
isolation, offering purpose,
unconditional love, and
support. This grant empow-
ers us to nourish pets while
also protecting the emotional
and physical well-being of
the older adults who rely on
them?”

Along with the funding,
Iredell Council on Aging
will join a national group of
organizations working to en-

hance and sustain pet service
programs across the country.
Throughout the 12-month
grant period, Iredell Council
on Aging will receive spe-
cialized resources, techni-
cal assistance and training
to strengthen its efforts and
impact.

As part of the grant, Ired-
ell Council on Aging will
also participate in a webi-
nar on June 24, alongside
other grantees, in an effort
to combat isolation and
improve the well-being of
older adults and their ani-

mal companions.

Meals for Paws is an ex-
tension of the Iredell Coun-
cil on Aging’s mission to
promote healthy, indepen-
dent aging and to ensure
that no older adult in Ired-
ell County is forgotten or
left behind. The program is
funded entirely through do-
nations and grant support.

To learn more about
Meals for Paws or to do-
nate, visit www.iredellcoa.
org or contact Jennifer Bar-
raclough at jbarraclough@
iredellcoa.org.

About the
Iredell Council
on Aging

The Iredell Council on
Aging is a private, non-
profit organization ded-
icated to improving the
quality of life for Iredell
County’s older adults
through advocacy, ser-
vices, and connection.
Serving adults aged 60
and older, ICOA offers

programs including
Meals on Wheels, senior
nutrition sites, care-
giver support, trans-
portation coordination,
and wellness activities.
The organization oper-
ates senior centers in
Statesville and Moores-
ville and partners with
local agencies to ensure
that older adults can
age in place with dig-
nity, independence, and
purpose.
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serve the right to change your subscription rate
at any time. Contact 804-775-2906 or email
custservice@statesville.com for additional
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SUBSCRIPTION OFFERS

All subscription offers available at statesville.
com, including those advertised through our
email promotions, on-site messaging, social
media, and any external means of promotion,
are valid for new subscribers only. You must
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(30) days to register for a new subscription
offer. You understand that delivery and billing
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unless you cancel your subscription as detailed
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AUTO-RENEWAL, CANCELLATION, REFUND,
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your Cancellation Date, your Subscription will
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