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Chairman Rohr and Committee Members. My name is Tina Jacobs. I am the Provider Relations 

Coordinator of Abound Counseling at Lutheran Social Services of North Dakota. On behalf of 

Lutheran Social Services, I am providing testimony today, sharing information and stories of 

how we engage with the residents of North Dakota through telehealth services.  

Abound Counseling is an outpatient mental health program of Lutheran Social Services 

of North Dakota that serves individuals across the state both in person and via telehealth. It has 

grown from only 2 providers in Fargo in 2015, to currently 26 Licensed Social Workers, Licensed 

Counselors, and Supervised Clinical Interns across the state who serve clients in the locations of 

Bismarck, Mandan, Minot, Dickinson, Jamestown, Valley City, Lisbon, Fargo, Grand Forks, and 

Manvel. Abound Counseling providers serve clients needs related to trauma, grief and loss, 

anxiety, depression, LGBTQIA+ issues, adoption and foster care, and farm stress to name just a 

few. Abound Counseling providers also specialize in various treatments including Trauma-

Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, Applied Suicide Intervention Skills Training (ASIST), 

Certification in Permanency and Adoption Competency, Motivational Interviewing, Eye 

Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing, Parent-Child Interaction Therapy. 



As part of Lutheran Social Services, Abound Counseling has been in the position to have 

a footprint across North Dakota. However, no physical presence can reach all of our 

communities like telehealth will.  Of the 53 counties in North Dakota, 48 have been designated 

as “mental health professional shortage areas” by the ND Center for Rural Health. Only 5 

counties (Ward, Grand Forks, Cass, Burleigh and Morton) have what is considered sufficient 

mental health providers for their populations. Through Abound Counseling’s telehealth 

capabilities, we can provide services to a client in their home through a HIPPA compliant link or 

we can serve them through our various telehealth partnership locations.  We have established 

partnerships through various school districts, human service centers, and churches who have 

agreed to set up the telehealth equipment and staffing so that clients can go to a convenient 

location to access their mental health provider through Abound Counseling.  Three years ago, 

we had only 2 telehealth locations; today we have 27 with 4 more pending. We have set up a 

smooth referral process that is proving to be helpful to the schools accessing this service. The 

Superintendent and Principal of Bowbells Public Schools had this to say: “Getting the 

technology up and running and connecting the counseling session has worked very well. I 

appreciate the ability to offer the services to students in Bowbells. We do not have access to 

these services unless the student travels 70 miles. This creates missed instruction time. The 

counselor that we work with is very accommodating to the student's schedule, and currently no 

instruction time is being missed. I think these services have been a great advantage, and 

necessary service, to the students in our school. Thank you for making this happen!” 

According to Department of Labor statistics from May 2018, there are 760 mental 

health providers in ND- this equates to about 1 counselor for every 10,000 people.  The CDC 



indicates that North Dakotas communities are experiencing suicide at a rate of 20.4 deaths per 

100,000 people. The national average is 14.9. Abound Counseling has providers available both 

in person and telehealth that can help minimize symptoms, provide support and give clients the 

tools to avoid crisis. However, it is disheartening when we hear of clients unable to access 

services or choosing not to because the financial barrier is too much. Our services are billed 

through North Dakota Medicaid, private insurance, or private pay. However, even families with 

comprehensive health insurance have barriers in the form of high deductibles, co-pays and co-

insurance. At times we have the ability to offset therapy costs for clients through charitable 

care and other grants we may be able to access. 

 This school year, West Fargo Public Schools received grant funding from the United 

Way. Realizing how important therapy services are, they chose to put this towards offsetting 

costs to their district families, which has aided upwards of 30 students in school.  Many of these 

students were previously unable to access services, and we are seeing significant 

improvements. This partnership is something I can say both parties are very proud of. The 

ability to minimize the barriers to access to care has been life changing for those students and 

families. Unfortunately, not all school districts across the state have the ability to minimize the 

financial barrier that often exists for the students needing mental health services.  

Therapy costs are not the only barrier that these school districts face. Being such a rural 

state, families and community members may have to drive a significant distance to see mental 

healthcare providers and can often face long wait lists. Without options for funding and the 

ability to access services via telehealth, clients like that of Becky Kopp-Dunham, LCSW would go 

unserved. Becky's husband farms and part of her specialty is working with farmers and their 



families. She has provided me testimony from a rural ND farmer who accessed telehealth 

services from his combine as he was trying to get last fall’s crop off the field. “I don’t think the 

State of ND realizes what the farming crisis is doing to people in rural ND with what’s going on 

with the grain markets, not being able to get your crop in, banks not wanting to work with 

farms because last year’s income is still standing in the field. It’s also tough on the grocery 

stores, gas stations, everybody is hurting from it, it’s not just the farmers. They talk about main 

street initiatives, what’s more main street than people who live in rural ND? If I wasn’t able to 

talk to you the way we’re doing this (telemedicine from the combine) I wouldn’t be talking to 

you at all because I can’t afford to take the time to go to Fargo to meet face to face.”   

  I grew up in a rural town with less than 1,000 people in it, graduating with only 30 of 

my peers.  When I was in high school, a close friend of mine began self-harming, cutting herself 

to deal with her depression, anxiety, and lack of self-worth. It had gotten to a point that I felt I 

needed to reach out to someone for fear that she would kill herself. Because there was no 

qualified professional in my school or community, when I reached out, her needs were still not 

met. Her symptoms worsened and she ended up being admitted to an inpatient facility. This 

friend of mine made it through her adolescence and is now seemingly doing well, but it is not 

lost on me that this story is all too similar of those of our rural school communities in North 

Dakota. The barriers in my one story are plenty. Although this was back in the mid 2000’s, there 

was then and continues to be a stigma surrounding mental health.  Along with distance as a 

barrier, there is time away from work, lost income, transportation barriers (gas money, reliable 

car, winter driving), missed school time for the student and simply the effort of all of that on 

top of an already stressed individual or family. Telehealth is a solution that works, minimizes 



barriers and is worth the investment of time, resource and energy for our North Dakota 

residents. What if in my example, my friend had access to telehealth for her mental health 

needs? Would she have less scars on her wrists from where she cut herself? Could she have 

learned more in school?  Could telehealth access have helped her avoid an inpatient stay and 

further stigma?  

We can confidently say that the current services we have provided via telehealth 

through Abound Counseling have been making a difference. A school counselor at Watford City 

High School shared these thoughts, “As an educator in a rural area, I have come to know first-

hand the difficulty of getting mental health services for many of our students who need it. 

Challenges include lack of counselors in our area, getting transportation to and from 

appointments due to parents’ work schedules or other issues, and/or missing a lot of school 

due to long drives to larger communities with services. Having the option for Telehealth 

services through LSSND has been critical for many of our students and should continue to be 

supported as much as possible.” 

Telehealth services can be beneficial beyond the classroom as well. Our provider 

Stephanie Mestery, LCSW has utilized telehealth to enhance the therapy with her cases of 

adoption and foster care clients. Stephanie states, “Often children move to foster care or 

kinship foster care with relatives in a different location, sometimes many miles away from one 

another and the counseling office. We facilitate therapeutic visits via telehealth and provide 

parent/foster parent education and training for permanency planning and reunification.”  



 I want to end with some comments from Dr. Tim Godfrey, Superintendent at Kenmare 

School District, whose full letter is included.  “It is no secret that mental health resources for 

teenagers is lacking in our state. When you take into consideration that Kenmare School District 

is rural and in the western part of the state, that problem is compounded for us. I've had 

discussions with parents on many occasions about the need for their children to receive 

adequate mental health counseling services. The roadblock tends to be that those services are 

located too far away and would cause the parent to take time off work for an appointment or 

those services are so booked up that appointments aren't available for months. Thus, their 

children are not receiving the therapeutic treatment they need. To circumvent this issue, we 

have developed a partnership with Abound Counseling through Lutheran Social Services of 

North Dakota. This service allows us to provide telehealth counseling for our students in crisis. 

The program has been extremely convenient, easy to access, easy to refer students, and a 

blessing for us. Students who are referred to the program receive counseling support in a 

confidential manner and have access to services at times that are most convenient to the 

family. Without Abound Counseling, I honestly don't know what we'd do for our students who 

need access to therapeutic counseling. I feel that as a system, we have committed an injustice 

to our children by not providing these services in a more readily accessible manner. I feel as a 

system, we have turned a blind eye to the issues at hand and have not addressed the problem 

up front and constructed preventative measures to support our children in need. With the 

telehealth services provided by Abound Counseling, Kenmare School District has taken a 

proactive approach to supporting the mental health needs of our kids and ensuring they come 

first.” 



We at LSSND would strongly encourage your continued problem solving of access to 

mental health services for the residents of North Dakota through telehealth services. Thank you 

for the opportunity to speak here with you today. I would be happy to answer any questions 

you may have. 

 

Tina Jacobs 

Provider Relations Coordinator, Abound Counseling 

Lutheran Social Services of North Dakota 

Email: kristinaj@lssnd.org 

Phone: 701-271-1613 
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