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Chairwoman Hogan and members of the Human Services Committee - My name is Russ Riehl. I
am in my twenty fourth year in education. I have worked at both the high school and most
recently the middle school level as a middle school principal in Bismarck, ND. Throughout my
career | have seen numerous changes evolve in the world of education. Changes like bringing
more opportunities to students in rural districts in the early nineties through various consortiums,
No Child Left Behind, Highly Qualified, Response to Intervention, Common Core, etc.
Educators at every level have done good work in implementing new initiatives, leading change,

updating policy and much more.

There is one area I have seen increased need and that has been in the area of behavioral and
mental health services in our schools and communities. At the middle and high school level we
see students coming to us with many needs. These needs range anywhere from depression,
family structures collapsing, their first interaction with law enforcement, addiction, victims of
physical and/or sexual abuse and many more to mention. The needs of these students are not
exclusive to our typical “at risk” child. We see students from all demographics in search of

mental and behavioral health services.
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In our school we are currently piloting a program where students who are struggling in areas of
behavior and mental health. We are able to provide more direct instruction and supports in the
area of social/emotional support. This is staffed with qualified and certified teaching staff, social
workers who are a liaison to home and various outside agencies. We believe this is a step in the
right direction in terms of addressing some of the behavior needs our students need in order to be
successful in a school setting. One of the things we are noticing with this population of students
is that these students have needs that reach far beyond their education. We know in a perfect
world the family would be a key player in addressing behavioral health needs in a partnership
with the school. This is becoming a greater challenge as the family has limited resources in some
instances, and in other instances the family is where the crisis may exist. In either situation the

school is looked upon to address not only the educational needs but the behavioral needs as well.

We have seen an increase in students in the area of Special Education in our schools as well, in
particular in the area of Emotional Disorders. The amount of students being identified has risen,
in particular with male students. The severity of needs has also been on the rise as well with
many of the students. A constant with all of these students is that the mental health needs do not
stop with the student but extends into the family as well. There are a plethora of environmental

factors that these students are exposed to when they are in the home setting.

We assist families in areas such as transportation, appointments, paperwork, etc. Some of the
obstacles we run encounter is with families keeping appointments when school is not in session

or when appointments are after hours. We also run in situations where families are struggling



with insurance issues or the lack of insurance delaying many of the mental health needs at hand.
We do not have sufficient care for our students in this part of the state. Mental health services for
adolescents is a challenge in terms of supply and demand. Appointments are difficult to attain
and often scheduled out weeks and months in advance. There are situations where time is of the
essence in getting the help some of our students and families need. It would be so positive to
bring services to our kids in our schools when appropriate. This would be a natural fit as we have
the students in our buildings and our staff would be able to work with the appropriate mental
health professionals. In my mind this would be a very powerful wrap around approach for our

students.

I serve on the Juvenile Justice Advisory Board for the state of North Dakota. In my capacity with
this group we spend a large amount of time discussing the “School to Prison Pipeline”. What
could schools, communities, families do in order to keep students out of the juvenile justice
system. We know that the earlier children are introduced to the justice system the greater the
chance that they become repeat offenders and ultimately moved to the adult system. I know our
state has many constraints and concerns regarding an increased adult incarceration rate. I would
propose that we put more resources in education and behavioral health needs and shift to

prevention and diversion at a much earlier age in an effort to assist sooner than later.

In Bismarck we are implementing a Multi-Tiered Systems of Support in the area of behavior.
This has been a valuable resource for our school as we have seen a decrease in police citations,

office referrals and typical student discipline referrals for a middle school of our size. MTSS-B



essentially helps you look at student behavior in terms of “systems” as they relate to every
student all the way to students who struggle in the areas of behavior in terms of severity and
frequency. We are making a concerted effort in our building to acknowledge appropriate
behavior for our students along with teaching or reteaching expected behaviors. This has been a
building effort and we have made great progress in getting our staff to think of behavior on the
front end in terms of identifying desired behaviors and teaching it rather than coming at it from a
punitive approach which is what we would do typically with student discipline. I myself have
had my moments of skepticism but seeing first hand how this can change the culture and climate
of a building has really helped me see the value in teaching and acknowledging appropriate

student behaviors.

With the aforementioned work we have seen a much clearer need for students who are our Tier 3
students. We do the best we can with these students, however we know there are more significant
needs that need to be addressed. We would appreciate any consideration and resources the state
could provide in working with individual school districts to address the needs of our students and
families. I believe we have made great gains in understanding, recognizing and educating in the
area of behaviors. I would like to see the momentum continue and become more intense for
students who truly need to have their behavioral and mental health needs met a much deeper

level.

I am not sure I have all of the answers, but I do know there is a need for mental health services in

our schools. I talked about the “school to prison” pipeline earlier in my testimony. This is the



most compelling and the most impactful in my opinion. I would like to see us invest at an earlier
age rather than paying later with incarceration or folks who are not able to function and

contribute to their communities. I would be happy to answer any questions you have.





