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Madam Chair, Human Service Committee Members, my name is Todd Christlieb. I am a divorced 

parent of two children attending Fargo Public Schools. My son Cameron is 16 years old attending Fargo 

South High School and my daughter Peyton, 13 years, is currently attending Carl Ben Eielson Middle 

School. 

I do not have with me today a copy of my testimony as I have yet to write it out. However, I will 

type it up and get it to you as soon as I can. I was asked to testify the night before last and just got 

permission to take leave of work yesterday afternoon.  

Yesterday, I attended an emergency attendance meeting with South’s Drop-Out Prevention 

Officer, Assistant Principal, Cameron’s ILC teacher, Federation of Families of Children’s Mental Health 

(FFCMH) Parent Support Coordinator, Deb Jendro, and Cameron’s mother for my son Cameron. As of 

January 4th, Cameron has missed an excess of 33 days of school and we are only half-way through the 

school year. This is worse than a year ago when I participated in Cameron’s truancy hearing via 

conference phone call from Arizona while spending the holidays with my mother. 

Currently, Cameron is receiving an Unsatisfactory in ILC, F in Food Revolution, F in Western 

Civics, an A in Production Tech (shop), F in Physical Science, F in English, and F in Algebra I.  

Cameron historically is an A-B student who often scores Advanced in his standardized tests. 

Cameron won the science fair in sixth grade and was a B shy from a 4.0 GPA during his first semester at 

Carl Ben Eielson Middle School. It is recognized both at home and at school that Cameron is a talented 

kid in academics and beyond. He is known to be sociable and take on leadership roles and was observed 

doing so in the classroom during his IEP evaluation. Cameron has developed a close circle of friends over 

the years as he played football with them from 4th grade up until the present. By all accounts, Cameron 

up until the last couple of years has been pretty normal in his development. 

Cameron has suffered 3 concussions; one while playing football with F-M Athletics, one while 

playing 8th grade football at Carl Ben, and one while playing football for South last year in ninth grade. 

There seems to be a correlation between Cameron’s 2nd concussion and his failing grades and poor 

attendance record as he started having serious attendance issues and a sharp decline in academic 

performance following his 2nd injury. Yet, I believe it has more to do with the lack of understanding and 

experience on the part of us as parents and on the part of school officials coupled with limiting truancy 

laws to apply the necessary intervention techniques. Ultimately, I’m at a loss for answers. I don’t have 

the answer to the big question of why yesterday I just attended an emergency attendance meeting for 

my son Cameron about to drop out of school. I believe the school is genuine but not sufficiently 

equipped with the knowledge and experience to address situations such as Cameron’s. He is 16 years 

old and there is nothing legally the school or as parents we can do to prevent him from doing so.  I 

cannot call the police anymore like I did last year. The school cannot file truancy charges anymore. I feel 

like my hands are tied. I feel helpless in a lot of ways to help Cameron because I do not have the 

answers or the authority to make a significant impact. That’s why I am here. I’m here to get help for my 

son Cameron and for other students and parents faced with similar dilemmas.  
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Representative Fehr, you were curious about possible cost effective preventative measures that 

could be implemented to help students get on track before it’s too late. I’m not an expert. However, it 

makes sense to me to include mental health screenings along with the other standard screenings. I 

remember as a kid telling an evaluator which way the arms of the “E” were pointing to check my eyes 

and another health professional checking my spine for any unusual curvatures. It makes sense that with 

statistics confirming that 1 in 4 individuals in the U.S. has some type of mental health issues, to perform 

a mental health screening. I myself remember meeting with school officials with my mother present for 

reasons I didn’t know at the time. It wasn’t until I went to college that symptoms of my own mental 

health issues became fully evident.  

Mental health issues do not always come on all at once. Like me, Cameron too started having 

difficulties in elementary school. When Cameron was in the 4th grade, Merri and I took Cameron in to be 

evaluated. At that time, he had some characteristics of depression but not enough to make a definite 

diagnosis. As a preventative measure, Cameron’s mother and I arranged for Cameron to see a pediatric 

clinical psychologist. He continued therapy with other therapists as he transitioned into Carl Ben and 

then into South. 

Currently, Cameron is diagnosed with depression, general anxiety, and more recently; ADHD. 

Even though I do not believe Cameron developed his mental health issues primarily due to the 

concussions, they certainly didn’t help matters. Mental illnesses are epigenetic conditions subject to 

heredity with environmental stressors serving as catalysts for expression. Physical stressors such as 

concussions; psychological pressures like neglect, or social factors such as bullying can serve as the 

stimulus necessary to “flip on the genetic switch”.  

Mental illnesses are not expressed instantaneously. Like Cameron and myself as a kid, there 

were elements suggesting something wasn’t quite normal only to be more fully expressed later when 

there were more opportunities for environmental pressures to flip the genetic switch for full expression. 

Representative Fehr, this would be a good reason to perform early mental health screenings. To do so 

would help equip school officials with the knowledge and authority to seek community supports already 

in place designed to help children and families. Organizations such as Family Voices, Federation of 

Families of Children’s Mental Health, Big Brother Big Sister Program, YMCA, Human Services, City Park 

Districts, etc. could utilize their expertise earlier in a preventative context rather than waiting until the 

progression results into disruptive behavior often difficult and expensive to address. 

Another preventative approach is to address North Dakota’s current truancy laws. Deb Jendro 

from FFCMH sent me some links before Cameron’s truancy hearing referencing school refusal as a more 

appropriate charge. Both Deb and I thought all states had laws and guidelines for school refusal issues 

within state school attendance compulsory laws. I wrote a statement the day before the hearing to 

Nicole Leightner presiding over his case only to have her remark at the beginning of the proceedings, 

“Todd, I have read your statement, but North Dakota does not consider school refusal in its compulsory 

school attendance laws.”  
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I have made a personal commitment, along with Deb Jendro of FFCMH, to work with anyone 

willing to help develop a bill proposal which incorporates provisions for school refusal within North 

Dakota Century Code guiding state school attendance compulsory laws. It is our hope that other families 

faced with similar situations as Cameron’s could have the added safeguards and supports in place like 

Pennsylvania with a comprehensive drop-out prevention program. It is our hope that families in the near 

future will not be faced with the agonizing possibility of their children unnecessarily dropping out of 

school or being faced with the extremely stressful reality of the possible removal of their children from 

their homes. 

I didn’t go into too many details in Cameron’s situation. However, I hope I painted a clear 

enough portrait of a bright and talented young man about to drop out of high school without not 

knowing exactly why other than we waited too long and we are scrambling to prevent him from doing 

so. It seems like such a waste. It’s frustrating. 

 I ask that we start somewhere. It only makes sense to look into what other states like 

Pennsylvania have done as the result of research and evidence based best practices. Research and 

experience has led Pennsylvania to the development of early intervention practices and considers 

individualized hypothesis as to why children are acting out as they do. In a nutshell: Pennsylvania tries to 

identify the root cause and then authorizing  the necessary supports for children at school  and within 

their community as well as supports for parents and children at home with a cost effective integrative 

approach. 

Madam Chair, Human Service Committee members, I thank you for allowing me the time to give 

testimony from a parent’s point of view. Again, I will get my typed testimony to you as soon as I am able. 

I am open to any questions or comments. 

Again, thank you.  
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