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FARGO — A program of 
Lutheran Social Services of 
North Dakota has won a 
national award for how it 
treats children with psy-
chiatric disorders.

Luther Hall in Fargo 
was one of only three 
juvenile programs in the 
nation to receive the Bar-
bara Allen-Hagen Award 
for making conditions of 
confinement and quality of 
life better for youth living 
in community residential 
programs.

The Performance-based 
Standards Learning Insti-
tute announced the award 
on its website Friday, Aug. 
9, and Luther Hall employ-

ees accepted it a week prior 
in Boston, Mass.

“It’s very much a team 
effort,” said Bob Guertin, 
a residential services team 
lead at Luther Hall.

The non-secure facility 
at 1505 5th Ave. S. has the 
look and feel of a dormi-
tory, with 16 beds for boys 
and girls ages 10 to 17.

Staff provides 24-hour 
care, treatment and super-

vision for the kids, who’ve 
been in and out of multiple 
treatment settings with no 
success. The average stay 
is nine months to a year.

“It’s kind of a last resort 
for them because they’re 
not doing very well in the 

Derek Murray / WDAY
Ryan Daniel, a residential services team lead at Luther Hall in 
Fargo, talks about the national award received by the facility. 

Fargo program that helps kids with 
psychiatric disorders wins national award

Robin 
Huebner 
reports
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 Editor’s note: This is part two of a two-part 
series on violence at the North Dakota State 
Hospital. Part one published Sunday, Aug. 11.

By Patrick Springer
pspringer@forumcomm.com

JAMESTOWN, N.D. — A unit once used 
to confine violent or disruptive patients at 
the North Dakota State Hospital was closed 
days before a penitentiary inmate with a 
record of multiple assaults attacked a hos-
pital housekeeper.

That attack, on March 29, resulted in 
facial fractures, lacerations and dental 
injuries to the housekeeper and charges 
of attempted murder and two counts of 
felony assault by the patient-inmate, Jason 
Benefiel.

The confinement unit, called intensive 
care by state hospital staff and adminis-
trators, was closed on March 20 because 
of “accreditation survey requirements” by 
The Joint Commission, which temporarily 
withheld its seal of approval for the hospi-
tal as deficiencies were resolved.

Housekeeper Christin Eastman, who has 
been unable to return to work and contin-
ues to receive treatments suffered in the 
attack, believes that the closure of the con-
finement unit allowed the patient to roam 
freely in the unit where he attacked her 
while she was cleaning a restroom.

“I truly believe it was a result of recent 
changes from The Joint Commission 
regarding the use of the isolation area, and 
the negligence of staff on duty in that unit 
at the time of my attack,” she said.

The Joint Commission, which enforces 
care standards at hospitals, found defi-
ciencies at the state hospital, including its 
use of seclusion and restraint, which are to 
be conservatively employed.

Since the unit closed, employees have 
been left in a vulnerable position, Eastman 
said.

Before, she said, “patients who posed a 
risk were normally locked up and mon-
itored back in isolation and no staff was 
allowed to enter alone or without a radio.”

Hospital administrators have declined 
to talk about the assault, citing patient 
confidentiality among other reasons, but 
said additional safeguards have been put 
in place.

The state hospital regularly receives 
penitentiary inmates or parolees who, like 
Benefiel, are sent for psychiatric evalua-
tion.

The number of prison inmates in the 
hospital fluctuates widely and can range 
from five to 20 per month, said Tom Eide, 
director of field services for the North 
Dakota Department of Human Services, 
who oversees the state hospital and human 
service centers.

Inmates or parolees sent from prisons 
to the hospital pose a challenge for hos-
pital staff, a former administrator said in 
a report to the hospital’s governing board.

“One thing to note is the increase in 
clients referred or paroled from DOCR,” a 
reference to the Department of Corrections 
and Rehabilitation, Lincoln Coombs, a 

ND State 
Hospital violence 
a ‘symptom 
of behavioral 
health crisis’

By Patrick Springer
pspringer@forumcomm.com

MEDORA, N.D. 

Tiffany Craigo followed a 
familiar animal trail that 
winds through the Badlands, 

confident that it would take her 
to a favorite hideout of the wild 
horses she spends much of her time 
tracking.

She was curious as always to 
check on the health of the herd and 
to look for any new foals, the best 

part of her self-assigned vigil of the 
horses that wander the south unit of 
Theodore Roosevelt National Park.

Her hike on a hot and muggy 
August morning was overshadowed 
by the knowledge that some of the 
young horses, possibly among those 
she hoped to see on this outing, will 
soon be removed from the park, 
taken to keep the herd’s size in 
check to prevent overgrazing, an 
operation expected to start Monday, 
Aug. 12.

“I hate to see them go,” she said.

The removal of a horse, invariably 
young, means separation from 
its band, the familial unit for the 
horses, and a dramatically different 
life for a social creature taken 
from familiar companions and 
surroundings.

In fact, Craigo plays a key role in 
a network of volunteers who help 
to ensure that the horses who are 
removed from the park find good 
homes.

Patrick Springer / The Forum
These three horses are among 150 that roam the south unit of Theodore Roosevelt National Park in western North Dakota. 

Patrick Springer / The Forum
Part of the herd of 150 wild horses at the south unit of Theodore Roosevelt National Park gathers on a hill to cool off  in the 
breeze on a muggy August day. 
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Some wild ponies will be 
removed from Theodore 
Roosevelt National Park. 
Will they fi nd good homes?
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community, they’re not 
doing well at school or 
any kind of interac-
tion with anybody else,” 
Guertin said.

The facility was chosen 
for the award because of 
improvements related to 
its rules and perceptions 
of safety and fairness.

Luther Hall staff set out 
five years ago to focus on 
those aspects.

In 2018, 100 percent 
of residents reported 
that they understood the 
program rules, 80 per-
cent said the rules were 
fair and 100 percent said 
staff only used physical 
restraints as a last resort, 
according to LSS.

The effort has yielded 
a welcome result: Luther 
Hall hasn’t had an early 
discharge from its pro-
gram in about 18 months.

Ryan Daniel, another 
residential services team 
lead, said that’s uncom-
mon, considering the 
psychiatric disorders, 
behavior problems and 
past trauma the kids may 
have experienced.

“The fact that… all of 
our kids have completed 
the program successfully 
is significant in just the 
nature of the job and the 
challenge that we face,” 
he said.

When children are 
first admitted to Luther 
Hall, some literally come 
in kicking and scream-
ing, Guertin said. They 
might become physical-
ly aggressive or destroy 
property.

They might lie down 
in front of their bedroom 
door, refusing to come 
out or take their medica-
tion; they might also have 
poor hygiene and few, if 
any, relationship-build-
ing skills.

One of the first tasks is 
getting their meds dialed 
in, because they often 
come in with too many 
prescriptions or have 

ones that may not work 
well together.

They’ll attend indi-
vidual and group thera-
py sessions, and get help 
in dealing with negative 
coping behaviors they’ve 
learned over the years.

The children also attend 
school onsite, with Fargo 
Public Schools holding 
classes there.

Luther Hall also has 
close public partnerships 
with the Fargo Police 
Department and local 
hospitals, including Prai-
rie St. John’s psychiatric 
hospital.

If one of the youths 

should leave the facility, 
police are notified.

But instead of tak-
ing them to Prairie or to 
juvenile detention, police 
bring the runaway child 
back to Luther Hall.

Daniel said staff mem-
bers have built a culture 
with the kids that they 
won’t ever give up on 
them.

“You really start to see 
some of that trust and 
some of that growth,” he 
said.

Readers can reach Robin Huebner 
at rhuebner@forumcomm.com. 

Huebner is also a reporter on WDAY-
TV.

psychologist who for-
merly served as the state 
hospital’s quality man-
ager, wrote to the hospi-
tal’s governing board in 
December 2017.

“These clients have 
more violent histories and 
require intense observation 
and behavior planning,” he 
wrote.

Hospital staff are 
instructed to find less 
restrictive ways to inter-
vene, and use seclusion or 
restraints only in emer-
gencies, officials said.

Policies regarding the 
proper use of seclusion and 
restraint have sparked a 
“cultural divide” at state 
hospitals, Coombs said in a 
report to the board in June 
2018.

“As is the case with all 
state psychiatric hospitals, 
there are some inherent 
and unavoidable safety 
concerns,” Coombs wrote, 
adding that the hospital 
was reviewing its policies 
and practices.

“Many mental health 
professionals believe that 
a reduced use of seclusion 
and restraint results in 
less incidents,” he wrote. 
“However, others are under 
the belief that intervening 
promptly and consistent-
ly decreases the danger to 
staff and clients.”

The North Dakota State 
Hospital, Coombs added, 
“has developed a pro-
fessional reputation as 
having a client-centered 
and recovery-oriented 
approach to reducing vio-
lence and therefore mini-
mizing the need for seclu-
sion and restraint.”

The North Dakota High-
way Patrol, which has 
jurisdiction at the state 
hospital, has investigat-
ed 11 assault reports at 
the hospital so far this 
year involving staff and 
patients, said Capt. Bryan 
Niewand.

The state patrol took 
over all investigations at 
the state hospital this year. 
Last year, when jurisdiction 
was split with the James-
town Police Department, 

state troopers investigated 
seven assaults, he said.

Jamestown police last 
year investigated 10 sim-
ple assaults and one felo-
ny assault last year at the 
state hospital, Police Chief 
Scott Edinger said. Assaults 
investigated by police at 
the hospital have ranged 
from five in 2009 to 30 in 
2013, he said.

Incidents that don’t 
rise to the level of crim-
inal assault are reported 
internally by state hospital 
employees. Over the past 
three years, 38 incidents 
involving security officers 
were reported, according 
to records provided to The 
Forum through an open 
records request.

Those reports included 
employees being scratched, 
spit on, bitten and kicked. 
One employee, who last 
year suffered a knee injury, 
was taken to the emergen-
cy room. Most, however, 
received first aid, accord-
ing to the reports.

The incident reports 
that were provided to The 
Forum didn’t appear to 
include any of the assaults 
reported to police or state 
troopers. The Forum had 
requested all reports over 
the past three years filed by 
or involving security offi-
cers at the state hospital.

Among more seri-
ous assaults, besides the 
assault on Eastman, a 
patient struck a hospital 
employee in June in a dis-
agreement over the abil-
ity to have a water bot-
tle on the unit, causing 
the employee to “stagger 
back” and become uncon-
scious, collapsing to the 
floor, according to court 
records.

The patient, Jared Ray 
Halonen, faces arraign-
ment and a preliminary 
hearing for felony and 
simple assault, according 
to court records.

In another case, in 
December 2016, an 
employee suffered a bro-
ken nose and broken eye-
glasses in a felony assault, 
according to court records.

A staff member told a 
patient, Dwayne Julius 
Kimbrough, that it was 
time to take his medica-
tions. While walking down 

a hallway to receive his 
medications, Kimbrough 
abruptly turned and struck 
the employee in the face, 
sending him to the floor 
and breaking his nose.

Kimbrough, who served 
330 days in prison for the 
assault, told police that he 
was in a bad mood and 
didn’t like the way the 
employee had asked him.

Employees at the North 
Dakota State Hospital have 
anonymously written news 
organizations and public 
officials, including Gov. 
Doug Burgum, to highlight 
what they say are unsafe 
conditions in the hospi-
tal and complain about the 
administration’s failure to 
address those concerns. 
In an online petition, the 
employees are seeking the 
removal of the hospital’s 
top two administrators.

“We are sick of fighting 
for our lives over here,” 
an employee wrote in an 
anonymous email sent June 
21 to Burgum’s office and 
obtained by The Forum. 
“We can’t keep staff and 
no one wants to work here 
due to the assaults and 
fearing for lives.”

Rosalie Etherington, the 
hospital’s superintendent, 
was not available for an 
interview for this article. 
Her staff, however, provid-
ed a list of steps that have 
been taken in the past six 
months to improve safe-
ty and security measures, 
including:

► Zoned staffing, which 
spreads staff among 
patients so they can mon-
itor situations and respond 
quickly.

► Radios now have been 
issued to all staff on two 
of the highest acuity units, 
including the one where 
Eastman was attacked.

► Camera observation 
training for all staff on the 
two high-acuity units.

► Emergency response 
drills now are “formalized 
and centralized with the 
creation of the Emergen-
cy Management Commit-
tee.” Emergency response 
management drills have 
increased.

► Daily meetings by the 
director of nursing with 
nurse managers to “review 
ideas, solicit feedback and 
organize change.”

The state hospital also is 
consulting with The Joint 
Commission and National 
Research Institute to make 
safety improvements. A 
team from the research 
institute will conduct a 
“thorough review of data 
to understand the patient 
population, characteristics 
that are common among 
patients committing the 
most egregious violent 
acts, and other relevant 
trends over time,” accord-
ing to a report presented to 
the hospital board earlier 
this month.

“The physical environ-
ment of care and unit lay-

out will be examined to 
determine if there are con-
tributory factors that can 
be altered,” the report said.

The hospital’s former 
intensive care unit area is 
still being used, but meth-
ods have changed, Eide 
said.

“It’s not as restrictive as 
before,” he said.

Is it possible that it isn’t 
as safe?

“I would never say that,” 
Eide said.

Reports of assaults at 
the hospital have declined 
in recent years, according 
to figures compiled by the 
hospital, a trend that is 
mirrored by a decline in 
worker’s compensation 
claims at the hospital, Eide 
said. “Those two things 
correlating gives us a 
third party,” and suggests 
assaults are going down 
and are not just not being 
reported by staff, he said.

Since 2016, less than a 
quarter of reported assaults 
have resulted in reported 
staff injuries, according to 
hospital figures. In 2016, 
for example, when there 
were 110 reported assaults, 
there were 29 reported 
staff injuries.

Assaults against staff in 
recent years peaked in 2015 
with 137 reported incidents, 
which had dropped to 89 
reports last year. Eastman 
and her sister, Jessie Mead, 
a former nursing assistant 
at the state hospital, as 
well as an online petition 
raising safety concerns said 
some employees stopped 
reporting assaults because 
no action was taken.

Carlotta McCleary, exec-
utive director of Mental 
Health America in North 
Dakota and a member of 
the state hospital’s gov-
erning board, said there is 
a balance to be struck in 
the use of seclusion and 
restraint.

“Seclusion and restraint 
can be traumatizing for 
individuals,” she said. “It 
is something that you have 
to have really good poli-
cies around. You really do 
want to limit the amount 
of seclusion and restraint.”

Some state hospitals 
have forensic units, which 
treat disordered patients in 

a controlled environment. 
That’s an idea McCleary 
said she was willing to 
have the board explore.

“I would like to hear 
more and see the concerns 
from the staff as well as 
what the hospital adminis-
tration is doing,” she said.

Sen. Kathy Hogan, 
D-Fargo, spent her career 
in human services and 
social services. Early on, 
50 years ago, she worked 
as an aide at the state hos-
pital and was struck in the 
face without warning by a 
patient who passed her in a 
hallway, breaking her nose.

“I just happened to be 
at the wrong place at the 
wrong time,” she said. 
Unexpected outbursts from 
patients will always hap-
pen at psychiatric hospitals 
and other settings, includ-
ing nursing homes, Hogan 
said.

“A lot of it’s very diffi-
cult to predict,” she said, 
which makes proper train-
ing, including de-escala-
tion techniques, critical. 
“That’s the challenge.”

Turnover at the state 
hospital is high, exceeding 
20 percent annual rates in 
recent years. “The turnover 
rate is high because it’s 
really hard work,” Hogan 
said. “These are high-risk 
jobs.”

The challenges at the 
state hospital, where the 
census runs at almost 100 
percent but shifts often are 
staffed at about 85 per-
cent, according to reports 
given to the hospital board, 
reflect the ongoing crisis in 
mental health services in 
North Dakota, Hogan said.

“I think the overall lack 
of mental health treat-
ment means people get 
much sicker before they 
get help,” especially given 
the lack of communi-
ty-based services, she said. 
“I think what we’re see-
ing is decades of lack of 
services, so people escalate 
and escalate and escalate.”

She added: “This is a 
symptom of the behavioral 
health crisis in the state of 
North Dakota and it’s not 
just at the state hospital, 
it’s in every jail, every hos-
pital.”

Readers can call reporter Patrick 
Springer at 701-241-5522.
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Classes for the FCC 
Technician ‘Ham’ Radio 
license begin at 7 PM, 
August 14, at the West 
Fargo Public Library.  

More information at the 
web site of the Red Riv-
er Radio Amateurs club, 

or call 701-541-5435.
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Derek Murray / WDAY
Luther Hall, a program of Lutheran Social Services of 
North Dakota, received a national award in early August 
for its treatment of children with psychiatric disorders. 
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Special to The Forum
These rooms are part of the former intensive care unit 
at the North Dakota State Hospital, which were used to 
confi ne violent or disruptive patients. The unit closed 
on March 20, 2019, days before a housekeeper was 
attacked on March 29, 2019. 
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