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Welcome to the Miller-Dwan Foundation’s inaugural issue of STEADY 
Magazine! I hope you find the information included on these pages 

interesting and helpful, just as we did when we were putting it together .

The idea for creating this resource was born out of many conversations with 
behavioral health and substance use disorder professionals throughout our 
region, along with our Foundation team personally witnessing the challenges 
kids, teens, and adults have been facing over the past year . The COVID-19 
pandemic turned everyone’s world upside down and has caused incredible levels 
of stress and loss . 

So, what is a person to do when they are grieving and feeling scared, uncertain, 
isolated and more? 

You turn to available resources . And you turn to people who can help you make 
sense of your feelings and give you techniques and skills to manage them 
effectively . Though I like to joke that everything you find on the internet is true, 
we know that is simply not the case . What you hold in your hands right now is 
designed to give you accurate, effective information and high-quality resources 
you can seek out for further support .

As we continue navigating life during this strange time, there are brighter times 
ahead and opportunities to be grateful . If you are finding it difficult to agree, you 
just might need a little positive boost . I’m certain something in this magazine 
will give you just that .

With warmest regards,

Traci Marciniak 
President, Miller-Dwan Foundation 



Gratitude is good for you, and giving makes you stronger. It’s true. Studies show 
that gratitude is closely linked with greater happiness and giving boosts your 
mental and physical health. It’s all about your brain’s feel good chemicals. So, help 
yourself while you’re helping others. 

May is Mental Health Awareness Month. Use this time to connect, heal and help 
those around you. When we work together, we can create a region where anyone 
affected by mental illness can get the appropriate support and quality care to live 
healthy, fulfilling lives. 

Mother’s Day is May 9th. This year, no matter the date, celebrate Mom by giving a 
gift that promotes well-being. Do the same for Father’s Day, June 20th.

Thursday, May 6th is National Nurses Day, and May 12th is International Nurses Day. 
Never has there been a better time to support our nurses. Even in all they’ve 
endured over this past year, they’ve been there when we’ve needed them. 

Make a gift to the Miller-Dwan Foundation’s mental health programming or to any 
one of the many healthcare areas we support in honor of your mom, your dad, your 
favorite nurse, your neighbor or just overall community well-being.  

Visit mdfoundation.org, call (218) 786-5829 or send your gift to Miller-Dwan Foundation, 
502 East 2nd Street, Duluth, MN  55805. We’ll immediately put your gift to good use, 
and we’ll directly inform those you’re honoring.

May : a Month to Celebrate
let them know you care
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Getting away from it all, even for a few days, might seem like a luxury, but did 
you know it could be crucial to your mental health? Even just taking a day trip 
can have a significantly positive effect on your psyche . Think about it, when you 
travel somewhere new, whether by car, bike or on foot, or even if you pitch a tent 
in your own back yard, your brain becomes involved . When we become a part of 
the world and are influenced by what’s happening around us, our physiological, 
psychological, and emotional states change as our surroundings change . We de-stress . 
We are better able to focus, and we feel more emotionally engaged . A change of 
scenery, especially time spent in nature, seems to act like a reset button for our 
minds and bodies . Check out some of our favorite reset activities here:

Minnesota state parks offer more than 5,000 campsites and variety of cabins, 
guesthouses, and other lodging . visit dnr .state .mn .us/camping/

Travel Wisconsin has an easy-to-navigate website and makes suggestions for 
weekday getaways and water-side campsites . visit travelwisconsin .com/places-
to-stay/campgrounds

AllTrails.com includes a comprehensive list of trails throughout the nation . 
Perfect for hiking, biking and more .

Chances are you’ve heard of glamping . It means glamour camping, rustic meets 
luxury, or experiencing nature without losing comfort like a nice bed, yoga 
classes or possibly even a plush robe . Glamping.com lists locations from $40/
night and up .

The options for exploring our world are endless . And while  
we can’t specifically endorse any particular experience, we  
can suggest that any mindful moment in nature will offer  
you the chance for greater peace of mind .

Change the Scene .
C H A N G E  Y O U R  M I N D  .

story Joan Oswald photo Snapwire for pexels

Disconnecting from  

the natural world can  

result in feelings of 

anxiety, frustration  

and depression.  

Let’s get out and have a 

little fun!
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Tucked back into the trees, this rather ordinary building 
is easy to pass by without so much as a glance. But within 
its walls, extraordinary transformations are happening 
every day. Lives are changing for the better. Bodies, minds 
and spirits are healing. 

You can feel a sense of safety, serenity, and genuine 
compassion the moment you walk through the door at 
C.A.R.E. Carlton, one of five residential treatment 
programs operated by the Minnesota Department of 
Human Services for people with co-occurring substance 
use disorders and mental illness. (C.A.R.E. stands for 
Community Addiction Recovery Enterprise).

With 16 beds and about 30 staff, C.A.R.E. Carlton 
provides individualized, person-centered care focused 
solely on helping women overcome addictions and 
treating and managing mental illnesses that often 
contribute to substance abuse. 

C.A.R.E. Carlton began as Liberalis Women’s Treatment 
Program at the Moose Lake Regional Treatment Center 
in 1987. In the 34 years since it began, the program has 
undergone several changes and now makes its home in 
Carlton. With all-female staff and patients, this program 
is unique among the C.A.R.E. facilities in that it provides 
gender-specific treatment.

Jenny Rennquist, a licensed alcohol and drug counselor 
and a licensed professional clinical counselor, is the facility’s 
director. She works with a dedicated and comprehensive 
team of nurses, licensed drug and alcohol counselors, 
mental health professionals, support professionals, 
addiction specialists and psychiatrists. She enjoys the 
spontaneity, creativity and pace that come with the job. 
“No two days are the same,” says Rennquist. “I can go 
from crisis management, to fixing a toilet, followed by a 
policy meeting all in a single morning.” 

Rennquist especially loves finding new and innovative 
ways to provide treatment services that are engaging 
and effective. The key, she says, is to look beyond a 
patient’s clinical diagnoses and medical history. These 
are essential, of course, but so is learning as much as 
you can about their individual lives and stories, which 
often include chronic trauma, poverty, abuse, isolation, 
and self-medication. Often, it’s this complex combination 
of factors that brings them to C.A.R.E. for support and 
treatment. 

Forty percent of those served at C.A.R.E. Carlton are 
between the ages of 20-29. Many have endured extreme 
trauma and have struggled for years with substance use 
disorder and mental illness. The women often arrive 
lacking basic necessities, such as clothing and hygiene 
items, but they also lack a healthy sense of self-worth. 
With the right guidance and support, they learn that 
they can have—and deserve—a different way of life. The 
treatment team at C.A.R.E. Carlton strives to see the 
good in each person and is dedicated to helping them 
see the good in themselves. 

Rennquist acknowledges that substance use disorders 
and mental illness are conditions that often require 
lifelong management. To be successful, people need 
access to individualized, high-quality treatment that 
addresses both conditions, followed by long-term support 
in aftercare, she says. More work also needs to be done to 
decrease the stigma surrounding substance use disorders 
and mental illness, so that people feel safe asking for help. 

It may not have the spa-like amenities of some inpatient 
treatment facilities, but C.A.R.E. Carlton has high 
quality where it matters the most: clinical expertise with 
co-occurring conditions; compassionate, person-cen-
tered care; tenacity and dedication to patient success; 
and a whole lot of heart. “I’ve been to a lot of really 
high-end treatment centers,” one patient recently told 
staff. “But I’ve never felt as cared for as I’ve felt here.” 

C.A.R.E. Carlton
com
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In the United States, loneliness is an epidemic with serious consequences . While studies 
have always shown that loneliness increases morbidity and mortality, in a time of social 
distancing, self-isolation, and quarantine, loneliness has become a clear public health crisis . 
Now there’s help ahead . In March 2020, Silicon Valley healthcare startup Care .Coach, 
created by MIT graduate and company CEO, Victor Wang, disclosed details of a rapid 
expansion of its virtual avatar program designed to help combat the United States’ 
loneliness epidemic . 

For the past eight years, Care .Coach, a California-based technology company backed by 
over $7 million in public and private funding from Congress, the NIH, and private 
investors, has been working with care providers to help those populations which possess 
“outsized risk .” Their focus is on older adults with psychosocial risks such as loneliness, 
depression, and anxiety, coupled with medical risks such as diabetes, hypertension, COPD, 

heart failure, and medication non-adherence . 

The Care .Coach avatar is a specialized tablet-based device that 
displays a pet animal . Individuals talk naturally with the avatar 
using their voice . In return, they receive 24x7 psychosocial 
support and coaching to help manage multiple chronic conditions . 
The system is powered by a specially trained team of health 
advocates employed by Care .Coach and supported by evidence- 
based protocols and artificial intelligence . Traditional care teams 
are automatically alerted about adverse events and changes in 
health status and receive actionable analytics . Each Care .Coach 
device includes its own cellular internet connection, so individuals 
don’t need Wi-Fi at home . Research studies from Pace University 

and the University of Washington have proven that the Care .Coach avatar’s ability to 
reduce loneliness is effective . 

“When I started this company eight years ago to help people like my grandmother with 
loneliness, I could not have predicted social distancing would become the new normal,” 
said Wang . “I’m very proud of our growing team here at Care .Coach for stepping up to 
the challenge of helping many more individuals and for rapidly scaling up with our 
Medicare Advantage, PACE, and other customers in this time of great need .”

Care .Coach was named one of the Top 5 IT Innovations of 2019 by the HealthLeaders IT 
Spending Guide, one of the Best Healthcare Startups to Watch in 2020 by Healthcare 
Weekly, and one of the Top 10 Aging in Place Innovations by GuideWell in 2020 . For more 
information, visit care .coach

High-tech companions
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Value yourself
Treat yourself with kindness and respect and avoid 
self-criticism. Make time for your hobbies and favorite 
projects or broaden your horizons. Do a daily crossword 
puzzle, plant a garden, take dance lessons, learn to play 
an instrument or become fluent in another language.

Take care of your body
Taking care of yourself physically can improve your 
mental health. Be sure to:
• Eat nutritious meals
• Avoid smoking and vaping
• Drink plenty of water
• Exercise. It helps decrease depression and anxiety 

and improve moods.
• Get enough sleep. Researchers believe that lack of 

sleep contributes to a higher rate of depression. 

Surround yourself  
with good people
People with strong family or social connections are 
generally healthier than those who lack a support 
network. Make plans with supportive family members 
and friends or seek out activities where you can meet 
new people, such as a club, class or support group.

Give yourself
Volunteer your time and energy to help someone else. 
You’ll feel good about doing something tangible to help 
someone in need—and it’s a great way to meet new people. 

Learn how to deal with stress
Like it or not, stress is a part of life. Practice good 
coping skills: try a variety of breathing exercises, do Tai 
Chi, exercise, take a nature walk, play with your pet or 
try journal writing as a stress reducer. Also, remember 
to smile and see the humor in life. Research shows that 
laughter can boost your immune system, ease pain, 
relax your body and reduce stress.

Quiet your mind
Try meditating, mindfulness and/or prayer. Relaxation 
exercises and prayer can improve your state of mind and 
outlook on life. In fact, research shows that meditation 
may help you feel calm and enhance the effects of therapy.

Set realistic goals
Decide what you want to achieve academically,  
professionally and personally, and write down the steps 
you need to realize your goals. Aim high but be realistic 
and don’t over-schedule. You’ll enjoy a tremendous sense 
of accomplishment and self-worth as you progress 
toward your goal. 

Break up the monotony
Although our routines make us more efficient and 
enhance our feelings of security and safety, a little 
change of pace can perk up a tedious schedule. Alter 
your jogging route, plan a road-trip, take a walk in a 
different park, hang some new pictures or try a new 
restaurant. 

Be kind to yourself
t i p s  a n d  t r i c k s  f o r  p o s i t i v e  m e n t a l  h e a l t h 
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Avoid alcohol and other drugs
Keep alcohol use to a minimum and avoid other drugs. Sometimes people 
use alcohol and other drugs to “self-medicate” but in reality, alcohol and 
other drugs only aggravate problems.

Get help when you need it
Seeking help is a sign of strength — not a weakness. And it is important  
to remember that treatment is effective. People who get appropriate  
care can recover from mental illness and addiction and lead full,  
rewarding lives. A great first step is to connect with a primary care  
doctor, who can help direct you to the right resources. 

A D D I T I O N A L  R E S O U R C E S  F O R  H E L P  

National Alliance on Mental Illness – Minnesota 
Online support groups and classes for people with mental illnesses and 
family members. namimn.org

Mental Health Minnesota 
Call the warm line at 651-288-0400 or text “Support” to 85511

Fond du Lac Behavioral Health Services 218-879-1227

Crisis Text Line is available for free, 24/7 by texting MN to 741741

Call 211 for directory of mental health resources

Birch Tree Center is a community and regional collaboration providing 
mobile crisis services and residential crisis stabilization to adults experiencing 
a mental health crisis or emergency. Call 218-623-1800

Mental health resources for children northlandchildrensmentalhealth.org

story Lori Thrun photo Kelvin Valerio for Pexels

Life can be difficult, but that’s no reason to be hard on yourself. 
Practice these tips from Lori Thrun, Behavioral Health Program Manger at Amberwing —Center 
for Youth & Family Well-Being, about being kind to yourself, even when it’s difficult.



What do you like to read? Science fiction? Love stories? 
Stephen King or Harry Potter? No matter your preference, 
research shows, reading can not only improve your verbal 
abilities, it can improve your mood . The ancient Greeks 
knew this . So did Queen Victoria, who drew comfort after 
her husband’s death, from the works of Alfred Tennyson . In 
a time when many of us are feeling less connected, science 
tells us that connecting with a book’s characters—any book, 
any character—can make a world of difference .

Reading involves a complex network of brain circuitry . 
Brain imaging has shown that as tension builds in a story, 
more and more areas of the brain lit up with activity, and as 
your reading ability matures, those networks get stronger 
and more sophisticated . Your verbal skills improve, your 
memory gets better and in fact, researchers found that 
brain connectivity increased, sometimes for days after 
reading, especially in the part of the brain that responds to 
movement and pain . Thirty minutes of reading can even 
lower your blood pressure and your heart rate . It can help 
reduce feelings of psychological distress just as effectively 
as yoga and humor can, and it can help you sleep .

Leisure reading has declined for many of us, especially as 
we spend more time Online . But emphasizing the fun 
aspect of a good read, can draw us back to it . “It’s always 

very positive and heartening to give people permission to 
delve into the series that they like,” says Sandra Mar-
tin-Chang, professor of education in the Faculty of Arts and 
Science at Quebec’s Concordia University . Martin-Chang 
likes fiction for its cognitive benefits and verbal outcomes . 
“I liken it to research that says chocolate is good for you .”

The more involved people become with a fictional character, 
the more they use the same part of the brain to think about 
the character as they do to think about themselves . “For some 
people, fiction is a chance to take on new identities, to see 
worlds though others’ eyes and return from those experi-
ences changed,” says Dylan Wanger, assistant professor of 
psychology at Ohio State . “What previous studies have 
found is that when people experience stories as if they were 
one of the characters, a connection is made with that 
character, and the character becomes entwined with the 
self . In our study, we see evidence of that in their brains .”

So, get connected, open yourself up to a whole new world of 
possibility, and experience a good book . Try a different 
genre or learn something new . Nurture your own love of 
reading by letting yourself read whatever you want without 
guilt or shame and do the same for your children . 

R E AD
f o r  y o u r  b r a i n
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Kathy Makkyla, Development Associate 

Jim Gilbert’s Minnesota Nature Notes by Jim Gilbert

“This book compares how nature unfolds in each Minneso-
ta region, week-by-week, over the past few decades —
when ice-out took place, the first lilacs bloomed, the first 
chipmunk was spotted, or the hummingbirds came back. 
Reading this book has helped take my mind off all the 
negative news lately and focus more on all the good 
things happening in nature all around us.”

Traci Marciniak, President

“I have always loved to read and getting lost in a book 
has been one of my favorite ways to cope over the last 
year. For pure escapism, I’ve read a bunch of mysteries 
and crime dramas. For useful and/or interesting infor-
mation, I like the digital editions of The Economist, the 
Wall Street Journal and National Geographic. I’m just 
about to start a book called Winning the Brain Game: 
Fixing the 7 Fatal Flaws of Thinking by Matthew E. May, 
which a friend highly recommended to me.

Joan Oswald, Donor Relations and Grants Specialist

Building a Life Worth Living – A Memoir by Marsha M. 
Linehan

“Because so many Miller-Dwan Foundation programs 
use Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), it was fun to 
read the life story of Marsha Linehan, DBT’s creator. 
What an interesting woman! For uproariously funny 
somewhat bawdy travel escapism, I go with the likes of 
J. Martaan Troost.”

Kerry Jo Johnson, Foundation Marketing Specialist 

The Gifts of Imperfection: Let Go of Who You Think 
You’re Supposed to Be and Embrace Who You Are 
by Brené Brown. 

“The pandemic felt like a great time to self-reflect and 
think about life. Accepting myself where I am — 
instead of where I think I’m supposed to be—has made 
life more enjoyable.”

Lori Thrun, Amberwing Program Manager

Also a Brené Brown fan, Lori says, “My reading during 
the pandemic has focused on introspection and person-
al growth. I have enjoyed reading and reflecting on the 
works of Brown.” 

Doreen Studier, Accountant

Doreen enjoys the romance x murder mystery of Lisa 
Jackson. Before Jackson became a bestselling author, 
she was a struggling mom who wrote novels with the 
hope that someone would pay her for them. It worked. 
Her books have appeared on The New York Times, the 
USA Today, and the Publishers Weekly national best-
seller lists. 

story Joan Oswald photo Shutterstock
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Often, when we think about mental health, our view tends  

toward the negative . That perspective is completely different 

from our view of physical health . In truth, mental health and physical 

health are very similar processes . We all know and understand how 

our physical health can ebb and flow depending on our experiences, 

biological factors and physical situations . The thing is, our mental 

health also has the same ebb and flow, depending on very similar 

experiences, biological factors and emotional situations .

Sadly, our negative mental health 
perspective actually creates significant 
problems for our nation, and ourselves . 
According to the National Alliance on 
Mental Illness (NAMI), studies show 
that 20% of every American lives with a 
mental health condition that negatively 
affects their life . In Minnesota in 2016, 
only 40% of people with a mental health 
condition received any treatment at 
all . As people delay care due to a 
negative connotation or view of what 
mental health is, mental health 
conditions can and will worsen with 
lack of treatment . That’s part of the 
reason why 12 .5% of emergency room 

visits in Minnesota involve a mental 
health or substance use condition . It’s 
also why about 2 million people with 
mental illnesses are booked into jails 
every year .

The current pandemic has worsened a 
number of physical and mental health 
concerns . Most of us are well aware of 
the physical health concerns of COVID-19, 
but we may quickly overlook the 
amount of stress, fear and anxiety 
that has accompanied the pandemic . 
Social isolation, for example, is our 
best means of controlling this virus . 
That same isolation, however, quickly 

Mental Health: 
What is it and what does it look like?
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removes the social supports that can 
help provide relief for mental health 
concerns . The removal of previously 
effective supports and an increase of 
fear, stress and anxiety, can create a 
perfect cocktail for a mental health 
disaster . Studies have found, in fact, 
that the prevalence of mental health 
symptoms that have negatively affected 
our lives, has been three times higher 
since the start of the pandemic 
(Ettman CK, 2020) .

As we move forward, we can easily 
monitor mental health symptoms in 
ourselves and our loved ones . Some 
quick areas we can assess for potential 
problems may include changes in 
sleeping or eating habits, fatigue, lack 
of participation in otherwise enjoyable 
activities, substance abuse, panic 
attacks, urges to cry and thoughts of 
self-harm or of harming others . When 
we recognize the signs of mental health- 
related symptoms, we can help with 
prompt and appropriate management 
of those areas . 

Asking for mental health help is really 
no different than asking for help with 
a physical health concern . The idea of 
getting through the depression, or of 
thinking I’ll be fine, is similar to 
attempting to tough it through strep 
throat, which if not treated properly, 
can lead to rheumatic fever and heart 
valve damage . Mental health symptoms 
can and will grow to be larger problems 
if we do not receive appropriate 
management early on .

The bottom line is this: if you’re a 
human being that experiences emotions, 

you have a varying degree of mental 
health depending on the day, biological 
factors and experiences . And every 
human will, at one point in their life, 
have a mental health concern in which 
they would benefit from assistance from 
a mental health professional . Whether 
that is to check-in with a provider to 
build tools and skills to prevent a 
worsening situation in the future or 
to help with a current struggle, we 
ALL benefit from improving our 
mental health . 

Common mental health diagnoses and 
brief diagnosis criteria are below:

Adjustment Disorder Development 
of emotional or behavioral symptoms 
in response to an identifiable stressor 
occurring within three months of the 
onset of the stressor, usually subsiding 
within 6 months of the stressor ending . 

The symptoms/behaviors are clinically 
significant with addition to at least one 
of the following: Marked distress that 

is out of proportion to the severity or 
intensity of the stressor and/or significant 
impairment in social, occupational or 
other areas of functioning .

General Anxiety Disorder Excessive 
worry occurring over half the days/
week for at least six months .

The worry or anxiety associated with at 
least three of the following: restlessness, 
fatigue, difficult concentration,  
irritability, muscle tension and/or sleep 
disturbance (difficulty falling/staying 
asleep, restlessness, unsatisfying sleep) .

Major Depressive Disorder Over the 
past 2-week period, 5 or more of the 
following symptoms; at least one of 
the symptoms is either (1) depressed 
mood or (2) loss of interest or pleasure .

Five or more of the symptoms from 
the following list: Depressed mood 
(feeling sad/empty/hopeless) by 
subjective report or observation made 

None Mild Moderate Moderately
Severe

Severe

Before COVID-19 NHANES 2017-2018

During COVID-19 Climb 2020
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Studies have found, in fact, that the prevalence of mental health symptoms that have negatively 
affected our lives, has been three times higher since the start of the pandemic (Ettman CK, 2020).

See Mental Health, continued on page 21.
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Amberwing-Center for Youth & Family Well-Being helps children and teens 
who are experiencing mental health or substance abuse issues. Children, 
families and the community gain greater mental wellness by learning the 
skills necessary to build hope, ensure recovery and increase resilience.

We sat down with Sigurd Haller, Psychotherapist at Amberwing-Center for 
Youth & Family Well-Being, to learn more about him and his work. 

How did you become involved in mental health?
Sig: I got my Master’s degree in Social Work from the University of Minnesota, 
Duluth in about 2011. I’ve been interested in trauma and resilience for a long 
time—why some kids are resilient and why some aren’t. Having been in the 
juvenile justice system for 17 years, I was interested in teens who experienced 
trauma. Now, as a psychotherapist at Amberwing I can help teens and 
families find balance in their lives with their mental health. Parents need 
information. They need to find things that work, that help them process the 
mental health journey and set the stage for wellness. Conflict is not good 
for societies. We need conflict resolution. 

What’s your top tip for youth who are dealing with mental health issues? 
Sig: Kids need to know it’s okay to not be okay. It’s okay to have feelings. It’s 
okay to seek help. They don’t have to have the answers and they need to know 
that there are other people like them. It’s the power of the group here at 
Amberwing.

story Joan Oswald; photo Joe Gunderson, Hailey Sault
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What’s your top tip for parents?
Sig: Check in and communicate. Sometimes kids just want to be asked. Ask 
your child how their day went. Do they need help with anything? Ask them 
how they feel. Parents are afraid to ask, but sometimes they need to ask. And 
then parents need to remember they don’t need to fix whatever it might be 
right now. It’s okay to just validate their feelings so that they feel okay about 
communicating with parents about feeling sad or depressed. I also recommend 
family meal night. No TV, just food prep, hanging out, together time. This 
helps lay the foundation for difficult conversations later on. 

How do the Dialectal Behavior Therapy Skills (DBT) taught at  
Amberwing work in tandem with the psychotherapy you provide?
Sig: A lot of kids, when they come to Amberwing, are just starting to deal 
with their trauma, depression, anxiety or suicidal ideation, or maybe they 
haven’t really thought about it. They just need to get through the day. They 
need to manage the intrusive thoughts and work through the trauma later. 
DBT’s core Mindfulness skills can help. That means thinking in or focusing on 
the moment. Focus on getting up in the morning. Then focus on brushing 
your teeth, having breakfast and just being present. Practice the Opposite 
Action skill which is doing the opposite of what you feel like doing. DBT is 
the foundation that can set them up for the trauma work.

What’s most joyful about the work you do?
Sig: When kids leave. In just fifteen days here at Amberwing, they leave with 
hope. It goes quick, but we do a goodbye circle, with a talking piece. (We’ve 
done the best we can virtually, and it’s worked.) Kids leave feeling like 
people care about them. Like they’re a part of a team. 

What do you think our community needs most?
Sig: More money for family services for one, but on an individual basis, I 
recommend people find something to volunteer for. Something to put their 
passion into. When you do that, you’re being a good role model for kids. 
And you’re building connections that are a part of self-care. I also like to 
encourage people to ask for help. It’s one of the hardest things to do, but 
you have to let people know what you need. At the same time, notice friends. 
Check in with them. We’re social creatures. Work on those connections. Also, 
pay attention to sleep and diet, walk, meditate, set a schedule and get a 
routine. We also need to accept change and allow the world to be what it is. 
Sometimes we need to remember it just is what it is. 

Sigurd Haller is a Psychotherapist at Amberwing-Center for  

Youth & Family Well-Being in Duluth.

AMBERWING:  

HERE FOR YOU 
WHEN YOU NEED US. 

With names like “Dear Man,” 
“Radical Acceptance,” and  
“Mindfulness,” Dialectical Behavior 
Therapy (DBT) skills are specifically 
designed to help you cope. 

Whether you’re struggling with 
mental health problems or everyday 
stress, DBT skills are effective and 
easy to learn. The Miller-Dwan 
Foundation and Amberwing— 
Center for Youth & Family Well- 
Being have created a new mental 
health video series: Amberwing 
DBT Skills. 

These videos are short and fun, and 
teach important skills that can be 
used every day. Watch the videos 
on the Amberwing YouTube 
Channel or at Amberwing.org.



16 steady | volume 1 issue 1

As a school counselor, I work with hundreds of students and families every year . 
Inevitably, part of my job is helping identify students who may be struggling and 
ask if I can be a support to them . This can come in the form of short-term 
counseling, skill building, career planning, academic interventions and support . 
Over the last year I’ve found myself wondering if I need support for my own 
children and family as we navigate the roller-coaster of stress, trauma, and 
unpredictability . As a mental health professional and mom, this last year has 
been a whirlwind of grief, gratitude and exhaustion .

When I sat down to write this article, I was planning on focusing on my perspective 
as a school counselor, but what I keep coming back to is my perspective as a 
mom . The changes that my young children, ages 8 and 4, have encountered over 
the last year will forever impact their worldview and I have found myself at a loss 
for words to explain to them what is happening in the world . While these 
changes—learning models at school or celebrating holidays without family—
were vital for our community health, it has put an insurmountable pressure on 
children and adults . According to a recent US study, 13 .6% of people in a large-
scale national survey showed symptoms of serious psychological distress com-
pared to 3 .9% in 2018 (McGinty et al ., 2020) . All of this information I am reading 
and seeing with my own eyes at school, has at times left me feeling overwhelmed 
and wondering how we will move forward .

Here’s where I dig deep and use my Wise Mind to take a different perspective . 
When I notice dysregulation in my kids, I go back to a few key skills that help us 
work through difficult moments . Dysregulation can look different for every 
child . It may be more irritability, less focus, tears for no reason, isolation, 
overusing technology, etc . When you notice this, try following these three skills . 

The first is permission to feel. When your child is feeling angry, overwhelmed, 
shy, or tired take a moment to get down to their level and name the emotion for 

PERMISSION TO FEEL: 

Helping Our Children During Times of Stress
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MaKenzie Johnson is a school counselor 
at Hermantown High School

Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) 
Wise Mind: Somewhere between your 
rational mind and your emotional mind 
lives DBT’s Wise Mind. Flexible, adaptable 
and optimal, Wise Mind restores 
confidence and helps you feel centered.

wise mind, defined
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them . Our littlest children don’t yet 
have the words to express their 
feelings, so by naming it there is a 
connection you are hardwiring for 
them to be able to name that emotion . 
This will help them regulate and name 
those feelings in the future . If you have 
teenagers, recognizing when they are 
grieving the loss of something they 
were looking forward to like a school 
play, sporting activity, or just a sense 
of normalcy at school, it is important 
to help them name that emotion . In 
our Midwestern culture, we often tell 
our children to look at the positive 
and push away those uncomfortable 
emotions as quickly as possible . 
Consider sitting in that uncomfortable 
feeling for a few moments with your 
child and try to not solve the problem 
for them . Sometimes the best kind of 
support can be sitting with them and 
giving them permission to feel .

The second skill is validation. Letting 
your child know it is okay to be 
frustrated when they are struggling 
with Online learning helps them know 
they aren’t alone . Heck, aren’t we all 
frustrated with Online learning? 
Validation can be as simple as saying, 
“I see you’re frustrated, and I know it 
is hard right now .” Even if we don’t 
always understand or agree on 
someone’s emotions, they are valid 
and real to that person . We have all 
had moments where we needed 
someone to listen and validate us and 
instead, we are barraged with the “At 
least . . .” or “but what about . . .” What we 
really needed was someone to say, 
“Yes, this is hard .” Our children need 
that same type of validation .

The third skill is more of a question. 
Is this serving you? During this time 
of uncertainty our goal is to minimize 

suffering . This question is really more 
for parents than it is children . During 
distance learning our families were 
faced with new challenges . This meant 
some of us were doing homework with 
our kids after long workdays or 
weekends, or doing it over breakfast 
with iPads, headphones, school 
supplies, and copious amounts of 
coffee . I have found myself over the 
last year asking, “Is this serving me?” 
when I am stuck in frustration and 
feeling overwhelmed . To give you a 
better idea, I’ll share an example . Last 
Spring, I was working from home with 
my then 3-year-old and a first grader 
doing distance learning . I had made 
the mistake of assuming I could do it 
all during the workday and not miss a 
beat . After about a month of exhausting 
and overwhelming days where I felt 
like I wasn’t giving enough attention 
to anything, I asked myself, “Is this 
expectation serving me?” I had to 
reframe my workday and make 
changes to the once established rules 
in our house (aka screen time went 
out the window) . The immediate relief 
I felt when I was able to ask myself 
this question was tangible . Our own 
expectations that we put on ourselves 
are often our biggest barriers . The 
next time you are feeling over-
whelmed stop and ask yourself, “Is 
this serving me?” Do the expectations 
you have about your family, home life, 
or work serve you? By adjusting 
expectations and getting clear on 
what is important to you, frustration 
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MaKenzie and her family burst out into a fit 

of giggles as a reminder that laughter can 

sometimes be the best medicine.



will decrease . Remember we are in a crisis and the main goal is to get through it 
with the least amount of suffering .

Lastly, our children depend on us for co-regulation . This is the idea that when we 
aren’t well, our children won’t be well either and vice versa . In my conversations 
with families I’m always asking how they are doing and what support they need . 
This is often answered with silence or a quick “yeah, yeah, I’m fine .” What we fail 
to recognize is that our own mental health is vital for the continuation of healing 
through grief and trauma .

Take time today to talk with someone you trust about how you are doing . If you 
find yourself wanting more support, reach out to someone you trust for a referral . 
This could be a friend, doctor, church member, educator, or partner . If you are 
recognizing dysregulation or disconnection in your children, please reach out to 
your school . School counselors, or any other educator your child works with, can 
be a great resource that will be able to help you navigate these concerns . I hope 
you can implement these three skills into your toolbox - permission to feel, 
validation, and asking is this serving me?

And please know that you aren’t alone in this journey of raising children in a 
pandemic . And as author Glennon Doyle says, we can do hard things .

R E S O U R C E S :

For more information on Dr . Marc Brackett’s work (Permission to Feel) check out 
his YouTube video: youtube .com/watch?v=S8Bm8SToz18&t=2739s

McGinty, E . E ., Presskreischer, R ., Han, H . , & Barry, C . L . (2020) . 
Psychological distress and loneliness reported by US adults in 2018 and April 
2020 . JAMA , 324(1), 93–94 .

MaKenzie’s daughters enjoy the simple joys 

of ice cream.
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One often overlooked aspect of the rising rates of suicide in the U.S. is its 
impact on youth—and in particular, its impact on Black youth. The Black 
community faces increased rates of risk factors, including experiences of 
racism, higher rates of unemployment and financial and food insecurity, 
disparities in other aspects of health, and limited access to care, all of which 
result in an increased burden of mental illness. Despite this heavy burden, 
Black people and individuals in other racial and ethnic minority groups have 
historically had relatively low rates of suicide. But this has been changing 
recently, especially for Black youth. As of 2018, suicide became the second 
leading cause of death in Black children aged 10-14, and the third leading 
cause of death in Black adolescents aged 15-19. By combining data from 
2001 to 2015, researchers were able to examine suicides among children 
ages 12 and younger and found that Black children were more likely to die 
by suicide than their White peers.

This crisis of Black youth suicide is beginning to receive the attention it 
deserves. Congresswoman Bonnie Watson Coleman (D-N.J.) and the 
Congressional Black Caucus deserve credit for raising awareness of the 
issue and for establishing the Emergency Taskforce on Black Youth Suicide 
and Mental Health. Their report, Ring 
the Alarm: The Crisis of Black Youth 
Suicide in America, was released in 
December 2019. This report describes key 
research findings related to suicide 
among Black youth. Most importantly, 
it provides research, policy, and 
practice recommendations to address 
this issue, such as improving research 
funding of minority scientists and 
increasing funding of research 
focused on Black youth suicide and 
Black youth mental health.

Information gathered from the National 
Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), a  
component of the U.S. Department of  
Health and Human Services.

Text MN to 
741 741

Free support at your fingertips, 24/7
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Jessica Grose | Feb . 24, 2021 

I don’t know how else to put it, but lately it seems like my 
brain is broken . I’m not functioning with the mental 
quickness I’m used to . I find myself struggling to 
locate words I want to use, like “vigilant” (it took me a 

full day to remember it) . Sometimes when I’m especially 
tired in the evenings, I will trail off midsentence, and when 
my husband asks a follow-up question I will have completely 
lost my train of thought—it drives him bonkers .

I’m not the only one feeling fuzzy in this way . Anecdotally, I 
have heard from many parents that the multitasking, 
stressors and lack of sleep brought on by this Covid year 
have created a kind of mental overload . And it’s not just 
parents, either . As a sketch on “Saturday Night Live” that 
could serve as our pandemic anthem expressed it, “I was 
fine in the fall but now I’ve hit a wall and I’m loco, as in my 
brain done broke-o .”

It turns out that many aspects of our pandemic lives could 
lead to impaired executive functioning, which is a fancy 
way of describing the mental processes that allow us to 
plan, organize and remember instructions . “A lot of things 
need to function well for our memory to work ideally,” said 
Marie Eckerström, a neuropsychologist at the Sahlgrenska 
Memory Clinic in Gothenburg, Sweden, who studies 
cognitive impairment .

“Managing too many details can definitely make you feel 
‘foggy,’ and make you feel like your memory has declined,” 
she said . For example, the fact that I have to organize some 
of my children’s video calls along with my own schedule can 
lead to overload, and is why my older daughter’s guitar teachers 
probably think my husband and I are incompetent because 
we only remember to log on for 50 percent of her lessons .

“For many of us, life has changed from being divided in 
well-defined areas of work, kids, activities, to a situation 
where everything is a mix,” Dr . Eckerström said, and that 
muddling puts a strain on our cognitive abilities .

It’s not just the multitasking that makes us feel muddled, 
though . It’s also the stress . Chronically high levels of the 
hormone cortisol, which is associated with stress, can lead 
to memory impairments in healthy adults, said Moïra 
Mikolajczak, a psychology professor at the Université 
Catholique de Louvain in Belgium, who studies parental 
burnout .

Parental burnout is a distinct psychological phenomenon 
that’s beyond regular stress and exhaustion—to get that 
diagnosis you need to feel so exhausted by your parental 
role that you cannot function, you need to feel disconnected 
emotionally from your children, and this needs to be a 
marked change in behavior for you . Though she hasn’t seen 
studies on it specifically, Dr . Mikolajczak said that she 
thinks it’s “likely that parental burnout causes memory 
impairments .” Work-related burnout has been associated 
with memory problems .

Considering that the Covid-related strains on our lives 
aren’t going away in the near-term, what can we do to feel 
less scattered? With the caveat that not all of these options 
are feasible for parents, Inger Burnett-Zeigler, a clinical 
psychologist and associate professor of psychiatry and 
behavioral sciences at Northwestern University, said that 
we should be assessing all of our responsibilities, and seeing if 
there is anything at all we can take off our plates . “A lot is 
being demanded of us,” she said — and it’s not sustainable .

Dr . Burnett-Zeigler also recommended we try to avoid 

Why Your Brain Feels Broken
Pandemic stress and multitasking can affect memory in a real way.

T H E  N Y T  P A R E N T I N G  N E W S L E T T E R

From The New York Times. © 2021 The New York Times Company. All rights reserved. Used under license.
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multitasking as much as possible: 
Keep one window open at a time on 
your computer, and resist the urge to 
toggle between work and signing your 
kid up for camp at the same time . 
“Attending to one thing for each 
moment can help to improve your 
ability to store information,” she said .

Finally, going outside, or even simu-
lating the outdoors, may help when 
you’re feeling mentally dull . Studies 
have shown that spending time in 
nature, and even looking at pictures 
of nature, can improve cognitive func-
tioning . Though it may be difficult to 
find the time, a 50-minute outdoor 
walk has been shown to improve 
memory and decrease anxiety, no 
matter what the weather is (though 
you will probably enjoy it a lot less if 
it’s 25 degrees out) .

In the interest of feeling less broken, 
my husband and I have started 
delegating guitar to our 8-year-old . We 
printed out the schedule and all the Zoom 
passwords and pinned them up on the 
bulletin board in her room; she actually 
likes the additional independence and 
responsibility . It’s one small step toward 
… wait, what was I saying again?

by others, diminished interest in things that used to bring joy, change of 
appetite, sleeping too much or too little, moving very slow or fast to the point 
that others have noticed, fatigue, feelings of worthlessness or excessive guilt, 
decreased ability to concentrate, recurrent thoughts of death or not wanting 
to wake up in the morning . 

Timothy Weber is the Chief Executive Officer of 
WebMed Mental Health Services 

WebMed Mental Health is an outpatient clinic that 
provides mental health support, resources and care to 
people in our communities. Our goal is to reduce major 
barriers to mental health care including: stigma, 
accessibility and cost. We provide services to anyone 

who walks into our doors looking for help in a crisis or to brush up on their 
mental health coping skills for the future.

Mental Health, continued from page 13.

Presented by Chelsey Harju, Psychotherapist at  
Amberwing–Center for Youth & Family Well-Being

At Amberwing–Center for Youth & Family Well- 
Being, youth use specialized coping skills to help 
them address their mental health challenges . 
But these skills, called Dialectical Behavior 
Therapy Skills or DBT aren’t just for kids . They 

can help anyone whether you’re struggling with illness or not . 
Join Amberwing Psychotherapist and Certified DBT Trainer, 
Chelsey Harju, to learn more about these easy-to-learn skills . 

FREE virtual event!

Coping Skills
 that Change your Brain

May 20, 2021 | 3:30-4:30 pm CST

Register at mdfoundation.org



STAY STEADY.    BE STILL.

For now, t his breat h is enough.
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Established in 1973 through a gift from the estate of Mary C. Dwan, the 
Miller-Dwan Foundation has invested more than 50 million dollars to 
improve the health of people throughout Northeastern Minnesota and 
Northwestern Wisconsin. 

Originally a support organization of the historical Miller-Dwan Medical Center 
(now part of Essentia Health), the Miller-Dwan Foundation became an 
independent 501(c)3 public charity in 2001. The Foundation continues to be 
responsible for the fundraising and funding of Polinsky Medical Rehabilitation 
Center and the specialty care areas the former Miller-Dwan Medical Center 
was known for, including:

B u r n  Tre a t m e nt

In p a t i e nt  a n d  O u t p a t i e nt  Phys i ca l  Re h a b i l i ta t i o n

Ch i l d ,  Ad o l es ce nt ,  a n d  Ad u l t  Me nta l  He a l t h

Ra d i a t i o n  On co l o g y

S u rg i ca l  S e r v i ces

In addition to supporting these services on the Essentia Health campus, the 
Miller-Dwan Foundation works to create innovative solutions that fill healthcare 
gaps. For example:

S o l va y  Hos p i ce  Ho u s e

A m b e r w i n g - Ce nte r  fo r  Yo u t h  &  Fa m i l y  We l l - B e i n g

Ca r i n g  Wa ys  Ca n ce r  Res o u rce  Ce nte r

Each of these healthcare facilities is owned by the Miller-Dwan Foundation. 
Fundraising and charitable support for these facilities and programs is the 
responsibility of the Miller-Dwan Foundation. 

The Miller-Dwan Foundation is committed to ensuring the most advanced 
health care available to residents of our region, allowing them to receive 
the best possible care close to home.

For more information, visit our website at mdfoundation.org,  
call us at 218.786.5829, or email us at giving@mdfoundation.org

A B O U T  T H E 

M I L L E R - D W A N  F O U N D A T I O N

502 East Second Street
Duluth, MN 55805
mdfoundation.org
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SAVE THE DATE! 

We’ll safely gather in person as we party with a  

purpose, complete with a live and silent auction, and  

a dedication to mental health care in our region. 

Focusing our attention and funds to the mental health 

needs of those in our region will directly benefit our 

children, elderly population and everyone in between. 

Join us for the celebration of the year!

s e p t e m b e r  1 7 ,  2 0 2 1

502 East Second Street
Duluth, MN 55805


