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By Jody Michael
Employees at The Bank of Tioga’s Crosby branch were 

worrying about the isolation of residents in the nursing 
home and assisted living facility during the pandemic, as 
both facilities have restrictions on visitors.

They had an idea for bringing the resi-
dents some joy: Could the teachers 
and students at Divide County El-
ementary School make art projects 
and write messages for the bank 
to drop off?

Before long, every grade level 
throughout the elementary school 
was participating.

“We got an overwhelming re-
sponse from the teachers,” said Amy 
Larson, lead credit administrative as-
sistant and the leader of what the bank is calling “Opera-
tion Christmas Cheer.”

Kristen Ator’s third-grade students each colored an ugly 
sweater, but they had to follow an instruction key, answer-
ing questions about themselves to determine which pat-
terns and symbols to include.

The residents can then match the elements on the 
sweaters with the key to piece together some fun facts 
about the young artists, like what their favorite holiday 
candy is and whether they have siblings and pets.

Ator is hoping it will be a fun brain-teaser to enliven the 
residents’ day.

“Right now, I think people really appreciate little things 
even more than they used to,” Ator said.

Nicole Burtman’s fifth-graders and Janel VanSomeren’s 
sixth-graders were each making festive banners that are 
big enough to cover the residents’ doors.

“These people are going to have lots of stuff on their 
doors,” Burtman said, “but that’s OK.”

When a class has finished its project, the teacher drops 
it into a mailbox the bank placed at the school entryway.

The first batches that Larson picked up last week were 
enough for two deliveries to the Northern Lights Villa 
assisted living community and another to St. Luke’s Care 
Center.

With members of the public unable to enter the nurs-
ing home, Larson instead asks an employee, in this case 
Cassie Rauser, to wait at the door to receive the handoff.

“It’s going to make their day,” Rauser said. “We still 
can’t have visitors in, and nobody really wants to go out 
for outside visits since it’s been so cold.”

More will be on the way between now and Christmas. 
Some classrooms hadn’t yet finished their projects at the 
end of the week, and others, like Ator’s class, planned a 
second project for the residents.

“We’re making stockings,” Ator said, “but we probably 
won’t get to that until next week.”

In addition to the bank’s project, Divide County Elemen-
tary School a few weeks ago gathered about 200 Christ-
mas drawings to send to patients in the COVID-19 ward at 
Mayo Clinic, Rochester, Minnestoa. Wildrose native Karli 
Olson, Williston, who used to work at Mayo, arranged it.

Elementary 
art projects to 
bring Christmas 
cheer to 
care facilities

These holidays, more than others, may require support
By Brad Nygaard

“It’s the most wonderful time 
of the year.”

Really?
For those already stressed 

about COVID, the economy, or 
a host of other issues, the onset 
of the holiday season may be 
the proverbial straw that broke 
the camel’s back.

You’re not alone, said Rev. 
Zachariah Shipman, president 
of the Tri-County Ministerial 
Association.

The group’s members are 
“ready and willing to listen,” he 
said.

“We’re not licensed counsel-
ors, but we all can give refer-
rals to professionals,” Shipman 
said. “But sometimes it’s just as 

important to listen to people, to 
be present.”

Recent articles published by 
the Mayo Clinic cite acknowl-
edging your feelings and reach-
ing out to someone -- whether 
it’s a  friend, family, clergy, or 
counselor -- as the biggest step 
toward dealing with stresses at 
anytime of year, especially the 
holidays.

But adding the double-wham-
my of COVID recommended dis-
tancing and quarantine to the 
equation, and it’s small wonder 
mental health professionals like 
Jessica Watterud and Melissa 
Nystuen are seeing an increase 
of people seeking  services.

“It’s the isolation,” Watterud 
said, that is the largest factor 

affecting people.
The Licensed Professional 

Clinical Counselor serves 
clients of all ages, but Watterud  
said  COVID has markedly 
increased stresses in younger 
people.

“It seems to hit them the 
most coming out of quarantine, 
and when school’s closed,” she 
said.

Under quarantine, Wat-
terud said, students reportedly 
spend a lot more time sleep-
ing, not keeping up with their 
school work, or family assigned 
chores.

“It’s about changing expecta-
tions,” said Watterud. “Coming 
out of quarantine, suddenly 
they’re expected to be a lot 

more accountable, and that 
causes stresses.” 

While established routines 
might be good for students, 
Shipman said sometimes a di-
version is needed for adults.

“I don’t want to speak for the 
other churches, but our build-
ing’s open all the time,” said 
Shipman, who pastors at Con-
cordia Lutheran Church, along 
with his wife, Emily.

“People are welcome to come 
in and use our sanctuary, or the 
chapel. There’s a nursery in the 
basement where they can bring 
their children to play, while 
they have some quiet time, or a 
cup of coffee,” he said.

Other diversionary activities 
can be as simple as taking a 

walk, going for a drive, or listen-
ing to music. 

Being real
If you’re worrying about how 

the pandemic might affect your 
traditional holiday activities,  
the Mayo Clinic says “Don’t.”

The holidays don’t have to 
be “perfect” or just like last 
year. 

Traditions and rituals, like 
everyone gathering at grand-
ma’s house, change. Be open 
to changing things depending 
on the situation. For example, 
if your adult children or other 
relatives can’t come to your 
house, or you to theirs, find 
new ways to get together, such 
as sharing pictures, emails or 
videos. Or meet virtually, on a 

video call. 
Even though your holiday 

plans may look different this 
year, you can find ways to cel-
ebrate.

With health officials advising 
smaller gatherings and reduced 
travel this holiday season, it’s 
OK to make alternative arrange-
ments.

The important thing, Ship-
man said, is not to be afraid 
of reaching out to someone, 
whether it’s your priest, pastor, 
a friend, or a professional.

“It’s part of the culture in the 
U.S. that if you talk to someone, 
you’re weak,” Shipman said. 
“That’s really sad, I think. At 
this time especially, just some 
human contact is good.”

Burgum outlines grand infrastructure plans during budget address
By Jacob Orledge

North Dakota could soon 
invest more than $1 billion 
into the state’s infrastructure 
if legislators choose to adopt 
Gov. Doug Burgum’s sweeping 
proposal for the use of Legacy 
Fund dollars. 

The proposal suggests secur-
ing a $1.25 billion bond, backed 
by future Legacy Fund earn-
ings, to invest in transportation 
infrastructure, state facilities, 
as well as Career and Technical 
Education instruction. 

The largest portion of the 
money, $700 million, would es-
tablish a low-interest revolving 
loan fund for local county and 
municipal governments to use 
for infrastructure like highways, 
bridges and other high-cost 
projects. 

“It’s a permanent gift to 
future generations,” said 
Burgum in his budget address 
last Thursday. “Which will help 
keep property taxes low.”

The second block of money, 
$323 million, will be for infra-
structure grants, rather than 
loans, which Burgum hopes can 
be used to match additional 
funding from the federal level. 

“Now is the time for us to 
invest in our future,” said Bur-
gum. 

The proposal includes $182 
million to improve current 
state-owned facilities and $45 
million for CTE academies. 

Burgum’s proposal relies on 
taking advantage of the current 
bargain-basement interest rates 
offered to borrowers. He argued 
it will be wiser to spend future 

Legacy Fund earnings now, 
through the bonding measure, 
instead of waiting for the cash 
earnings later. 

“We’ve got a unique opportu-
nity,” Burgum said. 

Waiting for the cash earnings 
to be available on hand, instead 
of utilizing his bonding propos-
al, would delay any economic 
benefits the state would receive 
from infrastructure improve-
ments. 

“It limits our growth,” Bur-
gum said. 

Bonding isn’t new to North 
Dakota, Burgum said, and cur-
rent government organizations 
in the state have existing bond-
ing worth $2.25 billion.

Even so, North Dakota has 
the lowest rate of debt per 
capita in the nation according 

to statistics presented by Bur-
gum. While the average state 
has $1,493 in debt per citizen, 
North Dakota only has $131 
debt per capita.  

“Bonding works,” he said. 
At the current rate of Legacy 

Fund earnings, “These bonds 
would be quickly paid down.”

Burgum outlined his plans for 
the rest of the Legacy Fund’s fu-
ture earnings, starting in 2023, 
as well. Only 40 percent would 
be committed to supporting the 
infrastructure bonding, leaving 
60 percent to be spent on other 
projects. 

Economic diversification, 
research and innovation, 
government transformation 
and “Legacy Projects” were the 
other four proposed areas of 
spending. 

The economic diversification 
would include a focus on at-
tracting value-added businesses 
in the agriculture and energy 
fields. State officials have fre-
quently touted the importance 
of attracting industries, such 
as a petrochemical company, 
capable of adding value to 
products already produced in 
the state. 

Research and innovation, as 
described by Burgum, would fill 
a similar role and keep the state 
focused on valuable solutions 
to difficult problems like carbon 
capture in the oil field. 

“The key to supporting 
industries in our state is around 
innovation, not regulation,” said 
Burgum. 

The Legislature will decide 
how to allocate this year’s 

Legacy Fund earnings as well, 
though part of it has already 
been spent to keep the state 
budget solvent during the cur-
rent biennium. 

Burgum suggests using the 
leftover funds to support the 
Beyond Visual Line of Sight 
system for drones in the state, 
as well as requesting $25 mil-
lion for cybersecurity and $10 
million for state park infrastruc-
ture. 

Burgum warned early on in 
his speech the Legislature must 
carefully consider the uses for 
which Legacy Fund earnings are 
spent. 

“The Legacy Fund was not 
created to support day to day 
government operations,” said 
Burgum. “We must resist the 
temptation.”
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Fifth-graders in Nicole Burtman’s class show off their door decorations for the nursing home and assisted living center.

Above, third-grader Lucas Hubble colors an ugly sweater. 
At right, Amy Larson and Brittany Smithberg gather com-
pleted projects from the mailbox.

Above, Smithberg and Larson make a delivery to Cassie Rauser. At right, tree art 
using colorful strips of paper, made by Janel VanSomeren’s sixth-graders.


