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FEATURE STORY

FRESH STARTS,

LASTING CARE:
How CCNS Serves the North L
Shore Community

By Paul Clements | Photos by Luke Stilwell | Stilwell Social

eading a Fresh Start: The

Counseling Center of the
North Shore in 2025

Just across the street from Hubbard Woods
Park, nestled in among the busy shops and
restaurants, the Counseling Center of the
North Shore (CCNS) has long been a pillar
of support for the community. Founded in
1893 as the Winnetka Relief League, the
organization initially provided food, clothing,
and shelter to those in need. Over the decades,
CCNS has grown to meet evolving challenges,
becoming a vital resource for mental health
care on the North Shore. Now, with new
Executive Director Thomas Applegate at
the helm, the Center is prepared to meet the
rising demand for its services, particularly
as residents embrace the new year as an
opportunity for renewal and personal growth.

Building a Tradition of Support
For over 130 years, CCNS has adapted to

the needs of the community, and now focuses
on providing high-quality mental health care.
Licensed therapists at CCNS specialize in a
range of services, including individual, couples
and family therapy to address issues such as
relational conflicts, trauma recovery, anxiety,
and depression. The Center provides therapy

to clients across the life span, also offering center prioritizes creating a strong, supportive The internship program is another essential
psychological and neuropsychological testing. environment for its clinicians, which directly piece of CCNS's vision, offering emerging
benefits clients. “The support that’s in place mental health professionals an opportunity

“When I joined CCNS five years ago, we had
just five therapists, including myself,” shared
Clinical Director Kim Hassenfeld, LCSW.

for our clinicians—through weekly individual to develop skills within a deeply supportive
supervision and group consultation—has a direct ~ framework. Applegate explained, “The way that

. X e impact on the quality of therapy our clients we do it—and the way Kim runs the center—
Today, we've doubled in size, grown our receive,” she explained. “When therapists feel this in-depth approach has benefits not just

internship program, and expanded our ability safe and supported, their clients feel safe and for clients, but for our interns as well. Here,

to connect with clients through telehealth. We supported. When we asked clients about their professional development is taken seriously,

are in-network with most health insurance and experience with their therapists, it was reassuring ~ which deepens their knowledge and experience.

for clients experiencing financial difficulties we to hear 100% of our clients respond that they Whether interns stay with us or go out into
offer a sliding scale starting at $5 per session.” would seek help at the center again. As we grow the profession, they carry with them a vision
One of the cornerstones of CCNS'’s success, as a center, preserving that support for our clients  of how the field can best serve clients. That's
Hassenfeld noted, is its emphasis on “therapy and clinicians is of the utmost importance to me.”  something special, and Kim is leading that in
of depth, insight, and relationship.” The a way that sets a standard for the profession.”
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"Everyone experiences a crisis at some point
in their lives, a divorce, an illness or a death
in their family and this is when people often
start therapy,” Hassenfeld shared. "After they
have been working with their therapist for
some time and they are no longer in crisis,
clients may choose to continue to work on
themselves. Therapy of depth goes beyond
surface-level symptom relief to address the root
causes of symptoms. That process takes time—
sometimes years—but the results are often
lasting. It’s an investment in true healing.”

The growth in clients at CCNS reflects the
increasing need for this comprehensive approach.
Applegate shared recent data that highlights the
demand: “Over the last five years, the number
of clients has increased by 45 percent. We're
now serving 251 clients annually, and that
number is only expected to grow. A 45 percent
jump puts pressure on an organization to adapt
structurally and financially, but it also shows
just how much these services are needed.”

Financially, growth comes with challenges.
While the Winnetka Thrift Shop remains a
reliable source of funding, Applegate pointed
out its limitations. “The thrift shop is the engine
that keeps us running,” he said. “But it’s not
going to suddenly double its revenue. It’s a thrift
shop—it’s not designed to follow inflation or
drastically raise prices. That’s why it's critical for

us to marshal additional resources to fund our
work. Reimbursements from health insurance
are part of the equation, but that only gets us
part way there. For example, our analysis showed
that for clients under 21 who are insured, we're
still covering a third of the cost of care. As we
grow our services, fundraising support from the
community will increase in importance. I am
energized by our board and supporters who share
our commitment to access to mental health care.”

is commitment to affordability ensures tha
Th tment to affordability that

remains accessible to everyone, regardless
CCNS ble t y dl
of financial status. “We're always going to say
‘yes” as often as we can,” Applegate emphasized.
“That’s our promise to the community.”

Y-

A Fresh Vision for the Future

Thomas Applegate joined CCNS in late
2024, bringing decades of nonprofit leadership
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experience and a deep commitment to
mental health advocacy. With a background
in community development and nonprofit
management, Applegate’s approach is
grounded in collaboration and innovation.

“Mental health is central to a thriving
community,” Applegate emphasized. “We
want to ensure that CCNS is a welcoming,
accessible place for anyone seeking care.
For the new year, our focus is on reducing
barriers and fostering connections.”

Applegate’s goals for 2025 include funding
the growth in services, creating new educational
workshops, and strengthening partnerships
with local schools and organizations. He
also plans to amplify the Center’s visibility
through community events and outreach
initiatives, “One of my priorities is to make
mental health care feel as accessible as
seeing your regular doctor,” he added.

Embracing Renewal
in the New Year

The holidays, often described as “the most
wonderful time of the year,” can be anything
but for many people. “It’s a tough season for
a lot of folks,” said Hassenfeld. “Financial
struggles, anniversaries of loss, or unmet
expectations can make this time difficult.
continued on next page
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FEATURE STORY, CONTINUED

There’s a lot of pressure to feel joyful, and
that often doesn't align with reality.”

"Try not to bring that pressure into your new
year in the form of new year's resolutions meant
to whip yourself into the perfect you," Hassenfeld
advised. “Change is hard. If you are unhappy with
parts of yourself, your career or relationships,
perhaps your New Year’s resolution could be
to start therapy. It takes courage to make the
decision but consider it the best form of self-
care. In therapy, you and your therapist will work
collaboratively to better understand yourself so
that you can make lasting changes in your life.”

Applegate added his encouragement for those
who may be considering therapy for the first
time. “If you've been thinking about it, now is the
time to call us,” he said. “You don'’t need to decide
upfront whether therapy is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’
for you. Just give us a call, have a conversation,
and we'll go from there. The important thing
is to take that first step for yourself.”

Addressing Youth Mental Health

For teenagers in the North Shore
community, life often comes with a unique
set of pressures. Academic demands,
extracurricular commitments, and social
dynamics—fueled by social media—can take
a toll. At New Trier High School, the mental
health of their students is taken seriously.
Clubs have emerged that encourage students
to look out for the well-being of their peers.

“Teens today face an incredible amount
of pressure,” said Hassenfeld. “Their friends
are watching out for them, noticing when
someone posts something concerning on
social media. Sometimes a friend or a peer
might tell a school social worker about posts
that suggest deeper struggles or self-harm.”

When a social worker intervenes, CCNS
steps in to provide critical services. “In cases

where there’s immediate concern, we conduct
what'’s called a safety assessment,” Hassenfeld
explained. “The social worker will contact a
parent and recommend an evaluation—either
at the emergency room or through a trusted
mental health provider like us. These safety
assessments determine whether a teen is
ready to return to school but needs outpatient
therapy or needs a higher level of care.”

In addition to providing safety assessments,
CCNS'’s Student Assistance Program offers free,
confidential therapy sessions when a teenager is
really struggling and needs more support than
the school can provide. “Sometimes a teen will
say to their school social worker, ‘My parents will
never agree to therapy,” Hassenfeld said. “The
school may have already reached out to parents
on numerous occasions advising them that their
teen needs outside help. That's where we come
in as a resource. The school social worker will
reach out to us on behalf of the student. The
Student Assistance Program removes barriers,
allowing teens to get the support that they need
when they need it most.” This right to mental
health care for minors was created by the State
of Illinois in 2018. (405 ILCS 5/3-5A-105).

This program has made a profound difference,
offering young people a safe space to share their
struggles and access professional support without
fear or judgment. “We want teens to know that
it’s okay to ask for help, and there are people
ready to listen and support them,” she added.

Beyond Therapy: The
Winnetka Thrift Shop

Since 1910, the Winnetka Thrift Shop
has played a vital role in funding CCNS
programs. The shop offers gently used
clothing, jewelry, furniture, and household
items while serving as a hub for community
engagement. Volunteers, including local high

school students and adults with disabilities,

help keep the shop running smoothly.

CCNS'’s unique position also allows it to
control overhead costs—an advantage that sets
it apart from many nonprofit organizations.
“We own the building, which gives us the
ability to keep expenses low and focus
resources on client care,” Applegate noted.

The thrift shop’s prominent, front-facing
location on Green Bay Road draws steady
foot traffic, while CCNS'’s counseling offices
and the drop-off door for all contributions are
conveniently located just down the driveway
immediately south of the store. “It’s an efficient
and effective setup,” Applegate added. “The
thrift shop remains a visible part of the
community while seamlessly supporting the
work happening just around the corner.”

“The thrift shop is more than just a fundraiser;
it’s a cornerstone of our connection to the
community,” Applegate continued. “Every
dollar spent there goes to funding mental health
care, and its presence as a beloved institution
reflects the deep support of the community.”

Hassenfeld added, “The shop’s seasonal events,
like the Holiday Open, bring people together
in a unique way. It’s a wonderful example of
how small actions can make a big difference.”

Community Education
and Engagement

CCNS also plays a vital role in educating
the community about mental health. Programs
for parents, seniors, and caregivers tackle
issues like social media use, compassion
fatigue, and setting healthy boundaries.
Recent events include a workshop on self-
care during the holidays at the Winnetka and
Northfield Libraries and a training session for
caregivers at the North Shore Senior Center.
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98%

QF CLIENTS AGREE THAT CCNS IS
AN EMOTIONALLY SAFE PLACE TO
WORK ON PERSONAL PROBLEMS.

As CCNS looks to the future,

community support remains

“ .
Our goal is to meet people
where they are,” said Hassenfeld.
critical. Residents can contribute

“Whether it’s through seminars,
farmers markets, or one-on-one
chats at the library, we want to
make mental health resources as
accessible and visible as possible.”

Looking Abead

Under Applegate’s leadership,
CCNS is poised to deepen its
impact in 2025 and beyond.
“Mental health is the foundation of
a thriving community,” Applegate
emphasized. “Our goal is to not
only provide excellent care but also
to reduce the stigma surrounding
mental health and ensure that
everyone feels supported.”

Hassenfeld added, “We're
seeing increasing demand for
mental health services, particularly
among youth. Programs like our
Student Assistance Program,
which offers free sessions to
teenagers in need, are critical in
addressing these challenges.”

A Call to Action for
the Community

It’s Hard To Stop A Trane®

in various ways—by volunteering
at the thrift shop, dropping off
gently used items, or providing
support to sustain the Center’s
programs. Applegate emphasized,
“Your involvement, whether it’s
through shopping, contributing,
or volunteering, directly impacts
the lives of those we serve.”

For those considering therapy,
Hassenfeld offered a simple
message: “If you've been thinking
about seeking help, now is the
time. Therapy is a powerful
tool for growth and resilience,
and we're here to support you
every step of the way.”

By embracing the new year with
a commitment to mental health and
community, the Counseling Center
of the North Shore continues to
provide a foundation for hope
and healing in our community.

For more information, visit www.

cens.org or call (847) 446-8060.
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