
The TRC conducts research 
to support Boys Town staff in 
the development, imple-
mentation, and evaluation of 
trauma-informed services. 

Recent efforts have included: 
1) the design and use of a 
trauma symptom screening 
instrument; 2) evaluating how 
youth with trauma symp-
toms respond to Boys Town 
services; and 3) identifying 
strategies that help youth who 
have experienced trauma. 

This research is translated into 
practice so that Boys Town 
staff can provide the most 
effective services. For more 
information on this research, 
please visit:  
www.boystownhospital.
org/research/translational-
research/publications

Translational Research Center 
Annual Report

From 2019-2020 Boys Town 
Youth Care had  
57 publications and 
presented or co-presented 
24 papers, posters, and 
symposia at conferences

Boys Town 2019-2020 

Youth Care publications  

appeared in

37 journals and 10 books;

presentations were given at 

16 conferences

DID YOU
know...?

RESEARCH
notes

IN 2018, THE NATIONAL 
RESEARCH Institute at Boys 
Town changed its name to the 
Child and Family Translational 
Research Center (TRC). The 
transformation to the TRC was 
guided by a Steering Commit-
tee made up of program ex-
perts from different Boys Town 
departments who helped us 
enhance our research focus 
and process. This change 
was intended to highlight 
how Boys Town is uniquely 
positioned to conduct youth 
care research within a service 
agency and transfer informa-
tion from practice to research 
and back to practice in a 
timely manner. The purpose 
of the TRC is to 1) conduct and 
disseminate applied research 
and provide clinical data sup-
port and 2) advance knowl-
edge and practice in child and 
family science. The significant 
role of the TRC is to be a scien-
tific witness to the inspiration-
al “Work” Fr. Flanagan started 
that is being carried out today 
by our Boys Town staff with 
youth and families. 

To enhance the way the 
TRC provides research support 
to Youth Care programs and 
staff, we created a translational 
research framework, called  
DO BETTER (Determine the 
Problem, Ongoing data col-
lection, Build a team, Explore 
solutions, Try it out, Test the 
program, Execute implementa-
tion, and Reach more youth 
and families). DO BETTER starts 
with practice, that is, the sharing 

of ideas from staff, youth, and 
families based on needs and 
opportunities they have related 
to services. Research activities 
that surround practice are then 
used to address the needs and 
opportunities through practi-
tioner-researcher partnerships. 
Finally, the results of research 
are translated back so that they 
are understandable and can be 
used to improve services. Thus, 
the research process starts, 
proceeds, and ends with the 
primary consumers of the re-
search: those who are closest to 
practice (staff, youth, families).

Over the last couple of years, 

staff have provided several 
great research questions to put 
the DO BETTER framework to 
use. The miraculous efforts by 
Boys Town staff who continue 
to provide high quality services 
during COVID-19 highlight just 
a few examples. For instance, 
staff wanted to know how 
the youth in the Family Home 
Programs were handling social 
distancing. So, we surveyed the 
youth and found that (like most 
of us) youth reported higher 
levels of anxiety and stress due 
to social distancing. However, 
youth also reported feeling safe, 
and had high rates of adap-
tive coping skills (e.g., prayer), 
hopefulness, and confidence 
about their futures thanks to the 
support and modeling of their 
family-teachers, school teach-
ers, coaches, clergy, etc.

 Another example was the 
persistence of Boys Town staff to 
adapt services so they could be 
provided safely to families during 
COVID-19. This included Boys 
Town’s Common Sense Parent-
ing (CSP) program, designed to 
teach parenting practices to 6-8 
parents in a group setting. To ad-
dress the challenge, a significant 
shift was made to scale-up an on-
line format of CSP. This allowed 
Boys Town trainers to provide 

“synchronous online” CSP to par-
ents while they were in their own 
homes. The TRC was then asked 
to evaluate the classes to assure 
the same quality outcomes were 
being achieved by the online CSP 
classes. We were proud to report 
that parents were making the 
same positive gains in parenting 
practices in the online classes as 
they typically make in the tradi-
tional, face-to-face classes. These 
are just a couple of examples of 
how the TRC has been able to be 
a scientific witness to the “Work”. 

As you read on, this annual 
update will provide information 
on other exciting research proj-
ects that are currently underway. 
If something “sparks” your inter-
est, we hope you will share your 
“burning” research questions 
with us so we can continue to DO 
BETTER!
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“The Work will continue, you see, whether I am there 
or not, because it is God’s work...” 

~ Fr. Flanagan
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Determine the Problem
Identify program needs 

based on views from practi-
tioners and consumers using 
surveys, focus groups, and 
interviews.

Study 1: Prior research 
has shown that there are 
significant reductions in 
psychotropic medications 
for children during their stay 
in the Residential Treatment 
Center (RTC), a program 
designed to offer medically 
directed care for more seri-
ously troubled youth who 
require supervision, safety, 
and therapy but do not 
require inpatient psychiatric 
care. This research examines 
factors that predict these 
reductions using a more nu-
anced measure of medication 
use than has been used in the 
past. 

Study 2: Two prior re-
search findings are the basis 
for this research. First, RTC 
youth experience significant 

reductions in psychotropic 
medications during their stay 
in the RTC. Second, youth 
with weight challenges expe-
rience significant reductions 
in weight. This research ex-
amines the impact of psycho-
tropic medication reductions 
on weight loss controlling for 
program factors.  

For both studies, primary 
investigators: Jon Huefner 
(Research Scientist), research 
initiated by Doug Spellman 
(Medical Director).

Ongoing Data Collection
Create systems for ongo-

ing data collection so pro-
gram quality improvement is 
done routinely and efficiently.

The TRC helps coordinate 
youth intake assessments 
(e.g., behavioral and emotion-
al problems, substance use 
issues, and trauma exposure) 
and outcome assessments 
(e.g., strengths and difficul-
ties) for the Residential Treat-
ment Center and the Family 

Home Program. The Family 
Home Program serves youth 
with serious behavioral or 
emotional problems in a fam-
ily-style home where youth 
receive teaching and care 
from professionally trained 
married couples called 
Family-Teachers. The intake 
assessments are used to help 
guide treatment during care 
and the outcomes assess-
ments describe progress at 
discharge from care. 

Project leads: Beth Chmel-
ka (Director of Data Support), 
Maciej Novak (Youth Orienta-
tion Coordinator). 

Build a Team
Identify practitioners, 

consumers, and researchers 
who can collaborate to help 
solve the problem.

Study 1:  This pilot study 
will evaluate effects of Com-
mon Sense Parenting (CSP) 
training on parental and 
youth executive function. 
Common Sense Parenting 
(CSP) is a 6-session group 
workshop-based parent 
training program for parents 
of children ages 6-16. We 
hypothesize that CSP reduces 
child behavior problems by 
improving executive func-
tion in parents and children, 
which in turn contributes to 
decreases in child behavior 
problems. This research 
study will be recruiting 
parents from the participants 
enrolled into online CSP 
classes at Boys Town sites in 
Nebraska, Nevada, and South 
Florida.

Primary Investigator: 
Irina Patwardhan (Research 
Scientist), Anastasia Kerr-
German (Research Scientist), 
Bridget Barnes (Director of 
CSP, Nebraska).

Study 2: Deficits in ex-
ecutive control (EC), a set of 

cognitive abilities for directing 
attention and behavior, have 
been proposed as important 
and modifiable contributors 
to adolescent problem be-
haviors, including substance 
use as well as co-occurring 
externalizing and internal-
izing problems. This project 
addresses these issues by 
extending an ongoing study 
of young children and their 
parents followed during pre-
school and the elementary 
school years by collecting 
new data at ages 14, 15, 16, 
17, and 18. The long-term goal 
is to guide the development 
and refinement of substance 
use preventive interventions 
that target EC as a modifiable 
risk factor at critical points in 
development. 

Primary Investigators: Alex 
Mason (University of Tennes-
see), Timothy Nelson (Univer-
sity of Nebraska-Lincoln), and 
Irina Patwardhan (Research 
Scientist).

Explore Solutions
Get different perspectives 

on the problem and potential 
solutions from the practi-
tioners and consumers and 
merge this information with 
expert opinions and theories.

Study 1:  The purpose of 
this project is to design and 
implement an ongoing after-
care survey for Family Home 
Program youth. Information 
from the follow-up survey 
will be used for program 
development and advocacy 
purposes. 

Project manager: Jon 
Huefner (Research Scientist); 
project oversight by Tony 
Jones (Vice President, Suc-
cessful Futures).

Study 2: The TRC is assist-
ing Boys Town’s Successful 
Futures program in determin-
ing the supports graduating 

2019-2020 Publications by Category (n=57)
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seniors need as they transi-
tion from the Family Home 
Program to adulthood. The 
project is focused on develop-
ing a model to determine the 
additional supports needed by 
each senior in one or more of 
three areas (i.e., Independent 
Life Skills,  External Social Sup-
port, and Personal Motivation) 
and facilitate the development 
of an individualized aftercare 
plan.

Project managers: Chanelle 
Gordon (Research Scientist), 
Patrick Tyler (Sr Director of 
TRC), Tony Jones (Vice Presi-
dent,  Successful Futures).

Try it Out
Design and pilot the pro-

gram and make adaptations 
based on practitioner and 
consumer feedback.

Study 1: This study 
compared attendance, class 
completion, and changes in 
parenting practices of 190 
parents who received an 
online adaptation of Common 

Sense Parenting (CSP) during 
COVID-19 to 383 parents who 
received traditional, face-to-
face CSP prior to COVID-19. 
Participants in online classes 
had significantly higher rates of 
attendance and class comple-
tion and reported increases 
in parenting practices from 
pretest to posttest This study 
demonstrated that an online 
adaptation of CSP was a 
beneficial alternative to face-
to-face CSP for parents during 
COVID-19.  

Primary investigator: Pat-
rick Tyler (Sr Director of TRC); 
Contributors: Bridget Barnes 
(Director of CSP); Jasney 
Cogua (Director of Community 
Initiative).

Study 2: LIFT Together 
with Boys Town is a commu-
nity service array that includes 
parenting education, fam-
ily consultations, and school 
intervention.  Currently, LIFT 
Together with Boys Town is be-
ing implemented in Nebraska, 
Nevada, and Rhode Island.

This study is examining the 
role of the LIFT School Sup-
port Specialists as they work 
with students, staff, and fami-
lies to ensure wrap-around 
support and consistency for at-
risk students.  Given that this 
program is still in its infancy, 
we are in the process of using 
program data to define the 
specialist’s daily activities (e.g., 
individual time with students, 
parent contacts, small group 
activities).  The next step will 
be to connect program activi-
ties to outcomes (e.g., grades, 
attendance).  Preliminary 
outcome data from a small 
sample in Nebraska suggest 
that this program is making a 
positive impact on students. 

Project leads: Jay Ringle 
(Research Supervisor), Regina 
Costello (Director of Com-
munity Support Services – 
Nebraska), Jessica Sasso (Sr 
Director of Program Opera-
tions – Nevada), Eli Escrogin (Sr 
Director of Program Opera-
tions – Rhode Island).

Test the Program
Conduct a rigorous evalu-

ation of the program using 
randomized controlled trials 
or high quality quasi-experi-
mental designs to determine 
program effectiveness with 
practitioners and consumers 
in real-world settings.

Study 1: The TRC part-
nered with Iowa State Uni-
versity to conduct a random-
ized controlled trial of the 
Well-Managed Schools (WMS) 
program. WMS is a universal 
classroom management pro-
gram designed to help teach-
ers build positive relationships, 
teach and reinforce school 
success skills, and respond to 
inappropriate behavior in their 
interactions with students. In 
this study, teachers of stu-
dents in grades 1-5 in school 
districts across the USA are 
being recruited and randomly 
assigned to either a WMS 
program condition or a no-
intervention (usual classroom 

2019-2020 Conference Presentations (n=24)

Society for Prevention 
Research (2)

San Francisco, CA

Juvenile Reentry 
Task Force (1)  

Johnston, IA

Teaching-Family 
Association (2) 

Cincinnati, OH

American Association of Child 
& Adolescent Psychiatry (1) 

--- 
American Psychological  

Association (1)
Chicago, IL

Association of Children’s  
Residential Centers (4) 
New Orleans, LA

Society for Implementation  
Research (1) 

Seattle, WA

Virtual Conferences
• American Congress of Rehabilitation Medicine, USA (1)
• Association of Children’s Residential Centers, USA (2)
• Association of Children’s Residential Centers International Therapeutic  

Residential Care Summit, USA (2)
• Celebrate the 22nd Anniversary of Kkottongnae University, South Korea (1)
• Department of Child, Youth & Family Studies Scholarly Speaker Series, USA (1)
• Hedayah Countering Violent Extremism, United Arab Emirates (1)
• International Visitor Leadership Program, Trinidad and Tobago (1)
• Leaders in Prevention Science Speaker Series, USA (1)

Strong Cities Network  
Regional Practitioners’ 

Workshop for Central Asia (1) 
Almaty, Kazakhstan

Western Balkans  
Resilience Forum (1) 
Sofia, Bulgaria
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Patrick Tyler has over twenty-
five years of clinical, administra-
tive, and research experience 
in residential and community-
based treatment services for chil-
dren and families. He earned his 
doctorate from the University of 
Nebraska at Lincoln in Education 
with an emphasis in emotional 
and behavioral disorders and 
is an Independently Licensed 
Mental Health Practitioner and 
Licensed Professional Counselor 
in the state of Nebraska. He be-
gan his career in 1995 in Arizona 
as a clinician and started at Boys 
Town in Nebraska in 2001. Prior 
to his research positions, Dr. 
Tyler served in several clinical 
roles at Boys Town, including 
Clinical Director in the Family 
Home Program and Director of 
the On the Way Home® aftercare 
program. His research experi-
ence includes both basic and ap-
plied research at Boys Town with 
a specific interest in translating 
research into practice to improve 
the design, implementation, and 
dissemination of effective treat-
ment interventions for children 
and families.

Is produced by the 
Translational Research Center. 
Our purpose is to conduct and 
disseminate applied research, 
provide clinical data support, 
and advance knowledge and 
practice in child and family 
services.

Editor: Rob Oats
Phone: 531-355-1261
Fax: 531-355-1315
Email: robert.oats@boystown.org
Web: boystown.org/trc

ABOUT THE
author

practices) control condition. 
Both teachers and students 
are completing assessments 
on classroom climate, teach-
ing skills, and student behav-
ior and performance. The first 
group of teachers has been 
recruited, half of whom have 
received WMS training. Addi-
tional recruitment will occur in 
subsequent years to reach the 
targeted total sample size. If 
results from the trial are posi-
tive, then WMS could be des-
ignated as an evidence-based 
program with the potential for 
expanded dissemination. 

Primary Investigators:  
Tricia Neppl (Iowa State Uni-
versity), Alex Mason (University 
of Tennessee), and Patrick 
Tyler (Sr Director of TRC).

Study 2: In 2019, Boys 
Town and research part-
ners from the University 
of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) 
published the results of a 
randomized controlled trial of 
Boys Town’s In-Home Fam-
ily Services (IHFS). To further 
meet research requirements 
under the Family First Preven-
tion Services Act, the TRC is 
currently working to extend 
the research of IHFS through 
continued collaboration with 
UNL and the State of Florida. 
Existing data from the state 
of Florida will be used to 
determine the effectiveness 
of IHFS working with families 
who are at-risk of having their 
children removed from their 
homes due to safety con-
cerns. The study will deter-
mine how IHFS, provided by 
three different Boys Town sites 
in Florida, does at keeping 
children safely in their homes 
compared to similar services 
in the state. 

Project leads: Kristin 
Duppong-Hurley (University 
of Nebraska-Lincoln), Patrick 
Tyler (Sr Director of TRC).

Execute Implementation
Provide training, consul-

tation, and data systems 
to practitioners so they can 
deliver the manualized pro-
gram to consumers and the 
program can be evaluated 
based on fidelity and expect-
ed outcomes.

Project 1: Boys Town has 
trained other agencies to use 
our In-Home Family Services 
(IHFS) model to help more 
children and families. We 
developed a system for these 
agencies to enter their consul-
tant activity data to monitor 
IHFS intervention implemen-
tation, dosage, and outcomes. 
Agencies export data monthly 
to a secured SharePoint site 
where Boys Town trainers can 
review agency data to provide 
implementation feedback for 
the family consultants. Help-
ing external agencies imple-
ment high quality services 
helps ensure families receive 
excellent care and achieve the 
best outcomes possible. 

Collaboration: Patrick Tyler 
(Sr Director of TRC), Rob Oats 
(Sr Research Analyst), Jen Bell 
(Program Replication Manag-
er), Lisa Batenhorst (Executive 
Director – Nebraska).

Project 2: To supplement 
our administrative database, 
an auxiliary database was 
created to track consultant 
activities with children and 
families using Boys Town’s 
On the Way Home aftercare 
services.  This database is cur-
rently being used by approxi-
mately 20 users, representing 
211 youth and 89 families.  
Further, it houses supervisory 
reports which are used to 
monitor consultant activities 
and fidelity. 

Collaboration: Jay Ringle 
(Research Supervisor), Scott 
Mitchell (Director of Program 
Quality); Iowa site: Pat Garcia 

(Executive Director), Chris-
topher Jackson (Sr Director 
Program Operations), Gina 
Bullard (Director of IHFS 
Program); Crystal Sumners 
(Director of IHFS Program, 
Nebraska), Jennifer Mitchell 
(Program Quality Manager, 
Washington, D.C.).

Reach More Youth and  
Families

Disseminate program 
information to promote scale-
up and sustainability of the 
program so practitioners can 
help more youth and families 
in different locations and 
agencies.

Project 1:  The TRC 
publishes an annual Applied 
Research Bibliography sum-
marizing Boys Town youth 
care publications to-date. The 
most recent version contains 
547 citations and is catego-
rized according to the major 
types of youth care service 
programs offered by Boys 
Town.

Project lead: Rob Oats (Sr 
Research Analyst).

Project 2: The TRC cre-
ated #FactualFridays posts to 
disseminate frequent, concise, 
and vetted Boys Town youth 
care program and services 
research findings across social 
media platforms such as Face-
book, Twitter, and Instagram. 
These findings primarily come 
from articles the TRC has 
published in peer-reviewed, 
scientific journals and occa-
sionally come from technical 
reports compiled using the 
Boys Town National Database 
or follow-up survey data of 
former youth collected by the 
National Data Management 
Systems department and the 
TRC Clinical Data Support 
department.

Project leads: Patrick Tyler 
(Sr Director of TRC), Rob Oats 
(Sr Research Analyst).


