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Criminal Justice graduate returns to collaborate
on applied research project with college and
Medicine Hat domestic violence program

FULL

|

Since graduating from Lethbridge College
nearly 20 years ago, Dr. Chad Nilson’s
academic road has taken him from his native
Saskatchewan, through the United States,
Europe and South America, and back again.

Most recently, it brought the renowned
expert on community safety back to
Lethbridge College as the head of a
collaborative research project evaluating
Medicine Hat’s Safe Families Intervention
Team domestic violence program.

“I still remember exactly how I felt while
walking those hallways as a 17-year-old,” says
Nilson. “Coming back and seeing some of the
same staff and instructors shows stability and
a sense of community ownership.”

After finishing high school in Prince Albert,
Sask., Nilson entered Lethbridge College’s
policing program.

“I didn’t know if being a police officer
was really my track,” he recalls. “I was more
interested in what I could contribute to the
broader understanding of public safety.”

“As a student Chad was very inquisitive and
liked to think outside the box, challenge the
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status quo and really ask a lot of questions,”
says Barbara Mantello, one of Nilson’s
instructors at the time and current Chair of the
Lethbridge College School of Justice Studies.
“You could see from the path he’s been on in
post-secondary education and beyond that he
is still committed to that.”

After graduating from the program in
1999, Nilson’s studies took him to university
in the United States, from Great Falls in
Montana, and on to a Master’s degree program
at Radford University in Virginia, which in
turn led to a stint studying Venezuela’s
justice system.

“It was at that point that I started to have
a better understanding of the connection
between research methodology and actual
practice,” says Nilson. “I understood the role of
science in ensuring the government’s response
to crime and public safety actually met the
needs of clients.”

This prompted him to change academic
gears and pursue both a Masters and PhD
in Political Science at the University of New
Orleans in Louisiana.
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“There was a link missing
between what we do at the
shelter and the calls being
responded to by the police.”

{ Rose O’Donnell }
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“[The switch] allowed me to develop some tools
and expertise focusing on the public policy side,”
explains Nilson. “If you look at the criminal justice
system, it is the government’s response to when
families break down, when behaviour breaks
down. So, my political science training allows
me to think a bit broader and understand where
we can actually make a difference, where we're
wasting our time, all the while making sure that
evidence and science and good measurements
guide policy, not just morality, not just tradition
and not just institutional legacy.”

Since then, Nilson has consulted with
post-secondary institutions, government,
Indigenous communities and social service
agencies to produce over 100 evaluation reports
and several peer-reviewed and industry-based
publications. Today, he is a Community Engaged
Scholar at the University of Saskatchewan, and
Vice President of Research and Evaluation at
Global Network for Community Safety. While
his work has made Nilson an in-demand scholar
and researcher, it was a personal connection that
brought him back to the familiar surroundings of
Lethbridge College.

“We’'d been talking

about how we could

work collaboratively in
creating safer families in
our community through
early intervention, before
it reaches the threshold
of criminal charges or a
violence level that creates
safety concerns.”

{ Chief Andy McGrogan }

A critical part of community-engaged scholarship is involving
key stakeholders in all aspects of the research or evaluation
project. Nilson often meets with key stakeholders in the
projects he takes on in his campus office.

Medicine Hat’s Safe Families Intervention
Team (SFIT) was formed in 2014 by the city’s
police service and the Medicine Hat Women'’s
Shelter Society to improve the community’s
response to domestic violence.

“We’d been talking about how we could work
collaboratively in creating safer families in our
community through early intervention, before
it reaches the threshold of criminal charges or a
violence level that creates safety concerns,” says
Medicine Hat Police Chief Andy McGrogan.

“There was a link missing between what we
do at the shelter and the calls being responded
to by the police,” says Rose O’Donnell, Director of
Program and Services for the Women's
Shelter Society.

The SFIT team includes a full-time Medicine
Hat Police constable and two women'’s shelter
society outreach workers to provide support,
safety planning and information on services to
victims of domestic violence. O’'Donnell says the
more proactive approach to handling cases is
reflected in the numbers: between April 2013
and March 31, 2014, the society saw 60 cases.
Between April 2015 and March 2016, that number
had grown to 575.

“As (the program) developed, we discussed how
we could measure our successes,” recalls Chief
McGrogan. “That’s why [in 2015] we asked the
college if they were interested in doing a review of
the program to see what our outcomes might be.”

“We proposed a research project to assess the
program and make recommendations,” said Gina
Funicelli, who was Lethbridge College’s Dean of
Applied Research and Innovation during this project.
“It was an opportunity to provide the evidence our
community partners needed to sustain the program
while also building our own research capacity to
develop similar projects in future. ”

When it came time to find the right person to
run the project, Barb Mantello, chair of the School
of Justice Studies, knew just who to ask.

“[Chad] has had quite a journey and we
maintained contact through it all,” she says.
“When this opportunity came up I thought maybe
he would know of someone who could do the
research and when we approached him, he said he
would actually be interested.”
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Nilson teamed up with David Maze, an instructor
in the School of Justice Studies and a former police
officer, to look at existing data including police
reports, case and SFIT client files, as well as gathering
information from current and former clients and staff
through surveys and in-person interviews. After the
project, the team prepared a report highlighting the
strengths of the SFIT program and included several
recommendations to support improvements, such as
increasing efforts at early intervention.

“The most important
takeaway is that it
demonstrates that police
can work effectively

with other services to
help people before they
are in crisis.”

{ Dr.Chad Nilson }

“The most important takeaway [from the review] is
that it demonstrates that police can work effectively
with other services to help people before they are in
crisis,” says Dr. Nilson. “SFIT has demonstrated that
police and women’s shelters can do things differently
instead of following the status quo and when they do
that they are more effective.”

“We knew from our numbers and outcomes that this
was working, but we hadn’t set up a system to validate
[our approach] with our clients,” says Rose O’Donnell of
the women’s shelter society. “This evaluation showed
us that we are on the right track.”

In addition to validating the SFIT program'’s
approach and recommending improvements, the
evaluation will also contribute to the long-term
sustainability of the program itself.

“It’'s imperative we're able to demonstrate the value
of this program through measured results,” says
Medicine Hat Police Chief McGrogan. “Times are tight
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and dedicating resources to programs can be difficult
in our current financial structure. This evidence-based
research really gives us the credibility we need to push
to continue the program.”

While working on the evaluation project, Dr. Nilson
took the time to provide workshops on community-
engaged research and evaluation to Lethbridge College
faculty, which highlights a broader shift in how police
and other public safety agencies use information to
guide their decision making.

“I can frankly say that in 27 years as a police officer,
the idea of applied research or having academics enter
the policing world to try to advise police was never
on my mind,” says Maze. “Now, after having done my
own university studies and having had this experience
working with Chad, evidence-based policing and
applied research are critical to the success of public
safety initiatives in the future.”

The shift has also changed the way institutions
like Lethbridge College deliver programs to prepare
students for the new reality of the field.

“We have a Bachelor of Applied Arts in Justice
Studies degree and have added a course so our
third-year degree students will learn about program
evaluation and then can apply some of that knowledge
in their fourth year,” says Mantello. “The faculty here
are unique as they are all practitioners who have come
out of the industry. The majority have their Master’s
(degrees), but they don’t have the research experience
so we're looking to build capacity internally to help
conduct this kind of research.”

For Nilson, coming back to the college was about
more than just helping advance the field in which he
has forged his career.

“I wanted to give back to the college,” says Nilson.
“It was really exciting and it is an honour to be asked to
come back with the knowledge I've acquired over the
years. That meant a lot and I hope I've made the college
proud and contributed something to the students and
faculty. Lethbridge College gave me my start and I'm
very proud of that.”

For maore information about applied research opportunities

at Lethbridge College, call 403-320-3202 ext. 5787 or
email appliedresearch@lethbridgecollege.ca.
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FACTS ABOUT DOMESTIC
VIOLENCE AND ITS COSTS

57.4 BILLION

It's estimated that each year, Canadians collectively spend
$7.4 billion to deal with the aftermath of spousal violence.

Half of all women in Canada
0 have experienced at least one
0 incident of physical or sexual
violence since the age of 16.
3,491 2,724
] ]

On any given night in Canada, 3,491 women and their
2,724 children sleep in shelters because itisn't safe at home.

On any given night, about 300 women
and children are turned away because
shelters are already full.

] ‘ ]

1,181 cases of missing or murdered Aboriginal women in
Canada between 1980 and 2012, according to the RCMP.
However, according to grassroots organizations and the
Minister of the Status of Women, the number is much higher,
closer to 4,000.

Aboriginal women are killed at six times
the rate of non-Aboriginal women.

Sources: Department of Justice, Statistic Canada, Royal Canadian Mounted Police

FIND SUPPORT
AND SERVICES

Albertans affected by family violence

can get help through the government and
community organizations located across the
province. More information can be found at
humanservices.alberta.ca or by calling

one of the numbers listed below.

If you are in immediate danger, please call g11.

Emergency shelters and housing
Call the Alberta Council of Women'’s Shelters
toll-free at 1-877-934-6634.

Financial support for Albertans fleeing abuse
Funding is available to help people get to
safety, set up a new household or start a new
life. For more information, call the 24-hour
contact centre toll-free at 1-866-644-5135

or go to albertasupports.ca.

Family violence and your tenancy

If you have signed a tenancy agreement
with a landlord and are facing family
violence, there are steps that you can
take to end your tenancy with no financial
penalty. Call 1-877-644-9992 toll-free for
more information.

Sexual Assault Centres

If you have experienced sexual violence,

call 780-482-HELP (4357) if you live in the
north, 403-266-HELP (4357) if you live in

the south, or contact the sexual assault centre
nearest you for help and information.

Family Violence Info Line

Talk to trained staff over the phone toll-free
24 hours a day, seven days a week in more
than 170 languages by calling 403-310-1818.

Source: Government of Alberta Human Services




