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SECTION 1. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE OUTREACH/ENGAGEMENT PARTNERSHIP 

 1.1 ABSTRACT. Michigan State University’s Adolescent Diversion Project (ADP) was founded in 1976 

through a collaborative agreement between the NIMH’s Center for Studies of Crime and Delinquency, 

the MSU Dept. of Psychology, and the Ingham County Juvenile Court. The ADP created an alternative to 

court processing for young offenders in Ingham County by offering innovative educational experi-

ences, employing best practice interventions, and using sound scientific methodology to address the 

pressing social issue of juvenile delinquency. The ADP sought to use trained and supervised mentors 

(MSU students) and to scientifically examine the relative effects of various intervention models, the im-

pact on University undergraduates, and the on the community.  

 Since 1976, 4,125 youth have been diverted from the local juvenile court.  Similarly, 4,125 under-

graduates have participated in a two-semester course where they received training in diversion work 

and carried out eight hours per week of structured mentoring. Through a series of longitudinal field 

experiments, the ADP has demonstrated that participating youth engaged in repeat offenses at half the 

rate of those randomly assigned to a control group, and attended school at significantly higher rates. 

The experience also significantly affected the MSU students’ educational experience, attitudes, and fu-

ture graduate school and career paths.  The program had significant effects on juvenile court decision 

making as well. Over the past two decades, both MSU and the local community have committed ongo-

ing resources to sustain the ADP.    

 1.2 SIGNIFICANCE. What brought Michigan State University (MSU) and the Ingham County commu-

nity together was the crisis in juvenile justice. It has been described as having three components. First, 

juvenile crime represented a threat to community safety and local government expenditures. For ex-

ample, nationally it is estimated that more than two million juvenile delinquents are arrested each year. 

Second, in response to the crime rate, communities are expending increasingly scarce resources. Recent 

national estimates indicate that nearly $20 billion are spent supporting the multiple facets of the juve-

nile justice system. Third, most traditional attempts to reduce juvenile crime have been found ineffec-

tive. Only under rather specific conditions, described as “evidence based practice,” is it reasonable to ex-

pect that interventions will result in reductions in crime. 



Magrath Nomination – MSU – Davidson – Pg. 3 

SECTION 2. RELATIONSHIP AND RECIPROCITY BETWEEN THE UNIVERSITY AND 
COMMUNITY  

 Faced with the juvenile justice crisis, a group from MSU, the Ingham County Juvenile Court, and the 

Ingham County community began a collaboration which would become known as the MSU ADP.  

 The group was made up of faculty and graduate students from MSU, administrators and staff from 

the Ingham County Juvenile Court, and representatives of the Ingham County community. This group 

sought to design and validate an intervention model which would jointly engage the University and 

the community, provide an effective alternative intervention for juvenile delinquency, and provide a 

platform for long term sustainability of the partnership. This activity is congruent with MSU’s mission 

statement, approved by the Board of Trustees on April 18, 2008: “…As a public, research-intensive, land-

grant university funded in part by the state of Michigan, our mission is to advance knowledge and 

transform lives by…advancing outreach, engagement, and economic development activities that are 

innovative, research-driven, and lead to a better quality of life for individuals and communities, at home 

and around the world.” 

 This partnership has gone through three distinct phases. In the demonstration/research phase, the 

partnership sought research funding to support the initiation of a model program which would draw 

on the joint resources of the community and the University. As a result three federal grants were written 

and funded to establish a model intervention program and to scientifically examine its efficacy.  

 During this phase, the University contributed faculty and student time, theoretical and intervention 

information, and research and methodological acumen. The community provided a setting, organiza-

tional support, referrals of juvenile offenders from the local juvenile court as an alternative to court 

processing (diversion), experiential expertise, and access to records. The key community partners were 

the chief Juvenile Court judge, the Court administrator, the Chief of Police, commissioners from the 

County Board, and probation officers from the Intake Division of the Juvenile Court. The judiciary, ad-

ministrators, and commissioners served in an advisory capacity for project and intervention design. The 

probation officers provided referrals to the ADP and assisted with training students.   The community 

received a new program for juvenile offenders, high quality information about its efficacy, and partici-

pation in a joint research venture. They had high expectations about the positive impact on their com-

munity, the opportunity to lower juvenile justice costs, and the opportunity to examine the efficacy of 

their practices with scientific rigor. 
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 University partners included faculty and graduate students from the Psychology Department as well 

as the administrators who supported these efforts. They worked with the advisory group to design a 

model intervention based on best practice principles which would be implemented by undergraduate 

students. They also designed a manual that would be used to train the students. An R01 grant was writ-

ten to the Center for Studies of Crime and Delinquency of the National Institutes of Mental Health to 

support this initial phase. The grant supported the training and supervision of the students who 

worked one-on-one with juveniles referred by the Intake Division as an alternative to court processing 

(standard probation or residential treatment). Youth were randomly assigned to the ADP or Probation 

so that the long term impact of the intervention could be examined. The undergraduate students were 

involved in a new, two-semester course in which they received three hours of weekly training and su-

pervision for their community work. They were trained and supervised in delivering a hybrid of child 

advocacy and cognitive behavioral interventions.  

 The grant also supported three research agendas: (1) examination of the processes and efficacy of 

the intervention model compared to placement on probation; (2) examination of the impact of the edu-

cational experience on the students involved; and (3) examination of the impact of the new alternative 

to the justice system on that system itself. Congruent with the three-pronged mission of MSU, the ADP 

sought to generate scientifically credible information about intervention efficacy, provide unique and 

expanded educational experiences for graduate and undergraduate students, and expand its out-

reach/engagement mission to an underserved area (juvenile justice). 

 Based on the positive results (described below in Sections 3.1 and 3.2) which the re-

search/demonstration phase produced, the partners agree to move to the replication/refinement phase. 

Since some positive community impacts had been demonstrated (recidivism reduction, cost savings, 

court efficiency improvement) as well as positive university impacts (student education, grant received, 

and scholarly products), the advisory group agreed to move forward. “For the first time, we have sound 

evidence about the effects of what we’re doing” was the memorable quote from the senior juvenile 

court judge.  

 Since the outcomes were a pleasant surprise, to say the least, it was felt essential to determine the 

robustness of the results of the first phase. A second and third grant were applied for and funded (by 

the same agency) to examine the differential effects of varying intervention models and to examine the 

relative impact of using varying person/power groups as change agents. In the first of these two grants, 
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the intervention model in which the students were trained and supervised was systematically varied in 

a longitudinal experiment. The efficacy of three models (behavioral, relational, advocacy) and an atten-

tion placebo group (usual Big Brother/Big Sister training and supervision) were compared with each 

other and with a probation control group through random assignment. In the second study, MSU un-

dergraduates, a local community college, and local volunteers were all used as change agents and their 

efficacy compared to normal probation. All groups received parallel training and supervision. 

 During the replication/refinement phase the roles of the partners remained the same. At the conclu-

sion of the replication/refinement phase, several conclusions were clear. First, a 15-year partnership be-

tween MSU and the Ingham County community had been enduring and successful.  Second, the jointly 

constructed and operated intervention model had significant effects on recidivism, court efficiency, and 

student education. Third, the specifics of the intervention model did not differentially impact recidivism 

but one was far superior in terms of student and youth satisfaction (the cognitive-behavioral advocacy 

model). Fourth, the intervention models, complete with intense training and supervision, were far supe-

rior to attention only. Fifth, the partnership was clearly worth continuing. The community and the Uni-

versity were both benefiting. As a result, the advisory group recommended that the University, Juvenile 

Court, and County Commission execute their long standing agreement to continue the ADP with local 

resources. 

 The operational phase of the partnership was initiated through a contract between MSU and Ing-

ham County in the late 1980s. The agreement called for sharing ADP operation and funding on a con-

tinuing basis. The contract calls for MSU to provide a faculty supervisor during the academic year, one 

graduate student devoted to undergraduate student supervision and training year around, space, and 

clerical and technical support year around. The County provides the University funds for a full time pro-

ject director and three additional graduate students to supervise and train the undergraduates. Addi-

tionally, partial support for faculty supervision during the summer months is provided by County 

funds. In short, the County pays the excess costs of training and supervising undergraduate students in 

a class of eight students and 12 month project operation. The County also agrees to devote intake 

worker and supervisor time to project operation. This partnership’s genuineness is attested to by the 

joint time resources devoted to the project and the actual sharing of fiscal resources. Each partner bene-

fits from the continued collaboration with the sharing of resources, staff, scientific knowledge, educa-

tional experiences, and effective intervention models. 
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SECTION 3. IMPACTS  

 3.1 IMPACTS ON COMMUNITY PARTNERS. There have been three impacts on the community part-

ners. The first is that the ADP has resulted in a safer community. During the first two phases of the ADP, 

three experimental comparisons of the projects demonstrated that youth who participated in ADP had 

recidivism rates half that of a control group randomly assigned to usual treatment. In Figure 3.1a, it can 

be seen that two and a half years following program entry, youth involved in ADP were less likely to 

commit further crimes compared to those placed on probation or given nonspecific attention by a uni-

versity student. ADP participants attended school at a 63% rate in a two year follow-up compared to a 

26% rate in the control group. Similar recidivism results (Figure 3.1b) were produced when MSU stu-

dents were compared with community college students, community volunteers, and probation. The 

ADP was continued in the operations phase with only MSU students because the community college 

and community volunteer change agents were much more expensive to recruit and supervise. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1a Figure 3.1b 

 

 The second impact was fiscal. For each youth referred to the ADP, there were direct savings (in 2009 

dollars) of approximately $5,000. Over the course of the partnership, ADP has saved the local community 

over $20,000,000. In times of tight resources, this is a major accomplishment. 

 The third impact was systemic. Research conducted from 1977 through 1986 modeled court decision 

making and alternative disposition (sentencing) predictors before and after the initiation of the diver-

sion project. This research demonstrated that the introduction of the diversion program allowed more 

efficient targeting of court resources. 

 3.2 IMPACTS ON UNIVERSITY PARTNERS. There were five sets of impacts on the University partner. 

First, the educational experiences of students were expanded. Through the ADP, a new series of courses 

(Psychology 371 and 372 – Community Projects) was developed and made a part of the curriculum. 
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More than four thousand (4,125) undergraduate students have been involved in the two course se-

quence since its inception. Further, the existence of this course sequence has now been used by two 

other faculty and spawned course experiences in violence against women and children in mental 

health treatment. Two longitudinal experiments were also conducted on the impact of the experience 

on undergraduate students. When students who participated in ADP were compared to a randomly as-

signed group of undergraduate students in a two year follow-up, the experience was found to have a 

favorable impact on student educational achievement (higher GPA), professional development (more 

likely to go to graduate school and enter human services), and attitudes (more positive towards youth). 

Additionally, 117 graduate students have received research/intervention training. Graduate students 

have also been impacted. Four of them replicated the work in other communities and 42 entered fac-

ulty positions with a continuing interest in outreach/engagement. The ADP initiated and routinized 

outreach/engagement experiences as part of our undergraduate and graduate curriculum. 

 Second, there have been substantial scholarly outputs. The result has been a book devoted solely to 

ADP development, 41articles in refereed scientific publications, and 27 presentations to professional 

meetings. Third, the ADP has brought national attention to MSU. It has received awards from Depart-

ment of Justice (Law Enforcement Assistance Administration Exemplary Project Status), Division 13 of 

the American Psychological Association (APA), the Child Welfare Information Exchange of Department of 

Health and Human Services, APA’s Task Force on Prevention, the National Association of County Gov-

ernments, the Carnegie Foundation, and the United Nations Directory of Effective Parenting and Family 

Skills Programs. 

 Fourth, the ADP helped institutionalize the University’s role in outreach and engagement by provid-

ing a generalizable model of community collaboration surrounding a key social issue which engaged 

the educational and scientific missions of the University. The ADP has truly demonstrated the Univer-

sity’s unique capacity to accomplish its three-pronged agenda.  Finally, the ADP has resulted in three 

R01 grants from NIMH totaling over $8,000,000 for the first two phases. During the third phase, the Uni-

versity has received nearly $3,000,000 to support its role in the continuation phase. Further, based on 

the intervention model developed in Phases 1 and 2, Prof. Davidson partnered with Prof. Cris Sullivan 

(Department of Psychology) and local violence against women shelters to receive additional NIMH R01 

grants totaling over $4,000,000. 
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3.3 IMPACTS ON ENGAGEMENT SCHOLARSHIP 
Abstract for Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement 

 Michigan State University’s Adolescent Diversion ADP was founded in 1976 through a collaborative 

agreement with the community. The goals were to create a university/community collaboration 

through which innovative educational experiences would be offered, best practice interventions em-

ployed, and sound scientific methodology used to address the pressing social issue of juvenile delin-

quency. The ADP sought to create a more effective alternative to the juvenile justice system through the 

use of highly trained and supervised mentors (MSU undergraduate students); to scientifically examine 

the efficacy of this mentoring program, the relative efficacy of multiple intervention models, the impact 

of the experiential pedagogical model on University undergraduates, and the impact of the creation of 

the ADP on the local community; and, contingent upon success, to create a long term collaboration be-

tween MSU and the local community. Since 1976, 4,125 youth have been diverted from the local juvenile 

court with dramatic reductions in repeat offenses and 4,125 undergraduates have participated in a two 

semester course in which they received training in diversion work and carried out eight hours per week 

of in community structured mentoring. Through a series of longitudinal field experiments the ADP has 

demonstrated that youth who participated engaged in repeat offenses at half the rate of those youth 

randomly assigned to a control group; youth who participated attended school at significantly higher 

rate than those youth randomly assigned to a control group; the experience significantly affected the 

educational experience, attitudes, and future graduate school and career paths of those students in-

volved compared to a randomly assigned group of students; and the creation of an alternative to the 

juvenile justice system had significant effects on juvenile court decision making. Over the past two dec-

ades, both MSU and the local community have committed ongoing financial resources to sustain the 

ADP.  

 

SECTION 4. LESSONS LEARNED AND BEST PRACTICES 

 Lessons learned and best practice occurred at multiple levels. At the level of the Partnership, all par-

ties had to learn new roles in order to allow the partnership to occur. The University faculty and stu-

dents had to expand their roles to include actual involvement and presence in the community, partici-

pation in a peer rather than “expert-client” relationship, and, maybe most importantly, patience. These 

are unique role behaviors within a traditional faculty position. The community partners also had to en-
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gage in new role behaviors, including making decisions based on scientifically sound best practice 

rather than experiential judgment, sharing resources with a previously “untrusted” academic institution, 

and allowing students to share in professional roles. They too had to learn patience with the “slow pace 

of science.” Only with these ingredients was the partnership successful. Planfulness and perseverance in 

pursuing such innovative partnerships is essential since they will not be developed and maintained in a 

short time frame.  At the level of the program model the lessons learned were many. The research out-

comes clearly demonstrated the principles of best practice for intervention with juvenile offenders. The 

use of intense, time limited, one-on-one, model specific interventions can produce significant results on 

recidivism and school performance. Further, the use of proactive training and supervision of interven-

tion activities is critical to producing robust results. Finally, interventions that proactively target impor-

tant life domains of youth (namely, family, school, peers, and employment) are critical to producing pro-

social outcomes. 

 At the level of innovation sustainability several principles also emerged. It is vital to include meth-

ods that will produce scientifically sound information about outcomes and cost. In today’s fiscally tight 

world, a major asset in the struggle for continued funding is having unequivocal information. It is also 

important that sustainability and dissemination be planned as part of the ADP from the outset. Without 

this as a part of the initial plan, continuation after the end of the federal funding would have been 

much more difficult. Finally, it is critical to involve key stakeholders in the innovation plan from its in-

ception. Because the ADP engaged key community stakeholders (judiciary, staff, community members, 

county commissioners) from the beginning, commitment to sustainability was facilitated. 

 

SECTION 5. FUTURE AND ENDORSEMENTS 

 5.1. FUTURE OUTREACH AND ENGAGEMENT.  This partnership has substantial plans for continua-

tion. As described earlier, the specific partnership formed around the ADP has expanded into several 

other areas. Since the ADP is now part of both University and County budgets its continuation is rela-

tively secure. It is expected that the ADP will continue to serve 125 diverted youth and their families per 

year, involve 125 undergraduate students enrolled in Psychology 371 and 372 each year, and train four 

graduate students each year. Joint planning and administration of the ADP will continue through a 
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partnership between MSU, the Ingham County Juvenile Court, and the Ingham County Board of Com-

missioners. 

 The partnership has also expanded to include an extensive systems assessment of ADP. Individual 

and contextual risk and strength data have been collected on all youth coming to the Ingham County 

Juvenile Court over the last five years. As of this writing, these data have been assembled on more than 

4,000 youth and families. The purpose of this assessment is to better understand individual and contex-

tual risk. Based on this analysis, implications for court decision making, resource allocation, and inter-

vention design are being determined. A team with representatives of MSU, the Court, and the commu-

nity has been developing a plan which will take advantage of these data for future policy decisions and 

intervention design. Presentations of these results to local crime prevention boards and the County 

Commission have already been made. 

 5.2. USE OF AWARD DOLLARS. Should the ADP partnership be fortunate enough to receive this 

award, the funds would be used to enlarge our efforts into the area of developing best practice inter-

ventions for sex offenders. These highly problematic offenders have been largely ignored in the evi-

dence based practice arena. There is substantial interest in the MSU team and the local community in 

replicating our process to develop innovative and effective interventions for juvenile sex offenders. 

These funds would be used to support graduate students and court staff to collect relevant back-

ground information, develop an intervention model, and apply for research funds to develop a scien-

tifically credible intervention. 

 5.3. ENDORSEMENTS.  (1)  Letter of support from MSU President Lou Anna K. Simon and (2) Letter of 

support from Ingham County Circuit Court. 

 

SECTION 6. APPENDIX 

Sturza, M. L., & Davidson, W. S. II. (2006). Issues facing the dissemination of prevention programs: 

Three decades of research on the Adolescent Diversion Project. Journal of Prevention & Intervention in the 

Community, 32, 5-24.  
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