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Abstract
Objective  Truancy in adolescence is related to detrimental developmental outcomes over 
the life-course, including a greater risk for delinquency during adolescence and offending 
in adulthood. This paper presents results from the Ability School Engagement Program 
(ASEP): a Third Party Policing partnership between schools and police that sought to dis-
rupt the relationship between truancy and delinquency by communicating, in a procedur-
ally fair dialogue, the legal responsibilities of parents to ensure their children attend school. 
This paper examines the impact of ASEP on antisocial behavior and the modifying effects 
of ASEP on the relationship between willingness to go to school and antisocial behavior.
Methods  ASEP was evaluated under randomized field trial conditions, where 102 truant-
ing young people from a highly disadvantaged urban area in Brisbane, Australia, were ran-
domly assigned to either the ASEP intervention or the business-as-usual condition.
Results  Utilizing four waves of survey data collected over a 2-year time period, we found 
evidence that ASEP was related to decreases in self-reported antisocial behavior through-
out the 2 years study. We also find that ASEP lessened the negative relationship between 
willingness to go to school and self-reported antisocial behavior for those in the experi-
mental condition up to 1 year post random allocation.
Conclusions  Partnerships between schools and police that communicate, in a procedurally 
fair way, parental legal responsibilities for their children to attend school holds promise for 
increasing a truanting young person’s willingness to go to school and reducing their self-
reported antisocial behaviour, at least in the short run.
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Introduction

Adolescence is an important developmental period in a person’s lifetime (Loeber and 
Farrington 2012; Moffitt 1993; Sweeten et  al. 2013). Research shows that truancy in 
adolescence is related to detrimental developmental outcomes over the life-course, 
including a greater risk for delinquency during adolescence and offending in adulthood 
(Rocque et al. 2017; see also Maynard et al. 2013). Zhang and colleagues (2010), for 
example, found that juveniles with truancy as a first ‘offense’ are more likely to have 
higher rates of referrals, commitments, and probations than juveniles who had other 
first-time offenses (Zhang et al. 2010; see also Farrington 1996).

Truancy interventions are typically delivered through schools and communities, 
within the court-system, and/or through law-enforcement (Dembo and Gulledge 2009). 
While many of these programs seek to deter truancy with sanctions (Dembo and 
Gulledge 2009), more recent interventions emphasize truancy prevention (National 
Center for Mental Health Promotion and Youth Violence Prevention 2012). School-
based truancy prevention programs, for example, focus on building positive connec-
tions between families and schools (Dembo and Gulledge 2009). Community-based 
programs involve social services, mental health services, schools, and police work-
ing in partnership to reduce truancy (see Sutphen et  al. 2010). Law enforcement 
approaches often involve School Resource Officers (SROs) in an effort to deter truancy 
and make schools safer (see Na and Gottfredson 2013; Raymond 2010).

This paper presents results from the Ability School Engagement Program (ASEP): 
a Third Party Policing (TPP) partnership between schools and police that sought to 
(1) reduce future antisocial behavior and (2) lessen the negative relationship between 
willingness to go to school and antisocial behavior. In ASEP, police and schools part-
nered together, engaging parents and young truants in a conversation (see Bottoms 
and Tankebe 2012) that used procedurally just dialogue to communicate the legal 
responsibilities of parents to facilitate their child’s attendance at school (see Maze-
rolle et al. 2013a, b; Tyler 2006). The carefully scripted conversation took place within 
the context of a Family Group Conference and was theorized to increase a young tru-
ant’s willingness to attend school thereby disrupting the relationship between truancy 
and future delinquency. ASEP was evaluated under randomized field trial conditions, 
where 102 truanting young people from a highly disadvantaged urban area in Brisbane, 
Australia were randomly assigned to either the ASEP intervention or the business-as-
usual condition. In this paper, we provide an overview of the link between truancy 
and delinquency and the different types of interventions that are used to disrupt the 
pathway from truancy to crime. We then describe the theoretical causal mechanisms 
of ASEP. We use four waves of the young people’s survey data from ASEP collected 
over a 2-year time period to assess the impact of ASEP. Using a mixed-effects negative 
binomial regression model, we assess longitudinal change in self-reported antisocial 
behavior over time. We then report results of a series of negative binomial regressions, 
estimated to assess whether ASEP modified the effects of respondents’ willingness to 
go to school on self-reported antisocial behavior both 1 and 2 years later. We find that 
ASEP holds promise for increasing a truanting young person’s willingness to go to 
school and thereby reducing their self-reported antisocial behavior. We conclude with 
a discussion of the results and the implications for theory and practice.
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The Link Between Truancy and Delinquency

Adolescence is an important developmental period where events and experiences play a 
pivotal role in shaping both positive and negative life-course experiences. Many youth 
engage in offending and analogous antisocial behavior in adolescence, identified through 
both official- and self-reports of offending (Moffitt 1993; Farrington et al. 2013; Sweeten 
et al. 2013; see also Leal and Mier 2017). The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention (OJJDP) shows that the 2016 official arrest rate for juvenile offenders in the 
US (aged 10–17 years) was 2,553.6 per 100,000 persons (Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention 2017). In Australia, the rate is similar (2390 per 100,000 persons 
in 2015–2016; Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017). Official reports of offending indi-
cate that youth offenders (persons aged 10–17) made up 13% of all offenders in Australia 
between 2015 and 2016 (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017).

Truancy in adolescence is related to negative developmental outcomes, including a 
greater risk for delinquency during adolescence and offending in adulthood (Garry 1996; 
Rocque et al. 2017; see also Maynard et al. 2013; Mazerolle et al. 2017a). Silberberg and 
Silberberg (1971) provided one of the first overviews of early research on the link between 
truancy and delinquency. They reported a positive relationship between truancy and delin-
quency, stating that “truancy is one of the earliest events in delinquent behavior” (Silber-
berg and Silberberg 1971, p. 27). Since this time, Bachman and his colleagues (2008) found 
reciprocal negative relationships between delinquency and academic attainment throughout 
adolescence in data from the Monitoring the Future Study (see also Morrison et al. 2002; 
Li and Lerner 2011; Wang and Fredericks 2014). From the Cambridge Study in Delinquent 
Development (CSDD), Rocque and his colleagues (2017, p. 603) found that “truancy pre-
dicts any conviction up to age 50 controlling for the risk factor indexes, with truants having 
about 2.5 greater odds of being convicted than non-truants”. Heilbrunn (2007) summarizes 
that truanting students exhibit poorer educational outcomes relative to non-truants (e.g., 
poorer grades and are less likely to graduate from high school) (see also National Center 
for Mental Health Promotion and Youth Violence Prevention 2012; Sweeten et al. 2009). 
Beyond poor school performance, truancy can lead to a range of “snares” (see Moffitt 
1993) and long term negative life outcomes, such as failure to graduate school, substance 
abuse, and unstable employment (e.g., Farrington 1996; Heilbrunn 2007; Henry and Huiz-
inga 2007; Lopes et  al. 2012; Robins and Ratcliffe 1980), that lead to further antisocial 
behavior.

Zhang and colleagues (2010) used data from juvenile offenders to assess the link 
between truancy and Criminal Justice System (CJS) involvement. Juveniles whose first 
offense was truancy had more CJS referrals, commitments, and probations than juveniles 
who had other first time offenses (Zhang et al. 2010). Likewise, Monahan and colleagues 
(2014), using data from the Pathways to Desistance study, found that in months where 
respondents truanted they were more likely to be arrested relative to periods when they 
were not truanting. Dembo and Gulledge (2009) concluded that adolescents who engage 
in truancy “are at considerable risk of continuing their troubled behavior in school, expe-
riencing psychosocial difficulties, and entering the juvenile justice system” (Dembo and 
Gulledge 2009, p. 437; see also Dembo et al. 2016; see also Wang and Fredericks 2014).

The role of parents in preventing truancy is not insignificant. Farrington (1996) com-
pared delinquent truants, non-delinquent truants, non-truant delinquents, and non-truant 
non-delinquents in the Cambridge study. He found a high degree of comorbidity between 
truanting and delinquent behavior, reporting that parents of both delinquents and truants 
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provided poor supervision of their children and were less interested in their child’s educa-
tion than parents of non-truants. Li and Lerner (2011, p. 245) conclude that “…to increase 
the likelihood of academic success and decrease the chance of problematic outcomes, 
efforts to promote school engagement should strive to increase involvement and attendance 
as well as positive affects about school among all students”.

Disrupting Pathways Between Truancy and Delinquency

Interventions that seek to disrupt the relationship between truancy and delinquency are 
typically based at the school and community levels, within the court system, and through 
law enforcement, where the focus is often on engagement with families and deterring tru-
ancy through sanctions (Dembo and Gulledge 2009). In schools, truancy is addressed by 
school principals “calling or meeting with parents when students [do not] provide proper 
[absentee] documentation” (National Center for Mental Health Promotion and Youth Vio-
lence Prevention 2012,  p. 4). Railsback (2004) found that schools with attendance poli-
cies that promote attendance were more likely to reduce truancy problems than those that 
punish absence (such as those that use punishments such as out-of-school expulsion). In 
particular, she pointed out that interventions that collectively help students, parents, and 
staff to clearly understand these attendance policies were more likely to facilitate greater 
school attendance than schools with vague and poorly communicated attendance policies 
(Railsback 2004).

One court-based approach to dealing with truant behavior and chronic absenteeism 
involves truants being referred to a specialized School Attendance Court where a School 
Resource Officer (SRO) summons the youth and family to court  after informal school-
based efforts have repeatedly failed to re-engage the young person’s attendance at school 
(see Dembo and Gulledge 2009). Mueller and colleagues (2006) evaluated another court-
based program in Idaho and found that partnerships between judges, volunteer attorneys, 
attendance court coordinators, school resource officers, and parents helped to increase 
school attendance (see also Dembo and Gulledge 2009). These studies collectively show 
the important need to engage families in efforts to reduce truancy.

Police-led responses to truants are highly varied. For example, “police patrol officers 
working routine shifts can, at any time, question school-aged young people who are found 
out of school during school hours, taking them either home or back to school” (National 
Center for Mental Health Promotion and Youth Violence Prevention 2012, p. 4). Raymond 
(2010) describes police presence in schools as involving visible patrols, education pro-
grams, response to calls for service, and investigations of criminal matters. SROs employed 
by local police or the sheriff’s agency have been deployed into high-risk schools to provide 
security and crime prevention services. SROs not only provide a law enforcement presence 
on school grounds, but they also mentor students and give presentations on youth-related 
issues (see Raymond 2010). Evaluation studies by Jackson (2002), Theriot (2009), and Na 
and Gottfredson (2013) find mixed results regarding the effectiveness of SROs in the U.S. 
(see also Raymond 2010).

Beyond SROs, Bazemore, Stinchcomb and Leip (2004) describe a police-led program 
where students who were found by police officers truanting absent of an adult guardian 
were taken to a Truancy Unit (see also Dembo and Gulledge 2009). Once youth were in the 
Unit (with a 6-h maximum time limit), truants were processed by police officers to mimic 
being arrested and taken into custody and interviewed, and some were given informal 
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counseling from social workers. Bazemore and colleagues (2004) found that the program 
had some short-term benefits: youth processed through the Truancy Unit had improved 
school attendance during the 30 days following processing, yet processed youth were more 
likely to miss school for the remainder of the school year and the program had no effect on 
future delinquent behavior (Bazemore et al. 2004).

Reimer and Dimock (2005) argue that the essential ingredients for effective truancy 
intervention programs include collaboration, family involvement, and comprehensiveness 
that is combined with meaningful sanctions (National Center for Mental Health Promotion 
and Youth Violence Prevention 2012; see also Colorado Foundation for Families and Chil-
dren n.d; Cook et al. 2017; Dembo and Gulledge 2009; but see also Maynard et al.’s 2013 
systematic review that found that no type of program stood out as being most effective). 
A National Center for Mental Health Promotion and Youth Violence Prevention report 
(2012, p. 5) describes collaboration as involving a “multidisciplinary partnership between 
the agencies and organizations such as schools, juvenile courts, and law enforcement agen-
cies—whose involvement impacts truancy directly” (see also Reimer and Dimock 2005). 
Reimer and Dimock (2005, p. 14) described family involvement as “…seeking out par-
ents for their advice, experience, and expertise in the community, as clients of our public 
systems of care, and as experts in the lives of their children” (see also National Center for 
Mental Health Promotion and Youth Violence Prevention 2012).

Comprehensive approaches to truancy address the factors that contribute to truant-
ing behavior (Reimer and Dimock 2005), “including transportation, mental health, fam-
ily setting, and school climate” (National Center for Mental Health Promotion and Youth 
Violence Prevention 2012, p. 5; Maynard et al. 2013). Reimer and Dimock (2005, p. 25) 
also suggest that effective programs combine collaboration, family involvement, compre-
hensiveness with “meaningful sanctions for truant behavior and meaningful incentives for 
school attendance” in order to prevent truancy (see also National Center for Mental Health 
Promotion and Youth Violence Prevention 2012).

One of the weaknesses of policing interventions that seek to reduce truancy is that they 
tend to rely on deterrence (see Nagin et al. 2015). Often, a clear statement of the theory of 
causal mechanisms, as is one of the basic standards of prevention science as articulated by 
Flay and colleagues (2005) and then reiterated by Gottfredson and colleagues (2015), is 
missing in the documentation of many police-led truancy reduction programs. By contrast, 
many of the family involvement programs rely on improving within-family communication 
(Sinclair et  al. 1998), and many school based programs that focus on countering antiso-
cial behaviors, such as delinquency and truancy, “map readily into social control theory 
with [their] emphasis on affective ties and shared beliefs” (Gottfredson 2017, p. 10; see 
also Gottfredson 1986; Hirschi 1969) “and the closely related social development model 
(Hawkins and Weis 1985)” (Gottfredson 1986, p. 708).

Ability School Engagement Program

The Ability School Engagement Program (ASEP) sought to disrupt the pathway from 
truancy to delinquency over a 2-year period by collaboratively bringing together truants 
and their families into a police–school partnership intervention. The goal of ASEP was 
to lessen the negative relationship between young truants’ willingness to go to school and 
thereby reduce self-reported antisocial behavior. Drawing from the theory of Third Party 
Policing (TPP), ASEP aimed to increase a young person’s willing compliance by lessening 
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(and sustaining) the negative relationship between truants’ willingness to attend school and 
antisocial behavior through delivering a scripted, procedurally fair dialogue whereby par-
ents and their truanting children better understood the legal responsibilities (and conse-
quences) for parents to facilitate their child’s attendance at school.

In TPP, police partner with a third party that has a legal provision that police believe 
may be useful for controlling crime and disorder problems (Mazerolle et al. 2017b). Legal 
levers can include statutes, regulations, by-laws, ordinances or other laws that the police 
believe can help deter crime, delinquency, or reduce disorder problems (Mazerolle and 
Ransley 2005, p. 72). In TPP, non-offending persons (such as parents) are thought to have 
some power over an offender and are urged by legitimate authorities (such as police) to take 
actions to reduce the possibility that crime may occur. This urging to take action is particu-
larly persuasive when there are laws to be obeyed. In using laws to urge compliance, TPP 
creates guardianship that previously was absent (or dormant) in order to decrease opportu-
nities for crime and disorder (Buerger and Mazerolle 1998). TPP is therefore characterized 
by police motivating partners (such as schools, businesses, regulators) to use their legal 
levers to gain a crime control outcome (see Buerger and Mazerolle 1998; Mazerolle et al. 
1998; Mazerolle and Ransley 2005). TPP is thus defined as “…police efforts to persuade or 
coerce organizations or non-offending persons, such as public housing agencies, property 
owners, parents, health and building inspectors, and business owners, to take some respon-
sibility for preventing crime or reducing crime problems” (Buerger and Mazerolle 1998, p. 
301).

In ASEP, police sought to reduce truancy and delinquency by harnessing a very specific 
legal lever within a TPP context: truancy laws that are available and activated by school 
principals [Education (General Provisions) Act 2006 (2007)]. The ASEP intervention 
operationalized TPP in a three-step approach: (1) police and school engagement with the 
parents (or responsible guardian) and truanting young people in a facilitated Family Group 
Conference (FGC) in which truancy laws were communicated and a child-centered Action 
Plan developed; (2) at least 6 months of police monitoring the Action Plan; and then (3) a 
police-led Exit Interview with the truanting young person and their parent. Through this 
three-step approach, ASEP sought to garner willing, voluntary compliance with the tru-
ancy laws by engaging the parents and young people in a procedurally just manner so that 
they better understood the laws and the consequences of their failing to comply with school 
attendance laws.

The ASEP dialogue involved communication of the regulatory legal provisions that 
compelled the parents to take action to get their children to attend school. These truancy 
laws were communicated in a procedurally fair way, paying careful attention to activate the 
four key ingredients of procedural justice (see Mazerolle et al. 2013a, b; Tyler 2007) dur-
ing all three stages of the ASEP intervention: the FGC, the monitoring stage, and the Exit 
Interview. The FGC facilitator, police and school representatives were all trained to convey 
their trustworthy motives for the child to attend school, treat the parents and child with dig-
nity and respect, and be neutral in their decision making, and made sure that both parents 
and the truanting young person had ample opportunity for participation and voice in each 
stage of the ASEP intervention.

The dialogue of the ASEP intervention is consistent with the dialogic model of legit-
imacy, as articulated by Bottoms and Tankebe (2012), which is described as an ongoing 
conversation: “authorities make claims to their legitimacy, citizens respond and their 
response, in turn, impacts on power  holders’ perceptions of their own moral right to 
rule and future claims to legitimacy” (Jonathan-Zamir and Harpaz 2014, p. 470;  Bot-
toms and Tankebe 2012; Wolfe and Nix 2016). The power-holder dimension is arguably 
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a necessary precondition of successful audience legitimacy. Specifically, “power-hold-
ers must convince themselves that their power is legitimate before claiming legiti-
macy among citizens” (Nix and Wolfe 2017, p. 86, emphasis in original; Bottoms and 
Tankebe 2013; Herbert 2006; Weber 1946, 1978; see also Kronman 1983). Bottoms and 
Tankebe (2013) argue, therefore, that the continuous claim-response dialogue structure 
comprises three over-arching values of consent, legality and shared beliefs (Bottoms 
and Tankebe 2013; see Beetham 1991).

Tyler’s (1990) work on why people obey laws has lead to a tremendous amount of 
research evidence that consistently shows that when police (and other criminal jus-
tice actors) foster shared beliefs and treat people fairly then they shape peoples’ views 
that they are respected and valued in society. This prompts people to obey the law and 
power-holders primarily because citizens (including young people) respect legitimate 
authority (for reviews on the extant literature on procedural justice policing, see Maze-
rolle et al. 2013b, 2014; Nagin and Telep 2017; Tyler 2017; Tyler et al. 2015).

With some important exceptions (see Gau and Brunson 2010; Murphy 2015; Tyler 
and Trinkner 2017), most research on procedural justice policing examines adult experi-
ences and perceptions. ASEP, by contrast, focuses on changing the attitudes and behav-
iors of both adults and truanting young people. The mechanism of change in ASEP 
is thus a carefully scripted, procedurally just dialogue between police and schools (as 
legitimate authorities) with both parents and their truanting children, whereby police 
and school representatives explain, in a fair and just manner, parents’ legal responsi-
bilities (and consequences) for their child’s school attendance. Through this dialogue, 
ASEP sought to move the TPP partnership approach away from being a coercive 
approach to crime control (see Desmond and Valdez 2013) to being one that fosters 
willing cooperation (Mazerolle 2014). ASEP used procedurally just engagement with 
the parents and young people as a means to foster guardianship where it was previously 
absent or dormant, stimulate a greater willingness of the young people and parents to 
comply with the laws, encourage their child to engage more with school and thereby 
disrupt the relationship between truancy and future delinquency.

By disrupting the pathway from truancy to delinquency, ASEP theorized that the 
crime control gains of the intervention would be sustained over time (see Mazerolle 
2014). ASEP rests on a partnership approach to policing that fosters a sustainable 
crime control intervention, increasing and changing the way that the school partners 
engaged with the parents and truanting young people. For the experimental participants 
(see below), ASEP changed the manner in which the schools communicated parental 
responsibilities for school attendance. Rather than parents being sent a warning letter or 
called into the principal’s office to discuss their child’s truancy (the business-as-usual 
condition), the ASEP approach brought together the parent, child, police, and schools 
in a FGC forum to discuss the reasons for truancy and the legal responsibilities par-
ents had for their child’s school attendance. During the FGC, the participants collab-
oratively developed a child-centered Action Plan to re-engage the young person with 
school. Mazerolle (2014, p. 354) previously argued that the “…[long-term] sustainabil-
ity of crime control gains thus occurs when a TPP partnership fosters the capacity and 
willingness of partners to use the full range of their legal levers in a consistent manner 
that then becomes routine and entrenched within the third party agency operations”. 
TPP is therefore different and distinct to many other policing interventions—such as 
hotspots policing, foot patrols—where the gains may not be sustained over time because 
the police fail to create lasting capacities when the policing presence is removed (see 
Sorg et al. 2013).
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The Current Study

From the outset, we explicitly sought to test both the short-term and longer-term, sustained 
effects of ASEP through our longitudinal experimental evaluation approach. We used a 
randomized field trial design to assess the impact of the ASEP on self-reported offend-
ing over the course of 2 years. Additionally, we explored whether the ASEP modified the 
effects of willingness to go to school on self-reported antisocial behavior over this period. 
Further, we assessed whether this relationship was sustained over time. Our hypotheses 
tested in this paper are as follows:

H1  There will be a greater decrease in students’ self-reported antisocial behavior over 
time in the experimental condition than in the control condition.

H2  The experimental condition will lessen the negative effect of willingness to go to 
school on student’s self-reported antisocial behavior over time.

Data

Data for our study come from the ASEP trial. This was a randomized controlled trial that 
operationalized the key principles of TPP, delivered within the context of a three phase 
intervention: a FGC, which included the development of an Action Plan; the monitoring 
of the Action Plan; and an Exit Interview approximately 6 months after the FGC (Bennett 
et  al. 2018; Cardwell et  al. in press; Mazerolle et  al. 2017a, 2017b). The goal of ASEP 
was to address truancy in a cohort of disadvantaged adolescents and thereby decrease their 
self-reported delinquency, not just in the short run, but over a 2-year follow-up period. 
The study included 102 youth and their guardians from the population of 11 primary and 
secondary schools in an urban area of the City of Brisbane (Australia). The urban area 
was chosen for two reasons: first, the area had a high rate of truanting young people and 
second, it was an area where the police and schools were willing to work together in a part-
nership approach to deal with the truancy problem. ASEP involved a partnership between 
the Queensland Police Service (QPS) and the Department of Education, Training, and 
Employment (DETE) utilizing school-based legal levers to deter truancy and associated 
negative outcomes, such as delinquency.

During the recruitment stage (October 2011 to May 2013), a total of 319 youth were 
screened for trial eligibility (see Mazerolle et  al. 2017b, p. 800). To be included in the 
study, young people had to (1) be between the ages of 10 and 16, (2) have at least one 
responsible adult in their lives who provides either social and/or financial support, (3) 
have equal to or less than 85% attendance over the recent three school terms, (4) have no 
known legitimate excuse for these absences (e.g., chronic illness), (5) could not actively be 
involved in Pathways to Prevention (see Homel et al. 2006), and (6) could not have been 
contacted to be involved in the ASEP study pilot (Cardwell et al. in press; Mazerolle et al. 
2017b). If the young truant met these six criteria and was enrolled in one of the 11 target 
schools, researchers attempted to gain provisional consent for participation in the study. If 
provisional consent was given by a young person’s guardian, a specially designated ASEP 
police officer conducted a home visit to potential respondents to provide information about 
the study and allow for the prospective respondents to ask questions. Another series of 
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eligibility criteria was then used to further narrow down potential respondents: (1) young 
people needed to have at least 15% or more unexplained absences, (2) the young person 
and their parent or guardian agreed to partake in the study, and (3) the young person did 
not have a sibling already in the study (Cardwell et  al. in press). Out of the 319 youth 
screened, 217 were eligible for the study but not recruited due to either being unreachable 
or declining to participate in the Trial (Mazerolle et al. 2017b). The remaining 102 youth 
were recruited in the study and were then randomly allocated into the experiment (N = 51) 
and control (N = 51) conditions by an independent statistician (Mazerolle et  al. 2017b). 
This paper reports results from four waves of ASEP survey data.

Baseline measures (Time 1; mean age = 12.98, range = 10–16) from participating young 
people were collected immediately prior to the FGC and involved the collection of demo-
graphic, individual, familial, and contextual variables. Respondents were interviewed four 
times after the baseline measures at roughly 12 weeks (Time 2), 6 months (Time 3), 1 year 
(Time 4), and 2 years (Time 5) post randomization. In this paper, we use the Time 1, 2, 4 
and 5 measures, but exclude the Time 3 measure because it did not include measures of 
self-reported antisocial behavior. Previous publications about the ASEP trial describe the 
theoretical mechanisms of ASEP, baseline sample descriptives and equivalency statistics 
(Mazerolle 2014), the short-term impact of ASEP in reducing offending using official data 
(Bennett et al. 2018), the short-term increase in official school attendance (Mazerolle et al. 
2017a), and parental and child survey data at 12-weeks post random allocation (Mazerolle 
et  al. 2017b) that shows how parental perceptions of prosecution likelihood increased a 
young person’s willingness to attend school 6 months (Time 3) post randomization. Mov-
ing beyond these earlier findings, this paper reports the main, theorized findings of the 
ASEP trial, examining the relationship between a child’s willingness to go to school and 
their self-reported antisocial behavior at 12 weeks (Time 2), 1 year (Time 4), and 2 years 
(Time 5) post random allocation.

Experimental Condition

Half of the study participants were randomly assigned to the experimental condition 
(n = 51). These respondents participated in a FGC, which included the young person, a 
parental guardian, a police-based school officer, a school representative, and a group facili-
tator. An ASEP police officer organized all conferences (Mazerolle et  al. 2017b). The 
FGCs proceeded in five stages (see Mazerolle et al. 2017b). First, the group facilitator was 
required to introduce all participants and ask the young person to describe their truanting 
behavior in order to obtain information as to why the young person was missing school and 
the motivations behind truancy. Second, the conference facilitator asked all participants 
how the young person’s truanting behavior has affected them. Third, the group facilitator 
asked the school representative to explain, in a procedurally just scripted manner, the legal 
consequences if the young person continues to engage in truancy as a means to communi-
cate the legal levers to the family (Mazerolle et al. 2017b). Additionally, the school repre-
sentative was asked to discuss how continued truancy impacts them personally and how it 
can affect the young person. At this stage, the police representative as well as any agencies 
present were encouraged to discuss the consequences of continued truancy.

In the fourth stage, the group facilitator led a discussion to explore different potential 
solutions for reducing the young person’s future truanting behavior or counter the moti-
vations behind their truancy. The participants were allowed to discuss these actions in 
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private. An Action Plan was then developed that outlines steps in which all participants 
would take in order to reduce truanting behavior. This plan included actions that could 
be measured, were achievable, and were clearly outlined. In the fifth and final stage, the 
ASEP officer typed up the Action Plan, which was then read to all conference partici-
pants. All participants then agreed to comply with the actions on the Action Plan and 
then signed the Action Plan document.

Following the FGC, the ASEP police officer monitored the school, child, and parent 
compliance with the Action Plan over the subsequent 6 months (Mazerolle et al. 2017b). 
The follow ups were conducted by either phone, email, or in-person and involved a 
conversation with each participant about how regularly they were complying with the 
Action Plan items, whether they experienced any difficulties complying, and if there 
was anything the ASEP officer could do to facilitate their compliance with the Action 
Plan items. The ASEP officer also monitored the use of legal consequences if the young 
person continued to engage in truancy. Throughout the intervention, the average num-
ber of contacts that an ASEP officer had with families in the experimental condition 
was 8.89 (Mazerolle et al. 2017b). The ASEP police officer conducted an Exit Meeting 
approximately 6 months after the FGC (Mazerolle et al. 2017b). This meeting included 
the original FGC participants and involved reflecting on the Action Plan and discuss-
ing any components of the Plan that needed revision. The Exit Meeting was the formal 
conclusion of the ASEP. Following the Exit Meeting, both the young person and their 
parental guardian completed the 6-months survey (i.e., Time 3 survey).

Control Condition

Respondents in the control condition (n = 51) received a resource packet that provided 
information about social service resources available to families living in the location of 
the trial. Other than the resource packet, young persons in the control condition received 
business-as-usual actions from the school, including warning letters and school prin-
cipal interviews with the parents if the child continued to truant, as well as the police 
“business-as-usual” approach to truancy, including street stops, cautions and, in some 
cases, arrests (Bennett et al. 2018).

Experimental and Control Group Equivalency

Prior studies utilizing the ASEP data show that a variety of demographic measures at 
baseline were not significantly different between the experimental and control groups 
(Bennett et al. 2018; Cardwell et al. in press; Mazerolle 2014; Mazerolle et al. 2017a, 
b). For instance, “age, gender, school level, family background, and baseline truancy 
levels” were not significantly different between the groups (Mazerolle et  al. 2017a, p. 
472). This indicates that the randomization process was successful at ensuring equiva-
lency between the experimental and control groups on a good set of variables that are 
often related to delinquency. A table of equivalency tests among baseline variables may 
be found in Appendix A.
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Measures

Self‑Reported Antisocial Behavior

Variables in this scale include items from The Communities that Care (CTC) Youth Survey 
(see Hawkins and Catalano 1992; Hawkins et al. 2008) and address the frequency of self-
reported antisocial behavior over the past year among student respondents. The survey used 
for the current study was adapted for the Australian context from the CTC Youth Survey 
implemented in the United States (Toumbourou 2010; see also Arthur et al. 2002; Byers 
et al. 2004). Because variety scales of offending and antisocial behaviors have been shown 
to have good reliability and validity (Monahan and Piquero 2009; Sweeten 2012) and can 
counter problems with high levels of skewness typically seen in self-reported offending 
scales (Sweeten 2012), variety scales of antisocial behavior were created for the current 
study and address ten such behaviors. Nine individual items in the scale assessed the num-
ber of times during the past year respondents had “carried a weapon”, “stolen something 
worth more than $10”, “sold illegal drugs”, “stolen or tried to steal a motor vehicle such as 
a car or motorcycle”, “been arrested”, “attacked someone with the idea of seriously hurting 
them”, “been drunk or high at school”, “beaten up someone so badly that they probably 
needed to see a doctor or nurse”, and “threatened someone with a weapon” (Toumbourou 
2010). Another item asked respondents if they had been in a gang in the past year (Toum-
bourou 2010). To create the variety scale, all ten items were dichotomized so that 0 = did 
not engage in the act and 1 = did engage in the act. These dichotomous variables were then 
summed to create an overall variety scale of antisocial behavior. These scales were meas-
ured at Time 1, Time 4, and Time 5.

Willingness to Go to School

At Time 2, respondents in ASEP were asked about their willingness to go to school. 
Respondents in the experiment were asked about their willingness to go to school follow-
ing the FGC; specifically, “Since the conference, I have tried to go to school more often”. 
Conversely, the control respondents were asked about their willingness to go to school fol-
lowing their involvement in ASEP: “Since being involved in Project ABILITY, I have tried 
to go to school more often”. The separate measures were combined into an overall measure 
of willingness to go to school. The variable was coded as follows: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 
2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4 = Agree, and 5 = Strongly Agree.

Descriptive statistics for study measures can be seen in Table 1.

Missing Data and Study Attrition

Loeber and Farrington (1994) have highlighted the problems of longitudinal experimen-
tal research in adolescents, recognizing the significant challenges of interviewing adoles-
cents (and in our case, the parents as well) over a sustained period of time. Using monetary 
incentives, flexibility in our available times to interview the parents and young people, and 
a great deal of patience and persistence, the ASEP follow-up surveys had relatively few 
lost cases. We examined the data across the waves to ascertain the impact of missing data. 
For the outcome of self-reported antisocial behavior, 3% of cases had missing data at Time 
1, 14% had missing data at Time 4, and 12% had missing data at Time 5. Data were also 
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missing for willingness to go to school at Time 2: 9% had missing data for the experimen-
tal condition and 2% were missing for the control condition.

To assess if missing-ness for these variables was related to various baseline demo-
graphic characteristics we created binary measures to denote whether data were missing 
on the main variables of interest (self-reported antisocial behavior at Times 1, 4, and 5 and 
willingness to go to school at Time 2 for the experimental and control). These binary meas-
ures were coded so that 0 represented the presence of a valid response on a measure and 
1 represented the presence of a missing response. A series of t tests and Chi-square tests 
were then estimated to assess whether there were significant relationships between these 
binary indicators of missing-ness and the following demographic characteristics meas-
ured at baseline: age (range 10–16), sex (Male = 1, Female = 2), Aboriginal Torres-Strait 
Islander (1 = Yes, 0 = No), and grade (4th to 12th).

Results showed that none of the binary indicators of missing-ness were significantly 
related to any of the demographic measures. This indicates that these demographic charac-
teristics were not related to missing-ness on the measures of self-reported antisocial behav-
ior and willingness to go to school. However, there was a significant relationship between 
two of the binary measures of missing-ness. Specifically, a two sample t test between self-
reported antisocial behavior at Time 5 and the binary measure of missing-ness on the will-
ingness to go to school measure at Time 2 indicated a significant difference in the means. 
Specifically, respondents with missing values on the willingness to go to school variable 
at Time 2 were more likely to report missing values on self-reported antisocial behavior at 
Time 5 (95% confidence interval .45, 1.30).

Analytic Approach

The analyses for the current study proceeded in four steps. First, descriptive and bivari-
ate statistics were obtained for all variables in the analyses to provide an overview of the 
data and assist in testing model assumptions. Second, a mixed-effects regression model 
was used to assess longitudinal change in self-reported antisocial behavior over time for 
both the experimental and control groups. This model was chosen as it is able to assess 
whether self-reported antisocial behavior decreases throughout the study for the experi-
mental condition relative to the control  (H1). Additionally, this model is preferable for 
the current study as the data follow a hierarchical structure in which measurements for 

Table 1   Descriptive statistics of variables in the study, stratified by experimental and control groups

N = 102

Variable Experiment (n = 51) Control (n = 51)

Mean SD Min Max n Mean SD Min Max n

Self-reported antisocial behavior
Time 1 .78 1.38 0 6 50 .57 1.08 0 5 49
Time 4 .45 1.53 0 8 44 .75 1.49 0 6 44
Time 5 .57 1.49 0 9 47 1.09 2.27 0 10 43
Willingness to go to school
Time 2 4.39 .68 3 5 46 3.87 .91 2 5 48
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self-reported antisocial behaviors at different times (Level 1; the within-persons model) are 
nested within respondents (Level 2; the between-persons model).

Self-reported antisocial behavior followed an over-dispersed count distribution. Mixed-
effects negative binomial regressions fit the data best and were estimated to address longi-
tudinal change in this measure separately for the experimental and control conditions. For 
these analyses, the slope (i.e., the time variable) represents each wave of the study and is 
z-scored (i.e., mean-centered). This allows for a simpler interpretation of the parameters 
such that the intercept represents the average level of the outcome measure at Time 1 and 
the slope represents the rate of change in the outcome from Time 1 to Time 5. The inter-
cept is treated as both a fixed and random effect, as respondents might have varied in their 
levels of the outcome at Time 1 (Cardwell et al. in press). This is a random-intercept model 
(Hilbe 2011a) and the formula is as follows:

where the expected counts of self-reported antisocial behavior (SRASB) for any given indi-
vidual in the study (i) over time (t) depends upon the fixed and random effects of the inter-
cept ( �0i ) and the fixed effects of the slope (�

1
(Time)) (formula adapted from Hilbe 2011a, 

pp. 488–489). Conversely, �
it
 is the error term, which varies between and within respond-

ents over time (Hilbe 2011a, p. 500).
Third, we computed Cohen’s d values to determine the effect sizes of self-reported anti-

social behavior throughout the study (Cohen 1988). Specifically, we wanted to assess the 
effects of the outcome measures between the experimental and control group and how they 
changed throughout the study. Cohen’s d is computed from the following formula:

whereby d represents the standardized effect size, m1 represents the population mean for 
the experiment, m2 represents the population mean for the control, and �′ represents the 
root mean square of the standard deviation of the experimental and control groups (Cohen 
1988, p. 43–44). Because the variances differed between these two groups, we utilized the 
root mean square, or pooled standard deviation (��) , which is computed from the following 
formula:

with �
A
 and �

B
 representing the standard deviation from the experimental and control group 

(see Cohen 1988, p. 43–44). By convention, Cohen’s d values of .2 represent small effects, 
.5 represent medium effects, and .8 represent large effects (Cohen 1988, p. 40).

Fourth, we estimated a series of negative binomial regressions to assess whether 
respondents’ willingness to go to school predicted self-reported antisocial behavior lon-
gitudinally. Specifically, these models address whether the experiment lessened the nega-
tive relationship between willingness to go to school and antisocial behavior throughout 
the study. We estimated four regressions. The first two estimated the relationship between 
willingness to go to school and self-reported behavior at Time 4 for the experimental and 
control groups, respectively. The second two estimated the relationship between willing-
ness to go to school and self-reported antisocial behavior at Time 5 for the experimental 
and control groups, respectively. Additionally, self-reported antisocial behavior at Time 1 
was controlled for in these analyses. The equation for these models is:

(1)SRASB
it
= �

0i
+ �

1
(Time) + �
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where the expected counts of self-reported antisocial behavior at either Times 4 or 5 
(SRASBT#i) for respondents in the experimental and control groups (i) are dependent 
upon the intercept ( �

0
 ) and willingness to go to school at Time 2 ( �

1i
(WTGTST2) ), while 

also controlling for self-reported antisocial behavior at Time 1 ( �
2i
(SRASBT1) ) (formula 

adapted from Hilbe 2011a).
Finally, equality of coefficients tests were used to assess whether the effects of time on 

self-reported antisocial behavior and willingness to go to school on self-reported antisocial 
behavior were significantly different between the experiment and control conditions. Utiliz-
ing the formula from Paternoster et al. (1998), this allows for assessing whether the effects 
are the same for those in the experiment and control conditions. The formula for this test is 
as follows:

where b
1
and b

2
 are the unstandardized regression coefficients of either the time or 

willingness to go to school variables for both the experiment and control groups and 
SEb

2

1
and SEb

2

2
 are the squared standard errors coinciding with the regression coefficients 

of both groups (see Paternoster et al. 1998, p. 862). Z-scores that equate to ± 1.96 denote 
that the effect of the predictor on an outcome significantly differs between the two condi-
tions (at p < .05, two-tail).

From the outset of the development of the ASEP and the design of the RCT evaluation, 
we set up the trial to be powered with a .10 alpha and to be “[focused] on the direction 
and magnitude of effects to establish initial evidence for treatment efficacy” (Mazerolle 
2014; Mazerolle et al. 2017a, p. 471; see also Cohen 1992; Gewandter et al. 2014). The 
ASEP reported here is considered as a proof-of-concept trial that, while statistically pow-
erful with the repeated measures design, was difficult to include a larger sample due to 
operational limitations imposed by both the police and schools. Because the ASEP trial 
was powered with .10 alpha, parameters are considered statistically significant at p < .10. 
Other examples of studies that have used this approach include Sherman and Weisburd 
(1995) and Weisburd and Green (1995). All analyses were conducted using Stata statistical 
software, version 14.2 (StataCorp 2015).

Results

Self‑Reported Antisocial Behavior Over Time

Figure 1 presents the levels of self-reported antisocial behavior at Times 1, 4, and 5 among 
the experimental and control groups. At Time 1, the experimental group reported a higher 
mean level of self-reported antisocial behavior. Results from a t test comparing the means 
between the conditions on self-reported antisocial behavior at Time 1 did not indicate a 
significant difference between the experimental and control condition (confidence inter-
val, − .70, .28). For the experimental group, their levels of self-reported antisocial behavior 
were lower at Times 4 and 5, relative to the control group. However, results from t tests 

(4)
SRASBT#

i
= �

0
+ �

1i
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2i
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indicate that the mean levels of self-reported antisocial behavior were not significantly dif-
ferent between the two conditions at Times 4 and 5.

Table 2 presents the results of the mixed-effects negative binomial regressions predict-
ing longitudinal change in self-reported antisocial behavior. The first model is assessing 
longitudinal change in self-reported antisocial behavior for the experimental condition 
(Wald χ2 = 3.79, p = .051). In the fixed effects portion, the intercept (IRR1 = .19, p < .001) 
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Fig. 1   Counts of self-reported antisocial behavior (SRASB) over time between the conditions

Table 2   Mixed-effects negative 
binomial regressions predicting 
longitudinal change in self-
reported antisocial behavior

IRR incidence rate ratio, SE standard error, AIC Akaike’s information 
criterion, BIC Bayesian information criterion
a Experimental model: number of observations = 141; n = 51
b Control model: number of observations = 136; n = 51
†p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Variable Experimenta Controlb

IRR SE IRR SE

Fixed effects
Intercept .19*** .08 .28*** .09
Slope .71† .12 1.23 .22
Random effects
Intercept variance 2.87* 1.30 2.54** 1.01
Model fit statistics
Log likelihood − 130.46 − 144.16
Wald χ2 3.79† 2.42
AIC 268.92 269.32
BIC 280.71 307.97

1  This refers to the Incidence Rate Ratio (IRR) and are exponentiated parameter estimates, holding all other 
variables constant (Hilbe 2011a, b). For count models, this is a measure of effect size and refers to percent-
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and slope (IRR = .71, p = .052) are significant. The slope coefficient indicates that the levels 
of self-reported antisocial behavior decrease by 29% at each wave past baseline, for a total 
of 58% by Time 5 for those in the experiment. The model assessing longitudinal change 
in self-reported antisocial behavior in the control group is not significant (Wald χ2 = 2.42, 
p > .10). This indicates that the levels of self-reported antisocial behavior did not change 
over time for young truants in the control condition. Thus, findings support the hypothesis 
that there was a greater decrease in the levels of self-reported antisocial behavior over time 
for those in the experimental condition as opposed to those in the control condition.

Additionally, we conducted coefficient comparison tests to determine whether there 
was a significant differences between the time variables (i.e., the slopes) in the experiment 
and  control conditions. The unstandardized regression coefficient from the experimental 
group was − .32(SE = .16) and the unstandardized coefficient from the control group was 
.21(SE = .13). Results indicated that there was a significant difference between the groups 
in regard to change in self-reported antisocial behavior throughout the study (Z = − 2.49) 
(see “Appendix B” for supplemental, interaction-based analyses).

Effect Sizes of the Experiment on Self‑Reported Antisocial Behavior

Table 3 presents the Cohen’s d effect sizes for self-reported antisocial behavior between the 
experimental and control groups. Positive coefficients denote that the mean levels of self-
reported antisocial behavior were higher for the experimental group. In contrast, negative 
coefficients indicate that the mean levels of self-reported antisocial behavior were lower 
in the experimental group. At Time 4, Cohen’s d is − .19, which denotes that mean lev-
els of antisocial behavior were lower for those in the experiment. The size of the effect is 
small, indicating that the experiment exhibited a small negative effect on mean levels of 
self-reported antisocial behavior at Time 4. Cohen’s d at Time 5 was − .27, denoting that 
the mean levels of antisocial behavior were still lower for those in the experiment relative 
to the control group. The effect size increases but still shows that the experiment exhibited 
a small but significant effect on the levels of self-reported antisocial behavior at Time 5.

Table 3   Cohen’s d effect sizes 
for main variables of interest: 
experimental versus control 
conditions

Coding for the condition variable is as follows: 1 = experiment and 
2 = control

Variable Effect size

Self-reported antisocial behavior
Time 1 .16
Time 4 − .19
Time 5 − .27

Footnote 1 (continued)
age change in the predictors on the expected counts of SRASB for every one-unit increase in a predictor 
(Hilbe 2011b). IRRs greater than 1.00 denote higher rates of SRASB, IRRs lower than 1.00 denote lower 
rates of SRASB, and IRRs equal to 1.00 indicate no effect.
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Willingness to Go to School Predicting Self‑Reported Antisocial Behavior Over Time

Table 4 presents results from a series of negative binomial regressions assessing whether will-
ingness to go to school was related to self-reported antisocial behavior. The first set of models 
addresses these relationships in the experimental condition looking at self-reported antisocial 
behavior at Times 4 (Wald χ2 = 8.00, p < .05) and 5 (Wald χ2 = 2.62, p > .10). Results show that 
willingness to go to school at Time 2 was related to lower levels of self-reported antisocial 
behavior at Time 4 for the experimental group. Specifically, more willingness to go to school 
at Time 2 was related to lower self-reported antisocial behavior at Time 4 (IRR = .16, p < .05), 
controlling for antisocial behavior at Time 1. However, this relationship was not significant at 
Time 5. The models for the control group looking at self-reported antisocial behavior at Times 
4 (Wald χ2 = 13.80, p < .001) and 5 (Wald χ2 = 11.41, p < .01) indicate that more willingness 
to go to school at Time 2 was not significantly related to self-reported antisocial behavior at 
either time point.

We also conducted coefficient comparison tests to assess whether the effects of willingness 
to go to school on self-reported antisocial behavior were different between the experiment 
and control groups. When the outcome was self-reported antisocial behavior at Time 4, the 
unstandardized regression coefficient from the experimental model was -1.78(SE = .79) while 
the coefficient from the control group model was − .41(SE = .33). Results from the coefficient 
comparison test indicated that there was a marginally significant difference between the coef-
ficients (Z = − 1.59). When the outcome was self-reported antisocial behavior at Time 5, the 
unstandardized regression coefficient from the experimental group was .04 (SE = .47) and the 
comparable estimate from the control group was .19 (SE = .34). Results from the coefficient 
comparison test show no significant differences between the coefficients (Z = − .26).

Overall, findings show that the experimental condition modified the effects of willingness 
to go to school on self-reported antisocial behavior. More specifically, willingness to go to 
school is only associated with reduced self-reported antisocial behavior for those in the experi-
mental condition. Thus, ASEP appears to lessen the negative relationship between willingness 

Table 4   Negative binomial regressions predicting self-reported antisocial behavior from willingness to go 
to school

SRASB self-reported antisocial behavior, IRR incidence rate ratio, SE standard error
†p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Variable Experimental Control

SRASB Time 4 SRASB 
Time 5

SRASB Time 4 SRASB Time 
5

IRR SE IRR SE IRR SE IRR SE

Willingness to go to school Time 2 .16* .13 1.04 .49 .66 .22 1.21 .41
SRASB Time 1 1.95† .74 1.43 .33 2.86** 1.07 3.03** 1.10
Intercept 198.71† 635.13 .23 .51 1.11 1.44 .16 .24
Model fit statistics
− 2 Log likelihood − 23.01 − 36.29 − 35.25 − 47.17
Wald χ2 8.00* 2.62 13.80*** 11.41**
AIC 54.03 77.96 78.50 102.35
BIC 60.79 84.92 85.25 109.00
n 40 42 40 39
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to go to school and lower self-reported antisocial behavior up to 1  year later. Because the 
effect does not hold to Time 5, this appears to be a short-term effect (see “Appendix B” for 
supplemental interaction-based analyses).

Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to examine the effects of ASEP on young tru-
ants’ willingness to go to school and how their willingness to go to school affected self-
reported antisocial behavior. Drawing from the theory of TPP, ASEP aimed to increase 
a young person’s willing compliance by lessening the negative relationship between tru-
ants’ willingness to attend school and antisocial behavior through delivering a scripted, 
procedurally fair dialogue whereby parents and their truanting children better under-
stood the legal responsibilities (and consequences) for parents to facilitate their child’s 
attendance at school. We also sought to assess whether the ASEP impacts were sus-
tained over time. Two hypotheses guided the analysis presented in this paper. The first 
hypothesis stated that there would be a greater decrease in students’ self-reported anti-
social behavior over time in the experimental condition than the control condition. The 
second hypothesis stated that the experimental condition would strengthen the effect of 
students’ willingness to go to school on their self-reported antisocial behavior.

We found support for the first hypothesis. Results of the mixed-effects negative bino-
mial regressions predicting longitudinal change in self-reported antisocial behavior 
found that the self-reported antisocial behavior of the experimental group was lower 
at Times 4 and 5, relative to the control group. Further, respondents in the experimen-
tal condition exhibited a 58% decrease in expected counts of self-reported antisocial 
behavior relative to those in the control condition up to 2  years post-randomization. 
Results from a coefficient comparison test also denoted a significant difference between 
the groups in the variable measuring longitudinal change in self-reported offending 
over time. Ultimately, these models showed that the levels of self-reported antisocial 
behavior decreased throughout the study for those in the experiment but not the control. 
Additionally, results showed that the effect of the condition on self-reported antisocial 
behavior increased throughout the study. Specifically, Cohen’s d effect sizes indicate 
that the effect of the condition on self-reported antisocial behavior became stronger over 
time (Cohen 1988). Thus, the effects of the condition on self-reported antisocial behav-
ior is sustained and slightly strengthens through the 2 year follow-up.

The second hypothesis explored how the ASEP processes of increasing a students’ 
willingness to go to school could subsequently reduce self-reported antisocial behavior. 
In testing this hypothesis, we sought to assess whether or not the mechanisms of ASEP 
could disrupt the pathway linking poor school attendance to future delinquency (see 
Garry 1996; Rocque et al. 2017). We found support for the second hypothesis. Results 
from a series of negative binomial regressions assessing whether willingness to go to 
school was related to self-reported antisocial behavior show that a child’s willingness 
to go to school was related to lower levels of self-reported antisocial behavior for the 
experimental group but not the control. These results were strongest at Time 4 (approxi-
mately 1 year post random allocation), controlling for baseline antisocial behavior, but 
weakened at Time 5. This result, therefore, questions the sustainability of ASEP beyond 
a 1 year time period.
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Conclusions

The causal mechanisms that underpin the ASEP intervention comprise two components: 
first, in TPP, police partner with a third party (in this case the schools) that have a very 
specific legal provision pertaining to truancy [Education (General Provisions) Act 2006 
(2007)] that police believe may be useful for reducing a truant’s antisocial behavior. The 
unique feature of the truanting laws used in the ASEP trial is that a non-offending per-
son (in this case, the parents) are legally responsible (and punishable) for their child’s 
attendance (or lack of attendance) at school. In using the truancy laws to urge willing 
compliance, ASEP sought to create guardianship that previously was absent or, at best, 
dormant.

The second causal mechanism activated in ASEP is the communication of the truancy 
laws in a procedurally fair way, paying careful attention to activate the four key ingredients 
of procedural justice: conveying trustworthy motives for the child to attend school, treating 
the parents and young people with dignity and respect, being neutral in their decision mak-
ing, and making sure that both parents and the truanting young person had ample opportu-
nity for participation and voice during each stage of the ASEP intervention (see Mazerolle 
et al. 2013a, b; Tyler 2007). Earlier in this paper, we identified that the dialogue of ASEP 
reflects the dialogic model of legitimacy described by Bottoms and Tankebe (2012). Under 
the guidance of a trained facilitator, both the police and school representatives participating 
in the ASEP FGC made claims about their legitimacy during the scripted dialogue. The 
facilitator then gave the parents and young person the opportunity to respond and both the 
parents and young person’s response shaped the police and school representatives percep-
tions of their own future claims to legitimacy (adapted from Bottoms and Tankebe 2012). 
In this way, the continuous claim-response dialogue structure of the ASEP scripted conver-
sation helped to foster consent, legality, and shared beliefs. We suggest it is this capacity to 
garner consent, increase both the parent and young person’s understanding of the truancy 
laws, and nurture the seeds of shared belief in school attendance that triggered the young 
person’s willingness to attend school and thereby lessen their future antisocial behavior.

Beyond observing some promising findings, we also theorized that the crime control 
gains of ASEP would be sustained over time (see Mazerolle 2014). We had expected that 
the partnership component of ASEP would create sustainable crime control gains because 
the intervention was designed to create lasting capacities when the policing presence was 
removed. Previously, Mazerolle (2014, p. 342) paid tribute to “Joan McCord [who], some 
50 years ago, recognized the importance of longitudinal follow-up in social experiments” 
and identified that “reviews of the policing literature conducted under the auspices of the 
National Academies of Sciences (see National Research Council 2004; Weisburd and Eck 
2004), the Campbell Collaboration (see Telep and Weisburd 2012), Sherman’s recent 
Crime and Justice essay  (see Sherman 2013), and the ‘What Works’ Maryland Report” 
(see Sherman et al. 1997, 2002) collectively show that many of the most effective practices 
in policing do not last over time, or do not measure the long term impacts. For many polic-
ing interventions, it is unknown whether the impacts last beyond their immediate short-
term successes of 3 months, 6 months, or up to a year post intervention. Indeed, emerging 
research suggests that some of the most effective approaches in policing fail to suppress 
crime in the long run. For example, “violent crime problems reemerged when foot patrols 
were taken away at the end of the Philadelphia Foot Patrol Experiment” (Mazerolle 2014, 
p.  346;  see Sorg et  al. 2013). Worse still, Sherman and Harris’s (2013) 23-year follow-
up of the Milwaukee Domestic Violence Experiment (MilDVE) shows significant negative 
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long-term effects of mandatory arrests in domestic violence incidents: “suspects assigned 
to the mandatory arrest condition [were] three times more likely to have been murdered 
than offenders in the “warning” control condition” (Mazerolle 2014, p. 345; see also Sher-
man 1990).

Nevertheless, we find that the moderating effects of ASEP weaken by the 2-year follow-
up survey. We offer several explanations for this finding. First, it is likely that the enduring, 
deep-seated risk factors for some of these families require much more pervasive interven-
tions to modify the risk factors and promote protective factors (Kim et al. 2015; Ttofi et al. 
2016). It is also possible that young people and their parents’ memory of the laws and their 
obligations fade over time without constant reminders. Ongoing police engagement with 
the schools, and police monitoring of the Action Plan, or what Fry and Neff (2009) refer 
to as “prompts”, is likely needed beyond 6 months. Using a systematic review of health 
prompts, for example, Fry and Neff (2009) found that frequent and long-term reminders 
to participants utilizing technology and personal reminders can increase the long-term 
effectiveness of health programs. Third, it is possible that school resources in the highly 
disadvantaged communities that hosted ASEP lacked the capacity (or perhaps interest) in 
sustaining their Action Plan items much beyond the 6 month follow up period. Fourth, it 
is also possible that the age range in the sample might have influenced the lessening of the 
effects by the Wave 5 follow up period. Many of these limitations and/or unanswered ques-
tions will be explored as we scale up the ASEP to include a much larger sample, drawn 
from a broader distribution of socioeconomic neighborhood conditions.

Notwithstanding the promising results in this paper, some limitations need to be acknowl-
edged. First, the sample size of 102 young people and their parents in the experiment offers 
a small, proof-of-concept trial. While the longitudinal nature of the data increases the statis-
tical power of our analysis, the small sample limits our capacity to generalize to a broader 
population of truanting young people. Second, the ASEP intervention was quite complex, 
requiring careful monitoring to ensure consistent delivery across the participants in the 
experimental condition (see Mazerolle et al. 2017b). Future research should explore some 
of the contextual factors that might have both facilitated and inhibited the outcomes for both 
the young people and their parents. Third, because ASEP was implemented in a highly dis-
advantaged, urban area of the city of Brisbane, we are unable to disentangle how neigh-
borhood disadvantage might be related to the outcomes given that there is a lack of vari-
ability in the sample pertaining to neighborhood context. Finally, we only assessed one key 
outcome: self-reported antisocial behavior of the participants. Alternate outcomes, such as 
higher education and future gainful employment, are also worthy of further attention.

There is little denial of the importance of educational attainment for success, especially 
in finding employment, throughout the life course. Therefore, ensuring that children and 
adolescents attend and succeed in school is critical for their success later in life. One key 
barrier to this success is when young persons are truant and do not attend school. The 
by-product of this, aside from missing out on key learning opportunities, is that they may 
turn toward delinquent activities. The results from the ASEP trial show that one type of 
police–school partnership—a Third Party Policing approach—offers a way to foster a tru-
ant’s willingness to go to school, curtail truancy and thereby reduce antisocial behavior 
over an important period of the life course.
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Appendix A: Baseline Measures and Equivalency Tests

Experiment (n = 51) Control (n = 51) Full sample (n = 102) p

Sex 26 Male 28 Male 54 Male .692
25 Female 23 Female 48 Female

Age 12.94 13.01 12.98 .850
Aboriginal Torres-Strait Islander 6 7 13 .796
Grade 8.24 8.27 8.25 .877
School level 20 Primary 23 Primary 43 Primary .689

31 Secondary 28 Secondary 59 Secondary
School days missed 4.54 4.10 4.32 .298
Self-reported antisocial behavior .78 .57 .67 .407
Neighborhood disorder 3.03 3.03 3.03 .949
Antisocial peers 1.42 1.48 1.45 .658
Procedural justice-police 3.90 3.66 3.78 .195
Procedural justice-school 3.61 3.69 3.65 .679
School 1 4 8 12 .248
School 2 9 6 15 .439
School 3 1 4 5 N/A
School 4 14 7 21 .127
School 5 4 3 7 N/A
School 6 5 5 10 1.00
School 7 0 1 1 N/A
School 8 3 4 7 N/A
School 9 7 6 13 .782
School 10 4 7 11 .366
School 11 0 0 0 N/A

Appendix B

We conducted supplementary between-group analyses to assess the robustness of our conclu-
sions. In these analyses, we utilized multiplicative interaction terms. For the analyses address-
ing the first hypothesis, we utilized a mixed-effect negative binomial regression model with 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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random intercepts and an interaction between the condition variable (0 = Control; 1 = Experi-
ment) and the time variable (standardized/mean centered). The formula for this model is:

where expected counts of self-reported antisocial behavior (SRASB) for any given individ-
ual in the study (i) over time (t) depends upon the fixed and random effects of the inter-
cept ( �

0i
 ), the fixed effect of the time variable ( �

1
(Time)), the fixed effect of the condi-

tion ((�
2
(Condition)), and an interaction between the time variable and the condition ( �

3

(Time*Condition)), (formula adapted from Hilbe 2011a, pp. 488–489). Conversely, �
it
 is 

the error term, which varies between and within respondents over time (Hilbe 2011a, p. 
500; see also Cardwell et al. in press).

This model was significant (Wald χ2 = 6.61, p < .10) and the interaction term was as well 
(coef = − .52, IRR = .58, p < .05). We provide a visual of this analysis in Fig. 2. This Figure 
includes adjusted predictions (i.e., predictive margins) of the marginal predicted means of 
self-reported antisocial behavior throughout the study for both conditions. These analyses 
support the conclusion from the within-person analyses: those in the experiment exhibit a 
greater decrease in self-reported offending over time, relative to those in the control group.

For the post hoc analyses addressing the second hypothesis, we estimated two models 
that included an interaction term between the condition variable (0 = Control; 1 = Experi-
ment) and the willingness to go to school variable at Time 2 (standardized/mean centered). 
The formula for these models is:

where the expected counts of self-reported antisocial behavior at either Times 4 or 5 
(SRASBT#i) for respondents in the experimental and control groups (i) are dependent upon 
the intercept ( �

0i
 ), willingness to go to school at Time 2 ( �

1i
(WTGTST2) ), the condition 

( �
2i
(Condition) ), an interaction between the willingness to go to school variable and the 

(6)SRASB
it
= �

0i
+ �

1
(Time) + �

2
(Condition) + �

3
(Time ∗ Condition) + �

it

(7)
SRASBT#

i
= �

0i
+ �

1i(WTGTST2) + �
2i
(Condition)

+ �
3i
(WTGTST2 ∗ Condition) + �

4i
(SRASBT1) + �

i

Fig. 2   Adjusted predictions of self-reported antisocial behavior (SRASB) throughout the study, stratified by 
condition; n = 102
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condition ( �
3i
(WTGTST2 ∗ Condition) ), while also controlling for self-reported antisocial 

behavior at Time 1 ( �
2i
(SRASBT1) ) (Hilbe 2011a, b).

When the outcome was self-reported antisocial behavior at Time 4, the model was sig-
nificant (Wald χ2 = 23.07, p < .001) as well as the interaction term (coef = − 1.28, IRR = .27, 
p < .10). A graph containing the adjusted predictions of the level of willingness to go to 
school on counts of self-reported antisocial behavior at Time 4 by condition can be seen in 
Fig. 3. The Figure shows that, overall, willingness to go to school is associated with lower 
counts of self-reported antisocial behavior at Time 4. However, the levels are lower in the 
experimental group relative to the control, especially at lower levels of willingness to go 
to school. When the outcome was self-reported offending at Time 5, the model was sig-
nificant (Wald χ2 = 15.57, p < .01) but the interaction term was not (coef = − .03, IRR = .96, 
p > .10).
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