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Protection
against life

Lynn McDonald, the US founder of the Family and Schools Together
(FAST) programme, answer’s PSW’s questions about an initiative now
being piloted in London and Liverpool that draws on a range of 
research studies to support vulnerable and underprivileged families and
children in leading more positive and fulfilled lives 

What is the FAST model?

Families and Schools Together is a
multi-family group strategy to build
protective factors for children against

the risks and stresses of living in socially
marginalised, vulnerable families living in low-
income or mixed communities. Developed by a
social worker, the groups work around core
processes but also have the flexibility to adapt
the programme to their needs. Groups are
locally adapted by a collaborative multi-agency
team which includes service users. Child
mental health changes are measured, using the
Strengths and Difficulties Questionniare
(SDQ) – a brief behavioural screening
questionnaire about 3-16 year olds – based on
multi-systemic changes: increasing and
developing relationships between parent and
child, as well as parents and other parents of
same aged children; increasing parental
involvement in school; and forming social
networks within communities. FAST is a
complex social intervention using community
development, adult education (drawing on the
educational thinking of Paulo Freire), family
systems theory, attachment theory, family
stress theory and social learning theory.

Eight weeks of weekly multi-family group
meetings are held, before monthly groups
continue to meet for two years. Meetings are
usually held after school in the extended
school programme of a local school. All
children and their families are invited to come
(no child is targeted) but schools are usually
located in a community with a high rate of

reported child abuse and neglect. It is
recommended that recruitment of voluntary
family participants is easier during a transition
year into or out of a school building, as
parents tend to be a bit more interested in
meeting other parents at those times. Active
outreach includes repeated home visits and
personal invitations by team members. Multi-
agency teams are trained for two days on how
to run the groups (including a training
manual) and are then closely supervised,
usually by trained social workers, as they
implement the first group. 

They learn the evidence-based multi-family
group programme through doing it while
being directly observed and supervised with
feedback and programme integrity checklists.
Teams include local parents and
representatives from health, education, social
work and community agencies, as well as
community leaders. Teams must also feature
service users who, culturally, represent the
population being invited in that community.

How does FAST fit within the
notion of social pedagogy?

Insofar as social pedagogy is about
social workers in the community
working to change systems for the

benefit of children and families, the trainer
role and team leader role in FAST would be
good examples of the sort of group strategies
that a social pedagogue could use. FAST uses a
package of community organising and clinical
strategies. It is not a child protection

programme but by working in communities in
which there is a high rate of reported child
abuse and neglect, and being open to outreach
and engagement with all families, the
community level rates of abuse and neglect
should reduce. The multi-family group
sessions should reduce stress and social
isolation for many families, and increase
positive parenting in the community.

What do you see as the benefits
of the FAST model in improving
family relationships?

Sustainable change is the key result I
see. I believe no programme has ever
helped a child, and that only

relationships can help people. Children need
caring relationships to get through life. In
FAST groups, we bring together 40 families
with children in the same school, the same
age, living in the same community, and over
eight weeks, during which time they get to
know one another. The children get positive
time with their parents. 

In follow-up studies, 86% of the parents
report they made a new friend during the
eight weekly sessions who they still see four
years later. By helping a mother find a
supportive friend, her stress is reduced, and
her coping resources and patience as a parent
are increased, and this in turn benefits the
child. All of the parents practise positive
parenting strategies every week in a safe and
positive and supported environment. They
report continued use of what they learned.
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However, there are no lectures; activities
provide the basis for experiential learning. The
monthly meetings offer support to maintain
the gains they make. 

What are the impediments to an
evidence based approach?

The four key impediments, I think, to
most evidence based approaches are: 1)
no flexibility and no room for local

adaptation by local practitioners and service
users to make the proven model fit with the
local culture and local priorities; 2) no
recognition by the model of the importance of
long-term, personal relationships, social
support and social capital – rather than relying
solely on expert information. No programme
ever helped anyone, only relationships help
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people; 3) no recognition of power
discrepancies and the need to address these –
racism, feminism and social class issues – to
improve social conditions and reduce the
stresses of health disparities etc; 4) no ability
to engage voluntary participation of socially
marginalised, low income, stressed families. 

FAST has an 80% retention rate, if a family
attends once. These retention rates, with only
20% drop out, are very good for ‘hard to
reach’ families. As a social worker, I developed
a model that is recognised for doing very well
in addressing each of these four specific issues.

What’s in it for social workers?

Most social workers on the frontline
do not have time to read through
journals for the latest studies. I always

say that as a social work academic, I am paid
to read. But I also think I am paid to translate
the theories and research studies into practical
terms and practical solutions, and then to test
them for effectiveness. The lessons learned in
research should then be shared with the
frontline social worker. As I have now trained
thousands of experienced social workers
across eight countries on this evidence-based
model, my favourite moment always comes
when after four months an experienced social
worker pulls me aside and tells me that they
were sceptical at first, but hung in there to try
it out, and now report being a bit surprised by
the magnitude of change they see, and proud
again of being a social worker. They tell me
FAST expresses the reasons why they became
social workers in the first place.

Is it possible to learn the wrong
lessons and draw the wrong
conclusions from this model, or
other similar approaches, and
how can you guard against this?

This group approach has changed over
the years and has improved with
continual reviews of practice, service

user feedback and quantitative evaluations, as
well as evolving by considering new research –
for example, the new neurosciences brain
research on cortisol, serotonin and dopamine
have shifted and improved the FAST
intervention. Also, the new theory and
research on social capital changed our
strategies. Sociological research has shown
that if each parent at a school knows four to
five other parents, the school has high social
capital which is correlated with positive
academic outcomes for children. That changed
our strategies. 

We monitor retention rates of every single
group, and if the drop out rate deviates
significantly from the expected 20%, we try
to find out why. We have also changed our
evaluation instruments over time with
feedback from practitioners and service users.
I have always required evaluation using some
standardised measures, and indeed we
changed to Robert Goodman’s Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire with great results.
Parents like this short measure, and it taps
into the strengths of many children.  

Every FAST manual has a section on ‘what
can go wrong’, and centres on three categories:
team conflict and problems; lack of respect for
parents; and programme drift away from the
core components. Certified FAST trainers are
forewarned about what to look for that can go
wrong. It isn’t just the service user
participants who can struggle. The teams are
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made up of service user/carers and
professionals working side-by-side, a model of
shared power that is often very challenging for
professionals, especially social workers.

Also, we have learned over 20 years that
many good ideas in communities can improve
the programme. The core components now
make up only 40% of what happens at a
session; 60% is locally adapted by teams of
professionals and service user/carer/parents
working side-by-side to express local priorities.

Can you give examples of how
UK parents and children in early
adopter areas have responded
to FAST and what have been
the major challenges?

Some of the challenges these
programmes have faced include the
following:

• FAST is still going through the process of
being embedded into UK consciousness to
become a commonly used and known
model 

• Enabling authorities to place FAST within
their structures, when FAST is still in its
infancy in the UK. The strategic buy-in
required by managers to a programme that
is largely unknown means that it can be
difficult to recruit parenting practitioners or
partners to participate in the delivery of the
programme

• Infrastructure is still in its early stages of
development within Middlesex University

• We are still in the process of adapting the
language to support the culture within the
manuals and evaluations of the programme.

Here are a few comments from parents and
children in Liverpool and London, drawn from
a qualitative analysis of their experiences of
the FAST programme.  
• “Thank you to FAST for bringing our family

closer together” [a seven-year-old girl]
• “We have woken them up as people” [a

parent partner]
• “We still have our FAST evening at home”

[a parent]
• “I have never graduated from anything in

my life before” [parent]
• “I don't care what you say, I am still going

to do this in Year 11” [a Year 10 youth
partner] 

• “This is going to give me the confidence to
go on and do the training that I have
wanted to do for years” [a FAST graduate
parent]

• “This was the first time while living in the
UK for eight years that I have ever felt

real and sustainable over time. Once they
know and trust one another better – and have
stronger relationships, social networks and
social capital – we have measured the impact
and it shows that these bonds and networks
do increase the wellbeing of every child. Based
on the social ecological theory of child
development, the parent child bond is critical
for a child to do well; however parents need
support with daily connections in order to do
their best job with their children.

This work is much more indirect and in that
way it is less satisfying than doing therapy or
family therapy or counselling. It is, however,
now that I have done all of these and can
compare strategies, by far the most effective in
surprising ways. Families want to laugh
together, and prefer that to fighting together.
With a structure which blocks conflict and
promotes family cohesion, we see families
laughing together once a week, who may not
have had any good times together for years.  

Key to this work is our willingness to form
partnerships with service users and other
professionals from health, education and the
community. Moving out of isolation can be
threatening, and also uncomfortable, and
sharing power with service users can be
difficult but with the results I have seen over
and over, across hundreds of communities,
one must begin to believe that this is a
strategy that works. PSW

FAMILIES WANT TO LAUGH, AND PREFER
THAT TO FIGHTING. WITH A STRUCTURE
WHICH BLOCKS CONFLICT AND PROMOTES
FAMILY COHESION, WE SEE FAMILIES
LAUGHING TOGETHER WEEKLY, WHO MAY
NOT HAVE HAD GOOD TIMES FOR YEARS

included” [a FAST graduate parent]
• “You think this programme is simple but it

is very, very clever” [a parent partner]
• “I do not feel alone anymore, it feels like I

now have a family” [a FAST graduate
parent]

• “I was not expecting the impact that this
has had on my life; I have met so many
wonderful people” [a FAST graduate foster
parent]

What lessons do you think 
FAST and similar parenting
programmes have to offer 
social work? 

In my experience of being a social
worker for over 30 years, this is a
different way of doing social work. It

is different from what I taught social work
students to do for many years and from what
I did myself. Rather than the social worker
being central to the helping process, either in
a direct one-to-one supportive relationship or
in a case management role, with FAST you
coach from the sidelines. You coach the
parents or you coach the team, but you are
not a direct part of the healing that happens
in the relationships. 

In this approach, my job is to bring
together members of the community and help
them to find positive connections which are

Professor Lynn McDonald of Middlesex
University is a social worker and is the
founder of  the FAST programme. Anyone
interested in understanding more about her
work or in developing initiatives in their own
areas should contact Lynn directly by
emailing L.McDonald@mdx.ac.uk. 

To comment on this article and offer your own
views on the FAST approach, please email
editor@basw.co.uk
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