Research Building the Theoretical Foundation of FAST
Check out the FAST website http://fastprogram.org under Impacts
and Research for links to extended discussions about research that
informs the FAST process.

Please see the FAST Training CD for video and discussion on the Research
behind FAST. Click on the Research tab; then click on Theoretical Basis
for FAST Program and New Research Applied to FAST.

Please see the Presentations CD with this PCS. Here you can review Lynn
McDonald’s PowerPoint presentation on the research basis of FAST as
well as research projects involving FAST.

Social Ecological Theory of Child Development
LAYER FOUR
LAYER THREE
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Child

Home, Parent(s),
Siblings

LAYER
TWO

Extended
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Figure 1. Bronfenbrenner’s environment layers as represented by Russian dolls.

The Social Ecological Theory of Child Development was developed by Bronfenbrenner
(1979). Essentially, the theory states that a child is nested inside several layers of
environment or systems, similar to the way stacking Russian dolls fit inside one another.
Further, the way a child interacts with his or her surroundings is considered to be
“mutually shaping.”
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This means that interactions between the child and the outer layers occur in two
directions: the outer layers, which contain parents, family, community, culture, etc.,
affect the child; but the child also has an effect on
the outer layers or systems as well. For example, a
From the perspective of the child and
moving outward, Bronfenbrenner calls
child affects the behavior and beliefs of his or her
his layers microsystem, mesosystem,
parents while parents affect the behavior and beliefs
exosystem, and macrosystem.
of the child.
Bronfenbrenner makes practical implications based
on his theory. He states that we must build bridges between home and school. His
theory stresses the importance of mutual interactions between the
Social Ecological
child and the outer systems or layers. These interactions help to
Theory of Child
strengthen the child as well as the larger community. Bronfenbrenner
Development has
points out that oftentimes these mutual interactions and support
recently been renamed
“Bioecological
systems are weakened and that this negatively affects the child. If this
Systems Theory”
happens, the child does not develop the strength and assurance to
interact in the outer layers.

Go to the FAST website, http://fastprogram.org, and click on
Impacts and Research, then Social Ecological Theory of Child
Development and FAST for a discussion of how FAST supports
and encourages interaction within all the layers discussed above.
For example, Special Play strengthens the interaction between the
child and the first layer of environment, the parent(s). Family time during
Scribbles, the Meal, and Singing also strengthens interactions in this first layer.
In addition, parents’ talking during Buddy Time strengthens interactions within
the second layer.

Go

to the FAST training CD and click on the Research tab. Then
click on the Theoretical Basis for FAST Program tab and Social
Ecological Theory of Child Development for a summary of
Bronfenbrenner’s theory and its application to FAST.

Questions for PCS Participants to Consider

1. In what ways does FAST work to strengthen support systems?
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2. What activities of FAST are designed to affect the interaction between system
layers?
3. At what system level does FAST function?
4. At what system level does FASTWORKS
function?
Researchers such as Piaget

Cognitive/ Brain Development

and Erikson divide child
development into stageseach stage built upon the
experiences of the previous
stages.
Brain development coincides
with other physical
developmental stages.

Recent reviews of cognitive and brain development state that
“nature” and “nurture” are interconnected influences in child
development. In other words, both a child’s environment
and genetics influence development. Neither influence is
dominant. In a comprehensive review of human
development, the book From Neurons to Neighborhoods:
The Science of Early Childhood Development (National
Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2000) has categorized core concepts of child
development. The list includes influences like human relationships, sources of
vulnerability (i.e., risk factors), and sources of resilience (i.e., protective factors). Most
importantly, the National Research Council and Institute of Medicine assert that human
development is continually shaped, that children are active participants in their own
development, and that effective interventions can make a difference to a child’s
development, allowing for more positive adaptive behaviors.
The National Research Council and Institute of Medicine reviews some of the most
recent findings in brain development that directly inform the knowledge of child
development. Throughout life, a child’s brain development continues. New experiences
further trigger neural development.
Brain researchers have learned that in early brain development, there is a considerable
overproduction of synaptic connections between dendrites. Over time, the brain takes in
information through the senses and there is pruning, reorganization, and refinement of the
neural brain system.
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To Put It Simply…

This brain process can be likened to growing a pumpkin. The pumpkin makes many,
many more seeds than it will ever need to grow new pumpkins. If we planted all the seeds
a pumpkin makes, a lot of little pumpkins would begin to grow…many more than are
needed. So, we would thin or prune the weaker plants to make room for the stronger ones.
We can think of FAST as a process of choosing which pumpkin plants we want to keep.
What FAST does is help certain synaptic connections become stronger. So, when the
pruning occurs, the synaptic connections that have been strengthened by protective factors
in a child’s life do not get washed away.

The big news is the new visual evidence of the
permanent, shrinking effect of early experiences
on the dendrites of the brain. Pruning can be so
vividly rendered in pictures. What is left after
each critical stage is the results of the cooing or
the shouting; the play or the neglect. The
stimulation on the dendrites, followed by the
pruning of the unused dendrites, repeated again
and again, is striking in pictures of the growing
baby’s brain.
Dr. Lynn McDonald

Pruning is a normal process that occurs in many animals, including humans. What is
instructive to helping children develop in a healthy manner, though, is the evidence that if
experiences are distorted or reduced, synaptic connections may be pruned more than
usual (National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2000, pg. 189). Further,
deficits in nutrition, stressful or abusive care, and exposure to toxic substances all impair
normal brain development. Reducing risk factors and increasing protective factors can
have long-term benefits for preparing the child for the next developmental stage and
beyond.
Based on her reading of the brain research literature, Dr. McDonald has suggested a
strategy to increase and maintain the synaptic connections in the dendrites. She suggests
that 300 repetitions of a behavioral process are necessary to have an impact on the
dendrites, which guards against pruning.

Chemicals in the Brain
Human behavior is greatly influenced by the chemicals in the
brain. Two important chemicals, Serotonin and Dopamine, are
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discussed below. FAST activities reinforce positive levels of these chemicals.
Serotonin

Serotonin is a chemical located all over the brain. High levels of serotonin have the
effects of:
* Creating feelings of well-being
* Helping a person sleep
* Reducing feelings that lead to aggressive, violent, or compulsive behaviors
* Elevating the pain threshold
* Feelings of belonging
Serotonin levels are increased by receiving positive touch,
increasing social status, increasing social connections, and eating
more of certain kinds of foods. Serotonin levels are decreased by
fighting and violent behavior, experiencing high stress, watching
TV, decreasing or experiencing low social status, and sex
hormones especially in puberty. As children move through various developmental
stages, the sex hormones in their bodies shape the structure of the brain. Serotonin levels
are lowest at the age of 2 and at the age of 15.
When a child sees violence on TV, the centers of the brain related to the memory of
human violence are affected. Children who play video games with violent images and
loud noises experience changes in brain chemistry, which leads to hostility, feelings of
loneliness, and threats of low mood. These are examples of environmental factors that
impact emotions and behavior.
FAST promotes positive serotonin levels by encouraging positive touch, increasing social
connections, and supporting respectful activities.

Dopamine
Dopamine is a chemical located in the
midbrain. Dopamine creates feelings of
pleasure and, in some cases, can be involved
in addictions. In normal amounts, dopamine helps the brain
carry out important functions related to movement, emotion,
pleasure, and pain (Addiction Science Research and Education
Center, 2003).
An imbalance in dopamine can change brain function and create a possibility of disease
or addictive behavior.
If a person receives sufficient dopamine “hits” as a child, then the rewards and pleasure
response is not typically craved in an addictive way. Promotion of positive dopamine
levels occurs, for example, when one feels like he or she has done a good job, or one
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feels personal power. FAST promotes healthy dopamine levels by encouraging parent
empowerment and healthy family and group activities.

The Amygdala
The amygdala is the portion of the brain that stores emotional memories like a file. It
stores memories based on the type of memory, for example, happy or sad. When one is
sad, oftentimes sad memories are brought forth. These are emotional memories. An
intervention, diversion, or distraction can break the mental process and change the
emotional memories.
Rage is an emotional memory that is reflected in the amygdala. If a person becomes
enraged, the amygdala stays enraged for 20 minutes. If a person becomes enraged a
second time, then it takes an hour to calm down. If a further rage occurs, it takes 24
hours to calm down.
FAST encourages the development of positive emotional memories through repetitions of
positive child behaviors, family interaction, and fun activities.
Self-Control and the Brain
Self-control/ impulse control is located in a different part of the brain than motor control.
Doing something and stopping from doing something are two different things. Impulse
control can be developed, however, by practicing waiting. FAST encourages impulse
control by practicing taking turns in activities such as Scribbles and Feeling Charades. In
addition, taking turns and waiting is practiced as each family wins the lottery once and is
then chosen to cook the meal the following week.
Go to the FAST training CD and click on the Research tab. Then click
on the New Research Applied to FAST tab. Play the video for a
discussion on the new brain research highlighting the concepts of
dendrites and pruning as well as the brain chemical serotonin.

Family Stress Theory
Hill’s (1958) Family Stress Theory, further developed by McCubbin and Paterson (1983),
basically asserts that when a family encounters an event that causes stress, family
resources and family perception work on the crisis, a period of reorganization occurs, and
then the family functions at some new level of reorganization. In this system, families
survive and adjust to events and are able to maintain the family. In some cases, if further
events stress the family or the family does not reorganize to a high level of functioning, a
“pile-up” of events may occur. The family may exhibit a stepwise, reduced ability to
cope; or the family may exhibit a lower level of functioning.
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FAST acts as an intervention to the event by acting as
a support to the family. In this way, the family may
perceive the event as more manageable and look
within themselves and find their strengths.

Go to the FAST website,
http://fastprogram.org and click
on Impacts and Research, then
Hill’s Theory of Family Stress and
Buffer Factors. Here is a discussion
of Family Stress Theory and how the
theory has been assessed for
FAST as well as how the
theory has been integrated into
the FAST program.
Go to the FAST training CD and click on the Research tab. Then click on the
Theoretical Basis for FAST Program tab and Family Stress Theory for a summary of
Hill’s theory and its application to FAST.

Social Capital Theory
Social Capital can generally be defined as a set of resources an individual and group rely
on to work for some common purpose. Resources can include values, norms, family,
friends, co-workers, schools, government, agencies, etc. Key features of social capital
are the feeling of comfort and reliance on these resources and the mutual interaction
between individuals and groups.
In the context of children, Coleman (1990) states that a whole set of social networks and
relationships between adults and family – both within the family and outside of the
family – are important in raising children. The concept of a community or village raising
a child is connected here to the social capital of children because all of these networks
and relationships affect the child and the people with whom the child interacts.

Robert Putnam (2000) in his book Bowling Alone discusses research conducted over
decades that suggests social capital is decreasing in the United States. He found that
fewer neighbors are talking to one another and that families now perform activities
individually more frequently, rather than engaging in activities as a family unit.
Putnam gives evidence to the impact of social capital by explaining that in the US, those
states “whose residents trust other people, join organizations, volunteer, vote, and
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socialize with friends – are the same states where children flourish.” In cases where
children have high social capital, school performance is better, and children have fewer
problem behaviors. This trend extends to the neighborhoods in which children live. In
communities with high social capital, common spaces seem to be cleaner, people are
more trusting and friendly, and the area overall is safer. The key seems to be the
connections between residents and the community as a network.

FAST is a multi-family process that builds social capital at several levels of interactions
between children, parents, and families.

Key social capital requirements are reciprocity, trust and shared
information, bonding and bridging networks, and agreed upon
norms and sanctions (Pretty and Ward, 2001).
Reciprocity is the mutual exchange of goods, services, privileges,
etc. Trust is related to reciprocity because people need to feel
that if they offer help, they will be able to obtain help in return
and vice versa. When people care about the relationships they
have with others, they are likely to want to offer help in return if they have been helped.
Reciprocity can take many forms. For example, some people believe that when someone
gives you his or her pan or dish with food, you should always return the pan with food in
it. In this way, you say, “I return your kindness in kind.” In FAST, reciprocity is
practiced as families take turns preparing the meal and as each week a different family
wins the lottery. An important concept that is reinforced is that everyone is equal and
people give to each other freely.
Shared information builds social capital. When people are able to share their knowledge
and experiences with others, access to resources increases and better decisions get made.
People are more willing to share information with others when they feel a sense of trust –
the information they provide will not be used against them. Trust takes time and begins
to be developed after interacting with someone or a group after the 6th meeting. FAST
requires 6 out of 8 weeks of attendance for Elementary School and Baby FAST and 8 out
of 10 weeks of attendance for Middle School and Early Childhood FAST in order to
encourage the building of trust and social capital in all of these models.
Bonding and bridging networks build social capital in different ways. Bonding networks
are the strong ties between family, friends, and community members. These networks are
important in everyday life. Conversely, bridging networks are the connections created
outside of a person’s immediate network. In order for one to have access to resources
outside of his or her circle, connections to others who can facilitate links to those
resources are necessary. It is widely known that people get jobs because of the people
they know. However, previous research has shown that people will get a better job more
often because of their acquaintances (bridges) rather than because of their friends
(bonds). Why? Because their friends are more likely to have the same social status, the
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same circle of friends, and knowledge of the same information. FASTWORKS continues
the bridging of individuals and groups by inviting the last cycle’s graduates to the new
graduation.
Lastly, norms and sanctions are necessary for social capital to form because they provide
confidence that people’s rights will be respected. When a group of people develops
norms, they offer guidance for behavior. If behavior of an individual is found to be
unacceptable, sanctions are imposed (Pretty & Ward, 2001). Social capital is more likely
to exist when sanctions are imposed fairly.
Go to the FAST training CD and click on the Research tab. Then click
on the New Research Applied to FAST tab and Social Capital
Research. Play the video for a discussion of social capital and how it is
built in FAST.

Questions for PCS Participants to Consider

1. In what specific ways does FAST work to build social capital?
2. What activities of FAST are designed to build trust? reciprocity? shared
information? bonding and bridging networks? norms and sanctions?

Family Systems Theory
World-renowned family therapist Salvador
Minuchin was first to shed light on the
perplexing workings of many families. He
focused on setting boundaries within
families and clarifying hierarchies. Using
these ideas, Dr. McDonald integrated this
approach into FAST without the need to
have a therapist present to direct
interactions. By using activities that put
parents in charge of their families, a healthy structure of the family can be supported.
Work of other famous therapists such as Virginia Satir and Carl Whitaker also gave
direction to the design of FAST. Virginia Satir’s work focused on helping families
develop relationships based on open and reciprocal sharing of affection, feelings, and
love. Carl Whitaker’s work was based on unorthodox methods, which were largely based
on the relationship he developed with the family. He felt that family cohesion was
equivalent to personal growth. He also felt that extended family members were a very
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important part of the family. He believed that uninhibited expressiveness and playfulness
of children was a tremendous contribution to family dynamics.
James Alexander, a family therapy researcher, developed the Functional Family Therapy
approach. This method utilized communication training, including problem-solving,
listening, and turn-taking. His outcomes showed that this approach was highly effective
in reducing recidivism rates for juvenile offenders.

Check out this website from the Erskine Theological Seminary
http://www.erskine.edu/seminary/
bell/Family%20Therapy%20Concepts/ This site clearly outlines the
major concepts behind Family Systems Theory.

Go

to the FAST training CD and click on the Research tab. Then
click on the Theoretical Basis for FAST Program tab and Family
Systems Theory for a discussion of Family Systems Theory and
how FAST builds family bonds.

Other Theories Incorporated into FAST
Other theories that are incorporated into the FAST process include Stages of Child
Development (Piaget, Erickson), Small Group Theory, Adult Education Theory, and
Community Development Theory. These theories additionally inform the FAST process
and add solid knowledge to the methods and activities at FAST sessions.

Go to the FAST website, http://fastprogram.org and click on
Impacts and Research, then find further information regarding
Theory and Research behind FAST.

Go

for
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The Research Behind Each FAST Session Component
By Dr. Lynn McDonald
June, 2000
(Adapted for PCS by FAST National, January 2004)
INTRODUCTION
In 1988, the Families and Schools Together (FAST) process was created with reference
to many research studies conducted by clinical research psychologists and published in
refereed journals. While teaching at the University of Wisconsin-Madison in the
Graduate School of Social Work (1975-87), I spent hours in the library pouring over
journal articles while preparing for my lectures. The University is one of the few places
that actually pays you to read other people’s research. Gradually, over the years, I found
several outstanding research studies I taught to graduate social work students. The
courses I taught were on child development (normal and abnormal), family stress and
family policy, and family systems theory and family therapy. I believe that the social
work profession should apply the results of rigorous social and psychological research to
solve urgent social problems. Someone once called me a “midwife” of the ivory tower; I
like bringing into the light of the community the excellent research on which scientists
spent decades working hard. It is important to make their research accessible and to
apply it in the practice community.
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Research had to pass several tests of rigor to be outstanding and to be included in the
development of this model prevention approach. For me to reference a study in FAST,
initially and currently, the research standards listed below had to be passed:
1. Published in a refereed journal, where other experts in the same field had
reviewed the manuscript and critiqued it.
2. Funded by the federal government (e.g. National Institute of Mental Health),
where the grant application for funding the research had to be reviewed and
critiqued by scientific experts in the field.
3. Results were part of a body of research that was conducted over some time.
4. Results were found by more than one investigator, unrelated to one another and at
different universities.
5. Theoretically compatible with the theories that underpin the FAST process:
family systems theory, child development theory, and family stress theory (vs. a
pathological medical model of children).
6. The focus had to be relevant to critical and urgent social problems of children and
families, particularly low-income families.
7. THE STANDARD OF COMMON SENSE:
My grandmother would have said, “Yes, I could have told you that; that makes
sense.”

WHO READS THESE RESEARCH SUMMARIES
When we first began disseminating FAST in the statewide Wisconsin Anti-Drug
initiative in 1990, it never occurred to me that anyone would be interested in the research
underpinning of each of the activities in FAST. However, the Certified FAST Trainers as
a group convinced me to write these up for their training…and I finally did in 1992.
Since then, I have conducted two Pre-Certification Seminars per year, and each time the
Trainers have read this summary. Then in 1996 it was suggested that the FAST team
partners also read this summary. I was certain No Team Partners would be interested in
this, but I was wrong. We proceeded to share this research handout with team members
during training, and we have gotten feedback now for four years that the FAST Team
likes reading the research justification for the family activities. They say that it helps
them to understand why things need to be done the specified, particular way. Reading
this research summary is now the assigned homework for the team members to read over
the two-day FAST Planning Training, as well as assigned homework for PCS attendees.

Published research studies support and justify each of the twelve FAST core processes:
(1)Family Flag and Family Hello’s; (2)Family Meals; (3)Family Music; (4)Family
Draw-and-Talk Games (Scribbles); (5)Family Feelings Charades; (6)Kid’s Time;
(7)Parent Time; (8)Special Play—One-to-One Time; (9)Lottery; (10)Closing Circle and
Rain; (11)Serious Family Communication (Topics: e.g., Substance Abuse, Violence and
Delinquency, School Failure); and (12)Family Graduation.
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I will go through each activity of the multi-family groups (including pre-school,
elementary school, and middle school) and summarize the research. Then, I will present
a table showing which studies support the use of the particular program activity.

FAMILY FLAGS AND FAMILY HELLOs:
1. Family systems theory and family therapy by Salvador
Minuchin suggest that activities that draw a boundary around
the family unit to the exclusion of non-family members and the
inclusion of family members will strengthen that family unit.
Making a family flag and doing a family hello reinforces the
boundary of the family as a unit.
2.

Minuchin’s family systems therapy and research (called structural
family therapy) suggest that families in which parents are in charge
of the children are the strongest families. He recommends that
therapists support the hierarchy of the family, i.e. the executive
subsystem. By explicitly designating the parents as the family
leaders, the team supports the parental power in their own families,
thereby strengthening the family unit and reducing delinquency,
substance abuse, and other mental health problems. The team
supports the parents being the boss of these activities.

3.

Parsons and Alexander, in their family-based, delinquency-prevention research
(called functional family therapy), suggest that communication styles of the family
unit predict recidivism of court-involved youth. They studied exactly which aspects
of family communication correlate with troubled outcomes. They, then, trained
families in the positive interactive sequences and reduced rates of youth
incarceration in half, compared to experimental groups. These communication styles
include having each family member take a fair turn and insuring that family
members inquire about each other’s turn with questions and reactions.

4.

Brief family therapy (MRI) suggests that helping families to enact positive activities
that do not erupt into familiar conflicts builds new family sequences that strengthen
the family.

FAMILY DINNER
1. Family systems theory/structural family
therapy by Salvador Minuchin suggests that
activities in which a boundary is drawn
around the family unit to the exclusion of
non-family members and the inclusion of
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family members will strengthen the family unit. Eating together at a table is a
positive activity that many families fail to organize on a regular basis.
2.

Minuchin’s family therapy supports parents to be in charge of their family; parents
use power and delegate power by requesting that a child serves them their meal, and
this clarifies the hierarchy.

3.

Dunst’s research on empowering low-income, socially isolated parents suggests that
it is best to structure opportunities for reciprocity, rather than human services only
giving to parents without expecting any return. The meal is cooked by the parent(s)
who won the lottery the previous week. Each whole family wins prizes once, and in
exchange for being the winner one week, the family becomes the hosts for the next
week.

4.

Family therapists in Italy suggest that the sharing of private information between the
parents and the service providers (FAST Team), to which the children do not have
automatic access, creates a generational boundary around the adults who care about
the child: the parents and the Team. This information is that each family will
definitely win once, but which week this happens is not clear.

5.

Research shows that family meals without alcohol in a family at-risk for substance
abuse strengthens the likelihood of the children not becoming alcoholics. Sharing
the ritual of a family meal together as a unit without drugs builds family resistance to
transmission of drug abuse.

FAMILY MUSIC
1. High stress combined with social isolation can increase the likelihood of child abuse
and neglect. Activities that promote group cohesiveness and reduce social isolation
are antidotes for highly stressed families. Families share songs at FAST. In
addition, they all sing the FAST song together every week. This builds feelings of
affiliation.
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2.

Repeated routines each week at FAST are shared, repeated, and fun, without alcohol
and drugs.

3.

Everyone standing up to sing together gets people in a positive mood, which is a
change from the stresses of daily life. Music
lifts the mood.
FAMILY SCRIBBLES— ELEMENTARY
SCHOOL
1. Parsons and Alexander, in their family-based
juvenile delinquency prevention research,
determined that turn-taking within family units
and the process of positive inquiry about each
other’s turns can reduce recidivism rates in the
juvenile court system by half. Randomly
assigned court-involved adolescents were
treated with a functional family therapy
approach vs. behaviorally oriented vs. no unusual treatment. The risk of a second
court-involved offense within 18 months was halved with their family-based
approach. Their communication exercises provided the foundation for problemsolving of family conflict in that each person is listened to as he or she takes turns,
giving his or her own perspective. Scribbles is organized to apply this research: each
person takes a turn to explain his or her drawing in response to questions posed by
each family member.
2.

Family therapist Virginia Satir said that families are healthy if and when each
member in the family can express himself or herself by starting sentences with “I
think” and “I feel.” Her emphasis in family therapy was on developing self-esteem
through healthy family communications. These communications in families would
include individuation, congruence, and self-expression. In this family exercise, each
person gets an opportunity to say “I think”—and have others in the family listen and
learn with more questions.

3.

Family systems theory and structural family therapy support the activity of the
family unit in which the boundary excluding outsiders and including insiders is
drawn. In addition, structural family therapy supports the parents to be in charge of
their family. In this exercise, the parent is put in charge of organizing the Scribbles
activity of drawing, sharing, and asking questions. The FAST team gives the
instructions to the parents who in turn give instructions to their family, which
clarifies the hierarchy in the family and shows that the team is respectful of the
parent’s being in charge of his or her own family. Clear rules about communication
within the family unit are set by the parents, which promotes the differentiation of
self and sets a basis for conflict resolution.

4.

Egeland and Sroufe’s longitudinal study of maternal stress and child development
and child abuse and neglect was on almost 200 children picked at birth and followed
for over 15 years. They found that the mother’s ability to make the environment
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seem organized and coherent is a protective factor for boys against risk. In addition,
if the parent has a supportive, positive, non-hostile, emotional relationship with his
or her son, the child will do better in school. In FAST, the team supports the parent
to be in charge, and in the child’s eyes the parent is providing the repeated routines
of the FAST family activities. In Scribbles, the element of surprise that comes when
the parent asks each child to reveal his or her hidden drawing produces almost
universal laughter. This laughter and warmth provided by the parent provides the
protective factor to the child against risk.
5.

Schedler and Block conducted longitudinal research on alcoholics vs. occasional
users vs. abstainers. They collected data at age 5 through ages 18 years. They
systematically collected a great deal of standardized questionnaires, as well as
videotapes of parents playing with their 5 and
7-year-olds. Once they knew which youth were alcoholics, they studied all of the
data from over the years to see what might have been observed early as predictive of
later problems. One powerful variable that distinguished alcoholic 18-year-olds
from the others were mother-child play behaviors at ages 5 and 7. High risk were the
mother-child interactions in which the mother was critical, controlling, hostile, nonempathic, and non-inquiring. In the Scribbles exercise it is important that there is no
wrong or right picture and that no criticism is allowed by the parent; rather, questions
about the drawing should show interest.

6.

Recent brain research shows the importance of early speech and interactive speaking
opportunities for children in order to support their brain development. Research on
success in schools shows that children who can talk about themselves and their ideas
to a group and who can respond appropriately to inquiries with expanded answers do
better than the less verbal children. Scribbles provides the child an opportunity for
structured listening and talking within his or her own family in a safe environment,
with laughter, which the parent directs. These listening, speaking, and turn-taking
skills build with repetition and then generalize into the classroom to the teachers.

FAMILY FEELINGS CHARADES— ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
1. The recent brain research teaches us the importance of emotional self-regulation for
children vs. being impulsive and violent. Daniel Goleman, a psychologist who
routinely writes about psychiatric research for the New York Times, summarizes the
research with urgency as he describes the importance of developing emotional
intelligence in our children. Providing structured opportunities to identify one’s
feelings, act out a range of feelings, have others guess other people’s feelings in the
safe and caring environment of one’s own family will have a strong developmental
impact on the mental health of the children. In addition, being able to playfully
guess the feelings of others in one’s own family promotes closeness and connection.
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2.

Family systems theory as developed by Beavers and Lewis was based on observing
many “normal” non-clinic families. They identified 12 family functions that can
promote health and resilience. One of these is having a broad range of “acceptable
to express emotions.” This includes the ability to openly identify one’s own
feelings and think that someone in the family will care about what he or she feels.
In FAST this opportunity is offered to families through Feelings Charades.

3.

In families with addicted members, there are often two cited rules: the no-talk and
no-feel rule. Families in denial about drugs and alcohol are said to avoid discussing
the hard topics of feelings; in FAST we break these rules each week through Feeling
Charades, a fun family game, and give the family practice in talking about their
feelings. In families in which there is uninhibited anger and violence, and in which
children have been traumatized, the children will either withdraw from ever looking
at their parents’ faces or become over-involved in watching for non-verbal cues and
hints as they try to read their parents’ faces. In this exercise (which takes place in a
safe environment) both the child and parent can spend time safely looking at each
other’s faces and trying to read each other’s emotions, with no risk. In the game,
the child and parent can show a range of feelings in a safe, structured, and positive
environment. These repeated experiences at FAST open up new familial-relating
styles that may generalize across settings.

FAMILY CONNECTIONS GAME— MIDDLE
SCHOOL
1. The specific game is based on the work of inhome family therapists (Carolyn Reagen) who
developed this game in their work with families of delinquents and court-referred,
out-of-control teenagers. It is based on a family systems approach to working with
families, enhancing family cohesion and the individuation of each family member.
Peter Bensons’ Search Institute assesses the research-based assets a community needs in
order to support the success of youth. The institute’s positive approach to youth
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development suggests that building stronger relationships between the youth and their
parents will increase their chances of success. Playing this fun, interactive, imaginative
game every week enhances the relationships of the youth with their family. The game
has lots of room for communication and self-expression.

PARENT TIME: BUDDY TIME/SELF-HELP GROUP TIME
1. Reuben Hill, family sociologist, in reviewing the Great Depression in the United
States, developed a family stress theory that has informed family researchers for
many years. He identified two complex factors associated with family survival of
the economic depression. Basically, his theory is: without social supports and hope,
the stresses of economic despair result in family crises. These could include illness,
accidents, violence and child abuse, depression and suicide, divorce and desertion,
etc. If a family has social networks of support within the family, across the extended
family, and with other families in the community AND also has a positive perception
of optimism, the family will success despite its experiences of job loss and financial
strain. If the family sees the silver lining in the clouds, sees the crisis as an
opportunity, and can make a lemon into lemonade, it can override the impact of
many stressors on the family. If the family has sustaining, trusting, and
communicative relationships in the marriage and in the family and has supportive
friendships and relationships in the community, it will avoid the family crises. Hill’s
two complex protective factors for families under duress are both basic to the FAST
process model.
The Team works to enhance the social networking of the FAST families with
one another while also supporting positive attributions of possibility and
hope. FAST brings together many families who share something in
common—kids the same age going to the same school. They cluster for
positive and fun activities in a safe environment, offering the families the
opportunity to build social safety networks of support.

2.

Wahler’s research on behavioral parent training with single mothers who had been
referred for child abuse and neglect, showed that six months later their gains were
often lost. He followed up with them six months later and found out that if they
were socially isolated, they did not use the parent training he had provided them. He
called them “insular” mothers and suggested that unless they had social support
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networks, parent training was fruitless. FAST starts by building the networks, and
later parents who want parent training can request it during FASTWORKS.
3.

Werner and Smith conducted a thirty-year longitudinal study on over 600 babies
from Hawaii. Many were from poor families who had multiple problems. They
analyzed the data to identify the resilient survivor children from these circumstances.
They collected data about individual and family functioning as well as environmental
data. Their results were published in many forms, including a book entitled
Vulnerable but Invincible. In it, they inform readers of the many factors that
characterize resilient young adults. A major finding was that the mother needed to
have other adults supporting her in her parenting and sharing the burdens of
parenting with her. This helped to produce a child who could and did survive the
poverty, oppression, illnesses, poor housing, etc. Developing a parent support
network that can share the impact of raising children in difficult circumstances
would increase resilience in a child.

4.

Egeland’s prospective fifteen-year studies on parents at risk for child abuse and
neglect showed that researchers had been wrong about some important things:
although parental personality and parental knowledge about children and parental
history of their own parenting were important, they have been overblown as
predictors of child abuse and neglect. Because Egeland followed a total population
of high-risk parents from the hospital with their newborn, he discovered something
important: the biggest predictor of child abuse and neglect was the terrible
combination of many stressors and social isolation. The same stressors can be
survived without the parent hitting his or her child if the parent has lively social
connections. This suggests that it is more important to build social networks than to
start with parent education classes.

5.

Deborah Belle’s research on low-income, depressed mothers showed that these
mothers interacted with their children in predictable ways: neglecting them when
they were preoccupied and interacting in a hostile, angry, or potentially abusive
manner when the children tried to engage the mothers. Belle found that if these
mothers had a supportive adult relationship (with a husband, lover, mother, sister,
friend, neighbor), these negative cycles of interactions did not take place. Only
fifteen minutes a day talking with another adult could reduce the risk of becoming
abusive or neglectful. Each week in FAST, the parents split up first into dyads to do
a daily hassle review. This is to build relationships within the parent group on a
more intimate level to reduce stress and to have a taste of the supportive one-to-one
time they each need.

6.

Paulo Freire, a world-renowned adult educator, wrote books including Pedagogy of
the Oppressed and Pedagogy of Hope. He argued that bringing groups of adults
together and providing them a safe environment to express their opinions about their
challenges of daily living, rather than lecturing facts to them, was the basis for adult
education. His work illustrates that more profound learning occurs for adults if they
express their own voice within a group of others who listen and exchange ideas.
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FAST does not allow lectures to adults but provides a respectful structure for parents
to discover the wisdom they know already.

ONE-ON-ONE TALK TIME— MIDDLE
SCHOOL
1. A recent national survey of parents done by
Sylvia Hewlett, a woman economist who is also
a mother, showed that parents all share the most
urgent reported need across the country. The
randomized, stratified sample included parents
from the city and the country, parents with differing levels of income and education,
and parents from differing cultural backgrounds. The urgent need shared by all
parents was NOT ENOUGH TIME. FAST gives parents efficient ways to spend time
with their own family and with other parents of kids in the same age group. In Oneon-One Talk time, FAST gives parents uninterrupted time to focus on their youth.
2. Elaine Blechman’s research on at-risk children in schools identifies the impact of
positive and behaviorally specific teacher notes about a youth’s behaviors at school
when sent home to the parents. After identifying and tracking the individual youth’s
performance for several days, the teacher is instructed to send a note home when the
youth does his best. This positive attention, shared by the teacher with the parent, for
the successes of the at-risk youth results in dramatic improvement of classroom-based
behaviors. We apply this research in the notes collected from the teachers each week,
which are given to the parents just prior to the One-on-One Talk time.
3. Carl Rogers wrote about the importance of reflective listening on self-esteem, and he
developed the idea that generalized and focused approval would facilitate the
development of emotional growth. In FAST we request that, with support, parents
should provide this form of non-directive, non-critical listening time to their youth on
topics selected by the youth as a group.

4. Bonnie Bernard summarizes the many recent studies on resilience in youth and
identifies critical factors that youth need in order to rise above adversity: love,
challenging, safety, mastery. In the FAST talk time, safety is provided in several
ways: it is taking place in a public place, there are several supportive coaches, and
rules for behavior are provided to both the parent and the youth. Under these
conditions of safety, the youth and the parent are willing to take risks to communicate
with one another in new ways.
5. Michael Resnick’s publication from the University of Minnesota on the factors that
protect youth from harm and risk is based on strategic randomized sampling of
10,000 middle and high school youth from all social classes across the U.S. His team
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interviewed the students in person and discovered that there were three critical and
predictive factors for youth outcomes: positive connections with the parents, positive
connections with the school, and lack of access to guns were the factors that helped
youth avoid violence and delinquency, substance abuse, and school dropout.
6. Hawkins’ research on middle school youth studies risk and protective factors and the
extent to which they relate to one another and can outweigh one another. His studies
have shown that there is a threshold effect and that 5 or more risk factors dramatically
increase the likelihood of bad outcomes for youth. In the most recent work, he shows
that just one or two protective factors can wipe out the risk factors, even when there
are more than five risk factors. On the other hand, his prevalence studies suggest that
very few youth with over five risk factors have even one protective factors. He urges
clinicians to develop strategies that can build relationships and risk factors especially
for the high-risk youth; FAST builds multiple levels of protective factors for youth.
7. Recent brain research shows that successful mastery of delayed gratification
experiences will help the child to be more patient about pursuing his or her goals.
Children have a basic sense of fairness and will be patient if they believe that the
process is fair and that they will get their turn. Turn-taking is organized by the parent
in several activities. Lottery is organized by the team, but parents know that it is fixed
to be fair and have the chance to help their child wait for the family’s turn and to
reinforce the belief that life will be fair to them over time.
8. Recent brain research shows that in order for new behaviors to be mastered and for
real change to occur, the dendrites and synapses need to become strong by multiple
repetitions. If they are not used or exercised, there will be a washing away process of
under-utilized dendrites during early adolescence. Researchers say that there should
be 300 repeats to firmly entrench the new behaviors. In FAST we work hard to have
300 repetitions of small familial behavioral exchanges, such as imbedded compliance
requests (ICR). These ICRs are the parent’s request, for example, (1) to ask each
family member to place at least one object on the family flag; (2) to ask one child to
get the dinner for them as the parents (without too much use of power, threats, etc.) or
(3) to ask a child to get the scribble sheets and the pencils and hand them back to the
parent to distribute.
9. Recent brain research has identified how differently the brain processes information
when children have been traumatized: when they are anxious, they do not use their
cortex as much (i.e., thinking things through planfully) but rather react impulsively
and reactively. By being in a safe, public place with their family, their anxiety is
reduced, and children can learn better. By having routines that are familiar and
predictable, the anxiety is reduced, and learning can take place. Being with family
with whom children are connected, in the school building, can help make the
environment safer and better for learning.
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SPECIAL PLAY— ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
1. A recent national survey of parents done by Sylvia
Hewlett, a woman economist who is also a mother,
showed that parents all shared the most urgent
reported need across the country. The randomized,
stratified sample included parents from the city and
the country, parents with differing levels of income
and education, and parents from differing cultural
backgrounds. The urgent need shared by all parents
was NOT ENOUGH TIME. FAST gives parents the
time in efficient ways to spend with their own family
and with other parents of kids the same age.
2. Kate Kogan's research at the University of Washington in Seattle inspires this
component of FAST curriculum. This most potent aspect of the program produces the
improved functioning of the at-risk child on the mental health measures. The original
work was done in the outpatient Department of Psychiatry with referred-clinic
children ages two to eight. This included children who were phobic, hyperactive,
eneuretic, depressed, had sleeping disorders, etc. These were all children for whom a
referral by parent, physician, or teacher had been made to a psychiatric clinic. The
mothers had voluntarily followed through on that referral. (In contrast, FAST works
with children where the parents have not sought previous help; the school initiates
recruitment of children). Mothers (parents) were asked to play with their child in a
laboratory playroom with a one-way mirror behind which stood Dr. Kogan. She
would speak into her microphone to the parent who wore a tiny bug in her ear and
coach the parent with praise and critical feedback about their play activities.
Specifically, the play interaction was supposed to be non-judgmental and nondirective. If the parent taught, criticized, or led the interaction, feedback was given.
Simply telling the facts or narrating the child's initiated activities was considered
sufficient. Parents were to do this at home daily for fifteen minutes of uninterrupted
time for eight weeks. Dr. Kogan was funded for National Institute of Mental Health,
federal Head Start project money, and funds for cerebral palsied and developmentally
disabled children's research. Her research is critical to FAST. Because of her
approach, the FAST program lasts eight weeks, and the Special Play part must last
fifteen minutes. Children showed impressive improvements in their functioning
during the eight-week period, as measured by Dr. Kogan and published in numerous
psychiatric journals. It is an adaptation both of play therapy as well as parent training
in behavioral techniques. Dr. McDonald’s adaptation of Kogan’s work consists of its
use with multiple family groups, the open coaching, the instructions, the name, and
the use of Special Play for prevention rather than for therapy. Dr. McDonald feels
strongly that an effective technology such as this should be shared with the public,
brought out of the esoteric journals, and made commonly known for the sake of all
our children in society.
3. Salvador Minuchin recommends enactments as one of his structural family therapy
techniques. An enactment occurs when the therapist sits back and observes the family

3-23

© FAST National, January 2004. All rights reserved.

members interacting as a group (or sub-group) with a specific charge, challenge, or
instruction to rehearse. As the family members act out the novel sequences, the
likelihood is great that they will actually experience novel feelings. They may find it
freeing and rewarding to learn that they are not inevitably stuck in repeating the rigid
interactional style to which they have become accustomed. In Special Play, the parent
is instructed NOT to direct, criticize, or teach. At first, the parent often feels lost, as
does the child, because NOT doing those things is so alien to daily habits. Thus,
Special Play could be seen as a positive family therapy enactment in which new ways
of negotiating a relationship are being developed.
4. Russell Barkeley has published a book on defiant children, focusing on attention
deficit disorder, hyperactive children, and their management. He recommends prior to
doing behavior modification in a structured way with these children, the parent
should do special non-directive, non-judgmental play with the child twenty minutes a
day. He suggests that it bonds the parent-child dyad with a positive effect, which is
necessary if spending time with the parent or parental approval is to be used as a
reward in the contingency contracting.
5. Schedler and Block's longitudinal study on pre-schoolers eventual alcohol and drug
abuse activities as young adults indicated findings relevant to Special Play. Years
later, videotapes of the five-year-olds playing with their mothers were analyzed with
the researchers knowing the outcome of whether the adults abused or occasionally
used substances. There were definite distinguishing characteristics separating those
who eventually abused substances from those who sometimes used. These are exactly
the opposite of what is taught in Special Play. The parents of the eventual abusers
were directive, critical, very focused on performance, tense, and non-responsive to
the child's initiative.
6. Longitudinal research on mental health by Chess and Birch identified a salient
interactional variable that seemed to help maximize a child's potential for coping
successfully in the long term; they called it "goodness of fit." This concept is that if
the parent can respond to the unique inborn traits of his or her child and build a
responsive world around that child, the parent will have stronger mental health than
they might otherwise have had. If the parent constructing the environmental context
of the child does so with his or her own adult needs in the forefront, the child suffers
more, and the impact of at-risk temperaments resulting in adult psychopathology is
increased. Special Play is about goodness of fit since it is defined by the initiatives of
the child.
7. Alice Miller, a psychoanalyst who has written extensively on child abuse, describes
the negative impact of having a preoccupied, inaccessible, narcissistic mother who
cannot be responsive to the needs of her child.
8. Recent brain research shows that successful mastery of delayed gratification
experiences will help the child to be more patient about pursuing his or her goals.
Children have a basic sense of fairness and will be patient if they believe that the
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process is fair and that they will get their turn. Turn-taking is organized by the parent
in several activities. Lottery is organized by the team, but parents know that it is fixed
to be fair and have the chance to help their child wait for the family’s turn and to
reinforce the belief that life will be fair to them over time.
9. Recent brain research shows that in order for new behaviors to be mastered and for
real change to occur, the dendrites and synapses need to become strong by multiple
repetitions. If they are not used or exercised, there will be a washing away process of
under-utilized dendrites during early adolescence. Researchers say that there should
be 300 repeats to firmly entrench the new behaviors. In FAST we work hard to have
300 repetitions of small familial behavioral exchanges, such as imbedded compliance
requests (ICR). These ICRs are the parent’s request, for example, (1) to ask each
family member to place at least one object on the family flag; (2) to ask one child to
get the dinner for them as the parents (without too much use of power, threats, etc.) or
(3) to ask a child to get the scribble sheets and the pencils and hand them back to the
parent to distribute.
10. Recent brain research has identified how differently the brain processes information
when children have been traumatized: when they are anxious, they do not use their
cortex as much (i.e., thinking things through planfully) but rather react impulsively
and reactively. By being in a safe, public place with their family, their anxiety is
reduced, and children can learn better. By having routines that are familiar and
predictable, the anxiety is reduced, and learning can take place. Being with family
with whom children are connected, in the school building, can help make the
environment safer and better for learning.

LOTTERY
1. Reuben Hill, a family sociologist from the
University of Minnesota, formulated from
data on the Great Depression a theory about
family stress. He was interested in what
brought a family down and which ones
survived the calamitous circumstances of that
period. Two factors stood out that protect a
family with multiple stressors of poverty and
unemployment from experiencing the
collapse of the family. Hill considered them
to be of equal weight. The first was social support, and the second was the
perception that the family had about the stresses. The rather intangible second
factor, perception, was about optimism and reframing a disaster into an opportunity
for growth and change. This second factor is addressed with the Lottery. Everyone
gets the chance to experience winning. Everyone in FAST is queen for the day, with
the focus on that family as the winners and with everyone watching what they get
and clapping for them as winners. The amount of stuff that the family wins is only a
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small aspect of this component of the curriculum. We are interested in people
feeling like they deserved good things to happen to them and experiencing that life
can bring good things. Being the winner for the evening is followed the next week
by becoming the host or hostess for the evening; the Lottery prizewinners also
receive money to buy food for a menu they plan and execute for the FAST meal.
This indicates to the family that the members are perceived as responsible, capable,
and trusted to be able to take the money and bring back a meal for a large number of
people. Perceptions of oneself as competent, trusted, a winner, and center of
attention are all shaped in the FAST experience. Actually, all of the weeks are
structured to reduce the feelings of being alone, defective in any way, and a failure,
as well as to increase feelings of being connected, competent, and a winner. As a
group, these families become empowered with a shared experience and a common
voice that can be used to articulate a perspective in many forums.
2.

As a structural family therapist, Minuchin supports enactments that put a boundary
around the family unit. Winning the Lottery is always done by the whole family
rather than by one person. “United we stand, divide we fall” could be the motto.
The message here is that the family is a winning team. The family sticks together. If
one person wins, the whole family wins. This is an important message about the
family system. The family therapy part of this lottery exercise is to underline the
family group at the end of the evening. The family should be back at its family table
for this part. The coming together again after being split up into generational
activities helps, through process, to acknowledge the importance of the family unit.

3.

Research by Richard Barth on positive reinforcement for attendance in parenting
groups supports the use of the Lottery with substantial prizes. Barth is a behaviorist
who specializes in families and children. He reviewed the literature on how to
optimize attendance with hard-to-reach families. Others have used cash payments
for each week or for the end of the whole program. Vouchers have been used to turn
in at a “store,” and small door prizes have been given out each week. These have all
been studied for effectiveness. The advantages of a substantial lottery are that the
reinforcement is random, guaranteed, and significant. Therefore, you need to come
regularly until you win the lottery. Since you know that you will win, you will keep
coming until you do, but you never know when it will be. The substantial nature of
the prize (thirty dollars budgeted per family – the FAST program gets discounts, so
actually there is more than thirty dollars worth of presents) would not be too little to
want. The amount of money allows a kitchen appliance worth a lot or one major item
and many smaller items. The parent must not know which week his or her family
will win, only that this is guaranteed and random. (Dr. McDonald’s addition was to
tie winning to hosting the meal. This encouraged the universal reciprocity rule to go
into effect. It also minimized the chances of simply winning the lottery and then
dropping out of the FAST group.)

4.

Researcher Carl Dunst, a developmental psychologist who has done research on
small children and their families, explored various ways of encouraging participation
of poor families and empowering families in the process of this participation. His
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work explains the importance of the universal cultural rule of reciprocity: if you
receive, then you want to give back. No one feels dignified or proud of themselves if
they only receive (the exception being children). It is essential to the empowerment
of parents who are low-income to exchange, barter, and reciprocate. To only give
and not expect anything in return is an insult.

FAST Across the Ages
In the future FAST may be run for more age categories of children than currently exist.
Current FAST models have been created based on the developmental stages of a child.
FAST models have already been developed for ages 0-13. FAST expanded for more age
categories could be run in multi-family groups based on pre-existing social structures to
enhance and build social capital, and outreach could take place towards all families.
FAST would still be activity based, interpersonal, positive, and developmentally
appropriate. Please see the table below for details of what FAST would look like with
expanded age categories.
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FAST Across the Ages
Age

0-3

3-5

5-8

8-10

11-13

Pre-existing social
structures serving the
child or any family
member

Developmentally
appropriate structure and
supplementary activity
Social ecological team
membership









Consumer % on team

Professional in normal
structure

Crisis professionals from
community agency
Total minimum # of team
members









WIC
maternity wards
high schools
day care
home visiting
program
church
public housing
parents’ work
home visiting
program
FAST
consumer parents
grandparents of
infant
50%
public health
nurse
OT/HS school
hospital
WIC
mental health
domestic health
AOD
HIV/AIDS
6

















pre-school
Headstart
day care
church
public housing
parents’ work

kindergarten
1-3
public school
after school
private school
church
public housing
parents’ work









school
clubs
community center
YMCA
church
public housing
parents’ work









school
clubs
community center
YMCA
church
public housing
parents’ work







school
community center
church
public housing
parents’ work

 clubs
 school
 FAST

 youth group
 school
 FAST

 planning group
 school
 FAST

 direct training group
 school
 FAST

 consumer parents

 consumer parents

 consumer parents

 youth
 consumer parents

 youth
 consumer parents

 youth
 consumer parents

25%

25%

25%

 school teacher
 school outreach
worker

 school staff

 school staff

 youth advocate
 school staff

 school counselor
 school teacher

 school counselor
 school teacher
 administrator

 mental health
 AOD

 mental health
 AOD

 mental health
 AOD

 mental health
 AOD

 mental health
 AOD

 mental health
 AOD

4

4

40%

4

10

 school
 youth
 team with parent
weekly:
 youth for 6 weeks
prior to family
sessions
 youth and family 10
weeks
16 weeks total

 school
 youth
 team with parent
weekly:
 youth for 6 weeks
prior to family
sessions
 youth and family 10
weeks
16 weeks total

monthly

monthly

weekly

weekly

Length of cycle
Frequency of
FAST/WORKS

8 weeks

10 weeks

8 weeks

8 weeks

monthly

monthly

monthly

monthly

monthly

 school
 team with parent

 school
 team with parent
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60%

6

weekly

 pre-school teacher
 team with parent

50%

6-7

weekly
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school
community center
church
public housing
parents’ work

 school
 FAST

Frequency of sessions

 home visits
 team with parent







 pre-school
 FAST

 school
 youth
 team with parent
weekly:
 youth for 4 weeks
prior to family
sessions
 youth and family 10
weeks
14 weeks total

Outreach through these
methods

16-18

FAST is currently being developed for these age
groups.

FAST is currently being run for these age groups.






14-16
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