
AN OVERVIEW OF THE 

MIDDLE SCHOOL FAST PROGRAM


Introduction from Dr. Lynn McDonald, Founder

Some time ago, I was invited to speak to a classroom of sixth graders about “Stress and Social Support.” I explained to them that the research on stress was clear: to get through the stresses of middle school and adolescence, they would need a personal, adult advocate to whom they could turn to talk about stress. Some circumstances would certainly arise when they would want information and tricks about survival in the dominant, adult culture. They needed a spy and a support person to help them negotiate successfully.


Then I asked them in anyone came to mind. Did they each have this ally, this adult on whom they could rely? Only a few hands went up. I pointed out that the most convenient, sort of built-in, supportive grown-up might be one of their parents, just because parents are usually around the most, and for the longest time. The youth in this classroom then complained to me that they could not get their grown-up to listen to them. The grown-ups were always too busy, too rushed, or else too irritable, too bossy, or too critical. They were not available to REALLY TALK.


So I offered some Practical Suggestions on How To Get Your Grown-up To Listen to You:

SURPRISE THEM

When your grown-up asks about your day, say it was AWFUL. Then they will talk to you. When you say “fine,” they walk away because they think that they asked you and that you did not want to talk to them. This will surprise them and they’ll listen.

SAY IT IN THEIR LANGUAGE

Ask your parent for an APPOINTMENT to have a talk, or ask for a MEETING to have a discussion. Adults to not understand subtleties and need to have things said to them directly. This is very direct and in their language, and they’ll say OK.

SHOCK THEM

Turn off the T.V. and say nothing good is on. “Mom, can we play a family game?” As you sit at the Candyland board, say that, actually, you wanted to talk to them about something.

SHAME THEM

Say that you will pay them $10.00 if they will just sit down and listen with no distractions or interruptions for 10 minutes. They’ll feel guilty and sit down, and you won’t have to pay them.

TRICK THEM

Go next door and call your parent on the phone. Say what is on your mind. Remember, they always drop everything, including you, to go talk on the phone. This will work.


Then I asked the students how they got their parents to listen to them. Here are some of the responses from that group of Sixth graders:

( I tease my baby sister until she cries.


( I break a dish.


( I cry.


( I flunk a test.


( I run away.

This was a sad realization for me. All kids urgently need a caring adult to listen to them and be available to them for their won issues, even if they are not consciously aware of this need.


Research has suggested that relationships with a family member to whom one can turn for talk about stress are critically predictive protective factors. High-risk youth with those two adult relationship resources will get into less trouble over time than those without those supportive adult relationships. Yet a recent study of American youth in the 1990s indicates a higher rate of independence and separation from the adult world than ever before.


Youth don’t know how to be adults and directly request getting those needs satisfied. Adults are so very busy these days that they miss the indirect, subtle cues about those communication needs. Adults want to be efficient, and youth need warm-up time. Youth need to feel that the adult really cares and sees this hanging out time as a priority, and won’t rush off in the middle of the conversation to something that is more important. Adults think that the youth don’t want to communicate with them, because of their posturing, their gruff tones, etc. For example, a parent says, “Do you want to talk?” and even if the youth is desperate to talk to someone about a suicidal friend, the youth may respond, “Nah,” because he or she thinks the adult does not REALLY mean it.


For example, a parent says, “How was your day?” and the youth says, “fine,” and is about to say more, but sees the parent turn away—the parent is thinking, “My son never shares anything with me. I hate teenagers.” And the youth is thinking, “That is all the time she’ll give me; she does not care about me at all.”


It is hard to get open communication going between teenagers and adults because they operate in two different worlds in terms of time, directness, emotionality, motivation, awareness of responsibilities, etc. Even when a parent and a youth both want to listen and talk, they often feel self-conscious and undermine their own efforts. Fighting is easier in some ways than sharing.


The Middle School FAST program is a structured attempt to start the two-way open communicative process. By applying developmentally appropriate strategies to give peer support and team support to the youth and to the parent, and then bringing them together for an opportunity to practice the communication skills in a safe and supportive setting, FAST helps to make it happen by providing informal and formal supports for the youth and for the parent, providing respect for the position of parent and for the rights of youth, and offering multiple behavioral rehearsals of parent youth communication in a positive environment. FAST reduces the social isolation and builds in positive social supports for the family, friends, neighbor, schools, and professionals in the community, to surround the family raising the teenager with the relationships that are needed to help the youth succeed.


FAST can offer the youth a foundation for a lifetime of effective communication with peers, family members, and other adults. With communication, caring can grow, self-esteem and identity can grow, problems can be solved, and judgment can develop. Without communication, these intermediate goals cannot be achieved. With open communication, a positive social support network of family and friends can be built and maintained to enhance the resilience of our society’s youth

Lynn McDonald

Program Synopsis

Middle School FAST is an innovative, collaborative program that involves middle school youth with their parents and whole families in building relationships so that parents can more easily help their youth succeed in school. FAST works effectively with the families of middle school youth, including those with behavior problems, on two levels—through a peer group and multi-family group. The program systematically builds multiple levels of protective factors against school failure, violence, delinquency, and substance abuse.

The peer group meets for 14 weeks during the school day for a time of fun, learning, and peer bonding. The multi-family group meets in the evening and involves whole families joining together for 10 weekly sessions of carefully orchestrated, fun, research-based activities. Following these sessions, the families participate for two years in monthly, multi-family, self-help meetings called FASTWORKS.

Results of evaluation after 10 weeks in FAST show statistically significant improvements in the classroom behaviors, home behaviors, and self-esteem of the youth and also in family closeness. After six months these gains are maintained and there is increase parent involvement in school, increased parent self-sufficiency, and decreased social isolation. FAST improves student behavior and supports family strength through a well-defined collaboration between parents, the school, a local mental health agency, a local provider of substance abuse prevention and intervention services, a youth advocate, and a youth partner.


FAST was first started for elementary-aged children in 1988 by Dr. Lynn McDonald and Family Service of Madison, Wisconsin, a nonprofit mental health agency. The Middle School FAST program is a developmentally appropriate adaptation, which was developed and evaluated during the period of 1991 to1996 by Dr. Lynn Mc Donald at Family Service Madison under a CSAP (Center for Substance Abuse Prevention) High Risk Youth Grant #3699. FAST for elementary schools is now operating in more than 300 locations in 25 states and two Canadian provinces. It has thrived in urban rural and suburban settings. FAST has become a model program recognized as exemplary by numerous national honors and awards, including recognition by the U.S. Department of Education, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Center for Substance Abuse Prevention, Office of National Drug Control Policy, U.S. Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Harvard University, United Way of America, the Family Resource Coalition, and Family Service America. Funding for program expansion and national dissemination has come from DeWitt Wallace Reader’s Digest Foundation, C.S. Mott Foundation, Met Life Insurance Foundation, and Kraft Food Corporate Giving.

Program Origins

The way FAST was created is highly unusual for a family and youth program. Its goals and every detail of its design were based on an extensive review of research by social scientists examined through the filters of professional experience and commonsense wisdom. Here is how the program’s founder, Dr. Lynn McDonald, describes the process she went through in creating FAST.

When I was a university professor for 12 years in graduate school in the social work field, I would prepare for my lectures by reading research and theory articles in academic journals. At my fingertips were the latest results of many years of careful study by highly skilled social scientists. These research psychologists, sociologists, child psychiatrists, family systems theorists and therapists, economists, group strategists and community organizers had devoted their lives to understanding what works when it comes to solving social problems. As a clinical social worker and family therapist, I examined these federally funded research studies with this question in mind: can these be translated into best practices in the real world? As a mother of two teenagers, I asked: Do these make sense to me? I chose the studies that reflected my experience as a mother. As a member of our society, I asked: would they make sense to my grandmother? If the studies passed each of these tests, I would have students read them and critique them; I would lecture about them and have students write about them. Later, I came to the conclusion that maybe I could become a midwife for this ivory tower knowledge. I could translate these excellent findings into practical programs and apply the results to urgent social problems. As a result, every aspect and component of FAST is based on these seminal research studies by brilliant scientists.

In addition, every step of FAST program development and program replication since 1987 has been directed by and carefully evaluated by Dr. McDonald. Standardized clinical instruments have been used to examine program impact with quantitative outcomes (McDonald and Billingham, 1993; McDonald and Sayger, 1996), and ongoing in-depth interviews with families who participate, FAST graduate families, and practitioners who do FAST were done by Dr. McDonald to assess qualitative outcomes. Process monitoring and implementation evaluations have been ongoing to assure that what is being implemented and evaluated is indeed the authentic FAST model. Finally, ongoing, routine reviews of the stories from trainers and parents to examine programmatic drift and program problems has helped to delineate core practices that must be maintained for a program to quality as a FAST program versus what can be changed and adapted locally without consequence.


During your training, you will receive a packet of materials detailing the research basis for FAST. You may also ask for a more comprehensive bibliography from your FAST trainer.

The Process, Step-by-Step 

1. 
Form a collaborative team including a FAST graduate youth*, an adult youth advocate, a community agency mental health counselor, a community agency substance abuse specialist, a school partner, and a FAST graduate parent partner*. The ethnic diversity of the team should reflect the diversity of the school families to be invited.

2. 
Send at least six or more team members (maximum of 10) for a two-day training session.

3. 
Begin youth group or build on pre-existing youth group.

4. 
In the fourth week of the youth meeting, begin the first 10-week, multi-family program that includes three on-site visits by a FAST trainer.

5. 
Send the entire FAST team for an additional day of training.

6. 
Become certified as a Middle School FAST program.

7. 
Begin two years of monthly multi-family FASTWORKS meetings, and continue weekly or monthly youth group meetings.

8. 
Make on going referrals to community agencies for families and youth as needed.

9. 
Begin a new cycle: weekly youth group meetings and 10-week multi-family FAST program; later, invite new graduates into FASTWORKS.

10. 
Do ongoing evaluation of cycles and FASTWORKS.

*First-time implementers without graduates should involve a youth and parent partner similar to those participating to ensure appropriate representation.
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