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At Save the Children, we believe that no child should live in poverty or have their life 
chances shaped by deprivation. Children should never be born without a chance. We 
welcome recent measures introduced by the Welsh Government, particularly the School 
Effectiveness Framework grant, designed to support approaches that raise the attainment of 
children from poor homes. But this problem cannot be solved through school reform alone. 

We want to harness the transformative power that parents have to support their children’s 
early learning and development. By establishing partnerships between families and schools 
and empowering parents to do what they can to help their children learn we can remove 
some of the obstacles that prevent children from poor homes succeeding at school.   

There is a recognised gap in educational achievement between children living poverty and 
their peers. Through our FAST Programme Partnership, Save the Children has been working 
in communities in Wales to close this gap. 

 key recommendations:  

• Ensure that evidence-based programmes that help parents to support their children’s 
early learning and development are made more widely available in every community 
and a universal entitlement in deprived neighbourhoods. 

• The Welsh Government and Local Authorities should ensure FAST becomes an 
entitlement in many more primary schools in disadvantaged localities in Wales. 

• An Early Intervention Foundation should be established to evaluate parent support 
programmes. 

• The Welsh Government should explore how FAST bridges the gap between Flying 
Start and the Foundation Phase to provide a seamless continuum of support for 
children and their parents which can reduce the impact of poverty on educational 
attainment. 

• Local Authority commissioners and primary school Head Teachers should explore 
how FAST could complement existing provision and help to achieve population 
outcomes under Families First and Communities First. 

• Local Authority commissioners and primary school Head Teachers should explore 
how FAST and the new Schools Effectiveness Framework (SEF) grant may work 
together. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Much of the research and data in this briefing was brought together in a new report 
prepared for Save the Children by the Centre for Educational Development, Appraisal and 
Research at the University of Warwicki.  



Deprivation can Stunt Children’s 
Learning and Development 

Save the Children supports the recognition in the Welsh Government’s Child Poverty 
Strategy (2011) that we will never break the cycle of deprivation between generations 
unless children growing up in the poorest homes are given high-quality extra support to 
ensure they overcome disadvantage and realise their potential. 

The evidence of how socio-economic background affects early learning and development is 
stark and is widely recognised in Wales. Using data from the 1970 British Cohort Study, 
Feinstein found that differences in children’s cognitive development linked to parental 
background can be seen as early as 22 months and that the highest early achievers from 
deprived backgrounds are overtaken by lower achieving children from advantaged 
backgrounds by age five.ii Using data from the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS), which tracks 
children born in 2000/ 01, Kiernan and Mensah showed those who experienced persistent 
poverty or episodes of poverty scored markedly less well at age five in English schools than 
those who grew up free from povertyiii. 

Learning and development outcomes in the early years frequently correlate with later life 
outcomes. Analysis by the UK government of the National Pupil Database shows that 
around 55% of children who are in the bottom 20% at age seven remain there at age sixteen 
and fewer than 20% of them move into the top 60%.iv Many children from poor homes fall 
behind early and never catch up.  

What is FAST? 
FAST is an after-school, multi-family group programme which is offered to all children and 
their families in a school year group. The course runs for a cycle of eight weeks and Save 
the Children commits to funding two cycles of FAST in each school. The added value of 
FAST is the sustainable increase in social capital it offers through funding FASTWORKS 
community meetings after the initial eight week programme. These encourage participants 
to take part in a peer-support network for at least two years on completion of FAST.  

FAST is a socially inclusive intervention that brings together family, home, school and 
community to increase family well-being and improve children’s performance at school. By 
strengthening relationships within and between families we can build social capital in 
deprived neighbourhoods. By making this an entitlement in primary schools with high 
numbers of children from poor homes we can challenge the effects of deprivation on 
children’s early learning. The programme has strong evidence from over 15 countries 
showing positive effects on children and families and strong retention rates in low-income 
communities. 

FAST was introduced as a pilot in England 3 years ago and Save the Children has supported 
15 FAST projects in 14 primary schools across the UK between April 2010 and August 
2011. In Wales, FAST was piloted in Upper Rhymney and Markham in Caerphilly in 2010. In 
these initial pilots, in total 41 families attended at least once and on average 83% of those 
families attended at least six of the eight sessions and graduated. We are currently running 



FAST in two schools in Cardiff and one in Graig yr Rhacca, Caerphilly and looking to 
establish new programmes in RCT, Blaenau Gwent and in the Western Families First 
Consortia during 2012.  

 
How does FAST fit into the Welsh Government’s 
vision on Child Poverty? 

The Welsh Government has long recognised the benefits of early intervention 
and their approach to tackling inequalities in their Child Poverty Strategy 
emphasises: 

• The early years are fundamental to children’s development.  
• We need to address the needs of families as well as the needs of the child.  
• That building resilience is critical because prevention is more effective 

than     cure. 
• Schools should be focussed on literacy, numeracy and breaking the link 

between educational attainment and poverty. 
• We must raise aspirations and maintain a ladder of opportunity for young  

people.  
• Working together with local partnerships. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Welsh Government’s Family First Programme is designed to support the delivery of the 
Child Poverty Strategy by emphasising the role of preventative and early interventions in 
family support.  Families First is firmly rooted in an early intervention approach which aims 
to reduce the numbers of families developing more complex needs leading to complex and 
costly interventions. 

Another important part of the Welsh Government’s approach is the recognition of the 
importance of reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment. Their school 
improvement agenda has identified ‘reducing the impact of poverty on educational 
attainment’ as one of three key priorities and has dedicated specific funding to help achieve 
this objective through the Schools Effectiveness Grant. Narrowing the education gap 
between the most deprived and more affluent areas of Wales will also become one of the 
key objectives of the new Communities First programme from 2012. 

Families First, Flying Start, the Integrated Family Support Service and Communities First are 
all pieces of a jigsaw that are designed to deliver the Welsh Government’s vision for the 
provision of seamless and joined up services that are tailored and responsive to individual 
need. There is however a recognised need to make the pieces fit together better and to 
clarify how they each contribute to eradicating child poverty. 

At Save the Children, we believe that FAST has the potential to become an additional piece 
in this policy jigsaw. It also has the potential to connect the family support and school 
effectiveness agendas of the Welsh Government.  

Many characteristics of the FAST programme support and mirror the aims and objectives of 
Families First and can demonstrate clear evidence of achieving a number of the examples of 



best practice identified to underpin the development of Families First actions at a local 
authority levelv. 

 These include:  

• Taking a whole family approach; 
• A strengths-based model; 
• Co-ordinated multi-agency working; 
• Appropriately skilled and trained staff; 
• Early intervention; 
• Easily accessible services and preparatory outreach work; 
• A service that takes time to build trusting and supportive 

relationships; 
• An informal, empathic and non-judgemental delivery style; 
• Responsive and multi-method programmes of support; 
• Quick wins. 

 
Taking a whole family approach  

• FAST supports family functioning: FAST aims to support children by 
strengthening parent-child relationships. This includes parents showing their children 
that they can act responsibly as parents, can improve the rules of the home and 
focus on the needs of their children, as a result of which a powerful catalyst for 
family renewal is introduced.  

 
• FAST is Holistic: FAST stresses its mediation process which allows the whole 

family to remodel their approach to the child and re-establish proper roles, 
responsibilities, and accountability within the family structure. This is designed to 
empower families to understand the problems they face, within a mutually 
supportive environment along with other families.  

 
A strengths-based model:  

• FAST Empowers and Respects Parents: FAST stresses that all parents love 
their children and want what's best for them. 98% of parents have evaluated FAST as 
being respectful and empowering towards them. The emphasis is on empowering 
parents and communities to give their children the best start rather than prescribing 
a set of values or behaviours. 

• FAST is evidence-based: FAST was developed in 1988 by Dr Lynn McDonald 
(who is currently Professor of Social Work Research at Middlesex University, 
London)vi. FAST was recently introduced in England (2009), but has been 
systematically replicated across 2,500 schools in 15 countries. Based on randomised 
controlled trials and replication studies, FAST has been reviewed and identified as an 
evidence-based family skills programme by governments in the UKvii, the US and the 
UNviii.  



• FAST has a rigorous outcomes-focussed evaluation: Each FAST group is 
evaluated using a pre and post mixed methods design, standardised instruments with 
established validity and reliability, and one-tailed, paired t-test analyses. 
Questionnaires designed specifically to measure FAST programme goals are 
completed before the programme and again after the eight-week cycle. Save the 
Children is also funding a one year follow-up evaluation to give us data on longer-
term impact.  

 

Co-ordinated multi-agency working and appropriately skilled and 
trained staff 

• FAST promotes multi-agency working: FAST is always adapted and delivered 
in schools by a multi-agency team that fuses the skills of different professionals and 
volunteers to ensure that we have the broad expertise needed to know how to 
access parents and how to refer them on to other local services. The FAST team 
always has school, local service and community lead representatives, alongside local 
parents. FAST is an ideal programme for catalysing multi-agency working in a 
community, giving a tangible project for organisations to work on together, with the 
benefit of increased cooperation and communication, as well as increased access to 
service users. For example the Communities First Partnership in Markham, 
Caerphilly, increased the number of participants in its services from 5 to 22 after co-
facilitating FAST. 

• FAST trains staff and up skills the community: We’ve trained 179 community 
practitioners, school staff and parent partners to deliver FAST. These teams are now 
fully equipped with the skills, knowledge and confidence to continue to run FAST in 
their communities and to bring about lasting change for children, FAST is co-
produced with and ultimately sustained by parents themselves. It is bottom-up 
community action as opposed to top-down state intervention. It aims to strengthen 
support networks and help parents to come together as a community with local 
schools so that children get the best possible start.  

• FAST is a long-term commitment to the community: Each school involved 
in FAST receives two cycles of the 8 week programme. Participants are also 
encouraged to take part in a peer-support network called FASTWORKS funded by 
Save the Children for up to two years following completion of a FAST programme. 

Early Intervention; easily accessible services and preparatory 
outreach work 

• FAST is an early intervention and preventative model: It is based on a 
universal, eight week, multi-family group programme designed to support parents to 
become the primary prevention agent for their child, in turn, increasing child well-
being and enhancing children’s resilience.  

• FAST promotes integrated family support: FAST encourages school and 
service providers to think differently about the ways in which they promote and 



enable parental access and enable the empowerment of parents, alongside the way 
that professionals think about co-creation and delivery. 

• FAST is easily accessible and reaches large numbers of disadvantaged 
children and families: At full capacity, each cycle within a school has the potential 
to benefit up to 80 children. To date 1,108 children and parents have taken part in 
FAST in the 14 schools where the programme has run in the UK. The benefits of the 
open access and non-stigmatising approach to FAST are borne out by the 
programme’s high retention rates. Across the 14 schools 340 families came to FAST 
at least once and 79% of these families attended at least 6 of the 8 sessions and 
graduated. In Wales the retention rate is 83%. 

A service that builds trusting and supportive relationships; an 
informal, empathic and non-judgemental delivery style; responsive 
and multi-method programmes of support:  

• FAST is about strengthening relationships and building trust: FAST aims to 
improve parent-child interactions and subsequently children’s outcomes, while 
ensuring that parents have support networks and feel comfortable in the school 
environment. The programme therefore builds social capital and brings together the 
key influences on a child’s life - parents, the school and the community.  

 
• FAST is universal and voluntary: FAST is offered as a voluntary and universal 

first-engagement service in disadvantaged communities; this non-judgmental 
approach avoids any stigmatisation which might act as a barrier to engagement with 
the programme. 

 
• FAST is Fun!: Each weekly session includes six key elements: (1) a meal shared as a 

family unity; (2) family communication games played at a family table; (3) time for 
couples or buddies; (4) a self help parent group; (5) one-on-one parent-child time; 
and a (6) fixed lottery that lets every family win once followed by a closing ritual. 
These core components aim to strengthen the bonds within and between families, 
and between families, the school and the community.  
 

• FAST is multi-method with three sequenced stages:  
o Community outreach; 
o A universal, participatory and experiential eight-week curriculum to build 

relationships between parents and children, parents and schools and parents 
and other parents within the local community and; 

o Following graduation there is a monthly parent-led FASTWORKS meeting, 
funded by Save the Children where parents continue to meet on a monthly 
basis for 22 months. This helps to maintain the gains from participating in the 
eight weekly sessions. 

  
 
 



Quick wins 
 

• FAST demonstrates marked improvements after each 8 week cycle in a school. 
This practical and tangible change is complemented by the long term engagement with 
the community through the second cycle of FAST and continuing funding through 
FASTWORKS. 

 
FAST OUTCOMES MATCH FAMILIES FIRST POPULATION 
OUTCOMES 
                                 

FAST PROGRAMME OUTCOMES 
• Children to succeed in school and have stronger life chances 
• Children to live in stronger families 
• Children to live in stronger communities 
 

Under Families First, each local authority is tasked with developing programmes to deliver 
Families First and provide evidence of meeting the five national programme population 
outcomes.  

                                   

                                FAMILIES FIRST POPULATION OUTCOMES 

• Children from low income/workless households reach health, social and 
cognitive development milestones; 

• Children, young people and families are healthy and have good levels  of  
well-being; 

• The impact of poverty on aspiration and educational attainment is reduced 
and children from low income/workless households reach their full potential;  

• Disadvantaged young people from low income households have the support 
they need 

• Low income and disadvantaged families have the support they need to 
progress towards, and to secure, employment and progression within 
employment; 

 

Save the Children has proven evidence that FAST can help achieve each one of the five 
Families First national programme population outcomes. Data compiled by Middlesex 
University show improvements that can be attributed the programme.ix 

Children reach cognitive milestones 

Education is recognised as a key route out of poverty and FAST aims to improve a child’s 
competence in core subjects such as reading and maths as well as improve behaviour and 
attitudes towards school and learning. 

Teachers reported a 9% improvement in child academic competence and a 24% reduction in 
children’s emotional symptoms.  



Children young people and families have good levels of wellbeing 

In our pilot projects children’s emotional symptoms were found to reduce by 17% and conduct 
problems reduced by 21%; while hyperactivity reduced by 19%. 

Impact of poverty on aspiration and educational attainment is reduced 
 

 

85% of a child’s success at school depends on the type of support  

they receive outside the school gates.x 

 

The Welsh Government’s Child Poverty Strategy aims to: “reduce inequalities that exist in 
health, education and economic outcomes for children and families by improving the outcomes of 
the poorest – with a focus on supporting families to achieve better outcomes.” 

Parenting style and quality of the home learning environment (factors like parental reading 
and trips to museums and galleries) have been found to account for up to half of the 
explained cognitive gap between the poorest children and their peers.xi 

FAST aims to provide support to families to achieve better outcomes by helping to create 
the right home environment for a child to fulfil their potential at school, through improving 
family functioning and family relationships, particularly the bond between parent and child as 
well as reducing conflict, increasing cohesion and expressiveness within the family.  

In our pilots parents reported that their relationship with their child improved by 13%, 
family expressiveness increased by 23% and family conflict reduced by 23%. 

Support for disadvantaged young people from low income households 
 
The stresses on parents are numerous, and the greater the number and duration of stress 
factors, the less able parents are to deliver positive parenting for their children. 
Socioeconomic status (SES) is a key variable, and the literature on the impact of 
socioeconomic stress factors suggests that low SES is linked to inhibited child 
development.xii Conversely, children of parents with higher SES tend to benefit from the 
parenting they experience. In terms of ensuring that children are ‘school ready’, and that 
parents are supportive of their children’s schooling, SES has also been found to be key.xiii  

FAST has been proven to lead to several statistically significant improvements with parental 
engagement and involvement in their child’s education and school more generally. 

In our pilots school to parent contact increased by 40% and parent to school contact 
increased by 57%, while total parent involvement in education increased by 73%. 

 

 

 



Supporting families towards employment 
 
FAST recognises that social capital, support and developing strong relationships within the 
local area is key to the development of cohesive and sustainable communities and can be 
key factors in building confidence and aspiration, which in turn can support families towards 
employment. 

FAST works to ensure all families live in stronger communities with improved parent-school 
relationships, parent to parent relationships, and parents/families able and willing to access 
and engage in their local communities.  

In our pilots more than a quarter of parents (26%) reported that they had sought further 
education, training or courses; 16% had become more involved in parent-teacher 
organisations; while 14% had taken up volunteering or charity work. 

 
Across the 15 projects parents scored their satisfaction with 

FAST as 9.4 out of 10. 
 

 

COSTS 

The programme can benefit large numbers of disadvantaged families on a cost-effective 
basis. Assuming that parents of 160 children are engaged in each FAST group the cost is 
£163 per child for the two-year programme including workforce training and capacity 
buildingxiv.   

A New Entitlement to FAST: A Missing Piece in 
the Welsh Government’s Child Poverty Jigsaw? 
 
In the context of the Welsh Government’s emphasis on the role of early intervention, and 
given the weight of evidence about its cost effectiveness, Save the Children is putting 
forward a timely proposal - that parents in deprived communities with children aged 3-4 
years old, preparing for or starting primary school should be entitled to participate in the 
Families and Schools Together (FAST) programme. The Welsh Government has recognised 
that parental engagement is crucial to a child’s attainment and aspirations; the FAST model 
addresses this by bringing together family, home, school and community to increase family 
well-being and improve children’s performance at school. Save the Children believes that 
FAST should form a new tier of parent support for families that would bridge an existing gap 
between Flying Start and the Foundation Phase to provide a seamless approach to 
supporting children’s education in Wales and help to overcome some of the obstacles that 
prevent children from poor homes succeeding at school. 

We believe that by making FAST an entitlement in primary schools with high numbers of 
children from poor homes we could ensure all children in deprived areas get off to a flying 
start.  



Recommendations 

• Ensure that evidence-based programmes that help parents to support their 
children’s early learning and development are made more widely available in 
every community and a universal entitlement in deprived neighbourhoods. 

 
• The Welsh Government and Local Authorities should ensure FAST becomes 

an entitlement in many more primary schools in disadvantaged localities in 
Wales. 

 

• An Early Intervention Foundation should be established to evaluate parent 
support programmes in Wales. 

 

• The Welsh Government should explore how FAST bridges the gap between 
Flying Start and the Foundation Phase to provide a seamless continuum of 
support for children and their parents which can reduce the impact of 
poverty on educational attainment. 

 
 
• Local Authority commissioners and primary school Head Teachers should 

explore how FAST could complement existing provision and help to achieve 
population outcomes under Families First and Communities First. 

 

• Local Authority commissioners and primary school Head Teachers should 
explore how FAST and the new Schools Effectiveness Grant may work 
together. 
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