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INTRODUCTION 
 

Fragile X Syndrome is the second most prevalent cause of mental retardation. It is  
a sex-linked chromosomal disorder, which can be inherited. 
 
Fragile X Family is a video documentary about a developmentally disabled couple 
raising their four children in the southwestern suburbs of Chicago. They live indepen-
dently with the assistance of a local social services organization. The program provides 
a raw look at the struggles of developmentally disabled parents, but it is ultimately a 
hopeful film about love transcending disabilities. 
 
Overall learning objective: to help health care and social service professionals think 
about and discuss whether people with developmental disabilities can be good parents 
given appropriate supports. Through viewing this detailed and provocative cinema 
verité case study, professionals and professionals-in-training will have an opportunity 
to explore what types of supports and interventions might best help this family to 
succeed. 
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THE FAMILY 
 
Minerva is a mother of four. She holds the family 
together as cook, maid and referee. More than anyone 
else, the film is her story. It is inspiring to watch her 
strive to be a mother to the best of her ability. 
 
 
 
Frank is unable or unwilling to be there for his children. 
He lives with the family but does not contribute to the 
household. The support workers reach out to him but  
he remains detached from the family. 
 
 
 
Franky is the oldest son. Lacking a strong father figure, 
he has become overprotective of his siblings. He is on 
medication and struggles to be a mature adult, but at 
times he cannot control his temper, and has violent 
outbursts. 
 
 
Robert is the only child not affected by Fragile X 
Syndrome. While he has no genetic disabilities, his 
social skills are limited. Raised in this environment,  
he has grown into an introverted young man. 
 
 
 
Mikey is severely retarded. His Fragile X Syndrome has 
manifested itself as autism. Unable to speak or care for 
himself, he requires constant supervision. He is very 
attached to his mother, and grows jealous when his 
siblings steal her attention away. 
 
 
Amy is the youngest child, a hyperactive but charming 
little girl. She has Fragile X Syndrome but is young 
enough that the symptoms are not yet evident. Often 
forced outside by Mikey's tantrums, she runs into 
trouble with the neighbors. 
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STUDY GUIDE 
 
Before screening the video, the audience may wish to examine their feelings and 
preconceptions about parents with developmental disabilities: 
 
• Do you think it is possible for people with mental retardation to be effective 

parents? In what ways do you think the family you are about to see will be similar 
to or different from a family which does not face this kind of challenge? 

 
• In the United States, unless their rights have been restricted by court order, people 

with disabilities have the right to have children. What do you think about this? Do 
you think it’s best for our country to provide the needed supports to keep these 
families intact, or do you think these families should be separated? What do you 
think is best for the children? For the parents? 

 
• As our country moves from institutionalization to community integration, there 

may be more and more families headed by people with disabilities. Discuss the 
question of who has the right to have children and raise a family in the United 
States. 

 
 
SCENE ONE – Minerva struggles with two of her children… 
 
• What is your initial reaction to this family? Write three adjectives that describe how 

you feel about the family, then discuss your feelings with the rest of the audience. 
 
• What is going on with the family?  Write down five things that happened in the 

first scene, then discuss the interactions among the family members. 
 
• What are these people like?  Write three adjectives that describe them, then discuss, 

with the rest of the group, their strengths, their challenges, the way they interact, 
etc. 

 
• Do you see any problems? The group should list and discuss any identified 

problems. 
 
• What do you think of the family’s home and environment? 
 
• How do you think the members in this family are functioning? List at least three 

positive things you saw happening with the family. 
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SCENE TWO – a seminar on parents with mental retardation… 
 
• Think back to what you first thought about this family. After seeing the second 

scene and being challenged to assess them, did you change your thinking about 
them in any way? Did you identify any stereotypes in your thinking? 

 
• Now that you have seen the importance of looking for the positive, think back 

about this family and list at least three positive things about them. Discuss these 
positive aspects with the group, and particularly consider how healthcare and 
social service workers might focus on the positive to empower this family and  

• help them to grow. 
 
• Why is it important for staff to establish rapport with a family such as this? How 

would you go about establishing rapport with this family? Discuss how one can 
establish rapport with families and build on their strengths. 

 
 
SCENE THREE – Minerva introduces her family… 
 
• As you listened to Minerva talk about her family, what was your reaction? How   

do you think she feels about her children and their situation? 
 
• Do you understand what Fragile X Syndrome is? What would you do to familiarize 

yourself with the effects of this syndrome in order to work effectively with the family? 
How would you get the information you need? Discuss how understanding of 
Fragile X Syndrome, and other developmental disabilities, may be important in 
working with individuals who have such conditions. 

 
 
SCENE FOUR – a weekday morning… 
 
• This scene introduces the family’s support worker. What is her role in relationship 

to the family? How do the family members relate to her? What does she do to 
establish rapport with family members? 

 
• How does the support worker's interaction with the family help them? List and 

discuss three positive things that resulted because of the assistance of the support 
worker. 

 
 
 



SCENE FIVE – on the weekend… 
an explosion… 
 
• Early in this scene, what do you 

think Mikey, the boy in the 
diaper, is doing?  Why?  

 
• What happened outside the 

apartment? Do you understand 
what caused the argument? 

 
• How do you think Minerva 

handled the argument? Do you think she helped or harmed the situation? 
Specifically what did she do? Was it appropriate? 

 
• What do you think about Amy's behavior in this situation? What is your 

impression of her role in the family?  
 
• What do you think about Franky's behavior? Does Franky have trouble controlling 

his anger? Do you think that this is related to his Fragile X Syndrome or to other 
factors? 

 
• How did Minerva deal with Franky? Did she help Franky to take responsibility? 

Why did she ask Franky to take his medication? 
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SCENE SIX – Franky at work 
 
• What did you think of Franky when you viewed him at work? Why do you think 

the video ends with viewing Franky at work? 



General Discussion Questions 
 
• To what extent were the family members you have seen in this video similar to 

what you expected? How were they different? In what ways, if at all, have your 
feelings and perceptions about parents with developmental disabilities changed 
after viewing this video.  

 
• Do you feel more hopeful or more pessimistic about the likelihood that such 

parents can effectively raise and nurture their children? 
 
• We all need support to function day to day. What kinds of supports do you think 

are most needed by families like this. How can a support worker approach a family 
to help them grow and develop? What are the problems and/or benefits of 
working with and supporting families such as this? 
 

• Do you think this mom knows how to use the supports offered to her best advan-
tage? Do you think that supports can help families with challenges like these to 
stay intact? 
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