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Rebuilding ministry in UK state schools: investigating how 
pandemic disruption may effect positive change
Sarah E Holmesa and David Howellb

aSchool of Education, Liverpool Hope University, Liverpool, UK; bConsultant in Higher Education, Further Education 
and Christian Youth Work, Swindon, UK

ABSTRACT
This exploratory study investigated the disruption to schools ministry 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Perspectives of church leaders, 
Christian parents, Christian teachers and organisations involved in schools 
ministry were consulted using online surveys, interviews and focus 
groups, to examine how schools ministry could be rebuilt, incorporating 
reflective practice and hence bringing positive change. The severe impact 
of extensive school closures and restrictions strongly solidified the move 
from being largely provision of RE, lunchtime events and collective wor-
ship, to much broader methods in response to listening to the needs of 
the school (both staff and pupils in a secular/mainstream setting). 
A striking observation was that schools ministry was viewed in many of 
these case study settings as a peripheral aspect of local church ministry 
and often devolved to specialist organisations. Arising needs and models 
of ministry have emphasised the value and effectiveness of relational 
approaches and listening to the needs of schools and responding accord-
ingly. This reinforces the need for collaborative approaches and long-term 
development of relationships between church and school. Training needs 
identified concerned relationship building and vision and strategy devel-
opment, with many stakeholders perceiving this as the way forward to 
more effective ministry activity.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic impacted all sectors of society (Byrant, Oo, and Damian, 2020; Crawley et al.  
2020; Kim and Asbury, 2020) and brought widespread disruption to pre-existing ministry paradigms 
(Beamish, 2021; Johnston et al. 2022). Individuals and organisations who carried out ministry almost 
exclusively in schools were impacted by prolonged school closures and elongated restrictions 
imposed within schools (Knowles et al. 2022). This paper explores the lived experiences and 
implications of this on ministry in schools (Primary and Secondary) in the English context, utilising 
insights from multiple angles: case studies of schools ministry workers and Christian teachers, and an 
online survey amongst church leaders and Christian parents. Despite the despondency, frustration 
and isolation within pandemic ministry (Holmes et al. 2021), The British Academy (2021, 6) argued 
that the pandemic had the potential to serve as a catalyst for change and rebuilding society in new 
ways. This resonates with the notion of Brueggemann (2011), that disruptions to systems and 
predictable schemes may be positive, and indeed evidence of God’s capacity to break those schema 
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and formulae and result in beneficial outcomes. This paper therefore asks what insights about 
ministry in schools were gained due to the pandemic disruption, and how these insights could 
contribute to a reconstruction and reshaping of this ministry area to comprise more effective 
ministry paradigms for the seasons ahead. We have sought to include a retrospective understanding 
of changes already occurring in schools ministry prior to the pandemic, especially around school 
chaplaincy and the way that such relational approaches were heightened and continued to develop 
throughout the pandemic. As a benchmark, we considered effective schools ministry to be that in 
which the aims and requirements of the main stakeholders are understood and respected, and 
where the work is focused on those aims in ways which enable the positive spiritual and Christian 
faith development of pupils, staff and ministry teams. To date, minimal robust research has occurred 
in this sector; so this paper seeks to begin conversations about the scope and function of ministry in 
UK state schools in the seasons ahead.

Literature review

Ministry in educational settings

There are differing models of ministry in educational settings. Christian education broadly seeks to 
foster spiritual formation to equip pupils for future challenges and to benefit society (Horan 2017). 
Christian schools enable teachers to act as Christian mentors to guide their pupils into a personal 
relationship with Christ, and develop the mind of Christ (Burton 2017). Chaplaincy as a phenomenon 
has risen in recent years (Ryan 2018), and offers a point of interaction between the church’s ministry 
and school pupils (Caperon 2015). An example is the Australian National School Chaplaincy and 
Student Welfare Programme, which became the National School Chaplaincy Programme in 2014 
(Isaacs and Mergler 2018). There is great value in such partnerships whereby church, home and 
school work as partners, not competitors, to fulfil the Great Commission (Maitanmi 2019). Those 
ministering in schools may therefore hold a rootedness in the Christian faith, whilst having concern 
for the spiritual development of others (Caperon 2015). Upon this backdrop, this paper explores the 
lived experiences of various stakeholders involved in English schools ministry, although it is sug-
gested that the insights and recommendations may be beneficial more broadly.

Pre-pandemic developments in English schools ministry

It is key to first understand the changes which had been occurring within schools ministry in England 
prior to the pandemic, to ensure that data are interpreted in a nuanced manner. Christian involve-
ment in English schools has a long history, with Saint Augustine founding the King’s School, 
Canterbury in 597 and the King’s School, Rochester in 604, which led to the development of the 
schooling system which was primarily for those who could afford to pay until the eighteenth century. 
Schools for the impoverished were also started by the church, through non-denominational 
churches setting up the British and Foreign School Society in 1807, followed by the launch of the 
Church of England’s National Society in 1811. The responsibility was taken over by the state during 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Worsley 2010; Shepherd 2008). Within this framework, 
chaplains had a responsibility of ministering in schools, with many schools founded by the church 
employing ordained chaplains to nurture the spiritual life of pupils (Tregale 2011, 5). This approach 
aligns with a mindset of mission not being merely expansion of the church itself, but being grounded 
within God’s mission in the world, namely the notion of missio Dei which captures a sense of the 
activity of the church within God’s mission in the world (Youn 2018). The strong involvement of the 
church with schools was recognised by the Education Act (1944) including Religious Instruction 
lessons and acts of collective worship, known as ‘assemblies’ (HM Government 1944). Through this 
Act and the 1998 Education Act, schools have had a legal duty to deliver collective worship which 
was ‘wholly or mainly of a broadly Christian character’ (Department for Education 1994). The nature 
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of Religious Studies changed during the 1960s, from being solely focused on Christianity to including 
other world faiths, and more recently, the recommended curricula have included those with no 
religious faith (Religious Education Council of England & Wales REC 2013, 11).

Within the 1960s and 1970s, Christians began to be involved in a voluntary capacity, as opposed 
to previously ordained ministers being the primary link. The impetus for this arose from the 
perception of a general decline in Christian belief following the World Wars (Shepherd 2008). 
Furthermore, some Christian agencies, such as Youth for Christ, began ministry in schools with 
Christian youth workers taking part in formal educational aspects such as lessons and assemblies, 
and informal settings including lunch-time clubs, often known as Christian Unions (Shepherd 2008) 
in order to introduce the Christian faith to children and young people within the school system. New 
ways of undertaking youth ministry were developed by Youth for Christ1 and other Christian 
agencies during the 1970s to 1990s and included peripatetic mission teams, and locally based 
workers in schools.

The work became known within the Christian community as ‘schools’ work’, and covered activity 
undertaken with children and/or young people, within and alongside educational establishments, 
designed to support, enable and encourage their personal, social, spiritual and academic develop-
ment and especially their understanding of and potential commitment to Christian faith (Boost  
2022).

In 1988, the Education Bill was adjusted for a multi-faith society, wherein it was agreed that all 
pupils were to take part in a ‘daily act of worship which should be wholly or mainly of a broadly 
Christian character’ (DFE 1994; Cooling 2010). It was deemed to be broadly Christian if it reflected the 
broad traditions of Christian belief, without being distinctive of any particular Christian denomina-
tion (Cooling 2010). In 2004, the Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED) issued guidance that all 
schools have a statutory duty to promote spiritual development, included within Spiritual, Moral, 
Social and Cultural development of pupils across the curriculum and across the school (Ofsted 2004). 
For Christians active in school ministry, this was seen as the door remaining open for their work and 
involvement, with formal, informal and non-formal educational activities taking place. This was 
delivered through a range of providers including community groups, voluntary organisations, local 
churches and Christian agencies (Boost 2022).2 More recently, English schools were obliged by UK 
government policy and frameworks to support fundamental British values which has led to 
a complex interplay between this and simultaneously upholding Christian values, particularly in 
faith schools (Bowie and Revell 2016).

Nash, Nash, and Roberts (2020) noted a significant move from schools ministry deliverers 
considering schools to be an ‘open door’, wherein they could fulfil their aims, especially around 
presenting aspects of the Christian faith, to a position where providers listen to schools (staff, pupils, 
parents and governors) and seek to meet the needs of educational settings, especially through 
chaplaincy models. Caperon (2015) observed that the ministry of school chaplains is the most 
significant single point of contact between the Church and secondary-age young people. In recent 
years, the role of chaplains in educational settings has gained in popularity to the point where there 
is now both a Centre for Chaplaincy with Children and Young People3 (linked to the Institute of 
Children Youth and Mission) and a Centre for Chaplaincy in Education.4 This approach does carry 
tensions, as Nash and Roberts (2016) observed the sending church may view the chaplain as an 
evangelist or missionary whose purpose is to preach the gospel and make disciples, but in contrast, 
the associated schools may view chaplains with suspicion. This raises the question of whether 
a chaplain’s purpose is for children or the church?

The purposes of schools ministry

The British Academy (2021) emphasised that whilst the pandemic had the potential to be a catalyst 
for change, it required clarity and awareness of purpose. Isaacs and Mergler (2018) revealed that in 
the Australian context, the organisation which was contracted by the state to provide chaplains had 

BRITISH JOURNAL OF RELIGIOUS EDUCATION 3



a clear understanding of their role and purpose within the educational setting. There have previously 
been similar efforts to capture the purposes of schools ministry within the English setting. Roberts 
(2017) highlighted the need to view the work that is being carried out in relation to biblical 
foundations, and referred to models focused on evangelism, service, teaching and accompanying.

The great commission is often cited as the impetus for outreach in schools (Steinberg 2014). 
Evangelism is viewed as a ‘purpose’ by many Christians in the sector, dating back to the 1970s when 
Youth for Christ and others first commenced this work (Roberts 2017). Astley (2002, 190) stated that 
‘education and evangelism may be closer neighbours than many suspect’. Organisations may seek to 
present their faith to children and young people within the RE curriculum, as curriculum guidance on 
RE suggests that having visits from members of a faith community is beneficial since it allows 
students to hear how faith affects someone in their day to day living and can build understanding, 
and even promote social and community cohesion (RE Council 2013). Aligning with this, spiritual 
development is seen as an important part of the role and purpose of education and school visits by 
Christians can contribute to a student’s awareness of the ‘spiritual’ and give them opportunities to 
explore for themselves what faith might mean (Roberts 2017). It is important to note a well- 
documented concern by schools that contributions from Christians should be an indication of 
what they believe and not a means of persuading pupils to adopt the Christian faith (Swindon 
SACRE 2022). Likewise, Christian teachers themselves state that proselytising is not appropriate in an 
inclusive and fair classroom (Cooling 2010, 61). Thiessen (2013) reported that teaching about religion 
is deemed to be acceptable, whereas teaching of religion is not since this is considered to align with 
indoctrination. Whilst neutrality is viewed as the ideal stance for teachers in the classroom, in 
practice, this is challenging as teachers inherently tend to influence their pupils to some extent 
(Thiessen 2013). Indeed, Bowie (2017) expounded the complexities of tolerance and the challenges 
for teachers to translate policy into practice.

With this in mind, Nash, Nash, and Roberts (2020) devised a chaplaincy model and addressed the 
need for occupational standards in this work. Mundell (2010) described this as a theology of being 
present. Likewise, Caperon captured the essence of ‘chaplaincy’ as:

‘being present for others, being there with others, being known to and knowing others, all the time being 
conscious of being the one seen as the “God Person”; the one whose presence in some sense incarnates God; 
makes, that is, the reality of God and the love of God visible and actually present in the community’. (Caperon  
2015)

Chaplains tend to operate within a strong ethical framework supporting the school values and 
complementing existing services such as psychologists, counsellors and youth workers, and offer 
guidance and support in times of crisis, providing continuing care for staff and pupils (Isaacs and 
Mergler 2018). This way of working has similarities to the ‘accompanying’ model where there can be 
a more educationally focused impact through mentoring, pastoral care, pre-exclusion work and 
classroom support (Roberts 2017). In this way, some have opted to focus on schools work defined as 
service, namely activity to support the school without conditions, such as classroom support, 
mentoring, additional bodies on school trips or enrichment activities which can take place in school 
outside of formal learning in lessons (Roberts 2017). The starting point of this model is the needs of 
the school. Specific skills are offered to enhance the educational experience, such as the ability to 
listen and support, operating extra-curricular activities such as sports training. A development of this 
accompanying approach is the Faith in the Nexus project, which encouraged schools to facilitate 
opportunities for children’s exploration of faith and spiritual life in the home, as part of a more 
collaborative way of working.5

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on schools work

Paradigms of ministry were significantly impacted by COVID-19 (Beamish, 2021; Holmes, 2022; 
Johnston et al. 2022), particularly ministry in schools due to prolonged school closures and 
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restrictions on visitors (Knowles et al. 2022). Whilst research is ongoing around the longer term 
impact of the COVID-19 lockdowns and changed practices in schools, it is evident that some young 
people were impacted more than others, with pre-pandemic disparities being widened (Hawes, 
Marrapodi, and Colligan 2021; Patalay and Fitzsimons, 2020). These impacts occurred within youth 
ministry also. Prior to the pandemic, there was generally a very positive response by young people to 
faith activities, for example prayer spaces in schools (Stern and Shillitoe 2018). However, attendance 
of young people at out of school faith activities fell by an average of 53% (Shuker 2021). It transpired 
that youth work outside of the church, which normally included work in schools, experienced the 
most severe loss of young people, from an average of 28 young people pre-lockdown to 10 young 
people post-lockdown, presumed to be due to significant school closures in 2020 and associated 
restrictions (Shuker 2021). This coincided with the volunteer workforce shrinking markedly and some 
church and Christian agency youth workers being furloughed (Shuker 2021). This is why it is key to 
consider how this disruption could effect positive developments in the ongoing schools ministry 
sector.

Methodology

This project was an exploratory study which aimed to investigate i) how approaches to schools 
ministry changed due to the pandemic lockdowns, and the consequent training needs; ii) the extent 
to which the wider Christian community connected with schools ministry during the pandemic; and 
iii) what models and approaches may improve effectiveness in the seasons ahead?

Participants were recruited from the English context only since that ensured parity of schools 
policy and national regulations and also uniformity of lockdown restrictions, and a range of methods 
were employed to ensure a variety of perspectives were captured. Interview data were collected 
from self-selecting schools ministry practitioners (n = 15) and church-based children’s leaders (n =  
26). Narrative accounts were collected from Christian teachers (n = 10) and an open-ended online 
survey was completed by schools ministry practitioners in June 2021 (n = 37) and May 2022 (n = 24). 
These individuals served as case studies since they did not provide a representative sample but did 
provide a means to gather qualitative data, giving insights from their lived experiences and percep-
tions. Using case studies in this way enabled examination of the experiences of participants within 
this specific context in detail, so that general principles and rules could be drawn while relying on the 
analysis of the context that reflects everyday experience (Pacho 2015). The insights from these case 
studies provided rich data, aiding the identification of some of the key issues and experiences in the 
sector. Alongside this, an online survey was carried out to gather the views of church leaders (n = 34) 
and Christian parents (n = 62). This survey was part of a larger project which included four questions 
about schools ministry.

The interview and survey data collected were all analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (Clarke 
and Braun, 2013), enabling the identification of emerging themes. This empirical research was all 
subject to the ethical scrutiny of Liverpool Hope University’s ethics committee, and therefore assured 
informed consent, anonymity and confidentiality of all participants.

Results

Insights from church leaders/representatives

The data revealed minimal connection between churches and schools. In most cases, schools 
work was viewed as peripheral to the core ministry of the church. Only 6% of participant 
churches reported relational support of schools. Many expressed that other ministry organisa-
tions (such as Youth for Christ, Scripture Union) would work within schools, and therefore it 
was not a role of the local church. Even so, 33% of the survey respondents provided assemblies 
or RE lessons (pre-recorded or live) during the lockdowns. Aside from this provision of 
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assemblies and RE lessons, which seem to be diminishing, responses from church leaders and 
children’s workers indicated that local churches often do not participate in the vision of 
outreach through schools, but instead it may be delegated to others, namely individuals or 
organisations who are perceived to be ‘expert’. These may or may not be supported financially 
by the local church. Churches tended to view schools in a rather transactional manner, 
delivering content or hosting schools visits to church, but there was minimal relational contact 
beyond that.

Insights from Christian parents

The majority (83%) of parent participants said that their child’s faith had not been supported by 
school during the lockdowns. The remainder said that support had been in the form of collective 
worship, RE lessons and the general school ethos of respecting faith, prayer and support for parents 
in their nurturing role. When asked whether they wanted school to support their child’s faith, typical 
responses were as follows: ‘my son has his faith nurtured at home and church, so he does not need it 
at school’ and ‘we do not expect or ask for faith stuff in school’. To meet the spiritual needs of their 
child, 70% of the parent participants identified the roles of specific individuals or groups, labelled 
varyingly as ‘the youth team’, ‘youth leader’ or ‘minister’. Narrative accounts exhibited minimal 
evidence of partnership or working together between schools, church and home and only 10% of 
the parent participants said that their church had supported local schools during the pandemic.

Insights from Christian teachers

Respondents were asked how schools perceive input from churches and Christian organisations. One 
stated that: ‘sometimes it can seem a little irrelevant and cringey but if it’s quality then is great’, and 
a few viewed input with suspicion, such as ‘it is hard finding churches who want to be involved in the 
right ways . . . I mean being in it for the long haul, relational and trust-building in first instance – not 
just “slam bam assemblies” and one off church visits’. Two stated that their school is wary to include 
Christian input because they would need then to include input from other faiths also. One distin-
guished between local churches and Christian organisations, saying that ‘a lot of schools are willing 
to have Christian organisations in to give assemblies on a Christian theme but they don’t generally 
get involved with churches’. Another explained that relationships had been built with the local 
church over a five-year period, and in a ‘non-intrusive way’. He reported that significant time spent 
building relationships with all stakeholders was ‘highly beneficial’.

One Christian school teacher suggested that churches providing assemblies or workshop activ-
ities at Christian festivals, such as Christmas and Easter, are helpful, whilst another spoke of the need 
for partnership and strengthening relational links more effectively. The remainder made broad 
suggestions, such as volunteering within the school and ‘practical support that demonstrates 
love’. Others specified mental health support, such as ‘anything to help the children and teacher 
well-being’, ‘counselling services from a church or other Christian organisation’, ‘social and commu-
nication groups for children who lack confidence’ and ‘support for students refusing to go to school’.

Respondents stated that Christians were a positive influence (described as ‘salt’) in schools, and 
can ‘build children’s confidence’. Other responses were more evangelistic in nature: ‘to ensure that 
truth is being proclaimed’, ‘to show our young people that life with Christ is exciting and relevant’ 
and to use gifts to ‘God’s glory’. One remarked that ‘it’s not just what we do but how we do it and 
how “quickly” we move to deliver it. Slow, steady and at the right time with the right intention wins 
the race in non-Christian schools!’ Similarly, another stated that ‘assemblies and RE lessons have their 
place within the context of genuine relationship where relationship is the end not a means to 
an end’.
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Figure 1a. The nature of pre-pandemic schools ministry (% of activity reported by practitioners).
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Figure 1b. The nature of schools ministry during pandemic lockdowns (% of activity reported by practitioners).
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Insights from those involved in schools ministry

Figures 1(a-c) show the nature of the work carried out by participant practitioners. Graph 1b reveals 
that the pandemic markedly altered the essence of schools ministry activity. Eight per cent reported 
no schools ministry occurring during pandemic restrictions, whilst 62% reported having produced 
pre-recorded content or live online lessons. Eight per cent had continued mentoring or coaching 
online, and 4% provided prayer spaces in some way (outdoor or online).

The data in graphs 1a and 1c indicate slight decreased involvement in RE lessons and collective 
worship because of the pandemic. During the interviews, some participants explained that they had 
struggled to re-connect with schools once restrictions eased, with some practitioners feeling that 
schools had taken the opportunity to cull their involvement. However, others said that they had been 
‘welcomed with open arms’. It is notable that whilst reported relational activity has fallen slightly 
since pre-pandemic, extra-curricular support (such as running sports clubs or self-confidence ses-
sions) and faith events (such as Christingle services) are now reported by our participants as an 
addition, and these in essence are relational in purpose, suggesting that 39% of post lockdown 
activity is relational in these sample contexts. The focus on school staff (resourcing, training and 
pastorally supporting) has doubled.

Forty per cent reported negative impacts of the pandemic on schools ministry, whilst 36% felt 
positive, describing new opportunities, and 11% expressing changing needs. Some negative 
responses concerned access, such as ‘we’ve not been asked to do assemblies anymore’, ‘RE has 
taken a bit of a hit as schools are focussed on catch up in core subjects’, ‘90% of our clubs have not 
resumed’, ‘getting back into schools has proved challenging’ and ‘it’s been hard to rebuild what was 
previously a strong relationship’. Some responses described resourcing pressures, such as ‘reduced 
resources due to reduced giving in churches’. One participant did caveat this with the statement that 
‘God can continue to work through all circumstances’, highlighting that the underpinning ethos is 
key to the operational activities.
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Figure 1c. The nature of schools ministry once pandemic restrictions were easing (% of activity reported by practitioners).
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Those who reported positive change included enhanced relational opportunities, such as ‘bub-
bles coming to the church meant more work but closer working relationships’, ‘Schools would like us 
to do more lunchtime clubs’ and ‘staff continue to value the support they receive from us’. There was 
variance in participants’ responses, with some stating that ‘often the teachers have no idea who we 
are or which church we’re from’, whereas others reported that ‘the staff expressed how much they 
value us much more than before’. This demonstrates the fundamental role of relationships with staff 
as a foundation for schools ministry. Other benefits related to the provision itself, such as ‘the 
pandemic has helped us to emerge with a focussed offer’ and ‘we can now offer a flexible approach 
using in-person sessions as well as recorded material’. The changing needs identified by participants 
included ‘schools are keen for relationship’, ‘school has asked us to run a listening service for school 
staff’, ‘more requests for mentoring’ and ‘increased needs for mental health support for students’. 
These comments all indicate increased needs of schools for support regarding student and staff 
mental health and well-being. Many explained that they had learned to be flexible and react to 
situations as they arise, due to pandemic circumstances. Participants described these as beneficial 
learnings to carry forward in their ministry.

Almost half (42%) believed that schools wanted support, people to listen and emotional support, 
whilst 27% felt they desired to return to normal, 12% deemed they wanted resources and teaching to 
fulfil the RE and collective worship requirements and 8% perceived chaplaincy as a desire alongside 
prayer and creation of safe spaces to listen to young people. It is interesting that 14% of school 
practitioners were not sure what schools wanted, raising the question as to whether they had 
dialogued with the school to find out.

Figure 2 exhibits a desire for support regarding background knowledge and awareness and 
strategic skills, such as how to develop vision and appropriate strategy, building relationships with 
schools, understanding school culture and ethos and gender and sexuality. There was a need for 
practical training such as safeguarding specific to the school context, recruiting volunteers, the 
National curriculum and expectations for RE, as well as training to provide expertise which could be 
used in the schools setting, such as listening skills, mental health well-being and resilience-building. 
There were also calls for a shared pool of resources. Many explained that they had learned to be more 
flexible but also more reflective and evaluate their approaches more, and this was reported as being 
highly effective to their ongoing ministry.

Discussion

Changes in schools ministry approaches

This research confirms the significant disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic on this ministry sector, 
namely that it largely ceased in the early pandemic, with some workers being furloughed, others 
made redundant and some becoming focused primarily on producing video content. Subsequently, 
the ministry has restarted, for some along the lines of what it was before, but for many of our 
research participants, the nature of the activities offered to their local schools changed markedly, 
being less focused on delivery of assemblies and RE lessons to be more broadly supportive and 
relational activities. This change of emphasis had been happening pre-pandemic but seems to have 
been heightened, according to our participants. One long-running schools ministry in the area, for 
example, was a long-running schools ministry project in the area opted to rename all of their work as 
‘chaplaincy’, from which other activities, such as RE lessons and assemblies, developed. This exem-
plifies the intentional shift in focus and strategy. Alongside developing relational work, schools 
valued specialist skills, such as mentoring, counselling and sports coaching. Integrating such skills, or 
in many cases putting these at the forefront of strategies of ministry, had begun in part prior to the 
pandemic according to our respondents, but it was clear from our multiple stakeholder perspectives 
that these skills and opportunities became considerably more desired and utilised by schools as 
ministry began to be reconstructed as the pandemic restrictions lifted.
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Many of the schools mentioned by our participants have used this interjunct as an opportunity to 
cull outside activities or contact which they did not perceive as beneficial, and in some cases were 
‘cringy’, irrelevant or of low quality. Christian teachers highlighted that schools are often wary of 
input from a single local church. This highlights the need for schools workers to ensure ethical 
practice, protecting the dignity and worth of those involved, and avoiding unethical proselytising, 
denoting reducing the proselytizee to the status of an object in the proselytising program (Thiessen  
2013). Ministry workers in schools must be aware of this.

A key focus of the qualitative comments was ‘relationships’. This has been evidenced by the 
heightened shift of schools ministry practitioners to extra-curricular support for pupils and staff well- 
being also. Whilst some of our case study practitioners viewed this time as closing up of the ministry, 
others responded by re-imagining what could be delivered and the way it could happen, given the 
changed circumstances. Indeed, some emphasised the need to listen to schools and be flexible in 
responses, whilst some were unaware of the altered school needs. These responses to the impact of 
the pandemic were replicated across Christian youth and children’s work generally (Shuker 2021; 
Holmes et al. 2021). From the qualitative and quantitative responses across all stakeholders in our 
study, there has been a change in the way of working to be more flexible and responsive to the 
needs of schools, and to evaluate in a continuous way. This surely points towards more effective 
schools ministry, as we have defined it in this paper: understanding and respecting the requirements 
of all stakeholders, and working within the intersection of these aims. This reflects Mundell (2010), 
that volunteering in schools should not merely be to fill a deficit, but rather should serve the purpose 
of the volunteer learning about the needs of the children and staff and having open-ended 
discussion, with a long-standing commitment to form reciprocal relationships. It is therefore inter-
esting that schools ministry workers in this project highlighted training needs regarding develop-
ment of vision and strategy, as well as how to build relationships with schools. Much of the existing 
provision of initial training is around the development of basic skills, and practice which does not 
contravene legal requirements. Currently, very few practitioners are undertaking validated training.

The extent to which the wider Christian community connects with schools ministry

Participants indicated a lack of strategic involvement of churches with their local schools, with 
minimal evidence of partnership between church, school and home. Schools work seemed to be 
a very peripheral aspect of church ministry, despite Goody’s research (2020) revealing that 98% of 
churches deemed it important to engage in their local primary school. Whilst viewed as important, it 
often does not translate to operational involvement. This concurs with other research, which 
revealed that less than 2% of churches surveyed worked with local schools (Shuker 2021). Many 
Christian parents in our study expressed surprise at the thought of such connection, as most parent 
participants viewed education as separate to faith, which is counter to the values of Faith in the Nexus 
and the Growing Faith Foundation. This resonates with other ministry sectors, where most churches 
were found to not have a formal strategy for children or family ministry (Holmes et al. 2021). It is likely 
that this may apply to schools ministry also. However, Mundell (2010) emphasised the need for 
a theology of being present, namely a constant reciprocity of being both guest and host, while being 
present in the setting. This rationale seemed to be developing in a small number of cases within our 
sample.

Where there was contact with schools during the lockdowns, it was primarily reported by our 
participants to be focused on content provision rather than relationships. As restrictions lifted, 
there were confusion and disruption as many participants reported that schools they were 
connected with no longer required external RE or assembly provision in the same way as pre- 
pandemic. The switch to more of a flexible and relational focus has seemed challenging for 
churches and schools ministry workers alike within our case studies. Indeed, Horan (2017) 
revealed that whilst relationally based programmes are seen as most effective in fostering 
spiritual formation, they are infrequently implemented due to insufficient training or expertise 
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of those involved, or as a result of an historical approach to the motivation for the work. 
Shepherd (2008) argued that this approach was in order to introduce the Christian faith to 
children and young people within the school system. At the same time, schools have often 
chosen to work with local Christian organisations rather than a local church, in order to be able 
to work with the range of churches represented by the organisation rather than having 
a multitude of churches wishes to come in, as they perceive it.

What models and approaches may improve effectiveness in the seasons ahead?

This paper sought to investigate how pandemic disruption could effect positive change. Whilst these 
findings are based on case studies of participants from different perspectives, a strong theme 
emerged of the importance of listening to the needs of schools and being flexible about responses. 
Participants emphasised the need for long-term relationships being the basis for the local church 
working in partnership with schools and alongside other churches, supported by agencies such 
a Scripture Union, Youth for Christ or a locally created multi-church agency. Such long-term 
collaboration seems to have been minimally present throughout the recent history of schools 
ministry, but according to our participants, it is much more at the forefront of strategies and practice 
now. Again, this points to the enhanced effectiveness of schools ministry, according to the definition 
we have described for this paper. Maintaining ethical practice is critical, so that there should not be 
any hidden agendas, hence requiring reflection about how to navigate this with an evangelical 
mindset. Validated training programmes for schools workers could address this, ensuring a sensitive 
balance between the reasons for undertaking schools ministry and the potential to fall into prose-
lytising. Professional training awards and theological colleges, alongside organisations involved in 
schools ministry, are well placed to train and support churches in working strategically to this end, 
and to explore the missio Dei within their own locality, specifically in relation to local schools. Youn 
(2018) asserted that missiology ought to learn from cultural anthropology that a missionary must 
throw away the sense of cultural superiority to indigenous cultures. This seems particularly key 
during this phase of rebuilding schools ministry and seeking to foster greater effectiveness through 
greater collaboration of stakeholders and working towards the collective aims of each.

Conclusion

This research could be developed further by broadening the stakeholder’s sample and asking 
children and young people for their views of schools ministry. Nevertheless, our study highlights 
that the requirements and nature of ministry in school settings were already changing, and this 
change was heightened due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Yet, there are indications of many new 
opportunities and possibilities. But there is a need for all involved in this sector to reflect and 
evaluate so that the approaches and paradigms may be refined and reconstructed to be more 
effective in the seasons ahead. This will alter the training and resourcing needs. At the same time, it 
will be important for churches and organisations to invest in validated training for those involved.

Ultimately, tentative findings are that revised paradigms require greater collaboration and 
relationships between churches and local schools, and a stronger sense of strategy, mission and 
purpose to be formulated by churches and those involved in serving in schools to boost the 
effectiveness of this ministry. The interplay between the different providers of schools ministry 
(Christian organisations and local church) needs to be explored, in the endeavour of greater 
collaboration and co-constructing of strategy.

Notes

1. https://yfc.co.uk/a-history-of-innovation/
2. https://yfc.co.uk/local/
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3. https://cym.ac.uk/resources/capella-centre-for-chaplaincy
4. https://centreforchaplaincyineducation.co.uk/
5. Faith In The Nexus (nicer.org.uk).
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