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1 Background 
Toddler groups have been part of the provision of churches for many years. Usually led by volunteers and run on a 

small budget, they have been a life-line for new parents and helped build community amongst those with young 

children in their care. In contrast to childcare which offers supervision of children away from their parents, toddler 

groups keep adults and children together as they take part in a range of play, story and craft activities. Many 

church based toddler groups are closely connected with the church, having been established by church members 

ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÕÎ ÁÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȭÓ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÒ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓȢ However not all groups are confident about their 

Christian distinctiveness or about the missional opportunities of Toddler Groups can offer.  

Past research has shown: 

1. Around 55% of churches in England ran toddler groups 

2. Many of these groups are actively re-depicting the significance of the church and Christian faith in their 

areas and modelling new ways of being church in challenging times   

3. 4ÏÄÄÌÅÒ 'ÒÏÕÐÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÆÅÅÌ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÁÌÉÇÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȭÓ 

mission and vision, are likely to contribute towards church growth 

2 Research objectives 
The aim of this project was to explore the range of church-based Toddler Groups and consider practical ways in 

which they might be encouraged to become more confident in their Christian distinctiveness.  In more detail, the 

research objectives were as follows. 

1. Identify what makes church-based Toddler Groups distinctively Christian (and the challenges associated 

with this) 

2. Identify the missional opportunities of church-based Toddler Groups and what is needed to help maximise 

these 

3. Recommend practical ways in which churched-based Toddler Groups might be more closely linked to their 

ÃÈÕÒÃÈȭÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ 

4. Recommend ways in which Dioceses could better support church-based Toddler Groups 

5. Explore ways in which church-based Toddler groups might be linked with other church based early years 

initiatives and projects which foster faith and spiritual growth (such as the Christenings Project) 

6. Recommending ways in which church-based Toddler Groups might encourage families to live and share 

their faith at home 
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3 Research method 
The research involved four stages: 

A. Telephone conversations with 5 Diocesan Advisers, May 2016 

B. Online survey of Toddler Group Leaders (115 responses analysed), invites sent 31st May 2016 

C. Face to face qualitative interviews with toddler group leaders and users at 23 toddler groups. Visits started on 

6th June in Essex and ended on 15th September in Cornwall 

D. Online survey of Diocesan Advisers (16 responses), invites sent 20th July 2016 

All research took place with these five dioceses, except stage D which had a wider reach: 

¶ West Yorkshire and the Dales 

¶ Blackburn 

¶ Chelmsford 

¶ Truro 

¶ Monmouth  

More details on the research method and sample can be found in the Appendix 1 
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4 Summary and recommendations 
These five main recommendations are largely associated with the mission opportunities for toddler groups: 

1. Love and serve young families 

2. Be distinctively Christian 

3. Nurture faith journeys 

4. Build the church community 

5. Support toddler group leaders 

Here is a summary of key findings around the main recommendations. There are more detailed recommendations 

throughout the report, at the end of each major section. 

4.1 Love and serve young families 

Church toddler groups were respected most for the love and care they showed to young families. This was largely 

unconditional love, without judgement and without fixed expectations of particular beliefs or behaviours. 

The greatest praise was usually for the warmth of the welcome and for helping parents/carers feel comfortable as 

part of the group. Toddler groups placed importance on fostering relationships between members of the group, 

creating a sense of family and community. For some users, the toddler groups became a very important part of 

their lives, using ×ÏÒÄÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȬÆÁÍÉÌÙȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÈÏÍÅȭ when talking about the groups.  

An important factor in loving and serving young families was to recognise, understand and meet local needs ɀ of 

both communities and individuals. Examples included: a group in a very deprived area providing hot meals to all 

who came; a group in an area with stressed parents focussing on giving the weary rest; groups helping to create 

support networks for those who were isolated; group leaders listening to and supporting individuals who were 

going through difficult times in their lives. 

Loving and serving was also demonstrated in many groups by gathering everyone together to share hospitality. In 

some groups this was simply drinks and biscuits, but others were more generous in their hospitality ɀ providing 

home-made cakes each week, more elaborate snacks and even multiple course meals.  

Toddler groups that loved and served young families well were attractive and likely to be recommended by others. 

Recommendation came largely from within the toddler group community, but also came from the wider church 

community and relevant professionals such as ÈÅÁÌÔÈ ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒÓȟ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÃÅÎÔÒÅÓ or ÄÏÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÓÕÒÇÅÒÉÅÓȢ 

WÈÉÌÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÆÉÌÌÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÒÅÁÌ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÌÏÖÅȟ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

users where this was coming from, particularly if the group lacked Christian distinctiveness. 
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4.2 Be distinctively Christian 

Many of the toddler groups visited were intentional about being distinctively Christian. Users recognised this 

distinctiveness through what they saw, heard and experienced.  

Christian distinctiveness was seen through: 

¶ The environment such as church buildings, symbolism, noticeboards or displays 

¶ Clergy being obviously present 

¶ Group leaders and helpers engaging in Christian activity such as prayer 

¶ Written information such as welcome packs which included information on church or faith 

Christian distinctiveness was heard through: 

¶ Mentions of church and faith, including invitations 

¶ Christian music and songs 

¶ Informal conversations 

¶ Christian storytelling 

Christian distinctiveness was experienced through activities at toddler groups such as: 

¶ Celebrations of Christian seasons  

¶ Singing Christian songs 

¶ Praying 

¶ Faith related craft 

¶ Church services 

There was an expectation that church run toddler groups would show Christian distinctiveness, that church groups 

would be well run, and be likely to love and serve young families. Some users even actively sought toddler groups 

that were intentionally Christian.  

Most group users were either de-churched or unchurched, with toddler groups being the main or only point of 

contact with church. As such, they provided precious opportunities for building good relationships based on 

positive experiences of church. There was a little apprehension about church toddler groups, with some fearing 

that they might be Ȭjudgementalȭ ÏÒ ȬÐÕÓÈÙȭ. However, none of this was associated with their experience of the 

toddler groups researched, regardless of the level of Christian distinctiveness. The apprehension was largely due 

to fear of the unknown, which they may have experienced before attending the group, or have expressed when 

asked for their views on their group becoming more distinctively Christian. 

It was clear from the research that there is far greater risk from disappointing those who want to see Christian 

distinctiveness in a church run toddler group, than of upsetting those who may be a little apprehensive. 
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4.3 Nurture faith journeys 

Many of the toddler groups visited nurtured faith journeys, of both toddlers and parents/carers. This could mean 

anything from breaking down barriers associated with church or faith, sowing seeds for the future or re-kindling 

past faith, to nurturing a present and growing faith. Some were very intentional about this, whilst others were 

doing so more passively.  

Faith was mainly being nurtured through toddler group activities such as songs, stories, crafts, seasonal activities 

and prayer. The most inspiring examples of toddler group activities were:  

¶ Toddler appropriate, engaging and memorable 

¶ Relevant and meaningful, not disengaged from normal life 

¶ Making good use of the talents of group leaders/helpers 

Faith was also being nurtured through activities such as: 

¶ Informal conversations 

¶ Providing opportunities to explore faith with others 

¶ Inviting people to develop closer relationships with the wider church community 

¶ Providing stimulus for faith at home 

The best examples were authentic to the culture, theology and practice of the local church and did not impose or 

expect particular behaviours, beliefs or outcomes. 

As well as nurturing the faith of toddlers and their parents/carers, the toddler groups could also provide a focus for 

nurturing the faith of leaders and helpers. Although in some groups this was not happening, in others the toddler 

group team were inspiring examples of people growing in faith together. 

 

4.4 Build the church community 

Toddler groups provided good opportunities to build church communities. In the research, there were examples of 

this happening in three ways: 

1. By the toddler groups users becoming more aware of and engaged with the church  

2. By the wider church community become more aware of and engaged with the toddler group 

3. By the toddler group team providing an inspiring example for the rest of the church to follow 

In order for this to happen there needed to be good relationships between toddler group leaders and church 

leaders, ideally with a shared vision and strategy for the future.  
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4.5 Support toddler group leaders 

It is important to have good toddler group leaders, with the motivation, confidence and competence to run a 

successful, distinctively Christian toddler group. These leaders need to be well supported if toddler groups are to 

progress towards meeting their mission potential.  

They would benefit from being supported by a range of people, including: 

¶ A team of toddler group helpers  

¶ Clergy and other church leaders 

¶ The wider church community 

¶ People with relevant experience (e.g. leading toddler groups, early years teaching, health visiting)  

¶ Diocese and national Church of England 

They need supporting in these ways. 

Pastorally: 

¶ Being valued and encouraged, knowing that what they do is an important for the future of the church 

¶ Having their confidence built 

¶ Having their faith nurtured and strengthened 

¶ Knowing that people are praying for them and their toddler group 

 

Practically: 

¶ Being adequately resourced 

¶ Having enough helpers for the group to operate effectively 

¶ Having easy access to a wide range of ideas and further resources 

¶ Being networked with other people to provide ideas and support 

 

Training and educating: 

¶ Being trained in leadership and management  

¶ Learning about how to be a distinctively Christian toddler group in their local context 

¶ Being taught how best to discern and use their own talents for the toddler group, and how to identify, 

harness and nurture the talents of others 

¶ Learning about faith development in toddlers and how faith can be nurtured  

¶ Learning how faith can be nurtured in other people 
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5 Missional opportunities  
Research objective: To identify the missional opportunities of church-based Toddler Groups and what is 

needed to help maximise these. 

 

The foundation for toddler group mission is to love and serve young families. By also being distinctively Christian, 

toddler groups can help to build awareness that it is 'ÏÄȭÓ ÌÏÖÅ which underpins that mission to love and serve. 

There are many opportunities to nurture faith journeys of all those involved, including the leaders. There is 

opportunity for the toddler group to build the church, from both inside and outside.  The ultimate mission 

opportunity is for transformation. There were examples in the research of lives and churches being transformed 

through toddler group activity. Together with other activities, this can contribute to transforming communities. 

There were examples in the research of this taking place. 

5.1 Love and serve young families 

Loving and serving young families was the foundation for toddler groups visited. The best examples of this were 

with toddler groups that understood and responded to the needs of individuals and communities. They did this by 

demonstrating generous hospitality through being friendly, welcoming, inclusive, inexpensive and by building 

relationships in a warm, family-like community. There were many examples in the research of toddler groups 

transforming lives through loving and serving. 

Here are some comments from toddler group leaders/clergy: 
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We are here for the mothers, not the toddlerÓȢ )Ô΄Ó ÒÕÎ ÂÙ ÇÒÁÎÎÉÅÓ ɍ-ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ 5ÎÉÏÎɎȟ ÔÈÁÔ΄Ó ÈÏ× 

×Å ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅÄ ÉÔȢ 3ÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÍÓ ÈÅÒÅ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎÙ ÅØÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓ ÎÅÁÒÂÙ ȣ )Ô ÉÓ 

ÒÅÃÏÍÍÅÎÄÅÄ ÂÙ ÄÏÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÓÕÒÇÅÒÉÅÓȢ (ÅÁÌÔÈ ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ×ÏÒËÅÒÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅ ÕÓȢ 7Å ×ÅÒÅ 

used as a safe place for a mum to meet her child who was ÉÎ ÆÏÓÔÅÒ ÃÁÒÅ ȣ 4ÈÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ×ÈÏ ÒÕÎÓ ÉÔ 

used to work in special needs and gives advice, support and reassurance to mums. We tell mums 

ÔÏ ÌÅÔ ÇÏ ΄×Å ÁÒÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÓÁÆÅÔÙ ÖÁÌÖÅȭȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÃÒÙ ÏÎ ÕÓȢ  

We remember everyone's names, even if we haven't seen them for months. We're a very friendly 

group. 

Mums make great friendships. One mum wrote us a moving letter as she said the group helped 

her through major postnatal depression, and years later she still talks about it when we meet 

her. 

One lady came who was new to the area and after a while said ' You are my family now, you've 

no idea' 

They will chat to us if they are dealing with anything like illness in their ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÏÒ ÂÅÒÅÁÖÅÍÅÎÔ ȣ 

4ÈÅÙ ËÎÏ× ×Å ÐÒÁÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍ ȣ -ÕÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÒÁÎÄÍÏÔÈÅÒÓ will sometimes come back even when 

the children have moved on. We want everyone to feel comfortable and welcome anytime - we 

are here for whenever they need us, welcome whenever and for whatever 

Here are some comments from parents/carers: 

)ÔȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÆÒÉÅndly here. When you come here you feel you are a part of the community 

)ȭÖÅ ÌÉÖÅÄ ÈÅÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÍÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÆÅÌÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ 

group 

)ÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÌÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÌÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÈÅÒÅȟ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÎÉÃÅ ÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ ÃÏÍÉÎg home now, I know 

everyone. My child is very happy here.  

From the minute we arrived we felt very welcome. They are very conscious of new people. The 

vicar came to chat and so did the leaders.  

Friendly people run this group and make you feel very welcomeȢ )Æ ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÈÁÄ Á ÂÁÄ ÎÉÇÈÔ ÔÈÅÎ 

come here, you feel better.  

)ȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÏ ËÎÏ× Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÌÙȢ )Ô ÌÉÖÅÎÓ ÍÅ ÕÐȢ 9ÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÓÔÁÙ ÄÏ×Î ×ÈÅÎ 

ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÈÅÒÅȢ ȣ -Ù ÈÕÓÂÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÆÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÃÁÎÃÅÒ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ÓÏ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÉÎ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÁÔ 

hoÍÅȢ ȣÂÕÔ ) ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÌÅÁÖÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÒÅÆÒÅÓÈÅÄȢ  
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)ÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÒÅÌÁØÅÄ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÌÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÈÅÒÅȢ )Æ )ȭÍ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ Á ÂÁÄ ×ÅÅË ÔÈÅÙ ÐÌÁÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÁÎÄ 

make you tea to give you some time out  

4ÈÉÓ ÆÅÅÌÓ ÌÉËÅ Á ÆÁÍÉÌÙȢ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈÇÏÅÒ ȣ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÌÉÇÉous parts (stories, their 

ÃÌÏÔÈÅÓȟ ÓÏÎÇȟ ÃÒÁÆÔɊ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÓÕÂÔÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÐÕÓÈÅÄ ÉÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÆÁÃÅȢ "ÕÔ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ Á×ÁÒÅ ÉÔ ÉÓ Á 

Christian group. There is a lovely sense of togetherness, and people are very willing to help each 

other ɀ that comes from the leaders. They transmit family and community. I really like the vibe 

ÈÅÒÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÖÅȢ  

All toddler groups offered food and drink as part of their hospitality. For most groups this consisted of tea, coffee 

and biscuits for the adults, with healthy snacks and drinks for the toddlers. Some had home-made cakes each 

week and many baked cakes for birthdays. In one deprived area the hospitality extended to a full meal including 

homemade butternut squash soup, cheesy pasta, fish fingers, fresh fruit, and yoghurt. The leader explained that it 

was not unusual for children and adults to arrive having not eaten, so providing a meal was an important part of 

loving and serving the local community.  

 

Although this hospitality was often driven by the Christian mission to love and serve the local community, it was 

not always recognised as such, especially if the group did little or nothing to overtly show its Christian 

distinctiveness.   

However, for others the provision of food and drink was more actively Christian.  

%ÁÔÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÂÉÇ ÄÅÁÌȢ 7Å ÁÌÌ ÓÉÔ ÒÏÕÎÄ Á ÂÉÇ ÔÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÅÁÔ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÅØÔÒÁÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÏÒ ÍÅ 

makes it more sacramental, it has that vibe about it. For all the world it looks like a mini 

Leonardo da Vinci [Last Supper] with tiny people. Often the mÕÍÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÄÏÎȭÔ 

ÏÆÔÅÎ ÓÉÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÈÅÒÅȢ 7Å ÄÏ ÓÎÁÃËÓȢ ȣ 7Å ÓÁÙ ÇÒÁÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÁÎË ÙÏÕ *ÅÓÕÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÓÅ 

ÓÎÁÃËÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÔÉÍÅ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÂÁÃË ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÏÏÍȟ ÁÎÄ ×Å ÓÁÙ ÌÅÔȭÓ ÇÏ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÎÄ ÏÕÔ ×ÈÁÔ 

they are. There are rituals and patterns in what we do, ÁÎÄ )ȭÍ ÑÕÉÔÅ ËÅÅÎ ÏÎ ÔÈÁÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ Á 

new normal really, people think this is normal now.  
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It was clear that Christian content was acceptable when built on a foundation of love and service to the 

community. Without it, other missional activities were likely to fail. Some users in the research talked about visits 

to other church toddler groups that were less hospitable: 

) ×ÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÏÎÅ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÒÕÎ ÂÙ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÁÎÄ ) ÏÎÌÙ ×ÅÎÔ ÏÎÃÅ ÁÓ ÉÔ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÖÅÒÙ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÌÙ ÁÎÄ 

the chuÒÃÈ ÐÁÒÔ ×ÁÓ ÒÁÍÍÅÄ ÄÏ×Î ÙÏÕÒ ÔÈÒÏÁÔȢ !ÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÎÇÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÅÒÅÎȭÔ 

many toys. I think it was either evangelical or Baptist. None of the helpers spoke to me or my 

friend. They made all the children pray. All the songs were religious ɀ I didÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÁÎÙ ÓÏngs so I 

ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÈÅÌÐ ÍÙ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÊÏÉÎ ÉÎȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÌÉËÅ 3ÕÎÄÁÙ ÓÃÈÏÏÌȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ×ÅÒÅ Á ÓÍÁÌÌ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ 

people there who all knew each other. We just sat in silence. We were only spoken to to be told 

the cost and let us know that there would be juice.  

I have travelled to others and some make you feel really uncomfortable. Everyone here said hello 

ÁÓ ) ÃÁÍÅ ÉÎȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÌÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÌÃÏÍÉÎÇ ȣ ÔÈÅÙ ÂÁËÅ ÃÁËÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÂÉÒÔÈÄÁÙÓ 

 

5.2 "ÕÉÌÄ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÌÏÖÅ 

Toddler groups were active in loving and serving young families. However, whilst the toddler groups might have 

ÂÅÅÎ ÆÉÌÌÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÒÅÁÌ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÌÏÖÅȟ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅÒÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍȢ 

Without Christian distinctiveness there was thought to be little difference between church groups and well-

meaning secular groups. Some were passive ÉÎ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÌÏÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ underpinned the love 

and service show in the group by not demonstrating any Christian distinctiveness.  

) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÒÕÎ ÂÙ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÁËÅ ÁÎÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȢ ) ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÔÏ 

3ÕÎÄÁÙ 3ÃÈÏÏÌ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÊÏÙÅÄ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÔÈÅÒÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÉÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÒÕÎ ÂÙ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ȟȟȟȟ ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ 

ÂÅ ÂÏÔÈÅÒÅÄ ÉÆ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÓÏÎÇÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÓÏÎÇȟ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÁÉÔÈÓȢ )ȭÍ Á 

Catholic married to a Muslim so would like my daughter to be exposed to and learn about 

different faiths.  

) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÒÕÎ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÁËÅ ÁÎÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÍÅ  

9ÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÔÅÌÌ ÉÔȭÓ ÒÕÎ ÂÙ ÃÈurch, [The leader] ÒÕÎÓ ÉÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÕÎÔ  

) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÓ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÂÕÔ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÂÏÔÈÅÒ ÍÅȢ ) ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÔÏ 

Sunday school  
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5.3 Nurture faith journeys: transform lives 

5.3.1 Nurturing faith of toddlers 

Nearly all parents involved in the research were comfortable with their toddlers learning about the Christian faith, 

even those who were atheists or from another faith. Some were even actively seeking Christian content from a 

church toddler group. Just as with baptism, it is laying the foundations for a faith journey.  

)ÔȭÓ ÎÉÃÅ ÔÏ   ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÒÏÕÔÉÎÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 

ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȢ )ÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÅÎÊÏÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ɍÓÅÒÖÉÃÅɎ ÐÁÒÔȟ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÅ Óongs and 

ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÉÃ ȣ -Ù ÓÏÎ ÎÏÔÉÃÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÎÄÌÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÉÎÅÄ ÇÌÁÓÓȢ ȣȢ 4ÈÅ 

ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÉÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÇÏÏÄȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÂÒÏÁÄ ÁÎÄ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÌÙȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ   ÈÉÇÈ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÆÅÅÌ 

very relaxed in church. No-one  is pushed in to  church. My daughter picks up things about the 

#ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÆÁÉÔÈȢ ) ÆÅÅÌ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÖÅ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÁÓ Á ÎÏÎ-British person. People from different ethnic 

backgrounds are welcomed.  

) ÁÍ ÁÎ ÁÔÈÅÉÓÔȟ ÂÕÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓ ×ÈÏ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ Á ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȟ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ 

ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÏÆÆÅÎÄÅÄȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÏÆÆÅÎÄÅÄ ÂÙ ÍÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÁÔÈÅÉÓÔȢ ) ÈÁÖÅ 

ÎÏ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ "ÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÃÒÁÆÔÓ ÅÔÃȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ Á ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÌÉÇÈÔÅÓÔȟ ÁÎÄ 

)ȭÍ ÎÏÔ ÂÏÔÈÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ )ȭÍ ÆÉÎÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÓ ÌÏÎÇ 

ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÃÈÒÉÓÔÅÎ ÍÙ ÃÈÉÌÄȢ ȣ )ÔȭÓ ÎÉÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÅØÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÂÅÌÉÅÆÓȟ ÔÈÅÎ 

they can make up their own mind when they are older  

)ÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÆÁÉÔÈ ȣ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÅØÐÅÃÔ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔ 

from a church toddler group  

)ÔȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÅÁÃÈ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÈÅ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÂÁÃËÇÒÏÕÎÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÁÒÅ ÙÏÕÎÇȢ  

This is run by a church and they have a duty to introduce people to the Christian faith, it would be 

great to have songs, craft or things like Christmas related activities going on. We do all need to 

understand more about religions, ignorance is not good. I was a bit lazy about teaching my 

ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÆÁÉÔÈ ÓÏ )ȭÍ ÈÁÐÐÙ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÅÌÓÅ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÉÔ  

Many parents mentioned that they expected their toddler to progress to a church school. They felt that a church 

based toddler group would give their children a foundation of faith which would continue at school. 

)ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÎ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÒÕÎ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȟ ) ËÎÏ× ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔȭÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ÇÅÔÓ ÙÏÕ ÔÏ ËÎÏ× 

ÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ ) ÖÁÌÕÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÙȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÏ ÇÉÖÅ ÈÅÒ Á ÇÒÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

Christian faith , which will continue at school. The first time it was a surprise to me, but it is good 

ÁÓ ÉÔ ÇÅÔÓ ÍÅ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÄ ÔÏÏ ÁÎÄ ÔÁËÅÓ ÍÙ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ÍÙ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÒÏÏÔÓȢ ȣ )ÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÏ ÇÉÖÅ ÔÈÅÍ 

exposure to faith at this age, if they learn it now then they can make their own choice in future  
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) ÆÏÕÎÄ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÏÎÅÓ ÁÒÅ ×ÅÌÌ ÒÕÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÅȭÓ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÓÃÈÏÏÌȢ )ÔȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅȭÓ 

ÔÁÕÇÈÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÆÁÉÔÈȢ )Ô ÈÁÓ Á ÎÉÃÅÒ ÆÅÅÌ ÔÏ ÉÔ ÈÅÒÅȟ Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÁÔÍÏÓÐÈÅÒÅȢ )ȭÍ ÏÐÅÎ ÔÏ 

ÍÏÒÅ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔ ÁÓ ÌÏÎÇ ÁÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÇÅÎÔÌÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÏÎÅÓ  

)ÔȭÓ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔȭÓ Á #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ Íum thinkÓ ÓÏ ÔÏÏȢ ɍ'ÒÁÎÄÍÏÔÈÅÒɎȢ )ÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ 

ÔÈÁÔ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÈÁÖÅ ÓÏÍÅ ÆÁÉÔÈ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÌÉÖÅÓȣȢ )ȭÖÅ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÆÅÌÔ ÕÎÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÁÎÄ 

ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÅÎÊÏÙÅÄ Á ÂÉÔ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÂÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ×Å 

were brought up with it. They will be doing it a Christian school.  

) ×ÁÓ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÕÐ ÁÓ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈÇÏÅÒ ÓÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÆÏÒ ÍÙ ÓÏÎ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ *ÅÓÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 

#ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÆÁÉÔÈȢ (Å ×ÉÌÌ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÇÏ ÔÏ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÓÃÈÏÏÌȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÍÁËÅ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅȭÓ 

older.  

Toddlers mÁÙ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏÏ ÙÏÕÎÇ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÌÉÖÅÓ ȬÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÅÄȭ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ ÎÏÔ ÔÏÏ ÙÏÕÎÇ ÔÏ 

have their lives shaped by Christian values (e.g. honesty, kindness, thankfulness, patience, respect). Parents in the 

research were enthusiastic about this role for church toddler groups. 

)ÔȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÎÉÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÉÔ ÈÅÌÐÓ ÔÏ ÔÅÁÃÈ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÍÏÒÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÏ× ÔÏ ÂÅÈÁÖÅȢ 

)ÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÄÏÎÅ ÁÔ Á ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÌÅÖÅÌ  

I ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ×ÉÔÈ "ÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ [there were none at this toddler group], my children 

ÁÒÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÔÏ Á ÆÁÉÔÈ ÓÃÈÏÏÌȢ )ȭÍ #ÁÔÈÏÌÉÃ ÓÏ ) ÔÈÉÎË "ÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÁÙÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÔÈÉÎÇȟ 

ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÆÏÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȢ ȣ !Ô ÔÈÉÓ ÁÇÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÌÕÒÒÅÄ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ ×ÒÏÎÇ ÓÏ ÉÔ És 

important to teach them morals ɀ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÇÏ ÏÎ ÍÕÃÈ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÄÁÙÓ  

One of the best examples of this in the research was a group where toddlers were being taught about giving using 

ÔÈÅ ×ÉÄÏ×ȭÓ ÍÉÔÅ ÓÔÏÒÙȢ 4ÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÏÌÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÉÎ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÅÎÇÁÇÉÎÇ ×ÁÙ ÁÎd then prayed, including prayers about 

giving. For the craft activity toddlers were given two chocolate buttons and asked to put at least one of them into 

in envelope to be decorated and given to someone special.  

5.3.2 Nurturing faith of adults 

There are opportunities to nurture the faith of adults. The research found evidence that this was happening in a 

variety of ways, both actively and passively, including through: 

¶ Relationship-building 

¶ (Re-)Introducing them to faith/church through the toddler group 

¶ Learning from toddler activities 

¶ Inviting them to other church activities, courses or services 

A lot of people come here and something about what we do, maybe the overtness, makes them 

ÔÈÉÎË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÆÁÉÔÈ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÍÅÁÎÓȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÅÎÅÓÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÌÉÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈe lives of their 

children. 
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One of the group leaders was a mum; she brought four children here and now looks after all 

admin etc. She has also come to faith, she ×ÁÓÎȭÔȭ Á #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÃÏÍÉÎÇȢ She is now 

confirmed and is a server at church 

There is a huge bond between the people here and the church. One mum is now very involved in 

the church, it changed her life.  We have at least three grannies who are planning to carry on 

once toddlers have moved on. 

I have a lot of friends who are not religious and this is very open and welcoming, not pushy at all 

and easy for them to access. We go to church but my sister-in-law who comes does not, and she 

ÉÓ ÈÁÐÐÙ ÈÅÒÅ ÁÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÅȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÓÈÅ ÇÅÔÓ ÔÏ ÍÅÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÃÁÒ 

and get ÔÏ ËÎÏ× ÈÉÍȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÅÁÓÉÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ -Ù ÓÉÓÔÅÒ-in-law is getting more 

comfortable with the idea of church now.   

 

In order to nurture the faith of parents/carers it is helpful to know where they currently are on their faith journey. 

The quantitative survey showed that whilst over half of leaders claimed to know the faith of parents/carers quite 

well, only 7% knew it very well and almost 4 in 10 claimed they did not know their faith well, if at all.  

Q. How well do you know the faith of the parents/carers that come to your toddler group? 

 

The quantitative research also showed that leaders felt two thirds of parents/carers were quite or very interested in 

the Christian faith, ÎÏÎÅ ÃÌÁÉÍÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ȬÎÏÔ ÁÔ ÁÌÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄȢ  

Q. On the whole, how interested do you feel parents/carers are in the Christian faith? 

 

Any other comments made on this survey question can be found in Appendix 2. 

7%

55%

33%

5%

Very well

Quite well

Not very well

Not at all

4%

60%

28%

0%

8%

Very interested

Quite interested

Not very interested

Not at all interested

No idea
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There were many examples in the research of parents/carers that were re-discovering faith, often building on 

foundations that were laid when they were children themselves 

I started to take faith seriously again when I had my child. It has become an anchor for me and I 

want that for my child. He may come back to it if he falls away in his teenage years.  

I feel ready for church now, ) ×ÁÓ ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÅÄ ÁÔ ΧΪ ÂÕÔ ÄÒÉÆÔÅÄ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÁÓ ) ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÒÅÁÄÙȢ  

Friends recommended this group and I was on a waiting list. I was new to the area and have met 

a lot of people here. Going into church reminded me of going to Sunday school, it was comforting 

and had a familiarity about it, like coming home.  

Coming here opened up the opportunity to re-ÓÔÁÒÔ Á ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ×ÉÔÈ 'ÏÄȢ ȣ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÌÉÇÈÔ 

ÔÏÕÃÈ ÔÏ ÆÁÉÔÈ ÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÇÒÏÕÐȢ )ȭÍ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÎÔ ÍÙ ÃÈÉÌd to have an 

ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÎ ÍÁËÅ ÈÅÒ Ï×Î ÃÈÏÉÃÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÏÌÄÅÒȢ 7Å ÇÏ ÔÏ ÓÏÍÅ 

family services now. My husband said perhaps we should explore faith together. We tried Alpha 

ÂÕÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÆÉÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏ ÕÓÅÆÕÌȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÅȭÖÅ had here with the vicar and leader have 

ÂÅÅÎ ÖÅÒÙ ÈÅÌÐÆÕÌȢ -Ù ÈÕÓÂÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÐÅÎ ÔÏ 'ÏÄȢ 7ÅȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÅØÐÌÏÒÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 

ÅÎÑÕÉÒÉÎÇȢ ȣ #ÏÍÅ *ÁÎÕÁÒÙ ÍÙ ÄÁÕÇÈÔÅÒ ×ÉÌÌ ÇÏ ÔÏ ÎÕÒÓÅÒÙ ÓÏ ×ÉÌÌ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÁÎÙ ÍÏÒÅȟ 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÓÁÄȢ ȣ #ÏÍÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÈÁÓ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÐÅÒÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ 

ÅÁÓÙ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÁÌÏÎÇ ÔÏ ÏÎÃÅ Á ÍÏÎÔÈȢ )Ô ËÅÅÐÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ 3ÕÎÄÁÙÓ ÆÒÅÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ 

ÄÉÓÒÕÐÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÇÒÅÇÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÎÏÉÓÙ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒÓȢ ȣ )ÔȭÓ Á ÓÈÁÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ 

gÒÏÕÐÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÁÓ ) ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÅÎÊÏÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÈÅÒȢ ȣ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁØÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ 

ÔÈÅ ÆÁÉÔÈ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÇÏÏÄ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÎÏ ÏÂÌÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÐÁÒÔ ȣ ) ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÇÏ ÈÏÍÅ ÁÎÄ 

ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÙ ÈÕÓÂÁÎÄȢ ȣ .Ï× ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ) ÂÒÉÎÇ Íy mum along to church groups, it 

has had an impact on the wider family.   

There were also examples of parents/carers discovering faith for the first time in their lives through the toddler 

group.  

3ÉÎÃÅ )ȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÇÒÏÕÐ )ȭÖÅ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÁÎÄ )ȭÖÅ ÅÎÊÏÙÅÄ ÉÔȢ )ȭÍ 

beginning to feel part of the Church of England community, through the community of this 

toddler group  

I came to the toddler group, then did an Alpha course, then started going to church. This group 

ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÆÏÒÃÅ ÁÎÙÔÈing on you, but it is all Christian based ɀ prayers, stories and songs 

We were new to the area and this group was recommended as being friendly and welcoming. I 

was a non-churchgoer in the past but now go along to the family services and help out with 

thinÇÓ ÌÉËÅ ÆÅÔÅÓȢ -Ù ÃÈÉÌÄ ÌÏÖÅÓ ÉÔ ÈÅÒÅ ÔÏÏȢ ȣ IȬÖÅ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÈÅÌÐÉÎÇ Ǫ ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇ ÍÅÓÓÙ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ -Ù 

husband is not religious but he comes along to family services. There is a community feel here 



       | 19 

 

  
 

ÁÎÄ ×Å ÆÅÅÌ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÉÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÍÙ ÄÁÕÇÈÔÅÒ ÔÏ ÇÒÏ× Õp feeling part of the 

community/church family.  

Some toddler groups offered courses or small group activities to help support those who were interested in 

exploring faith. The research showed that to encourage engagement it was important to remove as many barriers 

as possible and to tailor the courses or groups to suit young families e.g. running within or immediately 

before/after the toddler group, offering a crèche facility, making it familiar by using leaders and spaces already 

known, making the focus relevant to young families.  

The best thing we did was to start the Christianity Explored type course, alongside the toddler 

group. It ran inside as part of the toddler group, sometimes one to one, sometimes with or three 

or four people. Church members came to provide support, to look after their children. The courses 

ran in different room. 

7Å ÄÏ -ÕÍȭÓ "ÉÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ #ÁËÅȟ ÉÔ ÔÁËÅÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÉÎ ÈÏÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÍÁÉÎÌÙ ÔÏ ÈÅÌÐ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ 

ÐÁÒÅÎÔÉÎÇȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÍÉØ ÏÆ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÎ-Christians and runs in the evening 6 times a year. We 

get to have proper conversations there.  

I might do a course at some point, although this age group are quite reluctant to do any sort of 

course. We offer things like Alpha and we are looking at offering parenting classes with the 

,ÉÇÈÔÈÏÕÓÅ 'ÒÏÕÐ ɉ×ÈÏ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÓÃÈÏÏÌÓɊȢ 7Å ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ×Å ÍÉÇÈÔ ÔÒÙ ÔÈÁÔȢ 7ÅȭÖÅ ÁÌÓÏ 

looked at other courses. But the people of this generation are happy with where they are and the 

relationship we have with them. It can be a weird thing, asking them to take a course. We do 

!ÌÐÈÁ ÖÅÒÙ ÌÉÇÈÔÌÙȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÆÏÒ ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÇÒÁÃÅ ÂÁÓÅÄ approach. 

7Å ÈÁÖÅ &ÒÉÄÁÙ &ÅÌÌÏ×ÓÈÉÐ ÍÏÒÎÉÎÇȢ )ÔȭÓ ÂÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÒîÃÈÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÃÁÒÁÇÅȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÇÒÅÁÔ 

relationship builder and many from toddler group come. 

On Friday we have a session 12:30 til 3, a little like a small group thing. We do worship, we look 

at life and faith through a bible passage, often a sermon on DVD/streamed, prayer for each 

other, all round a table with coffee and cake. )ÔȭÓ Íore intentional than normal small groupsȢ )ÔȭÓ 

Friday church. It came out of Alpha ɀ they wanted a follow up somehow, and it ran on Friday at 

that time. It came out of a desire to disciple people. Some people come from the toddler group, go 

to Alpha, then go to Friday church for year or so and then may go on to Sunday church. 

Some also found there was demand to set up small groups or activities to meet the needs of those who had valued 

the toddler group community and wished to continue meeting once their toddlers had outgrown the group.  

Some mums have joined the Wednesday morning Bible Study Group when their children start 

school.  
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7Å ÎÏ× ÈÁÖÅ Á ÌÁÄÉÅÓ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÅÅÔ ÏÎÃÅ Á ÍÏÎÔÈ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÇÒÅ× ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÇÒÏÕÐȢ )ÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÌÏ× 

key, we chat and then gather everything together in prayer and we now need to step a bit further 

×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÁÔ ÇÒÏÕÐȢ 7ÅȭÖÅ ÐÒÁÙÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÁt group. These are not churchgoers. 

We have bi-monthly family parties with play, bible story, afternoon tea, to help keep the 

ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐȢ 7Å ÁÌÓÏ ÏÆÆÅÒ ȬÃÈÉÌÌ ÏÕÔ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȭȟ ÁÉÍÅÄ ÁÔ ÙÏÕÎÇ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓȢ  

One church in a very deprived areas ofÆÅÒÅÄ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÓËÉÌÌÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ Ȭ(ÅÁÖÅÎȭÓ +ÉÔÃÈÅÎȭ - a 

fortnightly cooking club, which included a crèche and Bible study. The toddler group was often a point of initial 

contact, where relationships were built and people were introduced to other parts of the church community. There 

was evidence of the church helping to transform the local community. 

7Å ÁÌÌ ÌÉÖÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÓÏ ÁÌÌ ËÎÏ× ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȢ 4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÒÅÁÌ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÓÐÉÒÉÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÉÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÔÈÅÒ 

dads come along too. The church does home cooked meals for people too. They have 

hairdressing here at church and people can buy fruit and veg here. Getting out and about with 

ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÉÓ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ Á ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÔÈÉÎÇȢ )Æ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÍÁËÅ Íy parenting job a lot 

harder.  

 

5.4 Building the church community ɀ transform the church community 

Thriving toddler groups visited had a clear intention to build the church community. The most common way of 

thinking about this was to build the existing church worshipping community by encouraging toddler group users to 

engage with it. This was largely done through invitation and is discussed in section 6.4 of this report. 

I probably go to more church services because of this toddler group.  

One other way to build the church community was to think of the toddler group as an integral part of the church 

ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȟ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÅ ÏÕÔÒÅÁÃÈ ÔÙÐÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÈÏÐÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÕÓÅÒÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ȬÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓȭ ÆÒÏÍȢ 

/ÎÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÅÖÅÎ ȬÒÅ-ÂÒÁÎÄÅÄȭ ÔÈÅ Ôoddler group as a Toddler Congregation in order to change the way it was 

viewed by the wider church. In these examples, integration with other parts of the church community was 

encouraged, but not considered necessary for building the church. 

People come from quite a large area to the toddler group. They are selecting us for our 

spirituality, they know there is something different and we are clear about that. It is only fair that 

×Å ÁÒÅ ÃÌÅÁÒȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÁÌÓÏ ËÎÏ× ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÔÌÙ ÂÁÄÇÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ the other 

congregations. We are happy for them to be here as this congregation. ȣ ×Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ÐÕÔ ÕÐ ÂÁÒÒÉÅÒÓ 

ÁÎÄ ÓÁÙ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÏÕÔ ×Å ÔÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÍÁËÅ ÉÔ inclusive ȣ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÙÏÕ 

are. It can be a bit of a grey space!! We have seen quite a lot of growth through that, some people 

come through to Sunday congregation. We do a lot of festival stuff, but we are not that bothered 

about whether they come through, because they are here. We accept that some just come to this. 
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)ȭÍ Îot sure whether mums pick that up, but they do know somethingȭs different here. ȣI think 

the two stage model which is very common (a toddler group then a religious service) is a problem, 

I think this works a lot better as there are no unnatural boundaries. 

I feel ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ȬÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÏÎ 4ÕÅÓÄÁÙȟ ÁÎÄ Á ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÂÉÓÈÏÐ ÓÁÙÓ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÄÏÉÎÇ 

ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ ÍÅÓÓÙ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ 

We are now moving to a benefice of 3 and will have a new vicar ɀ ÓÏ )ȭÖÅ Îo idea where we are 

going now. I would hope that they see the ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÏÆ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ×ÏÒËȢ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÒÅ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ Á 

ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÃÏÎÇÒÅÇÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ the only way churches can hope to survive really. They 

have to think that this Monday group is actually another congregation and people should not 

start to ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÎ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÏÎ Á 3ÕÎÄÁÙȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ×ÏÒËÓ 

these days. 

7Å ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÃÈÕÒÃÈȭȢ 

The other way that toddler groups had the potential to build the church was by transforming the lives of those 

who were leading, helping or supporting the group in any way. There were some examples of leadership teams 

spending time together in fellowship and prayer, planning the future of their toddler groups.  

)ÔȭÓ Á ÔÅÁÍ ÔÈÉÎÇȢ 7Å ÁÒÅ ÉÎ ÉÔ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȟ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔing each other and praying together. Prayer is 

ËÅÙȢ ȣ 7Å ÓÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÎË ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÙ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÉÔȟ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÁÉÍÓ ÁÒÅȢ )Æ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÖÉÓÉÏÎȟ 

nothing from God, no passion then what is the point? 

 

5.5 Transforming the local community 

Through the toddler group, and other similar activities, there is potential to transform local communities. Here is a 

ÑÕÏÔÅ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÃÕÒÁÔÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÉÓ ÈÕÇÅȡ 

The whole church supports the toddler group ɀ they are aware of it and hear the stories. We have 

over 400 children on our books, through the weekday childcare (6am to 6pm). Apart from the 

primary school and Tesco, we are the next biggest thing in the community ɀ not our Sunday 

church but our childcare. The impact we have on the community because of that is huge. A lot of 

people in the community know us and the building, but not our church on Sunday. So every few 

weeks we have a service where we introduce the community to the church and vice versa. The 

biggest problem we have is the separation between childcare and Sunday church, there is not a 

lot of crossover. So this is an attempt to develop some contact. Once we month we do this 

ÔÈÁÎËÓÇÉÖÉÎÇ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÉÔ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÉÍÅȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÓÈÏÒÔ ΪΫÍÉÎ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÁÎÄ ×Å ÄÏ ÓÏÍÅ 

of the songs we do at toddler group (e.g. hosanna rock and my god is great big god). Because it is 
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ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÙ ËÎÏ× ÉÔȭÓ ÅÁÓÉÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÁÌÏÎÇ ÔÏȟ ÍÏÒÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÁÒȢ 3Ï ×Å ÁÒÅ ÓÅÅÉÎÇ 

families come across more regularly. 

Here is a quote from a toddler group user in a very deprived area, describing how a recommendation to join the 

toddler group had transformed family life and commenting on how important the church is to the local 

community. 

This group was recommended, a friend introduced me to this church and the children love it. I 

come to the Tuesday group too. I also come to church café on Thursday and Church on Sunday, 

ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÈÅÁÖÅÎȭÓ ËÉÔÃÈÅÎ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÃÏÏËÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÅÅËȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ Ô×Ï ×ÅÅËÓ ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÂÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÕÄÙȢ 4ÈÅ 

children will come along too, to play. 7Å ÁÌÓÏ ÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÃÌÕÂ ÈÅÒÅȢ )ȭÍ ÈÅÒÅ ÁÔ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ 

nearly every day and my partner is now the deputy church warden. We went to church down 

south before, but we were never involved with church. I take my children to the vine group on 

Wednesday, thaÔȭÓ ÂÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÎÇÉÎÇȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÉÓ Á ÈÕÇÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȢ  

 

5.6 Quantitative findings 

The following findings are from the quantitative survey with toddler group leaders. It shows that they feel they are 

doing well with loving and serving young families but less well with aspects such as nurturing faith journeys. They 

tend to be more passive in maximising mission potential rather than active and intentional. 

Q. How well do you feel each of these describes your toddler group? 

 

87%

73%

71%

67%

52%

52%

50%

46%

38%

32%

30%

11%

13%

22%

29%

30%

42%

41%

41%

28%

53%

35%

37%

46%

5%

1%

4%

5%

6%

9%

26%

9%

33%

33%

43%

Provides a safe space for play/socialising

Shares Christian hospitality

Helps build friendships between young families

Demonstrates the love of God

Welcomes families into the church

Supports young families

Christian presence in the local community

Is distinctively Christian

Builds relationships between church & families

Teaches people about Jesus

Nurtures the faith of toddlers

Nurtures the faith of parents/carers

Very well Quite well Not very/at all well
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Do you do any of the following to help nurture Christian faith with toddler group parents? 

 

Any other comments made on this survey question can be found in Appendix 2. 

 

  

85%

83%

70%

57%

56%

48%

43%

39%

33%

17%

13%

Show them the love of God

Demonstrate Christian faith and hospitality

Support and encourage any faith they may have

Discuss faith informally with them

Provide opportunities to meet with church members

Involve them in faith activities at the toddler group

Introduce them to Christian families within the church

Invite parents to explore faith with others

Involve parents in preparing for baptism

Suggest activities/resources to use at home

Invite parents to church parenting courses



       | 24 

 

  
 

5.7 Recommendations: maximising the missional opportunities 

To maximise the opportunities for mission it is important to: 

1. Acknowledge that the opportunities exist 

2. Understand the opportunities in the local context*  

3. Create a vision of the future with clear aims for maximising the opportunities 

4. Develop an active, intentional strategy for achieving those aims 

5. Make sure that toddler group vision and strategy is linked to the overall church strategy 

6. Have regular planning and reviews of progress 

* Understanding the local context includes both looking out: to the needs of young families in the area, and 

looking in: to acknowledge the strengths and talents available as well as the style and theology of the local church. 

It is also important for the toddler group to have good leadership that is well supported by: 

¶ Church leaders 

¶ Toddler group helpers 

¶ Prayer 

Other recommendations regarding missional opportunities include: 

¶ Provide a good quality welcome to all, particularly newcomers 

¶ Understand and respond to the needs of young families  

¶ Build relationships with individuals 

¶ Foster relationship building between members of the group, to create a sense of family and community 

¶ Offer generous hospitality 

¶ Be distinctively Christian (detailed recommendations in the following section of this report) 

¶ Lay of foundations of faith with toddlers by introducing them to bible stories, characters and practices 

(such as prayer) as well as Christian values 

¶ Nurture the faith of adults through toddler group activities/relationship building, supporting them with 

prayer and through invitations to other church activities, courses or services 

¶ Consider the toddler group to be an integral part of the church community, rather than a separate 

outreach type activity, and build the worshipping church community by encouraging them to engage with 

the toddler group 
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6 Being distinctively Christian  
Research objective: To identify what makes a church-based toddler group distinctively Christian and the 

challenges associated with this.  

To maximise the missional opportunities it is clearly very important to also be distinctively Christian. Here is a 

quote from a curate who ran a toddler group and was passionate about it being distinctive: 

) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÉÎ ÒÕÎÎÉÎÇ Á ÇÒÏÕÐ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÉÔ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎȢ 7Å ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ Á ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÂÕÔ Éf we 

ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÅÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ËÎÏ× ×ÈÙ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÎÏ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÎÙ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÌÕÂȢ 

And if Jesus really is the Good News, and really is the reason, then we are doing a disservice by 

withholding that. I think people appreciate the honesty, they know we want them to be part of 

ÏÕÒ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ ) ÈÏÐÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÏÕÒ ÏÖÅÒÔÎÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÇÅÎÔÌÅ ȣ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÏÖÅÒÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÏ ×Å ÁÒÅ 

ÁÎÄ ×Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÎÙÏÎÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ×ÈÏ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅȢ 

The research identified four main ways of showing Christian distinctiveness, as well as a variety of other ways to 

communicate that the group was run by a church: 

¶ Being visibly Christian 

¶ Christian activities 

¶ Clergy involvement 

¶ Introduction and invitation 

¶ Other communication and activities 

6.1.1 Being visibly Christian 

The easiest way to be distinctively Christian is to show it visibly. Although this is passive rather than active it is still 

very important and can serve as a constant reminder that the group is run by a church. There were a variety of 

ways of being visibly Christian.  

6.1.2 Using the church building 

Using the church worship area for the toddler group helps to remind users that the group is Christian. For some 

groups, the church was used all the time, for others it was used for part of the session and others used it on an 

occasional basis e.g. seasonal activities or end of term sessions. Churches are usually full of stimulus which can be 

used in the sessions or for generating conversations, particularly with toddlers who are keen to explore and 

question. Being in or around the church helps both children and adults to feel comfortable and familiar with the 

church environment, which helps to remove potential barriers to attending church services or other events. 

Of course, relying on the building alone to demonstrate Christian distinctiveness is not enough as in some cases 

secular groups use church buildings to run toddler groups. 
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6.1.3 Using symbolism and other visuals 

Even if the worship area is not used, there are always opportunity to use Christian symbolism and other visuals to 

remind people that the toddler group is Christian.  Examples from the research included: church noticeboards, 

posters or wall hangings, crosses and books (bibles, storybooks, prayer books).  

6.1.4 Clothing 

Some toddler group leaders wore church branded t-shirts or polo shirts, which not only helped them to be 

identified but also served to remind people that they represented the church. Some other leaders wore 

distinctively Christian name badges or crosses. Of course, clergy were also a visible Christian presence, assuming 

they were at least wearing a collar.  
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6.2 Christian activities 

One of the main ways church toddler groups showed their Christian distinctiveness was through activities. These 

included: 

¶ Seasonal activities 

¶ Stories 

¶ Craft activities 

¶ Songs 

¶ Short church services 

It was clear from the research that Christian activities were largely expected at church run toddler groups. In some 

groups the activities such as songs and stories took place in a separate space and were optional activities, whereas 

in others the expectation was that all should join in. Some were regular activities each week whilst others were 

occasional. One toddler group alternated Christian story and craft with secular: 

Being distinctively Christian ɀ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÓÔÒÉËÉÎÇ Á ÂÁÌÁÎÃÅȢ 7Å ÄÏ Á #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÅÖÅÒÙ 

ÆÏÒÔÎÉÇÈÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÉÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÁÆÔ ÉÎȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÂÁÌÁÎÃÅȢ 3Ï ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÅÖÅÒÙ ×ÅÅËȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÆÆ-

ÐÕÔÔÉÎÇȠ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÆÅÅÌ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ Á #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÒÅȟ ÅÖÅÎ ÉÆ ÊÕÓÔ ÉÎ Á 

small way. We did creation the other week, not a bible story but thanked God for all things in the 

ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ×ÏÒÌÄȢ 3ÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÂÉÂÌÅ stories, today we did psalm 23.  

In well planned groups there was a theme to bring Christian activities together, which worked well. For example, in 

ÏÎÅ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÔÈÅÙ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÅÍÅ ÏÆ &ÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ $ÁÙ ÔÏ ÈÅÌÐ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÓÓÁÇÅ ÔÈÁÔ 'ÏÄ ÌÏÖÅÓ ÕÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÔÏÌÄ ÔÈÅ 

story of the prodigal son, the craft activity involved creating large hands of the father to hug his son (and 

associated bible verse), 

together with relevant 

songs. The intention was 

for the hands to be given 

to fathers, which 

extended the activity into 

the home.  

 

In another group the story 

×ÁÓ ÔÏÌÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÄÏ×ȭÓ 

mite in a very engaging way using a felt board. This was followed by prayer with the toddlers sitting round a coffee 

table full of candles and included prayers about giving. For the craft activity toddlers were given two chocolate 
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buttons and asked to put at least one of them into in envelope to be decorated and shared with someone special, 

which again extended the activity into the home.  

6.2.1 Gathering together 

With the exception of craft, Christian activities were often a time to gather the group together. In many groups it 

was expected that everyone would gather, including the parents/carers ɀ for songs, stories and notices. This 

sometimes took place in a separate space and often happened when the toddlers did not have access to 

(distracting) toys, either before or after free play time. This was a key time for communication. 

6.2.2 Seasonal activities  

Both Christian and secular seasonal events were being used to show Christian distinctiveness, all of the toddler 

groups did at least something to acknowledge Christmas and Easter.  

We invented two new things that happen at festivals, and we do these in church, targeted at this 

group. We have a hide and seek service at Christmas where they have to find all the bits 

associated with the nativity but we also do the same on Good Friday for Easter where they have 

to find all the bits, including a plastic ear! The children really love it, and they remember it. It 

gives them a feeling of being welcome in the church. 

We do an Easter tea and treat session at the church with crafts and activities, most mums attend 

Sometimes we do Lenten challenges, but not every year. The first time we decided to raise 

money for the church. It was also partly to get the congregation more aware of us as a 

community. TÈÅÙ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ×ÈÙ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÏÎ Á 3ÕÎÄÁÙ, we just say ɀ do you come on a 

Tuesday? ȣ /ÕÒ Æirst Lenten challenge raised over £1000, we did a sponsored pram push, coffee 

mornings etc. We did a presentation in church on Sunday morning. The mums work out what 

they want to do for Lenten challenge ɀ the activities and the charity. They own it and we support 

alongside. 

It was clear from discussions with parents that they expected a church toddler group to do something to celebrate 

the main Christian festivals. One toddler group that previously had no Christian activities used Christmas as an 

opportunity to introduce bible stories and craft activities which then continued with other stories after Christmas. 

Some of the research fieldwork coincided with &ÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ $ÁÙ ÁÎÄ toddler groups were taking the opportunity to tell 

appropriate bible stories e.g. The Prodigal Son. One toddler group uses the lectionary as part of its planning 

process, to see what is coming up each term that might be used as a theme for the toddler group session.  

First we sat down with the lectionary and looked to see if any feast days fell on a Tuesday, so we 

ÄÉÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÓÔÕÆÆ ÆÏÒ 3Ô $ÁÖÉÄȭÓ $ÁÙȢ We try to tie in with church year, Ascension and Pentecost for 

example. We also look at whatȭÓ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÉÎ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÉÎ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÅȢÇȢ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÄÁÙ  
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6.2.3 Songs 

Toddlers love singing, action songs, dancing, and making a noise with simple instruments. Using Christian songs 

was one of the main ways toddler groups were being distinctively Christian.  One of the challenges with this is 

having someone with confidence to lead the toddlers in song. Some groups had a gifted leader or were able to use 

someone else with appropriate talent, usually from the church. CDs were also being used well, although some 

commented that they would like more recommendations on suitable CDs to use for toddlers.  

 

 

Most of the parents/carers were happily joining in with the songs and talked of singing them with their toddlers at 

home. There was some apprehension from users about not knowing the songs:  

They sometimes have Christian songs, at Christmas and Easter. If there were more Christian 

ÓÏÎÇÓ ÔÈÅÎ ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÔÈÅÍ ÁÎÄ ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÊÏÉÎ ÉÎȟ ÁÎÄ ×Å ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÃÁÒÒÙ ÏÎ 

singing them at home. That would make it difficult foÒ ÍÅ ÁÓ Á ÐÁÒÅÎÔȟ ÍÙ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ 

to opt out even if I did. Then I might have to leave  

Some groups were aware that new users may be unfamiliar with Christian songs and had put some effort into 

alleviating any apprehension: 
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They are quite happy with the songs. I typed the words out so that people would be able to sing 

them and not feel uncomfortable. [Have words on sheets].  )ȭÖÅ recently added in some secular 

songs too, so there are familiar ones for newcomers. It depends what they pull out of the bag ɀ 

we have all sorts of objects linked to songs and it depends what object they pull out as to what 

song is sung. It works. The kids get to know what the objects are so they feel for particular 

objects. It helps to give them confidence as well, as some toddlers go on to lead the songs!  

One group used nursery rhyme tunes that were familiar, but used Christian words. Examples of songs from the 

sheet were: 

¶ Twinkle Twinkle: #ÁÎÄÌÅȟ ÃÁÎÄÌÅ ÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÁÌÌȟ *ÅÓÕÓ ÌÏÖÅ ÉÓ ÆÏÒ ÕÓ ÁÌÌ ȣ 

¶ London Bridge: 'ÏÄ ÃÁÎ ÈÅÁÒ ÍÅ ×ÈÅÎ ) ÓÉÎÇ ȣ 

¶ Skip to my Lou: 4ÈÅ ÓÕÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÙ ÓÈÏÕÔÓ Ȭ0ÒÁÉÓÅ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄȦȭ ȣ 

¶ 3ÈÅȭÌÌ ÂÅ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎȡ !ÎÄ ×Å ËÎÏ× 'ÏÄ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÕÓ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÈÏÍÅ ȣ 

6.2.4 Christian Stories  

As well as singing, toddlers also enjoy a good story. The most engaging story times were those that actively 

involved the children e.g. asking questions or helping with actions or props. Most of those leading the stories 

recognised that although the stories were aimed at toddlers, it was also relevant to engage the parents/carers.   

The stories are told for the toddlers to learn and remember them. But also, so many people, 

particularly in their 20s and 30s, are completely biblically illiterate. 4ÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ realise that some 

stories, like Adam and Eve, are from the Bible and they think parables are old wives tales. You 

ÃÁÎȭÔ ÐÒÅÓÕÍÅ ÔÈÅÙ ËÎÏ× ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÔÁÌË ÄÏ×Î ÔÏ ÔÈÅÍȢ )ÔȭÓ 

ÇÏÏÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÔ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÓÉÍÐÌÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ȣ ÉÔ 

works on many different leveÌÓȢ )ÔȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÇÏÏÄ ÆÏÒ that age group. The church in England is 

really missing those in their 20s and 30s and this is one of the very very best ways to reach them. 

)ȭÍ ÎÏÔ ÓÕÒÅ ÉÔȭÓ 4(% ÁÎÓ×ÅÒȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ /.% ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÈÏ× ÔÏ Òeach that age group. And it 

is slightly underhand in that we are doing it through their babies but I think God would forgive us 

that. We are genuinely trying to communicate to the adults as well as the children.  

It clearly helped to have someone leading or helping in the toddler group with good storytelling skills. 

7ÅȭÒÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÇÏÏÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÔÈÉÎÇȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÓÉÌÌÙȦ  ȣ )ÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÖÅÒÙ ÓÉÍÐÌÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ [to 

make it distinctively Christian]. Just 10 minutes out of our lives to do the Bible story. ItȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ 

funny, we enjoying it. 

People like the bible stories and want to hear them, no-one has ever been put off because of the 

bible stories  

I go to another group that does bible stories but they are too young to sit and listen, they just 

want to play . One of the others does Bible stories through play and puppets and that works well. 
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)ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÂÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÙȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÁÐÐÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÁÉÎ ÔÈÉÎÇ 

ÉÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÅÎÊÏÙ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ȣ ÁÓ ÌÏÎÇ ÁÓ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÆÉÔÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÎ ÉÔȭÓ /+  

Regardless of whether their toddler group had bible stories or not, no parents/carers objected to the idea as long 

as they were being told in an engaging toddler friendly way. In fact, most, including atheists and those from other 

faiths, were positive about the inclusion of bible stories because they perceived them to be educational and to help 

give the toddlers moral guidance. 

)ÔȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÎÉÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÉÔ ÈÅÌÐÓ ÔÏ ÔÅÁÃÈ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÍÏÒÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÏ× ÔÏ ÂÅÈÁÖÅȢ 

)ÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÄÏÎÅ ÁÔ Á ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÌÅÖÅÌ  

)ȭÍ ÎÏÔ ÁÎ ÏÖÅÒÌÙ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈÇÏÅÒ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÉÃÅ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ 

ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇȢ )ÔȭÓ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÈÅÁÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȢ  

)ÔȭÓ ÌÏÖÅÌÙ ÔÏ ÌÉÓÔÅÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ "ÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÔÈÉÎg ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÅÃÉÁÔÅÄȢ 4ÈÅ ËÉÄÓ ÌÉÓÔÅÎ 

ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÆÕÎȟ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÇÅÔ ÓÔÉÃËÅÒÓ Ánd things.  

4ÈÅ ÂÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÌÁÔÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÌ ÌÉÆÅ ÓÏ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇȟ ÏÎ Á Ω ÙÅÁÒ ÏÌÄȭÓ ÌÅÖÅÌȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÕÓÅ 

puppets and are interactive  

) ×ÁÎÔ ÍÙ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÍÁËÅ ÉÔ ÆÕÎ ÁÎÄ 

engaging  

) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ×ÉÔÈ "ÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÈÅÒÅȢ 7Å ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÂÉÂÌÅÓ ÁÔ 

home and I read bible stories to them ÁÔ ÂÁÔÈ ÔÉÍÅȢ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

Ï×Î ÃÈÏÉÃÅÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÇÅÔ ÏÌÄÅÒ ȣ %ÖÅÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ×ÅÒÅ ÂÏÔÈÅÒÅÄ ÂÙ ȬÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȭ ÔÈÅ "ÉÂÌÅ 

stories are still good stories to share  

Sometimes the vicar comes in and does stories about Jesus and things, like at Christmas. The 

vicar makes it interesting and the children love it  

It always ends with a Bible story and they engage the children and make it really good fun.  
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6.2.5 Craft activities 

As already mentioned, craft activities were often linked into a Christian theme for the session. There were also 

other benefits to the craft activities: 

¶ In toddler groups with a team of people, there was usually someone helping in the craft area. This 

provided the opportunity to engage with parents/carers and toddlers, and the possibility to use the craft as 

stimulus for further discussion on the theme. 

¶ The intention was usually to take the craft activities home, which could lead to more conversation at home 

around the theme 

Toddler groups with craft activities were attractive to parents/carers, particularly if this type of thing was rarely 

done at home due to time, practicality or lack of skill. 

 The arts and craft is really good, itȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÎÇ ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÄÏ ÁÔ ÈÏÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ keeps them 

occupied  

In an example of a planned Christian theme and related activities, one group told the story of how David was a 

ÓÈÅÐÈÅÒÄ ×ÈÏ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ Á +ÉÎÇȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÁÃÏÎ ÔÈÅÎ ÇÁÖÅ Á ÔÁÌË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÓÈÅÅÐȢ 4ÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÂÙ ÁÎ 

activity in the church where the toddlers had to find the hidden sheep. These were then joined together to make 

one big sheep that was to be put on display in the church to help raise awareness of the toddler group with the 

congregation.  

 

The main challenges associated with doing Christian craft activities were having the creative ideas and having the 

necessary skills and resources. 
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6.2.6 Prayer 

Those that prayed considered it to be of utmost importance. In the context of showing Christian distinctiveness, 

prayer was taking place with toddlers and with or for parents/carers.  

There were a number of examples of toddlers being involved in prayer: 

We do prayer with the children. Children pray with hands over their 

eyes, something I picked up from New Wine. I know at least one parent 

does this every evening with their child. 

0ÒÁÙÅÒ ÉÓ ÄÅÅÐÌÙ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȢ /ÕÒ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ Ȭ(ÅÌÐÉÎÇ 

ÏÕÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ 'ÏÄȭȢ 7Å ÃÁÎ ÔÅÁÃÈ ÕÎÔÉÌ ×Å are 

blue in the face, but they mainly learn through experience. 

We have spirally amens that are very popular at the end of every prayer. 

)Æ ÙÏÕ ÍÅÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÏÕÔ ÁÎÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÙȭÌÌ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÄÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÏ ÙÏÕȦ 

It is lovely. We also do parachute prayers. 

Prayer bubbles have been around for a long time. I just adopted that 

idea froÍ ×ÈÁÔ )ȭÄ ÓÅÅÎ ÅÌÓÅ×ÈÅÒÅȢ 7Å ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÓÁÙ Á ÐÒÁÙÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÙÏÎÅ 

who is poorly or not here etc. We usually ask for things ɀ ÔÏÄÁÙ ×Å ÐÒÁÙÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭÓ ÄÏÇ ÔÈÁÔ 

has just been run over. We pray for everyone at the group ɀ the toddlers, mums, grandmas and 

thank God for a good day. )ÔȭÓ Êust simple things. 

0ÒÁÙÅÒ ×ÁÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÉÎ ÁÎÙ ȬÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÓÁÉÄ Á ÓÈÏÒÔ ÇÒÁÃÅ 

before snack time. Some groups also taught toddlers the ,ÏÒÄ ȭÓ 0ÒÁÙÅÒ. 

There were a number of examples of prayer being used to support those using the group. A variety of methods 

were being used, each appropriate to the culture of the church and the character and confidence of those involved.  

One church was even using text for prayers.  

We offer to pray with mums that we see are struggling or have issues. It's always been positively 

received. [Otherwise no overt Christian content] 

7Å ÈÁÖÅ Á ÐÒÁÙÅÒ ÂÏØ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÅÒȟ ÎÅØÔ ÔÏ ÔÅÁ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÆÆÅÅȢ 7ÅȭÖÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÍÁÄÅ ÐÒÁÙÅÒ ÃÁÒÄÓ 

recently. The prayer box is valued ɀ it shows that we care about them as more than just 

attendees at the toddler group. 

They know we pray for them (not with them) and we talk to them, they share issues and 

problems with us. 

WÅ ÐÒÁÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ȣ ×Å ÐÒÁÙÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÏÒÎÉÎÇ ×Èo had a bit of a problem. We 

pray ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÕÌÔÓ ÁÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÎȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÉÓ ȬÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙȭ ÔÏ ÂÅÃÏÍÉÎÇ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎȢ (ÅÒ ÊÏÕÒÎÅÙ 



       | 34 

 

  
 

has been over a period of time. Things have gone horribly wrong in her life and we asked if we 

could pray ÆÏÒ ÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ said yes. We usually go through to the church and would 

never do it in front of other people. This person has started to come along to church. She has a 

sense of belonging. 

Someone had lost a dog and we put out little altar with candles with those words from Jesus 

ȬCÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÁÌÌ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ×ÅÁÒÙ ȣȭ  ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÄÉÄ ÌÉÇÈÔ ÃÁÎÄÌÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÊÏÉÎ ÉÎ 

with it. 

)ȭÍ ÖÅÒÙ ÐÁÓÔÏÒÁÌȟ ÖÅÒÙ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÅÄȢ /ÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ is get to know 

who they are and what they need. A couple of the ladies had to have hysterectomies and 

ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ ÈÅÒÅ ÓÏ ×Å ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÅØÔÓ ÅÔÃȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÁÐÐÒÅÃÉÁÔÅÄ ÉÔȢ We went to 

visit one of them at home and took gifts. We kept praying for her, and she knew the church was 

praying for her at WÅÄÎÅÓÄÁÙ ÍÏÒÎÉÎÇ ÐÒÁÙÅÒÓȢ 7ÅȭÖÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅÅÎ ÐÒÁÙÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ a child that had 

ÍÅÎÉÎÇÉÔÉÓȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÈÏ× ÐÒÁÙÅÒ ÔÅØÔÉÎÇ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÎÏ× ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÍÏÂÉÌÅ ÎÕÍÂÅÒÓ 

and they appreciate prayer text, they ask for it now if they need it. They are mainly non-

churchgoers but appreciate the prayer. Text prayers are a modern way of doing it, a good way to 

interact with non-#ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȢ ȣ ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÐÒÁÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÍ ÆÁÃÅ ÔÏ ÆÁÃÅȟ ÈÁÎÄÓ ÏÎ ÅÔÃȢ 

ÕÎÌÅÓÓ ) ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÁÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ×Å ÄÏ Én church though.  

We teach everyone the family prayer, which we know some of them use at home too. Sometimes 

we light a candle for prayer is someone is poorly 

Sometimes the mums go out with the church/toddler group leaders to a quiet space for a chat or 

prayer 

Although not always public, another way that church toddler groups can be distinctively Christian is by praying for 

ÔÈÅ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐȢ -ÁÎÙ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÐÒÁÙÅÄ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÅÅËÉÎÇ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÇÕÉÄÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ 

the future of the toddler group. 

We pray beforehand, sometimes parents come in while we are praying 

We pray for the group, as does the ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ 7Å ÐÒÁÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÁÙ ÆÏÒ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÇÕÉÄÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ 

where to take it next. 
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Q Thinking specifically about prayer at your typical toddler group session, do you do any of the following? [This 

questions was asked only of those who claimed to Always/Sometimes have or offer prayer at a typical toddler 

group session, sample = 65] 

 

NB % are of those who Always/Sometimes have or offer prayer ɀ not of the total sample. 

Any other comments made on this survey question can be found in Appendix 2. 

Q. Which of the following might encourage you to do more with regard to prayer at your toddler group? [total 

sample] 

 

Any other comments made on this survey question can be found in Appendix 2. 

65%

73%

48%

23%

13%

11%

2%

3%

22%

13%

31%

44%

30%

26%

34%

27%

3%

2%

12%

22%

29%

26%

32%

34%

11%

13%

10%

11%

29%

37%

32%

36%

Involve toddlers in prayer

Pray publicly within group

Pray beforehand

Offer pray to anyone

Take prayer requests for later

Pray silently within group

Suggest ways to pray at home

Offer advice on prayer

Always Sometimes Rarely Never

59%

55%

36%

23%

17%

7%

18%

Knowing I wouldn't put parents off

Knowing that parents appreciated it

Having more ideas/resources to help with prayer

Seeing that it made a difference

Having more self confidence with prayer

Learning more about prayer

None of the above
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6.2.7 Church services 

Some toddler groups include a small service as part of the session. Those that experienced services as part of the 

toddler group were very positive about it. 

 

For one group the service took up most of the toddler 

group time, with refreshments and a little playtime 

afterwards. The picture shows the layout, with a 

Mission Praise on every seat. There was a table/altar set 

up with candle, bible cross etc. and a flip chart for the 

songs. The service included worship songs, a bible 

ÓÔÏÒÙȟ ÉÎÔÅÒÃÅÓÓÏÒÙ ÐÒÁÙÅÒȟ ,ÏÒÄȭÓ ÐÒÁÙÅÒ ɉÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌɊȟ 

notices and a closing blessing.  

 

 

 

 

Although this toddler group was unusual in its Christian distinctiveness, and may not have been universally 

appealing, the users of this group were very positive about it. Here are some of the comments: 

) ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÐÁÒÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÏÏ ÆÏÒÃÅÆÕÌ ÆÏÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȢ )ÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÌÁÉÄ ÂÁÃË ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÉÎ 

your face, nobody is judging you. This would work well as a church service. I love the songs, then 

we sing them at home. He takes the colouring home and does it as soon as he gets home. We like 

learning the songs, and the prayer is good too  

)Æ ÙÏÕ ÇÏ ÔÏ Á ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÉÎ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÁÌË ÁÂÏÕÔ 'ÏÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÇÏ 

to an ordinary toddler group ɀ ÁÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ 'ÏÄȢ ȣ )ÔȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ 

ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÓÈÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÁÉÔÈ ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅ ×Å ÍÁÙ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÂÅ ÉÎ ÁÎÙ ÏÌÄ ÈÁÌÌȢ ȣ )ȭÖÅ ÔÒÉÅÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ 

ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÂÕÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÇÏ ÂÁÃË ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÄÏ ÁÎÙthing structured, just play, with no 

faith input.  

)ȭÍ ÎÅ× ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁ ÁÎÄ ) ÃÁÍÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÁÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȟ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ) ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÏ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ 

ÙÅÔ ÁÎÄ ÁÍ ÎÏÔ Á ÒÅÇÕÌÁÒ ÃÈÕÒÃÈÇÏÅÒȢ -Ù ÃÈÉÌÄ ÉÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÈÒÉÓÔÅÎÅÄ ȣ ÔÈÅÙ ÌÏÖÅ ÉÔ ÈÅÒÅȟ 

particularly the songs and playing. I really value the church service part  
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) ×ÁÓ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÕÐ ÁÓ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈÇÏÅÒ ÓÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÆÏÒ ÍÙ ÓÏÎ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ *ÅÓÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 

#ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÆÁÉÔÈȢ (Å ×ÉÌÌ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÇÏ ÔÏ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÓÃÈÏÏÌȟ ÔÈÅÎ ÍÁËÅ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅȭÓ 

older.  

The first bit [church service] ÉÓ ÇÏÏÄȢ )Ô ÔÅÁÃÈÅÓ ÔÈÅÍ ÂÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÎÇÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅÙ ÌÉËÅȢ )ȭÖÅ 

been to some toddler groups that are free play but they can be boring, just ordinary toddler 

ÇÒÏÕÐÓȢ ȣ ) ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÔÏ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȟ ÂÕÔ ÎÏÔ anymore.  

This is my first time here and I really like it. I go to quite a few other toddler groups ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȢ )ÔȭÓ 

ÇÏÏÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ "ÉÂÌÅȟ ÍÙ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÈÁÖÅ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÅÎÊÏÙÅÄ ÉÔȢ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔ Á 

ÃÈÕÒÃÈÇÏÅÒ ÂÕÔ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÇÏ ÔÏ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÔÁÕght enough these days, it 

ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÕÐÆÒÏÎÔ ÔÈÁÎ ÉÔ ÉÓȢ )ȭÍ ÈÁÐÐÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÁÙÅÒȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÏÎÇÓ ÁÒÅ ÇÏÏÄȟ ÎÉÃÅ ÁÎÄ 

ÓÉÍÐÌÅȢ 4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÏ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÂÕÔ ×Å ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÏÎÅ 

for the faith content ɀ ÉÔȭÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÅÎÇÁÇÉÎÇȟ ÓÈÏÒÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÍÐÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ 

important for them to learn the bible stories, learn right from wrong. They will make up their own 

ÍÉÎÄÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÏÌÄÅÒ ÂÕÔ ×ÏÎȭÔ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎÓ ÉÆ ÔÈÅÙȭÖÅ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÌÅÁÒÎÔ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔȢ 

We will definitely be coming to this group again. My children really enjoyed it  

Another toddler group had an optional service in the attached traditional church as part of each toddler group 

session. Most of those using the group went through to the service which included toddlers going up to the altar 

rail for a blessing from the robed vicar, a ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÐÒÁÙÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄȭÓ ÐÒÁÙÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓȟ Á Christian song, 

a story with a little talk about it, a song (thank you Lord), a song with instruments, singing happy birthday, notices, 

and blowing out the church candles. Although this was unusual for a toddler group, the group itself was very 

popular and the users were very positive about the church service part. Here are some comments: 

He [child] really ÌÉËÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÁÎÄ ) ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÌÉËÅ ÉÔȢ )Ô ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÒÕÎ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÏÒ 

are noisy  

)ȭÍ Á ÎÏÎ-ÃÈÕÒÃÈÇÏÅÒ ÂÕÔ ) ÇÏ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÏÎÌÙ ΧΦ ÍÉÎÕÔÅÓȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÓÉÎÇÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 

Á ÃÏÕÐÌÅ ÏÆ ÐÒÁÙÅÒÓȢ )ÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÖÅÒÙ ÎÏÉsy in the church. I used to look after 2 

Indian children and I asked the father if he minded his children going to a church service and he 

said he was very happy for them to take part in it. It is a valued part of the toddle group  

My child loves singing the songs; the church service is a very positive thing. I used to be a 

churchgoer, though not regular, and all my children were christened here. We sing the songs at 

ÈÏÍÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÉÃÅ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÏÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȢ  

The most unusual part about this service was the blessing. It was so popular that a separate breastfeeding group in 

another part of the church would sometimes bring their babies through for a blessing too. The only slightly 

negative comment was from a non-churchgoing grandmother who felt that the blessing could have more 

meaning(!): 
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4ÈÅ ÂÌÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÐÁÒÔ ÉÓ ÏÐÔÉÏÎÁÌȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅȢ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÌÏÖÅÌÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÏÍÅ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÒÅÁÌ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÉÎ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÓÕÃÈ Á ÂÅÁÕÔÉÆÕÌ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ Öery 

welcoming. He [child] ÌÏÖÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÎÇÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÈÅÒÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÈÅ ÌÏÖÅÓ ÍÏÓÔ ȣ ÙÏÕ 

can play with toys anywhere. [Asked about the blessing] The previous vicar did a lot more and I 

thought it was more meaningful, he said a lot more ȣ No-ÏÎÅ ÔÁÌËÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÆÏÒÃÅÄ 

on you. I look forward to this group  

!ÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ Á ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÁÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÓÅÓÓÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÁÓ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȭ"ÕÇÇÙ 0ÒÁÉÓÅȭȢ 

The christening was here and the vicar recommended coming to this group. I like everything 

about it and feel very comfortable here. I love the stories and songs with my child ɀ the Christian 

ÐÁÒÔ ÉÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÇÏÏÄȢ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÒÅÃÏÍÍÅÎÄ ÉÔ ÔÏ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓȢ )ȭÍ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÁÓË ÍÙ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒȭÓ ÍÕÍ ÔÏ ËÅÅÐ 

ÂÒÉÎÉÎÇ ÍÙ ÓÏÎ ×ÈÅÎ ) ÇÏ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ×ÏÒËȢ 3ÈÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÇÏÅÒ ÂÕÔ )ȭÍ ÓÕÒÅ ÓÈÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÈÁÐÐÙ to 

come here ȣ )ÔȭÓ ÉÎ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ɍÌÁÕÇÈÔÅÒ Ɏ ȣ ×ÈÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÙÏÕ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ 

×ÉÔÈ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄȩ )ÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ Á ÃÕÒÒÙ ÈÏÕÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ Á ÃÕÒÒÙ  

 Yet another group had decided to run Toddler Church once a month, immediately after the toddler group. Here is 

their story: 

Because we did messy church anyway we decided to see if we could put the two together. We 

shared it with the younger people in the church team and they were very excited. So from that 

we created Toddler Church. Within 3 weeks it was set up. We asked the vicar to oversee it. 

Toddler church has been running since October, once a month. The next one is the 9th. It 

happens on the ΨÎÄ 4ÈÕÒÓÄÁÙ ÏÆ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÍÏÎÔÈȢ ȣ 4ÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÂÅÇÉÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÆÏÏÄ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ 

group. There is a prayer and grace before eating. We gather them together. There is then a 

ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÓÐÁÃÅȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ×ÈÁÔ ×Å ÃÁÌÌ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÐÉÌÇÒÉÍÁÇÅ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ȣ ȬÌÅÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ 

go together into the churchȭ (through a glass door). We usually act out a simple bible story. 

Maybe share some sort of life experience (for the adults) that connects with the story. It ends 

with a couple of songs and always the same prayer to end with. It is important for us to go into 

the church. We put Ikea mats down and children sit on those, as if waiting for a ÓÈÏ× ÔÏ ÓÔÁÒÔȢ )ÔȭÓ 

very low key. Most people do go through to toddler church. We wondered at first whether they 

would stay or go. Some went initially, but nearly all stay for it now. There is a real sense of a 

worshipping community forming. There was some nervousness and awkwardness to begin with 

(from all), not being sure what was going to happen. Over time there has been a sense of them 

moving together, developing into a community, belonging and sharing. Worshipping and praying 

together. 

Here are comments from two users that mentioned the new Toddler Church: 
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) ×ÁÓ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ×ÏÒÒÉÅÄ ÁÔ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÍÉÇÈÔ ÂÅ ÐÒÅÁÃÈÅÄ ÁÔȢ !ÃÔÕÁÌÌÙȟ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ) ÆÏÒÇÅÔ ÉÔȭÓ Á 

ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÁÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÈÁÒÄÌÙ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄȢ 7Å ÄÏ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÅÖÅÒÙ ΨÎÄ 4ÈÕÒÓÄÁÙȢ 4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÌÕÎÃÈ ÔÈÅÎ Á 

ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÙȢ 7Å ÇÏ ÔÏ ÉÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÉÍÐÏÓÅÄȢ )ÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ ÌÅÓÓÏÎ Ôype stuff and teaches kids morals.  

I started coming here because of toddler church. It is run by a very supportive team; they take 

ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏ ÔÁÌË ÔÏ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÏÆÆÅÒ ÈÏÓÐÉÔÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÃÁÒÅȟ ÌÏÖÅ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÌÃÏÍÅ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÐÒÅÊÕÄÉÃÅȢ )ÔȭÓ Á 

great model for a toddler ÇÒÏÕÐȢ )ȭÍ Á #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÍÙÓÅÌÆȢ  4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÈÉÄÄÅÎ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÏÆÆÅÒ 

ÕÎÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÏÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÌÏÖÅ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏȢ ȣ ) ×ÁÓ ÉÎÔÒÉÇÕÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ )Ô ÓÔÁÒÔÓ 

with lunch where the toddlers gather for a meal. Most people stay for toddler church. IÔȭÓ Á ÐÌÁÃÅ 

of joy and happiness. Parents have space to talk and share, everyone is welcome. Seeds are 

being sown here.  

These toddler groups with services have been reported in some detail to illustrate how fully toddler groups can be 

distinctively Christian, whilst still being attractive to parents/carers.   

As well as those that included regular church services, many offered occasional services e.g. for festivals or end of 

term. Again, these were occasions that toddler group users looked forward to. 

Another insightful conversation was had around the topic of church services for toddlers. It was with a childminder 

×ÈÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ ȬÎÏÔ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓȭ. She was attending a toddler group with no Christian content at 

all, and was ambivalent about the idea of it having any in future. However, the topic of Messy Church was raised 

ÁÎÄ ÓÈÅ ÔÁÌËÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÉÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÔÈÕÓÉÁÓÍȢ )Î ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐ ×ÁÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÁ ÂÉÔ ÔÉÒÅÄ 

ÁÎÄ ÓÁÄȭȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄȟ ÁÇÁÉÎȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ assumed people will reject or be put off by Christian activities 

ɀ it can be attractive if done well. 

) ÇÏ ÔÏ -ÅÓÓÙ #ÈÕÒÃÈ Ϊ ÔÉÍÅÓ Á ÙÅÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÖÅ ÉÔȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÇÒÅÁÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÓÅÎÄ ÏÕÔ ÁÎ 

email and we get notes about it in the school book bags. 4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÒÏ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÔÈÅÍÅ ÁÎÄ 

around 10 tables with volunÔÅÅÒÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÍȢ 4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÌÏÔÓ ÏÆ ÁÒÔ ÁÎÄ ÃÒÁÆt going on, then a story and 

ÌÏÔÓ ÏÆ ÆÏÏÄȢ )ÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ Á ÐÁÒÔÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÆÒÅÅȢ It runs for around 2 hours. About 80 kids go and it 

moves around the local churches.  

 

6.3 Clergy involvement 

Another way in which toddler groups showed their Christian distinctiveness was by involving a member of the 

clergy team. This had a positive impact on both the toddler group leaders/helpers and the users.  

For some groups, the vicar and or curate were present every week for the whole session as they considered this to 

be very important for the mission of the church and the best way to connect with young families in the local 

community. Indeed, at least one vicar claimed that the toddler group was so important it took priority over 

everything else in this diary, often turning down other engagements to be there. Clergy tended to focus on 
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networking and building relationships with young families as well as the story telling and/or church service, but 

were also involved in leading songs, prayer, playing with children and helping with craft and refreshments.  

Other groups had regular but less frequent clergy engagement and some had little or no involvement. 

It has been 4 years of developing relationships ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ×ÈÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÈÅÒÅȢ )ȭÖÅ ÖÉÓÉÔÅÄ ÍÏÓÔ 

of them at home. In the unstructured time I focus on the children, partly to give the adults some 

space to give them time to have adult conversation, and I do my best to let those children know 

that they are unique and special and loved. I guess the adults appreciate that. 

We talk to those using the group a lot, and are aware of where they are with faith. Some are 

further along than others. Most have gone from, not hostility, but nervousness to being quite 

ÈÁÐÐÙ ÔÏ ÔÁÌË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÖÅÒÙ ÅØÃÉÔÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÉÓ ȬÍÉÌÌÅÎÎÉÁÌȭ ÃÏÎÇÒÅÇÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅÙ 

are much more interested to talk about faith. There are plenty of opportunities to chat with 

people here. Last week there were two conversations ɀ someone is giving up work to go back to 

university a big life change and we were talking about God at the same time, and God bringing 

about new life, without it being heavy or awkward. Just normal. 

The link with families is important. He chats with them, they recognise the collar ɀ ×Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ 

the same authority.  Toddler groups need the support of the church leadership. We get that here. 

4ÈÅ ÖÉÃÁÒ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÃÏÍÅ ÅÖÅÒÙ ×ÅÅËȟ and he ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ×ÅÁÒ ÈÉÓ ÃÏÌÌÁÒ ɀ it depends on what 

ÅÌÓÅ ÈÅȭÓ ÄÏÉÎÇȢ 

The vicar always stays for the group. He plays with the children, engages with the mums, has 

meaningful conversations and invites them to events/services. )ÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ Èighlight of his week. 

Toddler group coincides with 10am communion service so the vicar used to come over to 

mingle/chat after that. Having the vicar come in is really important, the informal contact is so 

important. 

The toddler group users were all very positive about having a vicar at the toddler group.  

The vicar is always here [not like the other church run toddler group] and encouraging people to 

come along to services ÁÎÄ ÅÖÅÎÔÓȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÇÏÏÄ thing to bring these services and events to 

ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅȭÓ attention. The other church toddler group just gave out leaflets at the end so it was 

ÎÏÔ ÓÏ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓȢ ȣ)Ô ÉÓ ÎÏÔ Á ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÁÌÏÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ  

)ȭÖÅ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÓÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÃÁÒ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ -ÅÔÈÏÄÉÓÔ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÈÅȭÓ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÈÅȭÓ 

lovely. Most of the children here will go on to the Methodist church school, so they know that 

vicar and that church more.  

4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ ÇÒÏÕÐȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÉÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÃÁÒ ÉÓ ÈÅÒÅȢ (Å ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ Á 

ÃÈÁÔȢ )Ô ÈÅÌÐÓ ÉÆ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÈÁving a rough time.  
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)ÔȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÃÁÒ ÉÓ ÈÅÒÅȢ -Ù ÃÈÉÌÄ ÌÏÖÅÓ ÈÉÍ ÁÎÄ always runs up to him and is 

ÄÅÌÉÇÈÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÈÉÍȢ (ÅȭÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÖÅÒÙ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÓÈÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ  

)ÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÃÁÒ ÉÓ ÈÅÒÅȢ (Å ÇÅÔÓ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÄȟ ÃÈÁÔÓ ÔÏ ÅÖÅryone and asks how you are, how 

things are going.  

4ÈÅ ÖÉÃÁÒ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÉÎ ÆÏÒ Á ÓÉÎÇ ÓÏÎÇ ÁÎÄ Á ÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ Á ÒÉÇÈÔ ÌÁÕÇÈȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ  

4ÈÅ ÖÉÃÁÒ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÉÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÇÏÏÄȟ ÈÅȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÁÓÕÁÌ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÁÎÄ ÄÏ×Î ÔÏ ÅÁÒÔÈ  

One mum mentioned how important it was to see the vicar at the toddler group every week. She said it helped 

non-churchgoers, like her, get to know the vicar and have a relationship with them. This meant they were then not 

worried about approaching him or going to church. This particular mum was planning to attend the church 

barbecue on the coming Sunday and said she was likely to go to church beforehand as well.  

6.4 Introduction and invitations 

6.4.1 Introduction 

Most groups made it clear in their introduction that the group was a church run group; however some were much 

more explicit than others. Those that were largely Christian in their activities made it very clear what would be 

happening, so that people would not be surprised by the Christian content. One group had this message in their 

welcome pack: 

Jesus calls us to love our neighbour. Our neighbour is anyone we come into contact with. As a church we want 

ÔÏ ÓÈÏ× ÙÏÕ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÌÏÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÈÏÐÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÓÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÔÏ ÙÏÕ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕÒ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȢ )Æ ÁÔ ÁÎÙ ÔÉÍÅ Ùou 

would like prayer, please ask. 

6.4.2 Invitation 

Most toddler groups gave information on relevant services and activities for young families offered by the church. 

There were many ways of doing this, including ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ȬÎÏÔÉÃÅÓȭ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÏÆ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÔÙÐÅ ÓÅÓÓÉÏÎȟ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ 

invitations and informal conversations. Most agreed that personal invitations were the best, but this was obviously 

time-consuming and resource dependent.  

The group users were invited to a wide range of services and activities including: 

¶ Special events such as summer barbecues, Easter bake-off, pancake day, teddy bears picnic 

¶ Holiday clubs, for those with older children 

¶ Family services/all-age worship 

¶ Toddler services, such as messy church 

¶ 3ÅÁÓÏÎÁÌ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅÓ ɉ#ÈÒÉÓÔÍÁÓȟ %ÁÓÔÅÒȟ -ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ $ÁÙȟ &ÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ $ÁÙȟ (ÁÒÖÅÓÔ ÅÔÃȢɊ 

¶ Parenting support groups/courses 

¶ Basic skills (cooking, money management etc.) 
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¶ Coffee mornings 

Some also took the opportunity to thank people for coming to the church at the end of each toddler group. 

6.5 Other communication and activities 

There were many other ways that toddler groups communicated their Christian distinctiveness, both formal and 

informal. 

6.5.1 Informal conversations 

Many groups use informal conversations to show their Christian distinctiveness. The conversations need to be 

intentional to be effective in being distinctively Christian e.g. at least mentioning faith, church, prayer or other 

aspects of Christian life. For this to happen there needs to be Christians who are present and active within the 

toddler group. This was clearly happening in those groups with clergy present, some groups had leaders or helpers 

who were effective in this role and others encouraged competent Christians who were users of the group.  

To facilitate natural conversations it helps to have some stimulus. The ideal situation is for the stimulus to come 

ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÕÓÅÒȭs life and there was of evidence of this happening in the toddler groups visited. Other 

stimulus could be from events and activities or seasons and festivals. 

7Å ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÓÈÏ× 'ÏÄȭÓ ÌÏÖÅȟ ÂÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÓÐÅÌȢ 7Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÉÄÅ ÉÔȟ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ 

ashamed of it but not pushy. We get to know mums and they open up to us which means we can 

ÏÆÆÅÒ ÐÒÁÙÅÒȢ )ÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ very natural. As a Christian it ÉÓ ÏÕÒ ÌÉÖÅÓȟ ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÔÒÕÅ ÔÏ 'ÏÄ ÉÆ ) ×ÁÓÎȭÔ 

ÓÈÁÒÉÎÇ ÉÔȢ ȣ ×Å ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ ÏÐÅÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÓÈÁÒÉÎÇ ÏÕÒ ÆÁÉÔÈȢ ×Å ÔÁËÅ ÐÒÁÙÅÒ ÖÅÒÙ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓÌÙȢ ȣ 7Å want 

ÔÏ ÓÈÁÒÅ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÌÏÖÅ and the gospel in a gentle, simple way. This is a place of peace for people, an 

oasis.  

We like the free play time as it gives us more time to talk. This is the equivalent to coffee after the 

morning service. 

TÈÅÙ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÔÁÌË ÔÏ ÕÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ÈÁÖÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓȢ 7ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 

Christening and Baptism, for example. Or want to talk about ÔÈÉÎÇÓȢ )ÔȭÓ ÅÁÓÉÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÁÌË ÔÏ ÕÓ ÈÅÒÅ 

than approach vicar or go along on a Sunday.  

We do a lot through relationship, which often leads to prayer. At the end of term there was a 

presentation from parents to thank the leaders. One mum was in tears as she explained how the 

toddler group had helped her through an unpleasant divorce and that it would have been 

impossible without it. 

The challenge is having competent, confident Christians in the group and creating the right environment for 

relaxed informal conversations to take place. As one leader said ȬÉÔȭÓ ÈÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏÏ ÄÅÅÐ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 

the toddler groupȭȢ 
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6.5.2 Christian gifts 

Another way that toddler groups demonstrated their Christian distinctiveness was to give Christian gifts such as 

bibles, story or prayer books. These were given on various occasions including birthday presents, in a goody bag at 

the end of the summer term or to toddlers that were leaving the group for whatever reason. 

We give childrenȭÓ ÂÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÖÅÒÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÇÏȟ *ÅÓÕÓ 3ÔÏÒÙÂÏÏË "ÉÂÌÅȢ 7ÅȭÖÅ ÊÕÓÔ Ótarted using 

it to tell the stories, so when they leave they are given one and are familiar with it. 

6.5.3 Other communication and activities 

If the toddler leaders are intentional, there are clearly many opportunities to remind users that it is a church run 

group, both regularly each week and occasionally as special items or as experiments. Here are some other 

examples from the research: 

¶ Some groups played lively Christian music as people arrived and during the free play time. This helped to 

create a welcoming atmosphere, particularly for the first arrivals at the group when all is quiet 

¶ In one group a grandmother gave her testimony  

¶ One group was thinking of creating a box for those who had questions about faith but were not confident 

enough to ask them openly 

¶ Christian toys and books were present at some toddler groups. One vicar had plans to turn a minion doll 

into a vicar to play with, and teddies with communion eggcups  

¶ Some groups used parachute activities to show Christin distinctiveness 

6.6 Christian activities: quantitative findings 

The following chart gives an idea of what toddler groups are doing to show Christian distinctiveness. The most 

ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ×ÁÓ ȬÓÅÁÓÏÎÁÌ ÃÅÌÅÂÒÁÔÉÏÎÓȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÍÁÎÙ ÓÅÃÕÌÁr groups would also celebrate Christmas so the detail of the 

activities would need to be known before concluding that these celebrations were indications of Christian 

distinctiveness.  
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Q. At a typical toddler group session, do you have or offer any of the following?

 

Any other comments made on this survey question can be found in Appendix 2. 

6.7 Becoming more distinctively Christian 

From a research perspective, it was interesting to visit toddler groups that had intentionally changed to become 

more distinctively Christian. Leaders talked about how they had changed the group and their perspective on the 

user response. Conversations were also had with users themselves about the changes. Here are some examples. 

6.7.1 London toddler group 

A young church mum took over running the toddler group from an elderly couple who had resisted any spiritual 

content for the 8-9 years they ran it. There was already a (secular) song time, so she added in a bible story at 

Christmas. She then carried on in the New Year, using that as a Bible story slot and now also ends the story/song 

time with a short prayer. She has also introduced a craft activity based on the bible story. The leader is unaware of 

any negative response from the group, which has a high proportion of childminders.  

Here are some comments from users of the group: 

The Bible stories have just been introduced here. We have people of different religions here and 

ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ Á   Ðroblem at all. No-one is being pushed into anything. The children love the stories. It 
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reallÙ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÂÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÙÏÎÅȟ it ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÏÆÆÅÎÄ ÁÎÙÏÎÅȢ )Æ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÉÔȭÓ 

good to hear stories from different faiths.  

"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÔÏ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÙÏÕ ÅØÐÅÃÔ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÆÁÉÔÈ ÉÎÔÏ ÉÔȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÒÅÃÅÎÔÌÙ 

started doing that here ɀ ) ×ÁÓ ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÅÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÄÏ "ÉÂÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ  

Prayer has been done occasionally recently and everyone joins in.  

4ÈÅÙ ÌÅÁÒÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÁÉÔÈÓ ÁÔ ÓÃÈÏÏÌȟ ÓÏ ÉÔȭÓ /+ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ 

Christian faith at toddler group  

Although my husband is an atheist, we are very happy for our daughter to be exposed to 

different faiths and it is useful to know Bible stories as well as learn about other faiths.  

6.7.2 Yorkshire toddler group 

A new vicar came to the church to find that a lively toddler group that was not distinctively Christian. A few 

changes were made: 

We now have a Bible story, a song and time in prayer, but not everybody goes to everything, 

ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÏÎÅ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ )ȭÖÅ ÒÕÎ [happens in separate 

room] some people opt out, but not many choose not to come through. Going into a separate 

space gives a different feel to that time. 

Here is a comment from one of the mothers: 

We never used to have the bible story part, but now we have and can choose whether to go to 

that or not. I want my daughter to go in and listen, and learn a bit about the Christian stories. As 

long as we are given the choice and are genuinely not discriminated against if we choose not to. 

It is very acceptable to stay ouÔ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÇÏ 

6.7.3 Welsh toddler group 

A Welsh toddler group had gone through major change with the closure of their church and move to an ex-Post 

Office in the centre of town. They had also decided to become more distinctively Christian and had added on 

Ȭ4ÏÄÄÌÅÒ #ÈÕÒÃÈȭ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÏÎÃÅ Á ÍÏÎÔÈȢ 

We had a toddler group running and we were wondering how to move it further [become more 

Christian] ÁÎÄ ÓÔÅÐ ÏÕÔ Á ÂÉÔ ÁÎÄ ×Å ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÁÔȢ !ÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÓËÉÎÇ 'ÏÄ ÁÎÄ 

He keeps saying just ÌÏÖÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÎÄ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÄÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÅÓÔ ȣ ÈÅ ÈÁÓ ÏÐÅÎÅÄ ÄÏÏÒÓ ÆÏÒ ÕÓ ÂÉÔ ÂÙ 

bit and ÉÔȭÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÒÅÍÁÒËÁÂÌÅ ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÅÄ 

Here are a couple of comments from a mother and grandmother. 
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I was a little worried at first that we might be preached at. Actuallyȟ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ) ÆÏÒÇÅÔ ÉÔȭÓ Á 

ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÁÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÈÁÒÄÌÙ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄȢ 7Å ÄÏ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÅÖÅÒÙ Ψnd Thursday of the monthȢ 4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ 

ÌÕÎÃÈ ÔÈÅÎ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÓÔÏÒÙȢ 7Å ÇÏ ÔÏ ÉÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÉÍÐÏÓÅÄȢ )ÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ ÌÅÓÓÏÎ ÔÙÐÅ ÓÔÕÆÆ ÁÎÄ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÓ ËÉÄÓ 

morals.  

I started coming here because of toddler church. It is run by a very supportive team, they take 

ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏ ÔÁÌË ÔÏ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÏÆÆÅÒ ÈÏÓÐÉÔÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÃÁÒÅȟ ÌÏÖÅ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÌÃÏÍÅ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÐÒÅÊÕÄÉÃÅȢ )ÔȭÓ Á 

ÇÒÅÁÔ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÆÏÒ Á ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐȢ )ȭÍ Á #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÍÙÓÅÌÆȢ  4ÈÅÒe is no hidden agenda, they offer 

unconditional lÏÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÌÏÖÅ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏȢ ȣ ) ×ÁÓ ÉÎÔÒÉÇÕÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ )Ô ÓÔÁÒÔÓ 

with lunch where the toddlers ÇÁÔÈÅÒ ÆÏÒ Á ÍÅÁÌȢ -ÏÓÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÓÔÁÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÐÌÁÃÅ 

of joy and happiness. Parents have space to talk and share, everyone is welcome. Seeds are 

being sown here.  

 

6.8 Attitudes towards Christian distinctiveness 

6.8.1 Expectations of Christian distinctiveness 

Practically all of those attending church toddler groups expected some sort of Christian content and had a positive 

attitude towards it, especially if: 

¶ It was appropriate and engaging for toddlers 

¶ Attitudes were inclusive and not judgemental 

¶ There was no pressure to become a practising Christian  

¶ It helped to educate or guide toddlers 

Many toddler group users said that they expected a church run toddler group to show some Christian 

distinctiveness:  

I would expect the church to be mentioned at a church toddÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÉÎ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈȢ  

)ÔȭÓ ÉÎ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ɍÌÁÕÇÈÔÅÒ Ɏ ȣ ×ÈÙ would you come to a church and have a problem with religion 

ÂÅÉÎÇ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄȩ )ÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ Á ÃÕÒÒÙ ÈÏÕÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ Á ÃÕÒÒÙ  

I am a Buddhist, being at a Christian group is not a probÌÅÍ ÔÏ ÍÅȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÆÅÅÌ ÌÉËÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÓÅÄȟ ) 

am welcomed with open arms. I like the Christian parts of the group and take it as a cultural 

rather than religious experience.  

) ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÇÏ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ "ÉÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÁÙÅÒ ÐÁÒÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÆÉÎÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÆÏr the children. You 

come to a church so you expect it. 
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In almost every toddler group visit parents/carers referred to the Christian distinctiveness as ÎÏÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȬÉÎ ÙÏÕÒ 

ÆÁÃÅȭ ÏÒ ȬÐÕÓÈÙȭȢ 4ÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÌÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓȟ ×ÈÅÔÈer it was just a short story or 

song, or whether the whole group was distinctive in everything that it did. Here are two comments from people 

that attended a toddler group in a very lively, evangelical church. The group started with Christian songs (including 

bible story songs), then a bible story was told (interactively, with fuzzy felt and puppets), followed by toddler 

prayer, then craft associated with the story (which all toddlers were expected to do), more Christian songs then a 

short time for refreshments and free play. The adults listened to the story and engaged with all the songs too. The 

group was oversubscribed and had a waiting list. 

7Å ÊÕÓÔ ÍÏÖÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁ ÓÉØ ×ÅÅËÓ ÁÇÏȢ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔ Á ÃÈÕÒÃÈÇÏÅÒ ÏÒ ÁÎ ÏÖÅÒÌÙ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȟ ÂÕÔ 

ÉÔȭÓ ÎÉÃÅ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÇÒÅÁÔ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÈÅÁÒ ÔÈÅ 

ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȢ ȣ4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÆÕÎ ÓÏÎÇÓȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÐÒÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÙÏÕȟ itȭÓ ÆÕÎȢ )Æ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÐÕÓÈÙ ) 

×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÃÏÍÅȢ  

)ÔȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÎÉÃÅ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÎÇÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÓÉÄÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÉÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÆÁÃÅȢ 7Å ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ 

ÃÈÕÒÃÈÇÏÅÒÓ ÂÕÔ ÆÅÅÌ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÔÈÉÎÇȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÎÉÃÅ ÇÅÎÔÌÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÈÅÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ ÉÓ ÓÏ 

friendly  

Here are some more comments where parents/carers referred to the groups as not being in your face or pushy. 

The fact that these words were said so many times shows that there is still a negative perception and 

apprehension about what churches can be like. Their experience of church toddler group shows otherwise. This is a 

common research finding, where there are negative perceptions of Christians or clergy but positive view of those 

actually known, or negative perceptions of church services but positive views of those experienced.  

)ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÐÕÓÈÙ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÔÈÅ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÃÒÁÆÔ ÉÓ ÏÐÔÉÏÎÁÌȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÒÁÍÍÅÄ ÄÏ×Î ÙÏÕÒ ÔÈÒÏÁÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÉÃÅ 

that it has both Christian and other things going on. The kids do listen to the bible stories though, 

ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÆÆ-putting at all.  

They mention what the church is putting on, and introduce themselves as being from the church. 

4ÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÎ %ÁÓÔÅÒ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÒÕÎ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ Á 

ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÈÅÌÐÅÒÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÐÕÓÈ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÁÔ ÙÏÕȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÄÅÄÉÃÁÔÅÄ ×ÏÒËÅÒÓȢ  

We ÄÏ ÓÏÎÇ ÔÉÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÎȢ )ÔȭÓ ÆÉÎÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÐȟ ÎÏÔ ÉÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÆÁÃÅȟ ÊÕÓÔ 

enough.  

)ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÉÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÆÁÃÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÊÏÉÎ ÉÎȟ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÉÓÅÄ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȢ 3ÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ×Å 

go to story time and sometimes not, it depends on the mood of the kids.  

6.8.2 Young families actively seeking Christian content 

Some young families actively look for a church toddler group with Christian content as they would like to nurture 

either their toddlers or their own faith journeys. Some even ÁÔÔÅÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÄÄÌÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ȬÎÏÒÍÁÌȭ 

church as it is more accessible with a young family.  














































































































