
	KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The Children and Youth Working Group comprised 7 representatives from churches across the Deanery, including clergy, paid youth/family workers and lay people.  A questionnaire was used to consult churches across the Deanery regarding their existing work with children and young people and their hopes/dreams for the future.   Nearly all churches responded.  

Key research findings:

In terms of ministry to children and young people across the Deanery there is plenty to celebrate, but also plenty to work on.

· God is at work, but individuals within churches yearn for an input of energy, enthusiasm and resources, coupled with assistance with greater spiritual discernment, practical support and encouragement.

· The vast majority of the work is carried out by a very few committed but often over-stretched leaders and helpers.

· Links with primary schools are strong in many places, but most churches identified room to build on this existing work or to fill gaps.

· Working in partnership with other churches, community groups and even Government offers many potential benefits, but is currently limited.

· In some areas, there is little active engagement with teenagers.  Across most of the Deanery churches have little provision specifically for the 20-30 age group.

5 key priorities for development:

I. Creating a strong children’s/youth network across the Deanery to improve communication about local, deanery and city-wide events, and to facilitate sharing and team working.

II. Improving training and support for all those involved in work with children/young people.

III. Children and young people encountering church in their every day life, through schools, community work and partnerships and ‘Fresh Expressions’ of church.

IV. Supporting each church to develop (and continuously review) their own active strategy for reaching children and young people as part of their vision for growth across the whole church family.

V. Identifying and filling specific gaps in existing ministry unlikely to be met by existing structure of individual parish ministries (for example in youth work, in specific areas or among the 20-30’s). 

Recommendations

The Working Group recommends that the Deanery should formally recognise the value of ministry to children/young people by:

1) Actively challenging churches to study and take on board the detail of the review:

a) Holding a special event for clergy, leaders and volunteers to digest the findings.

b) Encouraging/enabling every church to develop their own strategy for action

c) Putting in place provision to support churches, and to hold them to account, regarding in the implementation of their strategy.

2) Creating and Resourcing a Deanery Children and Youth Network

a) Appoint up to 5 workers to form the network core, each seeking to implement one of the 5 key vision priorities, encouraging/enabling churches to join together to take action.

b) Recognise the essential synergy with Deanery roles in mission and leadership and seek to build on these links.


Introduction

Importance of reaching children

“We will not hide them from the children; we will tell the next generation the praiseworthy deeds of the LORD, his power, and the wonders he has done.” (Psalm 78:4)

Everyone, including children and young people, deserves the opportunity to experience and respond to the love of God shown in Jesus.  Evidence from previous generations suggests most people come to know God in their childhood, and even people who turn to Church in later life have often had church experience in their youth.  However, today, the vast majority of children in our Deanery are totally out of touch with church
, and in our increasingly secular society, are unlikely to have any other opportunity hear and respond to gospel.  

It is essential that our church discovers new ways, not only to share the Good News, but to make disciples, beginning a process of lifelong nurture which combines spiritual teaching with practical support in concern for the whole well-being of child and family.  

Children and young people are an essential part of the community our church is called to serve.  They should be the Church of today, as much as they will the Church of the future.  Like all other groups, they require specific provision to meet their particular needs, but also have much to teach us about how we can enter the Kingdom of Heaven
. 

Role of Deanery

Ecclesfield Deanery is a “community of churches working together in mission”.  However, for those currently working with children/young people, the Deanery is little more than a virtual political structure.  It is even less relevant for children/young people themselves.

Looking to the future, the Deanery will only become relevant if it adds something to current provision, if we are able to give it faces and share common stories about it.  Perhaps we could come to think of the Deanery as an extended family: Some of the individual smaller units are very alike, others very different from each other; some have close ties and regular contact; others only come together on special occasions.  However, crucially, all, in part at least, take a measure of identity and support from their place in the wider network. 

Like an extended family, children’s and youth ministry (as in fact ministry with all age groups) will operate on a variety of levels from small groups, through local congregations to larger area-based, city-wide or national events. Those working at a Deanery level are uniquely placed to provide encouragement and support across each of these levels, to facilitate area networks and to initiate or promote larger-scale events.  

The starting point for this Working Group report is therefore that it is not the place of the Deanery to do everything, but rather to seek to understand how it can best enhance individuals’ and churches’ experience of being part of the wider family or body of Christ.

In the light of this, we define two key questions:

· How can Deanery, as a family of churches working together, enable churches to fulfil their ministry to children and young people?  

· Are there programmes/projects, best implemented at a Deanery level, which could:

· inspire, initiate and facilitate work to meet the gaps churches identified in their children’s/youth work, or help to realise their hopes and dreams for the future?

· seek to fill gaps in provision which are beyond or between the remit of individual parishes?

Feedback from churches and individuals indicates that the Deanery will do this most effectively by empowering individuals within parish churches to take ownership of projects, rather than centralising the initiative or resources; by inspiring and supporting - releasing more time and energy than it absorbs; and by facilitating organic growth, that is development of ideas rooted in the local communities, rather than imposing top-down initiatives.
Key Findings: Current provision across the Deanery
Plenty to celebrate, but also plenty to work on.

All churches who responded have some engagement with children/young people, and there are many positive examples of imaginative and constructive groups based on considerable commitment from the adults involved.  However there was also extreme variability in provision.  All churches, no matter how strong their children’s/youth work, identified gaps or areas for further development.  There were also indications that many churches are currently not in a position to take advantage of existing opportunities for outreach (for example using the first contact from Parents and Toddler groups or baptisms to develop ongoing relationships with families involved) or to develop new ones.

There is much scope for Deanery to help churches develop their ability to provide children and youth work, through enabling sharing, encouraging/facilitating co-working, or co-ordinating larger projects.

“See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?”

Many questionnaire responses expressed a desire for input of energy, enthusiasm and resources, with the aim of releasing existing potential and seeing great things done for the Kingdom in their local area.  A clear sense that God is already at work through his faithful people was coupled with an awareness of the need for greater spiritual discernment, practical support and encouragement.

Committed, but often over-stretched leaders and helpers.

Much of the work across the Deanery appears to be the result of a huge amount of energy, time and prayer, contributed – often sacrificially – by relatively few people.   All, or nearly all, churches reported that they needed more adult leaders/helpers.  Many identified support and training as a key need, but were equally clear that the last thing over-stretched volunteers need is “more meetings”.  Providing training and support which is sensitive to needs and does not demand more than it offers will require innovative thinking, as well as learning from others across the Diocese as well as further afield.

Room to build on strong links with schools

Links with primary schools are strong in many places, with a wide variety of different types of interaction undertaken by different churches.  Many identified scope to build on this existing work or to fill gaps.  Discussions with those already working in this area identified a number of existing networks and resources which could serve to encourage and equip this work.
Limited use of partnership working

Most churches identified potential strengths and benefits from working in partnership with others (whether with other Anglican churches, other denominations, community groups or government funded agencies), as well as some drawbacks.  However there are relatively few examples of such projects working successfully in practice.  For most churches, there is scope to do more to identify and make most of opportunities for co-working with others in the local area.

Little active engagement with teenagers (in some areas) and with the 20-30 age group across most of the Deanery

Successful youth work with teenagers can be difficult to achieve and requires considerable resource, effort and expertise.  There is scope for the Deanery to support churches who wish to do more in this area to work together to meet these challenges. 

The involvement of the 20-30 age group with churches across the Deanery raises difficult issues which the current Working Group was unable to do justice to in the time available.  It is clear, however, that in order to thrive, most (if not all) churches should aim to be true multi-age communities, but equally that many struggle in this area.  This is an important issue which warrants further attention from all those involved in the Deanery.

A vision of the future: 5 key priorities

Through the process of this review, churches and individuals suggested many ideas for future development.  Through discussions within the Working Group and with people with experience of children’s/youth work in the Deanery, the Diocese and elsewhere, 5 key priorities have emerged:

 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 



The diagram at the close of this paper sets out a vision of what Children/Youth ministry across the Deanery might look like in 2012 if each of these priorities was successfully implemented.

Recommendations

Successful action in each of priority areas will require a catalyst to set them in motion; sufficient energy to be galvanised, channelled and sustained to see them to completion and a focal point for communication, support and resources.  The Working Group discussed a range of options for successfully implementing the vision at the Deanery level, ranging from taking no further action, through to appointment of a Children’s/Youth Worker to actually provide children/youth work
.  
As a result of discussion, the Group recommends that the Deanery should formally recognise the importance of ministry to children/young people by making adequate provision for development of this work an integral part of Deanery Review:

1) Actively challenging churches to study and take on board the detail of the review: 

a) Holding a special event to bring clergy, leaders and volunteers together to discuss findings and potential ways forward.

b) Encouraging/enabling every church to develop their own action plan/strategy based on the findings and share these across the Deanery.

c) Putting in place provision to support churches, and to hold them to account, regarding in the implementation of their strategy.

2) Create and Resource a Deanery Children and Youth Network

a) Appoint up to 5 workers to form the network core, each seeking to implement one of the 5 key vision priorities, by encouraging and enabling churches across Deanery to join together to take action.  

b) Recognise the essential synergy with Deanery roles in mission and leadership and seeking to build on these links.

The Network Model, as presented overleaf, has a number of advantages:

· Dividing hours of work between a number of part-time workers – 5 people’s creativity and energy rather than one; creation of core network to provide crucial mutual support

· Combination of paid posts, clergy secondments and voluntary input (either from existing volunteers or specific voluntary gap year placements) – engaging a range of professional skills; allowing scarce resources to be engaged and applied most effectively; actively modelling vision of continuous learning and development

There are also a number of key issues which will need to be settled:

· Establishing infrastructure for making appointments and running network (contractual basis, accountability/support mechanisms; banking facilities; office/administrative support and facilities) – balancing legal requirements with practicalities

· Allocating sufficient, trained resources to management of the core network

· Identifying on-going funding - not only to set-up but also maintain the work

· Recognising the need for a range of specialist skills and establishing professionalism from the outset – including open advertisement of all posts
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Create a strong children’s/youth network across the Deanery to improve communication about local, deanery and city-wide events, and to facilitate sharing and team working.


Improve training and support for all those involved in work with children/young people.


Engage children and young people where they are at, through schools, community work and partnerships and ‘Fresh Expressions’ of church.


Support each church to develop (and continuously review) their own active strategy for reaching children and young people, as part of their vision for growth across the whole church family.


Identify and fill specific gaps in existing ministry unlikely to be met by existing structure of individual parish ministries (for example in youth work, in specific areas or among the 20-30 age-group). 








� As long ago as 1991, a Church of England report identified that only 15% of children under 13 were involved in church-related activities - a figure which responses to our questionnaire indicate is now likely to be much lower in our area. This leaves ‘Church children’ a uniquely vulnerable minority – acutely facing challenges of singing Lord’s song in the strange land of their schools and playgrounds.  


� Matthew 18:3. See also: Sharing the Good News with Children: The Church of England’s Children’s Strategy (2003)


� Isaiah 43:19


� Taking no further action would leave children’s/youth work solely the preserve of individual parishes, with Working Group making no contribution beyond production of this report.  It was rejected because the importance of children’s/youth work means that new initiative in this area must be a central part of the Deanery Review.  The group raised important questions over appropriateness of a post which operated solely at Deanery level and that the role would be too large/ill-defined to be successfully fulfilled.  It was felt this option was likely to be limited by resources available and that it could become disempowering (with churches/individuals feeling that, since the appointed person would provide ‘services’, they don’t need to engage with the work).








