
The Report 
and its 

implications



‘…children can drive the agenda. Curiosity, 
the desire to explore puzzling questions, 

enthusiasm for stillness and other formative 
practices all emerge as children’s strengths. 

They, we are told, are instigators of faith-talk. 
This should be both a relief and a wake-up 

call for parents and church leaders.’
Trevor Cooling 



The nexus – a focus for connection



Research Project

• Empirical mixed methods study carried out between 2017 and 2020 
by National Institute for Christian Education Research (NICER)

• 20 church primary schools - a cross-section of Church of England and 
Catholic primary schools, in differing socio-economic areas across the 
country. 

• Focus group interviews with 187 pupils and 267 adults (parents, staff, 
local clergy, and other interested key groups) between June 2018 and 
January 2019.

• Quantitative online survey with 1002 people; 730 pupils and 272 
adults in spring 2019



Four emergent themes

• Talking about faith

• Sense of belonging: family, school and church

• Being: reflective practices

• Doing: routines, rituals and relationships



Talking about faith – key findings

• Children are often the initiators of talking about faith or spirituality in the 
home

• Children value opportunities to ask open-ended questions about things of 
deep importance to them and things they wonder about, and for others to 
listen to their opinions

• The stimulus for this talk about faith includes activities, curriculum, and 
worship in school

• Church primary schools can provide safe spaces to talk about faith, spiritual 
matters, and ask challenging questions; pupils identified RE lessons as such 
a space

• Responding to children’s talk about faith is challenging; adults may struggle 
with how to respond, avoid, or close down such conversations



Implications

• Many parents, clergy and other stakeholders were not aware of the 
depth of study and the level of discussions that pupils engage in 
within RE

• Parents were happier discussing ‘values’ at home but were not aware 
of the of Christian or Biblical roots behind values



Questions about…

• God

• Creation

• death



Implications

• The common assumption that the ‘right’ language or skill-set is 
needed to engage with faith, and certain people have this and others 
do not. 

• Children seek to explore faith and the big existential issues by asking 
questions. There might not be a ‘right answer’

• There is a need to encourage adults to talk and stimulate thought 
with the child, rather than avoid talking about faith for fear of giving a 
wrong answer

• Grandparents were often reported as key in ‘faith-talk’

• Parents were fearful of ‘influencing’ their child



Sense of belonging – key findings

• A strong relationship between church and school has a strong association 
with attitudes and behaviours which facilitate faith-talk and interactions at 
home

• Flourishing connections between school, home and church, nurtures 
relationships between individuals and these institutions

• Positive relationships between church and school are characterised by 
invitational worship, the celebration of festivals, the minister’s presence, 
and a sense of belonging and connection to the church community and 
building

• The powerful impact these positive relationships have on aspects of family 
faith life is mostly unseen but is apparent in the significance for church 
school families of their connection with the local church



Implications

• The more children feel connected to the school or to the church, the more 
they display attitudes and behaviours that facilitate faith-talk and 
interactions at home

• This research has highlighted an expression of a sense of belonging to 
church through school, which is perhaps best expressed as a sense of being 
occasional belongers

• If ministers do not work closely with school, they are disconnecting from 
people who consider themselves to be part of the Christian family 

• Where there is the perception of a strong active relationship between 
church and school then there was more evidence of faith-related activities 
at home.



Being – key findings

• Children actively seek out spaces and times to be alone to reflect, 
think, and pray

• Church primary schools provide several spaces and times, such as 
reflection corners and spiritual gardens

• Reflection or prayer space and time is essential for young people’s 
spiritual wellbeing



Implications

• Children’s desire for solitude, for time to think is perhaps not 
sufficiently recognised in home, school or church. Need to provide 
space and facilitation

• There is a difference in the way parents spoke about prayer and 
reflection and the way children did. This is a gap which needs to be 
addressed

• There is an important role for family in supporting and nurturing a 
child’s spiritual life, but it raises the question of what we can do to 
support parents in this



Doing – key findings

• Church primary schools offer a view of Christianity as a lived religion

• Church families experience the pattern of the church’s year; festivals 
are moments of crucial engagement

• There was little evidence of children engaging with the Bible at home

• The leadership skills children develop in school are underestimated 
outside the primary school environment

• Relationships within the Nexus are crucial to sustaining opportunities 
to explore faith in the home



Implications

• ‘If we accept that for engagement with religious activities to be 
sustained, habit forming routines and rituals are critical, the evidence 
here suggests more attention needs to be paid to this. Otherwise a 
consequence is the development of a spirituality that is discarded 
when school is over’

• Need to increase opportunities for children to engage with Scripture 
at home

• ‘a picture emerges from this research of confident, articulate young 
people offering leadership and insights, as they seek meaning on 
faith-related matters. There was little evidence seen of this rippling 
into the church environment’



‘We need to recognise them as co-constructors; 
when given responsibility, children rise to the 

challenge. It is essential to work with them rather 
than for them or at them. This research has 

shown how relationships with adults who are 
willing to explore faith and spiritual life with the 

child are essential for spiritual development.’


