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Children

One Room - All Ages

Many communities of faith don’t have the leadership or attendance numbers for multiple
classrooms for specific ages. Instead of designing a lesson for a specific age group in
mind, leaders must design a lesson that either:

e Isaccessibleto all ages
¢ Has different options/steps for different age groups

How is this achieved?
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Crafts: Process crafts and activities offer older children the opportunity to go deeper with
their own skills and imagination — without leaving the younger children behind. Find more
about process crafts here: https://in.pinterest.com/pin/836543699576353871/

Games: Offer older children leadership roles within games. For example, ask them to help
you set up an obstacle course, read out the game instructions, or be the referee, etc.

Leadership: If you have 12+ year olds, you could ask them to lead an activity with the
younger children each week or occasionally. Ask them to be a part of planning, not just “do
this for me” - giving them mentorship and leadership opportunities. High school students
can get volunteer hours for this — or maybe you even have a small honourarium available.

Stories: While you may tell one version of the Bible story to the whole group, catering to the
younger ages, once a craft or activity is set up, you could take the older children to another
area of the room to read a more advanced version of the story and/or ask questions that go
deeper with the story.

Stations: Set up stations for the children to choose what they want to do after you tell the
story and discuss. Stations will depend on the story you are focusing on — but a general
idea is 3-4 stations each with a craft, activity, game, or “free play” (blank paper and
colouring or variety of toys, etc. — letting children create whatever they want) and have one
station catered for the older children’s learning.

Attendance Irregularity

There’s really no solution to the issue of the sporadic/irregular attendance of families on
Sunday morning. When you can do —is plan for it though! Intentionally chose activities that
are conducive to your smallest to largest range of attendance.

Crafts & Activities: Choose crafts that use supplies that you have an abundance of on
hand.

Games: Choose games that can be played with any number of children (charades,
obstacle course, team-based challenges, etc.) rather than games that need a specific
number of players.

Communication: Email the families each week on Friday or Saturday - letting them know
what story you’ll be focusing on and a summary of your activities. This may help parents to
feelinspired to come —while also including the parents in the lesson so they can prepare
their child and follow up after. You could also do this in a group-messaging format and
even ask who plans to attend that week.
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Neurodiversity

Neurodiversity is the idea that there are a range of differences in individuals brain function
and behavioural traits resulting from normal variations of the human genome. Rather than
viewing these variations as a deficit, a neurodiverse approach values them as any other
human variation and advocates that neurodiversity should be recognized and respected as
a social category like gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or disability status.
Theologically, embracing neurodiversity celebrates the multitude of ways that we are
wonderfully made.

There are many differences in the human brain, just like many differences in the human
body. Neurodivergent describes a brain that is significantly different from society’s
expected norm (neurotypical.) Neurodivergence refers to the reasons for those
differences, which can be identified with the labels of ADD, ADHD, Autism, Dyscalculia,
Dyslexia, Dysgraphia, Aphasia, Tourette’s Syndrome and many more. Neurodiversity can
be thought of as an invisible diversity.

Often, children with neurodiversities are mislabelled as having behaviour issues or as
being bad kids rather than understood in the context of their underlying neurodivergence.
Just as often, they are grouped by diagnosis (he’s autistic or she’s got ADHD) instead of
being celebrated as an individual.

A 2018 study looked at how congregations across the United States were welcoming
neurodiverse children. The results were disheartening, including the odds that autistic
children are almost twice as likely never to attend church. Children and youth with anxiety
or depression, ADHD, learning disabilities and other neurodivergencies also face barriers
in attending church.’

While there is no cookie-cutter approach to making a church inclusive for neurodivergent
children, youth and families, there are many ways to communicate to families that "We see
you and you matter."

Each month, look for ways to consider neurodivergence in your congregation, your space

and your planning to create a welcoming environment for neurodivergent families.

Welcoming Neurodiversity

" https://www.christianitytoday.com/2018/07/study-us-churches-exclude-children-with-
autism-addadhd/
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Recognize that all bodies and brains learn in different ways, and help the children in your
program identify what works best for them.

¢ Have a calming corner or quiet room for children to use when they feel
overwhelmed.

¢ Have or allow sensory aids such as fidgets, ear defenders, or sunglasses.

¢ Allow space and time for children to recover from overwhelming sensory cues that
are found in worship and in changing spaces. This could mean buildingin a
transition time at the beginning of the program such as including a time to check-in,
or when you do a similar ritual each week (like lighting a candle or doing some
breathing to quiet themselves).

¢ Reduce visual distractions, unnecessary noise, and strong smells.

e Have avariety of seating options. Allow children to move as they need.

¢ Welcome parents into the church school space. Overcoming anxiety at beingin a
new place may take time and it’s okay to have parents stay with their children.

e Celebrate the child. Make sure to tell the parents the positive!

What this might look like:

“Jane” finds coming to church difficult. When her family arrives, they enter through the side
of the building, where there are less people. After church starts, Jane likes to sit on the
couch just outside of the sanctuary. It’s quieter there and away from the crowd of people.
Also, the organisn’t quite so loud.

The church greeters know that she is there and that she likes to sit in a quieter place. Jane
doesn’t like to go to the front for the story and that's okay. Most days, after going into the
church schoolroom, she prefers to sitin the cozy corner instead of in the circle with the
rest of the children. She watches a sand and water timer while she listens to the story.
When another child asks how come Jane gets to sit in the corner, the teacher replies that
Jane listens best when she has a quiet place to be, and then wonders if they know how they
might learn best? When the other children start their activity, she’s ready to join. Some
days, she asks to do something different and the teacher offers some options. (She doesn’t
like the stickiness of glue so the teacher lets her use a stapler when she makes her
collage.)

Youth

Relating to GenZ

Every study the Fuller Youth Institute has done has proven that all good ministry —including
and maybe especially ministry that yields consequential faith — starts by understanding the
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realities of today’s young people: Gen Z is a generation that is anxious, adaptive, and
diverse.

Generation Z’s desire for openness, self-expression, and individuality has made them one
of the most self-aware - and self-focused - generations in history. Studies show their core
values center on openness to change, self-enhancement, and self-transcendence,? while
consumer research highlights their draw to personalized products, curated identities, and
online validation.® In many ways, Gen Z expresses who they are through what they buy,
post, and follow. Yet behind that drive for individuality lies a deep anxiety about uncertainty
and the future. The constant shaping and re-shaping of the self can leave little room for
stillness, humility, or communal belonging.

Here, the church offers a profoundly different invitation: to root identity not in self-
promotion but in relationship - with God, with others, and with creation. Faith communities
can model a rhythm of life where worth is not earned through expression or consumption
but received through grace, shared purpose, and service. In a culture of constant self-
definition, the gospel offers rest in being known and loved beyond what we produce or
perform.

Anxious: The American Psychological Association’s Stress in America survey (2018) found
that Gen Z reported the highest stress levels of any generation. The Canadian Mental
Health Association has likewise noted alarming increases in youth anxiety diagnoses, with
sharp rises following the COVID-19 pandemic. Researchers point to several overlapping
causes: economic precarity (student debt, uncertain job markets), climate crisis fears,
political instability, systemic injustices, and the constant stimulation of digital life (social
media comparisons, 24/7 news, online harassment).

For faith communities, this means that providing safe, trustworthy spaces where youth can
name their fears, wonder aloud, and experience belonging is not optional; it is essential to
their spiritual and emotional flourishing.

Adaptive: Due to COVID-19, Gen Z is undoubtedly more adaptive than ever. Psychologists
note that their ability to pivot - whether between online and offline worlds, cultural
identities, or even career paths - makes them remarkably resourceful, creative, and
socially aware. They are quick to learn new tools, embrace diversity, and mobilize for
causes they believe in.* Jean Twenge (iGen, 2017) argues that while Gen Z is highly flexible,
they sometimes lack resilience when challenges require long-term patience or delayed
gratification. And that was before COVID-19. Youth and young adults lost critical years of

2 https://reference-global.com/article/10.2478/ngoe-2019-0005
8 https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9362676/?utm_source=chatgpt.com

4 https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9362676/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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gaining life experiences and skills due to lockdowns, isolation, and limited social
interaction. For example, studies found that Gen Z reported lower resilience during the
pandemic compared to older generations.® Research on soft or “life” skills also shows that
many in Gen Z feel unprepared in areas like networking, public speaking, conflict
resolution, or sustained work habits - all of which were diminished during remote
schooling and reduced in-person training.®

In ministry, this means faith formation must both honour their flexibility and creativity while
also intentionally cultivating the slower skills of presence, perseverance, and relational
depth that a life of faith requires - as well as offering experiences to gain the skills under-
developed: guided small-group mentorships that build relational stamina, long-term
service projects that teach steady commitment, and in-person faith retreats that foster
face-to-face listening, silence, and slower rhythms.

Diverse: Gen Zis the most diverse generation in U.S. and Canadian history. In Canada,
more than one in three children have an immigrant background.

“Our schools, workplaces, friend groups are diverse. If your church isn’t at least as diverse,
we will question you as an organization.” - Carey N

Churches that embody authentic welcome, elevate marginalized voices, and reflect the
diversity of God’s people are far more likely to be seen as relevant, trustworthy, and life-
giving communities by Gen Z.

What UCC YAYA’s Say is Important

As per the two surveys from the UCC to youth and young adults (“Here | Am! Youth in the
UCC,” 2023; “UCC Youth Ministry Impacts,” 2024), these four things were named as most
meaningful/impactful ministry to them

1. Relationships are the deepest impact

Whether through camp, youth group, youth forum, or national gatherings, almost every
response circles back to friendships, community, and belonging. Young people
consistently said the most meaningful part was creating connections that lasted far
beyond the event. Locally, this suggests that programs don’t need to be flashy - what
matters most is providing safe, consistent spaces where authentic friendships with peers
and mentors can form.

® Ibid
¢ Ibid
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2. Layered experiences build faith and identity

Youth named local youth groups, camps, regional forums, and national events as each
being impactful in different ways. A local church might only see one piece of the puzzle,
but when youth move through a combination of experiences - weekly groups, camp in the
summer, regional gatherings, and occasional national events - their faith and leadership
skills deepen. Locally, this means ministries should see themselves as part of a wider
ecosystem, and actively connect youth to opportunities beyond their own congregation.

3. Camps and retreats are spiritual foundations

Over and over, camps and retreats were identified as transformative: places where young
people felt safe, loved, and close to God, sometimes for the first time. These immersive
settings gave them role models, independence, and experiences of God in nature and
community. For a local church, this highlights the value of partnering with camping
ministries or hosting retreats, even if attendance at Sunday morning is small.

4. Leadership and justice opportunities matter

Many youth pointed to times when they were invited to lead worship, plan events, or
engage with justice issues (climate action, reconciliation, international experiences).
These opportunities helped them grow confidence, develop skills, and discern vocation.
Locally, this means churches need to invite youth into real, not token, leadership, and give
them space to connect faith with justice in tangible ways.

Youth Group that Sticks

“Unfortunately, it’s not clear that youth group as we know it makes an immediate or lasting
difference. Regular participation in religious services lowers rates of teenage depression
and drug usage and raises levels of academic achievement, happiness, and forgiveness.
But it’s also been found to decrease young people’s sense of overall well-being and the
quality of their parental relationships.””

Unfortunately, youth group as we have known it since the 90’s might no longer be working.
Maybe it’s a fun and meaningful place for teens if you’re lucky — but it’s not proven to make
a lasting difference in developing Christ-like character on its own. So, what then, can we
do? Here is what the UCC youth said in the same survey as above.

e Belonging > programming. Create safe, judgment-free spaces where friendships
form; be present, listen, and treat youth as equals (not projects).

7 Faith Beyond Youth Group by Fuller Youth Institute, page 13
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Meet them where they are. Go to schools, cafés, online spaces; don’t rely on
Sunday morning. Offer evening/weekday options and “third spaces” to hang out.
Authenticity & trust. Be real. Don’t chase trends or recruit “for the church’s sake.”
Ask what they need; follow through on what they tell you.

Real leadership, not token roles. Invite youth to plan, lead, and decide - worship,
service, media, events. Say yes to their ideas and respect “no.”

Make it relevant. Connect faith with justice, community issues, mental health,
nature, and everyday life. Mix Bible/deep theology with honest questions.
Community ecosystem. Local youth group + camps/retreats + regional/national
events work together. Help them access the wider network.

Consistency & fun. Regular gatherings, unhurried time to just be together, simple
fun (games, warm drinks, food). Big events spark energy; weekly rhythms keep it.
Radical welcome. Be visibly affirming and inclusive. Diversity and accessibility
signal credibility.

Communicate better. Many don’t know about opportunities—use channels they
use (Discord/IG), and partner with schools, clubs, arts/sports groups.

Bridge young adulthood. Provide 18-35 on-ramps (meetups, campus/city
chaplaincy, paid/ honorarium roles) so they don’t fall through the gap post-youth.

Families

Attracting New Families

If you say or hear this comment within the community, “well we don’t have any
children/youth/young families,” | would urge you to discern if that is really true. Are those
who come into the building for community programming (Guides, Scouts, playgroups,
music programs, food banks, etc.) and grandchildren, nephews, nieces, etc. of active
members not considered part of your community? That message alone can deter young
people from visiting.

If you are looking for young families to be more active in your worshiping community and
church-led programs, you need to be relevant to the needs of young families today. You
can put all this effort and time into a communications campaign to invite families, but if
they do not feel welcomed or safe in the community when they walk in, they will not stay.

Our own data shows that the gap isn’t in communication or marketing - it’s in embodied
welcome. Young families will not stay unless:

the physical environment tells them they belong,

ministry intentionally supports parents’ own spiritual growth and equips them to
have meaningful faith conversations at home, and

community rhythms make space for their real lives (noise, movement, questions,
fatigue, and joy).
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Physical Environment: Install a “prayground” in your sanctuary — a place with nursing
chairs, child-sized furniture, colouring, soft toys, etc for families to sit while still
participating in the service, but having a place specifically designed for their many needs.

Programming: Families aren’t just looking for activities for their children; they’re longing to
be part of a community that values their entire family’s spiritual life. Many parents want
guidance in having meaningful, and sometimes difficult, faith conversations at home. The
church can play a vital role by nurturing parents’ own faith journeys and offering simple,
practical tools - like resources for prayer, reflection, and storytelling - to help faith take root
beyond Sunday mornings. Invest in resources like: Faith at Home Magazine or Real Kids
Real Faith.

Real Lives: This means many communities think they are welcoming but haven’t yet
created the emotional or physical safety that today’s diverse families (neurodiverse,
blended, queer-affirming, culturally mixed) are looking for. The adults within a community
need to be ready and prepared to welcome diverse families without being victim to judging
glances, rude remarks, or assumptions. This might be the hardest task of all - because we
can’t control what people say — but we can try to support a culture of understanding and
open-mindedness.

Where are the children? https://urc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/\Where-are-the-
children-PDF.pdf

Faith at Home

Research is showing us that the most important and consistent form of faith formation for
a child is what they get at home and in their daily lives. Therefore, there needs to be a shift
in supporting parents to have meaningful faith conversations. Parents are nervous to have
these conversations because they feel they don’t have “all the answers” — so we need to
tell them, that that is okay. In fact, that is encouraged.

We need to stop relying on minimally trained volunteers as the only form of children’s faith
nurturing — and adapt how we view faith formation for the whole family. So... how do you do
that? Here are five things we suggest:

e Equip parents to have everyday faith conversations

e Model open and respectful faith conversations

e Help parents recognize and honour children’s spiritual capacity

e Provide practical tools for family worship and scripture engagement
e Support parents as role models of authentic faith
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Equip Parents to Have Everyday Faith Conversations

Many parents want to talk about faith with their children but don’t know where to start.
Churches can help parents feel more confident by offering tools and conversation starters
that weave naturally into daily routines - mealtime blessings, bedtime prayers, or
wondering questions on the drive to school. Encourage parents to approach these
moments with curiosity and openness rather than a need to “teach” or provide perfect
answers. When faith is framed as a shared discovery, parents and children can explore
wonder, gratitude, and God’s presence together in authentic ways.

Model Open and Respectful Faith Conversations

Children learn how to talk about faith by watching adults do it. Church leaders, educators,
and volunteers can model open-ended, respectful dialogue where questions are
welcomed and mystery is embraced. Use all-ages worship moments or Sunday school
stories to demonstrate curiosity - asking “l wonder what this story makes you think about?”
instead of seeking one right answer. Create spaces where children’s insights are valued
and received seriously, helping parents see that their child’s voice matters. Avoid putting
children on display for entertainment; instead, affirm their contributions as genuine
expressions of faith.

Help Parents Recognize and Honour Children’s Spiritual Capacity

Remind parents that children are not “future believers” but spiritual beings who already
experience God in real and meaningful ways. Through workshops or conversations, guide
parents to see their role not as instructors but as companions in faith. Encourage them to
create home environments that invite wonder - listening for God in nature, art, or play. The
goalisn’t to achieve specific outcomes or memorized truths, but to nurture space where
children can safely explore and express their spirituality as it unfolds.

Provide Practical Tools for Family Worship and Scripture Engagement

Offer simple, accessible resources that help families engage Scripture and prayer at home
without feeling overwhelmed. Short devotionals, storytelling prompts, or creative practices
like drawing, building, or acting out Bible stories can make faith tangible. Provide
adaptable formats - digital, print, or take-home kits - so families can choose what fits their
rhythm. Recognize that parents are often balancing busy lives; faith practices should feel
like life-giving invitations, not another task to complete.

Support Parents as Role Models of Authentic Faith
All content gathered or created by The GO Project. Please do not share appendix outside your own community of 10
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Children learn most about faith not through lessons but by observing the adults they love.
Encourage parents to model their spirituality through daily acts of kindness, gratitude, and
honesty. Provide opportunities - workshops, discussion groups, or mentorships - for
parents to explore their own faith questions and stories. Emphasize that authenticity, not
perfection, is what shapes a child’s understanding of God. When parents share their
doubts, hopes, and values openly, children see that faith is a lifelong journey, not a
finished product.

Intergenerational Programming
Intergenerational Ministry Definition:

Intergenerational ministry happens “when a congregation intentionally combines the
generations together in mutual serving, sharing, or learning within the core activities of the
church in order to live out being the body of Christ to each other and the greater
community” Holly Catterton Allen and Christine Lawton Ross

Chris Barnett explains the difference in these terms:

- Multigenerational: Environments in which people of many ages might worship,
serve, and socialize in the same space as one another but where relationships
across age groups may not really exist. Including children in adult-oriented worship
services by having activities available to keep them occupied, like colouring pages,
activity bags, and a children’s message might make it easier for children to remain
present during services that are really meant for adults — and show that they are
thought of and welcome in the space, but any interaction among young people and
adults remains rather limited.

- Crossgenerational: Children, teenagers, and adults interact with one another and
get to know one another. They work together on service projects — or participate in a
mentoring program with confirmation or baptism. During social times, generations
are mixing and invested in each other’s lives. Relationships exist between the
generations, but the church has yet to take any significant intentional steps to foster
transformation through such relationships, which may be genuine but somewhat
surface level.

- Intergenerational: Community actively nurtures a space in which there is
comprehensive mutuality, equality, and reciprocity that makes individual or
collective transformation more likely. Worshiping and preaching practices are
shifted from those aimed at adults toward ones that better account for everyone in
the room. All ages are heard and listened to and relationships are intentionally
fostered.
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While some churches will need to work on moving from age segregation to
multigenerational ministry, others will focus on shifting from being cross-generational
to intergenerational. Becoming intergenerational is a highly contextual and largely
organic process.

Leading Meaningful Intergenerational Worship Resources

Centre for Faith and Children:

- https://faithandchildren.org/2025/07/01/4-simple-ways-to-help-kids-access-
worship/

- https://faithandchildren.org/2025/02/19/10-creative-ideas-for-worshipping-with-
kids-from-real-churches/

- https://faithandchildren.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2024/06/Multi-National-
Research-Childrens-Ministry.pdf

Yale Youth Institute — The Meaningful Inclusion of Children in Worship

- https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tBXSlhiz5vs

Reform Worship Blog:

- https://www.reformedworship.org/resource/all-gods-children

Carolyn Brown:

- https://worshipingwithchildren.blogspot.com/

Michelle Whitlock: Neighbourhood Liturgy: Mister Rogers and Liturgical formation

- https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0458063X.2025.2484987

Books:

- Dave Csinos: Gospel for All Ages
- Holly Catterton Allen and Christine Lawton Ross: Intergenerational Christian
Formation
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Resources

Duty of Care

The United Church of Canada Duty of Care Program and the handbook Faithful Footsteps
remind communities of faith that ministry is both a spiritual calling and a responsibility of
care. Churches have a legal, moral, and theological obligation to create environments
where children, youth, vulnerable adults, volunteers, staff, and families are protected from
harm and treated with dignity and respect.

At its core, “duty of care” means taking reasonable steps to prevent foreseeable harm. This
includes emotional, physical, spiritual, and relational safety. The policy emphasizes that
all people are created in the image of God and deserve spaces where they can learn,
worship, and grow without fear of exploitation, harassment, abuse, or neglect.

Faithful Footsteps encourages congregations to move beyond “good intentions” and
toward clear systems, policies, and practices that help create safe and caring
communities.

Key Best Practices for Communities of Faith

e Screening & Volunteer Safety

o Complete role descriptions for all volunteer and staff positions.

o Use application forms, interviews, and reference checks for leadership roles.

o Require police records checks for individuals working with vulnerable
populations.

o Re-screen and update records regularly. If you don’t require new record
checks annually, then have volunteers and staff declare nothing has
changed annually.

e Supervision & Accountability

o Maintain a “two-adult” or visible leadership rule whenever possible.

o Avoid situations where one adult is isolated with one child/youth.

o Use sign-in/sign-out procedures and attendance tracking.

o Gatherregistration forms annually so you have up to date emergency

contact information, allergies, medical needs, etc.
Ensure volunteers know reporting procedures and emergency contacts.

o As often as possible, ensure there is a 2+ year age difference between
leaders and participants.

e Training & Communication
o Offer annualtraining for volunteers and leaders.
o Ensure families understand policies, expectations, and safety procedures.

©)
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o Review policies annually with leadership teams and committees.
o Documentincidents, accidents, and concerns appropriately.

Practical Questions for Churches to Reflect On

e Do allvolunteers understand their responsibilities and boundaries?

e Areourpolicies clear, accessible, and regularly reviewed?

¢ Would a new family immediately know how safety is prioritized here?

¢ Arechildren and vulnerable people physically, emotionally, and spiritually safe in
our spaces?

e Are administrative systems sustainable, or too dependent on one individual?

Helpful United Church Resources

e Faithful Footsteps Handbook

e Duty of Care Resources

e Screening Volunteers and Leaders

e Creating Safe and Respectful Environments Policy

Space

Working with Dedicated or Shared Ministry Spaces

Space communicates belonging. Before a lesson begins or worship starts, children and
youth are already learning something about themselves, the church, and God through the
spaces they enter.

Research from Rebecca Nye highlights that children experience spirituality deeply
relationally, physically and sensorily. A warm, intentional space communicates: “You
belong here.” A cluttered, temporary, or neglected space in a basement or gymn can
unintentionally communicate the opposite.

GO Project’s data from our 2025 survey with 78 communities of faith across the country
showed clear trends:

¢ Congregations with consistent, dedicated ministry space tend to have larger and
more active children and youth ministries.

¢ Regular ministry space is linked with stronger programming confidence, leadership
development, and long-term sustainability.

Dedicated space does not guarantee thriving ministry, but intentional space strongly

supports it.
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Strong ministry spaces are welcoming, flexible, accessible, creative, comfortable, and
visibly connected to faith and belonging. This does not require expensive renovations. Even
small or shared spaces can become meaningful when used intentionally.

Best Practices for Dedicated Spaces

¢ Use flexible seating, rugs, bean bags, or discussion circles.

¢ Include faith symbols, sensory materials, books, and art supplies.
¢ Create quiet or calming areas for neurodiverse participants.

¢ Invite children and youth to help desigh and decorate the space.

Best Practices for Shared or Rental Spaces

Many churches now share space with schools, daycares, or renters. Shared spaces can
still support strong ministry when expectations are clear.

Helpful practices include:

e usingrolling carts or portable storage,

e creating portable “sacred elements” (banners, prayer cloths, candles, signage),
e ensuring easy setup and cleanup systems,

e protecting consistent access to ministry space,

e involving ministry leaders in rental and property conversations.

Children and youth ministry should be considered a core ministry priority when making
space-use decisions. Ensure that leaders of the ministry with children and youth are a part
of conversations when negotiating space with renters, as they will be the ones impacted by
shared use of their space. Also in those conversations, think about the time and effort
needed on a Sunday morning to set up a space and take it back down.

Age-Specific Space Ideas
Ages 0-5: Focus on sensory play, storytelling, music, movement, and comfort.
Ages 6-12: Include art, tactile materials, interactive stations, and creative exploration.

Ages 13-18: Create flexible spaces for conversation, games and activities, identity
exploration, and peer connection.

Ages 19-30: Provide welcoming, warm, and cozy gathering spaces for mentorship,
leadership, and reflection.

Worship Space Matters Too

Children and youth should not only have space outside worship, but within it. Many
churches now include:
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e praygrounds,

e worship activity tables,

e rocking chairs,

e sensory supports,

e and family-friendly worship areas.

These practices help normalize children’s presence in worship and communicate that they
are part of the worshipping community.

Further resources:

e https://faithandchildren.org/2025/07/01/4-simple-ways-to-help-kids-access-
worship/

e https://faithandchildren.org/2025/02/19/10-creative-ideas-for-worshipping-with-
kids-from-real-churches/

Reflection Questions

¢ What does our space communicate to children and youth?
¢ Do ourspaces reflect belonging, accessibility, and care?

e Arerental decisions supporting or limiting ministry?

e Canchildren and youth see evidence that they matter here?

A sacred ministry space does not need to be perfect. It simply needs to communicate:
“You belong here, and God is here with you.”

Volunteer Recruitment & Training

Thriving children and youth ministries are built on relationships, not simply programs.
Volunteers are not just helpers or supervisors; they are spiritual mentors, storytellers,
listeners, and trusted adults who help young people experience belonging, faith, and
community.

A congregation’s commitment to children is reflected not only in its vision statements, but
in the structures, policies, training, and support systems it creates for those who lead
ministry. Duty of Care policies, role descriptions, volunteer covenants, and onboarding
processes all communicate how seriously a congregation takes the spiritual nurture and
safety of children and youth.

Strong volunteer cultures are rarely built through emergency recruitment or generalized
announcements alone. Research consistently shows that people are most likely to
volunteer because they are personally invited, encouraged, and matched with roles that fit
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their gifts and passions. Volunteers will come back if they feel fulfillment in the work, and
appreciated and celebrated for their efforts.

Best Practices for Volunteer Recruitment
Healthy ministries:

e recruit year-round rather than only during crises,

¢ make specific, personal invitations,

o« focus on gifts and passions rather than “filling slots,” (you’re a gardener—come do
the parable of the sower and help us plant new seeds in the garden... or you’re an
artist— come help the children make a banner about the 7-days of creation... etc.)

o offer flexible and shared leadership roles,

¢ regularly thank and celebrate volunteers,

e create environments where volunteers feel supported rather than overwhelmed.

Many congregations are moving away from the idea of the “teacher” and toward relational
leadership models such as mentors, shepherds, guides, or storytelling teams. This shift
recognizes that faith formation happens most deeply through relationships, curiosity,
conversation, and shared experiences.

Volunteer burnout often happens when too few people carry too much responsibility for
too long. Sustainable ministries: share leadership broadly, clarify roles and expectations,
allow volunteers to rotate or serve seasonally, provide administrative support where
possible, and create leadership teams rather than relying on one or two individuals.

Congregations are also more likely to attract volunteers when the wider church sees that
children and youth are spiritually engaged, involved in worship and service, learning
meaningful faith practices, and viewed as valued members of the community - not simply
being supervised or entertained.

Reflection Questions

¢ Do ourvolunteers feel equipped, supported, and spiritually encouraged?

e Are we recruiting people based on gifts and relationships, or only filling gaps?

e Do ourleadership structures reflect our stated commitment to children and youth?

¢ Arevolunteers helping children encounter faith, wonder, belonging, and
community?

e Are we building sustainable systems, or depending on a few highly committed
individuals?
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Asking for Feedback

A short annual feedback process works best when it feels relational, easy to complete, and
focused on ministry growth rather than evaluation for evaluation’s sake. | would
recommend something that takes 5-10 minutes, includes a mix of rating questions and
open-ended reflection, and is shared with parents/caregivers, volunteers/leaders, and
older youth (with a simpler child-friendly version for younger children).

Here is a simple sample you could include in your audit appendix or provide to
congregations:

Annual Children, Youth & Family Ministry Reflection Survey (Sample)

Thank you for helping us reflect on ministry with children, youth, and families. Your
feedback helps us grow, adapt, and better nurture faith, belonging, and community
together.

Part 1: Sense of Belonging

Please rate the following (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree)

Statement 12345
My child (or the young people in our ministry) feels welcomed and known here. O O O O
Children and youth are treated as important members of the congregation. dodoodg
I/we feel a sense of belonging in this ministry. dodoodg

Part 2: Faith Formation & Programming

Statement 12345
Programming helps children/youth explore faith in meaningful ways. dooogno
Activities balance fun, relationships, and spiritual growth. dooogno
Children/youth are invited to ask questions, wonder, and participate. dooogno

Part 3: Leadership & Community

Statement 12345
Leaders are caring, welcoming, and supportive. dodoodg
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Statement 12345
I understand what is happening in ministry and feel informed. dodoodg
Children and youth have meaningful opportunities to participate or lead. dodoodg

Part 4: Open Reflection

e What has been most meaningful or life-giving this year?

e What could we improve or do differently?

e What kinds of activities, gatherings, or faith experiences would you love to see next
year?

e Isthere anything your family (or young people) need from the church that we may
not currently be offering?

e Anything else you’d like us to know?

One Final Question

In one sentence: What do children, youth, or families most need from church right now?

Budget

Financial restraints are one of the most common obstacles for communities of faith. After
decades of staff and program cuts it’s hard to build the budget back in when it’s been
reduced or removed. There are many communities doing creative things with the little they
have, but as a part of aligning a mission of ministry with children and youth with
implementation, we recommend churches should budget 5-15%+ of programmatic
budgets toward children, youth, and family ministry.

When budgeting, communities should think about the costs associated with a thriving
ministry with children and youth: staffing, curriculum, supplies, police reports,
food/hospitality, Bibles/worship elements, volunteer appreciation, and volunteer training.
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