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The Free Churches and Further Education 

Chaplaincy: A Neglected Opportunity? 

“Surely the Lord is in this place- and I knew it not” (Genesis 28 :16, NIV) 

“Education is more than preparing people for employment and employability…. (there is) a 

wider and deeper duty….to help our students develop a sense of well-being that is the 

foundation of the emotional resilience needed to deal with…whatever challenges their careers 

and lives ask of them” (Dame Ruth Silver, foreword to Faiths and Further Education, 

LSC/Neafe1 2005). 

“Traditionally….in the Nonconformist denominations there has been an emphasis on 

supporting state education” (A Free Church Voice on Education, 20102) 

God with us 

There is no part of the created order from which God is absent. There is no part of life from 

which God withholds his concern and his blessing. If therefore God is present wherever people 

gather to work and serve, there the church needs also to be, seeking to identify where God is 

alive and active and speaking in ways that encourage those who engage in that area. This is 

as much true of the further education (FE) college as it is of the hospital, the prison, the armed 

services, schools, the university or the workplace. It is simply artificial to make distinctions in 

this context between the church congregation and the many other local contexts in which 

people come together and interact. 

Engagement opportunity with the diverse FE world 

The free churches have a significant record of engagement, through chaplaincy and other 

activities, with most of the settings listed above. By comparison, involvement with further 

education is significantly more limited.  This can be regarded as a considerable missed 

opportunity given the demographic of further education. Each year this sector educates and 

trains some 3 million learners, including the largest group of 16-19 year olds in full-time 

education and a growing cohort of apprentices.  The sector employs 145.000 staff, of which 

74,000 hold lecturing contracts. Each year thousands of adult learners use Adult and 

Community Learning (ACL) Services to obtain new skills, develop career progression, or 

pursue hobbies and interests for social interaction, frequently as a relief from isolation and 

social exclusion.  

The profile of students attending FE colleges is diverse, however the majority come from 
relatively low achieving backgrounds including working class learners and those from 

                                                             
1 Neafe - the National Ecumenical Agency in Further Education (agency dissolved 2009)  
2 https://www.freechurches.org.uk/about-education/  
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disadvantaged groups.  Colleges in urban areas frequently draw a high percentage of their 
learners from ethnic minority communities. They provide an environment where young people 
and adults from every ethnic, faith and social group came together. 
 
FE students include:  
 

• those with a wide range of learning difficulties and disabilities, developing skills for 
living;  

• young people and adults studying numeracy, language (ESOL) and literacy;  

• full or part-time students on vocational courses such as hair and beauty, engineering, 
business, travel and tourism, art, media, agriculture, horticulture;  

• GCSE and A level students;  

• those seeking to re-enter employment;  

• those who are up-skilling or changing direction;  

• those seeking personal development or general interest;  

• for community regeneration and neighbourhood renewal – by adults seeking to engage 
their communities in self-help activities;  

• Higher Education students and those studying for professional qualifications.  
 

Despite this range of provision, FE colleges and providers of work-based learning and ACL 

are essentially local service providers meeting the needs of their local community, economy, 

and employers. For many of its students FE provides a chance for personal transformation, 

often at key points in people’s lives such as leaving school, changing career, beginning an 

apprenticeship, entering employment, or returning to work after a period of childcare. 

Common values  

From this context, engagement with FE through the provision of chaplaincy services within an 

FE college appears an obvious opportunity for free churches, given the common commitment 

of local congregations and colleges to serve their local communities and the considerable co-

incidence in values between free church denominations and FE. Our denominations are 

naturally interested in social justice, challenging discrimination and disadvantage, offering a 

second chance or support to those who need it and valuing the potential of each individual in 

society. These concerns are frequently a common denominator of groups and individuals 

within FE colleges. Nonconformist values such as equality, inclusiveness, freedom of 

conscience and recognition of each individual as a child of God, sit well alongside FE 

aspirations to emphasise hope, encouragement, new opportunities and the development of 

every learner to his or her full potential.  

The powerful chaplaincy contribution 

At its best chaplaincy is delivered through a team comprising both lay and ordained members. 

FE chaplaincy is certainly not a ministry confined to ordained clergy; both lay and ordained 

chaplains have much to contribute, working in partnership with college managers and staff. 

Rooted in the institution and its structures, a strong chaplaincy team draws on the skills, 

commitment and distinctive contributions of a partnership between college and faith 

community, bringing together the values of faith and the purposes of the institution. 

What then can free church chaplaincy contribute to a Further Education College?  Working 

from within the institution a chaplain embraces and contributes to a college’s activities and 
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values, while bringing a distinctive contribution from an independent voice based on values, 

truth, justice, compassion, life in all its fullness, derived from the organisation that sent them. 

In time, this may allow a chaplain to influence college decisions with impartial advice.  

College chaplaincy operates within an educational context. Colleges are rightly wary of 

activities which might be construed as proselytising. Ministry in this environment accepts that 

different faiths and beliefs are worthy of respect and that education involves the exchange of 

ideas, understanding of self and others, and the development of knowledge, skills, 

experiences and qualities across body, mind and spirit. It is the purpose of education or 

training to develop more than simply the skills for employment.  A chaplain’s role is thus by 

language and behaviour to model the values that faith brings to relationships and encourage 

the spiritual dimension to the development of learners, particularly younger students. This may 

start with a contribution to pastoral support for students and staff, but in time may develop into 

a distinctive contribution to teaching and learning, particularly associated with the learners’ 

spiritual, moral, social and cultural (SMSC) development.  Possible opportunities could 

include: 

• Contributing to tutorial programmes and discussions, which might assist the 
development of religious literacy amongst students;  

• Hosting or facilitating discussion through which students can encounter controversial 
issues in a safe environment for discussion;  

• Assisting the delivery of SMSC, particularly in vocational courses such as hospitality, 
catering, hairdressing, childcare or business studies where an understanding of faith, 
belief and cultural expectations are an essential element in preparing students for 
employment;  

• Supporting initiatives to promote the value of equality, diversity and difference within 
the college community and good relations between different cultural, ethnic and faith 
groups within the college;  

• Offering a distinctive addition to college pastoral services and support for students with 
mental health issues; 

• Providing pastoral or confidential support for staff. Staff are inevitably a more constant 
presence than students, most of whom stay for only a year or two.  Working in an 
environment where pressures and change are frequently unrelenting staff often value 
this support. Staff too are often the essential link between a chaplain and students. 

• Organising celebration or remembrance events on major faith anniversaries or secular 
occasions such as Holocaust Memorial or Remembrance Day.  

 

Taking the church to where the people are 

Engagement with FE through chaplaincy therefore offers our denominations an opportunity to 

work alongside a total population three times larger than current national church attendance, 

with college communities containing several groups currently absent from some 

congregations, such as young people, minority ethnic communities and those experiencing 

economic and social disadvantage, and in an environment where we share common values. 

It is first and foremost an opportunity for encounter with those who are frequently absent from 

our churches. It is truly a case of taking the church to where the people are rather than waiting 

for them to come to where we might wish them to be. It is an opportunity to model collaboration 

with partners from other denominations, faiths and beliefs and thereby contribute to college 

and community cohesion. It is an opportunity to demonstrate, particularly to younger students, 

that the church can be relevant to them and that the church cares.  
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This is by no means a new challenge for the free churches. 25 years ago, in the foreword to a 

previous publication on FE Chaplaincy, the then General Secretary of the Free Church Federal 

Council, Rev. David Staple wrote: 

“If we are to make progress together…. there has to be a radical rethink about how we deploy 

our ministers…. Today, most people outside the churches feel they belong where they work 

or study…. if we are to minister to people where they are…. we need to be in the place of work 

or study” (The Churches and Patterns of Chaplaincy in Further Education, Free Church 

Federal Council 1992) 

Powerful partners 

Today this challenge is perhaps even greater, embracing the distribution of all our human 

resources, both ordained and lay, within congregations and beyond, in an even more 

pluralistic, multi-cultural, multi-faith society where issues of faith and belief are openly evident 

in personal and professional lives and central to social and community cohesion. It is a 

challenge, and an opportunity, which we believe the free church denominations should 

consider seriously. We are convinced that the free churches and further education are 

potentially partners with much to offer each other. We urge the free churches to take up the 

challenge of this sometimes difficult and tough, but ultimately important and enriching, work. 

Key Messages 
 
Further Education fulfils a vital role in the local community, providing an environment where 
young people and adults from every ethnic, faith and social group come together to gain 
education, vocational training and personal transformation. 
 
FE and Free Church congregations have a shared commitment to serve their local 
communities. They share the common values of social justice, a concern for the 
disadvantaged and offering a second chance and support to those in need. 
 
Free Church Chaplains make an important contribution to the spiritual moral, and cultural 
development of students and staff in further education. They provide pastoral and confidential 
support, and promote the value of equality, diversity and difference within the college 
community. 
 
Engaging with further education is a golden opportunity for congregations to take the church 
to where the people are in the local community. 
 
 

Dr John Wise & Graham Handscomb, 9th January 2018  

Free Church Education Committee, FE Working Group, Free Churches Group 

 


