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SERVING THE MARGINALISED 

Free Churches vision and policy for Further Education 

 

• Commitment to Free Churches engagement with FE 
 

This statement of vision and policy confirms that the Free Church Group (FCG) is 

committed to promoting, supporting and developing Free Churches engagement with 

Further Education (FE)  

 

The nature of FE, as outlined below, makes clear the significant part it plays in the 

communities that our churches seek to serve. There is a clear resonance between the 

values that drive FE and the core values at the heart of our Free Church heritage and 

continuing commitment to local communities, mission, outreach and social justice.  This 

commitment to deepen our engagement with FE will entail doing more to identify and 

connect with those involved with FE within our own congregations and for churches to seek 

out and create opportunities to engage with the FE colleges in their local communities.  This 

policy will present opportunities and challenges for FCG Education policy and practice, the 

leadership and support of denominations, and for local churches and their congregations.  

 

• Context 
 

In 2015, a Working Group was commissioned by FCG’s Board to produce a report on the 

current and potential future engagement of the Free Churches with FE.   

 

The Working Group scoped out the most effective areas of engagement for the Free 

Churches with FE; exploring existing projects and initiatives to identify good practice; 

reflecting theologically on the FE issues in respect of the Free Churches; and considering 

how to build capacity amongst the Free Churches to support FE and to build FE presence on 

the Free Church Education Committee.   

 

The Working Group submitted its report to FCG in July 2016, which included the following 

seven key recommendations: 
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• Establish a Free Churches vision and policy statement for FE;  
 

• Express concerns to government and other relevant bodies about the need for FE to 
become a higher priority; 

 

• Raise the profile of FE within the Free Church denominations;  
 

• Prepare a definitive list of Free Church FE chaplains, establish a rationale for greater 
Free Church involvement in FE chaplaincy and develop support and communication 
channels; 

 

• Stimulate the collation of a series of case studies demonstrating economic, social 
and personal transformation for FE students from a variety of backgrounds and ages; 

 

• Encourage local congregations to consider the potential opportunities of working with 
and supporting their local FE college and other FE providers;  

 

• Produce practical guidance for local congregations (on a range of action areas 
specified in the report).  

 

Subsequently a subset of the working group, involving its chair, John Wise (Chair of the 

Working Group), Graham Handscomb and Sara Iles, have done further work on an action 

plan to consider these recommendations, how they interrelate and how they could be 

addressed. This included drafting a Free Churches' vision and policy statement for FE, 

which is outlined below.  

 

• The reasons and rationale for the Free Churches to engage with Further 
Education 
 

Engagement with Further Education should be a key area of the FCG’s commitment to 

the public education service - as set out in Free Church Education Committee (FCEC)’s A 

Free Church Voice on Education (Grove et al , 2010. 

http://www.freechurches.org.uk/group/group.aspx?id=2299440). The following sets out the 

reasons for this.  

  

The contribution of FE to society and the economy 

There are a great number of young people and adults participating in further education. The 

FE sector in England alone engages with nearly 3 million learners each year and employs 

145,000 staff. FE colleges particularly are places where young people from all backgrounds 

are brought together, and those in urban settings have a higher proportion of students from 

minority ethnic communities.  FE also makes an essential contribution to national and local 

economies by preparing people for the world of work, providing training for employment, 

opportunities for career change and advancement, an array of vocational learning routes, 

support of apprenticeships and the Government Work Programme. For many people, FE is 

http://www.freechurches.org.uk/group/group.aspx?id=2299440
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therefore the chosen route because it offers them the best route to achieve their career 

aspirations. So, given FE’s wide ranging presence within society it is an area of real 

significance to FCG promoting faith and mission within the public square.   

 

Reaching out to ALL  

The distinctive nature of FE, particularly its values of inclusiveness, often reaching 

out to the most vulnerable and marginalised in society, has a potent resonance with 

Free Church non-conformist heritage and its concern for the outcast and 

marginalised in society and to bring 'life in all its fullness' to all.  Further Education has 

a proud record of providing a second chance to those who have missed out through previous 

education experience and enabling them to access new opportunities for learning and 

growth, as well as providing many students from all sorts of backgrounds to achieve their 

vocational and career goals – for example through apprenticeships and other vocational and 

academic course programmes. The Free Church tradition also seeks to stand alongside the 

‘other’, the disadvantaged in society, and our wider community to restore hope, open new 

doors of possibility and encourage development of the whole person in body, mind and spirit.  

 

Local community focussed 

FE is a local community facing provision and this clearly relates to the Free Churches' 

mission to serve within the local community.  FE colleges and adult learning providers 

are very much embedded in the local community and seek to serve local needs. Increasingly 

there is a growing realisation that if our churches, congregations and denominations are to 

thrive and be relevant in the modern world, then they must be outward-facing. This means 

they should be present and active in the community where the people are, rather than wait 

for people to come to them. Many Christians work and study within FE establishments, so 

the Church is already present, but there needs to be intentional action by churches.   

 

Churches should therefore be looking for ways to collaborate with FE on a regular basis. For 

many people, FE plays a key role in personal transformation. It helps build skills, boost 

confidence and enables more connected parents and carers, more confident citizens and 

employees, and nurtures increased resilience and compassion. This echoes the mission of 

our churches for the local community – using the saving power of Christ to renew and 

enhance the lives of all, and empower everyone to face life’s challenges and fulfil their God-

given potential.  

 

Shared values 

There are clear shared values between the world of FE and those of the Free 

Churches. The FE principles of diversity, inclusion, empowerment, lifelong learning, and 

service to all in the local community resonate with Free Church values of openness, justice, 

freedom, regard for all in the community, and valuing each person as a child of God.  Given 

FE’s goals to help people in their next steps of life, there is a profound synergy with the 

mission of Free Churches. During his ministry, Christ spoke of his purpose to bring 'life in all 

its fullness'. There is no part of life that is outside the range of God’s care and compassion.  

The gospel message challenges what is often held in high value and esteem in the world, by 



4 

 

focussing on those often without status and standing, those who have been overlooked and 

are in need. 

 

• The need to champion and support Further Education 
 

The FCG is committed to championing FE and advocating for it at a time of 

challenging financial and social change. 

 

Further Education has tended to go beneath the radar of society’s concern.  Everyone has 

an understanding about schools and most have a general perception of universities, even if 

they have not attended one, but the extensive and wide-ranging activity and contribution of 

FE is not commonly known or understood. This is also true amongst many politicians and 

policy makers, with a consequence that FE has, in the view of many, unfairly become the 

'Cinderella' sector of education. The reduction in public spending since 2010 has had a 

disproportionate impact on FE because, unlike schools, FE is not a statutory or ring-fenced 

education provision.   

 

Yet the part that FE plays in the community is crucial and its contribution to social cohesion 

is great. FE needs compassionate and vociferous advocates at this time of financial, political 

and social change. It has a wide base and some of the most far reaching goals of 

engagement and social justice of any educational sector or setting. The Free Churches 

Group is looking at where there may be opportunities to work with other interested parties to 

highlight the inequality of the financial reductions placed upon FE compared with other 

branches of the education service. FCG is committed to championing the benefits which FE 

brings to society, local communities and individuals. For example, the work with young 

people, the opportunities for adults through ‘second chance’ provision, and the Adult and 

Community Learning and Special Needs services.  The importance of a sector which 

currently educates more 16-19 full-time students than maintained school sixth forms should 

also not be underplayed.   

 

• Growing and supporting Chaplaincy in FE 
 

The FCG will endeavour to support, enhance and grow the contribution of member 

denominations to FE chaplaincy. 

 

An important part of the Free Churches’ vision and policy for FE is to support and enhance 

the contribution of chaplaincy.  The Free Churches have a strong tradition and track record 

of chaplaincy in the context of hospitals, prisons and to a lesser extent, Higher Education. 

However, this is less evident in Further Education and is an opportunity that has been 

relatively neglected. Around 80% of FE colleges have some form of chaplaincy provision, 

although this can be patchy and minimal. 80-90% of ordained ministry contribution to college 

chaplaincy comes from the Church of England. There is a wide variety of models and 

funding arrangements for chaplaincy in FE, ranging from a few examples of full-time 
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chaplaincy to a chaplaincy presence on site for only a few hours each week (see Wise et al, 

2016 - Serving from the Margins: The Free Churches and Further Education). 

 

Chaplains have a strong potential to be part of the institution, yet at the same time to be an 

independent voice of conscience, reflecting the values of the organisation/faith community 

which sent them. Chaplains also have a unique opportunity in their role in supporting 

students and staff alike. These values include commitment to truth, justice, compassion and 

‘life in all its fullness’, and demonstrating that ‘the Church’ cares about the college 

community and the individuals within it. Over time, developing a relationship based on trust, 

a chaplain can assist the college to make wise decisions with impartial, informed advice to 

college managers. Through language and behaviour, a chaplain’s role helps to model the 

values and attitudes that faith brings to relationships and to encourage awareness of the 

spiritual dimension in the holistic development of each learner. Above all, the chaplain helps 

to demonstrate that God is present in all aspects of life, watches for the signs of God in 

action and seeks to strengthen perceptions of this within the college community. It is 

understood that chaplains in this context usually operate on a multi-faith basis. 

 

There are many ways that this service can be provided, often working within the context of 

chaplaincy teams. The starting point may be a link with and contribution to the college 

student services team, providing pastoral support for students and often for staff as well. 

Many colleges expect that their chaplain will have skills in pastoral work and to bring a 

distinctive dimension to their support for students. The entry point can also be teaching a 

subject or skill for which they are qualified. Often there are opportunities which arise from the 

willingness of young people to engage in discussion of issues with a spiritual or faith 

dimension.  

 

FE chaplaincy is an opportunity to encounter those often absent from our congregations, to 

demonstrate the Free Church values of social justice and show that issues of faith and belief 

are relevant to the lives of students and staff. So, our policy is to support, enhance and grow 

this range of Free Church contribution through chaplaincy teams. 

 

• Seeking out ways for Free Churches engagement with FE 
 

The FCG vision is improve engagement with local churches, working through the heads of 

denomination, to support the work they do in a local context. Our aim is to provide the 

appropriate guidance and support to enable churches to fulfil this role.  

 

Free Churches’ engagement with FE could take several forms, ranging from one to one 

support through to churches being recognised as official partners in delivering agreed 

programmes and services.   

 

The report, Serving from the Margins: The Free Churches and Further Education, Wise et al, 

2016, begins to sketch out the kinds of opportunities for local churches’ engagement with 
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FE. It explains how this can start with churches identifying which members of their 

congregations are involved with FE. The report then suggests churches consider exploring a 

variety of potential engagement such as use of each other’s facilities, forming social 

partnerships and offering adult and community learning opportunities. The precise nature of 

this relationship will depend on local context, being sensitive to recognising the role of FE, 

and then through partnership exploring how the local churches can work appropriately with 

the FE institution in ways which are beneficial to both.  

 

 

Graham Handscomb, John Wise and Sara Iles, with Paul Rochester 

August 2017 
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