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Parent & Toddler Groups and Mission 

If you count up all the people in contact with your church who do not 

attend a Sunday service, what percentage of those would be parents and 

carers who attend your toddler group? It is likely that they would form the 

single largest group of people with whom your church has contact who do 

not currently attend a Sunday service.  

It is estimated that between a third and a half of all children in this country 

aged under-3 attend a toddler group on church premises regularly: that’s around 700,000-

800,000 of them! This statistic raises several important questions if your church has a 

toddler group.  

 How much contact does your church have with these people?  

 What do these people think about your church?  

 How will these people come into contact with the good news of Jesus?  

 Do they feel welcomed, loved, supported and are they developing a sense of 

belonging to the host church?  

Toddler groups in a strategic context  

In 2004 Rev Colin Cartwright carried out a survey among Baptist churches in the Central 

Baptist Association, asking them about the mission potential of toddler groups. He was very 

encouraged by the findings: “On the basis of this research, I believe it is not claiming too 

much to say that church toddler groups could play a vital role in the growth of the church in 

the 21st Century... I cannot help wondering: Are some churches missing a golden 

opportunity, essentially out of timidity or lack of strategic thinking?”  

So what strategic thinking might a church undertake? People’s relationship with a church 

could be plotted as a journey along a continuum. 1 represents those who have no real 

contact with church (‘disinterested’), whereas 5 represents those who are integrated into the 

life and work of the church, and who have a believing faith in Jesus Christ (‘believing’). The 

intervening numbers represent increasing levels of awareness and interest in the Christian 

faith and the life and work of the church (2 ‘interested’; 3 ‘involved’; 4 ‘belonging’). A 

significant part of a church mission strategy must be to help people make the transitions 

from wherever they are on the journey towards ‘believing’. So how can we help people on 

the journey towards becoming ‘believers’? Focusing on using a toddler group as the 

foundation for such a mission strategy helps us see how a church might reach out to people 

who are disinterested and help them on their journey of faith. 

Activities run in a toddler group  

There are many simple things that can be done to help carers and children on their journey 

from the starting point of involvement in a toddler group. This begins the journey from 

‘disinterested’ towards ’interested’ on the scale. For some groups the changes may be 

simple but they may also make a significant difference to the feel of the group. In those 

circumstances it is wise to give parents warning of those planned changes so that they do 

not feel ‘ambushed’. Many will not be upset or concerned by this. Indeed, anecdotal 

evidence suggests that they are surprised that church-run groups are not more ‘Christian’. 

Perhaps the most significant thing that can be done is for ministers or vicars to make a point 
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of regular attendance at the group. This sends the message to the group (and the leaders) 

that this is considered important by the church. It will also start to open up conversations 

about faith in a natural way, as people are often more comfortable discussing such things 

with a ‘professional’ Christian.  

Some ideas for making a group more explicitly ‘Christian’ 

 Perhaps you could lead a brief ‘worship’ or reflection time. A lower key suggestion 

would be for the minister to be at the ‘welcome’ table as carers and toddlers arrive. 

Don’t underestimate how much the group leaders will be encouraged by your regular 

presence! 

 Encourage the group to introduce Christian songs to the repertoire that are sung. 

These could be sung along to a CD if a musician is not available. They could also 

play Christian songs or music in the background. 

 Give appropriate gifts from the church at the Christian festivals. Help the group to 

celebrate the Christian calendar.  

 Run separate ‘Toddler Services’ after the group ends, particularly if some parents are 

resistant to worship time within the normal group. Experiment with ‘Messy Church’ for 

the whole family (www.messychurch.org.uk)  

Activities that meet the needs of families  

These activities are designed to help people continue the journey from ‘interested’ to 

‘involved’. They are designed to meet the needs of parents and families and help support 

them. They are not overtly Christian, but introduce Christian values and hospitality, helping 

people to feel warm towards the faith community and start to build a sense of belonging. 

They will form part of your church’s wider mission strategy and will require the wider church 

to have ownership of the wider mission strategy in order to make them happen. “...anecdotal 

evidence suggests that they are surprised that church-run groups are not more ‘Christian’” 

“...start to build a sense of belonging”  

Some ideas for activities to support parents and families  

 Run a parenting course or discussion group. Some churches have run classes to 

help prepare parents for sending their children to preschool/school which are well-

appreciated.  

 Offer ‘baby-sitting’ banks. This will require some of your members to hold current 

CRB/DBS Disclosures for this purpose, and it is wise to give them some training.  

 Arrange pampering evenings for mums, events for dads, or romantic meals for 

couples. Run keep fit classes.  

 Offer professional money advice and debt counselling.  

 Run ‘first aid for babies’ courses. Host marriage enrichment programmes.  

Activities which introduce people to the Christian faith in a non-threatening way  

There are a number of different courses available to help introduce people to the Christian 

faith, suitable for people from different backgrounds and for churches of different styles. 

These are useful to help people move from ‘involved’ to ‘belonging’. Sometimes the 

expectation is that people will move through these courses directly from ‘involved’ to 

‘believing’, but if that happens it will still be necessary to help them belong by offering 
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activities to help them belong to the wider community of the church rather than just the small 

group of people they got to know on the course. Alpha, Essence, Start and Journeys are 

different approaches to introduce people to an understanding of what it means to be a 

follower of Jesus, and of course there are plenty of other resources available for the same 

purpose.  

Some ideas for activities to introduce the Christian faith  

 Alpha courses Essence courses (Share Jesus International) Start courses (CPAS) 

Journeys (Willow Creek) Toddler church ‘Just looking’ or ‘Any Questions’ discussion 

groups Children’s holiday clubs 

Activities that continue the journey of discipleship and faith  

Many people find that belonging to a faith community precedes their believing. This has 

implications for who is entitled to participate in different church activities - and even in 

sacraments! It also has serious implications for what we do in our services and how we do it. 

Many people will have preconceptions about what a church service is like. We need to 

enable them to see beyond those to a place where they feel like they belong. This is not an 

easy balance to strike. Some people respond well to a fairly traditional style of service as it 

resonates with previous experiences of church, perhaps as a child. Others will see that as 

suggesting that church has not moved with the times. At the same time, lively contemporary 

services may generate a positive response from some, while turning others off who feel that 

it is too ‘happy clappy’. Consider the balance of your church services and in particular those 

to which you are expecting visitors.  

Some ideas for activities to continue the faith journey  

 Services (not just on Sunday, which may not be the most convenient day)  

 Home groups  

 Discipleship courses  

 Christian festival weeks (such as Spring Harvest, denominational holidays or Bible 

weeks) 

 Church weekends (away or at home)  

 Children’s clubs and groups 

 

Other resources from Scripture Union – training and resources for Parent & Toddler group 

leaders  

http://www.scriptureunion.org.uk/Uploads/Documents/7%20Worship%2C%20the%20under

%205s%20way.pdf 

http://www.scriptureunion.org.uk/Uploads/Documents/Building%20Blocks%20Training%20R

esource(2).pdf 
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