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“To gather or not?” This is a question that is on so many minds for all different places and spaces right 
now. We are nearing summer’s end and the decision to have children begin in-person schooling this fall 
is uncertain and ever-changing for everyone, including faith formation leaders who are making 
decisions about in-person church school models.

This impetus caused AUCE member, Debi Mastroni-Kenyon, to work with the faith formation staff on 
the Discipleship Team of the Southern New England Conference to offer a Zoom session called, “Faith 
Formation Phasing Forward — To Gather, or Not?”

What do we mean by “phasing forward”?
Debbie Gline Allen, SNEUCC Associate for Faith Formation & Youth Ministries, began the session by 
reminding everyone that there is no going back. She encouraged faith formation leaders to be sure to 
have a seat at the table for discussing re-entry protocols with their congregations, or at least be a 
consultant for the team in order to be an advocate for church school teachers, children, and families. 
Remember that no decision will be 100% safe; it’s a matter of risk vs. management.

What are the the public preschools doing?
We heard candid testimony from Dawne Quinn, AUCE member and Educational Director of First 
Church Academy for Young Children in West Hartford, CT. The Academy is a public preschool that is 
sponsored by her church. Their decision to re-gather this summer took lots of planning and following of 
state guidelines. They confidently reopened in June with much success. Dawne emphasized how 
important it is to have everyone on board and strictly follow safety protocols for safe and positive 
results. Their summer program has moved along very smoothly despite potential obstacles and 
concerns. Dawne shared, 

“Everyone worked together — the teachers, the maintenance crew, the directors — all of the staff 
had a stake in the operation because they wanted everyone to be safe, and also wanted to ensure 
their own job security.”   

     Many of the participants felt relief hearing Dawne’s affirmation that the in-person schooling could be 
done so successfully, thinking that if this large preschool can manage a full week of programming then 
it might be possible to manage one hour of church school.  For other participants, it was still a far-off 
consideration. Yet they were all glad to hear about the many safety measures put in place that could be 
adapted for church school. They also recognized in Dawne, an important leadership role for managing 
all of it — being a non-anxious presence.

What do faith formation leaders need to know about their families before fall?  
Kristin Putney, SNEUCC Christian Education and Youth Ministry Resource Consultant, recommended 
asking parents several key questions to guide their church in the planning of faith formation for children. 
While planning for hybrid (both on-site and virtual) programming topped the list, another interesting 
suggestion was creating a Covid “bubble” <https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/how-to-form-a-

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/how-to-form-a-covid-19-social-bubble-or-quaranteam


covid-19-social-bubble-or-quaranteam> with two or three other families, particularly if they are desiring 
to widen their social circle. Kristin reminded the group: 

As we grasp a better understanding of parent’s needs, we can offer them options, but we still need 
to encourage, engage, and equip parents. Staying in contact with parents in every way throughout 
this Covid time period is crucial.

Six key questions to ask
There are so many factors involved in the discussion to re-gather for worship, and even more as 
churches consider re-gathering for church school classes. Karen Ziel, SNEUCC Minister of Faith 
Formation and Leadership, focused on safety measures and volunteer support. She pointed our 
attention to six key questions:

As you come together for a plan to regather, it is important to discern and communicate a well 
articulated WHY! Formulate a plan by answering the questions: 
Who? What? When? Where? How? and How often?

Safety measures and volunteer support
Karen recommended to the group to get expert advice from the many agencies that provide safety 
guidelines for children, including the Center for Disease Control (CDC) and your state Office of Early 
Childhood (OEC).  She also stressed being aware of churches’ insurance provider guidelines and to 
know their liability and what defines negligence. She reiterated the importance of having clear 
expectations: 

● Who will serve as staff? 
● What will be implemented for the children’s programming?
● When will church school occur?
● Where will the safest space be to gather?
● How will protocols and management be handled to eventually allow the congregation to reach 

its goal of gathering in-person?

Remember our purpose!
Debby Kirk, SNEUCC Director of Youth and Young Adult Ministries, concluded the program by 
commenting that this time of pandemic is not a quick blizzard or even like a winter season. It is going to 
be much longer and might feel more like an Ice Age. We will need to adapt for this longer than 
anticipated time. Remember your purpose: forming disciples to live the love of Jesus. Debby 
acknowledged the intersection that faith formation leaders are all facing: 
Shall we pivot? Shall we move toward innovation?

As you move through this time you may embrace the new normal. You may also seize this 
opportunity to experiment and explore new ways to form disciples, but expect that you may get 
push back. Most importantly, follow your vision.

Debby named the shifts these innovations are bringing; moving from:
● Analog to Digital
● Teaching to Equipping

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/how-to-form-a-covid-19-social-bubble-or-quaranteam


● Gathering to Connecting
● An attractional Model to Accompaniment

What information do you need to gather in order to determine whether or not to resume in-person 
programming safely? What are the most effective models you can put in place right now for faith 
formation at your church?

For resources related to this webinar, please visit:
https://www.sneucc.org/resources-for-children-youth-and-families

and scroll down to the bottom of the webpage
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