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Prayer Spaces in Schools:  
An Interview with Joe Knight. 
 
Hugh P Kemp, Academic Dean and Head of Mission Studies, Redcliffe College 
 
Encounters guest editor Hugh Kemp interviewed Gloucester-based Joe Knight on 23rd May, 2013. 
Prayer Spaces in Schools is a growing movement across the United Kingdom, and has significant 
missional success and potential. 
 

Encounters: What is Prayer Spaces in Schools, and what’s your involvement in it? 

JK: Prayer Spaces in Schools are events that happen in every level of education: infant, 

primary, secondary schools, 6th form colleges and universities. The basic idea is to create a 

space where people can reflect and grow in an awareness of themselves, others and God. 

They’re spaces that are geared to help people not just to learn about prayer, but to help 

people in their praying and to actually practise some of the ideas behind Christian spirituality. 

They’re quite flexible spaces: very open and very welcoming, to people of Faith and no Faith. 

And they’re geared to help students to reflect on different aspects of life, of their story, and to 

see how their story might fit into God’s story, and how God’s story might fit into theirs.  

 

Encounters: So do you just present yourself at the school and say ‘can we have a 

classroom for a week and run a Prayer Space?’ How does that work? 

JK: It’s different for every school. It started through 24/7 Prayer, which is an international 

movement and that’s largely about prayer rooms in churches, but also in other contexts as 

well. And it’s not just about prayer, but about how prayer results in mission and acts of justice 

as well. A few guys linked with 24/7 Prayer looked at experimenting with hosting a prayer 

space in a local school and it went very very well. It’s grown to become a movement in its 

own right and a whole heap of research has been done to see how Prayer Spaces link in 

with the local school and national curriculum and guidelines. British schools have to teach 

Religious Education, and have to conform to Religious Education guidelines: however, 

schools are also interested in how Religious Education relates to the pastoral care of the 

students, and how it relates to other curriculum guidelines that deal with spirituality and other 

social and emotional aspects of the children.  

In the first week of June, 2013, there were 11 Prayer Spaces hosted by primary and 

secondary schools around the UK. That’s now 500 Prayer Spaces since we began … at 

least, 500 that we know of.  

 

Encounters: Are you telling me that the principals actually approach you because they have 

requirements in the curriculum that they might need to fulfil? 

JK: That’s how it’s grown. Yes. So, really it was an accident, but it has become something 

that people are seeing adds value to the way Religious Education and a whole heap of other 

subjects can be taught. And so, yes, Prayer Spaces do tick a lot of boxes for schools. It’s 

normally the case that the schools find it quite difficult to tick these boxes themselves. It’s a 

different style of learning. It’s not front lead. It’s where students learn at their own pace. It’s 

not forced in any way, shape or form. It’s something where students can go away and 
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explore, question, and find answers for themselves, within a very flexible but yet still 

reasonably structured sort of environment.  

Encounters: Can you just walk me through a Prayer Space that you’ve lead recently? What 

happens? If I was a child, coming into a Prayer Spaces in School event, what would I expect 

to see and experience?  

JK: That’s a good question. I’d just say first that we work hard to create a space that works 

well for the each school. So every Prayer Space is different and will probably have different 

stations or focal points unique for where that school is at. I’ve been involved quite a bit at 

Gloucester Academy. There have been specific seasons that the school has gone through 

where a story or a theme or a particular kind of focus has been relevant to shape the Prayer 

Space around. But generally you walk into a transformed classroom. It’s usually lit differently, 

and it might be decorated with fairy lights and material, and it’s very moving and evocative. 

Around the room you see various focal points, at which help people think about various 

aspects of life.  

Generally a Prayer Space will always include something about thankfulness, something 

about relationships: so forgiveness and what we are sorry about it. We’ll also include 

something about what we’re hoping for. So, ‘please’ kind of stations. So it’s like a core of 

thank you, sorry, please.  

But then there are other things that can be drawn into a Prayer Space. We can think about 

situations that are going on in the world; situations going on at school. So we can pull in 

together various themes to help where-ever someone is at in their own life and situation. 

There’s probably something in the room that will speak to them. Well that’s the hope anyway. 

Sometimes Prayer Spaces in Schools will explicitly be themed like that: ‘be thankful’ or ‘be 

forgiven’ or ‘be hopeful’. And other times we’ll look at a story from the Bible – we’ve recently 

done the story of the Prodigal Son.  

 

Encounters: A room just with that whole theme? 

JK: Yes. The room was based on the story. So we pulled out themes for stations, from the 

story. So it was themes like forgiveness and reconciliation. And so we had different points in 

the room where people could deal with those parts in their lives where they felt distant, and 

places in their lives that they were sorry for, or had to deal with negative emotions. It’s very 

reflective. Anyone could do it. But it’s in the context of the Prodigal Son, and the context of 

prayer. And so I think that God’s right at the centre of that.  

 

Encounters: So does Mrs Jones bring her class and put all 32 students through altogether, 

or are kids free to wander in at lunchtime? How does that all work? 

JK: Again, depending on the school, whatever works for them. So in the very first Prayer 

Space I was involved with in Gloucester, we set up a Prayer Space on the story of Jesus 

calming the storm. It was based in a school where about 40% of the kids had special 

education needs. Most of them were from some sort of broken family situation. Our idea was 

that the story of Jesus calming the storm would actually set the tone from when they walked 

in. Our hope was they’d find the storms of their lives being calmed. Because this was an 
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experiment, we did it by invitation only: break times, lunch times. We did an assembly to kick 

it off, but that was basically it.  

At the end of the week, the chaplain was in tears, just moved by the whole situation. He said 

‘Joe, I thought that we might get 10 people through, but we’ve actually seen half of the 

school’s students.’ It was a small school – about 250 pupils who had come through, but it 

was hugely significant. That’s why we keep being invited back. As the relationship has grown 

with the school, we’ve found we had more open doors during lesson times, and so we’ve 

taken Religious Education – they call it ‘Beliefs and Values’ lessons – but sometimes we’ve 

taken over their English lessons for a week as well. We actually able to work different parts 

of those subjects into the Prayer Spaces. So for the English lessons, we focussed on one 

prayer station about writing poetry. For one particular reflection the children were 

encouraged to write a poem. That activity related the hopes for the English teacher.  

 

Encounters: It covered the English lesson as well!.  

JK: It can become an English lesson. It can become a science lesson or a geography 

lesson. It’s kind of strange. So, yes, it’s very flexible. The ideal is to split a normal large class 

in two, and maybe have 15 students in a time: it just gives them more physical space go 

around the different stations.  

 

Encounters: So you’re dealing with multiple stations. Activities to do. Objects to focus on? 

JK: If it’s a lesson situation, we often begin the lesson with some sort of visual meditation 

with music, or some sort of simple looping power point, maybe with a poem. Or if the Prayer 

Spaces relates to a story –like the Prodigal Son - then it introduces the story. And then from 

that, we’ll explain the room to the class: ‘and so you’ll notice around the room there are focal 

points. What spoke to you in the visual meditation? What spoke to you about the story?’ You 

get the children thinking about what might be relevant to them. And normally, if we’ve done 

our work right, there’ll be something in the room that we can recommend to a student: ‘well 

maybe that station over there, for you, is going to be relevant. Why don’t you go over there 

and have a think?’ And we stick some music on and we let them loose, basically. They’re 

free to go around and explore at their own pace.  That’s generally how it works. And then 

we’re on hand to help anyone who’s confused about this.  

 

Encounters: So who’s ‘we’? Is there a team of you? 

JK: Yes. There’s a team. Here in Gloucester there’s a core team of three. But then we pull in 

some youth workers or teachers to help out too, to cover the unexpected and support the 

children when needed. Even in a crowded classroom, we’ve had students who have been in 

tears because something has spoken to them.   

One example: we had a class – it was one of the busy ones, about 25 students – so as well 

as the music going – it was loud, kind of busy, not as peaceful as you might imagine – but I 

was sat there at the forgiveness station, and there was this 11 year old boy just started to cry 

at the station. His mates were around him. It was just something you weren’t expecting  an 

11 year old boy to do. And so I was just able to be there and just say ‘Hey, what’s going on?’ 
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We were able to have a conversation. He’d felt guilty about his last conversation with his 

grandfather before his grandfather died. It had been a poor conversation. I learned that his 

grandfather had died when he was 7 years old. He’d been carrying this guilt for about 4 or 5 

years.  

And so we were able to talk about it, and to go through the station together: the station was 

about wiping off something dirty on the whiteboard to make the board clean. And I 

encouraged him that he might find that helpful to do. And he did. He wrote his feelings on the 

white board and then wiped it off. Then he started to cheer up and we were able to talk some 

more. And so a team is really helpful, because then you can respond to those ones and two 

where it’s really needed, or who have questions.  

 

Encounters: This is a Christian ministry and yet we’re in a secular, multi-religious cultural 

context here in Britain. In what ways can you continue to be Christian? The word ‘God’ is a 

bit of a slippery word. How is this all Christian? Where is Jesus in all this? 

JK: Absolutely. The one major thing that really has helped us out in the last 18 months or so 

is the OFSTED guidelines – the national curriculum has changed. There is a greater 

emphasis on learning about spirituality. There are specific guidelines about learning about 

Christian spirituality, and then schools are free to look at other religions of their choice. But 

there’s a specific point about learning about Christian spirituality. So purely on an academic 

kind of basis, we’ve got these guidelines, which really support this kind of Christian ethos of 

these Prayer Spaces. If it becomes a little bit difficult with a school, we can use that 

imperative. 

 

Encounters: You’ve got the state behind you? 

JK: Yes, that’s right. But having said that we want to be respectful and welcoming to anyone. 

We don’t want to create the space where people feel uncomfortable participating. So we run 

a risk of just how explicit we are with the Christian focus, and how hospitable we are for 

people. For all the ones we’ve done here in Gloucester, they’re in the context of Christian 

spirituality. If we do a story theme, it is always from the Gospels, and so there is always 

something of Jesus at the centre.  

 

Encounters: So would you expect kids to make a decision to follow Jesus at the end of a 

Prayer Spaces week in a school? Are there any conversions? 

JK:  Do you mean is that our aim? I think it would be hard to expect that. Put yourself in the 

student’s position. A lot of students these days haven’t had any sort of Christian exposure to 

anything, let alone stories in the Bible. We do the Lord’s Prayer quite a bit in schools now (as 

a theme), but it’s quite rare for people even to know the words of the Lord’s Prayer. So it 

would be quite a jump I think to go through the Space in the middle of a school day and be 

brought to a place of conversion. Although I’m certain that significant steps have been made 

in people’s journeys towards sparking a Faith in them. We’ve definitely seen people impacted 

by the presence of God and then they’ve not really known what to do with that. That’s quite 

interesting: so we can support people when they’re there in that place.  
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Encounters: And help them to interpret it.  

JK: Yes, that’s right. It’s really important. And that’s led to on-going conversations with some 

of those kids as well. Or staff members. And so it’s hard to say, in terms of conversion. We 

have had stations before where there’s been the opportunity for them to say ‘I’m a child of 

God’. And we’ve seen those stations become very popular. And so God only knows how 

serious someone’s taking that.  

Helen McGeoch – one of the team members – did a brilliant station one time about making 

friendship bracelets. It was all about becoming friends with God. And the way that students 

were meant to do it was make a friendship bracelet and tie onto these letter G O D - ‘yes, I’m 

a friend with God’ – and then see how to link up with other people. So being a friend with 

God – it’s all about loving God and loving your neighbour – you could tie your friendship 

bracelets together. A lot of kids just kept coming to that station. Friendship bracelets became 

popular that week! They not only did that station, they started wearing them as well. And it 

became quite a popular thing: ‘Yeah! I’m a friend of God’! But it’s kind of hard to interpret that 

in a true spiritual sense. What’s really going on there? Are there little salvations going on? 

Are they really becoming friends with God? Are they really becoming children of God? For 

some of them, probably yes. For some of them, maybe not.  

 

Encounters: You must periodically hit a brick wall with staff at school. Resistance? 

JK: Yes, there has been occasionally. Just yesterday I was talking to a school that’s invited 

me on a spirituality day. For them, their resistance is a fear from the parents. Throughout the 

school year they’ve done a lot of Christian spirituality things. They’ve done school trips to 

churches. For some of the parents, it’s like ‘we’re not a church school, so why are you doing 

all this Christian focussed stuff?’  But it’s in our plans to have a spirituality day. And so she 

[the principal] was asking me: ‘is it possible to have a Prayer Space without mentioning God? 

Can it just be reflection, because then it will keep our parents happy.’ So we had quite a long 

conversation. We talked about the curriculum, and we talked about what the children would 

want and the ethical issue of prescribing for your children their decisions. The interesting 

thing she said was that staff and the pupils will love this – they will love it being explicitly 

Christian - but ‘we’re just a bit nervous about parents.’ So we do get resistance some times.  

 

Encounters: What kids of other religions? Jewish kids? Muslim kids? How is this received 

amongst the parents? Especially if it’s explicitly Christian? 

JK: Last Christmas we did a prayer week on the Christmas story and the Gloucester 

Academy has a Christian chaplain, and a local Muslim Imam goes in – there are a number of 

Muslims kids at the school – to care for them. And so we invited him along to the Christmas 

Prayer Space and he loved it! It was quite interesting. Christmas is quite an interesting thing 

anyway. The Koran talks about the birth of Jesus and that the Gospel was bestowed upon 

him. It’s really interesting language. And I suspect there are not a lot of Muslims who know 

those parts of the story. But again, forgiveness was a big issue.  

And we had a wonderful conversation with a Muslim lad about forgiveness. Because of his 

own context and life story, he thought there are people who don’t deserve forgiveness. Why 
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should I forgive those people? So that was quite an interesting conversation. So we put the 

question to the class. What do you think? Are there people who don’t deserve forgiveness?  

And overwhelmingly – I was a bit surprised – they all said ‘yeah, there are people who don’t 

deserve forgiveness.‘  And so, one of the youth workers on our team stepped in and he just 

talked about forgiveness in an excellent way and just explained about how forgiveness is not 

only about letting someone else go, but it’s also about letting yourself go free as well. And he 

just really opened people’s minds as to what forgiveness is. And then when it came to letting 

the students go free and explore the Prayer Space, the Muslim lad who brought up this 

question of forgiveness  made straight for the forgiveness station, and did it. So we can kind 

of see God working there with people where they’re at, but challenging them in that place as 

well.  

 

Encounters: You’ve talked a lot about Gloucester. Is Prayer Spaces in Schools just in 

Gloucester? 

JK: No. It’s a national movement. So the first Prayer Spaces we did was 2008 or 2009 in the 

country.  It was out of the ministry of 24/7 Prayer. There was about 9 Prayer Spaces in 

Schools in the country just done as experiments during that whole first school year. One of 

the places was Colchester. And Romford in London, and Stanford-le-Hope which is part of 

London, in Essex. I’m sure there were some more, but I can’t remember where they were. 

The guys over in Colchester created a generic space, like a ‘pop up’ space they could take 

into local schools. They called it Sanctum.  And that really became the inspiration for a lot of 

other spaces that have happened. But for us here in Gloucester, it’s flexible – every time it’s 

different. But for the guys in Colchester, they set up Sanctum, and it changes infrequently.  

 

Encounters: And now? 

JK: Well I just heard in March (2013) there were 40 Prayer Spaces in Schools, just in the 

one month. And so it’s just grown phenomenally across the country. In primary schools, in 

secondary schools, and it just keeps growing. Every month there are just more Prayer 

Spaces in Schools registered on the website. There’s a national conference that happens 

each year now to help and inspire people about Prayer Spaces in Schools, but also to 

resource people into how to set them up. And what you do afterwards. And also thinking 

about how do we deal with Muslims who will come and join in and write a prayer ‘I love you 

Allah’, and stick that on the prayer wall. How do we deal with things like that? There aren’t 

quick answers really. There’s a national team I’ve been invited to become a part of. And 

we’re trying to see how best to resource people.  

 

Encounters:  So these are all local volunteers?  

JK: Largely local volunteers. Or teachers.  

 

Encounters: Not necessarily an extension of a church ministry? Just people who are 

passionate, in the area? 
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JK: Yes. One of the main principles of Prayer Spaces in Schools is not just do a ‘hit and run’ 

with a school. The idea is that we build a relationship with the school. And so you can carry 

on some open conversation with the school, and then maybe host another. The three towns 

mentioned above – they didn’t have chaplaincy work at all in the schools. But as a result of 

Prayer Spaces in Schools, the chaplaincy ministry has grown in that town. It’s welcomed and 

wanted by the local schools. So it’s not an extension of church ministry, although church 

ministry is extended by getting involved.  

 

Encounters: Could we conceptualise this as ‘pre-evangelism’? A ministry of reminding 

people of the important questions of life. Reminding people that there are resources in God, 

and the Christian tradition. And also that it’s a legitimate mission of the church.  

JK: Absolutely. Like I said before, it’s not just an academic process. So the students are 

welcomed and invited to experience God himself as well as learn about what Christians think 

about prayer, and indeed how Christians pray. It’s a completely different way of treating 

schools ministry.  It’s scary as well, because students actually meet God and experience Him 

as real and true, right in the middle of the classroom. So I guess it is a kind of pre-

evangelism. It’s full on evangelism as well, some times. Prayer is completely mission, in that 

context.  

 

 

Encounters: So if a local school saw your website and wanted this. They ring you, or email 

you?  

JK: They can email Prayer Spaces in Schools (www.prayerspacesinschools.com) but they 

can also email me directly: joe.knight@prayerspacesinschools.com  

 

Encounters:  And then you just set it up with the Head Teacher? 

JK: Yes. I was at a conference yesterday at a thing called Sacre – it’s a network of Religious 

Education teachers – there were over 100 teachers represented. A lot of people were 

interested after the workshop, and so they were coming to me. I said ‘email me, we’ll have a 

conversation, I’ll come and visit the school, and we’ll see what’s going to be best for you 

guys and we’ll create something that’s going to work.’  

Something else I’d like to add, if I may. We’ve learned that Prayer Spaces in Schools 

becomes quite powerful when they’re NOT used as an evangelistic tool. But to recognise that 

they are missional is very important. To recognise that you’re opening up a space for the 

Holy Spirit to be ‘doing mission’ in that space is really important. But what we’ve found to be 

very powerful is in fact hospitality. We’ve found that the welcome people receive has been 

the important thing which has helped them feel at ease to engage with the Prayer Space and 

then actually engage with prayer. That’s so important. There’s conversation going on around 

the role of hospitality  – it’s something we try to push. So we’ve found with our team, you 

don’t get the heavy evangelists involved: you get the people with gifts of hospitality involved:  

the welcomers, the listerners. So we’re kind of learning this.  
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Encounters: That’s a really important nuance to my earlier question about pre-evangelism. 

As I said it previously I was thinking ‘this is the wrong word and I need to edit this out’. 

You’ve balance it now by emphasising the fact that it is the ministry of hospitality and that 

there is a special gift set of people that you’re actually looking for.   

JK: That’s a huge key to this. And one of the biggest reasons why it’s been so powerful. 

Schools and organisations and the world we live in are sceptical of people turning up and 

being over sure of themselves. But if you’re welcomed into a dialogue and welcomed into a 

Prayer Space, it’s a completely different way of thinking about mission.  

 

Encounters: Do you have a team with whom you sit down and think this all through? 

Somebody sometime must have named ‘the ministry of hospitality’. Do you theorize about 

this? Is there a clear well thought out theology of what you’re doing? What are we learning, 

and why are we doing this?   

JK: There is a national team that thrash out those questions. Locally when we plan for a 

Prayer Space, we’ll spend hours together going through a story. The chaplain we work with 

at Gloucester Academy – he’ll have a whole folder of reflections about the Prayer Spaces in 

Schools. But we’ll only end up with 8 stations with 2 sentences at each to guide the students 

when they’re at the station. So there’s a lot of thought that goes into the theology and what’s 

going on in the background of the stations, which is important for us to be aware of, because 

then we can cope with the students’ interpretations if they come and talk specifically with us. 

I’ve not been involved with a lot of the conversations that have gone on in terms of exploring 

the theology of Prayer Spaces in Schools,  although it comes up a lot simply because a lot of 

this has been accidental: we’ve not planned to be hospitable. We’ve just observed that that’s 

what’s going on. So there are guys who are taking this on nationally, and I’m grateful that I 

can be involved with that.  

 

Encounters:  There’d be a reflection afterward, right? You’d all sit down and ask what 

worked and why? 

JK: Yes. And then all of that gets fed back into the resources and the shape that it takes in 

order for people to help carry it on. Like I said, it’s a national movement that keeps on 

growing. 
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