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“Calm, relaxing and epic fun” is how one pupil described his experience 
of a school prayer space. A pretty positive view of prayer! The more I 
have learned about Prayer Spaces, the more excited I am too. So I seized 
the opportunity to meet and chat to Phil Togwell of Prayer Spaces in 
Schools. 
We met for lunch in the Showroom Cinema Cafe. Standing at the 
counter, choosing our lunch I asked my first question… 
 
Have you every heard of Henderson’s Relish? 
No. (No! He agrees to have Henderson’s Relish flavoured crisps with his 
sandwich.) 
 
Tell me a bit about yourself, Phil. 
I live in Whitley Bay. I’ve been married to Emma for 22 years. We have 
three daughters and two Cockapoos. I support West Ham and am a 
(Star) Trekker. I reckon I’ve had a go at pretty much every kind of youth 
work. 
 

So how did you end up with Prayer Spaces in Schools? 
About 10 years ago, kicking and screaming, I started working for 24-7 
Prayer as the UK Director. I love the 24-7 Prayer movement, but I didn’t 
love the sound of the job- lots of meetings and working on websites, 
while my inner youth worker sulked in the corner, longing for contact 
with young people. And so, at a personal level,when I heard about the 
first four prayer spaces in schools, something inside me woke up. 
One space was held in a local church, with students visiting. Another, in 
Farnham happened when a primary Head asked some school workers to 
set it up. A third, in Chichester, was part of a ‘What is Prayer?’ RE 
experience day. It was chaotic and creative. The fourth one was held in a 
state secondary that was allergic to pushy Christian stuff, it was a low 
key, ‘welcoming to all’ sacred space. The students really engaged with it. 



 when I heard about the first four prayer spaces in schools, something 
inside me woke up. 
To be honest I’m a sceptic by nature, I usually think that things aren’t 
going to work, until they do, and then I get very excited about them. 
Stories always excite me, and 24-7 Prayer has always been a story-telling 
movement. Stories, and the patterns within them, often draw our 
attention to what God is doing, and these four stories of prayer spaces in 
schools caught our attention. We met with the leaders and asked lots of 
questions – What did they do? How did the students and staff respond? 
Was it reproducible? At the end of these conversations, we felt like we’d 
stumbled onto something holy. 
Then one night I was sitting in a school in Romford, one of my daughter’s 
had just started there. I was waiting to see her new form teacher. The 
teacher came bustling in, clutching a pile of papers, and said, “You’re 
Phil Togwell of 24-7 Prayer! Would you consider holding a Prayer Space 
in the school?” It was November 2008, my first prayer space. I asked two 
local Methodist ministers to partner with me. We put posters up in the 
school. The space was for all year groups, it was to be open at lunchtime 
and break and held in the out of the way sixth form block. There was no 
Christian tradition in the school, so who would come? About 80 – 100 
pupils poured in! The three of us were pressed up against the wall! It 
was noisy and looked like a bomb site by the end. As we put lids on felt 
pens, after the students had gone, we read what they had written. All 
three of us cried. I remember reading, “I can’t forgive myself for what 
I’ve done. Can you forgive me God?” For me that was THE moment. 
 
Can you explain the vision of Prayer Spaces? 
Our vision is to equip the church to serve the spiritual life of their local 
school communities, and in our experience, prayer spaces are a fantastic 
way to do this. The church has been given so much by God and we are 
only sharing certain of those gifts with schools. As churches adopt and 
serve their local schools Prayer Spaces are a good tool in the tool box. 
Prayer Spaces are safe, creative and interactive. They enable children 
and young people aged 5 – 18 to explore faith and spirituality from a 
broadly Christian perspective. They are places of hospitality, exploration, 
permission and welcome. They are open to those of any faith and those 
with none. They are not mission weeks, they are not evangelistic, rather 
they are relational. They are a privilege. 

 They are not mission weeks, they are not evangelistic, rather they are 
relational. 



 
How many Prayer Spaces are there? 
At the end of last term, July 2014, we’d tracked and supported a total of 
1004 prayer spaces in primary and secondary schools, although we’re 
certain that there have been many, many more. They have thrived in 
pockets wherever an individual has caught the vision – a primary teacher 
in Oxford has been the catalyst for 99 spaces over the past 4 years. The 
opportunities are amazing. They have spread to another 13 countries, as 
far away as New Zealand and Australia. Hotspots are Germany, Austria 
and Malta. The first one in Germany was run by a 16 year old. Kids have 
similar needs the world over – they are searching, angry, in pain and 
they need hope. 
 
How do you account for this growth? 
God! They are meeting a need, even a hunger, in both the schools and 
the lives of young people. Every school in England must promote SMSC 
(Spiritual Moral Social Cultural) development and schools can find that 
difficult to deliver. Prayer Spaces can help and support RE and PSHE in 
schools. Kids (and staff) are stressed and prayer spaces allow valuable 
time for reflection. They offer a different approach – bringing an 
experiential dimension to a variety of subject areas and to pastoral 
aspects of school life. 
One very memorable response in a prayer space was, ‘ I’m sorry for 
trying to commit suicide.’ Mental health research pinpoints the roots or 
origins of mental health problems as occurring in people before the age 
of 15. There is a need for space, a need for prayer. 
 
What is your biggest challenge? 
Good question. It would be easy to say money, resources, the usual 
stuff…. and they are a challenge. But maybe the biggest challenge is 
success? When things are successful, when things really start to work, 
it’s very easy to stop listening to God for guidance and relying on God for 
provision. It’s easy to take over and take control, instead of continuing 
to steward it. It’s easy for movements to become museums. And so 
we’re trying to listen to the Holy Spirit and listen to our networks. We 
need to recognise when it is time to move on to new things. 

 We need to recognise when it is time to move on to new things. 
 
Is putting together a prayer space expensive? 
No! Use simple things – post it notes, string, pegs, pieces of cardboard 



etc. Leave them feeling they could do it at home in a corner of their 
bedroom or the back of a door. 
 
How can people get started? 
Visit the Prayer Spaces in School website 
http://www.plexusmag.com/article/2014/10/phil-togwell-on-prayer-
spaces-in-schools/www.prayerspacesinschools.com Look at the 
photographs, read the stories and get ideas. Hopefully you will be 
inspired, encouraged and motivated. Then read the 9 step guide to 
starting a prayer space and get started. 
 

Have you a favourite Prayer Space activity? 
Yes – ‘Big Questions’ – The activity invites students to imagine that God 
is sitting at a table in front of them, and they are able to ask their one 

big question. When we run training workshops we urge teams to resist 
the temptation to try and answer the students’ big questions. Firstly 

because they are not addressed to us. And secondly because the 
students’ questions are often our questions too. 

 
 
I am curious and love to ask questions myself. We often don’t allow 
students to ask as many questions as we should. A prayer space gives 
permission and affirms questions – doubt and faith are bedfellows. 
Jesus’ strategy after all was to ask questions, but our main strategy is 
often to answer questions that are not being asked! As in Gethsemane, 
when we ask questions God always gives of himself, although not 
necessarily the answer we want. I think we need to unlearn the idea that 
we will get a ‘yes’, ‘no’ or a ‘maybe’ from God and foster the quest, the 
hunger, the search. We do not want to deliver a set of tidy rules about 
prayer, rather teach that loose ends are OK and sense His grace. 
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Fiona Walton 
Fiona Walton (53) is a teacher with over 30 years’ experience (mostly 
teaching boys) and a part-time adviser with the well-established 
interdenominational charity, Christians and Sheffield Schools. CaSS 
connects, encourages and resources churches or Christians seeking to 
serve their local schools or those that work in them. 
More information about Christians and Sheffield Schools (CaSS) can be 
found on http://www.cass-su.org.uk/fiona.walton@cass-su.org.uk or 
07812 855332 (mobile) Do like CaSS on Facebook. 
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