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As part of Nickelodeon’s pro-social commitment to kids and families, Nick Jr. 
invites you to be part of a great adventure: Beyond the Backpack, a nationwide 
initiative to promote overall kindergarten readiness for preschoolers.

Getting ready for school requires more than having a backpack and the 
right supplies. Beyond the Backpack can help you build and support 
a solid foundation for your child’s education.

Beyond the Backpack complements Nick Jr.’s curriculum-based preschool 
programming by providing parents with tips, activities, and resources focusing 
on 5 major areas: Family Engagement, Health and Wellness, Literacy Skills, 
Social and Emotional Skills, and STEM Skills (Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Math). All families want the best for their children and 
starting kindergarten is a true milestone. By the time children are 3 years 
old, they have begun to learn the skills and develop the abilities that will help 
them succeed in school. This toolkit highlights some helpful tips to get your 
little one ready for kindergarten. Check out BeyondtheBackpack.com for 
additional resources and to take the Kindergarten Readiness Quiz to get 
your personalized gameboard. 

GET READY FOR KINDERGARTEN!
Bey�d the Backpack



Learning starts long before the first day of kindergarten, 
and children who get off to a good start tend to maintain 
that advantage as they progress through school.1 Child 
development experts agree that children start learning 
at birth. Still, recent research points out that the difference 
in access to learning resources between children of 
wealthy families and those in poverty has created a 
knowledge gap with serious implications for a student’s 
future success.2

Beware the “Thirty Million Word Gap!” Nearly two 
decades ago, this landmark study concluded that a child 
from a low-income family hears an average of 8 million 
fewer words per year than a child from a wealthier family.3 
That’s more than 30 million fewer words by the time the 
child turns 4. A follow-up study has found a language gap 
in children as young as 18 months old.4  

Sch�l ReadinessWHY IS SO IMPORTANT? 
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1 Neuman, S., & Celano, D. (2012). Giving Our Children a Fighting Chance: Poverty, Literacy, and 
  the Development of Information Capital. New York: Teachers College Press, Columbia University
2 Hart, Betty and Risley, Todd R. Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young
  American Children. Brooks, Paul H. Publishing Company, 1995.
3 Carey, Bjorn. Language gap between rich and poor children begins in infancy, Stanford
  psychologists find. Stanford News. 25 de septiembre de 2013
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Ongoing studies also confirm that children’s 
readiness for school is multifaceted. Children 
need to develop skills in a range of areas 
including language development, literacy, 
mathematics, science, creative arts, social and 
emotional development, and physical health 
and development. Did you know that reading 
proficiency by third grade is the most important 
predictor of high school graduation and career 
success? Yet every year, more than 80 percent 
of low-income children miss this crucial 
milestone.5 Educational achievement gaps 
often already exist by the start of 
kindergarten, and the larger the gap is 
at school entry, the harder it is to close.6  
That’s why kids’ earliest experiences and 
environments set the stage for future 
development in school and in life. 

5 The Campaign for Grade-Level Reading. http://gradelevelreading.net/ 2014.
6 Getting Ready. (Feb 2005). Findings from the national school readiness 
   indicators initiative. Providence, RI: Rhode Island KIDS COUNT.



6

In this toolkit, you’ll find ideas, activities, and resources that will help you 
prepare your child for school. Here’s a quick overview to help you get started.

FAMILY ENGAGEMENT
Follow these suggestions and make learning a priority.

   Embrace conversation! Talking to each other increases vocabulary and will 
   help your child learn to read.

   Visit children’s museums, public libraries, and other places in your community 
   with resources and activities for families. 

HEALTH AND WELLNESS
Check out these suggestions and make well-being a priority in your family.

   Make breakfast part of your child’s routine. Encourage fruits and vegetables 
   whenever possible, and say “Yes” to active physical play.

   Talk to your pediatrician about your child’s overall physical, emotional, and 
   developmental needs including sleep, nutrition, vaccinations, and behavior. 
   Don’t be afraid to share stories and ask questions!

LITERACY SKILLS
Help get your child’s reading and writing skills 
on the right track.

   Read with or to your child every day.

   Identify objects with your child during 
   daily activities – this helps build vocabulary.

Bey�d the Backpack
FIVE PRIORITIES TO CONSIDER AS YOUR CHILD APPROACHES KINDERGARTEN
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SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL SKILLS
Put these tips into practice to help prepare 
your child for school socially as well as emotionally.

   Practice sitting in a circle, raising hands, and taking 
   a turn by visiting your local public library or museum. 
   These community places provide opportunities for your 
   child to work with others, make new friends and follow 
   rules in cooperative play.

   Model empathy by asking, “How do you think she feels?” 
   Encourage your child to describe his or her feelings; sad, mad, 
   happy, excited, scared, etc.

STEM SKILLS
Expand your child’s science and math learning by encouraging 
his or her natural curiosity.

   Ask lots of questions as you go about your day or evening. Ask, 
   “What do you think?” Questions like this indicate that there is no 
   right or wrong answer and that you are interested in your child’s opinion.

   Model curiosity about everyday occurrences: “I wonder what will happen 
   when I put water in the flour to make pancakes?”
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The importance of the family’s role in children’s academic, social, and emotional 
development is widely accepted by educators. All the ways you support your 
child’s learning and healthy development are sometimes referred to as “family 
engagement.” Practicing family engagement when your children are young is a 
good way to prepare for your involvement once he or she goes to school.

Involved parents are valuable to their children’s schools and the community at large. 
There are lots of ways you can help your child and other children be successful in 
school, even if you work full time or are always on the go. Start by connecting with 
organizations in your community; your child’s preschool or family child-care home if 
you use one, your local library, museum, zoo, or other cultural institution. You will gain 
confidence and skills as you take advantage of these resources for your family.

How � Practice

Family Engagement
YOU ARE YOUR CHILD S FIRST TEACHER



• Embrace conversation! Talking to each other increases 
   vocabulary and will help your child learn to read.

• Visit a children’s museum in your area. Children’s museums are    
   trusted, welcoming places where children make discoveries, 
   deepen common interests, expand words and knowledge, and 
   connect their natural curiosities to the wider world. Check to see 
   if there is one near you – then go!

• Find your local library and get everyone in your family a library card. 
   This way, you can make regular visits for story hour, take out 
   books, attend special events, and more.

• Connect with organizations in your community including the 
   Afterschool Alliance, Boys and Girls Clubs, Jumpstart, Parent-
   Teacher Associations (PTAs), Reach Out and Read, Reading 
   is Fundamental, YMCA or YWCA, museums, zoos, or other places 
   of learning. Have fun by learning together, building mutual 
   knowledge, skills and experiences.

• Make sure you know when school registration begins. Call the 
   superintendent of your local school district to find this information. 
   Fill out the paperwork and describe to your child what it means 
   to start school.

• Visit the school and play on the playground. If an orientation 
   isn’t already scheduled, meet the principal or teachers by making 
   an appointment to come inside the building and see what is going 
   on inside. Help your child understand that everyone goes to 
   kindergarten and it’s a very important and exciting time for him 
   or her and your family.

ACTIVITIES
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Physical well-being is a key factor in every child’s learning and long-term 
success. The vision from the U.S. Surgeon General’s office states, “We will work 
together to improve the health and quality of life for individuals, families, and 
communities by moving the nation from a focus on sickness and disease to one 
based on prevention and wellness.”7 For children and families, this means 
healthy lifestyle habits, including healthy eating and physical activity. Help keep 
your child healthy by making sure he or she gets enough sleep, engages in 
physical play, and eats a balanced diet—including breakfast—every day.

Immunizations are also crucial to keeping children healthy. According to the 
Center for Disease Control, children often do not have maternal immunity 
against some vaccine-preventable diseases. Be sure to check with your 
pediatrician to make sure your child’s vaccinations are up to date.

10

Give these activities a go to get your 
child used to making healthy decisions 
when it comes to eating, moving, 
and spending time together.

7  http://www.surgeongeneral.gov/initiatives
    /prevention/strategy/index.html

Health and Wellness

WHAT YOU CAN DO:
�t Healthy!
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• Use the chart below to help your child develop healthy eating habits. List 
   healthy habits on one side (brushing teeth, eating a healthy snack, etc.) and 
   add a gold star sticker (or something similar) to the correct row each time your 
   child engages in a healthy habit. Then explain why that habit is important.

• Catch your child being good. Praise your child often, even for small accomplishments 
   like playing nicely with siblings, helping to pick up toys, waiting his or her turn, or 
   being a good sport.

• Make time for a routine that includes regular family meals when parents and children can sit 
   and talk about their day together. Play the “high-low” game by taking turns sharing the best 
   and not-so-good parts of the day.

• Set limits for your child around safety, screen time, regard for others, and household rules and 
   routines that are important to you. If you are having difficulty with setting limits or discipline, 
   ask your pediatrician for some tips. 

ACTIVITIES

MONDAY THURSDAYTUESDAY FRIDAYWEDNESDAY SATURDAY SUNDAY

Use star stickers to fill out this chart to help your child develop healthy habits.

Healthy Habits Chart



12

Early language and literacy (reading and writing) development begins in the first three 
years of life and is closely linked to a child’s earliest experiences with books and stories. 
Young children’s interactions with such materials such as books, paper, crayons – and 
with adults in their lives – offer the building blocks for language, reading, and writing 
development. This relatively new understanding of early literacy development 
complements the current research supporting the critical role of early experiences 
in shaping brain development.

Literacy Skills
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• Read with or to your child every day. 

• Visit your local library. Meet the librarian in charge of the children’s  
   books. Introduce yourself and your child to him or her. Find out if the 
   library has a regular story hour you could attend, and get a library 
   card – they’re free!

• Chat with your child while doing family activities. In the grocery store 
   you can say, “What fruits and vegetables shall we buy?” “What color 
   are those apples?” “How many bananas do we need?” 

• Set out some recycled paper and a can of crayons for your child to use 
   anytime he or she is ready to scribble, draw, or write. Scribbles are the 
   first step to learning to write!

ACTIVITIES

Support your child’s early vocabulary development by having regular conversations 
during your time together. Ask questions as you read books together, help your child 
identify words during play or as you walk through your neighborhood or the grocery 
store. Help your child learn new words, describe things and events, enjoy and tell 
stories, and play with sounds and letters in words.

WHAT YOU CAN DO:
Early Literacy Development
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8  National Institute for Early Education Research. (March 2005). Promoting children’s social and emotional development 
   through preschool education. New Brunswick, NJ. Boyd, J., Barnett, W., Bodrova, E., Leong, D., Gomby, D.
9  Families and Work Institute. (n.d.). Mind in the making: The science of early learning. Hirsh-Pasek, K., & Golinkoff, R.

Young children deal with many of the same emotions adults do. Children get angry, sad, 
frustrated, nervous, happy, or embarrassed, but they often do not have the words to 
express how they are feeling – an important skill for school. At least 1 in 5 children 
entering kindergarten is not socially or emotionally ready to start school.8 However, 
research has shown that children who make friends easily in kindergarten tend to be 
academic self-starters.9

Social and Emoti�al Skills
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Social and
Emoti�al
Development

ACTIVITIESWHAT YOU CAN DO:
• Talk about your feelings and encourage your child 
   to do the same. “Today I was frustrated because 
   I spilled the milk, but I was proud of myself for getting 
   a sponge from the sink and cleaning up my mess!”

• Each night at bedtime, have your child fill in 1 box 
   on the calendar on page 18, describing what 
   kind of day he or she had. Use that as a conversation 
   starter and chat about the day

• Practice waiting. Do you have an egg timer? Set 
   it for 1 minute and help your child learn to wait. 
   Set the timer as she waits her turn to play with 
   something or waits for a snack or a meal. Practicing 
   waiting helps children learn to manage frustration 
   and distress. When the bell goes off and she’s been 
   waiting patiently, you can say, “Wow, great job 
   waiting your turn!”  This helps children learn focus 
   and self-control.

• Help your child approach others with expectations 
   of a positive interaction. He or she might say to 
   another child, “Can we play together?” Help her 
   participate successfully as a member of a group at 
   your local library or your family’s faith community.

Encourage your child to describe 
his or her feelings and emotions. 
Helping your child use his or her 
words instead of actions to 
express emotions is a valuable 
way for you to find out how your 
child is feeling and will help him 
or her to interact more easily 
with other children and familiar 
adults. These activities can help 
prepare your child for the 
interactions he or she will face 
every day at school.



Recent research confirms that early math skills are a better predictor of later academic 
success than early reading is. One study examined math, literacy, and social-emotional 
skills at kindergarten entry and found that “early math concepts, such as knowledge of 
numbers and ordinality, were the most powerful predictors of later learning.”10

10 Duncan, Greg J. Developmental Psychology, 2007, Vol. 43, No.6 142801446. “School Readiness and Later Achievement.”16

STEM Skills

As a child’s first teacher, parents and caregivers 
can expand their children’s science learning by 
leading them toward discovery. Encourage them 
to observe and explore the world around them 
by supporting their natural curiosity. Try some 
of these activities.

WHAT YOU CAN DO:
Expl�e & Discover
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• Sorting, patterns, and counting are the basics of preschool math. 
   Sort and classify items by shape or color. Patterns can be found 
   in clothing fabrics. Stripes, prints, and plaids often repeat themselves. 
   See how many you and your child can identify. Count everything!

• Ask your child lots of questions as you go about your day. Ask “What do 
   YOU think?” This question indicates that you are not looking for a right 
   or wrong answer, but that you are interested in your child’s hypothesis.

• Provide a ruler, scissors, a thermometer, a stopwatch, and a magnifying    
   glass to extend your child’s senses. These tools (technology!) help 
   all of us do what we cannot do ourselves.

• Post your child’s observations, discoveries, and collections around 
   the house. Put drawings or photos on the refrigerator for all to see 
   and celebrate!

ACTIVITIES



In addition to giving your child a great place to share his or her feelings every day, this 
calendar can help with math skills by serving as a reminder of how days and weeks work.

(fill in month)

How I Feel Calendar

The nicest 
thing someone 
did for me today was  

The nicest 
thing someone 
did for me today was  

The nicest 
thing someone 
did for me today was  

The nicest 
thing someone 
did for me today was  

The nicest 
thing someone 
did for me today was  

I felt       
today when

I felt       
today when

I felt       
today when

I felt       
today when

I felt       
today when

I felt happy 
today when

I felt happy 
today when

I felt happy 
today when

I felt happy 
today when

I felt happy 
today when

I am glad today 
is Thursday 
because 

I am glad today 
is Thursday 
because 

I am glad today 
is Thursday 
because 

I am glad today 
is Monday 
because 

I am glad today 
is Sunday 
because 

The coolest 
thing I learned 
today was

The coolest 
thing I learned 
today was

The coolest 
thing I learned 
today was

The coolest 
thing I learned 
today was

The coolest 
thing I learned 
today was

Today I laughed 
when

Today I laughed 
when

Today I laughed 
when

Today I laughed 
when

Today I laughed 
when

The nicest 
thing I did for 
someone today was

         

The nicest 
thing I did for 
someone today was

         

The nicest 
thing I did for 
someone today was

         

The nicest 
thing I did for 
someone today was

         

The nicest 
thing I did for 
someone today was

         

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY
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The nicest 
thing someone 
did for me today was  

Children are ready to go to kindergarten when they have most of 
the developmentally appropriate skills that will enable them to be 
successful in a school setting.

 
      Provide at-home opportunities for their child to talk, read, and write. 
      Choose a school that fits their family’s needs.
      Talk with their child about kindergarten.
      Begin to develop a plan for being involved in their child’s 
      kindergarten and elementary school education. 

 
      Children move their bodies, legs, and arms with coordination.
      They are well nourished, well rested, clean, and healthy.
      They take care of their own needs (toileting, washing hands, 
      dressing, feeding).
      They function well in groups, sharing ideas, toys, materials, and space. 

 
       Children have the language to say what they think, want, feel, and need.
       They use lots of words, have conversations with other children and 
       adults, and have some knowledge of the alphabet.
       They use scribbling, writing, and drawing to represent and understand ideas.
       They have experience holding and “reading” books both by themselves 
       and with an adult.

 
      Children get along with other children and adults.
      They understand their own feelings and the feelings of others.
      They sit and participate in circle time and small groups.
      They follow 2- and 3-step directions.

      Children use school tools (puzzles, scissors, pencils, markers, computers).
      They observe and explore objects and materials both indoors and outdoors. 
      They use sorting, patterns, and counting to represent math skills.
      They work together with others and communicate information.

*Adapted from Is Everybody Ready for Kindergarten? A Tool Kit for Preparing Children and Families by Angèle Sancho Passe. 
Copyright © 2010 by Angèle Sancho Passe. Reprinted with permission of Redleaf Press, St. Paul, MN; www.redleafpress.org.

Please note: this checklist is intended merely as a guide for parents, highlighting skills and benchmarks that will help their preschoolers
prepare for kindergarten. Kids develop at their own pace, so some preschoolers will master many of these skills before kindergarten, 
while others will learn them in school. Parents should contact their child’s school for specifics on school entry requirements.

Family Engagement Parents or caregivers should: 

Health and Wellness

Literacy Skills

Social and Emoti�al Skills

Kindergarten READINESS CHECKLIST

Skills
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Partner Res�rces
FOR PARENTS 

The Alliance for a Healthier Generation, founded by the American Heart Association and the Clinton 
Foundation, empowers kids to develop lifelong, healthy habits. The Alliance works with schools, companies, 
community organizations, healthcare professionals and families to build healthier environments for millions 
of children. Learn more at www.healthiergeneration.org.

ASCD is a global community dedicated to excellence in learning, teaching, and leading. Comprising 140,000 
members, ASCD's innovative solutions promote the success of each child. To learn more, visit www.ascd.org.

Children’s museums are places where children learn through play and exploration in environments designed just 
for them. Children’s museums create playful, interactive learning experiences, and in an increasingly complex 
world, provide a place where all kids can learn through play with the caring adults in their lives. A visit to 
a children’s museum is a perfect weekday activity, or a family vacation destination. To find a children’s museum 
near you, visit bit.ly/FindAChildrensMuseum.

Founded in 1913, Boston Children’s Museum carries on a 100-year legacy with exhibits like “Countdown 
to Kindergarten,” where children and their parents are invited to experience a typical kindergarten setting and 
ask questions about how to get ready to start school.   BCM is delighted to contribute kindergarten readiness 
content to Beyond the Backpack.  To learn more and plan your visit to BCM, 
go to www.bostonchildrensmuseum.org.

The Children's Defense Fund Leave No Child Behind® mission is to ensure every child a Healthy Start, 
a Head Start, a Fair Start, a Safe Start, and a Moral Start in life and successful passage to adulthood with the 
help of caring families and communities. The CDF provides a strong, effective, and independent voice for all the 
children of America who cannot vote, lobby, or speak for themselves. The CDF educates the nation about the 
needs of children and encourages preventive investments before they get sick, drop out of school, 
get into trouble or suffer family breakdown. Learn more at www.childrensdefense.org.

Common Sense Media is dedicated to helping kids thrive in a world of media 
and technology. We help families make smart media and tech choices by 
offering the largest, most trusted library of independent age-based and 
educational ratings and reviews for tv-shows, movies, games, apps, 
and more. Learn more at www.commonsensemedia.org.
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Jumpstart is a national early education organization working toward the day every 
child in America enters kindergarten prepared to succeed. Jumpstart delivers a research-
based and cost-effective program by training college students and community volunteers to serve 
preschool-age children in low-income neighborhoods. By participating in Jumpstart’s year-long program, 
children develop the language and literacy skills they need to be ready for school, setting them on a path 
for lifelong success. To learn how you can help put children first, visit www.jstart.org.

NCLR’s efforts in early childhood education focus on increasing access to high-quality early childhood education 
programs for Latino and dual-language-learner children. NCLR’s comprehensive curriculum and professional 
development models have demonstrated improved understanding of bilingual early learning processes, alignment 
between program curricula and policies with state standards, and increased skills for parents and teachers who receive 
NCLR training. To learn more about NCLRs resources for education young children, please visit: www.nclr.org/ece. 

The National Head Start Association is a non-partisan, not-for-profit organization committed to the belief that every 
child, regardless of circumstances at birth, has the ability to succeed in life.  The opportunities offered by Head Start 
lead to healthier, empowered children and families, and stronger, more vibrant communities. NHSA is the voice for 
more than 1 million children, 200,000 staff and 1,600 Head Start grantees in the United States.  For more 
information, visit www.nhsa.org.

National Parent Teacher Association® (PTA®) comprises millions of families, students, teachers, administrators, and 
business and community leaders devoted to the educational success of children and the promotion of family 
engagement in schools. PTA is a registered 501(c)(3) nonprofit association that prides itself on being a powerful 
voice for all children, a relevant resource for families and communities, and a strong advocate for public education. 
Membership in PTA is open to anyone who wants to be involved and make a difference for the education, health, 
and welfare of children and youth. Learn more at www.pta.org.

Reach Out and Read is an organization of medical providers who promote early literacy in pediatric exam rooms 
nationwide by giving new books to children and advice to parents about the importance of reading aloud. As a 
result, Reach Out and Read families read together more often, and their children enter kindergarten better prepared 
to succeed, with larger vocabularies and stronger language skills. Learn more at www.reachoutandread.org.

Too Small to Fail is a joint initiative of Next Generation and The Bill, 
Hillary & Chelsea Clinton Foundation. The goal of Too Small to Fail 
is to help parents, caregivers and businesses take meaningful 
actions to improve the health and well-being of America’s 
youngest children, ages 0 to 5, and prepare them to 
succeed in the 21st century. To learn more and get 
involved, please visit www.toosmall.org.   
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ALPHABET MAZE
Wally needs help getting back to his 
friends! Follow the letters from A to Z 
to lead him to his friends.



MATCHING GAME
Draw a line from each number to the 
group that has the matching number.

Number

4
3
2
1



COLOR IN
THE PATTERN
Help finish each pattern 
by coloring in the pictures.



Keep track of your preschooler’s progress and prepare for the adventure 
of kindergarten together! Visit BeyondtheBackpack.com to access 
additional resources and a customized readiness game for your little one. 

       Do most of these: jump, run, hop on one foot, throw or kick a ball.
       Hold and use a pencil properly, cut with safety scissors, and put together simple (4-9 piece) puzzles.
       Do the following independently: go to the bathroom, get dressed, brush teeth, and wash hands.
       Follow safety rules: recognize warning symbols (stop sign, poison symbol, etc.) and recite his/her full 
       name, address, and phone number.

 
       Recognize and name at least 10 letters in the alphabet, and knows some letter sounds (e.g. B is "buh").
       Look at pictures of objects and tell you which 2 represent words that rhyme.
       "Write" letters, words, or stories by drawing or scribbling to express ideas.
       Speak in complete sentences and make up or retell stories.

 
       Talk about basic feelings (anger, sadness, happiness, etc.).
       Cooperate with others, share, and take turns.
       Listen well and concentrate, follow directions that have 3 to 4 steps, 
       and focus on a task independently for 15 minutes.

 
       Count out loud from 1 to 10 in order and recognize a few 1-digit numbers by sight.
       Recognize basic shapes, like circle, square, and triangle, and sort objects by shape, size or color.
       Compare 2 objects using words like less, more, smaller, bigger, etc.
       Identify what comes next in a simple pattern, like red 
       button, blue button, red button, blue button, red button, _____.

Health and Wellne� MY CHILD CAN:

Literacy Skills MY CHILD CAN:

Social and Emoti�al Skills MY CHILD CAN:

MY CHILD CAN:Skills

Kindergarten READINESS QUIZ

Please note: this quiz is intended merely as a guide for parents, highlighting skills and 
benchmarks that will help their preschoolers prepare for kindergarten. Kids develop at their 
own pace, so some preschoolers will master many of these skills before kindergarten, while 
others will learn them in school. Parents should contact their child’s school for specifics 
on school entry requirements. 


