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Welcome to What a Friend! Back-to-School Bash!

This event guide will help you support and encourage 

families in your community as they get ready for a new 

school year. As you do that, you can open doors to share 

Jesus’ love with people in your community who already 

know him and, especially, with some who do not.
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Your 
Planning 
Team:

Your 
Timeline:

Ideally, you will 

want to start 

planning four 

months or so 

before your event. 

As a fi rst step, you 

will put together a team. You will need someone 

to tackle each of the tasks below. If you recruit one 

person per task, you will need many volunteers. But 

many hands make light work! On the other hand, if 

your church or volunteer pool is small, one person 

may be able to accomplish two or even three tasks 

from the list.

Publicity—If possible, establish the date of your 

event in early spring. That way, you can publicize 

your event during Easter celebrations and vacation 

Bible school. Consider distributing publicity fl yers 

at parades and fi reworks shows on July 4 and at 

county fairs.

Community Contacts—This person will invite local 

police, fi refi ghters, EMTs, nutritionists, public health 

professionals, and other health, safety, and service 

agencies in your community to participate. During 

your event, this person will serve as the point of 

contact for these professionals.

Crafts—You will need one coordinator and several 

helpers to work with crafts. These volunteers will 

gather materials ahead of time and direct craft 

activities during your event. 

School Supplies—One or more people on this 

team will fi nd ways to collect school supplies 

before and during your event. After the event, the 

members of this team will distribute the supplies 

gathered to needy families in your community.

Snacks—A team leader will work with several 

other volunteers to coordinate the food served 

during your event. This includes providing ideas for 

healthy school lunches, after-school snacks, and the 

food samples you give away during the event. This 

team could work with a licensed dietitian from your 

local hospital in selecting and preparing food. 

Greeters—A team leader will work with several 

helpers to create a welcoming environment for 

those who attend. Greeters welcome families as 

they arrive, direct guests to available activities, 

and collect follow-up information, as needed, on 

families who have attended. 

Set-Up/Clean-Up—A team leader will guide 

several volunteers in setting up tables, chairs, 

parking cones, and other equipment. When the 

event ends, members of this team will put your 

building and grounds back in order.

The timeline 

below is ideal for a 

large, established 

event with 100 

or more visitors. 

If this is the fi rst 

time your church 

has tried it, or if 

you are planning 

for a smaller 

attendance, you can easily scale back the schedule 

described here. 

April or May—Establish the date and time of your 

event. Remember, you are planning an open house. 

Visitors will come and go at any time during a 

two- to three-hour block of time. Begin recruiting 

volunteers. Start your publicity. 

June—Brainstorm a list of possible activities and 

participants from the community. Contact fi re 

fi ghters, police, hospitals, dieticians, public health 

agencies, your local library, and others. Invite 

them to participate. Review space needs and 

designate where each part of the event will take 

place. Rearrange participants on your site map, as 

necessary, until you fi nd the arrangement that will 

work best for participants and exhibitors. 
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You will likely need . . .

• Craft area with tables (inside or outside your 

building)

• Snack area with tables and a place to wash hands 

(inside or outside your building)

• Parking for emergency vehicles

• Bins to collect school supply donations

• Parking for families who attend 

July—Start collecting school supplies. Order 

any special items (goodie bags, bag pack tags, 

bookmarks, refrigerator magnets) you will need 

for your event. (Type What a Friend in the search 

fi eld of CTA’s website, www.CTAinc.com, to view 

products to order.)

You will also want to review your list of volunteers, 

adding more helpers as required. Consider 

recruiting junior high and high school students 

who need community service hours as part of their 

graduation and/or scouting project requirements.  

August—Gather all the supplies you will need 

for crafts and other activities. Contact community 

health, safety, and service representatives to 

confi rm their participation. Continue to collect 

school supplies.

Organize your materials and supplies. Create the 

signage you will need. Contact local newspapers, 

radio stations, or others who may be willing to 

include your event on their community calendars.

One Week before Event—Meet one last time 

with team leaders. Review any last-minute 

tasks and answer questions that have arisen. 

Contact community health, safety, and service 

representatives to let them know what to expect 

on the day of your event. Make sure you have all 

the supplies you will need. Prepare thank-yous 

for participants and volunteers. (Check out CTA’s 

downloadable thank-you note template at www.

CTAinc.com/FREE.)

One Day before Event—If possible, begin 

initial set-up. Purchase last-minute supplies and 

perishable snacks. 

Event Day—Arrive early and gather your team for 

fi nal directions and prayer. Complete fi nal set-up. 

Do a fi nal walk-through of your space. Adjust plans 

as necessary. Welcome community health, safety, 

and service representatives and direct them to their 

assigned areas. 

Warmly greet parents, children, and others as they 

arrive. Give each child a What a Friend! goodie 

bag (Item #EVG4TS12) , and help the children use 

markers to label their bags with their names. You 

will need to use a permanent marker to write on 

the plastic, so supervise carefully to ensure ink 

doesn’t stain any child’s clothes. As an alternative, 

affi  x large, self-adhesive labels to each goodie 

bag. Then use washable markers to write names 

on the labels.

As you do so, chat with adults and engage children 

in conversation, using questions like these:

• When will you be starting back to school?

• What school will you be attending?

• What grade will be starting?

• Have you had the chance to visit the school?

• Have you met your teacher? 

• What is his or her name?

• What are you looking forward to learning

this year?

Prepare a handout for each participant or display 

posters that clearly show the activities you have 

planned. Review these with each family and 

answer questions. If any events will occur at a 

specifi c time, point this out (for example, a dietician 

doing a cooking demonstration). Consider having 

volunteers help guide participants who are new to 

your facility.

As participants leave, have a church volunteer give 

the What a Friend! magnet (Item #EVG4MT) to each 

family, along with any information about your 

church/organization that you would like them to 

take home.
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Activity 
Suggestions:

FRIEND!
After the Event—When participants have gone 

home, gather volunteers one last time. Pray for the 

children and families who attended, asking God to 

bless them in the new school year and to help them 

remember that their Friend, Jesus, is with them in 

every situation. Then encourage all the volunteers 

to help with the fi nal clean-up.

Send notes of thanks to the health, safety, and 

service organizations who helped to make your 

event a success. 

Encourage team leaders to create a brief, printed 

list describing . .  .

• What they did and when

• How it worked

• What they might do diff erently next time

Collect these and fi le them where you can fi nd 

them easily when you off er this kind of event in 

the future.

Health, Safety, 
and Service 
Checks
Invite community 

helpers to 

participant 

in your event and 

encourage them to 

share with families the 

variety of services they 

provide. For example:

• Dentist and/or 

Dental Hygienist: 

These professionals 

can provide 

information on 

maintaining 

good oral health 

and may also be 

willing to distribute 

samples (such 

as toothbrushes, 

toothpaste, or fl oss).

• Doctor and/or Nurse:  These professionals 

can help parents understand how to prevent 

common childhood illnesses. Some community 

health nurses may be able to provide certain 

vaccinations required for school attendance.

• Firefi ghters: These public servants can provide 

important safety tips for families. Many will 

also be willing to demonstrate proper car seat 

installation. Some fi re stations may be willing to 

have one of their vehicles on display for children 

and parents to tour. 

• Police: Police officers can also provide safety 

tips for back-to-school, car seat safety checks, 

and other important information regarding 

safety at home and in the community. Police 

in some areas will also record children’s 

fingerprints and create photo IDs for 

emergency situations. Sometimes, the local 

police department may be willing to have a 

police car or another other safety vehicle on 

display for children to tour. If a canine unit 

serves your community, the officers involved 

may be willing to give demonstrations.

• Public Librarian: This professional could be 

invited to provide information about local library 

services and give families the opportunity to 

establish or renew their account at the local 

public library. They also may provide back-

to-school resources and talk about programs 

available to families through the library.

• Pastor and/or DCE/DRE: The children’s pastor 

or youth ministry from your church could 

distribute a What a Friend! jumbo bookmark 

(Item #EVG4JBK) to each family, indicating how 

the bookmark could help them pray for the 

helpers in their community. This professional 

could also provide information about parenting 

classes, children’s ministry events, and other 

opportunities for families and kids to grow in 

faith this fall.
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Crafts and Other Activities

I. Basic Book Covers
Participants will create a book cover from brown paper and have the opportunity to 

“practice” securing it to a sample hardcover textbook or Bible. As time and space allow, 

they could create additional book covers, decorating them and taking them home to use 

on their own textbooks. You may want to plan to have extra Bibles to give to those who 

may not have their own. 

What you’ll need:

• Brown paper bags or a roll of brown 

parcel paper

• Scissors

• Tape

• Markers or crayons

• Sample hardcover textbooks and/or 

Bibles

• Bible verses kids can copy from a poster 

(see the last page of this guide for some 

suggestions)

What to do:

1. If you are using bags, cut open a 

brown paper grocery bag and remove 

the fl ap formed by the bottom of the 

bag so that you have one large sheet 

of brown paper.

2. Center the open textbook or Bible 

on the paper. If you are using parcel 

paper, now cut the paper, leaving 

approximately 2" all the way around 

the open book.

3. Wrap the paper up across the bottom 

of the book and make a crease along 

the bottom cover. Repeat for the top of 

the book.

4. Remove the book from the paper.

5. Fold the paper up at the bottom 

crease and down at the top crease. 

You should have a strip of paper big 

enough to cover the book from top 

to bottom. 

6. Place the book back in the center of 

the paper. Wrap the paper across the 

front of the book from left to right and 

adjust the book position until the two 

ends of the paper are even.

7. Fold the overlap around the front 

cover of the book and make a crease. 

Then insert the front cover of the book 

into the slot created by the paper 

folded over at the top and the bottom. 

Slide the paper down over the book 

until you hit the crease.

8. Repeat Step 7 for the back cover of 

the book.

9. If the cover fi ts snugly, you can stop 

at this point. If it seems a little loose 

or the top and bottom folds are not 

lying fl at, you can use small pieces of 

tape to pull the front and the inside 

fl ap together a little more securely. To 

avoid damaging the book, make sure 

to put tape only on the cover, not on 

the textbook.

10. Take the cover off the book and use 

crayons or markers to decorate it. 

Add one or more of the Bible verses 

on the poster. Then put it back on 

your book—or take it home and use 

it as a model to make covers for all 

your textbooks.
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III. Backpack Blessings Cards and Tags
In this area parents will have the opportunity to create several cards they can use during 

the school year to create backpack blessing cards to place in their child’s backpack or 

lunch box as encouragement for the day or week. As parents create these, their children 

can complete the information on the backpack tag you have provided.

II. Family File Folders
Papers, papers, and more papers come home from school each day. These easy-to-make 

folders will help parents organize each child’s important papers and keep them accessible 

throughout the school year.

What you’ll need:

• Manila fi le folders

• Crayons or 

washable markers

• Stickers

• 2" x 4" labels

What you’ll do:

1. Give each participant one fi le folder 

and a 2" x 4" label.

2. Have participants use the label to 

write their name, grade, and school. If 

they already know the name of their 

teacher(s), they may also want to 

include this on the label.

3. Affi  x the label to the fi le folder. Younger 

children may need help doing this. 

Ideally, the label should be placed on the 

upper left hand side of the fi le folder. 

4. Participants may decorate their folders 

with stickers or markers.

5. Encourage parents to create their own 

fi le folders to keep track of forms and 

other important papers they receive 

from each child’s school during the 

school year.

What you’ll need:

• Blank 3" x 5" index cards (white or 

assorted colors) 

• Preprinted lists of Bible verses, prayers, 

and other ideas for card content

• Pens or fi ne point permanent markers

• Backpack tags (Item #EVG4LT), one per 

child

What you’ll do:

1. Ahead of time, make copies of the Bible 

verses, sample prayers, and ideas for 

personal notes found at the end of this 

guide. You will send one copy with each 

family that attends your event.

2. Give blank index cards to parents. They 

will need one card for each child in 

their family.

3. Give backpack tags to the children, one 

per child.

4. Ask parents to review the list you 

have provided. They are to choose 

an appropriate Bible verse, personal 

note, or prayer and write it on a card, 

preparing one card for each of their 

children. Then they should place the 

card in their child’s backpack on the 

fi rst day of school.

5. Meanwhile, help the children fi ll in the 

personal information called for on the 

backpack tag. 

Crafts and Other Activities
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IV. The Wheels On The Bus Photo Op
Capture a picture of each family standing together beside a school bus. Borrow a bus (or 

mini-bus) from your local school district or have an artistic volunteer paint a bus backdrop 

on a sheet or a big piece of cardboard. (Note: If you can arrange to have a real bus on-site, 

you may want to invite a school bus driver to provide tips on school bus safety.)

What you’ll need:

• 8 ½" x 11" bright yellow cardstock

• Pens/pencils

• Black markers

• School bus or school bus backdrop

• Backpacks, textbooks, or other back-to-

school props 

• Digital camera

• Bookmark

What you’ll do:

1. Have each family create a small poster 

on the cardstock. Using the black 

marker, they should write, “The (name) 

family is ready for back-to-school!”

2. On the back side of the mini-poster 

have them write their e-mail address.

3. Tell families you will keep the mini-

posters and use the addresses they 

provide to e-mail them the digital 

picture you take during this 

activity.  

4. Have each family select the props they 

want to use and pose for a picture.

5. Collect the mini-poster from each 

family after you take their picture.

6. Give each child a magnetic activity 

chart and stickers (Item #EVG4AK) to 

use during the school year ahead. Show 

them how to use the chart at home.

7. Within 24-48 hours after your event 

ends, use the e-mail addresses parents 

provided to send each family a copy 

of their digital picture. You may also 

want to include a brief thank you for 

attending and an invitation to worship 

or to other events you have planned. Be 

sure to include a link to your church’s 

website, too. The leader of your 

Greeter team and his/her team 

members may want to help 

with this!

Crafts and Other Activities
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VI. Thank You, Teacher!
This activity will help families encourage their child(ren) to thank the teachers who will 

help them during the new school year. It’s never too early to say, “Thank you!”

V. School Supply Roundup
In your publicity, invite participants to bring along new school supplies to be collected 

and donated to needy families in your area. Search the websites of local school or check 

with administrators to see what their specifi c needs are. 

What you’ll need:

• Backpacks and other school supplies 

needed by disadvantaged students in 

your community

• Printed copies of school 

supplies needed by students 

attending specifi c grades in 

your community’s school(s), 

if available

• 3" x 5" blank index cards

• Pens or colored fi ne-tip, 

washable markers

What you’ll do:

Give each family the opportunity to 

assembly a backpack, based on the 

school supply lists you have 

collected, and write a note of 

encouragement to the student 

who will receive it. Encourage 

families to keep the note age-

appropriate.

What you’ll need:

• Blank thank-you notes and envelopes 

• Pens

• Crayons or washable markers

• Printed samples of possible “greetings” 

to include in the card

What you’ll do:

1. Give a thank-you note and envelope to 

each child.

2. Encourage children to decorate the 

card with a picture of a school or 

another image connected to school.

3. Provide a sample “thank you” message 

for teachers that family members can 

use as a model, perhaps written large 

on poster paper and displayed near 

the table where the children will work. 

For example: 

Thank you for being (name’s) teacher this year!

We look forward to working with you.

—The Green Family

4. Place the completed card in an 

envelope for the child and/or family to 

deliver on the fi rst day of school.

Crafts and Other Activities
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Snack 
Ideas:

Consider inviting 

a dietician from 

your community 

to be available 

in the snack 

area to answer 

questions and provide ideas. Perhaps this person 

could also demonstrate preparation techniques for 

simple snacks or lunchbox entrees. 

A professional dietitian will be aware of this, but 

if you staff  the snack area without a professional’s 

advice, be aware of potentially health-threatening 

food allergies some children may have. Provide 

several choices so everyone can participate.  

We have included several options here. If you key 

the term “healthy snacks for kids” into an internet 

search engine, many other alternatives will pop up.

In addition to providing tables, utensils, food, and 

the other supplies listed below, you will want to 

make it possible for your guests to wash their hands 

thoroughly before they prepare their snacks and 

after they have eaten. 

I. Fruit Kebabs
While many people think fruits and vegetables are 

expensive snacks, their costs compare favorably 

with many other less-healthy choices. The USDA 

places the average cost per serving of fresh, frozen, 

or canned fruits and vegetables at around 25 cents. 

Compared with individual bags of chips or a candy 

bar, this is a bargain! 

Provide bamboo kebab sticks. Invite adults to cut 

fresh fruit into chunks, while children skewer the 

pieces onto the sticks. Enjoy!

II. Fruit Smoothies
Many store-made smoothies have added sugars 

and are not especially healthy choices. On the other 

hand, home-made smoothies can be refreshing, 

delicious, and full of nutrition!

Provide a blender, several kinds of fresh or frozen 

fruit, yogurt or milk, ice, and paper cups. Invite 

families to try their hand at creating new favorites.

III. Trail Mix
Trail mix is a familiar, but healthy, favorite. 

Provide mixing bowls, mixing spoons, and 

sandwich bags. Let parents and kids work together 

to combine mini-pretzels, dried fruit, whole-grain 

cereal, and sunfl ower seeds. (To add a little color 

and excitement, provide “fun size” bags of M&Ms or 

Skittles, too.)

Transfer the mixture into individual sandwich bags 

families can take with them as they continue to 

explore the exhibits available to them.

IV. Veggie Pockets
Have adults chunk up vegetables and cut small 

whole-grain pitas in half. Invite children to stuff  

the pitas with veggies and add a bit of salad 

dressing or hummus.

V. Ants On A Log
Give kids and grown-ups plastic knives, celery, 

and peanut butter. 

They will enjoy 

adding raisin or dried 

cranberry “ants” to the 

“logs” they create.
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Do not be frightened, and do not be dismayed,

for the LORD your God is with you wherever you go.
Joshua 1:9 ESV

The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.
Psalm 23:1 KJV

The LORD is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?

The LORD is the strength of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?
Psalm 27:1 KJV

Commit everything you do to the Lord. Trust him, and he will help you.
Psalm 37:5 NLT

God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.
Psalm 46:1 ESV

Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.
Psalm 119:105 ESV

Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.
Isaiah 43:1 ESV

Seek fi rst his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.
Matthew 6:33 NIV®

[Jesus said,] “I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”
Matthew 28:20 NIV®

God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever

believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.
John 3:16 ESV

[Jesus said,] “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me

will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.”
John 8:12 ESV

Backpack Blessings

Choose one or more of these Bible verses, prayers, 

and notes. Or choose one of your own! Print it on 

a note card and place it in your child’s backpack 

as an encouragement on the fi rst day of school. 

Consider creating a new card every week or two 

throughout the year. Pray for your child(ren) as you 

create the cards! 
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Backpack
Blessings

FRIEND!

[Jesus said,] “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.

No one comes to the Father except through me.”
John 14:6 ESV

My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life,

and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand.
John 10:27–28 ESV

Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives.

Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.
John 14:27 NIV®

[Jesus said,] “I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you,

you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.”
John 15:5 NIV®

We know that for those who love God all things work together for good,

for those who are called according to his purpose.
Romans 8:28 ESV

I can do everything through Christ,

who gives me strength.
Philippians 4:13 NLT

Starter Ideas for Personal Notes
• Share a simple “I love you” and your child’s name. 

(For example, “I love you, Alyisha!”)

• Share an attribute of your child that you 

appreciate. (For example, “Tom, you are such a 

kind kid!”)

• Promise to pray for them. (For example, “Beth, I’m 

praying for you today.”)

• Share what you hope they will learn in the new 

school year. (For example, “Study hard and do 

your best, Fiona!”)

• Share a talent or activity you enjoy doing 

with them. (For example, “Let’s ride bikes after 

school, Eric!”)

Prayer Ideas
Dear heavenly Father, bless (name) during this 

school day. Give wisdom to those who will teach 

(him/her). Keep (him/her) alert and ready with 

the skills (he/she) needs for learning. May (he/she) 

always know how much you love (him/her). Amen.

Jesus, help me do my best

As I learn and play and rest.

Teach me, Lord, to show your care

At home, at school, and everywhere. Amen. 
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