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			To Mike and Donna, my own Design Parents. 


			Thank you, Dad, for introducing teenage me to Macintosh computers and “desktop publishing.” Thank you, Mom, for allowing me to make design decisions at an early age, and for showing me that it doesn’t take deep pockets to create a beautiful place where your family can thrive.


	

			
Introduction


			If you asked me to describe myself in a few words, I’d tell you that I’m a designer and a mother of six. If you gave me a few more, I might tell you that I’ve been a blogger called Design Mom since my fifth child was born—almost nine years ago!—writing daily about all those areas where motherhood and design intersect. There’s also Alt Summit, a business conference I cofounded for pioneering and rookie bloggers and creatives of all kinds, as well as Olive Us, a video series created by my husband, Ben Blair, and me, that features our kids—Ralph, Maude, Olive, Oscar, Betty, and Flora June—having adventures and learning new things and being good to each other. But my favorite words to use to describe myself are the ones I wrote first. 


			I love the topic of this book: how to live with kids. And not just how to live, but how to live well. How to create a home that appeals to you as a grown-up, and suits your kids at all their ages and stages. This topic is on my mind daily—no exaggeration. I think about the kids’ bathroom, and how if I would simply stock the drawer with a couple of extra hairbrushes, wails of “I can’t find the hairbrush and I’m going to be late!” during the morning rush might be avoided. It’s a little thing, but it could prevent the day from going downhill first thing in the morning. I remember the art in my childhood home (oh, the prints in that oversize Norman Rockwell book!), and then consider the art in my current home and wonder what sort of impact it’s having on my kids and if I should change it up to create a new or different sort of impact. 


			Since our first son, Ralph, was born seventeen years ago, one of the biggest things I’ve learned is that design doesn’t have to disappear when kids appear. You can definitely, absolutely have a beautiful home that works for both kids and adults (and babies too!). It’s totally possible to take the space you live in right now and figure out how it can best serve your family’s needs. I’m 100 percent confident that you can create a place where every member of the family feels right at home.


			To my mind, a thoughtfully designed home is one of the greatest gifts you can give to your family. The items you’ve chosen to surround you, both the practical and the decorative, tell your family’s story. They foster important conversations. They influence the likes and dislikes of your family members. They have the ability to prevent or cause frustration. They form the backdrop to your child’s childhood. 


			I also know that the practice of living a well-designed life with kids—one or six or however many happen to be running through your house—is a continual effort. The system that works for your family today might not work tomorrow, when the piano-lesson schedule changes, or when summer vacation starts. I find that incredibly comforting. It means there is no due date for my house (or your house) to be “done.” There is no to-do list of tasks I have to accomplish right away to make sure my home is wonderful. I can implement one idea today, solve a recurring problem tomorrow, and over time create an inviting haven that makes for the best sort of family memories. 


			Design isn’t some froufrou gloss or shiny veneer on life, it’s insisting on a solution (preferably an elegant one) and working carefully to make sure that solution works within whatever constraints you have—architectural, financial, or the fact that children live in your home. I know for a fact that you can use design to solve problems in your home. I’ve had a million (well, technically, a lot less than a million) conversations with readers and other parents about how to make their nitty-gritty, day-to-day duties more intentional, more stylish, and, dare I suggest, way easier. And every week on DesignMom.com I feature a peek into a home somewhere in the world to showcase how others are living well-designed lives with their children. Every week, I’m shocked at the fresh inspiration. It never ends! 


			So if you asked me to describe this book in just a few words, I’d tell you that I’m a designer and a mother of six and that my husband and I love to imagine and work hard at designing our home environment, that this is how we strive to live well together. If you gave me a few more, I might tell you that I wrote this book to inspire you and give you some stylish, simple solutions for your own home. But the truest description of this book is the one I wrote first. I’m a mom and I’m a designer, and some of my best family memories are made when those roles collide. I’m so glad to be able to share with you the secrets I’ve learned along the way.


			P.S. If you glanced at the contents, you may have noticed that there’s no chapter on the master bedroom. That’s intentional. You don’t need my advice here. The master bedroom is not a kid zone, it’s your zone, and you can make it as fabulous as you please. But it wouldn’t hurt to keep a favorite storybook or two in your nightstand, and perhaps an extra blanket and a floor pad under the bed for middle-of-the-night visitors who had a bad dream. 


	

			
The Entryway
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			If you’ve got a foyer and a mudroom, you’re one lucky bird. We’ve lived in eight different houses since we married, and six of those had front doors that opened directly onto the living room. But something I’ve discovered over the years of growing our family is that no matter the layout of the house, setting up a functional entry is key to gracefully managing a home with kids. 


			Our current home doesn’t have a mudroom or a closet in the foyer. But with a little creative thinking, a well-thought-out piece of furniture, clean colors, and smart hooks, we were able to turn a long, narrow hallway just off the entry into a space that works as hard as one twice its size. Bonus points that it keeps all those mudroom items neatly out of sight of arriving guests, while still making them easily accessible for running-out-the-door schoolkids.


			Is it possible to create a functional entryway and still make a winning first impression in what is probably the smallest space in your entire home? I say yes. Your home begins and ends with the entry. Go ahead and make it great.
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			Assess the Situation


			Think back to the first wintry day you walked through the door of your current home. You probably removed your parka and scarf right away, then slipped off your boots. Was there a convenient place to hoard your heap? If you have a front closet, naturally, that might make the most sense. But what if your things are wet, and the thought of storing them in a tiny enclosed area gives you mildew-y shivers? 


			It’s the same situation no matter the weather; every season comes with its own stuff. Consider how many people will be removing their outerwear, dumping their beach towels, kicking off boots, and closing their umbrellas, as well as the reality of the space available—then make your plan. You may conclude that you need two closet hangers for every person, or a stack of washable rugs at the ready. You may decide to go for sturdy wall hooks hung over a bench, or a row of old-school gym lockers. Whatever you choose, make sure it works for all the people who will be using it, family and guests, adults and toddlers alike.


			We don’t have a closet in our current entryway, so we chose Bjärnum folding wall hooks from Ikea to corral all our seasonal accessories. They can be pulled down when you need them but folded up when you don’t! When they’re open, the hooks are deep enough to hold multiple items—we use them for jackets and hats, gym bags, and our reusable shopping totes. We installed them at three different heights, with two hooks especially for June that she can easily reach, encouraging her four-year-old independence and introducing her to the concept of responsibility.
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					Don’t have room for hooks or storage in your entry? Consider annexing a nearby space. We turned this standard 48-inch-wide hallway into a “mudroom” with wall hooks, cubbies for backpacks, a paperwork station, and a stool. It’s just around the corner from the front door and keeps the coming-and-going chaos out of sight. 
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			Aim for Function + Beauty


			Think of the beautiful teapot you use every single day. It does its job well and seems to get prettier with age. It makes you happy when you see it each morning. This should be your goal when choosing any object in your home—high function + high beauty. 


			The thing you want to avoid is low function + low beauty. It’s the garbage can that came with the house. You disliked its odd proportions on sight, and then the dislike turned to hate when you realized the lid didn’t work. But life gets busy and somehow you haven’t replaced it, even though it bugs you every time you have to interact with it. (Don’t waste another second hating that thing. Replace that darn trash can ASAP.)


			Sometimes, things in the low beauty + high function or low function + high beauty quadrants are objects you simply “make do” with—but other times, those items are treasures. When we’re talking about low beauty + high function, it might be something like that ugly showerhead that has the perfect water pressure. When you redid your bathroom, you tried a sleek new version, but it could barely wash out your shampoo, so you reinstalled the old, reliable one. Maybe someday, you’ll find a gorgeous showerhead with perfect water pressure. But if not, this sturdy, not-fancy option will keep you company.


			An example of low function + high beauty is the rocking chair you inherited from your great-aunt. If you’re honest with yourself, it’s not comfortable at all, but oh! It’s so beautiful, and it reminds you of your favorite aunt every time you see it. I say, feel free to keep around anything that makes you smile when it catches your eye.
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					A tight hallway transforms into a hardworking entry that has it all: a place to put on shoes, a narrow table for holding keys and signing permission slips, and simple hooks for hats and coats. 
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			Shoe Storage is Your Best Friend


			The number of shoes in your house may be comical at this point—flip-flops, rain boots, sneakers, ballet shoes, soccer cleats, patent-leather Sunday-best Mary Janes. That’s why having a place for everything is critical, because scattered shoes are the best way to turn an entryway into an obstacle course. Happily, you have storage options—from shoe racks in the front closet to shoe shelves under a bench. But before you make a purchase or search out a DIY project to solve your shoe situation, decide which shoes are going to live where. 


			Determine what can stay in the bedroom and what has to be easily accessible in the entry, then figure out storage to match your needs. I only store in the entryway shoes that we tend to grab on the way out the door. In the Oakland summer, it’s flip-flops or sandals. They don’t take up much space, so a small metal bin is all we need to hold them. For our Colorado winters, snow boots were lined up neatly on the floor, but Sunday shoes were kept in the bedroom closets.
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					Clockwise from top left: Every family handles shoe storage a bit differently. Whether you employ gym-worthy lockers, place a simple basket under an entry bench, repurpose found wooden cubbies, or just line shoes up in a row, let these photos inspire you to find a solution that works for your house.
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			Let Your Coats and Shoes Come Out of the Closet 


			As William Morris wisely advised, “Have nothing in your house that you do not know to be useful, or believe to be beautiful.” Ideally, items in your home are both useful and beautiful. They can serve a utilitarian purpose and can also be displayed.


			Your fabulous new trench coat definitely qualifies! Simply hang your favorite togs à la Macy’s holiday window display for a functional, beautiful storage solution. In rainy Normandy, our row of wellies—in heights and colors that reflected all eight family members—was one of the most charming parts of our decor.
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					A customized coatrack takes advantage of unused nooks and crannies. The built-in bench has storage beneath.
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					Keeping your heaviest, thickest coats on display means less crowded, more usable closets.
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			At the Blair House


			Bending the Rules
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			Every well-run home has rules: respect each other’s space and belongings, zero swearing (unless you step on a Lego), don’t flush toys down the toilet, water balloons and Popsicles outside only, and no shoes inside the house. That last rule can be tricky, especially with guests who aren’t used to it, aren’t wearing cute socks, or are a little embarrassed by their chipped pedicures. And if you find yourself living in an indoor/outdoor kind of home (raising my hand here) where the kids are five minutes in, five minutes out, five minutes in on repeat all day long, the shoes-off rule simply doesn’t work. 


			So depending on your visitors or the realities of your home, be prepared to budge at a moment’s notice. In fact, this is almost a mantra for living with kids: Make rules and guidelines for the best vision of your home that you can, but always be willing to adjust to the current situation. Some rules are meant to be broken.
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			Use Your Walls 


			Every child defaults to dropping stuff on the floor as she enters the house, but if the floor is crowded, the whole house feels chaotic. So guard your floor space whenever you can and find a better option for that pile of school things. Something easily accessible for fetching homework assignments when the after-school snacks are eaten, and near the entry so that everything is ready to go on mornings when everyone seems to be running behind.


			Vertical solutions keep your floor zone clear, so that everything has its place without being underfoot. Lightweight preschool backpacks, for example, are perfect candidates to hang on wall hooks.


			Since my family can practically fill a classroom, I’ve found that using school storage as a model has worked well for us. In one house, we used a set of vintage blue lockers—they were big enough to fit multiple jackets and parkas and sturdy enough for heavy, book-laden backpacks. School-inspired cubbies (think shelves with cubed compartments) have also done the trick.
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					School notes will never get lost again, thanks to this clever clipboards-on-hooks system. And the wall-mounted pencil sharpener eliminates one more excuse when the kids are avoiding getting their homework done.
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			Gear up with Baskets, Buckets, and More


			Kids come with all sorts of gear—and it multiplies! Seemingly overnight, one hat and a pair of gloves turns into five hats, two scarves, and seven mittens. In the summer, this happens with beach towels, goggles, and water toys. And those kid-size odds and ends need to live somewhere. 


			We’ve used crates at the bottom of a front closet. We’ve used a good-looking basket just inside the front door. In our current setup, a shelf full of cubbies stores beach towels in the summer and backpacks throughout the school year.


			Instead of an umbrella stand, we favor a hardworking, handsome bucket. It’s a cute and useful addition to any foyer because it can hold a number of items needed quickly upon flight from the house. These include lacrosse sticks, ninja swords, a favorite walking branch, and even an umbrella or two!


			I feel I should note here that I don’t think there is a perfect storage solution for all the moving parts in a family’s life. I’ve tried hooks, clothespin lines, and plastic storage boxes for each kid. Even with the strictest vigilance, seasonal accoutrements go rogue two weeks into the season. But when you’re faced with a lone glove, it’s nice to know just where to put it while it waits for its mate to someday reappear.
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					This mix of casual striped baskets with luxe tabletop accessories makes a pretty statement that represents the realities of a family. 
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			A Place to Sit, if Only for a Minute or Two 


			The seating inside the front door will welcome you home on even the craziest days. Use it to set down your bags or frowning toddler, or collapse there yourself. The only way it could get any better is if someone magically appeared to offer you a massage!


			No matter how tiny your space may be, there should be a place to sit in your foyer. It’s a place to wait for the school bus while double-knotting laces, continue a neighborly conversation, or add a last-minute hair clip to your four-year-old’s curls.
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					These lightweight entry perches can be split apart if needed and moved to another room to provide extra chairs for guests or double as low side tables.


					

						

							3 Good Options


							Small-Space Seating


							1
Benches 


							Benches are miracle workers. They offer seating and storage and pretend to be a table in a pinch. Stacked, they even work as bookshelves. They come in all sizes and have unlimited potential to work in every room of the house. I love a rugged, weathered bench in the entry, something that looks right at home with muddy boots beneath. But I also like sleek, modern benches and those with shelf space below for wire bins that hold mittens and hats. When the kids set up a concert hall in the living room, or there are extra guests for dinner, the bench in your front hall will come to the rescue.


							2
Poufs, Chakkis, and Other Exotic Touches


							Small spaces are ideal for experimentation. Maybe your heart beats faster when you touch fragile Japanese silks or run your hand over Spanish tiles or Balinese carvings. Instead of overwhelming your entire home with themes from faraway lands, add just a touch of what interests you the most. Foyers are the simplest spots to fill your adventurous design cravings. Rather than buy ten daring chairs to surround a dining table, you can choose one for the entry and see what it’s like without making a big commitment. Or try some well-traveled seating, like leather Moroccan poufs, chakkis with colorful cushions, or a lean tufted bench covered in fabric—like batik or a suzani.


							3
Double-Duty Furnishings


							If space is at a premium, choose furnishings that aren’t afraid to work overtime. A trunk makes a great seat, and it also stores an extra quilt or your Halloween decorations. Look for ottomans that open, or painted chests, and consider a low-height ladder or step stool that can work as a chair when it’s not being used for its intended purpose.
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			Make Your Shoes-Off Policy Easier for Your Guests


			What’s your footwear philosophy for those who enter your home? If you’re a shoes-off family and it’s a rule you plan to stick with, you should make it easy and inviting to follow. Make sure there’s a comfortable place to sit, and shoe storage within easy reach. And I highly recommend hanging an extra-long-handled shoehorn in plain view of where your guests remove and replace their shoes. It makes the whole process less of an awkward, bent-over, falling-against-the-wall endeavor, and more of a civilized ritual! 
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					Consider providing a basket of fresh anklets for visitors who don’t love the idea of walking around barefoot.
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			Roll Out the Red Carpet 


			The foyer rug is integral to your happiness. I’m dead serious. As Erma Bombeck wisely wrote, “All of us have moments in our lives that test our courage. Taking children into a house with a white carpet is one of them.” For the next few years, while you’ve got dirty little boots and muddy Chucks traipsing through your house, invest in an easy-to-clean foyer rug that will work hard for your family. 


			Your foyer rug needs to absorb drips from rain boots, and the noise of pattering feet. It needs to withstand a hundred entries and exits a day. And since it will be one of the first things you see when you enter the house, and the last thing you see as you leave, it might as well be gorgeous. (Turn the page for a few of my favorite options.)
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					Mix it up! Here, an easy-to-clean, practical runner handles muddy feet at the entrance, while a color-rich woven beauty draws guests (and residents) into the home.




		

			6 Good Options


			Rugs that Work for Families


			1
Wool 


			If you’re seeking natural, environmentally friendly fibers in your foyer, wool carpets are probably the most enduring and the warmest. We’ve used them for practically every room in our home at some point. They hide soil wonderfully when woven in dark colors or complex patterns, and they respond favorably to cleaning—so you shouldn’t cringe too much when dusty feet walk through your front door. Wool is naturally flame-retardant and even repels moisture. The only downside is that wool rugs sometimes shed like mad, filling up my vacuum every time I do a quick cleaning.


			2
Cotton


			Cotton is soft to the touch and wears just like your favorite T-shirt from college. I’ve never tried a cotton floor covering on a large scale. Instead, I opt for inexpensive cotton rugs that are small enough to throw in the washing machine. When we’re caught off guard by a rainstorm, a stack of cotton rag rugs to receive wet footsteps saves the day. One caveat: If you’re living in a colder climate, you may want to pass, because cotton won’t be your warmest option.


			3
Jute


			Add texture to any room with jute, an eco-friendly material constructed from natural fibers and often hand-woven with a mix of other plant strands. We currently have a thick braided jute rug in our boys’ bedroom, and we love it for its durability, its ease at blending seamlessly into virtually any decor, and its capacity to hide most dirt stains.


			4
Sisal 


			Sisal, a stiff natural fiber, is a marvelous investment for areas that don’t include the threat of wetness. It’s sophisticated, long-lasting, colorfast, and static-free—but it is expensive. I’ve seen it used beautifully in family homes, but if you’re starting out, having babies, or moving from state to state, I think jute is the way to go.


			5
Woven Vinyl 


			Woven vinyl is another fiber favorite in family homes, both for its durability in high-traffic areas (indoor and out!) and its easy-to-clean factor. Yes, some options look plastic-y and tacky, but these days you can also find generous woven options that have a nautical rope feel, and range from earth-tone goodness to modern bold statements. My sister uses thick versions as runners in her high-traffic hallway and they hold up beautifully. They’re mold- and mildew-resistant and light enough for a quick shakeout on the front porch, and they can be scrubbed outside with a hose and dish soap when they need a thorough cleaning.


			6
Persians


			I know, I know . . . the cost! But there’s a reason Persians lay around for a hundred years and still garner insane prices: They last and last and last. They are visually remarkable and instantly add a historical and luxe flavor to any room. Choose darker shades or varied patterns to hide your family’s dirt, and try to nab one with a high knot density that can withstand cat claws, dogs digging for imaginary bones, and most childhoods! But be warned: The higher the knot density, the more expensive the rug. (If you like the exotic feel of eastern decor but a Persian isn’t in your budget, Turkish kilims are made to endure and are much cheaper than a true Oriental rug.)
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			Create a Command Center


			Near the entry there should be a table or shelf or cabinet where you can keep a collection of essentials like pens and note cards, an extra cell-phone charger or two, and a little bowl to hold spare change. 
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