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TO MY GIRLS, MAISIE AND GEORGIE.
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INTRODUCTION


If you, like me, have ever felt that sense of panic when your kids stare up at you and ask ‘what are we going to do now?’, then this is the book for you. Hi. I’m Claire, Mum to two girls and I am the sort of person who likes to have a plan for everything. As a teacher, I am always trying out new ways to make learning engaging and fun. Some work, and some don’t, and it is this valuable process of trial and error that has developed my practice and also my ability to cope in the classroom.


Before I had kids, I didn’t think it would be too hard to think ahead and source great ideas for how to spend our time together. And then I had kids. Very quickly, I realized that having an idea was one thing and carrying it out was quite another. I hadn’t foreseen the moments when my kids would turn their little noses up at a plan I had concocted or when the activity I had intended to last until lunchtime took ten minutes and was over by 9am.


I know I am not alone. Parents all around the world are constantly being asked ‘what now?’ by their kids, who in turn look to their grown-ups and expect a reply. It is a question that seems so simple to ask and yet can be so incredibly hard to answer. And it is also a question that is not going anywhere fast. Parenting is a round the clock job, and our kids will rely on us for solutions until they are old enough to answer it for themselves.


And the struggle really is real. With kids, weekends that used to be full of rest and relaxation become punctuated with a constant demand for things to do, and school holidays easily morph into an endless empty calendar that needs filling. The relentlessness of needing great ideas, and fast, is for me, one of the most challenging aspects of parenthood and it is the main reason this book exists.


In March 2020, when lockdown was on the horizon, I began to worry about how I would find answers to the inevitable ‘what now’ question if we were stuck at home for days on end. My solution was to set up a Facebook group, which I called Family Lockdown Tips & Ideas, to share suggestions and strategies to cope. I never expected that within a month, the group would have over a million members from around the world, sharing some of the most innovative and inspirational ideas I have ever seen. I could also not have anticipated the astonishing level of support members, who have never met, have shown each other, which has made the community an incredibly welcoming place to be. From DIY board games, to playgrounds made of pallets, to creating holidays at home, the group showcased what is possible, despite the challenging circumstances.


What became clear is that you don’t need to go out and spend money to have fun, nor do you need elaborate equipment and a detailed itinerary to enjoy family time together. Sometimes the only resources you need are the items around you, the things you already have which are so easy to overlook. I am the sort of parent who was always on the hunt for the next new thing to entertain my kids. And now I look around me and see my box of recycling as a treasure trove for crafts, my freezer as a storage cabinet for ice play and the nature in my garden as an endless free resource for everyday art. This seismic shift in my outlook has been the key to unlocking ideas for what to do next, and has revolutionized the way I parent and spend time with my own family, for the better.


There is no ‘one size fits all’ way to fill your time with your kids. All families are totally unique and the sort of thing that might float your boat on the first Monday morning of the school holidays might sink someone else’s. However what we all have in common is the need for answers and solutions to the universal question of what to do next. And this book, I hope, will provide you with just that. My family has had great fun experimenting with and testing out the ideas and I hope you find them really enjoyable, super useful and that ultimately they help you to make time at home with your family the best it can possibly be.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


The aim of this book is to equip you with great ideas for what you can do at home as a family to enjoy your time together and arm you with the confidence and best strategies to make them work. There is no pressure, judgement or expectation, as every child has a long list of likes and dislikes, as do their parents! And, we all know, even with the best of intentions, things don’t always quite work out how we’d like or planned for.


Saying that, kids are highly adaptable, malleable and naturally curious. They constantly surprise us, challenge us and, if mine are anything to go by, encourage us to see the world through their fresh eyes. Despite the fact that kids often love to be in charge and get what they want, deep down they crave guidance, reassurance and answers – don’t we all! And that is where I hope this book can step in and be useful. To give you the confidence you need to show them what to do, how to do it and feel as calm and capable about the results as any parent can be.


Over the course of a day, we engage in many different activities at different times for different reasons. And the same is true of our kids. Sometimes, we crave something quiet and introspective to get on with, whereas at other times all we want to do is move our bodies and, in the words of my five-year-old, ‘shake the sillies out’. Sometimes a breath of fresh air and an earthy nature activity outside will be just what they need whereas at other times, something quieter involving paper, paint and pens will suit them best. This book reflects that variety.


Each chapter embraces a different type of activity you can do at home and the aim of that is not just so that there is a little something for everyone (although I hope that is true too), but so that the variety of what goes into a family day at home is represented, with a good plan to go with it.


At the very heart of this book is the desire to see family time at home as something to embrace with open arms. I’ve spent years fearing rainy weekends, long summer holidays and, in general, just those gaps of time in between everything else that don’t have a micro-plan of their own. And I’ve come to see that this panic is pointless. It doesn’t lead to greatness and it certainly doesn’t benefit my kids. Having a few really good ideas up my sleeve and the confidence to do them has meant that I can look forward to family time at home. The activities in this book reflect this. They are there to remind you that you can totally do it, and that process of doing something together is as important, if not more, than the result.


I haven’t labelled any activities with the ages they are suitable for and there is a very good reason for this. I suppose, on the one hand, I am no expert in childhood development and I don’t know the academic reasons behind why an art activity would be better suited for a three-year-old than a six-year-old. However, I am a (secondary school) teacher, and what I find works well for me in the classroom are activities that can be stretched to suit the needs of each child. It is a practice I adopt at home with my own kids. My two-year-old often does the same activity as her five-year-old sister, just needing more guidance, care and support.
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This thinking underpins the ideas in this book. Kids develop in different ways at different times and have things that they find more difficult to do than others. I always enjoyed art as a child however was quite happy to sit out of any sporting activity, and I have friends who were the exact opposite. The message, therefore, is to give things a go. Experiment and see what your kids can and like to do. Even just by watching you do something, they are learning and developing and so you can set them a brilliant example, just by trying out something new.


I probably shouldn’t admit this but I do have a favourite chapter. That’s not to say for a second the others aren’t good. They are. I think. Please read and enjoy the activities and ideas in all of them. But the chapter called ‘The Great Indoors’ is the closest to my heart. During the coronavirus pandemic lockdown, families all over the world embraced the challenges of being at home by re-creating trips and adventures without leaving their front door. The results were incredible. And so this chapter is both inspired by and dedicated to them and best represents the way in which we can, together, re-brand family time at home as a thing of joy. Or at least until our kids start whining and asking if it’s time for dinner yet.
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And so without further ado, I’d love you flick through the colourful pages and have fun considering what you might do next. We’ve honestly had so much fun trying them all out and as someone who is not a natural when it comes to crafts, setting up a science experiment or thinking up imaginative physical activities, I’ve learnt so much about the importance of just giving things a go. Some of the activities, such as salt painting, nature picture frames and afternoon tea, are some of our ‘go to’ weekend activities whereas making dandelion honey or camping are the sort of activities I would plan ahead for slightly. There are lots of simple ideas in here to pep up a playdate and the most important ingredient to make all of them work, is the willingness to give something new a try.


And so let that be your guide. Just by getting this far, you have embraced what is possible and I am genuinely excited for what you might do. And if you want to tell me, I’d love for you to share it on the Facebook group. This will help continue the cycle of inspiration, so that parents around the world can act as a team, to answer that question that we all face, ‘what are we going to do now?’ And this time, have some answers.
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USEFUL RESOURCES TO HAVE


A bit like having a list of ingredients for a recipe to make a cake, having a range of resources at home can make life so much easier when you’re faced with kids asking you what to do. I have spent a lot of time working out what resources are the best value, most versatile and useful for family fun so you don’t have to. I’ve tried to keep this book as simple as possible when it comes to the resources needed, as having kids is expensive enough, plus when an activity doesn’t quite go according to plan, it can be incredibly disheartening if a lot of effort has gone into making it happen.


Whilst we’re on the topic of buying resources, I would always say where possible use what you have. Save cardboard boxes from your recycling and stack them up out of the way, keep a plastic bag of loo rolls somewhere dry, save up bottle tops, wrapping paper and small yoghurt pots and keep old magazines as they are great for crafting and collaging.


Here is a list of a few of my essentials. These are the things that if you have, you have a plan. They are all used at one point or another in this book and they are common items that are not hard to find.


ARTS AND CRAFTS


• WASHABLE POSTER PAINTS: I know you can buy nice little neat bottles for small hands, but I don’t find them very cost effective. I buy big bottles and decant when I need to use them. I’m much less precious about how much we use this way and encourage my girls to experiment more when I am confident that we won’t run out. Hand soap dispensers are a brilliant way to pump paint when you need it and keep it stored between art sessions, or you could use old ketchup bottles too.


• PAINTBRUSHES AND SPONGES: It is good to have a variety of paintbrushes, which can be bought incredibly cheaply and are widely available. I tend to buy two sets of everything when I shop, one for now and one for just in case or when it breaks. This is true of paintbrushes. I can’t handle the squabbling over my kids wanting the same brush at the same time!


• A PLASTIC SHOWER CURTAIN: These make great surfaces to paint on as they are largely waterproof, easy to clean, cover a big surface and are very inexpensive. I got a large apple-green shower curtain in the sale for 99p and I still use it every time we plan a task that could be messy.


• PLAIN AND COLOURED PAPER: We have a stack of plain paper which is accessible to our kids anytime they want to draw and then we keep the coloured paper on a surface much higher up as I like to use it sparingly.


• PVA GLUE: This type of glue is so versatile as it not only sticks things together but it can be used to give things a nice sheen when it is dry. It can be mixed up with paint to form a coloured glue and you can use a spatula. However I tend to use paintbrushes to apply PVA glue, and wash them quickly afterwards before they dry.


• A GLUE GUN: You don’t need to be a serious crafter to have a glue gun. Far from it. I use my glue gun all the time, from fixing broken toys to sticking the handle back on my favourite mug. They are a small investment but the sort of thing you’ll question how you lived without beforehand.


• LOLLY STICKS: These can, in addition to being used for fruit kebabs and being stuck in small yoghurts to make ice lollies, be incredibly useful for lots of different games and look great stuck on paper too.


• STICKERS: We buy cheap stickers in bulk as both my kids love them and will literally spend hours playing and making art with them. They are an easy go-to decoration and can spruce up home-made gifts very well.


• PACK OF BLANK CARDS AND ENVELOPES: We usually make our own greeting cards which is a great thing to do, as you never have to remember to buy them for birthdays and whatnot. They come in different colours and sizes, however we tend to buy A6-sized white ones.


• FELT-TIP PENS: I don’t have any specific recommendations for pens other than not to buy any that have tricky lids to put back on. I have a house strewn with un-lidded pens and so I’m always on the hunt for new ones.


• PIPE CLEANERS: One afternoon when I had run out of things to do and was feeling exasperated, I chucked a pile of pipe cleaners on the kitchen table and told my kids to ‘go for it’. And they did, making bracelets, crowns and flowers. Pipe cleaners are great ‘fixers’ to tie things together when you don’t want glue and are simple to snip to size.


[image: ]


[image: ]


KITCHEN CUPBOARD


• PLAIN PAPER PLATES: The humble paper plate has so many uses, from masks to dreamcatchers to a paint palette, they are so handy to have around. We buy them in bulk and I find them easy to pop into a bag with some pencils or pens for a contained art activity out and about.


• BIODEGRADABLE STRAWS: These are super handy, not just for the activities in this book, but to use for drinking as well as blowing through to make bubbles or sticking down on paper plates in a pattern to make a marble run.


• FOOD COLOURING: I recently bought a set of twelve pots of food colouring and I haven’t looked back. We’ve used them for everything, from dying shaving foam for marbling (check the Achievable Art chapter) to sprucing up bath time by turning the water a bright shade of teal (don’t worry, a few drops won’t stain!). When you’ve got a great set of colours, you’ll find all sorts of uses for them you didn’t know possible.


• CORNFLOUR: There are lots of craft recipes that use cornflour, such as chalk paint, Oobleck (see Whizzy Science for more details), play dough and so on. It is more than just versatile. It is a store-cupboard staple.


• SELF-RAISING AND PLAIN FLOUR: They are the basis to so many recipes (some of which are included in this book) and craft activities such as making clay and salt dough. Even just by adding water to make a smooth dough, you can make flatbreads on a frying pan. Plus, did I mention cake!


• ZIP-LOCK BAGS: A good zip-lock bag can help you organize your life. That really isn’t an understatement. From bagging up toiletries, toys, pieces and puzzles, to acting as a pencil case, they really are so handy.


• ICE-CUBE TRAYS: The traditional solid ice-cube tray can make a great paint palette and is used quite a bit in this book for freezing things, from toys to coloured ice for ice painting. I’ve been known to serve up snacks in mine!


STORAGE


Having the right storage for resources for activities does make doing them a whole lot easier. Don’t overthink it. Your storage doesn’t need to be Instagrammable or Pinterest worthy. It just needs to work for you and your kids. For craft, we have an IKEA Kallax unit with see-through plastic tubs, which are labelled, so that we know what is inside. I do tend to buy pots, jars and storage boxes whenever I see one that I like and can afford and save the ones that look handy from the recycling (an egg box is great for small craft items like sequins and pom-poms!). And so allow yourself to look around your home, and think about how best you could use your space to make it more likely that activities will be easy to do. The easier it is to access what you need, the more likely you are to give it a go. Or at least that is what happens in my experience.


MEASURING


Trying to measure out ingredients with your kids hanging off you can feel like trying to walk a tightrope in the middle of a storm. I know it is good for kids to help you with measuring out ingredients, in a ‘maths on the go’ sort of way, however where possible, I like to opt for the American-style system of using cups. Yes, they are less precise but, boy, are they simple to use.


In this book, quite a few of the activities require using a ratio of ingredients, for example, two cups of X to one cup of Y. Whenever that is the case, it doesn’t matter whether you use a mug, cup, tumbler or small bowl. So long as the ratios are accurate, the mixture should work. The recipe for lemonade scones in The Great Indoors chapter, for example, uses mugs for flour, cream and lemonade, although any cup will do, so long as you use the same one each time.


[image: ]




DOCUMENTING FAMILY TIME


I have, literally, tens of thousands of unsorted photos on my phone, and very few of these feature me with my kids, and even fewer with my husband present too. And yet my kids are obsessed with looking at photos from when they were little and, as a history teacher, I know how important documents are in telling the story of the past. So consider this a plea, from me to you, to tell you to take as many photos of you and your family together, doing these activities or doing nothing at all. Every moment you capture will help you to remember your time together and the fun you had. And I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you just how fast kids grow up.







USEFUL ICONS


I have added some icons to the top of each page to help give a quick reference as you flick through, as to what you can expect from each activity.
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TRASH INTO TREASURE
Give pre-loved stuff a new lease of life by reusing and recycling
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MESSY
A warning! These may be a little messier than the rest, but I assure you they are worth it
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PLAN AHEAD
A little forward planning goes a long way
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WOW FACTOR
Guaranteed to enthral and intrigue, these activities have that little something extra
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CALMING
Great for quiet afternoons
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INVOLVES FOOD
Not only are these fun to do, they also result in edible treats
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FAST & FUN

Go-to activities that you can set up in minutes
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BLOW OUT THE COBWEBS
For when everyone has lots of energy and nowhere to put it
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HOURS OF FUN
Fun to make in the first place and then can be played with again and again


FIND THE JIGSAW PIECES


There are 25 jigsaw pieces hidden throughout, see how many you can find.
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WHAT CHAPTER AM I IN?


Along with headings and colour-coding, there is a fox at the corner of every page. He has different accessories to help you navigate quickly through the different chapters. Wellbeing Wonders is a personal favourite.
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ACHIEVABLE ART


You don’t need to be arty to do art with your kids. Trust me, I’m not. But I do love to doodle and draw (often when I should be listening) and I find something about being creative both freeing and therapeutic. I don’t have a neatly organized craft cupboard brimming with supplies or a beautifully curated mosaic of my kids’ pictures framed on the wall (they’re haphazardly stuck to the fridge, in case you were wondering). But I do have an enthusiasm for my kids doing art whenever they can. Saying that, there is no escaping the fact that art with kids can be incredibly stressful: pots of water tipping over, marker pens on the walls and paint splodges on the cat. With this in mind, all the ideas here have been tried and tested to give you great results with minimal faff. They do not require any specific skills or hard-to-get resources. And having done them all with my own kids, I’m certain there is no lower or upper age limit, although being able to hold a paintbrush does help. I really hope you enjoy them and can relax into the process of creating and building memories together, whatever the outcome.






1. Masking Tape Magic


2. Melted Crayon Masterpiece


3. Cotton Bud Printing


4. Paint-free Marbling


5. Magazine Collage


6. Life Drawing Two Ways


7. Raised Salt Painting


8. Bubbles on Paper


9. Whimsical Ice Painting


10. Seasonal Handprint Trees







[image: ]


MASKING TAPE MAGIC


I never thought I’d say this but I think I have a masking tape problem. I use it for so many things, from making hopscotch in my hallway to racetracks on my living room floor, and of course for DIY projects too. I even have a favourite brand, FrogTape, which gives super clean lines and has saved my unsteady hand on many an occasion. Here, using masking tape on canvas or card, and letting your kids do what they want on top of it, is a stress-free way of letting them have fun and giving you something for your wall that will look a lot more skilful than you might expect!


WHAT YOU NEED


• Masking tape


• Paints – traditional poster paint is great for this


• Paintbrushes or sponges


• Surface to paint on – canvas, card or lining paper
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HOW IT WORKS


1. The trick here is to lay your masking tape down on your surface in a pattern of your choice before anything else happens. Masking tape can be quite adhesive and can damage paper quite easily, and so my top tip is to stick your masking tape to a piece of clothing first, to reduce the adhesion, and avoid your paper ripping later.


2. Now you can choose your masking tape shapes. You could opt for lots of crisscrossed lines, you could spell out a letter or date, you could go for stripes for fun, or maybe to represent trees in a forest. Whatever appeals most to you and your kids.


3. Now this is the really fun bit. Your kids paint onto the surface in whichever way they choose, right over the masking tape, which you will peel back at the end. If the masking tape pattern makes distinct sections on the surface, they could paint each section in a different colour. They could flick paint at the surface in the style of Jackson Pollock. They could paint something more figurative like a sunset or tree, although remind them that the masking tape will be removed and to expect that. Little kids can smear paint over the surface using sponges or bigger paintbrushes.


4. The big reveal! Slowly pull the masking tape back at a 90-degree angle to the paper. It is better to do this when the paint is fully dry. If it is still wet, you can end up peeling back blobs of paint with the tape.


5. Depending on your piece, you can add decorations with felt-tip pens by drawing outlines where the tape was, or adding stickers, glitter or tissue paper. My preference would be to keep it simple and enjoy the colour against neat clean lines.




SHORT OF TIME


You can reveal some beautiful art by cutting out shapes, letters or numbers from a piece of paper painted in an abstract style. Let your kids experiment with mixing paints on paper, swirling, blending and combining a few different colours before leaving it to dry. The freedom of abstract painting is great for kids of all ages as there is no right or wrong way to do it and they don’t need to worry about being neat or staying within the lines. When the paint is dry, you can cut out shapes, letters or numbers to play with, use as decoration or just stick down on fresh paper to create a scene or something memorable. This looks really effective on black paper, as the coloured shapes contrast sharply against the dark background.
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MELTED CRAYON MASTERPIECE


I have a confession. I really don’t like crayons. They snap between little fingers, they smash when dropped, they’ve ruined the inside of practically every bag I own and go blunt in seconds. We’re definitely a ‘felt-tip family’ at this end (although don’t get me started on finding the lids). You can get your own back on these waxy little fiends by melting the tips and creating some seriously lovely art, without any messy hands. In short, you glue crayons down to a surface and apply heat to the tips so that they will slowly melt and drip down to create a rainbow rain effect. These simple steps will help you make an art installation for your wall, without a scribble in sight.


WHAT YOU NEED


• Crayons: Two crayons take up around 1cm when placed side by side. So measure your surface in centimetres and double the number to see how many crayons you’ll need in total. It is also helpful to have spare crayons to hand and to practise on! Note: Different brands have different melting points. It is worth doing a quick trial beforehand.


• Surface of your choice: You need a robust surface to stick your crayons on. It could be a canvas, a piece of MDF or wood, or some thick card. The back of a delivery box would work well. Paint it white or a very light colour, to show up the colours of the crayons better.


• Hairdryer, ideally one where you can control the heat.


• Glue: You can stick your crayons down using any strong glue, such as Gorilla glue, however a craft glue gun is ideal.


• An old shower curtain or plenty of newspaper to cover the floor, as the crayons may splatter.


HOW IT WORKS


1. Practice: Get your kids to help you to line up your crayons on a flat surface in the colour order you like best. Make sure the tips are pointing downwards, as this is the direction that they will drip. I’ve done this with the traditional rainbow colours in a line and also in a heart shape where the flat side of the crayon faces inwards with the tips sticking outwards.
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