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  For Von, Dane, and Levi, who have filled my kitchen

  with crazy amounts of fun and my life with pure joy. I love you.
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  INTRODUCTION
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  Years ago when my second son was a toddler, I was trying to come up with creative ways to get him to try new foods. He was such a picky eater and refused to try any fruits or vegetables. I decided to start turning his food into animals, characters, and other fun shapes to get him interested in eating healthy foods and trying new textures. I would also seek his input in coming up with fun food ideas, and he would be so proud of what he made. This opened up a whole new world of eating for him and got him to try just about anything!

  Kids are so different in what foods they will try and stay away from because of taste or texture. There are some things that would never work with my boys no matter what it looks like; for example, kale. No matter what cute creation I try to make with kale, they are not going to go near it, but I still sneak a bit of it in a cute smoothie and they never know. I try to focus on foods that are practical—things that I know, based on my experience with my boys, picky eaters will really consider trying. However, we do not focus only on healthy food ideas. We also love creating themed treats for birthday parties, fun desserts to eat at home, and easy-to-make goodies for class parties.

  When we began creating these fun treats on a regular basis and the word began to spread, my friends suggested that I start a blog to share our latest creations. At the time I had never even followed a blog and didn’t know anything about it. I remember saying, “What is a blog?” (Yes, I was one of those I-don’t-know–anything-about-computers people.)

  Ultimately, I decided to start our Kitchen Fun With My 3 Sons blog to show friends and family our cute food ideas and party concepts that we had created. I really had no idea what I was doing, but just learned along the way. I never even considered sharing our ideas with the public, because I didn’t think that anyone would be interested. The first time I submitted one of our fun food ideas was to an edible-craft site that my friend Meaghan Mountford (TheDecoratedCookie.com) used to contribute to. I was thinking, “There is no way that this will be shared.” But I submitted it anyway. I remember being shocked when we noticed that our creation was on a well-known site, and my boys were so excited. That in itself gave us the confidence that others might be interested in re-creating our fun food ideas for their picky eaters and for parties. Our site became quite popular just shortly after that one share! I never dreamed that our blog would turn into what it is today and that our ideas would be loved by so many.

  I created the blog with my boys’ input in every part of it, and we have had so much fun with it these past four years. It has also been extremely rewarding to get weekly emails from our readers who have re-created our ideas and have also had success with getting their picky eaters to try new and healthy foods.

  There are some people who wonder why we would take the time creating fun ideas with food. The way I look at it, your kids are only young once, and it goes by way too fast. Creating with food is like doing any other crafts with kids, and it’s so amazing to see what these young imaginations can come up with. My boys have always blown me away with their creativity, and they have developed lots of our fun food ideas for our blog. I could never do any of this without them. You do not have to think of yourself as being an artist in order to create with food. I have absolutely no artistic background, but they have come up with almost one thousand original fun food ideas on our blog and for well-known name brands. Just know that if I can do it, you can definitely do it as well!

  Some people have expressed concern about the time commitment involved in this kind of endeavor. I work a part-time job along with managing our blog and raising three boys with my husband, so I know better than anyone about not having a lot of time for extra activities like making fun food. However, the good news is that it doesn’t take that much more time to add on a face or other fun details to a snack, lunch, or dinner. It’s especially worthwhile if you have picky eaters or just want to create some fun memories with your kids. I try to come up with easy and simple ideas so that we (myself included) will not have to spend a lot of time making them. Also, I like to make things easy enough to enable the kids to create something all by themselves, or with just a little help. This not only will get the kids excited about making edible crafts, but it will also encourage them to make their own recipes.

  I love to come up with fun treat ideas as well. Most kids will always love any treat no matter what it looks like, but there is something extra special about turning treats into a fun animal or character. I just love to see my boys’ faces when I hand them not just a cake pop, but a monkey cake pop. Fun treats are also great for parties at home and class parties at school. Though some schools do not allow you to bring in your own treats, I feel very fortunate that my boys’ school lets the parents bring in their own snacks and goodies to hand out to kids. I love getting stopped in my boys’ school by other kids talking with me about their favorite memories of a fun party we had or a specific fun food idea that we created in the past. It puts a big smile on my face to know that those kids will have those fun memories, and that I had a part in that.

  Once you familiarize yourself with the technique of creating fun food ideas, I’d also encourage you to start to make your own cakes and fun party food for your child’s birthday parties. I know firsthand how hard it can be to find time in our busy schedules for things like that, but you might be surprised at how much your kids will appreciate your taking the time to make something unique just for them. Some of my favorite birthday memories as a child were the special cakes that my mom would make for me. You don’t have to be super elaborate to make your treats or cake look extra cute. Most kids will not care about all the super fancy details on a cake or treat. Sometimes simple is just better, and you do not have to be a good baker or artist to create a fun cake or treat.

  In the end, this book is all about spending time with your kids. It’s about creating together, laughing together, making messes together, learning together, making memories, and having lots of kitchen fun with some wild recipes that your kids will love!
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  KIDS IN THE KITCHEN
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  Having your kids in the kitchen is not only a great way to spend time together, but it’s also a great way to teach them about nutrition, basic math, following directions, colors, shapes, and creativity. As most of you know, it can be a bit messy, having little hands stirring, pouring, and taste testing, of course. However, those messy moments in which flour gets tossed around or beaters are licked can also create some awesome memories.

  Having toddlers in the kitchen really helps teach them simple skills, starting with basic math. They love to count fruit slices, chocolate chips, pretzel sticks, or whatever kind of food is put in front of them. We used to use sorting sprinkles as a way for my youngest to learn his colors. They can also learn hand coordination when pouring ingredients, stirring, squeezing bags, and finger painting in flour. The importance of cleaning up your kitchen mess is another great lesson for them. These all sound like very simple things, but they are all a part of learning.

  For the kids who are a bit older, they can learn about measurements, time, reading, following directions, cleaning up, and creativity. I know that with my boys, I like to let them figure out the measurements and times. For example, I ask them to tell me how long it will take to cook or bake something according to the directions. They will keep track of the time. I also have them pour ingredients in measuring cups on their own to follow the directions of a recipe. Seeing the measuring cups helps them to visually understand why ¼ cup is smaller than ¾ cup.

  The best part of having the kids in the kitchen is that I am able to witness, firsthand, their creativity. My boys always amaze me with what they come up with. My eleven-year-old is an artist and has come up with lots of the creations that we have shared on our blog. He has such a good eye—he has had me change things up often before we share a photo online, and it’s always so much better the way he sees it. My eight-year-old likes to be more hands-on with the cooking as opposed to the decorating. He likes to toss in a little of this and a little of that and is adventurous with food. My four-year-old likes to get his hands on and in everything, along with being our best taste tester. He had an awful femur break when he was three and was in a body cast for six long weeks. It was so hard to see him having to stay put on a pillow in that cast for weeks. However, he would pull and drag himself, using his elbows, into the kitchen when he would hear me cooking. He has always loved to be in the kitchen. It would bring me to tears seeing him trying so hard to come and help me stir whatever I was making.
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  Having the kids help you with meals is also a great way to get them to try new foods. My eight-year-old was such a picky eater, but having him help make the recipes himself made him feel so proud. He even tried the recipes he created. Making the recipes look fun also really helped—but at one point he didn’t want to try anything unless it looked “cute.” This was fine with me, as long as it got him to eat healthy foods. Those of you with picky eaters will understand how frustrating it is when your kids will not try anything. Of course, there are those who might think it is a parent’s fault because their kids should eat whatever they serve them. However, that is just not true. I have three boys, parented the same way, and they are all very different. It just really depends on the child. It is also important not to give up on finding ways to add nutrition in your kid’s diet.

  We are living in a time where there is a huge amount of processed foods in our grocery stores. This is contributing to obesity in children. It’s so easy to grab the boxed items for a quick dinner for those of us with busy schedules, and I am also guilty of this myself. Kids are such a target for brands that make unhealthy processed foods. It is our job as parents to keep them educated about what is in their food. This is why it is important for us to talk with our kids about why healthy food choices are essential for our diet. Yes, it can take a little more time to prepare, but this is why creating fun food ideas makes being in the kitchen much more exciting for kids. I personally see nothing wrong with creating and letting the kids eat treats from time to time, as long as it is in moderation. I talk with my boys often about this subject. If they want a treat, I will gladly allow it, as long as they run around and play outside for a longer period of time. We all love treats in my house, and I find nothing wrong with that as long we are including healthy choices in our diet and exercising. It is all about balance.

  There are lots of kid-friendly cooking supplies that are available. This also makes a child feel like a little chef. Let them plan a breakfast, lunch, or dinner and keep their kid-friendly kitchen tools in a special place. For other tools, kids will need your assistance. For example, children should be supervised when handling toothpicks (make sure they remove them from the foods before eating!), and adults should take the reins when it comes to using sharp knives and oven use.

  My boys have even created menus to choose from, seating me at their very own restaurant. Kids also love having their own special apron and it makes them feel in charge. My boys have hot rod aprons that they think are awesome, and they really put me to work when they put those aprons on.

  All of these things can be very beneficial in many ways. Maybe one day they will have their own cooking show or become a top chef. However, for me the best part is all of the wonderful memories we are creating together.
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  Chicken and Egg Breakfast

  This fun Chicken and Egg Breakfast includes pancakes, eggs, granola, fruit, and bacon. Kids will get a kick out of this, especially those of you who have backyard chickens. You will be surprised at how easy this is to make, and I guarantee a big smile on those little faces when the kids sit down to eat this fun breakfast.

  
    Ingredients

    [image: image] ¾ cup all-purpose flour

    [image: image] 2 teaspoons baking powder

    [image: image] ½ teaspoon salt

    [image: image] ½ tablespoon white sugar

    [image: image] ¾ cup milk

    [image: image] 1 egg, beaten

    [image: image] 1 ½ tablespoons butter, melted

    [image: image] 1 strawberry

    [image: image] 1 orange slice

    [image: image] 1 piece of turkey bacon (cooked)

    [image: image] 1 chocolate chip

    [image: image] granola

    [image: image] 1 hard-boiled egg

  

  
    
      
      
    
    
      	 
      	
        Directions

      
    

    
      	1
      	
        In a large mixing bowl mix together the flour, baking powder, salt, and sugar. Create a well in the center and pour in the milk, egg, and butter.

      
    

    
      	2
      	
        Lightly spray a large pan with cooking spray. Pour the pancake batter in the pan over low heat into a large pancake. Lightly brown on both sides and place the pancake on a plate. Cut around the edges in the shape of a chicken using kitchen scissors.

      
    

    
      	3
      	
        Cut out the tail and wings from the scraps and place them on the pancake chicken body. Cut a strawberry into slices and place the slices on top of the head. Cut an orange slice in half using a knife and place it on the front to look like a beak. Place a small piece of a strawberry slice under the orange beak for the wattle.

      
    

    
      	4
      	
        Cut off slices of the cooked turkey bacon using kitchen scissors and place the slices on the bottom for the chicken feet. Place a chocolate chip on the side for the eye. Spread granola around the bottom of the chicken pancake to look like bedding. Place the hard-boiled egg on the granola to look like the chicken just laid an egg.
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    Tips and Tricks

    You can use pancake mix in place of the recipe. You can use cereal in place of the granola. You can use strawberries cut into strips for the legs and feet instead of bacon. You can cut out the wing using a heart-shaped cookie cutter.
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    Animal Fact

    A female chicken is called a hen and a male chicken is called a rooster. A chicken has a comb on the head and two wattles under the neck. The male has a larger comb compared to the female. The male makes a cock-a-doodle-doo sound, and the hen makes a cluck-cluck sound. There are over 25 billion chickens in the world, which makes them the most popular kind of bird. Chickens eat worms, insects, seeds, grains, snails, slugs, fruits, vegetables, and many other kinds of food. A hen can lay more than 300 eggs a year! Chicken eggs come in different colors like white, brown, blue, or pink. Chickens love to play and make great pets.
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  Whole Wheat Walrus Waffles

  This walrus is so easy to decorate and this whole wheat waffle recipe is a favorite in our house. I am sure your kids will think this is pretty awesome, as my boys did!

  
    Ingredients

    [image: image] 2 large eggs

    [image: image] 1 ¾ cups milk

    [image: image] ¼ cup oil (or melted butter)

    [image: image] 2 tablespoons honey

    [image: image] 1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

    [image: image] ¼ teaspoon baking soda

    [image: image] 1 ½ cups whole wheat flour

    [image: image] 1 teaspoon baking powder

    [image: image] ⅛ teaspoon salt

    [image: image] cooking spray or butter

    [image: image] 2 pieces of turkey bacon (cooked)

    [image: image] 1 banana

    [image: image] 3 blueberries

  

  
    
      
      
    
    
      	 
      	
        Directions

      
    

    
      	1
      	
        Preheat your waffle iron.

      
    

    
      	2
      	
        In a large mixing bowl whisk together the eggs, milk, oil, honey, cinnamon, and baking soda until well combined. Add in the flour, baking powder, and salt and whisk together just until the large lumps disappear.
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