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DEDICATION

To my sweet Maxwell, for your inspiration to write this book. I love you more than the moon and the stars and the sun and the sky! And to my Mom for encouraging and inspiring my creativity as a child. I love you, Mom!


INTRODUCTION

DID YOU KNOW that you can make monster feet out of tissue boxes? A sheep out of a ziptop bag and some shredded paper? A watch for dress-up out of an empty toilet paper tube?

Creativity is contagious, and throughout Creating Really Awesome Free Things you’ll find 100 fun and easy kid crafts that teach you how to use what you have to make some super-fun free things! I came up with most of these crafts on my own (I’m a mom, craft blogger, and former teacher, so creativity is my middle name), but you’ll find some contributor projects scattered throughout the book as well. I hand-picked each contributor because I love his or her individual sense of style and perspective on kids in general. Most of the contributors have kids—and two are actually kids themselves. But no matter who came up with the craft, each project is pretty much free!

So what do I mean when I say “free”? Well, the projects in this book are made up of items that you most likely already buy and will have on hand. Think water bottles, cotton balls, tape, and rubber bands. So by free, I really mean one of two things: (1) You will use the packaging of an item you most likely already buy (such as cereal boxes or egg cartons) or (2) you will use the actual contents of an item that you probably already have on hand (such as cotton swabs, permanent markers, and sandpaper). Make sense? I want you to feel empowered by the idea that you already have all of the fanciest kid crafting supplies at your fingertips. There is no need to go out and buy special things. And, to make it easy for you to find your amazing “free” crafting materials, the book is divided up by rooms in your house. Why waste time searching for materials when you can be crafting with your kids!

In addition to the crafts, you’ll find a chapter full of information about what you should save from the recycling bin (candy wrappers, magazines, tin cans), what you probably already have on hand (string, coffee filters, paper plates), and what basic craft supplies you’ll find yourself using over and over again (glue, paint, hole punch). Throughout the book, you’ll find Keep It Creative! sidebars that give information on project variations and alternatives. And you’ll also find Awesome Fact sidebars containing trivia about the animal, topic, or item a craft is themed around; these are designed to help you inspire a love of learning in your kids and spark conversations that will continue long after you’re done crafting.

The majority of the crafts in this book can be 100 percent completed by preschool-age or elementary school–age kids—but you know your kids best, so let them do whatever they can, and be available to help them out with the rest! A few of the crafts utilize materials that will absolutely need adult supervision, including a hot-glue gun, utility knife, and drill (and one—really awesome—craft actually needs a corkscrew), so just be sure to read through the instructions before starting a project.

I promise you will have fun crafting with your kids, and you might even want to get in on the fun. The Macaroni Necklace in Chapter 3 can really spruce up a plain tee and a pair of jeans—just saying! So get ready to rifle through your home office, clean up your kitchen, and even spend some time collecting materials in your own backyard as you start creating a bunch of really awesome free things with your kids.



Chapter 1
WHERE TO START

So you want to start crafting, but what should you have on hand? Where does all this “free” stuff come from? This chapter will ensure that you and the kids are ready for spontaneous craft sessions whenever inspiration hits.

Here you’ll find a variety of information on the various materials that will let you make all 100 kid craft projects in this book. You’ll also find ideas for alternative materials just in case you don’t have something that a project calls for. For example, if you don’t have paint stir sticks that are needed to complete a project, you can easily swap those out for chopsticks, Popsicle sticks, or even twigs from nature! I’ve also included some fun ideas on how to make crafting with kids a little less messy, slightly more organized, and . . . you guessed it . . . free!

Items to Save

Now, I don’t want to encourage you to be a hoarder, but I do want you to consider saving a few everyday items from the trashcan or recycling bin. I’m all about practicality, and no one has room in her house to store every egg carton and plastic milk container she’s ever used. My solution? I keep one small cardboard box that is about 20" × 14" stored in the garage, and fill it with items to save for crafting. I typically use one of those economy size diaper boxes, since they are so readily available in my house! This keeps my hoarding to a minimum and the free craft supplies flowing! But what exactly should you hold on to? These items include the following:

Plastic Food Containers

This category includes items such as plastic milk jugs, yogurt containers, baby formula containers, and water bottles. Empty water bottles will magically turn into polar bears, milk cartons will be turned into sun catchers to make your windows sparkle, and baby formula containers also make really great drums when paired with chopsticks! In this book, you’ll use gallon milk jugs and 16-ounce, plastic water bottles for multiple crafts.


Keep It Creative!

Crafting with what could be considered trash is also a great way to talk to kids about the three R’s: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle! Things like egg cartons, plastic food containers, and cereal boxes are some of the very best craft supplies a kid (or parent) could ask for!



Egg Cartons

You’ll find that egg cartons come in handy in any number of ways. They are the basis for the Egg Carton Camel and Egg Carton Flowers in Chapter 2 and they are fantastic when used as paint pallets for kids—especially when a project calls for a variety of different colored paints! Just pour a little bit of each paint color into each egg indent and you have an inexpensive, mess-free way to keep your kids’ creativity flowing. Then, once the project is finished, you can just toss the egg carton, making clean up a breeze as well!

Cardboard Food Boxes

This category includes items like cereal boxes, the boxes for frozen foods, and cracker boxes. Cardboard food boxes make the perfect blank art canvas for kids. They are sturdy enough to be painted on, but also easy enough to cut with a simple pair of scissors. To store these, use your finger to rip the seams on the side and on the bottom so that the box lies flat. I keep at least ten empty, flat food boxes in my garage stash. If you don’t have cardboard food containers on hand, you can typically replace these with notecards, card stock, brown paper bags, the fronts of notebooks or folders, or even plain white printer paper.

Tin Cans

Lots of food comes in tin cans and you probably just throw these in the recycling bin after you pour out the green beans, spaghetti sauce, or soup. But those tin cans can provide hours of fun, so keep some clean ones stored in your craft bin! For most of the projects in this book, it’s ideal to use a 16-ounce or 18.6-ounce soup can, but you can absolutely substitute whatever size tin can you have on hand. If you don’t have tin cans in your stash for a project, feel free to use an empty glass jar or even a plastic food container, such as a yogurt container.

Depending on the craft, you might not need to worry about removing the label from the tin can. But there are a few crafts where that is necessary and I will make that clear on a project-by-project basis. If you do have to remove the label, don’t worry! This is typically pretty easy. I like to remove as much of the label as possible when the tin is dry. Then, rinse the can out, and use warm water to remove the remaining part of the label. If a label doesn’t want to come off, just soak the can in hot, soapy water for 15 minutes, then peel. Don’t worry if you don’t get every last bit of label off.

Brown Paper Bags

Much like a cardboard food box, a brown paper bag makes for an awesome blank canvas that is easy to manipulate with scissors—and best of all, they are free from most grocery stores! For all of the projects in this book we will use large brown bags from the grocery store. Feel free to substitute with brown kraft paper that comes in packages or even small lunch-size brown bags, if needed.

Candy Wrappers

You’ll use candy wrappers for a few projects throughout the book, so when the time comes to have a treat, save the wrapper for a rainy day and craft up a few Candy Wrapper Bow Barrettes or a Pencil Bag, both crafts in Chapter 3! You will want to carefully open the candy wrappers so that when you are ready to craft, the wrapper will be fully intact! If you don’t have candy wrappers available, feel free to use a section from the front of a magazine cover. Even a page from the Sunday comics would be a colorful alternative.

Magazines

By “magazine,” I mean any thin, shiny paper with patterns, pictures, or letters. You can save regular magazines, mail order catalogues, or the coupon foldouts that you get in the mail. You’ll use magazines specifically to create a snail mail Envelope and a Paper Bead Necklace, both found in Chapter 3. But magazines can also come in handy to jazz up a variety of crafts. You can use magazines as an alternative to construction paper or tissue paper as well. In the Monster Feet craft in Chapter 4, I used mostly blue pages from a magazine to spiff up tissue boxes. Add three magazines to your box in the garage and you should have enough to see you through any craft you choose to do!

Toilet Paper Rolls

Toilet paper rolls will get new lives throughout the book as a watch, a bracelet, five different animals, and a lighted garland. All of these projects are found in Chapter 4. A plus is that toilet paper rolls and paper towel tubes can be used interchangeably! In this book, I say to use toilet paper rolls or tubes, but paper towel tubes can easily be cut in half and used the same way.

Household Items

Along with recycled items, you will find a variety of typical household items such as cotton balls, string, and wooden clothespins used in the projects throughout the book. Again, if you don’t have these items on hand, don’t worry about it! Use what you have and save your money for more critical needs. Here are a few of the household items you may find yourself searching for.

String

When a project calls for string, you can use thin leather scraps, string, yarn, skinny ribbon, baker’s twine, or elastic. For the majority of the projects in this book you will not need more than 60" of any one kind of string. (The String Obstacle Course in Chapter 6 is the exception.) So start saving those 5"-plus scraps of all things stringlike! Gifts are a great place to find “free” small pieces of ribbon to add to your craft stash.

Clothespins

I use wooden clothespins in my kitchen to secure cereal, chip, and pasta bags, so I always have them handy. In this book, they are used as giraffe legs, as paintbrushes, and even as a simple way to display printed pictures and art. I also like to use clothespins as small clamps. For instance, if you are gluing cardboard owl eyes to a paper plate, just grab two clothespins and use them to hold the owl’s eyes to the paper plate so you don’t have to waste another second of crafting due to drying time! Then simply unclamp.

Coffee Filters

Coffee filters are one of my very favorite crafting canvases. Kids (and adults) love watching the tie-dye effect in action when the water hits the marker on the coffee filter. If you don’t drink drip coffee, don’t worry—you can grab a pack of 100 coffee filters from the store for less than a dollar! You could also nicely ask your office or neighbor if you could have a few for craft purposes. I have a feeling they wouldn’t turn you down.

Paper Plates

White paper plates are my favorite, but don’t fret if all you have is leftover Frozen paper plates from your daughter’s birthday party. Paint is your friend! Or check to see if the back side of the paper plate is white, and just use that side as the front. Some crafts call for thin paper plates while others work better with a heavy-duty paper plate; I’ve noted what plates work best for which projects throughout the book. But if you don’t have heavy-duty paper plates on hand, just put 2 or 3 thin ones together with glue! Also, if you don’t have any paper plates available, consider just using white cardstock, an empty food container box, or cardboard cut into a circle.

Tape

Tape is such a versatile crafting tool! There are many kinds of tape, including clear tape, masking tape, painter’s tape, packing tape, duct tape, electrical tape, and washi tape. All of these kinds of tape will be utilized to make crafts in this book. But if you don’t have a certain kind on hand, you can absolutely substitute for whatever kind you do have. For instance, washi tape is not as common in many households, so think about using permanent markers to doodle on white masking tape to give it the same colorful look without going to the store! Another modification is to use construction paper, magazine cutouts, or glitter underneath clear packing tape. This will spruce up your plain tape in no time.

Permanent Markers

Permanent markers, such as Sharpies, come in a variety of colors and are perfect for writing and drawing on a variety of surfaces. A black permanent marker is crucial for making kid crafts in this book. If you don’t have one on hand, this is one thing I would say you have to buy. Sorry! For some of the crafts in this book, you can substitute other kinds of markers or paint for permanent markers. But you will need permanent markers for a few of the crafts, including Tie-Dye Shoelaces (Chapter 3), Faux Stained Glass (Chapter 3), and the Ribbon Wand (Chapter 4).

Notecards

As a retired teacher, I have a ridiculous amount of notecards still on hand because they were invaluable as flashcards for students. However, you can replace notecards with cardstock or even plain white printer paper if you don’t have any on hand. I do love that notecards are a pre-cut size (and any size notecards will work for the projects in this book) and have lines to help guide measurements and handwriting!

Rubber Bands

Rubber bands will be used to decorate the Rubber Band Desk Organizer (Chapter 3) and to turn twigs into Stars (Chapter 6). If a project calls for rubber bands, any kind of elastics will work, even hair ties. While I only specifically used rubber bands in two crafts, you can absolutely use these crafting gems in a variety of other ways, including as bristles for the Texture Painting in Chapter 6 or in some instances to replace string.

Cotton Swabs

Cotton swabs (I like to use the Q-Tip brand) make the perfect tiny paintbrushes for painting small details. We will be creating a pointillism-inspired art piece and making details in a cactus painting with cotton swabs in this book, both in Chapter 4. And if you are out of cotton swabs, no worries—you can always substitute the eraser end of a pencil. You could also use cotton swabs to replace cotton balls or shredded paper as filler for the Water Bottle Polar Bear (Chapter 4) and Ziptop Bag Sheep (Chapter 3).

Cotton Balls

Throughout the book, you’ll find cotton balls turned into Sushi (Chapter 4), used as a filler to make a Water Bottle Polar Bear (Chapter 4), used as the bristles for a clothespin paintbrush in Texture Painting (Chapter 6), and more! You probably already have cotton balls in your bathroom, but if you don’t, you can substitute white shredded paper or even newspaper. Another great substitution for cotton balls is batting, foam, or the insides of bed pillows—really, anything white and fluffy will work perfectly!

Paint Stir Sticks

Every time you buy a gallon of paint they hand you a few stir sticks, and if you’re like me you have quite the collection lingering on a shelf in the garage! Throughout the book, you’ll see how these can be turned into everything from a tic-tac-toe game to plant markers (see projects in Chapter 5). Depending on the craft, paint stir sticks can be switched out for a variety of other sticks, including chopsticks, Popsicle sticks, 12" rulers, wood shims, or sticks and twigs that you can find in your own backyard!

Basic Craft Supplies

In addition to the recycled items you’ll use to make the crafts throughout the book, you will also need to have a few basic craft supplies on hand. And I want to continue to arm you with a list of substitute supplies so you can get creative with the things you already have in your home. In most cases, there is no need to go and buy something new.

Glue

You will see glue in the materials list for a lot of projects in this book. I typically use Elmer’s glue products. They’re washable, nontoxic, and easy to clean up! Many types of glue will work for the crafts in this book, including glue spots, glue sticks, scrapbook-style tape runners, and even a hot-glue gun. If you don’t have glue on hand, tape is a great alternative.

Decoupage Medium

Mod Podge is a brand of really thinned out glue and sealer for decoupage projects. If you have actual Mod Podge on hand, awesome! If not, it’s very simple to make something similar with things you likely already have. Just empty 1 bottle of Elmer’s School Glue into a clean plastic food container. A clean empty butter or yogurt container with a lid works great. Then, fill the glue bottle with water, shake it so any leftover glue is mixed in, and pour into the plastic container that holds the glue. Stir the water and glue together until the glue has been completely mixed into the water and the water is a milky white color, about 5 minutes, then use with any paintbrush. Be sure to store it with a lid on so that it does not dry out.

Colored Paper

You’ll find colored paper used in many of the projects throughout the book where it’s cut, folded, glued, hole-punched, and more. If a project calls for colored paper, the best thing to use is construction paper. It comes in many colors and is inexpensive. But if you and your kids are sitting down to start a project and you don’t have construction paper on hand, feel free to use white paper colored with markers, magazine pages, scrapbook paper, tissue paper, or anything else that you can think up.

Paint

Where would kids’ crafts be without paint? You and your kids can use brushes, cotton swabs, leaves, your hands, and many other objects to put this medium on the page, rock, etc. I love to use Crayola Washable Kids’ Paint because it covers well, comes in a nice range of colors, and, most important, cleans up easily! But you’ll find a few projects throughout the book that specifically call for acrylic paints instead. You’ll find the paint for these projects called out in the materials lists, but if you don’t see that designation, feel free to use whatever type of paint you have in the house. And if your paint supplies are running low, you can give these projects a splash of color by using permanent or other kinds of markers, crayons, colored pencils, paint pens, or colored paper instead.

Paintbrushes

When it comes to applying paint, there are many different kinds of paintbrushes you can use. But for the kids’ crafts in this book it really isn’t going to make much difference if you use a sponge brush or a bristle brush. Just use whatever you have on hand. Fingers work well too! For the Altered Scrapbook and the Sandcastle Magnets, a 2" sponge brush would make the painting process go a little faster, but don’t worry if you don’t have one in the house.
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