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    “WHATEVER.” JASPER JERVIS (SON)

  

  
    “IT’S OK I GUESS. HE’S MY DAD.” ROMY JERVIS (DAUGHTER)

  

  
    “I HAD NO IDEA HE WOULD REMEMBER ANY OF THIS STUFF. I DIDN’T.” JOHN JERVIS (DAD)

  

  
    “I DON’T HAVE KIDS, BUT IF I DID, I’D TOTALLY TRY THIS STUFF!” WANNABE PARENT

  

  
    “SO FUN! MY KIDS LOVE MATCHING SOCKS NOW. THANK YOU!” ACTUAL PARENT

  

  
    “I’M JUST GLAD WE DID’NT SCREW YOU AND YOUR BROTHER UP TOO BADLY HONEY” JAN JERVIS (MOM)
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  DON’T PANIC BE CREATIVE

  To Romy and Jasper,

  The two reasons I make anything.
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  Hey there, I’m Matthew.

  I’m a dad, teacher, artist, maker, and designer. So, as you can well imagine, I’m pretty busy.

  I wrote this book because I love my kids and want to spend every waking minute with them, but the reality is, I can’t. Sometimes Dad has to work, pay the bills, run errands, or even talk to other adults.

  But still, I didn’t want to just leave my kids up to their own devices … or mine. So I started inventing little games and projects to occupy them for twenty minutes here, an hour there.

  To be truthful, my first attempts at these games were mildly wicked, like “Go find Daddy a $4 bill.” Although I do offer a new take on this family favorite here in this book.

  But soon, they were onto me, so I had to move beyond “impossible” tasks. And as it turns out, kids are a lot more receptive to an engaging activity than a boring boondoggle.

  These days, I delight in coming up with projects to entertain, educate, and inspire kids. My own kids, and other people’s.

  And so I give you: How To Entertain, Distract, and Unplug Your Kids!

  Sorry, hammer. This book will be the new favorite tool.

  Enjoy.

  Love,
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  INTRODUCTION

  Here I am touting the fact that this book offers a bunch of "screen-free" activities and here you are looking at a screen! In my defense, I did say the screen-free activities are for the kids. I didn't say anything about the adults being screen-free! I mean, that would be crazy right?! So, lets make a pact that this little online book is just for you and not for your kids. Deal? Now that that's out of the way . . .

  “Dad, I’m so booooooored!”

  We’ve all been there. Our internal record is stuck, we wander around aimlessly until we’ve had enough of it and knock the side of our jukebox to stop the incessant skip, and finally we find a groove and we’re off and running.

  Being able to whack ourselves out of boredom is a learned skill, and one that I would characterize as a pretty important one. The ability to pick ourselves up and switch our focus and move forward could be considered a survival skill!

  As kids, boredom can feel like an endless slog, but with the right kind of support, they can learn to change their course on their own and not wallow in their boredom for too long.

  Of course there are different kinds of boredom. First, you have that deep-seated “general apathy” kind that might require some professional help.

  Then there’s the kind your kid gets on a rainy afternoon. If you can get your kids to see their way through that kind, you could actually be teaching them a very important life lesson.

  Self-reliance, as defined by Merriam-Webster, is “reliance on one’s own efforts and abilities.” When you look at it like that, being bored could be a very important teaching moment! One that requires patience and determination. We so easily give in to our kids at those moments and hand them our phone or switch on the TV, just so they stop complaining about being bored! Ugh! Who wants to hear that all day?

  What we should be doing is nothing, or as little as possible; don’t give in to the whining, just toss them a book and tell them, “Read your way out of it!” Or my favorite, “Only boring people get bored!”

  Eventually we want them to be able to look at things a little differently so we can knock their own skipping record back into the groove. That’s what I’d like this book to do. Simply help you to look at life’s moments a little differently, possibly opening yourself up to seeing new opportunities so you can recognize the teaching moments that happen all the time. Raising kids is not easy, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be fun!

  Stuck inside for the weekend? On a long car trip? Want the kids to help out? All seem just a little easier when you can see the situation as a potential adventure full of fun lessons and goofy little games that might actually teach them to be more self-reliant and creative problem solvers, when really you just want to occupy them for a couple minutes and get off your back asking to see your phone!

  HISTORICALLY SPEAKING

  Throughout history, parents and care-giving adults have been tasked with passing certain valuable life skills and knowledge down to the next generation. Practical skills like hunting, sharpening sticks, building fires, and folding laundry, along with more social skills like how to shake hands, make friends, and mingle at parties. Long ago these were deemed important bits of knowledge that every child would need to know in order to ensure their survival in the world.

  Today, on top of all that, we’re also expected to entertain our kids. We hope, mostly in vain, for some form of magic to fill in the boring bits but alas, most times it’s on us to supply the “magic.” What if you could combine teaching important life skills with entertainment? Maybe that sounds too lofty an idea … or is it?

  JUST LONG ENOUGH

  My brother Shawn and I were lucky enough to have spent our formative years in Colorful Colorado with two creative parents. Thing is, being a kid in that part of the country meant, in most cases, that you were at some level participating in one or more of the natural offerings of the area. Activities such as camping, weekend hikes, cross-country skiing, or, God forbid, snowshoeing were all on our list of “things to do as a family.”

  Fine. But as we grew older it took a great deal of creativity on the part of my parents, most notably my father, to keep a couple of bored teens engaged and entertained during these family outings. Of course, this was before the Internet or the bounty of digital devices available to kids these days. But like kids today, we wanted to do anything other than clomp around in nature every weekend. We wanted to be home, hanging out with our friends or just watching TV. “Another mile?” was the eternal refrain echoing through the hills.

  With just a stick or a rock, our dad would invent all sorts of fun challenges on the fly that kept my brother and me entertained just long enough for an afternoon hike. Remember that phrase: “Just long enough.” I mention this because sometimes we can’t bog ourselves down with the big picture. Sometimes it’s the moments, small valuable moments, that we’re after here. Just long enough to drink an adult frosty cold one.

  The activities my dad was famous for initiating on our family excursions in the wild included fort building contests, creating musical instruments, some kind of crazy sport involving pinecones, or hunting for space aliens. All these weird little things he would task us with kept us busy and happy just long enough, so he and my mom could go and “set up the tent” (nice one, Dad) or just enjoy nature.

  Before my brother and I knew it, the activity he invented for us resulted in a nice pile of collected wood for the fire, or we had cleaned up all the litter left by some previous campers. Wait … what? How’d that happen? While we were having fun, we unwittingly helped out!?

  Pretty sneaky and pretty smart.

  As I grew older and began working with kids, I reflected often on these activities. I recall their important simplicity as well as the way they satisfied a moment while silently imparting larger life lessons. While they often related to a larger thesis, Dad didn’t get bogged down with that. He was just trying to get through the next few minutes in relative peace.

  It was the way he came up with these activities so quickly and effortlessly that always impressed me, as did how successful these simple creative activities were at keeping Shawn and me so engaged and entertained for the time required.
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  As I’ve developed creative programs for kids over the years, I’ve found myself adapting many of my dad’s tricks. I’ve learned to use what kids themselves are bringing to the table already, their own experiences and ideas. Then like mental judo, I mesh what I want them to do with what they are interested in, then hand it back to them in the shape of an activity. Want to take something apart? Take apart this chair, then make something else. Want to throw things? Make a paper airplane and see how far you can throw it. Great things happen when your intuition meets your empathy.

  WHO’S YOUR DADDY? ME, THAT’S WHO.

  Now that I’m a dad, I find myself faced with keeping a couple of crazy kids engaged and entertained. Difference is I’m not coaxing them down a trail through the forest every weekend. Rather, I’m trying to get them to help out around the house, be self-reliant, and most importantly, stay off the computer and all their digital devices while trying to do my own “dad stuff.”

  Another difference is my situation is compounded by the fact that I’m a single dad.

  Which just means the stuff I need to spend time doing has become a bit more challenging than it was before. Sure, like many of us I could use a little strengthening of my time-management skills, but even still we all could use some new tricks to keep everyone happy, healthy, and entertained.

  Generally, as parents, we feel like we aren’t spending enough quality time with our kids. Books and the DIY media are all too quick to offer new ways to spend more time with your kids like building go-carts in the garage or building that tree house! Don’t get me wrong—spending time with your kids is always a good thing, but when we don’t have 48 hours of undivided attention to offer our kids (or hundreds of dollars lying around to buy supplies), are we failures as parents?

  For all of you out there stressing that the amount of time you spend with your kids isn’t enough, the truth is this: Kids don’t always want us on top of them telling them which screwdriver to use or how to throw a football. Sometimes they just want to do and learn along the way on their own. In most cases, kids get bored because they’ve tapped their shallow “idea” reserves, and they simply require new input, new ideas … A situation not to be interpreted by us as “come spend time with me,” but rather, “give me something fun to do and go away.”

  It’s a situation that is actually a valuable opportunity for both of you. If we stop, take a breath, and give ourselves half a second to switch up how we look at this situation, we allow ourselves to see the opportunity for what it is. This is our chance to fill their tank with new, cool, creative ideas.

  So, before you ruin this teachable moment with an apology for not being your child’s free, full-time entertainment system (or simply handing over the phone), look the situation right in its beady little eyes and offer something of value to make the afternoon a better and more enjoyable experience for everyone.

  As I said, little moments like these can actually be special, and that’s exactly the reason for this book. So, pick it up … oh wait, you already did. OK. Well, thumb through it and find an activity that fits your situation … and go for it.

  Hopefully the activities in this book will get you thinking. At least that’s what they’re meant to do. To be perfectly clear, I’m not reinventing the wheel here, just painting it a different color.

  The activities offered are not meant to provide you with a cheeky excuse to forget about your kids and pour another glass of wine for you and your enabling childless friend (that’s just a bonus).

  Rather, it’s about thinking about your relationship with your kids in a slightly different way while, at the same time, allowing you some precious moments to get something done.

  Like pouring that glass of wine.
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  CHAPTER ONE:

  CREATIVE INDOOR ACTIVITIES

  From a parent’s point of view, a snow day or rainy weekend can really throw a stick into the spokes of a well-planned afternoon. Of course, if this happens during the week it can be even more of a headache for anyone with kids.

  While kids are giddy with joy and excitement about missing a day of school, the complete opposite is true for parents. Now it’s time to figure out the kids’ plan.

  At this point, if you’re like me and desperate, you might dial up a movie marathon for the kids to watch. It’s a solid, albeit shortsighted, plan that never really works. Where you and I might love to spend the day in bed, binge watching Arrested Development, most kids, especially younger ones, will get bored of movies by hour two and want to move around.

  At some point their little bodies will need to move! All that movie watching has just juiced up their energy level and soon they begin to vibrate and you feel they’re angling toward your phone and iPads! You know that if they enter into digital device land, it’ll be next to impossible to call them back. What now?

  

  1. OLD-FASHIONED TREASURE HUNT

  
    Keep Kids Busy For:

    30–45 minutes

    You Will Need:

    •   2 one-dollar bills

    •   A straight face

  

  “There comes a time in every rightly constructed boy’s life when he has a raging desire to go somewhere and dig for hidden treasure.”

  —Mark Twain

  Throughout history, treasure hunting has captured the imagination of curious minds. Adventurers have launched expeditions to the tops of the highest peaks, to the depths of the deepest oceans, and to far-off distant lands.

  The promises of long-lost treasures, kingdoms of gold, fountains of youth, and other mysteries have driven men mad and led many to early graves. But these vain efforts still inspire new generations of young hopefuls.

  Even for us less adventurous we can understand the allure. From the run-of-the-mill scavenger hunts to more traditional Easter egg hunts, we’ve seen ’em all. Heck, maybe you even bought one of those cheap metal detectors so the kids can dig around in the garden or the beach for lost keys or spare change. It’s that mystery, that curiosity, that I’ve tried to capture with this activity.
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