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Like parenting, a book is a journey. And together, the readers and authors will explore the many 

paths along the way, much like parents and children. 

This book is a creative journey that we’ll take together. As your authors, Cyndi and Michaelene, 

we’ll walk you through what we’ve learned about creativity from (at least) four perspectives: as 

students and scholars of creativity; as practitioners of creativity and the creative process; as cre-

ative human beings; and as creative-minded parents. 

As a reader, you can try out and try on the ideas and skills we recommend to see how they work 

for you. 

Introduction:
Why We’re All Here, Right Now, Together
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What Does it Mean to Be Creative for Life?

This is a good time for you to ask: What are you talking about? Isn’t creativity about arts and 

crafts, and music and acting, and all those impractical skills that won’t help my kids grow up to 

make a good living?

Let’s clarify that (which, as it happens, is a creativity skill): Creativity is a vast landscape in and of 

itself, at least as vast and varied as parenting. It can’t be summed up in one sentence, but perhaps 

we can do it justice in two paragraphs:

Creativity is a uniquely human phenomenon in which one visualizes a future and 

conceives a way to make that future a reality. The work of creativity is to produce 

an outcome that can be defined as creative: a novel and appropriate result. 

As defined in our culture, creativity encompasses cognitive processes and abilities 

such as the use of language, problem-solving, and discovery; and also includes the 

many forms of creative expression found in the arts.

Maybe you don’t yet see the connection between this book and parenting. But let’s face it: As 

parents, we’re all making it up as we go along. If we’re progressive, modern parents (as opposed 

to old-style, “this is how it’s always been done” parents), we walk the landscape of parenting by 

continuously trying things to find out what works and what doesn’t. (By the way, if this sounds 

like you at all, it means you’re already being a creative parent.)

Wanting to be a creative parent is the first half of the equation. The other half is wanting to en-

courage creativity in your children as well!

Most of us think our children are creative, at least when they’re young. One key question we 

explore in this book is: How might you help your child be even more creative? Another is: How 

might you help your child stay creative for life?
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Note what’s important here: Yes, creativity includes artistic expression, but merely as a subset of 

the highest-order form of thinking—creative thinking. Creative thinking is not just a nice-to-have 

skill. It’s not even just an important skill. We believe that the ability to think creatively is the most 

essential life skill for the 21st century.

Why do we feel so strongly about this subject? Because at its core, creative thinking is the ability 

to successfully navigate change. Our children are living and growing in a century that has and 

will continue to have an unprecedented level of change. 

Simply put, successfully navigating change is about continuously inventing the future and learning 

skills to get you there.

Now, you may be asking yourself, Isn’t that what schools are supposed to do? Unfortunately, the 

answer is no! Well, more correctly, the answer is that ideally, it would be great if that’s what our 

teachers were doing. But they’re not trained, measured, or rewarded for teaching creative thinking 

in their classrooms.

We have enormous gratitude and respect for school teachers. As the bumper sticker says, “If you 

can read this, thank a teacher.” The best teachers care deeply about our children, putting every 

ounce of their abilities into igniting in their students a passion for learning, and they often do 

understand the importance of creative thinking. 

But they’re working in a system that’s so focused on traditional measures of performance—that is, 

what students have memorized and maybe what they understand—that there’s little room for the 

highest forms of learning: evaluation and creation. (See the sidebar on Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy.) 

The effect of all this—unintentionally, but assuredly—is to squeeze the creativity out of our young 

ones.

The schools won’t preserve and foster our children’s creativity. We, as parents and guardians, have 

to do it, and we have to start when our children are young. That’s why we wrote this book.
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Why Should You Read This Book?

How to Use This Book

My Sandwich Is a Spaceship is divided into two parts. 

Part One focuses on you as the creative parent, and we highly recommend you start there. The 

goal of Part One is to foster more creative thinking in your everyday life. 

We’ve explained why we wrote this book. But why should you read it?

The purpose of this book is to show you how to maximize your child’s creative thinking skills 

in order to forever change how she sees and approaches life, and assure that he’s ready for this 

rapidly changing world of the 21st century.

This book is not a “be the best parent” book, nor will it teach you how to help your child sleep, 

eat, or socialize with other children. What it will do is share with you what we’ve learned about 

creative thinking and how you can use it to parent young children. It will provide you with a new 

language that you can share with your children. It will supply you with a number of activities, 

tools, and techniques that you can use right now to become a more creative family. And it will 

help you identify the questions you need to ask to become a more effective problem-solver.

Ultimately, this book will help you use creative thinking, take these ideas, and turn them into 

strategies that work for you.

Children are constantly changing, and it’s often difficult to keep up. The minute you find a solution 

to a challenge that works for your children, they change and new challenges arise. Each day 

provides parents with numerous problem-solving opportunities. We evolve as our children evolve. 

We become more intuitive about our children as time goes on, and we can often sense what our 

children need as we begin to understand who they are as people. 

Likewise, our children evolve as we evolve. They become more intuitive about us, and they learn 

how to understand us as people, rather than as mere providers of food, clothing, shelter, and 

security. 

You and your child will take this journey of creative discovery together. (And because you’re 

reading this book, we’re coming along, too.)



8 My Sandwich is a Spaceship

The first three skills come directly from our experiences in working with young children and 

parents in the field of creative thinking. The remaining skills were adapted from Torrance and 

Safter’s Making the Creative Leap Beyond, where the authors describe skills related to the creative 

person.

Here are the ten skills we cover:

• Curiosity
• Mindfulness
• Embracing Challenges
• Looking at it Another Way
• Producing and Considering Many Alternatives
• Playfulness
• Making it Swing! Making it Ring!
• Visualizing it Richly and Colorfully
• Enjoying and Using Fantasy
• Being Aware of Emotions

Part Two focuses on your child and your family, providing ten creative thinking skills we believe 

young children should develop. 

You may decide to read the book from start to finish, and then go back and select activities 

you would like to try. Or you may want to select one skill a week and focus on that particular 

skill with your family. We designed this book so that each skill not only builds on the next but 

complements the other skills. 
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Each chapter focuses on one creativity skill and contains the following 
sections:

A quote that highlights the essence of the skill

02 A description of the skill and why it’s important for creativity

03 A story from our experiences that depicts the skill in action

“Cultivate the Language,” a list of words and phrases that can boost 
problem-solving vocabular04

“Set the Tone!” behaviors you can practice to bolster your creativity05

“Give it a Go!” activities for digging deep and experimenting with the skill 06

“Keep it Up!” suggestions for continuously developing creative 
thinking in your family07

We don’t want creativity to be an occasional activity for your family, something you might do 

to get through one particular car trip or summer vacation. Our goal is to have creative thinking 

become a mindset in your home, part of the way in which you and your children think and 

behave. We firmly believe that if you begin to nurture these skills in your children at an early age, 

and if you continue to think about creative thinking skills as your parenting journey continues, 

you’ll be equipped to foster these skills in your children as they enter school and beyond. 

Some of the language we ask you to use with your children may seem too grown-up, but we 

guarantee that if you use and teach terms such as mindful, alternative, and solving the challenge, 

your child will understand. These words will become part of his everyday vocabulary. 
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Here’s why it matters: This isn’t simply an activity book. We’re introducing you to a way of life. 

Our goal is to equip you with the knowledge and skill set you and your child need to be creative 

and continue to grow as creative individuals for the rest of your lives.

The advice we offer is grounded in research, yet it’s also practical. We don’t expect you to do it 

all, and we don’t expect you to do it perfectly. There is no “perfect.” Part of the joy of creativity is 

realizing that we learn through our failures and our mistakes.

Remember: It’s a journey, so don’t worry. If you’re able to follow some of the key principles some 

of the time, you’ll be providing a wonderful gift to your children, one that will last their lifetimes. 

Plus, it’s a lot of fun! And we’ll prove that to you along the way with our stories.

Are you ready to get started?
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Embracing 
Challenges

Life’s challenges are not supposed to 
paralyze you, they’re supposed to help you 
discover who you are.

  [B E R N I C E  J O H N S O N  R E A G O N] 

What Is Embracing Challenges?
Embracing challenges is a skill that deals with the attitudes we have when facing problems, 

difficulties, change, or any unfamiliar situation that doesn’t have a clear-cut answer or way 

forward. 

We can view any challenge in many different ways, depending on our attitudes. We can choose 

to view a challenge as an annoyance, a frustration, or an unnecessary stress. 

Or we can view a challenge as an opportunity for change, a new experience, or a possibility for 

learning and growth. 

The first way is restrictive: The challenge is something to be avoided. The second is more positive, 

proactive, and enjoyable: The challenge is something to be embraced.

The skill of embracing challenges requires having—or developing—the attitude of being open to 

challenges as opportunities for new things rather than just viewing them as distressing problems. 

Certainly, some challenges are frustrating, stressful, and annoying. The key to embracing challenges 

is not to deny the frustrations and stresses, but rather not to let these forces block you and 

prevent you from viewing the challenge in a more productive way. 

To embrace challenges, we must first be able to identify a challenge when we encounter it, and 

then deliberately choose to view it with a positive and proactive attitude. 

Skill #3
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You probably know a few adults who see every challenge as a problem to moan about. These are 

the people who allow their negativity to impair their ability to solve problems. They also let the 

negativity affect the people around them.

 The activities we suggest for this skill are fun ways to help your child identify and enjoy—yes, 

enjoy!—the opportunities that challenges bring. These activities also help your child develop a 

positive attitude toward challenges—an attitude that will be beneficial throughout his life.

Why Is it Important for Creativity?
Life is filled with challenges. Embracing the challenge at hand is the first step in being able to use 

creative thinking to address life’s obstacles. Without this attitude, our creative thinking skills can be 

hindered by a pessimistic view of the challenge. Embracing the challenge creates a positive space 

for creative thinking to emerge. It helps kids become better problem-solvers and work through 

the complexities of life—small and large—and ultimately empowers them to persevere.

Michaelene’s Story
My mother was my first and greatest role model for creative thinking. Whenever I encountered a 

challenge, she would help me work through it from different perspectives and with different types 

of thinking. She taught me to embrace challenges, be resourceful, persevere, pause and think about 

it, gauge my emotions and intuition, and solve it.

When I was in fourth grade, my science project was building a model of the earth’s rotation on 

its axis and revolution around the sun. I loved this project, but I made a big mistake when I was 

working on it and cut the box wrong. I was tremendously upset because I felt I had ruined it. 

My mom helped me pause, look at what we had, think of ideas to overcome the problem, and 

create something that, to this day, I’m proud of. That lesson stayed with me. I watched my mom 

as I grew, and when she came across a challenge, she met it with determination and creative 

thinking. Whether it was a family challenge, a career challenge, or an everyday we-ran-out-

of-bathroom-tissue challenge, she found a way to make it work. And she always had a positive, 

proactive, and creative attitude. One of the greatest gifts she gave me was the joy of embracing 

challenges. Today, I use the same approaches with my child.

Skill #3
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Cultivate the Language of Embracing the Challenge
• ● Use the word “challenge” often.

• ● Use words and phrases such as:

• ●●This is a challenge.

• ●It looks like a challenge.

• ●I have a challenge for you.

• ●You’re working on a challenge.

• ●Let’s think about it.

• ●Let’s take a breath and look at it again.

• ●I’m frustrated.

• ●You look frustrated.

• ●This is a fun challenge.

• ●I see you’re working hard to overcome that challenge.

• ●What ideas do you have?

Cyndi’s Story
One day, I picked up my son, James, from preschool and gave him a bag of old Play-Doh to play 

with as I cooked dinner. 

“Mom, this Play-Doh is hard,” he sighed to me. 

Then he changed his attitude. “Mom, how might we solve this problem?” 

I grinned. I had been working with him on using this language when he was stuck on a problem 

instead of the incessant whining that had become the norm when things didn’t work.

“What ideas do you have?” I asked him.

“Well, we could go to the store and buy new Play-Doh. Or, we could go to Grandma’s house and 

ask her if she will buy me some new Play-Doh!” he exclaimed. 

“We could find something else to play with,” I suggested.

“We could find something else to do with the hard Play-Doh,” he chimed in.

Given that I had to cook dinner, we both decided we would swing by our local store after school 

the next day and pick up a new pack of Play-Doh. Sometimes the non-creative response is the 

Skill #3
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better one. 

But it turned out that James wasn’t finished thinking about the hard Play-Doh he already had.

I gave him some grapes for a snack and continued to cook dinner for the family. Later, as I was 

about to put the food on the table, I noticed that the grapes hadn’t been eaten. They had all been 

squished flat. Curious, I asked James what had happened to his grapes.

“Mom! I took my grapes and squeezed the juice out of them. Then I poured the juice into the Play-

Doh and churned it around. And then, look! I was able to make you a combine harvester!” 

At that point, my son proudly showed me his combine harvester, which he had created from grape 

juice and hard Play-Doh.

“You’re such a good problem-solver!” I smiled at him. And I smiled for myself, too, thinking about 

how my son might someday teach these skills to his children.

Cultivate  the Language of Embracing the 
Challenge—Bonus Skill: Statement Starters
We use the word “challenge” often. When challenges arise, it’s very useful to phrase the challenge 

in a way that invites creative thinking.

The following statement starters will help you and your child phrase challenges in a proactive 

way and help your family identify and embrace challenges. You and your child can then think of 

many different ideas for overcoming the challenge and trying out your ideas.

• ●How to ...? (e.g., How to recycle more in our home?) 

• ●In what ways might we ...? (e.g., In what ways might we keep the bathroom clean?)

• ●How might we ...? (e.g., How might we spend our Friday night together?)

• ●What might be all the ways ...? (e.g., What might be all the ways we could get the toys 

back in the box without using our hands?)

Skill #3
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Set the Tone!
• ●Allow your child to see you addressing challenges. Talk about what the challenge is 

and what you’re doing to overcome it. For example, “I have a challenge! I want to make 

you peanut butter and jelly for lunch, but we’re all out of bread! What can we do?” 

• ●Turn everyday tasks into fun, challenging games: getting dressed, setting the table, 

potty learning, using table manners, brushing teeth, etc. Using a timer is a simple and 

fun way to do this. Challenge yourself and your child to set the table by the time the 

buzzer goes off. 

• ●Share your feelings about challenges: your excitement, frustration, gratitude, pride, etc.

• ●Re-frame tasks and chores as challenges.

• ●Engage in activities with your child that are slightly above her developmental level, 

activities that she can’t do on her own. Guide him through the process. 

• ●When something breaks, rather than buying a replacement, try to fix it. 

• ●Resist the urge to solve the problem for your child. You may know the best or most 

efficient way to do something, but allowing him to figure it out creates the space for 

discovery. Provide guidance and support when needed, and allow for curiosity. 

• ●Engage in activities that show how practicing a task makes it easier. For example, 

putting on gloves, blowing bubbles, getting dressed, balancing on one foot, making the 

peace sign.

•  Be mindful of your child’s emotional cues. For example, perhaps his body gets very 

rigid right before he erupts with frustration. If you learn to be aware of those changes, 

you can offer guidance and support in a proactive and timely way.

• ●In the midst of a challenge, talk about how it’s difficult but also fun. Show your child 

that challenges can be enjoyable. 

• ●Help your child look at challenges in positive ways.

• ●Invite your child to help with the day-to-day activities of the home: shopping, cleaning, 

cooking, fixing/mending, taking care of the garden, planting, washing the dishes, 

making grocery lists, organizing, etc. Invite her to engage in appropriate challenges 

related to those tasks. 

Skill #3
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Give it a Go!
• Listening Challenge: Take a walk and listen for different sounds. Can you hear a bird, a 

dog, a lawnmower, a car, music, etc.? Try making a check-off sheet to take with you.

• Quiet Challenge: See how long you and your child can look at each other and hold 

hands without giggling or talking.

• When something breaks, encourage your child to try to fix it. Make a tool box for him 

that includes simple things for fixing and mending, such as tape, glue, string, a tape 

measure, pencils, rubber bands, etc. 

• Hide objects around the house and have your child look for them, like an Easter egg 

hunt.

• Set up challenges in your child’s areas of interest. For example, if she loves building 

with blocks, challenge her to build the largest tower she can and then knock it down 

making the loudest noise possible. Or if he loves drawing with sidewalk chalk, challenge 

him to use as many colors as possible to make a drawing. 

• Whispering Challenge: Challenge your child to a whispering game. Try whispering 

during bath time, dinner, game night , etc.

• Choose a favorite board game and challenge your family to make up a new way to 

play it or play with it.

• Setting the Table Challenge: Make your child responsible for setting the table for each 

family dinner. Print out the proper table setting configuration. Allow him to create the 

centerpiece. He might use clay, action figures, flowers, batteries, flashlights, or a bowl 

of crayons. 

• Mission Challenge. These missions could be to help you in some way, like tidying up 

the house, or putting the clean laundry in the right drawers. Or they could be more 

playful, such as find and rescue the trapped pink kitten. Example: Give your child the 

Magic Potion Mission. She’s a brave knight who needs to find the special ingredients 

to concoct a magic healing potion for a sick dragon. Think of fun ingredients to find: 

something shiny, something soft, something red, and something that makes you happy.

• Learning Challenge: Wonder about something and challenge the family to learn about 

it. Look in books, take a field trip, use the internet, ask someone, or experiment.

Skill #3
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• Line Drawing Challenge: Start with a blank sheet of paper. Draw a line, shape, or 

squiggle and have your child continue the drawing. What could this become? Keep 

adding to your drawings and taking turns.

• Cleaning Challenge: Frame the tasks of cleaning as fun challenges. How to get the dust 

off the ceiling fan? 

• Sorting and Matching Challenge: Set up challenges for sorting or matching objects, 

such as colored toothpicks, the laundry, toys, recipe ingredients, socks, etc.

• Treasure Hunt Challenge: Draw a treasure map for your backyard or a room in your 

house and “bury” a treasure somewhere. Mark the X on the map and challenge your 

child to find the treasure. Pretend you’re pirates on the high seas! Or, go out geocaching 

with your smartphone or tablet to find the treasures that others have buried.

• Finding Challenge: Find five things in the house that are red, start with the P sound, 

make a noise, keep you warm, feel soft, are heavy, etc.

• Obstacle Course Challenge: Set up an obstacle course in your house or backyard. Use 

objects on hand and take turns making and running your challenging obstacle courses. 

• Make up a game: Give your child some random materials and challenge him to create 

a game to play.

• Create a “keep trying” song. Sing it together when your child is struggling with a 

challenge.

• Bring out puzzles that are slightly above your child’s developmental level, and sit and 

put them together.

• Using cereal boxes, cut out large shapes and have your child try to put the box back 

together.

• Try new foods: When your child is reluctant to try new foods, think about framing it 

as a challenge. Have a taste adventure, bite, or lick something new, or go to the grocery 

store and look for new foods to try. Have your child choose the food to try and serve 

it at dinner time for the whole family.

• Think about the games you played when you were a kid and share them with your 

child. Talk about how you played these games, and try them out with your family. Egg 

race, wheelbarrow race, potato sack race, hide and seek, freeze tag, tug-o-war, etc.

Skill #3
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• Outside or in a place where you can get messy, challenge your child to move water 

back and forth from various objects (a bowl, a cup, a bottle, etc.). Make it a timed 

challenge, or try not to spill the water.

• Building Challenge: Build something simple together, such as a table, a flower box, a 

bed for your pet, a toy box, or another project. Together, draw the plans, think of ideas 

for materials, and construct. The internet has multitudes of kid-friendly project ideas. 

• Scavenger Hunt Walk: Make a picture/word scavenger hunt list of things to listen for, 

look for, collect, touch, etc. Then go out for a walk and have fun with the challenge.

• Draw maps to local destinations like the grocery store, school, Grandma’s house, etc. 

Challenge your child to follow the map as you drive or walk. Ask him for directions. 

• Learn about inventing with your child. Read books, search the internet, and learn 

about inventors, inventions, and the process of inventing. Learn about the challenges 

that the inventor was embracing. Search the internet for Chindogu inventions (a type 

of Japanese inventing that will get you laughing).

• Play guessing games often. Give clues to your child and invite guesses. You could 

give clues to places you’re going, things you’re going to do, or answers to questions. 

Example: It’s hot. It’s bright. It helps the grass grow. It’s important for a day at the beach.

• Junk Invention Challenge: Try inventing something out of junk with your child. Junk 

can be found everywhere: things in your home that you would throw away or recycle 

(boxes, bottles, string, plastic bags, broken toys, old clothes, etc.) or things you find on 

walks. The following is a list of ideas to get you started. Select one (or make up your 

own) and use the junk to invent something new.●

• Something a superhero could use

• Something to trap and release bugs

• A robot

• A cooking invention

• An imaginary creature with special powers

• A tool to help you run faster

• A device to leap tall buildings in a single bound

• A device to amaze others 

• A toy for a pet

Skill #3
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• A way to measure the height of an ant

• Something for a child to use to help a cranky parent

• Something to help you cool off

• Something to keep you warm

• A new kind of toy

• ●Something for playing in the snow

• A new musical instrument

• Dancing shoes

• Clothes

• Something to help you do your chores

• A new kind of vehicle

Keep it Up!
• Encourage your child to keep embracing challenges throughout his life.

• When challenges arise, phrase them in a way that invites creative thinking: How to …, 

How might…, etc. (See: “Cultivate the Language of Embracing Challenges.”)

• Make it a family habit to look at the positives of challenging situations. 

• Highlight the opportunities that come with challenges: opportunities for more learning, 

fun, adventure, etc.

• Allow your child to get in over his head and help him manage the frustration of the 

task.

• Talk about challenges your child has faced and overcome through practice and 

perseverance, such as learning to walk, talk, use the potty, etc. When she faces a new 

challenge, remind her that she has overcome challenges in the past. 

• Celebrate the courage it takes to embrace challenges.

• Try new things together and pose them as challenges.

• Frame the other activities in this book as interesting and fun challenges. 

• Get in the habit of addressing challenges as a family

Skill #3


