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Foreword

By Jeffrey Bernstein, PhD, author of 10 Days to a Less Defiant Child
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As a child and teen therapist and the author of 10 Days to a Less Defiant Child, I have repeatedly seen many cases where a drawing activity has transformed big, surging negative emotions into more manageable feelings. So, when my publisher, Hachette Book Group, asked me if I’d be interested in writing this Foreword to Half Hour of Pencil Power, I immediately said, “Yes.” Knowing this book provides a series of fun, “how-to” drawing activities that many children and teens would value, I was very pleased to learn what it was all about.

Truth be told, I have always personally struggled to draw anything outside of a circle or a square. Okay, if you must know, I can draw some pretty good stick figures! Realizing I’m not an art therapist and not seeing myself as artistic by any stretch, I subsequently felt some anxiety about how I could best write this foreword—until I reviewed all the wonderful offerings in this book.

In Half Hour of Pencil Power, Mark Kistler has created a series of wonderful, rewarding, and easy (even for me) drawing activities that can help children, teens, and families connect to their inner selves as well as to one another. Kistler writes that the creative outlet of learning how to draw builds a child’s critical thinking skills while nourishing self-esteem. I couldn’t agree more!

Besides the allure of doing these wonderful drawing activities that Mark created, I found myself drawn to his colorful background descriptions whereby he introduces these fun exercises: from his being inspired by the content of a dream (Lesson 1: Mouse Hole), or the movie Toy Story (Lesson 2: Window of Wonder), or visiting the Taj Mahal (Lesson 4: Humpty Dumpty), or art classes in Brazil (Lesson 5: Space Kitty), or his guest lecture in the United Arab Emirates (Lesson 24: Flying Mummy), or the movie Up (Lesson 25: Balloon House).

The activities in this excellent book will support children and teens developing what I believe are the two most crucial coping skills for life: calming down and problem-solving. This is because these types of activities redirect our focus in a soothing, creative way and leave us feeling fulfilled as we gain new ways to express ourselves through these guided artistic exercises.

Drawing though these guided activities creates a sense of flow. When you’re “in flow,” you’re so into whatever it is you’re doing that you might lose track of time, or the outside world might seem to fall away. These engaging “flow-friendly” activities in this book will facilitate children and teens to shift their attention to be meaningfully wrapped up in the moment, leaving their everyday stresses behind.

I also see these drawing activities as creating a sense of mindfulness. Mindfulness helps you to focus on what is going on around you and within you in the moment to help notice your concerns without judgment and to help quiet your mind.

In addition to the activities in this book creating a sense of flow and mindfulness, they also promote a sense of personal strength, which is integral to strengthening self-esteem. Mark’s step-by-step instructions build off one another, leading readers to feel supported and empowered when participating in each drawing lesson. This super, reader-friendly format inspires readers not only to anticipate feelings of success but also to actively be guided in the process. The words of one of my ten-year-old counseling clients say it all: “Dr. Jeff, these drawings are so cool to make. I feel like I made something really cool by doing this!”

Earlier in this foreword I wrote that the two most important skills for life are the ability to calm down and solve problems. Having now road tested the activities in this book on myself and my clients, I can personally attest to them being both calming and creating a sense of problem-solving to help children, teens, and adults reach a new level of self-discovery. Readers come away from each drawing activity with a feeling of artistic mastery.

Another appealing benefit of Half Hour of Pencil Power is that it supports readers to develop a growth mindset. This term refers to how people can expand their abilities through engaging in challenges that are driven by a love of learning. So, what better way to foster a growth mindset than to have you, your child, or anyone else you know give Mark Kistler’s drawing activities a try! They will literally move anyone doing these drawings to gain a sense of personal growth though completing them, right in front of their own eyes.

It is also important to note that the drawing activities in Half Hour of Pencil Power all share the common logistic of taking about thirty minutes of time to create what Kistler aptly refers to as a “creative drawing adventure of imagination together.” This approximate thirty-minute time frame works well for children and teens.

In sum, Half Hour of Pencil Power provides a crucial set of tools to help children and teens manage big emotions, including, anxiety, sadness, anger, and stress. And beyond that, this outstanding book fosters strong coping skills such as mindfulness, flow, self-efficacy, and a growth mindset.

Mark Kistler’s colorful background stories include anecdotes and references from his personal travels and seemingly limitless worldly knowledge of museum masterpieces, foreign lands, celebrities, real and mythical creatures from land and sea, and vistas from the sky. He warmly presents each activity in a way that makes readers feel they are going on an adventure as well as creating a drawing. This book is a must for parents, therapists, teachers, anyone who loves to draw, and everyone else who feels intimidated to try to stretch themselves through artistic expression. Whether you end up going down a mouse hole, create a new room with a view, unleash a marvelous mermaid, or go through a marshmallow doorway, I assure you that this book is destined to take all readers to better places.
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At 1:30 p.m. on Friday, March 13, 2020, I had the most life-altering phone call I had ever received. My son’s special ed teacher called with the news that all Houston-area schools were closing that day because of the growing global pandemic. The school was going to proceed with all online virtual learning for the remainder of the school year. I wasn’t totally surprised; I had feared this might happen. I was disappointed that my son, Mario, would not be able to finish his senior year with his friends, and he most likely would not be able to attend a traditional high school graduation. He had worked so hard, overcoming many obstacles—both physical and emotional—to get to this point. I’ll always remember his sad and rather confused expression when I picked him up from school for what turned out to be the last time. He was devastated. He couldn’t process the fact that they were suddenly closing his school. What about his volunteer work with the school janitors and groundskeepers? I tried to explain to him that the COVID-19 virus was making so many people sick that school districts were deciding to close campuses in the hope of slowing the spread.
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Once we made it home, I began the difficult task of fully comprehending this new reality. Mario and I would now be isolated to our property in North Houston, Texas, for at least a month. I called my eighty-eight-year-old father in California and concluded that this pandemic crisis was most likely going to disrupt our lives for an entire year, probably two. Some of my friends told me I was being an alarmist and overreacting. I desperately hoped they were right but felt it prudent to prepare for a long isolation at home. I began canceling all my domestic and international teaching tours and making plans with Mario for an at-home isolation. Now, I’ve been traveling around the world, teaching art, hundreds of days a year for more than forty years. I hadn’t been home for more than a week straight in decades. How surreal!
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Within two weeks it appeared that my fears where accurate: COVID numbers were skyrocketing, and our entire country was in lockdown.
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Mario and I did our best adjusting to our new pandemic lockdown life. On the first Monday after the school closures, we decided to start a daily live drawing lesson at noon on social media for kids in the Houston area who had to stay at home. Offering the live drawing lessons seemed like such a natural decision for me, based on my decades of teaching millions of children how to draw. I deeply believe that learning how to draw builds a child’s critical thinking skills while nourishing self-esteem. Even just a quick lesson each day could give kids a creative outlet.

Mario and my noon live daily drawing lessons suddenly took on an even greater purpose. We had thousands of kids logging in from around the world to draw with us. These lessons evolved into Mario and Dad’s “Hour of Pencil Power!”
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These live Hour of Pencil Power webcasts offered children (and many parents) a brief escape from the stress of the twenty-four-hour news cycle about the ever-increasing number of COVID infections.

I’m convinced that these live webcasts helped Mario and me navigate these early, frightening months of uncertainty much more than they helped our fans.

In total, Mario and I webcast live at noon for seventy-eight days until the last day of school. During that time, we had more than two hundred thousand views from more than sixty-seven countries.

I’m grateful that so many families chose to ride out those first few months of the global pandemic with Mario and me drawing every day at noon, our Hour of Pencil Power.

When my publisher called me to discuss the exciting best-seller status of my book You Can Draw in 30 Days!, they had an exciting idea—an idea so wonderful that it made me shout, “Yes!” They proposed that I take twenty-five of my favorite drawing lessons from this collection of live “Hour of Pencil Power!” webcasts and create a special book for families, a unique how-to-draw book that would teach drawing not only as a valuable communication tool, but also as a powerful tool for parents to help children navigate anxiety, fear, and stress.

What you are holding in your hand is the culmination of this brilliant idea. This book has evolved into a series of twenty-five step-by-step drawing lessons that I designed to take about thirty minutes each. As a father of my special-abilities son, I’ve discovered that thirty minutes is an ideal amount of time to focus on each task or project of the day. I hope this book will inspire your family to set aside thirty minutes once a day or once a week to take a creative drawing adventure of imagination together!
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LESSON 1
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Mouse Hole
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This fun drawing lesson was inspired by a dream I had a few years ago while I was taking a nap in the Louvre Museum. What?! That’s right, I actually took a nap in the Louvre! I was in France as a participating international artist at the Paris Comic Convention. I had spent the day searching the Louvre for the Mona Lisa painting, which turned out to be much smaller than I expected but just as wonderful. I then wandered up and down the numerous staircases to many grand hallways filled with amazing paintings. Late in the afternoon I was on the top floor, far down a grand hallway in the gallery of the Dutch sixteenth-century masters. I was really tired, a typical American tourist trying to see and absorb the entire Louvre in one day. I happened upon a padded bench under a window facing this Dutch artist’s painting of farmers out plowing fields. It was such a beautiful, serene work. I sat on the bench and gazed at the art. I suddenly realized how quiet it was. There was no one around! I was completely alone in one of the most crowded museums in the world. I figured it was just a lull in tourist foot traffic. But after a few minutes of peaceful, still silence, I decided to lie down on the bench and chill for a minute or two. I immediately fell asleep, which I attribute to the giant chocolate Nutella French crêpes I had eaten earlier. (The café across the street from the Louvre makes delicious giant crêpes and serves them from a walk-up window patio. Just FYI for next time you are visiting the Louvre!) During my slumber, I dreamed I was a tiny person with a tail. I was riding a mouse who was also my tour guide of the Louvre. It was such a fun dream! Sometime later I woke up to the sound of people whispering in a foreign language while taking photos of a big, super-duper handsome man (me) napping on a bench in the sixteenth-century Dutch artist gallery of the Louvre. I sat up and smiled at them, then I immediately reached for my sketchbook to draw some images of that cool mouse in my dream. Let’s draw my buddy the mouse!

STEP 1. Start this fun lesson by drawing a very light, sketchy circle. This is a very important idea for you to learn. Relax, chill, and sketch with light, loose, relaxed lines when you begin a drawing. I call these “whisper lines,” lines drawn very lightly that you use as guidelines to shape your drawing. The lighter the lines are, the better, because you will be erasing these whisper lines later in the lesson. You do not have to draw perfect shapes. These are just the beginning, forming lines that you will be building on. Most of these beginning lines will be erased later on, anyway, so don’t fret. Wave goodbye to stress! Stress is on the bus!
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STEP 2. Draw the neck, a bit tapered at the top. “Tapered” means wider at one end than the other. Draw a dot on either side of the mouse’s neck. These will be our “guide-dots” as we draw a foreshortened circle to define the mouse hole. “Foreshortening” means to squish and distort a shape. Foreshortening is a very important term in drawing, a word that I will be repeating a gazillion times in this book. Foreshortening will enable you to create wonderful drawings that look three-dimensional. Foreshortening is just one of twelve very important, powerful concepts to learning how to draw. I call them the Twelve Renaissance Words of Drawing. Artists have used them over centuries. Walking through the Louvre on the day I had the mouse dream, I was thrilled to see all these Twelve Renaissance Words of Drawing used in hundreds of paintings by master artists for centuries!
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STEP 3. Draw the squished foreshortened circle. Notice how the hole is starting to look as if one edge is closer than the other? Pretty cool, eh? Just wait until we add thickness and shading! Shape the mouse nose.
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STEP 4. Draw the first large ear. Shape the nose. As you draw the mouse fingers holding onto the edge of the hole, draw the near one first. Then draw the other fingers tucked behind the first finger. This is called “overlapping.” Overlapping is another very important Renaissance Word of Drawing that I will be using over
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