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        I have often thought of family life as a great unwinnable battle, complete with strategies, battle plans, troop movements, victories, and of course, occasional total and complete failure and humiliation.

        For any who disagree, try loading a family of four (two children, ages two and seven) into a car with an imposed time limit (morning car pool!) and tell me you’re not engaged in a major military operation. And do I even need to mention getting the kids to clean up their rooms? I didn’t think so. What about that great and elusive mystery of the ages—quality family time? If your home is anything like mine, quality is on the
            endangered list.

        On the other hand, I am fortunate enough to have met a woman who, in a moment of insanity, decided to accept my marriage proposal, and then willingly bore my beautiful, yet sometimes challenging, children. The topper is that Amy remains true to her principles as the center and strength of our family unit.

        After seeing my home disintegrate into total chaos one too many times, our crazy experiences encouraged me to jot down a few useful ideas for home and hearth improvement. Once put in place, these solutions didn’t exactly transform our home overnight, but they’ve made a huge difference in the way we enjoy one another. Interested? Thought so. Read on for my personal DIY Family Dream Team solutions for every room in the house!

        
            CREATING THE DREAM TEAM
        

        My notion to involve the family in my home improvement plans came to me as my son Dusty entertained himself by hurling his brother’s toys at my head. Meanwhile, my older son, Wyatt—the rightful owner of said toys—was screaming that he didn’t have anything to play with. Suddenly, I thought—voilà!—if my kids have so much free time, why not train them to serve as my very own Dream Team?

        After all, doing hands-on projects together was how I got to really know my dad. Sure, he said many things to me, but none resonated more than when we were together building stuff. We didn’t even need to talk; but the more we worked together, the more I gained a sense of who he was and who I wanted to be. Based on this experience, what evolved was a desire to draw my family closer through projects we could make together.

        Plus, because my wife and I have such hectic professional lives, we made a joint decision not to allow our home to be overrun by super-slick commercial messages from media and commerce—particularly aimed at our children through kids’ programming. Instead, we turned off the tube and slowed down the pace with some good old-fashioned woodworking. Our age-appropriate projects were born. My seven-year-old, Wyatt, could obviously handle more
            involved tasks than my toddler could. But don’t count out the mighty Dusty Stromer! I found that he could handle some hand-sanding, painting, and of course, the ever-popular picking up the spilled screws that Dad kicked over. I reveled in how much quality time we were having together, all the while producing something that would continue to serve our home life long after the project was completed. Sort of like construction and crafting meets day
            care.

        I knew I could get my wife on board. Any interest in fixing up, organizing, or renovating our home gets me far more points than a fancy night out or a two-week getaway to a tropical paradise. It wasn’t Amy I was worried about—it was the boys! My guys have two speeds: on and off. How would I get my little band of insurgents to comply?

        In the case of my family, I managed to get my kids to participate in executing my home-improvement ideas by using two key strategies. One: make the project fun, so that it combats the boredom factor. Two: include the kids in all the aspects of making the house work, so that they feel a sense of ownership in the project and its continued use.

        Making the Project Fun. Ever heard of the Family Theory of Relativity? This long-accepted principle of family science (in which I have a Ph.D., did I tell you?) basically stands for the proposition that when left to their own devices, your smallest relatives (i.e., kids) will ultimately run out of things to do. This is where the “Dad, I’m bored” problem pops up. Over and over again. In stereo. And high-definition.
            Having a stash of fun home-improvement ideas at the ready remedies this problem in a flash. And suddenly everyone is entertained and happy. My kids never do anything simply because they’re supposed to—they do things because they want to.

        Allowing Your Kids to Take Ownership of the Solution. Freedom of speech is great in theory, except when your toddler keeps babbling, “Daddy, where’s my soccer ball?” “Daddy, where’s my baseball bat?” “Daddy, where’s my …?” The “Daddy, where is” game is never-ending. Twenty minutes of this torture is all I can take. But once I
            enlisted my boys’ efforts in creating the storage unit that houses their unused sports equipment, they easily answered their own questions, because they had enthusiastically put away their soccer ball in the first place. In other words, giving them a stake in the process of organization caused them to become willing participants and coconspirators!

        CREATING YOUR DREAM TEAM

        Here are ten top-secret tips for keeping your troops motivated to finish once the project is under way:

        
              1. Keep it fun.

              2. Keep it simple.

              3. Involve everyone, no matter what the age.

              4. If the kids lose focus, give them something else to do. Mix it up!

              5. Honor creativity and ingenuity; they may know how to do it better!

              6. Don’t be afraid to improvise.

              7. Don’t rush to finish. It’s about the journey, not the destination.

              8. Don’t forget the snacks and beverages. There’s nothing worse than a cranky little woodworker with low blood sugar.

              9. Don’t allow the kids to compete.

            
                10. Praise all things way too much. Who doesn’t need an extra dose of self-esteem?
            

        

        SETTING MY PLAN TO ACTION

        Did my Dream Team come together right away? Sort of. What followed was a period of trial and error, with some false starts. And then, believe it or not, the kids actually started coming to me. They came before they got bored. And they had ideas of their own regarding what they wanted to build.

        
            
                

            

            
                
                
                    Keeping Them Interested
                
            

            
                My house is traditionally a place where all the neighborhood kids like to hang out. This is because the Stromers are always doing something interesting. My wife and I love kids. But more than that, creativity and self-expression are really honored in the Stromer home, whether it is building a new storage system for Mom or making the world’s coolest tent for the kids. We always have fun projects going on. As a dad, it also makes me feel more
                    comfortable having my own kids where I can see them. Not to mention the added benefit of enlisting the services of the neighborhood kids to help us with our projects. Think of the old Pennsylvania Dutch tradition of barn building. Once one comes, they all come.
            

            
                

            

        

        Holy harmonious home life!

        The rebel fighters responded. Toys were being put away in record time. Kids were coming over and playing with a purpose! All I had to do was feed them, give them a project to do, and behold, stuff started getting done around the house! Domestic bliss was mine! 1, Eric Stromer, did not suck! Self-esteem flowed like chocolate milk! Shortly thereafter, this book was born.

        SAFETY FIRST

        When working with tools of any kind, it is imperative to make safety your number one priority! Doing so will encourage your kids to do the same. Always wear safety glasses when cutting, sawing, chipping, screwing, hammering, etc. Never wear gloves when operating power tools as they can become tangled in the rotating parts of the tool. Always lift materials with bent knees and a straight back. Never work when you are tired, angry, lonely, or sad.

        Avoid even simple distractions while using tools. In the name of safety, make like those obnoxious Hollywood types and use your “personal assistants” to do things for you that any other self-respecting human would do for themselves. For example, don’t attempt to tie your own shoes, let your kids help you (but put down the power tools first!). Tee-hee.

        Hearing protection is key.

        
            What?
        

        See, that’s what I’m saying. You must wear hearing protection when hammering or using power tools that make loud noises.

        OUTFITTING YOUR TOOLBOX

        I am a tool junkie! I love the way the right tool can make an impossible job a piece of cake. For this reason, even beginner DIY Families may wish to spend a few extra minutes in the tool aisle.

        Depending on your ambition and the types of projects you plan to undertake, there are two levels of toolboxes you can build: the basic and primo versions. I have also made a few recommendations for ultra-primo additional tools you may wish to invest in to round out your collection.

        The basic toolbox includes:

        
            
                Tool belt
            

            
                Work gloves
            

            
                Slot head screwdriver
            

            
                Phillips head screwdriver
            

            
                16-ounce hammer
            

            
                Nail set
            

            
                Locking pliers
            

            
                Long nose pliers
            

            
                Wire stripper
            

            
                Wire cutters
            

            
                Tape measure
            

            
                Stud finder
            

            
                Torpedo level
            

            
                Socket wrench
            

            
                Allen wrench set
            

            
                8″ adjustable crescent wrench
            

            
                Handsaw
            

            
                Mini hacksaw
            

            
                Utility knife
            

            
                Tin snip
            

            
                1½″ putty knife
            

            
                Paintbrushes
            

            
                Paint rollers
            

            
                Paint roller trays
            

            
                Pencil
            

            
                Chalk/chalk line
            

            
                Indelible black marker
            

            
                Safety glasses or goggles for you, your Dream Team, and a few spares for the neighborhood kids
            

        

        The primo version includes all of the above, plus:

        
            
                Power drill/screwdriver
            

            
                Reciprocating saw
            

            
                Circular saw
            

            
                Table saw
            

            
                Nail gun and compressor (my personal favorite)
            

        

        BUYING AND USING YOUR TOOLS AND ACCESSORIES

        There are many choices when it comes to purchasing tools. I list my favorites below. If you’re just entering the tool market, there are simplified options depending on your skill level. This brief overview will give you some idea of what you may want, and why. Keep in mind this list gives you options in terms of price range, power, and style. Choose the product that works within your budget, skill range, and individual needs.

        
            Tool Belt
        

        First, and foremost, you gotta have the tool belt. Even if you never do anything around your house in terms of remodeling, just to wear this thing feels cool! When my kids were babies, I would wear my tool belt with a bottle in one pouch and a diaper, a cell phone, a few toys, and a pacifier in the other. For around $22 to $35 you can get a great twelve-pocket suede tool belt.

        
            Work Gloves
        

        Look for work gloves that have leather palms and fingertips, or synthetic gloves that are really cool but a bit more expensive. Try on a few pairs and see which provide you with the most freedom of movement, and with a little protection as well. Please don’t wear gloves when working with saws and drills. You really need to feel power tools when operating them. I use gloves for protection, not tool operation. You can get a
            great pair of work gloves for $2 to $12.

        
            Hammer
        

        The hammer is the first tool to get if you don’t already have one. They come in all shapes and sizes. There are finish, framing, and sledge hammers. I love the hammer! It’s the most simple and effective tool ever invented. You can hit stuff, pull nails out of walls, and demolish and break stuff all for $5 to $40.

        The key to the right size hammer is your ability to control it. If it’s too light, you won’t generate enough power to drive in a nail. If it’s too heavy, you won’t be able to control it, and you’ll never be able to hit the nail on its head! That’s when a hammer gets dangerous.

        For kids, I recommend a 7-ounce starter claw hammer. It’s light enough for a five-year-old to swing with control and accuracy. Kid-size hammers are around $2 to $5.

        For an adult starter hammer, try a 10- to 20-ounce claw hammer, which costs between $5 and $30. As you peruse the available hammers, swing each one using downward “hammering” motions and see how it feels. Your ideal hammer should feel substantial enough to drive a nail but not so heavy that it could fly out of your hand. If you feel like you can handle something slightly heavier, go for it! You need to know
            that the only thing you gain in a heavier hammer is power; but that’s only half the story when it comes to hammering. Finesse and agility are key.

        If you’re interested in hammering large lumber (2 × 4s or larger) you may want to consider a framing hammer, usually weighing between 19 and 28 ounces. They are specially designed for driving longer nails into larger pieces of wood. They sometimes also have a waffle-iron head to grip the nail a little better when hammering. Ergonomically, they are beautifully shaped to make force and power as comfortable as possible when slamming a
            3″ nail into a huge piece of wood. Framing hammers cost between $20 and $40.

        
            Power Drill/Screwdriver
        

        The general rule with power tools is that the more expensive the item, the more power you get. The amount of power is reflected in the higher number of amps for tools with cords attached, and volts for cordless power products.

        To test a tool, ask to try out any of the power drills/screwdrivers, from 7 to 18 volts, at your nearest big home improvement store. Bring a piece of scrap wood with you and try screwing in a 1″ and then a 3″ drywall screw. Your tool should feel powerful and easy to use without having to put too much downward pressure on the screw head. Note that the more powerful drills/screwdrivers are usually larger in size. Get the
            highest volume of volts you can physically control in your hand and that you can afford. Power drills/screwdrivers range in price from $30 to $250.

        For kids, the 7-volt screw gun is easily manageable. Unfortunately, you don’t get much power with such a small drill/screwdriver. For this reason, only buy this smaller tool if you plan on using it as a tool with which to involve your young kids in the process of drilling or screwing.

        A compact screw guide with assorted tips (Phillips head or slot, $5) inserts into your power drill/screwdriver, slides down around the screw, and magnetically holds the screw on the tip no matter how long it is, then retracts as you screw into the wood. It is an amazingly helpful add-on.

        Finally, invest in, at minimum, a 13-piece drill bit set ($10). This set gives you a wide choice of drilling possibilities, with drill bit sizes adequate for all the projects we will do in this book.

        
            Additional Power Tools
        

        Power tools are my absolute favorite category. There is literally a tool for every need. Here are a
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            Measuring Tools
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            Stud Finder
        

        
        
        
            Glue
        

        
        
            Drywall Anchors
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            Wood Dough or Plastic Wood
        

        
        
        
        
            Caulk Gun and Caulk
        

        
        
        
        
            Sandpaper
        

        
        
        
        
            Masking Tape and Duct Tape
        

        
        
            Blue Painter’s Tape
        

        
        
            Paint Drip Protection
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            Plastic Gloves
        

        
        
        
            Clean-up Rags
        

        
        
            Paintbrushes
        

        
        
        
            Paint and Paintbrush Cleanup
        

        
        
        
        
            Paint Rollers
        

        
        
        
            Paint Roller Trays
        

        
        
            Paint Primer
        

        
        
            Paint
        

        
        
        
        
            Polyurethane or Clear Topcoat
        

        
        
        
            Wood Finish
        

        
        
        
            
                

            

            
            
            
                

            

        

        
        
        
        PSST … WANT A SHORTCUT?
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