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FOREWORD

Dear adults (teachers, parents, caregivers) and kids,

I am so excited you are reading this book! Words have such power in the form of stories. This is a story of a 
classroom of kids just like yours. As you read this story, think of your own story. Think of all the things you "CAN" 
do and the challenges you may face. I encourage you to share your story with your friends and community. I will 
share my story with you. 

When I was young, I thought there were many things I could "NOT" do. I was not good at sports, and I did not 
dress very cool. Soon, I realized I should focus on things I "CAN" do. I loved acting, dance, math, science, and 
most of all I loved asking questions and finding answers. I subsequently became a doctor and a researcher, and 
now my job is to ask questions and find answers for kids with food allergy and asthma. Once I grew up and had 
kids, both of my kids had allergies. My son has environmental allergies, and my daughter has environmental and 
food allergies. I now focus on what I "CAN" do every day. I can help kids, schools, and families live better every 
day with our research. All of us have special things we love to do and we "CAN" do. Food allergies should not 
stop this in any way. My hope is that this book can help explain food allergies to your friends, school, and family 
so they can help and support you every day. I want you to focus on all the amazing things that make you — you! 

"CAN" is a powerful word if you believe in it and make it your own! Tell your story and know you can! 

Ruchi Gupta MD MPH
Director, Center for Food Allergy & Asthma Research (CFAAR) 

Director, Science & Outcomes of Allergy & Asthma Research (SOAAR) Program 
Professor of Pediatrics & Medicine 

Ann & Robert H. Lurie Children's Hospital of Chicago 
Northwestern Feinberg School of Medicine

P.S. I want to thank the amazing authors of this book — JJ Vulopas, who created the "CAN" movement and 
inspires all of us and Riya Jain, an amazing young girl who exemplifies the "power of positivity." I also want to 
thank Suzy Brauer, who had the vision for this book and made it possible, Sarah Valaika, who helped shape this 
book looking through the lens of a teacher and Joe Vulopas, who took all of these ideas and did the hard work to 
make it a reality.    



How fast can
you count to 50?
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My friend Aiden can count to 50 
in 17.6 seconds. 

That’s fast. Really fast.
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That’s almost as fast as Isabella can type 
the ABCs on a computer. Just the other 
day, as my friends and I watched, it took 
Isabella 49 seconds to type the ABCs…
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... backwards!
(...backwards!)
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Mrs. Can’s ‘Class of Can’s’ kids can!*

* Say that sentence 10 times fast!

My friends can.
That may sound like an odd thing to say, but it’s true. 
There’s even a giant tongue-twisting, lip-lifting, 
cheek-chuckling sign that hangs on the wall in front 
of the classroom.



The first day of school, our teacher, Mrs. Can, had us 
repeat the line

until we could say it really, really fast. 
Really. When you have a teacher like 
Mrs. Can, every day is a learning 
adventure.

Yes, our teacher is 
named Mrs. Can.

And, yes yes, she calls 
us, "Mrs. Can’s 'Class of 
Can’s' kids."

And, yes yes yes, "Every kid 
in Mrs. Can’s 'Class of Can' 
can."

over & over & over & over...
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“I am Maya, 
and I can code 
computer 
programs.” 
(Yes!)

“I am Kayla, and 
I can do amazing 
things with a 
paintbrush.” 
(Yes! Yes! Yes!)

“I am Nathan, 
and I like to 
play Sports!” 
(Yes! Yes!)
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My name is 
Collin, and I 
can write.

Since I like 
writing, Mrs. 
Can asked me 
last week to 
write an 
important 
book. That’s 
the book 
you’re 
reading now.
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“Class,” Mrs. Can said as 
we were finishing a math 
lesson last Thursday, 
“I need everyone to 
report to Can Carpet in 
Can Corner. I have 
something important 
to discuss with you.”

Great things happen on 
Can Carpet in Can Corner. 
That’s where we learn 
new things. That’s where 
we show all we can do.
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As my classmates sat on the floor, I pulled up a seat with my 
pencil and paper, so I could write my notes. Kayla joined me, 
as she is the artist.

“Today, we are going to learn an important skill,” 
Mrs. Can explained.

All the students leaned in.

“We are going to 
learn how to be 
good friends.”
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“Be good friends?” asked Taylor doubtfully. “Is being 
good friends a skill?” 

“It IS a skill,” Mrs. Can answered. “And I’m about to show 
you why.” Mrs. Can walked to the front. “You know how I 
am always telling you about all the things I can do?”

“Yes!” shouted Lily. “You can do everything!” 

“Well,” Mrs. Can said. “I can’t do everything. I can’t dunk a 
basketball. I can’t whistle. And I can’t eat shellfish.”



“A food allergy?” several students said. “What’s that?”

“Food allergies are when there’s a food that you can’t eat 
because it will make you really sick,” Mrs. Can explained, 
writing the definition on the board. “If I eat something I’m 
not supposed to, my face could swell up with bumps, 
called hives, I could get dizzy, and it could become very 
hard for me to breathe.”

PAGE 12

Food allergies are when there is a 
food that you can’t eat

“What?” 
asked 
Eliot. “You 
can’t eat 
shellfish?”

“No,” Mrs. 
Can said. 
“I have a 
food allergy.”



“That sounds scary!” said Maya.

“It can be scary,” Mrs. Can said. “But as long as I have my 
medicine nearby and friends who know how to help me, I feel 
safe! And me feeling safe is what allows me to do all the other 
things I love doing!”

“That’s why I’m talking to you today 
about friendship. Friends do their 
part by understanding how serious 
food allergies are, by washing hands 
after eating, and by knowing what 
to do if they see someone having 
a reaction.”

As Mrs. Can talked, I was writing down her thoughts as 
quickly as I could. Kayla was drawing like Picasso at twice the 
speed!
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Mrs. Can 
explained that 
people can be 
allergic to any 
food, but there 
are some 
specific foods 
that are the 
most 
common. 

As quickly 
as she listed 
the items, 
Kayla was 
turning them 
into a cool 
poster.

Here is Kayla’s poster.
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Mrs. Can 
also 
explained 
what 
happens 
to a person 
who eats 
foods 
they are 
allergic to. 

Kayla 
captured 
her ideas 
perfectly.
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“Does anyone have any 
questions or anything to 
add?” Mrs. Can asked.

Nathan raised his hand and 
walked to the front of the 
room. Nathan is a new kid.  
We just met him a few 
weeks ago. I once saw him 
do 30 push-ups in Gym 
Class without even getting 
tired!

He looked at Mrs. Can. She 
nodded to him. She knew 
what he was going to say.
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“Hi everyone,” Nathan said.

We could see that he was 
nervous.

He continued: “You know 
that I love sports and 
health and fitness. 
Some day I want to be 
a professional athlete.”
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Mrs. Can jumped from 
her seat and interrupted… 
“Mrs. Can’s ‘Class of Can’s’ 
kids can…”
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“Be pro athletes!”
we exclaimed.”
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Nathan smiled, which seemed 
to make him a bit less nervous.

“There’s something you don’t 
know about me, something 
that I was sort of scared to 
talk about,” he said.

I looked up.

“Just like Mrs. Can, I have a 
food allergy too,” he said. 
“I can’t have milk or nuts.”
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Riley raised her hand. “When 
you have a food allergy, what 
do you have to do to be safe?”

“I stay away from the food I’m 
allergic to,” Nathan said. “I 
always need to read the labels 
of foods carefully or ask an 
adult to help me read the 
ingredients before I eat.” 

“But even then,” Nathan 
added, "I can sometimes    
still have an allergic reaction 
because of cross-contact.”

“What’s cross-contact?” Ivan 
asked.
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“Cross-contact is 
when an allergen, like 
milk, accidentally gets 
mixed into your food 
but you don’t know 
it,” Nathan explained. 
“If my uncle used the 
same spatula to flip 
my hamburger that 
he used to flip his 
cheeseburger, cheese 
could get on my food 
and make me sick.”
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“It helps when friends wash 
their hands after they eat and 
clean up,” Nathan added. “Also, 
if anyone sees someone having 
a reaction, they should make 
sure to get a teacher or an 
adult right away.”

“What will the teacher do?” 
Ashley asked.

“Teachers know because they 
are trained AND doctors give 
them special ‘action plans’ that 
say what to do if someone has 
an allergic reaction,” he said.



Nathan continued: “I also always carry my epinephrine 
wherever I go. Just like I always wear my seatbelt in the 
car, I never leave home without my epinephrine.”

“My parents even have a nickname for it: my ‘Epi-friend.’ 
It keeps me safe and always has my back, just like a 
good friend should.”

Mrs. Can walked over to the first aid kit, opened it, and 
handed two epinephrine injectors to Nathan so he could 
show them to the class.
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“Does it hurt?” Parker asked.

“Nope. It’s just a tiny pinch,” 
Nathan explained. “It makes 
me feel better fast. When I 
take it, though, I still have to 
go right to the hospital so 
the doctors can make sure 
I’m okay.”

As Nathan was talking, Kayla was studying the epinephrine. 
She quickly drafted two important posters.

“If I eat something that I’m allergic to, I inject this into my 
outer thigh,” he said. “I always carry two with me, just in 
case the first one isn’t enough.”
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Kayla also outlined the three steps people 
must do if they see a reaction.

Get 
Help! 

Tell an adult 
and call 9-1-1. Keep talking to your 

friend and reassure them 
that help is on the way 

and they will be ok.

Help in giving 
medications
(if needed.)
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Mrs. Can and Nathan talked a bit longer, 
and we all were interested. There was one 
question I really wanted to know, though, 
and since no one asked it, I raised my 
hand.

“Nathan, why were you scared to tell us 
about your allergy?” I asked.

He paused for a second to think. 

“I was scared because I didn’t know if 
you’d understand. Sometimes people 
aren’t nice and act like food allergies 
aren’t that big of a deal, but they are,” he 
finally explained. “The best thing to 
realize is that even though we have food 
allergies, we are just like everybody else. 
We don’t like feeling left out.”
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Mrs. Can continued.

“Everyone has things they can’t do,” she said. “No one should 
ignore these things. We should accept them and understand 
them because they are very important. But we should not let 
them define us, and we certainly shouldn’t be embarrassed by 
them or let them make us sad.”
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Kayla then said, “I’m glad you talked to us about food allergies, 
Mrs. Can, but what can we do to help?”

“Excellent question Kayla!” Mrs. Can responded. “One thing 
you can do is to understand how serious food allergies are.”

“Yeah! It helps when everyone washes their hands before and 
after eating,” Nathan chimed in. “Also, anytime you bring food 
for a party, try to make sure it is safe for everyone to eat.”



Lauren raised her hand. “I’m glad you talked to us about 
allergies Mrs. Can. And I’m glad Nathan trusted us too.”

“I learned a lot today about allergies and about friendship,” 
Ava added, “and I’m ready to do my part.”

“I’m ready too,” exclaimed Nia, as the classmates nodded.

With a big smile, Mrs. Can immediately jumped from her seat. 
We all jumped up too. We knew what she was going to do!
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“Every kid in Mrs. Can’s 
‘Class of Can’ can…”



… be a good friend!
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About the Contributors
JJ Vulopas can not drink milk or eat tree nuts... Oh, wait, we’re living in the Land of Can. JJ is a 2019 graduate of the 

Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania and lives in New York City. An advocate for young people, JJ speaks across 
the nation about the top issues facing youth. He believes that more is possible when young people define themselves by their 
strengths instead of their deficits. He is the author of the  Land of Not. Visit www.thelandofcan.com for JJ's food allergy blog 
and www.citizensofcan.com to learn more about developing a CAN mindset. Contact JJ directly at jj@thelandofcan.com.

Riya Jain can not eat peanuts or tree nuts. However, we are in the Land of Can!  Riya is an 8th grader in Chicago, IL. She 
is a food allergy advocate and has been in multiple videos to educate young people about allergies and how to help. She is 
president of her student council and loves school. She likes to play tennis, basketball, and piano. She also likes to invent things, 
and do math!  She performs magic and believes that everyone has things they can and cannot do.  Focusing on the "can" will 
lead you to do more in a magical life.  

Ruchi Gupta, MD, MPH, believes in "CAN" and now has more than 15 years experience as a board-certified pediatrician 
and health researcher and currently serves as the director of the Center for Food Allergy & Asthma Research (CFAAR) and the 
Science and Outcomes of Allergy & Asthma Research Program (SOAAR), at Northwestern Medicine and Lurie Children's 
Hospital of Chicago. Dr. Gupta completed her undergraduate and medical education at the University of Louisville and her 
residency at Children’s Hospital & Regional Medical Center, University of Washington in Seattle. She completed her pediatric 
research fellowship at Boston Children’s Hospital and Harvard Medical School and went on to receive her Master of Public 
Health from the Harvard School of Public Health. She is nationally recognized for her groundbreaking research on the 
prevalence of pediatric and adult food allergy in the United States. Dr. Gupta is the author of the Food Allergy Experience, has 
written and co-authored more than 100 peer-reviewed research manuscripts and has had her work featured on major TV 
networks and in print media. She strives to improve the lives of children and their families through her research and hopes to 
continue finding answers and shaping policies surrounding pediatric food allergy and asthma.

Suzy Brauer is also a believer in "CAN." She practiced law for a number of years and now lives in St. Louis, Missouri with 
her husband and four children. Two of their children have tree nut allergies. The Brauers are grateful to Manoj Warrier, M.D., 
their friend and allergist, who helped them learn how to manage and treat their food allergies. Suzy was inspired by her mom 
to write a children's book with all profits going to charity.

Sarah Spesia Valaika, MS, has 4 children, one of whom can not eat dairy, eggs, peanuts, tree nuts and shellfish.  But 
wait, we are in the Land of Can!  She can merge what she has learned from preventing and managing life threatening reactions 
in an active household with her 25 years of experience working as an Early Childhood Educator in higher education and 
professional development settings.  Sarah earned a MS degree in child development from the Erikson Institute in Chicago.  She 
developed and led more than 45 teacher in-services and conference presentations on food allergy.  She currently serves as the 
SOAAR Coordinator of the “Development and Evaluation of Educational Food Allergy videos in Early Childhood” project. 

• Special thanks to our allergist friends, Dr. Aaron Donnell and Dr. Christina Ciaccio, for reviewing the book!



WHAT CAN YOU DO?
Now that you’ve seen what 
Mrs. Can’s class can do, what 
other fun challenges can you do?

• Can  you sing the ABC’s backwards?

• Can  you blink 100 times in a row?

• Can  you tie your shoes without using
your thumbs?

• Can  you draw yourself with your eyes
closed?

• Can   you spell your name backwards fast?

• Can   you pat your head and rub your belly?

• Can  you open a door without using
your hands?

• Can  you sit criss-cross applesauce and stand
up without using hands?

• Can  you jump in the air and click your heels?



Why red sneakers? 
Hey, readers. It's Riya and JJ, the authors of this book. Did you 

notice that many of the characters are wearing red sneakers? Did you 
wonder why?

Like Mrs. Can and Nathan, two of the characters in the book, we 
have food allergies, too. Because of our allergies, we work closely with 
some amazing food allergy organizations. One organization we love is 
Red Sneakers for Oakley, which raises awareness about the dangers 
of food allergies. The organization was founded in memory of Oakley 
Debbs, who had a food allergy & who loved to wear his red sneakers 
wherever he went. His parents and sister started Red Sneakers for 
Oakley. They want everyone to know how serious food 
allergies are! To find out more about Red Sneakers for 
Oakley, please ask an adult or visit www.redsneakers.org



Riya Jain Jamison “JJ” Vulopas

Bill Dussinger
Bill is an award-winning 
graphic designer, illustrator 
and educator from Lititz, PA. 
He has a BS degree in Art 
Education from Kutztown 
University. Bill has been in 
the design business for over 
30 years for many clients 
such as Discovery Channel, 
the Oakland Raiders, East 
Coast Music Hall of Fame 

and Hershey Entertainment and Resorts. He 
currently teaches graphic design and illustration 
at Pennsylvania College of Art & Design in 
Lancaster, PA. In his spare time he loves to 
visit his four grandchildren, paint watercolor 
paintings and watch college football.
Penny Lane Graphics, www.plgraphics.com.

Mrs. Can

Riya Jain is entering 9th 
grade in Chicago, IL. She 
co-authored The Class That 
Can: Food Allergies and all 
the books in The Class That 
Can: Staying Healthy series, 
including The Class That 
Can: Coronavirus, which has 
been shared with more than 
20,000 elementary educators 
worldwide. She has been in 

multiple videos educating young people on 
health issues. Active in school, Riya enjoys 
playing tennis, basketball, and piano. 

Riya believes in developing a “CAN mindset” 
so you can focus on the positive and all the 
amazing things you CAN do!!

With an approach that 
educators have called 
transformational, JJ 
inspires young people 
everywhere to become 
“Citizens of Can” by 
embracing the 14 Words 
of Can. His youth-
empowerment resources 
are used by schools and 
pediatricians’ offices 

nationwide. JJ is the author of Land of Not, 
The Class That Can: Food Allergies, and 
The Class That Can: Staying Healthy series. 
An analyst at Lucid Management and 
Capital Partners LP, JJ is a 2019 graduate 
of the Wharton School of the University 
of Pennsylvania. He lives in New York City.

Mrs. Can CAN teach! Mrs. Can 
is the ultimate teacher, the one 
who inspires and empowers 
and compels every one of 
her students to be the best 
versions of themselves. In 
Mrs. Can’s class, every child 
is accepted, appreciated, 
acknowledged and cared for. 
Not just for one day. Every day. 

By introducing her students to the 14 Words 
of Can, and by following the tenets outlined 
in the Can Constitution, Mrs. Can knows 
that she is creating a classroom of life-long 
leaders, a classroom where students will define 
themselves by their cans, look out for each 
other, and, ultimately, soar! 
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Visit: www.TheLandOfCan.com



Visit: www.TheLandOfCan.com



* And BOLDNESS makes 14!Visit: www.TheLandOfCan.com



The Center for Food Allergy and Asthma Research (CFAAR) and its community arm — Service 
and Outreach of Allergy and Asthma Research (SOAAR) — are researchers and advocates 
from Northwestern University Feinberg School of Medicine and Ann & Robert H. Lurie 
Children’s Hospital of Chicago who have a mission of helping all children, adults, and families 
living with allergic disease!

Led by Ruchi Gupta, MD, MPH, CFAAR and SOAAR work to find answers and shape policies 
surrounding food allergy, asthma, and other allergic conditions. They’ve used their data to help 
change policies on local, state, national, and international levels to help aid families in their 
daily lives. 

CFAAR and SOAAR are also very passionate about connecting with families and students and 
providing them the support and tools to become empowered health advocates for themselves 
and their peers! To learn more, please visit us at teamsoaar.com or cfaar.northestern.edu.

Center for Food Allergy & Asthma Research 
(CFAAR)
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