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This book is dedicated to my mum, for holding my hand, telling me that she loved me and tucking me in at night.

And also to Mr McKenny. Thank you for noticing me.
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Introduction

Life is a fleeting gift. We’re granted, on average, a mere 4000 weeks to walk this earth. That’s 4000 precious weeks to chase our dreams, craft a life we love, find fulfilling work, explore the world, nurture cherished relationships, leave a positive mark on the planet and become the remarkable people our parents envisioned us to be. Not a single week can be wasted, and if you’re reading this book, there’s a good chance more than 1000 weeks have already passed! But our journey of self-discovery and growth doesn’t wait for the bell to ring on our first day of school; it begins the moment we take our first breath.

My story begins in the heart of one of England’s largest council estates. When I was just a small child, my dad left. Just like that, it was my mum and me against the world. Luckily, she is a survivor. Raised as one of seven children, she has a fighter’s spirit and a knack for tough decisions. She realised that to secure the best possible future for me, we needed to leave that grim environment. But escape didn’t come quickly. We were still there when I was thirteen, stuck in one of those back-to-back houses, a tiny fence separating us from the drama of our neighbours’ lives—from what I remember, it was a little bit like that TV show Shameless. By this time, my mum had remarried and I had two younger brothers.

I distinctly remember one sunny Saturday morning at thirteen years old, and meeting my friend Michala. Our friendship had blossomed from our shared passion for skateboarding. Being young entrepreneurs, we’d noticed some neighbourhood kids didn’t have skateboards and came up with an ingenious business plan: we’d glue sandpaper to scavenged wood, attach wheels and sell them as ‘skateboards’. They sold like hot cakes! Kids were practically throwing their money at us. Because my pocket money back then was a measly 25p, I felt like a millionaire. I was the master of my own destiny; it was empowering. I immediately started working towards making my dream come true: to own a Raleigh racing bike with 21 gears.

But a neighbourhood boy called Sean had taken a dislike to me—perhaps the sandpaper had come loose on the skateboard I’d crafted for his little brother, though I can’t be sure. When I stepped outside my house one morning, he was waiting, fists clenched and ready. He punched me right on the nose. I ran back inside with blood pouring down my face.

My stepdad was furious. ‘Come on buddy, stick up for yourself!’ he said. ‘Get back outside and fight back!’ He even suggested that I should go find the kid and punch him harder—after all, I was the bigger one. But fighting wasn’t my style. That wasn’t how I envisioned success.

After we walked over to his house to tell his mother what he had done, thankfully, my mum decided that enough was enough; it was time for us to move.

Saying goodbye to the neighbourhood was bittersweet. My uncle came over with a truck and we loaded all our stuff in the back. As we departed, children lined the street—some looked sad, others waved, but most seemed indifferent.

A few hours later, we were settling into our new house in another part of town. While we were still in a council house, it was in the affluent part of the city. Grand old Victorian manor houses lined the streets, and some children wore straw hats and long socks to school. I wouldn’t be attending that sort of school, though. I was headed to the local comprehensive. With 2000 students and lots of space to run around, it was a much better environment than my previous situation, but came with its own set of challenges.

I went from being a skinny, poor kid in a neighbourhood where everyone was struggling, to being a skinny, poor kid in a school where many people had wealth. I became acutely aware that my trousers were too short, my trainers were knock-off Nikes—Nick’s—from the local discount store, and my packed lunch wasn’t much to write home about. They never knew, though, because I usually ate in private, making some excuse as to why I couldn’t eat with them.

On reflection, school is supposed to be about learning, but when you’re in the thick of it, the reality can be quite different. You’re not just absorbing academic lessons, you’re learning how to survive in society, navigating life’s social dynamics and political wranglings. Who sits with whom in the common room? Who has a crush on whom? What fashion trend is in or out this week? You’re also trying to navigate the chaos to figure out who you really are and what you want to do with your life before heading out into the world. But despite the perils of school, through sheer determination and a good dose of luck, I managed to stumble through and survive.

At age sixteen, I was still in school, determined to keep going. The next challenge was choosing my A-levels. These were the key to my entire future, or so I was led to believe. Along with all the other spotty teenagers trying to find their way, I was handed a 100-question survey, designed to assist the selection process by revealing our future job prospects. Excited, we dutifully filled them out, and our surveys were shipped off to a ‘futuristic’ computer. (This was 1994—the Commodore VIC-20 was futuristic then!) Somehow, this machine was supposed to know me intimately; understand the ‘future me’; comprehend how the local, national, and international economies and job markets worked; and reveal my true destiny.

A month later, my personal report arrived at school, prompting a meeting with the careers advisor. I was so excited to discover what the universe had in store for me. By then, I’d been through some changes. I’d experienced my first kiss and grown my hair long. I’d also taken on a whopping three jobs! I was a paperboy every morning, evening and weekend. On Thursday nights and every Saturday, I worked at a supermarket checkout, and on Saturday nights, I scrubbed pots in the local restaurant. Somehow, I’d climbed a rung or two on the social ladder at school. While I was nowhere near the top, I had a few good friends to my name. What’s more, I now wore real Nike trainers and could afford my own tuna sandwiches from the canteen. I’d grown in confidence and was feeling good about my future job prospects. As I waited outside the counsellor’s door, I envisioned my future. What was I going to be? A doctor, architect, engineer? The world was my oyster.

I walked into the room and took a seat, the anticipation buzzing through me. The careers advisor arrived, clutching my results in her hand. She was tall with long blonde hair; she looked like a lady from a 1980s fitness commercial. Rustling through some papers, she said the computer system had come back with two jobs that suited my personality.

How exciting! I thought.

My first option was a driver’s mate. What?! That’s a person who accompanies long-distance lorry drivers to stop them from falling asleep. In my survey, I’d said I loved talking and dreamed of travel. But a driver’s mate? Was that really what the future had in store for me? The second option was even more laughable—a shepherd! Don’t get me wrong, I like the countryside, animals and a bit of leadership, but this was ridiculous. I made my excuses, went back to the common room, lied to my friends to save face and got on with life.

It goes without saying that the futuristic job-seeking analytical systems of the 1990s were spectacularly wrong. I didn’t become a driver’s mate. Or a shepherd. Clearly, the system was flawed. Did my teachers really believe these were my best options? Couldn’t they offer their own insights and advice, based on their impressions of me? Did they even know me?

The one person who really knew me was my mum. When it came time to decide what to do after high school, I turned to her for advice. We sat in the living room of our council house, the UCAS book resting on my knee, discussing which university course to take and where to study. At the time, I was running a football training club for little kids after school, and Mum had noticed the sparkle in my eyes whenever I returned from coaching them. She suggested I become a teacher. That way, I’d always be working for people and serving my community, and I could make a positive impact every single day. We talked about the reality of teaching, but Mum managed to convince me it was the most meaningful way to make a difference in the world—not to mention the fantastic holidays! I was sold. Teaching it was.

I was soon faced with a new hurdle—actually getting into a teaching college. My grades weren’t predicted to be that great, but I loved geography and had a teacher who cared. His name was Mr McKenny; he looked a little like Art Garfunkel, had a huge smile permanently etched on his face, and he taught everything with passion. Gorges, volcanoes, plate tectonics—he made every lesson feel like an exhilarating adventure. Mr McKenny could see I needed some words of encouragement, so one day, he asked me to stay behind after class. Convinced I was in trouble, I braced myself for the worst. To my surprise, he sat me down and told me he wanted me to get into university. With a C in geography, I might be able to scrape into a teaching degree at Sheffield Hallam University.

That was all the encouragement I needed. I had a newfound purpose. Mr McKenny gave me some invaluable guidance on what to study and how to study it. He assigned research tasks, coached me on answering exam questions and taught me how to draw diagrams. I went home, set up a little table in my bedroom, relocated a lamp from the living room and got to work. Fuelled by his belief in me, I followed every bit of his advice. I’d never worked so hard in my life. Six weeks after the exams were over, the results came back. Mr McKenny was right. I had done it. My C in geography was just enough to get me a preliminary interview at Sheffield Hallam University.

My mum was so proud of me, although she wanted me to attend the local university so I’d be close to home. I couldn’t think of anything worse. It was time to fly! With my hard-earned C in geography clutched proudly in my hand, I attended the open day alongside 500 other hopeful students, nervous but excited. After participating in some preliminary workshops where the lecturers observed us, I received the news that would change the trajectory of my life; I was accepted into Sheffield Hallam University’s teaching degree. I was going to be a teacher!

University was a fresh start, a chance to hit the ‘master reset’ button and reinvent myself. I could wear whatever I liked, say whatever I wanted and become the person I knew I had the potential to be. Freedom, however, came with a hefty learning curve. I had to cook my own food, wash my own clothes and make my own bed. I had no idea how to do any of those things, but I soon learned the ropes.

It wasn’t until my first practicum that I realised I was on the right path. I’d been assigned to a kindergarten class at a school on the outskirts of Sheffield, predominantly filled with Pakistani children. Some children were refugees, starting their lives in a new country. For a month, I was going to be their teacher. They were so tiny, and I had been entrusted with a monumental task—teaching them the alphabet, basic maths skills and how to hold a pencil. I was also acutely aware that I was, in a small way, nurturing their growth and shaping their future. I was determined to spare them the challenges I’d faced in school—they’d already endured so many hardships. I decided I was going to be the teacher who cared. I was going to be Mr McKenny. I would strive to be the kind of educator he was—someone who prioritised connection over curriculum.

Teaching wasn’t just a job, it was a calling, and I was all in. It didn’t feel like work. I’d start the school day early and stay up late into the night, preparing my lessons, attempting to be as inspirational as possible. And the kids? They loved it. I’d stumbled my way to the front of a classroom, with 60 eyes looking at me for the answers to life and its mysteries. I was a teacher! This was my chance to prove that even a skinny kid from the council estate could make a difference. Mind you, this wasn’t just about me; it was about the potential in every face staring back at me. It was about changing the world, one lesson, one child at a time.

Looking back on my formative years, it took some serious luck, a lot of tears and some bloodshed before I finally found my way. When I did, I was practically a man. What had those nineteen years amounted to? Was it merely about survival? It certainly felt that way. It seemed like such a waste of time. Weren’t those supposed to be the years I soaked up knowledge like a sponge, mastering languages and absorbing information at an exponential rate? So why was ‘bonjour’ the extent of my French vocabulary? And why did so much of my childhood revolve around trying to fit in, stay afloat and not be bullied or excluded?

Mr McKenny had managed to motivate me and it felt amazing. But why did it take so long? If I’d felt this kind of compassion sooner, maybe I’d be fluent in French by now. This experience taught me that we can’t expect children to flourish until they feel connected. The curriculum is important, but connection should always come first. When children feel acknowledged, appreciated and understood, they thrive.

Maybe you’re wondering what qualifies me to speak on this matter? Well, after graduating, I embarked on a teaching journey that spanned multiple countries: England, France, Spain, Australia, India and Nepal. After fifteen years in the classroom, I retrained as a Montessori teacher with the Montessori World Education Institute. I then became the principal of Farmhouse Montessori in Manly, Sydney. In 2018, I was appointed Montessori Australia Ambassador. In my efforts to improve the education system in the Himalayas, I’ve built numerous schools and established three major teacher-training centres, which have trained hundreds of Nepalese teachers. I’ve also authored children’s books and Montessori parenting guides, and trained thousands of teachers and parents worldwide on what I call ‘purposeful education’.

To further my mission, I recently co-founded the website Upschool.co, which provides free education to hundreds of thousands of children across the globe. And to inspire them, I’ve embarked on incredible journeys to some of the world’s most remote areas, including Antarctica, the Arctic and Mount Everest Base Camp. In these locations, I film lessons on various cultures, values, and wildlife such as rhinos, polar bears, blue whales and orcas. Through these experiences, I’ve gained insights into childhood and education from nearly every possible angle. So to the parents, teachers and anyone else reading this book, I ask:


How can we empower children to uncover their passions and purpose as early as possible during their 4000 weeks on Earth? And how can we redefine the concept of educational success, ensuring our children feel engaged and fulfilled while also preparing them for the world of tomorrow?



Let’s find out!





Step 1 Modelling the behaviour you wish to see


Actions speak louder than words

In teaching and parenting, non-verbal communication is a powerful tool. When we want our children to learn a valuable lesson or be generous with others, we may plead, ‘Come on, Jonny, share your toys with your sister.’ But more often than not, children learn from watching what we do, not what we say. Children are incredibly perceptive about our body language, facial expressions and tone of voice. While the spoken word does play a part, non-verbal communication is the key to helping us get our message across effectively.

For example, if you tell a child to stay calm but your tone is harsh and your body language is tense, the child is more likely to mimic your stress rather than your words. Or saying ‘I’m fine’ to a child while crossing your arms and avoiding eye contact—or pretending to be interested in their day at school while looking at your phone or smartwatch—can send conflicting signals. We need to align our verbal messages and non-verbal signals to effectively communicate meaning to everyone in our lives, especially our children.

According to Dr Albert Mehrabian, a psychologist who researches non-verbal communication, 93 per cent of communication is non-verbal. When communicating with each other, we use 55 per cent body language, 38 per cent tone of voice and only 7 per cent of actual spoken words. With every wave of the hand, raised eyebrow or subtle shift in tone, we’re sharing our message.

Although effective communication is an important core life skill, when we’re also mindful of the interplay between language and actions, we can appreciate the profound and lasting impact it has, not just for our children but for everyone around us. Sometimes, our actions and words can influence another person’s behaviour, their perception of us, our relationship with them, or even the culture and beliefs of a group of people.

In 2007, I was teaching at a school in Lakemba, Sydney. I hadn’t been exposed to Montessori education yet, but I’d always tried to be the teacher who taught slightly differently. I was assigned a Year 6 class filled predominantly with Bangladeshi and Lebanese children. Some had come to Australia as refugees and most spoke English as a second language. The classroom was always a place of laughter and excitement as I aimed to make every lesson engaging and ensured the children had as much agency as possible by letting them choose the direction of the lessons.

At the time, student wellbeing was a relatively new concept, and after attending a professional development course on the subject in the city, I was feeling inspired. To integrate and cater to student wellbeing in my classroom, I allowed the children 30 minutes of free time after lunch where they could choose from some options I believed would positively impact their wellbeing. It was also a chance for me to gather my thoughts after a busy lunchtime doing playground duty, dealing with grazed knees, completing photocopying and attempting to eat my lunch—all within a 30-minute window.

After lunch, I gathered the class together and informed them of the new initiative. They were so excited about having the opportunity to choose. Before I could even inform them of the details, they were already whispering about where they’d sit and with whom they’d work. Now, it wasn’t completely free choice—that would be ridiculous. I offered them a choice from a predetermined list; it’s freedom within limits. They had a selection of five activities:


	1. Quiet art: Each child had an art pad and they could draw and colour anything they liked.

	2. Meditation: Children could find a comfortable spot in the room, close their eyes and think.

	3. Continued classwork: Children could continue with any classroom activity they were passionate about, but they had to work in silence.

	4. Listening to music: Children could listen to music using headphones.

	5. Silent reading: Children could read quietly to themselves.



The next day, we were off. The children had enthusiastically told their parents about the new activity. Some brought in cushions, cuddly toys, art pads and colourful pencils, eager to participate. How exciting would this wellbeing activity be? We were all looking forward to finding out.

For the first week, I observed as the children embarked on this new journey. They loved the freedom to choose. Interestingly, most chose silent art, which proved to be an excellent and therapeutic choice. However, I really wanted the children to adopt silent reading—I knew how relaxing it could be and how it would improve their language and comprehension abilities. Plus, that would let me tick off a significant part of the curriculum—a requirement in the school—thus freeing up more time to teach the things I loved. Crucially, I didn’t want to enforce it upon them, because that would go against everything I believed in and I knew it wouldn’t work. So, I decided to choose silent reading myself, thus modelling something I wanted them to follow. While the children were undertaking their chosen wellbeing activity, so would I.

In Week 2, after lunchtime, I picked up a copy of Harry Potter and wandered over to the quiet area to read my book in silence. With one eye on the words and another on the children, I could see a lot of interest in what I was doing. I wasn’t at my desk marking books, I was reading for pleasure. It didn’t take long for my plan to start working. The children soon noticed I was really enjoying reading; I looked purposefully relaxed and emphasised how great reading the book was: ‘Wow, I feel so great after that time reading!’

At the beginning of Week 3, a girl joined me in the quiet area with her own copy of Harry Potter. Later, as we packed away our things to get ready for the afternoon’s lesson, we chatted briefly about Hagrid and the evil teacher at Hogwarts. The class noticed we were having fun reading and had things in common to talk about. Just like magic, by the end of that week, every single child was reading a book each day—either at their tables, in groups or sitting on floor cushions. I hadn’t said a word about my preference, I simply modelled it.

While some may think I manipulated them and removed the choice, freedom and agency I advocated for earlier, that’s not the case. I simply modelled the behaviour I wished to see, and in two short weeks, the students followed suit. Because, when we’re mindful of how we’re acting, in combination with the words we use or the passion we show towards something, being able to guide the children in our care without pressure or verbal persuasion becomes our greatest superpower.



What we are, they will become

Our children are constantly observing us and will attempt to mimic our actions, eventually incorporating these behaviours into their own lives. We know it the moment we accidentally curse in front of a child, only to have them loudly repeat the word at a friend’s dinner party. We also see it when our children try to haggle over bedtime and chores, just like they’ve heard us bargaining at the local market. These instances are a reminder that our children are always watching and learning from our example, for better or worse.

Maria Montessori aptly called teachers ‘guides’ for a reason. While some aspects of the curriculum require explicit teaching, the most crucial life lessons cannot be taught—they must be modelled. You can’t teach confidence or determination with a worksheet, expecting to say, ‘Well done, everyone, for filling in that worksheet on confidence. You’re now all confident people.’ However, we can certainly create environments that naturally foster these skills, allowing them to grow organically.

And so, if we cast our minds towards the future, considering how to shape the behaviours, thoughts and actions of the children under our guidance, we should ask ourselves:


What kind of leaders do we want shaping our world in 20 years, and how can we empower our children to become them?



Contrary to the often grim portrayal on the news, the world isn’t so bleak; most people are lovely, kind and generous. That being said, I’m sure you’ll agree that fostering more empathy, love, determination, conviction, humility, kindness and compassion can only enhance our society. These virtues are timeless and transcend technological advancements. They will always be in demand, making our world a better place.

Our overall objective should be to nurture children’s arithmetic, comprehension and reading fluency, but also their moral compass; ability to think with their hearts; and capacity to perceive the world with love, empathy and compassion.

Even as an adult, every moment is a chance to learn something new. The lessons that stand the test of time often appear in the most unassuming moments. When I was 21, I set off on a road trip with a friend from university. She was driving me to a concert in Bournemouth, five hours away in the south of England. Her old, beat-up Volkswagen Beetle had a sticker on the window saying, ‘If you can be anything, be kind.’ It spoke volumes about the kind of person she was.

On the way to Bournemouth, someone abruptly pulled out in front of us at a roundabout, bringing us to a sudden halt. While I almost jumped out of the sunroof in fright, she calmly brushed the hair from her eyes, put her hands back on the wheel and whispered, ‘They must be in a rush. Maybe they’re going to the hospital. I hope they’re okay.’ Then we carried on driving and listening to the Rolling Stones.

Although it was more than 20 years ago, this moment of empathy and understanding changed my perspective on ‘rude drivers’. You never really know what somebody else is going through. Being able to see the world through their eyes isn’t a skill you can learn. But it can certainly be modelled, as it was modelled for me that day. To this day, I think of what she said whenever somebody pulls in front of me.

Now, imagine you’re driving to work with your children in the backseat. They’re listening to every word you say and watching every movement of your hands and feet. They’re learning how to do everything you’re doing, storing it in their ever-expanding knowledge base for when they’ll need it. Then someone pulls out in front of you, cutting you off without warning. You respond by hitting the steering wheel with your fist and yelling, ‘What the ——?! Are you blind?!’ The lesson for those sponge-like brains sitting behind you is clear: ‘When somebody gets in the way of my plans, I yell, scream and get angry.’ A lesson I’m sure none of us wants our children to learn.

Once we understand that everything we say and do will be etched into our children’s behavioural patterns for their entire lives, we see our actions have the greatest influence on who our children will become and what values they will hold dear. Although our words and actions can be extremely powerful, our children have five senses. How we deliver our actions can have countless interpretations.

One winter morning in Sydney, I stood in line for a coffee at my regular spot. The air was crisp and cold, visible with each breath. As I glanced around, I noticed a mother and her two children standing nearby, waiting for a table—a two-year-old in a stroller and an older sibling, maybe five years old, holding her hand. Several families of a similar size were waiting in line; most parents were engrossed in their phones while the children stood by their sides. But this mother stood out; she reminded me of my own mum. As she waited for a table, she stroked her daughter’s hair and kissed her, letting her know she was loved. It was beautiful to watch—children lock away these behaviours in their core memory bank to recall over a lifetime. I wanted to go over and tell her how amazing it was to see such a touching display of care and love. I didn’t, because that would be creepy, but as a teacher, these interactions are more than just words; they signify acceptance, unconditional love, safety and security. As we will come to learn in this book, when our children feel safe and secure, it significantly enhances their ability to learn and absorb the values we want to instil in them.

By fostering a sense of safety, security, love and open communication, as well as embracing everyday experiences as opportunities for learning, we empower our children to become lifelong learners who thrive.

In the classroom, the teacher’s relationship with children is different from that of parents. Ideally, home is a place of unconditional love and children know that. But in the classroom, the rules of engagement differ. A child’s tantrum at home will end with hugs, kisses and ‘I love you’, whereas at school, the child could wind up in the principal’s office. But there are many ways to make a child feel safe in a space like the classroom—while being mindful that some children unfortunately don’t have that unconditional love at home.

As teachers, we’re constantly thinking of ways to stay connected with our students because when they feel welcome, safe and secure, their ability to learn grows exponentially. Just like parenting, every teaching moment counts. You’ve probably seen those viral videos of teachers greeting students at the door with high fives or fist bumps. It seems like a lot of effort just to say ‘hello’ to your class, right? Well, there’s more to it than meets the eye.

On my first Montessori teaching practicum back in 2014, I stood at the door, eagerly awaiting my new class to arrive. My teacher mentor stood over my shoulder and gave me some precious advice:


In a Montessori classroom, every child is greeted at the door upon arrival with a handshake. Make sure you look each of them in the eye and say ‘good morning’ with a smile.



I didn’t think too much of it at first. Because the methodology was created more than 100 years ago, I thought it was just an archaic pleasantry that had stood the test of time—a bit like how my posh friends say ‘indeed’ instead of ‘yes’.

The children arrived and off I went, shaking each of their hands, bending down low to look them in the eyes and saying ‘hello’ with the biggest smile I could muster. Thirteen years later, and I haven’t missed a day of standing at the door each morning, shaking the hand of every child as they enter my school or classroom. But it wasn’t until a few months ago, when chatting with the brilliant MIT neuroscientist Professor Mark Williams, that I grasped the power of that simple moment and the profound effect our actions can have on others.

As we sat in a café in Sydney drinking coffee, Professor Williams explained to me that human brains can recognise when our skin comes into contact with another person’s skin. This primal reaction is etched deep in our DNA. Your skin recognises that it’s touching skin, but the skin isn’t yours—it belongs to someone else who is close enough to you to be in physical contact for a prolonged period.

The touch, in turn, alerts your body that you’re safe; otherwise, why would you be so close? Where there was only one of you, there are now two; you are thus 100 per cent safer than before. And because you’re now safer, your brain can alter your emotional state almost immediately. Within seconds of a child shaking your hand and saying ‘hello’ at the door, their blood pressure drops, their heart rate slows and a hormone called oxytocin (the cuddle hormone) is released into their body’s systems, letting them know they’re safe and secure. So that handshake at the door of every Montessori classroom, that little touch? It’s not just a ‘hello’ or ceremonial greeting. It’s lowering anxiety and calming heart rates. Those handshakes are like a big warm hug (without the hug!) saying:


Welcome! You’re safe here and you’re ready to learn!



Ever wondered why the car salesperson shakes your hand before trying to sell you that new Mazda? Well, now you know!


The rise of still face syndrome: A growing concern

When children are young, every sight, sound and touch presents an opportunity to learn something new. As they explore the world and act independently, they engage in various actions, both positive and negative. But how do they learn what is appropriate?

Children rely on us to navigate these boundaries. Imagine a child gently tugging on a cat’s tail while sitting on the rug. As they do, they glance up for feedback. If you respond with a playful smile and shake your head, they learn two things: first, tugging the cat’s tail isn’t encouraged but isn’t serious enough to cause upset, and second, they associate that specific expression with actions of this nature.

This process is essential for developing emotional intelligence. Through mirror neurons, children are wired to mimic those closest to them, using facial expressions as emotional cues. By mirroring our expressions, they reinforce social bonds and emotional learning, which are crucial for survival and social development.

The problem comes when parents and caregivers spend excessive time on their smartphones. A 2022 study by the Global Web Index reported that the average person spends nearly seven hours a day on their phones, primarily using social media, video content and messaging apps. This constant distraction deprives children of vital face-to-face interactions. According to Dr Jean Twenge, an expert on the impact of technology on child development, this ‘over-reliance on digital devices’ means children miss out on critical social and emotional cues.

So when little Tommy tugs on the cat’s tail or helps his sister up after a fall, instead of receiving a lesson in emotional intelligence, he may be met with a blank, distracted face. This leads to a loss of micro-interactions, preventing Tommy from learning how to read and respond to emotions.

This phenomenon is linked to what psychologists call ‘still face’ syndrome, a term introduced by Dr Edward Tronick. In his landmark ‘Still Face Experiment’, Tronick showed that when care-givers suddenly stopped responding to their babies’ emotional cues, the infants became distressed and disconnected. ‘When the mother makes that still face,’ Tronick explains, ‘the baby starts to lose the emotional connection to the mother.’

Today, instances of still face syndrome, often due to smartphone overuse, are leading to similar emotional disconnections between children and caregivers, especially in developed countries like Australia. In response, special classes and schools are emerging worldwide to teach children how to read facial cues, express emotions and understand how others feel.

To prevent still face syndrome from affecting your children, the solution is simple: when your children are present, put your phone away. Engage with them, be present and let them learn from your expressions. While Facebook reels and YouTube shorts may be entertaining, they’re certainly not worth your child missing out on important emotional cues that will shape their ability to connect with the world around them.






Educating the whole child

This approach to education—often called ‘educating the whole child’—fosters children’s overall development. It’s about creating a community that nurtures their emotional wellbeing, builds essential skills and supports academic growth. And although I come from a Montessori background, my goal in writing this book isn’t to promote any specific methodology. Instead, I want to highlight something universal: our children are constantly observing us. They’re watching every move we make and soaking up every word we say. Every adult who interacts with children, whether for a moment or a lifetime, plays a role in guiding them. Through our words, actions and reactions, we help to shape the path they’ll take. Our job is to model the best version of ourselves, both at home and school, so they have the modelled example they need.

To prepare our children for the challenges of tomorrow and help them become well-rounded individuals who will positively impact the world, they need to learn a broad array of life skills. They must understand how to share their space and belongings, manage criticism and learn to persevere when the going gets tough. Furthermore, they need to learn how to see the world from perspectives other than their own.

But how do we instil these critical lessons in the receptive minds of our beloved children without resorting to lengthy lectures or threats like ‘Wait until your father gets home’ or ‘One more warning and you’ll be sent to the principal’s office’? It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to understand that an environment saturated with threats, punishments and rewards breeds anxiety and fear, and I’m sure we all know the detrimental effects these emotions can have if they’re a constant presence in a child’s life.




The power of observation

One of the key principles in my Montessori training is the importance of observation in supporting children’s academic, emotional and social development. While Montessori teachers may be a small percentage of educators globally, anyone who works with or spends time around children can embrace these observational skills.

However, a common concern I hear from teachers is that they simply don’t have the time to observe. They feel overwhelmed by the demands of a packed, outcome-driven curriculum that leaves little room for anything else. And while I totally understand where they’re coming from, my response is always the same: independence creates freedom—not just for the child, but for the teacher too. When schools focus on developing independence in children as a success criterium, classrooms become a place where children have freedom to learn and teachers have time to observe.


1. In the classroom

As a school principal, I took great pride in this aspect of our school. Every fortnight, I’d give school tours to families interested in enrolling their children. After discussing the fees and operational details, I’d take the families into classrooms so they could see the learning in action. Many were surprised at what they saw. The rooms were always filled with voices and movement—some children eating a snack in the corner and chatting, others working at a group table building a volcano from cardboard, and still more working diligently on their mathematics. The teachers were often out of sight—perhaps huddled on the ground teaching an individual child or observing from afar. All this was possible because the school focused on fostering independence and had prepared an environment filled with trust and self-regulation.

When we begin to foster independence in the classroom, the teacher’s role shifts from direct instruction to careful, insightful observation. The students engage with their various projects, lessons and social interactions, while the teacher remains a watchful, supportive presence. In these moments, they’re observing essential skills, otherwise known as ‘soft skills’, which cannot be taught using a textbook or manual, but can only be learned through experience.

The teacher observes the children working, arguing, debating, and experiencing boredom or frustration and moments of breakthrough. They watch from a distance, taking notes and only intervening when absolutely necessary. As the children work, the teacher (or ‘guide’, in the Montessori system) looks for the essential skills such as leadership, compromise, care, empathy, negotiation, humour, humility and persistence. Interestingly, these are precisely the skills the world desperately needs. I mean, wouldn’t it be great if our leaders followed through with their promises? Or if CEOs of major companies considered the environment before agreeing to build the next coal mine? So it’s vital we develop individuals with the skills and values that will make our world a better place for everyone.

Imagine receiving a report from your school that not only listed your child’s academic achievements, but also included careful observations of their personality and the fundamental human qualities they demonstrate on a daily basis.

When Elon Musk hires new employees for top engineering or executive roles, he doesn’t focus on their resumes or grades. Good grades don’t necessarily equate with being able to handle life’s complexities and challenges. Instead, he asks them a simple yet profound question:


Tell me about your life from beginning to end, and explain some of the problems you faced and how you overcame them.



Why does he do this? Musk wants to understand how these potential employees will navigate the intricate issues that might arise on the launchpad at Starbase or in the Tesla factory. Skills like problem-solving, resilience and adaptability will equip our children for a future we’re still trying to fully understand.




2. In the home

Parents play the most influential role in shaping their children’s future. Think about this: the average child spends roughly 140 hours a month at school but a staggering 540 hours at home. Of course, many of those hours are spent sleeping, but even so, they’re still in the home environment. That’s a powerful reminder of how crucial family life is in the holistic development of our children. The question is:


How can parents use observation as a tool to understand what their children need—not just academically, but emotionally and socially?




The BBQ test

You have countless opportunities to observe your child and see how they behave and respond socially and emotionally. We might think we know our children inside and out—after all, we spend so much time with them—but we often look at our children through rose-tinted glasses, and that’s only natural.

But to gain similar insights as the teacher in the classroom, parents can try this: take your children to a party or BBQ where adults and children are mingling. Instead of joining the adults and discussing the latest rugby game or your weekend activities, spend 30 minutes quietly observing your child as they interact with the other children. Take note of what they do well—are they sharing, caring, helping and waiting patiently? More importantly, identify areas where they struggle. Are they being overly bossy, demanding their preferences are prioritised, or showing signs of aggression? After this honest observation, you’ll gain a clearer insight into which skills your child has mastered, as well as areas you need to work on together.



Both teachers and parents can harness observation to prioritise the skills we model for our children. If it becomes apparent that our children are struggling with compromising or sharing, this could indicate an environmental issue or our own modelled behaviour. Once we identify the skills requiring improvement, we just need to shift our focus to enhance opportunities for these skills to develop naturally.


‘When a flower doesn’t bloom, you fix the environment in which it grows, not the flower.’

—Alexander den Heijer



If our children are the flowers, we’re responsible for positioning them in the sunniest spot.




How children learn empathy


‘Nobody cares how much you know until they know how much you care.’

—Theodore Roosevelt



One of the most important skills we can impart to our children is empathy. This is where mirror neurons can play a leading role.

In the early 1990s, researchers studying macaque monkeys discovered brain cells they termed ‘mirror neurons’. These specialised cells activate both when an individual performs an action and when they observe someone else performing the same action. These neurons have since been found in humans and help us understand other people’s actions, intentions and emotions. They are pivotal in developing empathy, allowing us to mirror the experiences of another. For example, when children see an adult comforting a crying child on the playground, they can feel the emotions the crying child might be experiencing. Similarly, when they see someone gently move a snail out of harm’s way on a cold, rainy day, they can sense the relief the snail might experience.

As adults, we have the power to activate our children’s mirror neurons positively, but how do we go about it? The answer is delightfully simple: by walking through life with kindness and caring for everyone and everything we encounter. Our children will naturally pick up on these actions and start mirroring them. Who would have thought changing the world could be so enjoyable? The next time a spider appears in the house, for example, no matter how uneasy you feel about its hairy legs or scuttling movements, resist the urge to squash or spray it. Instead, calmly place a glass over the spider, slide a piece of paper underneath and say aloud in front of your child: ‘Off you go, little guy—your family must be wondering where you are.’ Just like that, you’ve planted the seed of empathy, showing them how to treat even the smallest creatures with care and respect.



The joy of doing good for goodness’s sake

In many classrooms and homes, reward charts for good behaviour, special privileges for the so-called ‘golden child’, points for answering questions or extra playtime for acts of kindness are commonplace. I must admit, I’ve used these methods myself and while they can help maintain order, they fail to reflect the realities of the world—and therein lies the problem. If our children only act for the sake of a reward, we’ve missed the purpose of instilling these values.

Life doesn’t hand out stickers for holding the door open or extra playtime for helping a neighbour in need. Certain moments, like stopping to help a stranded motorist or guiding a family of ducks safely across a busy road, remind us of the inherent goodness in doing what’s right simply because we can—not because someone is watching or there’s a treat to be gained. These selfless acts, though often unnoticed, hold the power to shape the kind of world we all want to live in.

Albert Bandura, one of the world’s leading psychologists, coined the phrase ‘social learning theory’, which promotes the opposite of the reward chart. Like Maria Montessori, Bandura influenced many of my school policies when I was a principal because he argued that learning can take place naturally when direct reinforcement and punishment are absent. His research proved children learn from observing others’ actions and the consequences of those actions. Consider the child who offers to help the teacher clean their desk. The child happily puts away the pens and pencils, wipes down the table and tidies the books into a neat pile. Then they sit down on the carpet during circle time, feeling proud they got to do ‘adult work’. The other children observe this and soon they all want to feel the same way—a revolution starts in the classroom and they all begin to help each other whenever they can!

The goal for us as adults is to help children learn—not from getting a sparkly red sticker or extra pocket money for finishing their homework, but through the emotional response and feelings they experience from behaving a certain way.

A good teacher friend of mine named Jack is the kind of person who, if you called him in the middle of the night to help you move a fridge up ten flights of stairs, would get out of bed, put on his shoes, drive over and assist you. Not because he expects a biscuit afterwards or for you to post a selfie on Instagram with the hashtag #kindness, but because he has the capacity to help and feels it’s the right thing to do. Whenever people talk about Jack, they say, ‘Oh, I love Jack, he’s such a great guy.’ And he truly is. Because of that, he leads a content life, exuding kindness and composure. He’s the kind of friend anyone would be lucky to have. Wouldn’t it be lovely to hear the same said of our own children?

The important lesson from Bandura’s research is that we need to create environments and set expectations for our children—and ourselves—where we do good for its own sake, so our children follow in our footsteps. As adults, we have the responsibility to set the gold standard for behaviour through our actions, so our children act first out of compassion and love, rather than for words of praise or rewards. Once our children feel how good it is to do good in the world, that’s all they’ll want to do.




The importance of being human

It was the beginning of a new term in the spring of 2020. As the school principal, I had been sitting in my office for most of the day, preparing for an upcoming school excursion. Permission slips, bus timetables and brochures were strewn all over the place. Needing a break, I decided to pop into one of the classrooms and say goodbye to the children as they left. As I walked down the corridor, I saw two kindergarten girls standing by the cloakrooms, packing their bags and getting ready to head home. They were whispering and talking behind their hands. As I walked by, I managed to overhear their conversation:

The first girl, pointing at the bathroom: ‘I think I just saw the teacher go into the toilet.’

‘Teachers don’t use the toilet,’ said the second girl.

‘Maybe she’s cleaning it,’ suggested the first.

‘Probably,’ they agreed, as they walked back to class.

For any teachers reading this, they’ll know our children often think we’re not real humans. They imagine we live in a cupboard in the back of the classroom and that we don’t go shopping, use the toilet, or have friends and fun! They see us only in one context: standing at the front of the class every day, neat, tidy, prepared and ready—the oracle who delivers the knowledge. If we think about this reaction on a deeper level, it tells us a lot about what’s missing in any adult–child relationship.

Modelling our humanity in front of our children is critical for them to develop their emotional intelligence. Each morning in my classroom, I’d start the day with circle time. And while we often associate ‘circle time’ with preschool environments and Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, circle time was sacred and pivotal in developing a sense of connection and trust with my classes.

If we want our children to be able to healthily share their emotions from an early age into adulthood, our biggest challenge lies in creating spaces where sharing feelings openly is just something we do. In the classroom, this might be during circle time or while collaborating on projects. At home, these moments can occur anywhere—in the car on the way to school, around the dinner table or even at bedtime. Our children are ready to connect with us, and just like the questions I ask during circle time, the questions we ask may help our children open up to us.


Circle time

Circle time is a moment for sharing what has happened in the eighteen hours since we last saw each other and how we felt about it. We all sit on the ground—at equal height, with equal opportunity and each voice holding equal importance.

To get the ball rolling, I’d ask, ‘Does anyone want to share their evening with us? Did anything exciting, unusual or meaningful happen last night that you’d like to share?’ The responses would vary, especially at the beginning, and could often be superficial. When I had a chance to speak, I’d tell them about my running club or going rock climbing. I’d even share if a mosquito had been buzzing in my ear all night, I hadn’t had a great sleep and was exhausted. I always tried to be honest with a particular focus on how I felt and why. I wanted them to understand I was human and it was possible for me to be tired—I wasn’t some robot who’d swallowed an encyclopaedia and lived in the cupboard! I had feelings and thoughts, and so did they, and they were all equally valid and important.

You might

















Collective community values






The classroom constitution





























[image: A bulletin board displaying a list of class rules written on pinned notes.]
Figure 1. Our class rules Description 1





Establishing a growth mindset























[image: A boy, walking on a path labeled Towards, surrounded by positive character traits on signposts.]
Figure 2. Choice point



Trust and consistency
















Step 1: Acknowledge and apologise




Step 2: Explain why it happened




Step 3: Set expectations




Step 4: Follow through





Avoiding hypocrisy

















The bridge between home and school
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Figure 3. Home versus school






Four fundamental principles to building connection





1. Actively listen—the 30-second rule




2. Share your time




3. Be positive and hopeful




4. Walk the path together





The impact of stress on learning






What happens if our children are stressed


1. Fight-or-flight response





2. Limited learning






3. Memory is affected









Minimising stress




1. Establish predictable routines




2. Validate feelings





3. Be consistent with discipline




4. Empower children through choices




5. Teach coping skills




6. Encourage social connections




7. Maintain a safe physical environment




8. Model emotional regulation




9. Provide reassurance and support




10. Cultivate self-esteem













Conflict resolution















[image: A cartoon of three children interacting, A girl points at a worried boy, while another girl holds a glowing rose.]
Figure 4. The Peace Rose






Follow the child




























Be the change
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