How to Raise a Free-Range Global Citizen,
the Montessori Way:
My Reflections on Living, Parenting, and Educating Outside the Box
I am so very blessed to spend my days traveling the globe with my family! We share meals
together, work side by side, and navigate the ins and outs of daily life in a variety of countries
and cultures on numerous continents all over the world. Life outside the box is AMAZING!!!

Enjoying sunset on the beach in Mexico

People tell us all the time just how fascinating our nomadic lifestyle seems to them. They
imagine luxury hotels and swimming pools a la Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous. Or they have
visions of me doing nothing but lounging on the beach swinging in a hammock with a romance
novel in one hand and an umbrella drink in the other. The truth of the matter is that our normal
daily life is simply characterized by a different perspective on travel, parenting, and the
education of our son.

There are so many challenges that we face moving from place to place, interacting with our
communities in different languages, and pursuing our dreams each and every day. Despite the
fact that our lifestyle may look different from the norm, I believe that many of the struggles that
we tackle as parents are the same worldwide.
No matter where you live, no matter what language you may speak, people around you will
have expectations about how you raise your children. Whether or not those expectations match
your family values, I think that there are three very crucial things that we must do as parents to
ensure that the individuals under our care can grow and flourish into the independent adults we
know they can become.

1 - Examine Our Own Hearts
I believe that first and foremost, before we can ever consider the impact we desire to have in
our children’s lives, we must first pause and reflect upon our own experiences, desires, and
expectations. What events, activities, or influences most colored our childhood in a positive (or
even in a negative) light? What is it that we want most for our child? What do we think we have
to do in order to provide that future opportunity? What do we expect that the child must do to
follow through and realise this potential?
These are not abstract or rhetorical questions. Quite the contrary! They are challenging queries
that will help to clarify how we view learning and what we prioritize in our household.
I want to encourage you to take a few moments to write out these questions on a separate piece
of paper or in your notebook or journal. Discuss them with your partner, your children, a trusted
friend, a mentor/advisor. As you reflect on these things, what are some of your highest hopes?
How about your deepest fears? Come back to these questions again another day from now,
another week, another month, a year from now. How have your experiences reshaped your
expectations? Do you still hold the same priorities?
These are just some of the millions of things my husband and I discussed with each other and
with our son at length in the first year of our full-time travels. As I look back at that period of
de-schooling, I can see just how valuable it was for all of us to take an extended period to
separate ourselves--both in time and in our mindset--from the education as the formal institution
it had been in our lives. This may seem strange to those of you who know that “school” for our
son was essentially homeschooling. As parents, however, we had a lifetime of traditional
schooling from which we needed to break free. For me, it was more than just academic ideas
that needed re-evaluation. I also needed to re-examine what an extracurricular life outside of
school could look like for our family.
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The arts always had a prominent place in my own upbringing. From singing and dancing for
television audiences to performing in stage plays in front of crowds of thousands, public
performance was a constant in my life from a very young age. Although I recognized the
benefits of self-confidence that these performances bestowed upon me, I had to stop and
question whether or not forcing my child to do the same (if he had no interest in doing so) would
really help him experience these same results. Couldn’t there be another way to share the arts
with him in a way that would be just as meaningful to him?
Our walks through the streets of a portside Sicilian city certainly confirmed that I have passed
on my love of the arts to my son, even if he doesn’t necessarily express his appreciation in the
same way that I choose to do so. The thoughtful conversations we shared reminded me that all
of the multimedia art lessons, all of the readings of art history and artist biographies, and all of
the music and dance performances we have enjoyed together are encouraging him to reflect on
who he is, and to ponder how he wants to express his creativity in the world.
Examining my own heart has helped me to put aside my love of artistic performance in order to
meet my child where he is. It has given him the freedom to grow and discover his best creative
outlets, and it has given me a renewed respect for the beauty of his unique soul.

2 - Observe
What does your child love to do more than anything else in the whole wide world? What subject
could he talk about for hours and hours on end? Which books, sports, or things in nature never
fail to capture her attention, no matter what else is happening around her?
An Italian medical doctor and famous pioneer of early childhood education in the early 20th
century, Dr. Maria Montessori posited that it was the scientific observation of the children in her
care throughout her career that informed her particularly unique pedagogical practices. By
carefully watching her young charges, she was able to discern that their learning was comprised
of so much more that the external instruction which was provided to them by the adults in their
environment. In fact, she went even further outside the box--as very narrow and restrictive as it
was in her day--to propose that the deep desire to learn was a natural and inherent trait in every
child. Her theories that spontaneous learning could occur within the absorbent mind of the child
with the help of the environment in which he lives, works, and plays were radically subversive in
her day, and still ruffle academic feathers even today.
Dr. Montessori’s first school, which opened its doors in San Lorenzo in 1907 saw the most
remarkable results in the young children who attended. Dismissed and forgotten by a system
that considered them incapable of significant learning of any kind, these young children
outshone even the most gifted of students attending traditional schools. Their academic
successes brought even greater acclaim to Montessori’s methods, and introduced her
unconventional style of instruction to the world on a much broader scale.
My own introduction to Montessori began in the preschool years, so it was foreseeable that my
child would have the same early initiation. When he was just four months old, my husband and I
opened the doors to our own Montessori school in our new hometown in Japan. The
International Academy of Matsumoto was founded on the principles of encouraging
independence and self-education, utilizing many of Montessori’s classic didactic learning
materials.
Fashioned of glass, wood, and metal, these aids to education are designed to give young
children the tools they need to physically grasp concrete concepts with their own two hands.
The lessons provide them with the vocabulary to describe the world around them, in all its fine
shades and variations. The freedom they have to explore their learning environment affords
them the opportunity to choose which materials are of the greatest interest to them, and to work
with them at length, often repeating their work over and over until personally satisfied with the
results before moving on to the next lesson.
My primary responsibility as the Certified Montessori guide in this setting was to observe the
children in their interactions with each other and the tools at hand. Far more in depth than just

watching them play with toys, the time I spent carefully categorizing the items which most
attracted the children provided me with a special insight into the inner workings of their young
minds. Observation gave me a far greater understanding than their limited vocabularies could
yet express. The more I watched, the more they taught me how to reach them, how to teach
them, what information and what angles would be most appealing and magnetic for them.
I have had the opportunity to observe this spontaneous learning explosion in so many children
over the course of more than two decades as an educator. These opportunities have
significantly informed my approach to working with my own son. Whether in the school we
created, where he was educated for the first six years of his life, or out and about in the wide
world we now wander, I know that by stepping back and watching him, he will show me what he
wants to learn, and he will teach me how he needs to be approached to make that learning most
meaningful for his life.
After only a single afternoon of walking down the sunny beach that was just blocks from our
Mexican residence, my son’s complete and utter fascination with the birds during their feedings
indicated to me that a lesson in aviary and aquatic physiology would be in order. However, there
were no textbooks in sight, nor were they necessary. Our instruction would be 100% hands-on!
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We spent the following weeks making daily strolls down our small stretch of beach. We made
friends with the local fishermen and the owners and workers at the corner seafood shop on the
shore. We spent hours talking fish, filleting fish, and feeding fish to the flocks of birds that circled
the waters where their lunch seemed to magically appear. And we have whole memory cards of
the digital photos we snapped as we sat in awe of our fascinating feathered friends feasting on
fish.
My observations of my son’s learning style over the years, as well as the hundreds of children
I’d taught before he was ever born, gave me an entirely out-of-the-box playbook from which to
continue to guide his instruction, now that we have taken our education outside of the traditional
classroom setting. The innocence of his young perspective and his ever-present wonder remind
me daily that learning is happening all the time. We need merely slow down enough to observe
our children’s amazing absorbent minds in action, and appreciate the incredible miracles they
soak up every minute of every day!

3 - Follow the Child
What does your child tell you that he wants to do? Do you listen with interest and show him
how? Or do you dismiss his desires as developmentally inappropriate because they don’t fall
within the standard deviation for his age and year group?
When my son was just four years old, he had a burning desire to earn his own money. This was
not a simple dream of running a lemonade stand and collecting some cash to buy a trinket,
however. Collecting an allowance for doing a few household chores wasn’t going to cut it, either.
He wanted to learn how to create passive income! He made his entrepreneurial parents so very
proud, that we immediately rushed out to introduce him to the game that started us on our
journey--Monopoly!
He relished a game of Monopoly, Jr. at a friend’s birthday party. He enjoyed racing his game
piece around the board and collecting rent. He was especially proud of himself for winning the
game against older children! But when the party was over, he confided in me that the entire
experience just wasn’t as satisfying as he’d hoped it would be. “Mommy, how am I going to
make big money with only one dollar bills?”
I know then and there that it was time to take his play to the next level. We went right out to get
our hands on the regular adult version of this classic board game so he could practice handling
larger denominations. As expected, he dove deeply into the next iteration of learning, racking up
a grand total of nine hours of game play in the first weekend alone!
My husband and I quickly realized that our money-motivated child was riding an exponential
learning curve. His enthusiasm was contagious, and that was something we definitely wanted to
encourage. We put our heads together and decided he would soon be ready to level up yet
again. We discussed the different experiences we’d had over the years in this arena and
determined that he was poised to take a conceptual leap we had barely been ready to make as
married adults. We presented our son with a new learning tool in which he could practice
creating the sort of wealth that would far outstrip his largest haul of rainbow-colored cash in
board games to that point.
Fueled by all the wonderful things he was going to buy and all of the places he would visit, our
son’s imaginary bank account grew as fast as his imagination. Following his need to learn even
more about the different ways in which he could bankroll his jetsetting dreams, he progressed to
even more complex tools and platforms, learning more and more about financial literacy and
mathematical manipulation under our methodical guidance.
That learning has grown into a moderated club for homeschooling and Worldschooling families.
If you’d like to join our son as he continues to practice expanding his financial literacy skills on
the road to creating more passive income, apply here!]
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Had I stuck to the scheduled curricula of a traditional school program, my son would never have
been able to pursue this passion for numbers. His desires would have been delayed, simply
because the information he was desperate to acquire was considered outside of the spectrum of
possibility for his age group.
However, because of my fervent faith in following my child, he was able to pursue his dreams of
becoming a virtual billionaire, all while working side by side with his peers in our international
Montessori school in Japan.
Has your child expressed an interest in pursuing a goal or a dream that you don’t think he’s
ready for just yet? How might you provide a supportive and encouraging path toward that dream
that is both developmentally appropriate, and that also respects the child’s vision for his future
potential?

In closing, think on these things:

1 - Who are you as a person, as a parent, as your child’s first and best teacher? What vital
experiences have you had that have shaped your development as the person you are today?
Are you ready to set aside your personal history and expectations in order to meet your child
wherever she is right now?
2 - What do you see when you watch your child? Who is he, and who does he desire to
become? Can you envision that same desire?
3 - What experiences can you offer to help her so that she may gain mastery over herself and
her environment? How can you fuel her passions in order to help her realize her dreams?

One of the things that we do most often in our household is to cook together. Taking the time to
prepare meals with and for one another offers us daily opportunities to connect, to provide for
one another in a very sacred and meaningful way. Each and every time my child steps into our
kitchen, he has the chance to see the the things that he envisions in his mind become a reality
at his fingertips. He creates, he shares, and together we are reminded that the work of our
hands has value. We drink in the love and we devour the affection that we cook up together in
Our Kitchen Classroom.

Making his own pasta sauce from scratch, age 6.

Thank you so much for taking the time to read about our Worldschooling experiences living,
parenting, and educating outside the box. I’d like to invite you to join us in the continued
conversation about how food and cooking play a major role in our continuing culinary
adventures around the globe. To join our free #PLAYwithYourFood Community, apply here.
I look forward to seeing you on the inside!

Karen M. Ricks
is a Christian wife, worldschooling mom, and a nomadic chef. Teaching for 23 years,
she has been a Montessorian since her own preschool days. She holds Montessori
teaching certificates for guiding children from infancy to elementary school. She has
cooked professionally, in restaurants, commercial kitchens, and private homes on
four different continents over the last decade.
After 10 years of teaching in central Japan, where Karen and her family owned and
operated their own international Montessori school, they sold it all to begin a
nomadic life of full-time travel.
Karen spreads her message of embracing a Slow Food Lifestyle, a lifelong love of
learning, and education for peace by teaching people of all ages how to cook for
themselves and why they need to share that gift with those they love.
You can find more of the family’s edible exploits and the lessons they are learning
as they gallivant around the globe over at

Our Kitchen Classroom.

