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Even though Andre Tan is barely
two years old, his father has
enrolled him in a pre-school that
emphasises sustainability, so that
he may grow up to be aware of
environmental issues.
His father Nicholas Tan, a 36-

year-old deputy general manager
of a food manufacturing company,
believes it is important for a child
to be exposed from a young age,
even if he may not understand it
now.
“Kids are like sponges. Whatever

you tell them nowwill be the foun-
dation for their future. I believe if
you are educated early in the right
way, it will impact how you behave
and react in the future,” says Mr
Tan, whose wife Sharon Tan, 36, is
a radiographer.
Andre has been attending Kiddi-

Winkie Schoolhouse’s JurongGate-
way centre since February. It is the
first pre-school in Singapore to
receive the Building and Construc-
tion Authority’s Green Mark
Platinum 2023 award.
Its efforts include using heat-

reflective paint to repel heat and
reduce the indoor temperature, as
well as rooftop solar panels to har-
ness solar energy to support the
centre’s day-to-day operations.
Aside from its physical infras-

tructure, the school – part of Babi-
lou Family Singapore, which has 62
education and learning centres in
Singapore – aims to teach children
about environmental challenges by
integrating eco-friendly practices
into its centres. For instance,
teaching materials are crafted out
of cardboard boxes.
Mr Tan likes that the school lets

children experience growing edi-
ble plants. “If children are intro-
duced to farming froma young age,
they are able to see how something
grows from a seed to a vegetable,
then harvest it. That would help
them understand where the food
comes from, rather than just buy-
ing it off the shelf,” he says.
The school alsohas outdoor spac-

es, such as slopes, tunnels and a hy-
droponic vertical garden to help
children develop confidence while
learning about sustainability.
Mr Benjamin Busse, chief exec-

utive of Babilou Family Singapore,
hopes the school’s green learning
environment will have a ripple
effect. “The pre-school serves as a
model for sustainable living for
both the children and the com-
munity, because the kids will go
home and tell the parents what

they have learnt,” he says.
Another school, Far Eastern

Kindergarten inGilsteadRoad, dis-
courages its pupils from using new
materials, such as paper, so as not
to deplete natural resources.
The pre-school, which won the

National ParksBoard’s Community
inNature Schools Award in 2024 in
the pre-school category for the
second time, does not buy paper or
craft materials. The biennial award
aims to encourage educational
institutions to take on a more ac-
tive role to conserve biodiversity.
Principal Ang Chui Hwa says

teachers and pupils have been
using scrap or discarded materials
to create art pieces since 2009.
“We are known as a ‘karung guni’

school. At the start of every term,
the whole school community will
collect all kinds of used environ-
mental materials. The childrenwill
create something new from all
things old in their sustainability
journey,” she says.
For instance, table calendars are

upcycled into photo frames and
scrap books, plastic bottles or milk
powder tins become planters, and
old T-shirts and other scrap mate-
rials are turned into costumes and
props for the year-end concert.
Plants from the school garden

are given to visitors to teach chil-
dren to share what they have and
that they do not need to buy, adds

Mrs Ang. “If we start sharing the
message of sustainability when
children are young and keen to
learn, it will become second nature
to them,” she says.

NURTURING ECO-CONSCIOUS
KIDS OUTSIDE SCHOOL

Aside from pre-schools, outdoor
activity schools also run pro-
grammes in parks to teach children
to love nature and hopefully em-
power them to advocate for envi-
ronmental sustainability when
they grow up.
But before children can be advo-

cates, some first have to shed their
inhibitions about the natural envi-
ronment.
Outdoor School Singapore’s

(OSS) programme architect Phang
Shu Ann says some children who
attend its programmes initially re-
fused to sit down on the ground in
the forest, preferring to squat or sit
on their bags because they have
been taught that soil is dirty.
“To change the children’s mind-

sets about the outdoor environ-
ment, our coaches will ask them
questions such as ‘Why is the soil
precious? Who needs it?’, leading
them to think about the impor-
tance of nature for the trees and
animals,” she says.

Raising eco-warriors
from two years old

Pre-schools and
outdoor adventure
schools are doing
their part to nurture
eco-conscious
children, and parents
are giving the efforts
the thumbs up
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KiddiWinkie Schoolhouse’s Jurong Gateway centre aims to teach children about nature and environmental challenges. It is the first pre-school in Singapore to receive the Building and Construction
Authority’s Green Mark Platinum 2023 award. ST PHOTO: HESTER TAN

Garden to table: K2 children harvesting chives grown in the backyard at Far
Eastern Kindergarten. PHOTOS: FAR EASTERN KINDERGARTEN

Its pre-nursery
children also
make organic
fertiliser from
banana peel from
their breakfast
bananas.
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UNITED STATES – Boys are falling
behind in school. They are less
likely than girls to be ready for
kindergarten. They read at lower
levels and graduate from high
school at lower rates.
This gender gap in education has

significantly widened just in the
last generation.
One group is uniquely positioned

to help put boys on the right track
in their first year of formal school-
ing –menwho teach kindergarten.
Yet, only about 3 per cent of
kindergarten teachers in the
United States are men.
Many studies show that older

boys benefit from having male
teachers. There has not been as
much research on the youngest
students and their teachers, in
large part because there are so few
male teachers in early education to
begin with.
Still, it stands to reason that men

who teach kindergarten can make
a difference for boys, said Stanford
University’s Professor Thomas
Dee, who has for decades
researched the effect of teacher
demographics on students.
A dozen men with the job were

interviewed about being a rarity in
their field. The teachers spoke
about drawing on their experienc-

es in school to address the chal-
lenges boys face today.
“They come in and you can

already see – behaviourally, aca-
demically – they’re behind the
girls,” said Mr Kevin Clifford, a
58-year-old kindergarten teacher
in Yonkers, New York. “Kinder-
garten is the basics, it’s the build-
ing blocks, so I want to be there for
that.”
Kindergarten enrolment has

declined since the Covid-19 pan-
demic, and enrolment is lower
among low-income families. But
nearly nine in 10 children in the US
attend kindergarten, which ex-
perts say is a crucial starting point
for academic success.
Most children thrive with the

female teacherswho are the core of
theprofession, in kindergarten and
beyond. But diversity in theprofes-
sion may be increasingly impor-
tant, especially for boys at earlier
ages, researchers said.
Kindergarten is becoming more

academic, gender gaps are opening
earlier and more of the profession-
als in children’s lives are women,
said author Richard Reeves, who
wrote Of Boys And Men: Why The
Modern Male Is Struggling, Why It
Matters, And What to Do About It
(2022).

For boys who struggle in school,
the need for more male teachers in
elementary school is urgent, he
said. “I really worry that the very
idea of educational success is
becoming increasingly female-
coded.”
If boys are “seeing education as

not for them”, Reeves said, “that’s
the risk.”

FIRST ROLE MODELS

Oneway thatmale teachersmake a
difference is by relating to boys,
such as presenting material in a
way that is more relevant to them
or not succumbing to stereotypes,
such as those about boys’misbeha-
viour or achievement in reading.

Mr Clifford said that when he
was disruptive in class as a young
pupil, it was not because he did not
understand.
“Mybehaviourwas badbecause I

was bored,” he said. “So I can
personally relate to what the boys
go through.”
There is also a role-model effect.

Sometimes, a teacher is the first
manwith amajor presence in boys’
lives, as one in five children grow
up without a father at home.
Mr Dwayne Taylor, a 47-year-old

kindergarten teacher in Frontenac,
Kansas, was drawn to the job in
part because he was raised by a
single mother, without male role
models. “I wanted to be that for the
pupils,” he said.

EXPANDING GENDER ROLES

Nearly all themen said part of their
role as male teachers was to show
pupils, especially boys, a different
model of masculinity to prepare
them for a world in which gender
roles are less defined.
“We learn how to cook. We show

respect for the custodial staff,” Mr
Taylor said. “There are no boy jobs
and girl jobs. If there is a mess, we
clean it up.”
Many of the men said that when

theywere growing up, their fathers
were the disciplinarians and their
mothers were the nurturers. While
teaching kindergarten, they have
had to take on a different role.
MrDaniel Saenz, 38, served as an

army lieutenant before teaching
kindergarten in Midlothian, Texas.
Of his disciplinary style, he said:
“Simply giving them a look or
raising my voice to a certain tone,
they quickly understand that this
authority figure is not messing
around.”
But he has also learnt to soften

his approach. His teaching men-
tors, he said, “taught me what it is
to really be a teacher, and that was
to show empathy, to give a hug to
students, remind them there is
someone there for you”.

OVERCOMING A STIGMA

There are many reasons that more
men do not teach kindergarten. A
big one is stigma, the teachers said.
“It’s looked down upon for aman

to want to spend his whole day
with children,” said Mr Riley
Lyons, 44, who teaches in Atlanta.

Another obstacle, they said, is
the pay.
The median salary for the job,

which requires a college degree
and a teaching licence, is
US$64,000 (S$86,500) – lower
than comparable jobs requiring a
degree.
Many states have teacher shor-

tages, and researchers say men
would benefit from pursuing ca-
reers in fast-growing caregiving
occupations such as teaching. Yet,
there has been no major national
push for recruiting more men into
early education.
Kindergarten to Primary 3 “is so

formative in a young person’s life
that it should bemore of the focus”
in recruiting male teachers, said
Mr Colin Sharkey, executive direc-
tor of the Association of American
Educators. “It’s like unlocking a
new market of potential educa-
tors.”
The male kindergarten teachers

said that from their perspective,
the fulfillment of the job generally
outweighed the negatives.
“I love that they’re just so sweet

still and so curious, constantly ask-
ing questions, wanting to know
more,” Mr Lyons said.
Mr Saenz said he left his post-ar-

my job in supply-chain logistics
because he realised he wanted to
help people instead.
“I have students come in know-

ing no letters, no sounds, no num-
bers, and now they’rewriting com-
plete sentences,” he said.
“This is something they’re going

to take with them the rest of their
life. That right there is the greatest
impact.” NYTIMES

Teacher Brycial Williams leading his kindergarten class in the United States.
Only about 3 per cent of kindergarten teachers in the country are men.
PHOTO: NYTIMES

As boys struggle in
school, men who teach
kindergarten step in

OSS offers school programmes
during term time as well as holiday
programmes at locations such as
Dairy Farm Park and Bishan-Ang
Mo Kio Park.
School programmes start at $85

depending on class size and dura-
tion, while holiday programmes
range from $110 for a one-day
session to $430 for a three-day
advanced programme.
Ms Phang says children who

spend a lot of time on screens and
have not been exposed to open-
ended resources in nature, such as
grass, sticks, branches, trees and
rocks, may not know what to do
when it comes to free exploration
outdoors.
She adds: “When allowed to

explore freely, they asked ques-
tions like ‘What is there to play?
It’s so boring.’ But we ask them in
return, ‘What do you think you can
play? What’s interesting here?’”
Through repeated exposure to

nature, Ms Phang says children
gain confidence in navigating
different types of terrain, learn
how to identify poisonous plants
and know what to do if they see a
monkey or snake.
The school, whichwas started by

pre-school chain NTUC First

Campus in 2019, has seen more
than 10,000 children attending its
programmes as of the end of 2023.
Mr Jenson Ong, 42, who founded

Nature Explorers School in 2019,
says one of the rules his instructors
teach the children at the start of
each session is to respect plants
and animals.
The school holds weekly ses-

sions as well as holiday camps, at
locations such as Clementi Forest
and Pasir Ris Park. Classes start at
$65 for a weekday trial lesson to
$370 for a two-day holiday camp
from 9am to 4pm.
“Sometimes, kids may not think

too much when they hit a plant or
try to harm an insect, and so we
teach them that these are all living
things, just like us, and they get
hurt too,” he says.
One of the values he emphasises

in his programmes is stewardship,
so that children learn to care about
things that are not theirs.
“It is important to not look at

things in a self-serving manner,
but to always consider others.
Then theywill begin to think about
the environment and be more
motivated and inspired to take care
of her,” he adds.
For instance, when children

learn whittling – transforming
natural materials like wooden
sticks into swords, bows and ar-

rows – they are taught to use only
fallen wood, ensuring live plants
remain unharmed.
A pioneer in nature-based edu-

cation programmes for children is
Forest School Singapore, which
was started in 2016 by Mr Darren
Quek, 34. The school has worked
with children and parents as well
as schools including international
schools and pre-schools.
Even thoughMr Quek has decid-

ed to close the school in November
2024 to focus on running a course
for forest school practitioners, he
believes he has made a difference
in nature education, a movement
which has taken on a life of its own
and is being continued by other
players.
He says having led an average of

50 to 60 children monthly on
adventures learning about nature
in the forest over the last eight
years, he hopes they have gained
self-awareness as well as aware-
ness of the impact their actions
have on others and on the environ-
ment.
He adds that when children are

exposed to nature from a young
age and come to love it, the desire
to protect it stays with them even
as they grow older.
“We plant the seeds. We don’t

spoon-feed them. The kids who
grow up having that interaction

and experience on top of the
theory and awareness of climate
change, when they grow up, will
want to do something to protect
the environment,” he says.

NEVER TOO YOUNG TO DO
THEIR PART

Manager Teo Hui Yi, 43, has regis-
tered her two children for OSS
programmes since 2021 and during
subsequent school holidays so that
they could “get more sunlight and
fresh air and enjoy the calming
presence of nature”.
But she soon realised that nine-

year-old Elly Pu and six-year-old
Rayner Pu picked up important
values about preserving the envi-
ronment along the way.
“When the forest near my HDB

block was cleared for redevelop-
ment, my son was upset for quite a
while, asking where the creatures
living there would go now that
their home was gone,” she says,
adding that the family had hiked in
the forest before and her children
saw spiders, fishes and birds there.
Anotherparent,Mr JoachimKehr,

41, whose five-year-old twins have
been attending Nature Explorers
School since 2022, says he wanted
them to learn about the beauty and
diversity of nature in a dense urban
environment like Singapore.

The regional head and partner at
a real estate investment manage-
ment firm adds: “My wife and I
think it’s important for our chil-
dren to understand that there is a
wider world out there and that
they are a part of it… and that one’s
actions can have a wider impact,
both positively and negatively.”
For a start,MrKehr notes that his

twins display a lot of empathy for
animals and plants.
“They understand that plants are

living organisms that need food,
just like we do. They love animals
and our son in particular is a big
fan of snakes,” saidMrKehr, whose
wife is 43 years old and works in
finance.
Far Eastern Kindergarten’s Mrs

Ang says that, ultimately, when
young children enjoy the natural
environment, they will see the
need to protect it.
She adds: “Most children will be

keen to examine a tiny earthworm
to check out the wormcast or a
sprouting plant, plus they don’t
mind getting their hands all dirty
and wet. On the other hand, adults
who have not been exposed to the
natural elements will be less inter-
ested and affected if earthworms
disappear or die on us.”

Eyolf Lim (left), four, crossing a drain at Dairy Farm Nature Park during a walk as part of Forest School Singapore’s camp in June. ST PHOTO: MARK CHEONG

At Nature Explorers School, children learn skills such as
whittling. They use only fallen wood to learn to protect the
forest. PHOTO: NATURE EXPLORERS SCHOOL

Nurture respect for plants and animals
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We plant the seeds.
We don’t spoon-feed
them. The kids who
grow up having that
interaction and
experience on top of
the theory and
awareness of climate
change, when they
grow up, will want to
do something to
protect the
environment.

”MR DARREN QUEK, whose ForestSchool Singapore is a pioneer in
nature-based education programmes
for children

Children who attend Outdoor School Singapore’s
programme gain confidence in navigating different types
of terrain and know what to do if they see a monkey or
snake. PHOTO: OUTDOOR SCHOOL SINGAPORE
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