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It is the year 2050, and imagine if
worst-case climate scenarios have
come true. Face masks have
become necessary to combat
rampant air pollution. Noxious
fumes poison the outside world,
and the forests that once helped
to absorb carbon dioxide are
engulfed in wildfire. For about 45
days a year, temperatures soar to
above 60 deg C in the hottest
parts of the world, making it
impossible to stay outside for
more than six hours at a time.
Thankfully, this apocalyptic

future is still a projection outlined
by Paris climate accords
negotiators Christiana Figueres
and Tom Rivett-Carnac in their
2020 book The Future We
Choose. But if emissions are not
curbed, it could become reality
for our children, who will be in
the prime of their lives in 2050.

Educating children about
sustainability may be a daunting
task as they may not have the
literacy skills or awareness to
grasp complex topics. But
crucially, starting early secures a
longer runway to shape the
attitudes and habits that will be
vital in the climate fight.
The need is urgent. By 2050,

Singapore’s average daily mean
temperatures could rise by up to
2.2 deg C. Public health and food
security – a vital issue for a
nation that imports over 90 per
cent of its food – will be
impacted.
On occasions like Earth Day on

April 22, it is worth reflecting on
what can be done to strengthen
sustainability education for the
next generation. Parents and
educators must do three things:
start young, make it fun and work
together.

GOOD HABITS START EARLY

In 2024, a study conducted by
NTUC First Campus (NFC), one of
Singapore’s largest preschool
operators, found that

preschoolers have a good
understanding of environmental
issues. This awareness translates
into green habits – but not always
for ecocentric reasons.
For example, preschoolers may

try not to waste food, but could
be doing so out of adherence to
authority or guilt rather than to
protect the environment.
Some 250 preschoolers from

My First Skool and Little
Skool-House – both run by NFC –
were surveyed in the study, the
first of its kind in Singapore. It
found that preschoolers scored
well (above 80 per cent) for
environmental awareness on
topics like water conservation and
rainforest protection. But they
scored lower (70 per cent) in
their ecological footprint, which
measures the extent to which
children identify themselves as
practising green habits and their
rationale for doing so.
There is a strong case to be

made for early childhood
sustainability education when it
comes to bridging the gap
between awareness and action. A
2023 study conducted in the US

on climate literacy in early
childhood education noted that
children aged four to six are
particularly receptive to
environmental education
compared to older age groups
and, when exposed,
demonstrated improved
environmental knowledge,
attitudes and awareness.
When taught using

age-appropriate methods,
children also feel empowered to
be part of the solution. This is
more constructive than learning
about environmental issues
through one-way mediums like
television programmes, which
may create a sense of
helplessness and anger.
The upshot is that preschools

can do more to encourage
children to make environmentally
friendly choices, such as choosing
to repair toys instead of
discarding them or using a
reusable water bottle instead of a
disposable one. At the same time,
they should nurture the attitudes
that sustain such behaviour for
life. But how exactly should they
go about it?

LET CHILDREN TAKE THE LEAD

Traditionally, environmental
curricula in schools are
teacher-driven, lecture-heavy and
textbook-oriented. But the goal of
early childhood sustainability
education should not be to turn
children into “climate experts”.
Rather, it is to build awareness
and encourage pro-environmental
behaviour.
This is where emergent learning

– a teaching philosophy that
allows a child’s natural curiosity
and interests to drive learning –
can come in. A study on interest
development by education
researchers from Griffith
University in Australia has shown
that when learning is driven by a
child’s curiosity and natural
interest in a topic, they become
intrinsically motivated to explore,
experiment and enjoy.
In NFC classrooms, teachers are

encouraged to give children a
voice and find “moments” within
interactions to engage them on
environment-related topics. If
clothing is a topic of discussion
for the day, teachers might ask

the pupils questions such as:
What do you do with old clothes?
Did you know there are stores
that sell recycled clothes?
Even something as mundane as

mealtime could be an opportunity
to talk about how food choices
impact the earth, while still
keeping the focus on daily habits.
Some children can even be

inspired to become advocates for
the environment in their family. A
parent once told me that her
Kindergarten 1 daughter
“reprimanded” her for leaving the
car engine idling while they were
waiting for an older sibling, citing
the “poisonous gases” that were
leaking into the air. Such episodes
illustrate how children can be
empowered outside the
classroom.

FIND PARTNERS FOR THE JOURNEY

Beyond preschools, community
partners help to amplify
sustainability education for young
children by giving them a glimpse
into how sustainability is
practised in real-world settings.
One heartening development in

recent years is the rise of
partnerships between preschools
and the community. For example,
two My First Skool centres
recently collaborated with
AtSunrice GlobalChef Academy to
organise a culinary workshop for
preschoolers and their families,
using upcycled kitchen
ingredients.
But education begins at home,

which is why parents and
caregivers have an outsized role
to play. While it may be difficult
to model a fully eco-friendly
lifestyle, small habits – even
something as simple as walking to
school – can go a long way.
A pro-tip for families is to start

small and keep it fun, as fun
habits are easier to sustain. As a
family, agree to do one action or
habit that will have a positive
impact on the environment. For
example, try walking instead of
taking private transport for short
distances.
Keep doing it, and over time, it

will become easier to make it part
of your life. Most importantly,
remember that everyone is always
learning – preschoolers and
adults alike.

•Coreen Soh is the chief child
development officer of NTUC First
Campus and general manager of
Little Skool-House.

Are pre-schoolers too young to
be taught about sustainability?

Coreen Soh

Start small, make it
fun and keep at it.
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Traditionally,
environmental curricula
in schools are
teacher-driven,
lecture-heavy and
textbook-oriented. But
the goal of early
childhood sustainability
education should not be
to turn children into
“climate experts”.
Rather, it is to build
awareness and
encourage
pro-environmental
behaviour.

Marina Bay in Singapore was a
less desirable address half a
century ago. I don’t mean that it
had fewer residential towers with
drone-like views of the Grand
Prix circuit. I mean the land itself
was water: yet to be hard-won
from the Strait. Like the growth
of Changi, the carpeted and
plant-filled resort that it pleases
some to call an airport, this
reclamation scheme has helped
the island accommodate six
million, up from 2.5 million when
I was there as an infant.
There are other “bay areas”, of

course. In the book of the hour,
Abundance, authors Ezra Klein
and Derek Thompson often cite
San Francisco, California, as what

happens when red tape,
bureaucratic inertia, judicial
review and raw Nimbyism (not in
my backyard) smother growth
projects. That is, depopulation
and homelessness: almost a
paradox of failure.
Other Democratic jurisdictions

have the same issues. People
elsewhere notice, shudder and
vote accordingly. “A liberalism
that builds” – not one that is
obsessed with the distribution of
scarce resources – can win them
over.
Almost everything the authors

propose is worth doing for its
own sake. More stuff for more
people is an honourable cause.
Listen, I would build a fourth
runway at Heathrow.
Just don’t expect it to make the

slightest dent on politics.
The biggest head-scratcher in

the modern world is the lack of
correlation between abundance
and voter happiness. In the US,
which has boomed for much of
the century, populists are
rampant. In Europe, which mostly

hasn’t, populists are rampant.
If we track one place over time,

the picture is no less
confounding. East Germany has
been getting richer and richer
since it came in from the cold. Its
propensity to vote for the hard
right has gone up over the same
period. When Ireland was poor,
its politics was a duopoly of
establishment parties. As it grew
richer, support for Sinn Fein grew
too.
Perhaps the test of abundance

isn’t just private consumption.

Perhaps it is, as the authors
suggest, the fundamentals of
infrastructure. But France, whose
strategic state has achieved
cheapish energy, housing and
transport, has a populism
problem. Britain, where such
basics can be pricier, has a
populism problem. In Italy, where
social spending is huge, the
insurgent right governs. In
Australia, which has a less
paternalist state, the same
movement is notably weak.
You can’t buy moderation, in

other words. You can’t build or
grow your way to civic sanity. I’d
vote for a Klein-Thompson ticket
because abundance is worthwhile
in itself, not as a means to
national peace. (US-focused, the
book is much more urgent in
over-regulated Europe.) No one
can stand up a neat causal link
between the economic and the
political.
I have had this argument out

with peers in the past, and the
response is always the same. First,
total agreement. Then, after a
sheepish pause: A return to
proposing this or that growth
plan as the cure for our broken
politics. Something in the training
of elites has left them thorough
materialists. The idea that
abundance itself might breed

populism – in part by raising
expectations, in part by inducing
boredom – goes mostly
unentertained.
If not abundance, then, what is

it that might defang the West’s
rebellious voters? Which abstract
noun should guide liberals in
politics? I can give you one
syllable less than the authors.
Order. Whether it is the order of
national borders, or the order of
being able to walk unaccosted
through cities, there isn’t enough
of it for public tastes.
Realistically, no raucous

Western democracy can build
things like Marina Bay with such
eerie smoothness. But a world in
which retailers don’t have to keep
humdrum toiletries behind lock
and key shouldn’t be so exotic a
dream.
The authors of Abundance trace

urban disorder back to scarcity,
which is fair up to a point, but
also a bit of an intellectual
knight’s move. The more direct
question of law enforcement is
still awkward to bring up in polite
company.
Ever since the French

Revolutionaries extolled liberte,
egalite and fraternite, assuming
that securite would take care of
itself, the Enlightened have had a
blind spot for this stuff. Their
enemies don’t. Defeating them
will take a liberalism that builds,
no doubt, but also one that
protects, and even condemns.
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What abundance
can’t achieve
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Growth is worthwhile
in itself – but it’s not
a cure for populism.
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The biggest
head-scratcher in the
modern world is the lack
of correlation between
abundance and voter
happiness. In the US,
which has boomed for
much of the century,
populists are rampant. In
Europe, which mostly
hasn’t, populists are
rampant.
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