
If teachers here need to be trained
before they can teach in schools,
are parents qualified and well
equipped to homeschool their chil-
dren (“Zoo lessons for kids taught
at home” and “Some S’porean fami-
lies in Malaysia opt for homeschool-
ing”; last Sunday)?

Can parents handle so many dif-
ferent subjects, which require spe-
cialised training before one can
teach them?

Homeschooled children may
not receive the holistic education
that schools in Singapore provide.

They are also deprived of oppor-
tunities to interact with their peers.
Will they be able to learn values
such as teamwork? What about
picking up sports and physical
activities?

On the whole, there are more
cons than pros to homeschooling.

Ace Kindredzen Cheong

It is encouraging to know that
more young people are looking at
the social service sector as a viable
career option (“Social services find-
ing favour among young grads”;
last Sunday).

This trend supports our most
recent Graciousness Index survey,
which found that young adults are
comparatively more optimistic
about the state of kindness and gra-
ciousness than the older genera-
tion. This bodes well for the provi-
sion of effective social services as
social needs are projected to grow
in the future.

The mindset of measuring a
job’s worth primarily by its
returns in dollars and cents has be-
come entrenched in many people,
given that Singaporeans have
been brought up on a diet of prag-
matism and competitiveness.

While not wrong in itself, this
mentality has, in the past, de-
terred qualified younger people
from entering the social service
sector.

That young people are now
looking to join and develop their
careers in this area indicates that
the young are looking for mean-

ing and significance in their voca-
tion. It confirms that they do
desire to touch lives, create a posi-
tive impact and make a difference
in society. This is in line with our
observation that, far from being
disengaged, many young people
in Singapore have the inherent
desire to do good.

A kinder and more gracious
society will ensure that those who
need help are not left to fend for
themselves.

William Wan (Dr)
General Secretary
Singapore Kindness Movement

[ YOUR LETTERS ]

P
lans for an inspiring Mandai makeover have

sprouted a laudable range of green ideas and

impulses. Cross-fertilised, germinated and

progressively brought to fruition from 2020,

these might transform sylvan Mandai into a

“must-see, must-stay” destination, in the

exuberant words of the Association of

Singapore Attractions’ chief.

To get off on the right foot, what is important is to agree

on the basic premise of what might well be a huge and

costly undertaking, as existing and new attractions are

developed and ancillary infrastructure and services

are ramped up. If visitor appeal is the main driver, one

might focus largely on “what sells” and possibly drop any

notion of moving 5,000 birds across 400 species from

Jurong to Mandai, as the Bird Park is not a major

crowd-puller.

If the vision is that of a spectacular, world-class hub for

conservation research, biodiversity education, eco resorts

and gated nature-themed attractions, the green constraints

of Mandai – the zoo occupies a mere 26ha of land in a

water catchment zone – might warrant a look at larger

spaces like the 1,020ha Pulau Ubin could offer.

And if the yearning is for a green refuge that the public

can freely savour, with less of the hoopla of organised

entertainment, it could be developed to heighten “people’s

sense of wonderment at nature”, as the Nature Society

president put it.

What would be ultimately self-defeating is to shape

Mandai as all things to all men. A focused vision yields

a better prospect of making the most of its bountiful

natural setting – to lure Singaporeans of all ages and

visitors alike.

The stroke of genius would lie in disturbing as little as

possible and yet engineer ways for the happy wanderer to

“serendipitously” discover wildlife near gravel trails or from

treetop walkways. The more authentic the encounter, the

greater the appreciation of nature and the desire to return.

Sandra Davie
Senior Education Correspondent

T
hink of a kindergarten in
Singapore, and images of
spaces carved out of HDB
void decks or refurbished
old bungalows come to

mind. But how about floating a kin-
dergarten on Punggol River? Or
one straddling Rochor Canal with
a water wheel to generate electrici-
ty? What about placing a kindergar-
ten at East Coast beach?

Philanthropic organisation Lien
Foundation, an advocate for quali-
ty pre-school education, has com-
missioned local firm Lekker Archi-
tects to come up with 10 innova-
tive designs for pre-schools, and
locate them in underused and over-
looked plots of land in Singapore.

It wants to spark a discussion
about the design of pre-schools
and encourage pre-school opera-
tors to think beyond the cookie-
cutter kindergarten designs found
in HDB void decks.

Besides building pre-schools
over waterways and at East Coast
beach, other suggested locations in-
clude the road reserve between the
Central Expressway and Tiong Poh
Road, within the campus of the Na-
tional University of Singapore, on
top of the multi-storey carpark at
Bukit Panjang Ring Road, Choa
Chu Kang Park, on a farm at Neo
Tiew Road and the Rail Corridor
near Buona Vista MRT station.

A book containing the designs
by husband-and-wife team Joshua
Comaroff and Ong Ker-Shing will
be distributed to government agen-
cies and pre-school leaders.

The book can be downloaded
free online.

Lien Foundation chief executive
Lee Poh Wah hopes that operators
and the Government will “shame-
lessly plagiarise” the designs.

He said: “Schools are currently
built in a narrow range of settings,

and many of these, such as
void-deck units, constrain the po-
tential of design and hamper the
creation of compelling buildings
for our children.

“Inspiring spaces are all around
us. These include highway buffers,
large drains, and our beaches and
waterways. With a little fairy dust,
they can be turned into magical
spaces for children.”

The book is being released just
as the Government is ramping up
the construction of pre-schools –
200 new childcare centres will be
built by 2018, mostly in HDB
estates. They will provide places for
14,000 to 20,000 children.

There are just over 1,000 child-
care centres now.

Mr Lee said pre-schools need
not be exclusively “owned” by a
single institution.

They can be spaces shared by
several pre-schools, similar to the
forest kindergartens in Finland,
which are used by all the neigh-
bouring pre-schools to teach chil-
dren about nature.

Mr Comaroff, 41, and Ms Ong,
39, both Harvard University gradu-
ates, said the book is not an aca-
demic exercise. They and their staff
went all over the island to scout for
locations to site the pre-schools
they have designed.

Ms Ong, a Singaporean who at-
tended Marymount Kindergarten,
said: “We don’t want the designs to
be pie-in-the sky ideas. We want
them to be feasible, that is why we
came up with designs based on ac-
tual locations around Singapore.
And we ensured that they are all
easily accessible by car and public
transport.”

For example, the three suggest-
ed locations for a pre-school strad-
dling a canal are at Rochor Road,
Ulu Pandan and Alexandra Road.

She suggested that teachers
incorporate geographical features
of the sites into lessons. The
pre-school with a water wheel over
a canal could use the wheel to
teach children about environ-
ment-friendly energy sources. The
school at the beach could empha-
sise tactile learning experiences
such as sand and water play.

But what about the issue of
safety?

Accountant Derek Lim, 35, a
father of two toddlers, said after
viewing the drawings: “My favour-
ite is the one on Punggol River, and
I would love to send my children
there if a school is built on the
river. But I would have some con-
cerns about safety.”

The architects, who have two
pre-school-going children, said
they took inspiration from the
Singapore Zoo.

Mr Comaroff said: “You don’t
see fences or electric wires at the
zoo. In the same way, pre-schools
can be made safe in not so obvious
ways. You can hide fences in the
shrubs, and schools can be
ring-fenced with trees and shrubs,
which can act as a natural safety
buffer.”

The floating pre-school on the
river sits on submerged platforms
and is bounded by a deck.

Ms Ong said that instead of
trying to insulate children from
risks, the children can be guided to
navigate risky situations.

“Supervised risk-taking helps to
instil competence and confi-
dence,” she said.

Apart from persuading parents
to accept the unconventional de-
signs and locations, building costs
could prove to be another hurdle.
Retrofitting a void deck pre-school
for 80 to 100 children costs
between $400,000 and $500,000.
To build a school in a void deck
using Lekker Architects’ design
would cost about $1.3 million.

Pre-school operators inter-
viewed like the couple’s designs,
but said it would not be feasible to
adopt the designs wholesale be-
cause of the costs and the limita-
tions of the sites available to them.

Mr Richard Chung, director of
St James Church Kindergarten,
which is at Harding Road, but will
be moving to Gilstead Road at the
end of next year, said his rent for
the new kindergarten is $105,000 a
month. This adds up to $10 mil-
lion over the eight-year lease.

He said: “Imagine if the Govern-
ment provided the land free, as it
does for schools. Then I could
build one of these pre-schools.”

The buildings given to
pre-school operators typically
come with an eight- or nine-year
lease. Operators said that even if
they were allowed to make exten-
sive modifications to the buildings,
it does not make sense to invest so
much in a building with a short
lease.

Etonhouse Goup managing di-
rector Ng Gim Choo said she hopes
that the book will spur the Govern-
ment to release sites in unusual lo-
cations, such as parks and beaches,
and she will consider building one.

The Early Childhood Develop-
ment Agency (ECDA), the govern-
ment agency in charge of the
pre-school sector, said it has been
working with various government
agencies to explore the use of atypi-
cal spaces for pre-schools. It added
that the report gives more ideas for
consideration.

Lien Foundation’s Mr Lee said
that the exercise need not stop at
pre-schools. Spaces for other social
services, such as senior activity cen-
tres, nursing homes and hospices,
can also be re-imagined.

He said: “These spaces need in-
spiring and attractive architecture
to help turn the ‘not in my
backyard’ syndrome into a ‘please,
in my backyard’ attitude.

“Our decisions in space allo-
cation communicate our societal
values, signalling what and who
we consider to be important.”

sandra@sph.com.sg

OVER THE
CANAL

Recent discussions on whether a
university education is needed for
success have sparked much de-
bate. I can understand the
Government’s concern that Singa-
pore will have too many graduates
without relevant skills, leading to
high unemployment, especially
during economic downturns.

As Opinion editor Chua Mui
Hoong wrote in her online col-
umn (“When degrees become the
norm, what’s a parent to do?”; last
Sunday), “a degree no longer
promises a short cut to a good
life”.

But a degree at least opens

doors and lets you set foot into
places you would otherwise never
have had a chance to.

As we live in an open economy,
we have to adopt a global perspec-
tive. We are not competing
among ourselves; we are compet-
ing with global talent. How can
we be competitive globally with-
out a degree?

According to the Organisation
for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment, China is projected to
have 59.1 million degree holders
aged 25 to 34 by 2020, up from
23.2 million in 2010. The corre-
sponding figures for India are

24.5 million by 2020, up from
14.2 million in 2010.

As of 2012, there were about
244,000 degree holders in the
same age group among the resi-
dent population of Singapore.
This figure needs to be significant-
ly increased for Singaporeans to re-
main competitive when seeking
employment, locally or overseas,
in view of the projected surge of
degree holders worldwide.

However, those who want a de-
gree should not go all out and
spend all their savings on getting
one. It pays to be cautious and to
do research first.

Changing mindsets is the most
difficult thing to do. Until that
happens, it is better to have addi-
tional ammunition, in the form of
a degree, to at least be considered
for jobs.

Ada Lim (Mrs)

Homeschooled kids may lose out

ON THE WATER

PHOTOS: ONG WEE JIN, LIEN FOUNDATION, LEKKER ARCHITECTS

Mr Joshua Comaroff (from left) and Ms Ong Ker-Shing from Lekker Architects with Mr Lee Poh Wah, CEO of Lien
Foundation. One of the 10 pre-school designs the husband-and-wife architect team has come up with is a floating
kindergarten on Punggol River next to Anchorvale Community Club.

Can you think of other
underused spaces in
Singapore where pre-schools
can be built, or suggest a
new pre-school concept? The
Lien Foundation and The
Straits Times would like to
hear from you.

Go to ST Education
Community at http://bit.ly/
1tOxpyh to view the
10 designs
and to
submit your
own ideas
there before
Sept 30.
Or scan the
QR code
(right).

The top
three
entries
stand to
win the
latest Apple
iPhone 6
Plus.

A PDF
copy of the
book is
available
for free
download
at www.
adifferent
class.sg

The view that cosmetic treatment
for children and teenagers should
not be banned in Singapore is rea-
sonable (“Plastic not fantastic”; last
Sunday).

Leaving the decision to the
young and their parents is the right
thing to do.

Blaming the media per se for the
growing popularity of cosmetic
treatments is convenient but not
necessarily right.

The desire to go under the knife
could also stem from problematic
conceptions of body image and
self-esteem. These issues should en-
courage frank discourse in school
and at home.

Is there pressure to look a certain
way? Where is the pressure coming
from?

What do they feel are “ideal”
forms of beauty and perfection?
Who sets these standards?

Not enough has been discussed
about objectification, commodifica-

tion and sexualisation of the body,
to understand how children and
teenagers think.

Kwan Jin Yao

Void deck pre-schools are
conveniently located,
but they also present
limitations. Chief among
these are the low ceilings
and closely spaced structural
walls.

The solution involves
looking beyond the
confines of the site to
adjacent green spaces.

The example shown
here is a pair of actual
units at the base of
Block 339B, Kang Ching
Road, Jurong, that
has been identified
as a pre-school site.
The school can “claim”
the surrounding lawn areas
for additional classrooms
and playgrounds.
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Degree needed to
compete globally

Singapore’s young do have desire to do good

Address issues
behind choice to
go under the knife
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BEYOND
THE BLOCK

Singapore’s coastline
provides the exciting
possibility of pre-schools on
the shore.

The school buildings
appear like a cluster of
tents, or an improbably
large sandcastle.

One of the tents has a
sand-bed floor integrating
the interior and exterior
environment.

Because of its setting,
the school along the beach
could emphasise tactile
learning experiences
such as sand and water play.
The possible sites for this
include East Coast Park and
Pasir Ris Town Park.

ON THE
BEACH

Lien Foundation asks architects to design pre-schools situated at unusual locations, hoping that operators and govt agencies will consider the plans

Singapore’s road reserves
have grown to become
mature landscapes with
canopy trees and resident
bird colonies. There are
many such sites along
Singapore’s major roadways,
and around their exit lanes
and ramps. The school
among the trees is imagined
next to the CTE, on a
mature green space running
behind Tiong Poh Road in
Tiong Bahru. The design
allows the trees to rise
through the floor and pass
through openings in the
roof of the building. Rising
from the roofline is a spiral
staircase that leads to two
tree houses nestled into the
canopy of trees above, which
can be used for small class
activities such as reading.

The school on Punggol River
is imagined as a modular
system, like a flotilla of
boats, or a floating village.
There is the option of
adding individual classes
when the school needs to
grow to accommodate more
children. The platforms can
be anchored to minimise
lateral drift, but can also be
towed to different mooring
points along the waterway.

A submerged platform
located next to the
classrooms allows children
to stand in water that is only
5cm to 10cm deep.

The design allows the
children to move between
land and water, taking part
in various activities and
becoming aware of the
subtle variations of life in
the riverine environment.

The form of the school
resembles a system of
bridges with branches that
intersect at the midpoint of
the canal. Classrooms have a
column-free interior and
allow for natural light.

A water wheel is visible
from the classrooms above.
During a storm, children can
watch the current turning
the wheel to generate energy
for the building.

They will also be able to
observe the reclamation of
the drain through a growing
carpet of floating vegetation,
which minimises the
harshness of the drain as a
visual environment and
cleanses the water.

Rochor Canal and Ulu
Pandan Canal could be the
locations for such a school.

[EDITORIAL ]

Wild ideas welcome

Send your letters to the Forum Editor via e-mail to
suntimes@sph.com.sg or fax at 6319-8289. Please include
your full name, address, telephone number and, for women,
your preferred honorific such as Miss, Mrs, Mdm or Ms. The
Forum Editor reserves the right to edit a letter.

Have something to share? A viewpoint, photo or
video? Send it to stomp.com.sg

Kindergarten at the beach? Why not?

AMONG
THE TREES
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