
children learn what they live by dorothy
law nolte
children learn what they live by dorothy law nolte is a timeless poem that has
influenced parenting, education, and child development philosophies worldwide. Written
by Dorothy Law Nolte, this poem emphasizes the profound impact of the environment and
experiences on a child's growth and behavior. This article explores the meaning behind
the poem, its relevance in contemporary child-rearing practices, and practical applications
for parents, educators, and caregivers. Additionally, the influence of the poem on
psychological theories and its role in shaping positive environments for children will be
discussed. By understanding the core messages of children learn what they live by dorothy
law nolte, readers can better appreciate the importance of nurturing and supportive
surroundings in a child’s development journey.
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The Origin and Meaning of "Children Learn What
They Live"
Children learn what they live by dorothy law nolte was first penned in the 1950s by
Dorothy Law Nolte, a family counselor and pediatrician’s wife. The poem succinctly
captures the philosophy that children's behaviors and attitudes mirror the environment
they grow up in. It serves as a reminder that children are profoundly influenced by the
actions, words, and emotional climates created by adults around them. The poem's simple
yet powerful message has resonated with parents and professionals alike, becoming a
cornerstone in discussions about child upbringing and emotional health.

The Historical Context
The poem was originally written as a newsletter article addressing parents and educators.
Over time, it gained widespread popularity and was adopted as a guiding principle to
foster positive child development. Dorothy Law Nolte’s work coincided with growing
scientific interest in early childhood experiences and their long-term effects on personality
and behavior.



Meaning and Interpretation
At its core, the poem communicates that children imitate the behaviors and values they
observe. Whether they live with criticism or encouragement, fear or security, hate or love,
these experiences shape their emotional and social framework. It underscores the
responsibility adults have in modeling constructive behaviors and nurturing a supportive
environment for children.

Core Messages and Themes
The poem "children learn what they live by dorothy law nolte" conveys several
fundamental themes related to child development and environmental influence. These
themes highlight the direct correlation between the quality of a child’s environment and
their emotional and behavioral outcomes.

Environment Shapes Behavior
One of the poem's central messages is that the environment in which a child grows up
directly shapes their behavior. Positive environments filled with encouragement,
acceptance, and love promote healthy self-esteem and social skills. Conversely, negative
environments characterized by neglect, criticism, or hostility contribute to emotional
challenges and maladaptive behaviors.

The Power of Modeling
The poem emphasizes the importance of adults acting as positive role models. Children do
not just learn from explicit instruction but also from observing the attitudes and behaviors
demonstrated by caregivers and significant adults in their lives. Modeling respect,
kindness, and empathy fosters these qualities in children.

Responsibility of Caregivers
Another key theme is the responsibility placed on parents, teachers, and caregivers to
create nurturing environments. The poem advocates for intentionality in child-rearing and
education, recognizing that children’s emotional health depends on the quality of care
they receive.

Impact on Parenting and Education
The influence of children learn what they live by dorothy law nolte extends deeply into
parenting philosophies and educational approaches. It has helped shape contemporary
views on how adults can effectively support children's growth and development.



Parenting Approaches Inspired by the Poem
Many parenting strategies now integrate principles from the poem, emphasizing positive
reinforcement, empathy, and consistent nurturing. The poem encourages parents to avoid
harsh criticism and instead focus on providing encouragement and understanding to foster
self-worth and resilience in children.

Educational Practices and Classroom Environment
In education, the poem has inspired teachers to cultivate classrooms that promote respect,
safety, and encouragement. Educators are encouraged to recognize their role as models
and to create environments where children feel valued and supported in their learning
journeys.

Promoting Emotional Intelligence
The poem’s themes align with modern efforts to promote emotional intelligence in both
home and school settings. By understanding that children absorb emotional cues from
their environment, caregivers and educators work to teach children emotional regulation,
empathy, and interpersonal skills.

Practical Applications in Child Development
Understanding the principles behind children learn what they live by dorothy law nolte
enables practical applications that enhance child development outcomes. These
applications span from home environments to educational settings and community
programs.

Creating Positive Home Environments
Parents and caregivers can implement several strategies to create positive environments
that reflect the poem’s teachings:

Use encouraging and supportive language instead of criticism.

Model respectful and kind behavior in daily interactions.

Provide consistent emotional support and security.

Encourage open communication and active listening.

Establish routines that promote stability and predictability.



Fostering Supportive Educational Settings
Schools and educators can apply the poem’s message by:

Developing classroom rules based on respect and kindness.

Encouraging collaborative activities that promote empathy.

Providing positive feedback and recognition of student efforts.

Training staff in emotional literacy and child psychology.

Creating safe spaces where children feel comfortable expressing themselves.

Community and Social Programs
Community organizations can also embrace the poem’s philosophy by designing programs
that support families and children through education, counseling, and social services.
These programs can help mitigate adverse environments and promote healthy child
development.

Psychological and Social Implications
Children learn what they live by dorothy law nolte has significant psychological and social
implications, reinforcing the understanding that early experiences deeply impact mental
health and societal outcomes.

Influence on Attachment Theory
The poem complements attachment theory by highlighting the need for secure and
positive relationships in childhood. Secure attachments formed through consistent, loving
care contribute to healthier emotional regulation and social functioning.

Long-Term Mental Health Effects
Research supports the poem’s assertion that environments marked by hostility or neglect
can lead to increased risks of anxiety, depression, and behavioral disorders later in life.
Conversely, nurturing environments contribute to resilience and well-being.

Social Development and Community Impact
By advocating for environments that foster kindness and respect, the poem underscores
the role of early experiences in shaping social behaviors and community cohesion.



Children raised in positive contexts are more likely to contribute constructively to society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main message of 'Children Learn What They
Live' by Dorothy Law Nolte?
The main message is that children learn behaviors and values from their environment and
the way they are treated by adults, emphasizing the importance of positive parenting and
role modeling.

How can parents apply the principles from 'Children
Learn What They Live' in daily life?
Parents can apply these principles by consistently demonstrating love, patience, respect,
and encouragement, creating a nurturing environment that fosters healthy emotional and
social development in their children.

Why is 'Children Learn What They Live' considered
influential in parenting literature?
It is influential because it succinctly highlights how children's behavior is shaped by their
experiences, providing clear and practical guidance that resonates with parents,
educators, and caregivers worldwide.

What are some examples of behaviors children learn
according to Dorothy Law Nolte's poem?
Children learn behaviors such as love, hostility, fear, and self-confidence depending on
how they are treated—for example, receiving encouragement teaches confidence, while
criticism can lead to insecurity.

How does 'Children Learn What They Live' address the
impact of negative environments on children?
The poem explains that negative environments, such as those filled with criticism, neglect,
or hostility, teach children harmful behaviors and attitudes, underscoring the need for
positive and supportive surroundings to promote healthy growth.

Additional Resources
1. Children Learn What They Live: Parenting to Inspire Values by Dorothy Law Nolte and
Rachel Harris
This book expands on the original poem by Dorothy Law Nolte, offering practical advice



for parents who want to nurture positive values in their children. It combines insightful
commentary with actionable strategies for fostering empathy, responsibility, and self-
esteem. The authors emphasize the importance of modeling behavior to help children
grow into caring and confident adults.

2. The Whole-Brain Child: 12 Revolutionary Strategies to Nurture Your Child’s Developing
Mind by Daniel J. Siegel and Tina Payne Bryson
This book provides parents with tools to understand their child’s developing brain and how
it influences behavior. Using clear explanations and real-life examples, the authors teach
how to nurture emotional intelligence and resilience. It complements the ideas in
“Children Learn What They Live” by focusing on mindful parenting techniques.

3. How to Talk So Kids Will Listen & Listen So Kids Will Talk by Adele Faber and Elaine
Mazlish
A classic guide for effective communication between parents and children, this book offers
practical advice to improve listening and speaking skills. It helps parents create a
supportive environment where children feel heard and understood. The book aligns with
the values of respect and empathy highlighted by Dorothy Law Nolte.

4. Raising an Emotionally Intelligent Child by John Gottman
John Gottman’s book explores how parents can teach their children to understand and
manage their emotions. It provides strategies for emotional coaching that foster self-
awareness and healthy relationships. The focus on emotional learning complements the
foundational principles of “Children Learn What They Live.”

5. The 5 Love Languages of Children: The Secret to Loving Children Effectively by Gary
Chapman and Ross Campbell
This book explains how children express and receive love in different ways and how
parents can recognize these languages. By understanding and responding to their child’s
unique love language, parents can strengthen their bond and promote emotional security.
It supports the nurturing environment advocated by Dorothy Law Nolte.

6. Mindful Parenting: Simple and Powerful Solutions for Raising Creative, Engaged, Happy
Kids in Today’s Hectic World by Kristen Race
Mindful Parenting offers techniques to help parents stay calm, present, and connected
with their children amidst busy lives. The book promotes intentional parenting practices
that encourage emotional balance and thoughtful behavior. It aligns with the philosophy
that children learn from the environment created by their caregivers.

7. Positive Discipline by Jane Nelsen
Positive Discipline provides parents with respectful and effective ways to discipline their
children without punishment. The book focuses on teaching responsibility, problem-
solving, and cooperation, which are essential values children learn from daily interactions.
Its approach reinforces the message that children absorb the lessons demonstrated by
adults.

8. Parenting with Love and Logic: Teaching Children Responsibility by Charles Fay and
Foster Cline
This book emphasizes empowering children to make responsible choices through loving
guidance and natural consequences. It offers practical tools for parents to maintain
authority while nurturing independence and self-confidence. The principles support the



idea that children learn behaviors and attitudes from the way they are raised.

9. The Art of Raising a Child with a High EQ by John Gottman
Focusing on emotional intelligence, this book provides parents with methods to cultivate
empathy, resilience, and social skills in their children. It highlights the significance of
emotional awareness and validation in child development. The content complements
Dorothy Law Nolte’s emphasis on the impact of early experiences on lifelong values.
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