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THE ENDURING
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WHAT THEY LIVE
POEM

In  a  world  saturated
with  parenting  advice,
digital distractions, and
e v e r - e v o l v i n g
educational  theories,
some  truths  remain
timeless. Few pieces of
parenting  literature
have resonated across
g e n e r a t i o n s  a s
profoundly  as  the
"Children  Learn  What
They  L ive"  poem.
Written  by  Dorothy
Law Nolte in 1954, this
u n a s s u m i n g  y e t

powerful piece of verse
h a s  b e c o m e  a
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
conscious  parenting
and child development
philosophy.  It  distills
complex  psychological
principles  into  simple,
memorable  couplets
that  remind  us  of  a
fundamental  truth:
children  absorb  the
world  around  them,
and their  behaviour is
a mirror reflecting their
environment.  This
article explores the rich
h is tory ,  profound
meaning, and practical
applications  of  this
e n d u r i n g  p o e m ,
offering  insights  for
parents,  educators,
and anyone committed
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to  nurturing  the  next
generation.
T h e  p o e m ’ s
remarkable  journey
f r o m  a  s i n g l e
newspaper column to a
globally  recognised
manifesto  for  positive
parenting speaks to its
universal appeal. At its
core,  "Children  Learn
What They Live" serves
a s  b o t h  a  g e n t l e
r e m i n d e r  a n d  a
powerful call to action.
It  chal lenges  us  to
examine  the  subtle
messages  we  send
through  our  da i ly
actions,  our  tone  of
v o i c e ,  a n d  o u r
react ions  to  l i fe 's
challenges.  More  than
a sentimental rhyme, it
i s  a  b l uep r i n t  f o r
c r e a t i n g  a n
environment  where
children  can  thrive
emotionally,  socially,
a n d  m o r a l l y .  B y
understanding  the
depth behind its simple

lines, we can transform
o u r  h o m e s  a n d
classrooms into spaces
that  genuinely  foster
growth  and  resilience.

Who Was
Dorothy
Law
Nolte?
The Story
Behind
the Poem
Dorothy Law Nolte was
not  a  celebrity  author
o r  a  r e n o w n e d
psychologist when she
p e n n e d  h e r  m o s t
famous work. She was
a  family  life  educator
and  a  mother,  driven
by  a  deep  belief  that
the home environment
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s h a p e s  a  c h i l d ' s
character.  Born  in
1924, Nolte began her
career  as  a  teacher
and  later  became  a
h igh ly  respec ted
paren t  educa to r ,
w r i t i n g  a  w e e k l y
column for a California
n e w s p a p e r .  T h e
"Children  Learn  What
They  Live"  poem  first
a p p e a r e d  i n  t h i s
c o l u m n  i n  1 9 5 4 ,
offering  readers  a
c o m p a s s i o n a t e
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
understanding  child
behaviour.
The  poem's  genesis
w a s  r e m a r k a b l y
o r g a n i c .  N o l t e
observed  that  many
parenting  struggles
stemmed  from  adults
reacting  to  surface-
level  behaviour  rather
than  addressing  the
underlying  emotional
needs  a  ch i ld  was
e x p r e s s i n g .  S h e
believed  that  a  child

who  was  crit ic ised
w o u l d  l e a r n  t o
condemn, while a child
who  exper i enced
acceptance  would
learn  to  love.  These
simple  yet  profound
observations  were
crystallised  into  the
poem's  memorable
couplets.  The  poem
was later published as
a  book  in  1998,  co-
authored  with  Rachel
Harris, expanding each
line into a full chapter
e x p l o r i n g  i t s
psychological  and
practical  implications.
Nolte's legacy endures
because  she  shifted
t h e  f o c u s  f r o m
controlling  children  to
understanding  them,
emphasising  that  our
primary role as adults
is to model the values
we wish to instil.

EXPLORING THE
FULL TEXT OF THE
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CHILDREN LEARN
WHAT THEY LIVE

POEM

Before  delving  into
a n a l y s i s  a n d
app l i ca t i on ,  i t  i s
essential to revisit the
poem  in  its  entirety.
The  words,  though
written  over  half  a
century  ago ,  fee l
s t a r t l i n g l y
contemporary.  Each
couplet  presents  a
cause-and-effect
relationship between a
child's  environment
and  their  emerging
personality. Here is the
complete poem:
If  children  live  with
criticism, they learn to
condemn.
If  children  live  with
hostility,  they learn to
fight.
If  children  live  with
ridicule,  they  learn  to
be shy.
If  children  live  with
shame,  they  learn  to

feel guilty.
If  children  live  with
tolerance, they learn to
be patient.
If  children  live  with
encouragement,  they
learn  confidence.
If  children  live  with
praise,  they  learn  to
appreciate.
If  children  live  with
acceptance, they learn
to love.
If  children  live  with
approval, they learn to
like themselves.
If  children  live  with
recognition, they learn
it  is  good  to  have  a
goal.
If  children  live  with
sharing,  they  learn
generosity.
If  children  live  with
honesty,  they  learn
truthfulness.
If  children  live  with
fairness,  they  learn
justice.
If  children  live  with
k i n d n e s s  a n d
consideration,  they
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learn  respect.
If  children  live  with
security,  they learn to
h a v e  f a i t h  i n
themselves  and  in
those  about  them.
If  children  live  with
friendliness, they learn
the  world  is  a  nice
place in which to live.
The  poem  concludes
w i t h  a  p o w e r f u l
summary:  If  you  live
with  serenity,  your
children  will  live  with
peace  of  mind.  This
final line ties the entire
message  together,
reinforcing  that  the
emotional state of the
a d u l t  d i r e c t l y
influences  the  child's
sense  of  safety  and
well-being. The poem's
structure is deceptively
simple,  but  each  line
opens a window into a
complex  dynamic  of
human interaction and
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
development.

Analysing
the Core
Themes:
Cause
and
Effect in
Child
Develop
ment
The  "Children  Learn
What They Live" poem
o p e r a t e s  o n  a
foundational  principle
of  soc ia l  learn ing
theory:  children  learn
pr imar i ly  through
o b s e r v a t i o n  a n d
modelling. Psychologist
A lbe r t  Bandura ' s
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f amous  Bobo  do l l
experiments  in  the
1960s  would  later
provide  empir ica l
support for what Nolte
h a d  a r t i c u l a t e d
intuitively. Children do
not  simply  do  what
they are told; they do
what  they  see.  The
poem  systematically
c a t a l o g u e s  h o w
different environmental
inputs produce distinct
b e h a v i o u r a l  a n d
emotional  outputs.
The  first  four  lines
address  negat ive
e n v i r o n m e n t s .
C r i t i c i s m  b r e e d s
condemnation, hostility
breeds  fighting,
r i d i c u l e  b r e e d s
shyness,  and  shame
breeds  guilt.  These
couplets  validate  the
experiences  of  many
adults who recognise in
themselves  the  long-
term effects of a harsh
upbringing.  The  poem
does not assign blame

but rather illuminates a
mechanism.  When  a
chi ld  is  constantly
c r i t i c i s e d ,  t h e y
internalise  a  critical
voice  that  they  then
project outward. When
shame  is  used  as  a
disciplinary  tool,  the
c h i l d  d e v e l o p s  a
c h r o n i c  s e n s e  o f
u n w o r t h i n e s s .
Understanding  these
patterns  is  the  first
step  toward  breaking
cycles  of  negative
parenting and creating
healthier dynamics.
The central  section  of
the  poem  shi f ts  to
positive  environmental
factors:  tolerance,
e n c o u r a g e m e n t ,
praise,  acceptance,
and approval.  Each of
these  inputs  fosters  a
specific  strength:
patience,  confidence,
appreciation, love, and
se l f - l i k ing .  No l te
understood  that  self-
esteem is not a vague
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concept  but  is  built
th rough  concrete
experiences  of  being
seen,  va lued,  and
accepted.  A child who
l i v e s  w i t h
encouragement  learns
t o  t a k e  r i s k s  a n d
p e r s i s t  t h r o u g h
challenges. A child who
lives  with  acceptance
learns  that  they  are
worthy of love, not for
what  they do,  but  for
who  they  are.  These
lines  offer  a  practical
roadmap for building a
child's inner resources.
The  latter  portion  of
the  poem  addresses
values  and  worldview.
I t  covers  shar ing,
honesty,  fairness,
kindness, security, and
friendliness.  These
coup le ts  connect
individual family values
to  a  child's  broader
unders tand ing  o f
society.  A  child  who
experiences fairness at
home learns to believe

in justice. A child who
lives  with  security
deve lops  f a i th  i n
themselves and others.
The  final  line,  "If  you
live with serenity, your
children  will  live  with
p e a c e  o f  m i n d , "
elevates  the  message
f r o m  p a r e n t i n g
techniques to a way of
being.  It  reminds  us
that the most powerful
tool  we  have  is  our
o w n  e m o t i o n a l
r e g u l a t i o n  a n d
presence.

PRACTICAL
APPLICATIONS:
BRINGING THE
POEM TO LIFE IN
DAILY PARENTING

Understanding  the
"Children  Learn  What
They Live" poem is one
thing; implementing its
wisdom is another. The
p o e m ' s  e n d u r i n g
popularity  stems  from
its practicality. It  does
not  offer  complex
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strategies  or  require
specialised  training.
Instead,  it  invites  a
shift in awareness. The
first  step  is  to  become
an  observer  of  your
own behaviour and the
environment  you  are
creating.  Ask  yourself:
W h a t  i s  m y  c h i l d
lea rn ing  f rom  my
reactions?  When I  am
stressed,  do  I  model
criticism or do I model
problem-solving? When
my  ch i l d  makes  a
mistake,  do  I  offer
encouragement or do I
e x p r e s s
disappointment?
One powerful  exercise
is  to  take  a  s ing le
couplet and focus on it
f o r  a  w e e k .  F o r
example, if you choose
"If  children  live  with
encouragement,  they
learn  confidence,"  you
can  actively  look  for
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o
encourage effort rather
than outcome. Instead

of  saying  "Good  job"
only  when  your  child
succeeds, you can say
"I  saw  how  hard  you
worked on that puzzle"
or  "You  kept  trying
even  when  i t  was
difficult."  This  type  of
specific
encouragement  builds
a growth mindset and
genuine  confidence.
The  poem  provides  a
framework  for  being
intentional  about  the
messages  we  send.
Another  pract ica l
application is to create
a  " fami ly  cul ture"
audit.  Sit  down  with
your  partner  or  other
caregivers  and  read
through  the  poem
together. Discuss each
l i n e  a n d  s h a r e
examples  from  your
own  ch i l dhood  o r
current family life. This
dialogue  can  reveal
b l i n d  s p o t s  a n d
s t r e n g t h e n  y o u r
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
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creating  a  positive
env i ronment .  For
instance,  you  might
realise  that  while  you
value  honesty,  you
sometimes  tell  small
l ies  to  avoid  social
d i s c o m f o r t ,
inadvertently  teaching
y o u r  c h i l d  t h a t
t r u t h f u l n e s s  i s
conditional.  The  poem
becomes  a  mirror  for
personal  growth,  not
j u s t  a  g u i d e  f o r
managing  children.

For
Educators
: Using
the Poem
in the

Classroo
m
Educators  have  long
e m b r a c e d  t h e
"Children  Learn  What
They Live" poem as a
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
c l a s s r o o m
management  and
s c h o o l  c u l t u r e .
T e a c h e r s  w h o
internalise its message
m o v e  a w a y  f r o m
punitive  discipline
toward  restorative
practices.  A classroom
built  on  acceptance,
encouragement,  and
fairness  becomes  a
sa fe  space  where
students are willing to
take  intellectual  risks.
The  poem's  principles
align  beautifully  with
s o c i a l - e m o t i o n a l
l e a r n i n g  ( S E L )
curricula,  which  are
now widely recognised
as essential for student
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success.
Teachers  can  use  the
poem  as  a  starting
p o i n t  f o r  c l a s s
discussions  about
values  and  behaviour.
Students  can  write
their  own  versions  of
the  poem,  identifying
what they learn in their
c l a s s r o o m  a n d
community.  Older
students  can  analyse
the  psychologica l
principles behind each
line,  connecting  the
poem  to  concepts  in
psychology,  sociology,
and  literature.  The
poem can also serve as
a  t o u c h s t o n e  f o r
addressing  conflicts.
When  a  student  acts
out,  a  teacher  guided
by  this  poem  asks,
"What  is  this  student
learning  from  their
environment?  What
need is this behaviour
expressing?" This shift
from  punishment  to
understanding  can

transform  challenging
situations into learning
opportunities.
Creating  a  classroom
envi ronment  that
reflects  the  poem's
positive  lines  requires
intentional  effort.
Teachers can establish
routines  that  promote
sharing and generosity,
such  as  a  classroom
j o b  s y s t e m  o r  a
community  service
pro ject .  They  can
model  fa i rness  by
being  transparent
a b o u t  r u l e s  a n d
consequences.  They
c a n  p r o m o t e
a c c e p t a n c e  b y
celebrating  diversity
a n d  a d d r e s s i n g
bullying  swiftly.  The
p o e m  p r o v i d e s  a
simple checklist for the
kind  of  atmosphere
every educator aspires
to create.

THE MODERN
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RELEVANCE OF
THE CHILDREN
LEARN WHAT THEY

LIVE POEM

I n  a n  a g e  o f
information  overload,
the  "Children  Learn
What They Live" poem
offers  a  refreshing
r e t u r n  t o
fundamentals.  Modern
p a r e n t s  f a c e
u n p r e c e d e n t e d
pressures  from  social
media,  competitive
a c a d e m i c
environments,  and  a
constant  stream  of
expert  advice  that
often contradicts itself.
The poem cuts through
the noise by reminding
u s  t h a t  t h e  m o s t
important thing we can
offer our children is not
a  structured  schedule
of enrichment activities
but a consistent, loving
presence. The research
in  deve lopmenta l
p s y c h o l o g y

o v e r w h e l m i n g l y
s u p p o r t s  N o l t e ' s
intu i t ive  wisdom.
Secure  attachment,
positive reinforcement,
a n d  a  n u r t u r i n g
e n v i r o n m e n t  a r e
consistently  linked  to
better  outcomes  in
emotional  regulation,
a c a d e m i c
achievement,  and
social  competence.
T h e  p o e m  a l s o
resonates  deeply  in
discussions  about
breaking  cycles  of
t r a u m a  a n d
dysfunction.  Many
a d u l t s  w h o  s e e k
therapy  for  anxiety,
d e p r e s s i o n ,  o r
relationship  difficulties
trace  their  struggles
back  to  ch i ldhood
environments  heavy
with  criticism,  shame,
or  hostility.  The poem
v a l i d a t e s  t h e s e
experiences while also
offering  hope.  By
understanding  what
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t h e y  l e a r n e d ,
i n d i v i d u a l s  c a n
consciously  choose  to
create  a  different
environment  for  their
own  chi ldren.  The
poem becomes  a  tool
for healing, not just for
parenting. It empowers
adults  to  say,  "I  was
raised  with  criticism,
but  I  am  choosing  to
raise my children with
encouragement."
Furthermore, the poem
h a s  f o u n d  n e w
r e l e v a n c e  i n
discussions  about
dig i ta l  parent ing.
Children  today  learn
not  only  from  their
immediate  family  but
also  from  screens,
soc ia l  media ,  and
online interactions. The
poem's  principles  can
be  extended  to  the
digital  environment.
What  are  ch i ldren
learn ing  f rom  the
content they consume?
Do  they  live  with  the

hostility of online echo
chambers? Do they live
with  the  ridicule  of
cyberbullying?  Parents
and educators can use
t h e  p o e m  a s  a
framework for teaching
digital  citizenship  and
media literacy, helping
children  navigate  the
online  world  with  the
same values  we hope
to instil at home.

Common
Misinterp
retations
of the
Poem
Despite  its  simplicity,
the  "Children  Learn
What They Live" poem
i s  s o m e t i m e s
misunderstood.  A
c o m m o n
misinterpretation  is
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t h a t  i t  p l a c e s  a l l
responsibility  for  a
child's  behaviour  on
the parent,  leading to
guilt and blame. This is
a  misunderstanding of
Nolte's  intent.  The
p o e m  d e s c r i b e s
influences,  not
d e t e r m i n i s t i c
outcomes. Children are
resilient and come into
the  world  with  their
own  temperaments.
They are  influenced by
peers,  school,  culture,
and  their  own  unique
wiring. The poem is not
a formula for producing
perfect children but an
invitation for adults to
take  responsibility  for
what they can control:
the  environment  they
create.
A n o t h e r
misinterpretation  is
t h a t  t h e  p o e m
a d v o c a t e s  f o r
permissive  parenting,
where  children  are
never criticised or held

accountable. This is not
correct.  The  poem
contrasts criticism with
c o n d e m n a t i o n ,
discipline with hostility.
Constructive  feedback,
delivered with kindness
a n d  r e s p e c t ,  i s
fundamentally different
f r o m  t h e  c h r o n i c
criticism  that  breeds
c o n d e m n a t i o n .
C h i l d r e n  n e e d
b o u n d a r i e s  a n d
guidance.  The  poem
does not  suggest  that
w e  s h o u l d  n e v e r
cor rect  a  ch i ld ;  i t
suggests  that  how we
correct  matters.  We
can  discipline  without
shaming,  set  limits
without  hostility,  and
teach  consequences
without making a child
feel  fundamentally
flawed.
Finally,  some  dismiss
the  poem  as  overly
s e n t i m e n t a l  o r
s imp l i s t i c  fo r  the
complexities of modern
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parenting.  While  it  is
t r u e  t h a t  r a i s i n g
ch i ld ren  invo lves
navigating  nuanced
challenges, the poem's

power lies precisely in
its  simplicity.  It  distils
complex  psychological
principles into


