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The author advises our child-rearing and edu-cational systems need to be changed in 

order to stop our culture from being so violent. This would include paying more 

attention to the necessity of nurturing children, modeling nurturing behavior toward 

animals and people, being unafraid to stand up for such values as compassion, 

empathy, and respect and love for all life. The author finds that self-esteem can be 

enhanced through one's value system. 
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Ghandi once wrote that the greatness of a nation and its moral progress can be judged by the way 

its animals are treated. I would also add, by the way its children are treated. 

We live in a throw-away society. We pollute our environment with unwanted, often unused 

goods. We throw away our pets (multi-millions a year). We throw away our elderly. We throw 

away our children. Even though many normal children are not abandoned, they are often 

neglected educationally, emotionally, and spiritually. 

The first stated goal of the American Humane Association's Summit on Violence Conference 

(1991) was to prevent the onset of violent behavior with educational programs that promote 

nurturing and empathy in children, including experiential ones. It is my contention that unless we 

get to the root of the evil pervading our society as a whole, all the programs in the world will be 

as effective as Band-Aids on cancer patients. 

We live in an age when there is much thought given to the needs of children, but one can hardly 

say this is a society which has children at its heart. Young lives are being wasted because their 

potential never had a chance to blossom. Education is more concerned with reading and writing 

and arithmetic than with nurturing children into becoming the best individuals they can become 

by nurturing and training them in the art and science of humanity, the ability to relate to others in 

a cooperative, loving, and caring manner. Many parents who are overworked in a society which 

seems to be rushing to uncertain doom, have lost the values once held by generations past, and 

have nothing of permanent and real value to hand down to their children or have no time to 



communicate these values. We have only to consider the statistics seen in the daily press of 

crimes committed by younger and younger children of seemingly normal families, of the suicide 

rate of our children and adolescents, of children dropping out of school and work, and of the 

increased use of drugs, to see that much is not right in what we are doing with our children. At 

home and school, we are not teaching children a sense of their own self-worth or that all life is 

precious, which would lead to a respect and love for all life. 

Whatever happened to the old-fashioned virtues of compassion, caring, respect, and 

responsibility? We need to look closely at the process by which a society develops its moral 

paradigms, especially as they relate to violence against the vulnerable. We will never find caring 

and empathy where there is a lack of feeling and barren relationships. When children have only 

frustration and hostility in their lives they learn to compensate for the feelings of powerlessness, 

inferiority, and rage by abusing those who are smaller, often animals. Rollo May (1968) suggests 

when a child is not loved adequately by a mother or father there develops a penchant for revenge 

on the world, a need to destroy the world for others insomuch as it was not good for him. 

Years ago, when a child was not given all the possible positives in the home, there was always a 

second chance in school. I do not believe this is so these days. I find many middle-class parents 

today are afraid to take a stand and communicate such issues as morals and values to their 

children, unlike parents of past generations. Teachers and counselors feel it is not their job to 

show children the difference between right and wrong. In fact, I have found they believe it is 

wrong to impose their views. But without values, children become confused and anxious over the 

array of alternatives. 

A value system is tied integrally to self-image. Values can be defined as those aspects of life and 

behavior which an individual deems as most important and worthy. If one is true to his or her 

values, self-image is enhanced. A decline in self-image is usually accompanied by a crumbling in 

values. Bettelhem (1977) wrote, "Just because life is so often bewildering to him, the child needs 

even more to be given the chance to understand himself in this complex world with which he 

must learn to cope. To be able to do so, the child must be helped to make some coherent sense 

out of the turmoil of his feelings. He needs ideas on how to bring his inner house into order, and 

on that basis be able to create order in his life. He needs a moral education which conveys to him 

the advantages of moral behavior." 

Having given children an education void of standards, is it any wonder that they develop lacking 

morals, responsibility, and self-discipline? To address the growing need for more ways to help 

children, I have looked for alternatives to help the continuum of normative growth. Introducing 

animals into the lives of normally developing children has proven to be a successful way to 

prevent seemingly small problems from turning into lasting behavior problems. It creates a 

healthy environment that assists the child in coping with stress as well as deepening the 

sensitivity of children to all others, including animals. 

One of the most important virtues we are not instilling in our young children today is empathy. 

Direct contact with animals, with modeling and guidance, can be one way of helping children 

develop empathy with other beings (human and non-human), and with the environment. 



It is my experience that since children often learn best by example, they can develop an 

awareness of the needs of others by seeing how adults care for and relate to animals. Children 

can practice a variety of interactions with an animal which can later be incorporated into 

relationships with others. Animals can teach children behaviors, such as a capacity to 

communicate, which are not easily acquired by conventional learning techniques, and social 

behaviors, such as sharing the responsibility for others. Animals can also help children develop 

self- 

esteem, a sense of achievement, nurturing, cooperation, and socialization, which all contribute to 

the building of empathy for all others. 

Not only do animals bring out the personalities of children and improve their receptiveness to the 

environment and to others, but they often teach children how to relax and be themselves. Play is 

one of the most important health-related aspects of the human/animal relationship. Animals are 

often better playmates for children than toys because animals constantly bring the child back to 

the reality of the relationship. Animals can also contribute to the development of children as they 

can be an active playmate who helps release energy and tensions in the child, while the child can 

do the same thing for the animals. 

I am often asked if there is animal abuse with children I work with, especially the inner-city 

children, many of whom have been abused themselves. In my three years at Green Chimneys (A 

therapeutic residential farm for children in New York, where animals and children relate with 

each other on a daily basis) I never saw a child deliberately hurt an animal. Animals have 

accidently been stepped on, embraced or brushed too hard, but I never saw real damage, and the 

animal was the first to come back for more attention and affection. The child, in turn, learned the 

proper way to behave around the animal. The children are taught empathy from the beginning by 

watching the adults around them, and by interaction with their peers. It all has to do with the 

most powerful kind of education which involves more than demonstrations. It involves care and 

love. Studies by Kidd & Kidd (1990) show the more contact with live animals and the more 

sources of information about animals children have, the more affection for and interest in 

animals they will develop. Early experience is important in forming attitudes which remain into 

adulthood. 

One of the weaknesses of past studies about those who abuse animals is they do not consider the 

patterns of pet ownership among the subjects: they did not ask if the animal was the child's and 

what was the nature of that relationship. Frank Ascione (1993) of Utah State University is now 

taking this into account in studies of companion animal relationships, as well as broadening the 

strata of society tested. We all know that doctors, lawyers, and other professionals can be among 

the most severe animal and family abusers as well as the poor. The stresses of our society can 

cause even the most empathic person to become unhinged at times. We need to keep in mind the 

words of St. Thomas Aquinas written in the 13th century. He said that being cruel to animals 

leads to the temporal hurt of humankind. Again I find it valid to substitute animals for children. 

The violence to children as well as to animals leads to the decay of our future. 

It is up to those who work with children to see that they receive all the help they need in order to 

become their richest selves. What greater gift can we give children than a sense of their own self-

worth and the knowledge that all life is precious? The development of empathy for all of God's 



creation, no matter how great or how small is the most effective way I know to teach children to 

empathize with each other, including non-human animals. To nurture the child and encourage his 

caring and the nurturing of animals leads to an adult who cares for the world and a more caring, 

less violent future. This development of empathy, which is truly a part of the child's developing 

morality, should be one of our top priorities in humane education. There is no better way to 

foster virtue than to foster nurture. 
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