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ABSTRACT

Corporal punishment has been viewed as physical punishment used to alter and

correct certain behavior. Since the beginning of time, corporal punishment has been used

by parents and caretakers to control children. Religious groups often quote the Bible by

citing that it is their right to physically punish their children.

Society first developed laws in the 1800's to protect animals from cruelty while

children were still being abused. It was believed at the time that children could think for

themselves and animals did not have this ability. Children were sold into slavery, used as

cheap labor and were physically abused by their caretaker or family members as they

were seen as property. The first case of child abuse that received recognition and 

protection in the United States was in New York. Martha Ellen was abused by her foster

parents and was protected by the New York Court in 1874 by invoking the cruelty to

animals' law (Child, 23). 

In the study conducted by Dr. Straus, he concludes that physical punishment can

be detrimental to the child as he reaches adulthood. Dr. Straus identifies alcoholism, less

than average intelligence, and poor social and relationship coping skills to mention a few

ailments associated with corporal punishment. Other studies were conducted that 

disputed Dr. Straus findings and conclusions. One of the more renowned documented

study disputing detrimental effects of corporal punishment is a study conducted by Dr. 

Baumrind (1999). Based on the studies reviewed, it was concluded that corporal 

punishment is not child abuse but a form of discipline. It was also recommended that in

order to reduce or possibly eliminate child abuse three recommendations should be

implemented. 
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Introduction 

An ambulance arrives at the emergency room with an unconscious child. The child's

parents inform the attending physician that the child was sitting on the bed when she suddenly

collapsed. The doctors proceed to examine the child and learn that the child has sustained, by

unknown means, a fractured skull and are unresponsive. At this time, there is no other

explanation for the fractures. Is this a case of discipline or child abuse?

A police officer is called to receive information regarding an assault at school. The

officer meets with the principal and learns that the school administration desires to file a report 

for possible child abuse. The officer then interviews an 8 year old boy and notices what appears

to be a bruise on the boy's neck. During the interview, the boy tells the officer, "My father did

it". At this point, the officer decides to obtain a warrant of arrest for the child's father for child

abuse. Is this a case of discipline or child abuse?

The two cases described above go from one extreme to the other. Often police officers

are called to investigate and make decisions on whether the case is child abuse or not. Given the

limited information on each case, it is difficult to make a determination on the outcome. Since

many factors have to be looked at and considered. However, police officers are frequently

responding to this type of calls and making arrests based on the same level of information, thus

classifying the cases as child abuse.

It appears from any observers view there are issues needed to be faced regarding 

concerns and decisions about child abuse. Watching the news on any day of the week reports

dealing with some form of child abuse can be heard. Often asked, is there really that much abuse

taking place in our cities or is it being over reported? It is a well-known fact that the media likes 

to dwell on certain crime stories especially if the issues are recent and catch the attention of the
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public. According to Goddard and Saunders, (2001) "the media has been essentially the growth

in society's awareness of child abuse, not so much from community education campaigns as

through the news and features reporting on specific cases, particularly the more sensational or

gruesome cases" (qtd.. on Tomison, 8). However, not all things are what they appear. 

The purpose of this paper is to discuss whether corporal punishment is discipline or

abuse. In 2001, Child Protective Services (CPS) investigated 131,147 cases of child abuse and

neglect in Texas and 47,532 were confirmed victims (Prevent, 2). "Of those cases confirmed, 54

percent were neglect, 19 percent were physical abuse, 10 percent were sexual abuse, 3 percent

were emotional maltreatment and 14 percent were due to other forms of maltreatment." (Prevent 

4). Child abuse is not to be taken lightly. Statistics in Texas show that in the majority of the 

cases no disposition was reached or did not meet the elements to be classified as child abuse. 

Nevertheless, these cases were reported to CPS and were added to the statistical data base as 

child abuse cases. Once again, not everything is what it appears. There is a need to be careful 

about information released to the public by special interest groups. Some of the special interest

groups, such as advocate groups or anti-spanking groups, are often created with the intent to 

represent and protect children. 

In order to have a better understanding and discussion regarding corporal punishment

issues, we must first define what corporal punishment is. According to Dr. M. A. Straus and D.

A. Donnelly, corporal punishment is defined as "the use of force with the intention of causing a

child pain, but not injury, for purposes of correction or control of the child's behavior" (qtd. in

Turner & Finkelhor, 155). This definition includes spanking and slapping when used as a form

of discipline to correct behavior (Turner & Finkelhor, 155). Dr. Diana Baumrind of the Institute

of Human Development at the University of California defines spanking as "striking the child on 
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the buttocks or extremities with an open hand without inflicting physical injury with the intention 

to modify behavior." "Spanking is intended to be aversive, but not necessarily by inflicting

physical pain" (1). These definitions give us an understanding of physical punishment used to

correct behavior. However, history has taught us that physical punishment was often severe and

abusive. 

Many beliefs regarding the use of severe corporal punishment were derived from a

religious background. Two of the most quoted verses in the Bible are Proverbs 13:24, "He that

spareth the rod hateth his son, but he who loveth him chastiseth him betimes." And Proverbs 

19:18, "Chasten thy son while there is still hope and let not thy soul spare for his crying" (qtd. 

Maurer & Wallerstein, 1). People with strong religious upbringing and beliefs will normally

always use one of the two biblical verses to legitimize their use of physical punishment to

discipline their children. Often when a member of a religious group is arrested and charged with

child abuse they will argue on their defense their constitutional right to practice their religion

under the 1st Amendment (Sebranek & Meyer, 200). Some of the anti-spanking groups 

grounded on religious believe are fast to argue this point. According to Michael Jost, M. Div.,

LMSW "the statement, 'Spare the Rod -- Spoil the Child' is one that most people assume deals

with corporal punishment. It is not about beating!" (Qtd. Religion, 7). He then goes further into 

explaining that the statement meant more along the lines to guide or to lead. The Reverend Dr.

Thomas E. Sagendorf of Bexley United Methodist Church in Columbus, OH., states, "I can find 

no sanction in the teaching of Jesus or the witness of the New Testament to encourage the 

practice of corporal punishment at home, school or anywhere else..."(qtd. Spanking, 2). Gregory

K. Popcak, from a Catholic point of view, defines punishment as "to cause to undergo pain. At

its very roots, it has no teaching. Punishment establishes a police/suspect relationship between
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punisher and punished ...Punishment tends to assume that "they" (children) are bent toward evil

(or at least no good) and are out to manipulate (police /Parent)" (1-2). He later addresses several

characteristics in children who are spanked such as having lower average intelligence, are less 

creative, demonstrate a diminished ability to say no in personal demeaning or dangerous 

situations, increased violent/bully behavior, have higher rates of physical and mental 

impairments and as adults tend to reject their parents religion (Popcak, 6). 

"For thousands of years, children have been exploited, worked to death, slain, and

tortured by some parents, guardians, employers, and other individuals" (Child, 23). Child abuse

was reported in England in the 19th Century. Some of the reports documented illegitimate

children being killed by nurses, children sold into slavery and cases of infanticide as a means to 

control population's size (Child, 23). Looking back in time we can say that the society was cruel

in comparison to today's society. Or was it? After all, doesn't China still practice some forms of 

infanticide to control its population and in other cultures the practice of killing illegitimate

children is still allowed? In some countries the killing of female children is condoned as they are

seen as unwanted and in some countries the severe mutilation of the female's genitals is a

common practice in accordance to their beliefs. In the early 1800's, society began to take on

initiative regarding certain issues. However, the issues dealt with taking care of their pets first

before considering the welfare of their children. The belief was that "animals are dumb and

children were not" (child, 23), thereby implying that children did not need protection. In 1824,

The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals was founded in England. In 1860,

the term, "Battered Child Syndrome" was coined by Ambroise Tardieu, a professor of legal

medicine in Paris (Child, 23). It was 47 years later, after the society for cruelty to animals was

founded, the Society for Cruelty to Children was organized in 1871 (Child, 23). The first case of
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child abuse that received recognition and protection in the United States occurred in New York. 

Martha Ellen was abused by her foster parents and was protected by the New York Court in 1874 

by invoking the cruelty to animal's law (Child, 23). This case prompted the American society to

become more aware of child abuse issues. The American Association for the Study and

Prevention of Infant Mortality was established in 1909 during the first White House Conference 

(Child, 23). According to the article, child protection laws prohibiting child abuse have passed

in the last half of the 20th Century.

Much debate has gone on as to what constitutes child abuse and if corporal punishment is

to be considered child abuse. The use of corporal punishment as a form of discipline has been a

highly controversial issue in the United States. As of August 27, 1999,26 states: AL, AZ, AR, 

CO, MS, MO, DE, FL, GA, ID, IN, KS, KY, LA, MS, MO, NM, NC, OH, OK, P A, SC, TN, TX, 

WY, and Rhode Island, still legally approve of the use of corporal punishment in their schools. 

Corporal punishment in Rhode Island is legal but has been restricted in their school districts. 

According to the author, 27 states, to include the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico, have 

banned corporal punishment in their schools (Robinson, 2). These findings are also supported by

Dennis Rendall who lists the states: AK, CA, CT, HI, IL, IA, MT, NE, NY, NH, NJ, NY, ND,

OR, and SD, as having made corporal punishment illegal in their schools (1). This gives us a

perspective that our country is divided about the use of corporal punishment in the schools.

The public at large seems to disagree with the States decisions and corporal punishment. 

According to Straus, a study conducted in 1991 found that 84% of the national sample of adults 

agreed that a "good, hard spanking is sometimes necessary" (qtd. Turner & Finkelhor, 155). 

Here conflicting opinions can be viewed between the public schools and the public. It is possible

that most of the states that have made corporal punishment illegal in their schools might have 
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done so because of law suits rather than public opinion. In Texas, children are protected under

State law criminalizing some act of physical violence such as causing serious bodily injury, 

serious mental deficiency, impairment, or injury; or bodily injury under section 22.04 Injury to a 

Child (Penal, 22). However, under title 9, justification excluding criminal responsibility the law

gives the parent the right to "use force, but not deadly force, against a child" for the purpose of

disciplining the child under section 9.61 Parent child relationships (Penal, 9). One of the major

factors generating a large number of arrests of parents physically abusing their children in the 

City of El Paso has to do with the EI Paso Police Department's family violence policy. Since it's 

introduction into the police Department, police officers have been stripped of their authority to 

use discretion regarding the making of an arrest when investigating family violence cases. 

According to the police department's policy, an officer investigating a family violence case must

immediately document and advise the victim of his /her rights under the family violence law. 

The officer will make an arrest if pain or injury was inflicted upon a person. In the event that the

perpetrator has left the area before the officers arrive, the officers will obtain a warrant of arrest

for the perpetrator and present the case to the District Attorney (Procedures, 405-1 - 405-2). 

Although this paper is not all encompassing of all ongoing programs and projects, the reader will 

see that society has come along way in how child abuse is perceived and what measures need to 

be taken to care and protect our children.

There are two schools of thought when it comes to corporal punishment. The first school

of thought is the one dealing with anti-spanking. There are parents, individuals and experts who

do not believe in using corporal punishment to discipline a child. They see the use of corporal

punishment as causing detrimental effects on the child that will surface later as an adult. Heather

A. Turner and David Finkelhor cite several studies conducted by Holmes and Robins, 1988; 
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Maurer, 1974; Straus, 1994, as relating physical punishment to depression (156). They also cite

a study by Bryan and Free, 1982, which finds that college students who were physically

punished as children manifested several long term effects. Some of the manifestations observed

were having fewer friends, greater frequency of negative social interaction and elevated levels of

depression and anxiety (156). Straus and Kaufman-Kantor (1992) found that adults who

experienced corporal punishment as teenagers are more likely to have "drinking problems,

depressive symptoms, and thoughts of suicide" (Turner & Finkelhor, 156). 

The second school of thought deals with pro-spanking. This group of parents, individuals

and experts believe that corporal punishment is necessary, in some cases, to discipline. They

believe that the corporal punishment is a good disciplinary tool as long as the parents are

nurturing and supportive of the child. According to Turner & Finkelhor, "children who

experience their parents as nurturant and supportive may be less adversely affected by corporal 

punishment". Children who experience parental support may have a higher level of confidence, 

self-esteem and a better ability to cope with stressful circumstances, thus reducing the level of

distress when corporal punishment is inflicted (157). Both schools of thought give 

good argument as to why corporal punishment should be given consideration before 

administering this form of discipline. However, the question still remains. Is corporal 

punishment discipline or abuse? In the next section, fives studies conducted independent of each

other, their findings and their conclusions will be examined. A comparison will be made of their

conclusions in search of an answer or solution regarding a disciplinary approach to dealing with 

corporal punishment. 

Literature Review 

The first study we will look at is a study by Murray A. Straus, Ph.D. Dr. Straus defines
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corporal punishment as, "the use of physical force with the intention of causing a child to 

experience pain but not injury, for the purposes of correction or control of the child's behavior".

He then identifies the methods of corporal punishment as, "spanking, slapping, grabbing or

shoving a child "roughly," and hitting with traditionally acceptable objects such as hairbrush, 

belt, ruler, or paddle" (Mason & Gambrill, 197). He also defines physical abuse as, "physical

force that causes injury or has a high probability of causing injury." He further emphasizes that

physical abuse, "tends to cause serious psychological problems and increases the probability of

juvenile delinquency" (Mason & Gambrill, 197). The following is a list of findings by Dr.

Straus and colleagues in the use of corporal punishments and its effects on children: 

1. The child learns the morality of hitting.

2. The more violent the child will be with his own children as an adult. 

3. Higher probabilities that the child will grow to become a delinquent. 

4. Higher probability of spousal assault.

5. Higher probability that the child will assault on peoples other than family members.

6. The higher the percentage that have a drinking problem.

7. Have higher depressive symptoms.

8. The higher the probability of thinking of suicide. (Mason & Gambrill, 198-201).

In conclusion, Dr. Straus believed that, based on his findings, there is no need for spanking. He

states, "there is no need to expose children to these risks for the sake of immediate control that

corporal punishment seems to provide, because the evidence is that corporal punishment is not 

more effective than alternative modes of dealing with misbehavior" (Mason & Gambrill, 202). 

He further states that corporal punishment should be illegal and that children should never be hit. 

In her article, Child Abuse. Physical, Dr. Lizette Petterson highlights behaviors and
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factors that may lead to abuse. The article starts by saying, "legal definitions of child abuse vary

from state to state, but injuries requiring medical attention are typically regarded as abusive" (1). 

The article also touches on three factors that may lead to physical abuse and they are personality, 

social class and the child's temperament (Peterson, 2). It appears that infants, who are born

premature, are mentally retarded or who have physical handicaps are more likely to be abused by 

their caretaker. The same is apparent with infants who do not have a set sleeping or eating habit,

are slow learners; less coordinated or less affectionate tend to promote abuse (Peterson, 3). It

appears that the parents of these types of children tend to be impatient and have different 

expectations of how the child should respond to certain behavior. Toddlers are hyperactive by

nature. Most abusive parents tend to misunderstand hyperactive behavior and as a need for

control often abuse their children while trying to correct the behavior (Peterson, 3). According

to Peterson, "If the child is punished inconsistently. . . the child feels helpless, angry, and

confused about how he or she is supposed to react" (4). Dr. Peterson's article also supports Dr.

Straus's studies by identifying the same behavioral characteristics observed in abused children.

Another point of interest in Dr. Peterson's article is the price tag on child abuse. She indicates

that child abuse is costly for a variety of reasons. According to Dr. Peterson, medical care for

abused children is well over $20 million dollars a year. Tax payers through Medicaid pay the

money. Special education is another service for abused children at a cost of $7 million per year.

In addition, Foster care for abused children is the most expensive service with an estimated cost 

of $460 million a year (1). Although these are main services provided to abused children, only

three main services were discussed in order to give an idea of the annual cost of child abuse. 

A study, conducted by Cathy Spatz Widom professor of Criminal Justice and Psychology

at the State University of New York at Albany, agrees with Dr. Straus' findings by identifying
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behavioral and psychological disorders affecting children as they reach adulthood. She does

point out, however, that some expected outcomes did not materialize such as increased risk for

alcohol problems in abused and neglected children (Widom, 7). It appears that abused children

did not developed an alcohol problem, whether or not the parent had the same problem (Widom, 

6). Professor Widom closes her study by stating that other factors may be the cause of adult

antisocial behavior seen in abused children. She says, "Some early, adverse experiences may be

indirect, creating byproducts. They may change the environment or the family situation, which

in turn may predispose a person to problem behavior. They also may expose the child to further

harmful experiences. In this way, the consequences may be due not so much to the abuse or

neglect, but to the chain of events it triggers" (Widom, 8). This is an interesting insight into the

study's, recognition and admission that not all child abuse and neglect may be the cause of

adulthood problems. It would be interesting to learn what other factors come into play. Perhaps

physical punishment is not as detrimental as once considered and traumatic events in a person's

life may have more of a psychological influence.

A study produced by Heather A. Turner and David Finkelhor of the University of New 

Hampshire takes a look at parental support to reduce the negative impact of corporal punishment. 

They chose data that represented a national sample consisting of 1,042 boys and 958 girls

between the age group of 10-16 to include their parents and guardians. The random data

sampled consisted of 10% Black, 7% Hispanic, and 3% other races to include Asian and Native 

American. The sample indicated that 14% made less than $20, 000 a year, 15% were from a

single parent home, 13% were from a parent and step-parent home, and 3% were from a non

parent guardian in the household. The interviews were conducted by phone and each interview

lasted from 30 minutes to 1 hour. The study was restricted to corporal punishment without the
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use of objects. In other words, they were able to separate physical punishment from physical

abuse (157-158). The study measured corporal punishment, psychological distress, depression,

parental support, social demographics and physical abuse. The results of the study are as follow:

1. 30% of the youth experience physical punishment in the past year: 17% low

frequency, 5.5% moderate frequency, 7% frequently.

2. Average parental income $43,544.

3. Psychological distress was conditional upon the level of parental support. Corporal 

punishment will have more detrimental effect with low parental support. Parental

support is less influential among youth who experience high levels of corporal 

punishment. Both corporal punishment and parental support still show a substantial

effect on psychological distress. However, when parental support is high there is a

decrease in the level of psychological distress.

4. Depression was found to be experienced 3 times more by those who experience 

frequent corporal punishment. Parental support substantially reduced the odds of

depression. 

In conclusion, the study appears to support that corporal punishment represents a potential source

of stress among youth. The authors further state that it is possible that the increase in stress on

children may also result from supportive parents inconsistent way of administering corporal 

punishment (Turner & Finkelhor, 159-164).

A study conducted by Dr. Diana Baumrind of the Institute of Human Development at the 

University of California dispels with the findings in three previous studies. She believes that the

claims made by the other studies do not support a blanket injunction against corporal 

punishment. Dr. Baumrind's 30 year study involved more than 100 families. Dr. Baumrind 
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found, "no evidence for unique detrimental effects of normative physical punishment" (qtd. 

Families, 1). She further points out that other studies failed to take into account the "child's own 

pattern of misbehavior and the general nature of parent-child relationship". The study began

during the children's pre-school years in 1968 with subsequent interviews and observations in

1972-73 and 1978-80 during early primary and secondary school years (Families, 1). The

interesting point in this study is that Dr. Baumrind makes the distinction between physical abuse, 

physical punishment and verbal punishment. She defines spanking as "striking the child on the 

buttocks or extremities with an open hand without inflicting physical injury with the intention to

modify behavior" (1). Verbal punishment is classified as, "parent yells or shouts, parent belittles

the child by the use of sarcasm, and parent engages in nattering (pointless and disapproving

chatter)". Parents are classified as six primary parenting types and are labeled as, "Authoritative,

Democratic, Directive, Good Enough, Permissive, and RejectinglNeg1ecting" (Baumrind, 5). 

The findings were as follow: 

1. Frequency/intensity of physical punishment is associated with detrimental child 

outcomes. 

2. Those parents identified as abusive, known as the red zone, were more exploited and 

intrusive. Their children were less competent and more maladjusted. 

3. No significant differences between children of parents who spank seldom and those 

who spanked moderately.

4. Children who never experience physical punishment were less well-adjusted than 

those who experience occasional but infrequent physical punishment. 

5. Children who experience "more frequent than average" physical punishment were not 

maladjusted, but were somewhat less competent and well-adjusted than the other
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children. 

6. Children of authoritative to democratic types of parents were competent and well 

adjusted. Physical punishment was used by these parents with their preschool

children but tend to reduce as the children got older.

7. Verbal punishment was negatively associated with competence. 

The study found no evidence of unique detrimental effects of normative physical punishment

(Baumrind, 7-10). Supporting studies by Rohner and his colleques concluded that there were

"no negative correlates of corporal punishment for youths who perceived their parents as loving

and fair" (qtd. in Baumrind, 12). Larzelere (2000) agrees that most studies fail to take into

account baseline child misbehavior. He also offers some effective spanking guidelines:

1. Not severe enough to cause more than a moderate level of distress. 

2. Under control and planned, not impulsive.

3. Preferably between ages 2 to 6 and phased out soon after.

4. Used in conjunction with reasoning and explanation.

5. Used privately. 

6. Motivated by child-oriented and not parent-oriented concern.

7. Used after a single warning to enforce a directive or time-out. 

8. Used flexibly with recourse to other disciplinary tactics, rather than increasing the

intensity of spanking (qtd. Baumrind, 11).

According to Robert E. Larzelere (1999) current scientific evidence suggests that a balanced 

middle position on spanking is preferable to either of the polarized extremes (Larzelere & Straus

Debate, 1). 

According to Swedish reports, child abuse has dropped in their country since corporal
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punishment was banned in 1979. Joan Durrant of the University of Manitoba in Canada, in her

evaluation of the program, concluded that the ban on corporal punishment had changed attitudes 

and practices about spanking, lowered child abuse and decreased assaults by young people born 

after 1979 (Families, 12). However, in a critique by Dr. Robert E. Larzelere of the University of

Nebraska Medical Center points out the opposite effects the ban on corporal punishment has had 

on Swedish children. It appears that public support for the use of corporal punishment was at

26% prior to the banning and remained the same until 1981. It appears that after looking at

children in all age groups corporal punishment only decreased by 2% since 1979 in a survey 

taken two years later (Families, 12). In another survey conducted in 1994 physical child abuse

increased from "99 in 1981 to 583 in 1994, by 489%" (Families, 13). There was also a 519%

increase in assaults on children from the age groups of 7 -14 ranging from 1984 to 1994 

(Families, 13). In a 1986 study conducted by Gelles and Edfeldt, they found that, "one year after

spanking by parents was abolished, the Swedish rate of child beating or threatening to use or 

using a weapon against a child was two to four times as large as the U.S. rate" (qtd. in Mason &

Gambrill, 206). It appears that the lack of being able to properly discipline the child in a timely

manner only adds to frustration, which may lead to serious injuries inflicted on the child. Based

on the figures shown, it does not appear that the Swedish were able to reduce child abuse by

banning corporal punishment. However, these evaluations appear to support Dr. Baumrind's

findings that corporal punishment should not be banned.

Discussion 

The topic of child abuse has become quite controversial in the past few years. As

mentioned earlier, the media reports high profile cases dealing with abused, neglected, missing

and murdered children making the public more attune to these hot topics. One of the biggest
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barriers making this controversial and problematic issue difficult to solve is poor definitions of

the subject and lack of agreements among experts regarding what constitutes corporal 

punishment. Although, most definitions regarding corporal punishment in the previous studies

were similar, they still differ in meaning.

The second barrier to this issue is not properly separating each definition individually 

such as physical punishment, physical abuse or verbal abuse. Most studies will use physical

punishment, the use of force, verbal aggression, corporal punishment and child abuse as 

interchangeable definitions. In some cases, they are lumped into one category -- child abuse or

corporal punishment. Perhaps if we could agree on a universal applicable definition used for

academic purposes, civil and legal purposes, we would be able to begin to agree on what 

constitutes corporal punishment. Properly identifying and defining the problem could lead us to

identify possible solutions that work and all entities can apply. Granted, not all solutions are

applicable to every case but it would be a start. Going back to our original hypothesis, is

corporal punishment considered discipline or child abuse? The research speaks for itself. The 

answer is that corporal punishment is a form of discipline because it does correct bad behavior. 

When coupled with nurturing, supportive and loving parents, corporal punishment does not

create any detrimental effects on children. However, if taken to a violent extreme it could result

in child abuse. 

If corporal punishment caused half the problems that Dr. Straus and others point out, 

what kind of society would presently be prevalent? Some of these studies have been ongoing

since the late 60's but there is no real evidence of the causes alleged. A recent group meeting

consisting of 25 police volunteers going through the El Paso Police Citizens Academy and

ranging from college student to retired took place. This group went through rigorous 
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background checks to make sure they met specific standards before allowing them access to 

police facilities and equipment. The group was polled as to how many of them had been spanked

as children with either an open hand or an object? The result was that 22 out of25 raised their 

hands and none of them believed that the spankings caused them any problems achieving their 

goals. Dr. Widom does make a good point. Other factors in the person's life that may redirect 

and influence the outcomes in a person's behavior.

Although not discussed in any of the studies cited, politics or political correctness among 

experts may have a great deal of influence on how we perceive child abuse. Often professional

people will not speak their mind for fear of being outcast from their professions. Given

examples of the pressures of political correctness openness avenues for interpretation. In a

survey conducted in 1997-98 by the American Academy of Pediatrics membership the following 

information was compiled: 

1. 53% discuss corporal punishment with their patients' parents. 5 out of 10 

pediatricians discourage it, 4 out of 5 recommend it with limited use and with specific 

rules, 9% made no recommendations.

2. Should spanking as a form of discipline be eliminated? 50% agree, 30% disagree and 

20% were unsure. 

3. 48% think there is a link between corporal punishment and child abuse, 21 %

disagree, and 31 % were undecided. 

4. 74% of the pediatricians were spanked as children, 12% say it was the form of 

discipline most commonly used by their parents.

5. 35% of the pediatricians said they spank their own children, less then 1 % said

spanking is the most common method of discipline used on their own children. 
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(Robinson, 3). 

Keeping in mind these are medical professionals who deal with children on a daily basis, it

appears they are divided in the use of corporal punishment and its effects. Less then half still use

spanking as a way to discipline their own children.

Recommendations 

One of the biggest challenges to understanding corporal punishment is to realize that 

child abuse is not only a welfare problem, but a law enforcement problem as well (Finkelhor & 

Ormrod, 1). Although the primary source and investigative unit has been child welfare

authorities, law enforcement has begun to take a more active role. "In some States, these

investigations are conducted jointly by child welfare and police; in a few jurisdictions, 

responsibility for investigations lies with law enforcement only" (Finkelhor & Ormrod, 3). As

progress is made in decreasing child abuse and protecting abused children, there are three areas

that need special attention in order for society as a whole to do a better job. 

The first two areas consist of training and the third deals with a more loving positive

approach to discipline children with set guidelines and rules (common sense approach). The first

area of training should consist of training the investigator to identify and determine illness from 

injury and which are accidental and which are abuse. The second area of training should consist

of providing training for parents and children. Training not in the conventional sense but

beyond. Thus, training should concentrate on children when they reach their high school years.

Society continues to stress the benefits of education and expect children to learn math, writing 

and reading. However, it does not offer any courses that address real life issue such as parenting,

anger management and budgeting. The third area deals with setting guidelines and rules when

disciplining a child -- a common sense approach.
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In looking at training issues dealing with investigators, investigating authorities need to 

know which offenses are investigated by law enforcement and which are investigated by child 

welfare (Finkelhor & Ormrod, 14). Functionally for investigators to properly categorize which

case fall under discipline, child abuse investigators must be able to recognize when an injury is

illness or abuse. Recognition of injuries is a difficult task often proving to be quite a challenge

even for "medical personnel to discriminate between injuries and illness that are accidental and

those that are not" (Farley & Reece, 1). The following is a guide, not all inclusive, to aid in

determining which injuries or illnesses are likely to be child abuse:

1. Multiple bruises, wound, abrasions, or other skin lesions in varying stages of healing

may indicate repetitive physical assault.

2. The failure of new lesions to appear after the child is hospitalized. 

3. Bruising is the earliest and most visible sign of child abuse. Bruises seen on infants 

4. on the face and buttocks should be considered non-accidental until proven otherwise. 

Bruises at different ages may indicate ongoing abuse. The pattern of a skin lesion

may suggest the type of instrument used: Such as fixed objects (coat hangers,

handles, paddles); wraparound objects (belts, closed-end) or open-end (parallel lines)

cords. 

5. Injuries to the shins, lower arms, forehead, hands, or the spine, knees, nose, chin, or

elbows are more likely to be accidental. (Farley & Reece, 2-7). 

If the parents of the child are unable to provide a believable reason for the cause of the injury or

gives conflicting explanations, the investigator should suspect some form of abuse (Farley &

Reece, 7). Other training provided to investigators such as police, CPS workers and prosecuting 

attorneys are being offered by the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children, Office of
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Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention and the Federal Bureau of Investigations. Of

interest to police departments is that much of this training is offered at no cost and the majority 

of the publications offered by each of these agencies can be obtained from their web sites. 

The second area of training involves targeting parents as well as children, but not in the 

conventional sense. What is meant by this is that training is offered for parents after having been

exposed to the criminal justice system. This may be to late in some cases because by then the

family unit and parent-child relationship may be shattered. In some cases, no matter what

intervention is offered the family unit will not be the same. The best recommendation is not to

wait, offer training to adults when they apply for marriage a license. This training would include

areas of parenting skills, anger management and basic budgeting. It may be wondered why

budgeting? Note that some of the studies identified poverty as one of the main contributors to

child abuse and the same factor comes into play in domestic abuse. The training sessions can be

sponsored at the church level, Government level (marriage license), and the continuation of

voluntary services through public non-profit agencies. According to Adam A. Tomison, "In the

coming decades it can be expected that the adequate provision of family support will remain a

driving force in the prevention of child maltreatment. It is likely that further evidence will be

produced of the social and economic benefits of early intervention and family support services, 

leading to continued focus on prevention and, in particular, an expansion of family support 

services" (18). 

As for children an early intervention may reduce or eliminate certain levels of violence as 

they reach adulthood and become parents. Presently, society pushes and emphasizes academic

achievement by stressing on subjects such as algebra, reading and writing. However, those

disciplines on their own, fail to teach realities of life that will touch every person regardless of
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their chosen profession, level of education and economic status. The reality of life is that a 

majority of people will become a parent either biologically, by marriage or adoption, but none 

will be qualified for the challenge. Introducing parenting skills, anger management skills and

basic budgeting skills at an early age, will provide children with better tools for the challenges of

tomorrow. The proposal at hand is to implement these skills as they enter high school because

often times some will already be parents by the time they graduate.

Budgeting skills have been addressed and together with the reasons for teaching them -

algebra does not teach how to balance checkbook. If thought that a person who has higher

mathematics educational skills would easily understand home or personal budgeting not so, this 

is a myth. Most people that have a great understanding of upper math skills do not understand

how to budget or balance a check book. The area of anger management is possibly the most

critical since this skill will not only help them as parents but in any area dealing with relationship 

dynamics. Regardless if the person is a homemaker or a working professional there will always

be interaction with other people. Learning how to deal with their anger is applicable at any level

of exchange between persons. When we investigate child death cases, we often find that

frustration and anger were the driving forces that led to the child's death. 

The third area that we must consider is a common sense approach to disciplining a child. 

Robert E. Larzelere, Ph.D. proposes that when parents combine love and limits, the outcomes are 

positive. (2). He introduces the "Conditional Sequence Model" as a means to discipline a child

as shown on figure 1. 

Reasoning ----------- > Non-corporal ---------- > Non-Abusive 
 Punishment Corporal 
  

Figure 1. Simple conditional sequence model of parental disciplinary response. Source: Larzelere (6). 

Reasoning ----------- > Non-corporal ---------- > Non-Abusive 
  

   Reasoning --------- > Non-corporal-----------> Non-Abusive 
 Punishment       Corporal 
                                                                            Punishment 
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The conditional model "tries a gentler love-motivated disciplinary response at first, followed by

firm punishment only when necessary" (Lazere1e, 6). Although, Dr. Larzerele is not a proponent

of spanking as a disciplinary tactic, he feels that sometimes-physical discipline can be more 

beneficial to changing the child's misconduct.

Conclusion 

In the past few years there has been an increase of arrest made by police officers of the EI 

Paso Police Department of parents for spanking their children. The possibility is there that

people have been jailed that should not be arrested. Reflecting to the introductory story about

the 8-year-old boy the answer was found not to be abuse as originally thought. Patrol officers

were originally going to make an arrest as per Department policy. However, when the child

abuse unit became involved in the case, they learned that the boy had been experimenting with

making hickeys with a little 8-year-old girlfriend the father was exonerated. The EI Paso Police

Department's procedure regarding family violence was written with good intentions and officers

executing the policy do so with good intentions as well. However, the policy does not leave

room for the officers to use discretion and apply good judgment on a case-by-case basis. 

Findings show that the policy is faulty and does not allow for follow-up work prior to reaching a 

conclusion. It is understood that the policy's central purpose aims to protect the victim's safety. 

The present enforcement of the policy is creating a number of arrests that could be questioned at 

a later time. 

The purpose for this research was to answer the question: Is corporal punishment

considered discipline or child abuse? The answer is discipline. In the studies we reviewed there 

was no conclusive evidence that corporal punishment, physical punishment or verbal abuse lead 

to detrimental effects on the child. However, if we look at actual child abuse where the child is
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consistently physically and verbally abused for no apparent reason we are more likely to find 

psychological disorders when the child becomes an adult. Citing the story of identical twins,

which were born and raised in a single parent home under poverty standard. The father was the

sole caretaker. He was a junkie, an alcoholic and a school drop out with no parenting skills. As

the twins grew up, they were physically and psychologically abused by the father. They

sometimes went for days without food leading to malnutrition. It can only be imagined what

type of environment the children were raised in. When the twins became men, they were

interviewed about their lives as children. They were both asked why they turned out the way

they did? The first twin answered, "I am the way I am because of my father, that is how I was

raised". He turned out just like his father a school drop out and a junkie with no skills. The 

second twin gave the same answer. Then he added, "...But I knew I did not want to be like my

father". He became one of the few African Americans to be recognized as a leading 

neurosurgeon in the world. In this case, the psychological and sociological theories about

environment and physical abuse were disproved. It has to be acknowledged that corporal

punishment without set guidelines or rules has the potential to become abuse. Recalling the first

case in the introduction of this paper, in which the little girl was taken to the emergency room 

with head injuries turned out to be abuse. The investigation revealed that the mother had become

frustrated with the unwanted child and had inflicted the head injuries. 

Corporal punishment is not abuse if administered properly with limits and guidelines it 

can be another option to discipline and correct behavior.
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