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Physical Discipline and its Effectiveness  

Is mentally and physically scarring a child okay? In the recent past, physical discipline in 

children was a normal type of punishment. At most schools, children were spanked or paddled 

when they missbehaved and parents hit their kids when they did something wrong. Although this 

topic is a bit taboo in society today, this type of punishment still happens. Many schools still 

allow corporal punishment in children and many guardians still use the tactic with their kids.This 

can affect family relationships because the interaction and bond that parents and their children 

share can be altered through this type of punishment. Although many people use physical 

discipline, it is not effective because it causes harmful behavioral changes, the child needs to 

understand the reason for punishment and violence should be avoided. 

Firstly, physical discipline in children can and has caused harmful behavioral changes. 

Durrant and Ensom, two renowned psychologists, make the point in their article that negative 

consequences later in life can come from physical punishment of children. They mention this in 

order to show guardian's that the way they are punishing their child can hinder their ability to be 

successful in life. They describe that “physical punishment increases the risk of broad and 

enduring negative developmental outcomes”(Durrant and Ensom). This conveys that the way a 

child develops can be altered in a negative way if their parents treat them badly. Physical 

discipline can cause the child to act angrily towards others and lose a sense of trust in their 
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parents. Along with this, the studies mentioned by Durrant and Ensom state that physical 

discipline results in aggressive behavior. This is stated in order to bring awareness to the 

punishments that children receive and their negative consequences. Their studies show that “pain 

elicits reflexive aggression”(Durrant and Ensom). This assesses how a child’s state of mind can 

be changed because the people they trust most have now hurt them physically and mentally. The 

authors are trying to get the message across that physical discipline is not a good source of 

punishment. By stating that a child feels pain and can become aggressive shows the parents how 

much they can affect their child in a negative way. To add, there have been studies done by 

psychologists that show the effects of physical abuse. Durrant and Ensom review some of those 

experiments. One investigation showed the results that “reduction in harsh discipline used by 

parents of boys at risk for antisocial behaviour was followed by significant reductions in their 

children’s aggression.”(Durrant and Ensom). This information is of value because it shows how 

a less violent punishment can reduce the aggression in a child and calm their behavior. This 

shows that there are negative consequences to physical discipline and when it is stopped, the 

children become happier and better behaved. In the same way, an article called 10 Reasons Not 

to Hit Your Child explains how children copy what they see and expect it to be okay because 

their parents are doing it. This article explains that “physical punishment shows that it’s all right 

to vent your anger or right a wrong by hitting other people”(“10 Reasons”). This is important 

because it shows how the behavior of a child can change because they presume hitting is okay 

when it really is not. A child could take this new information and hit another child because their 

mom did it. Overall, a negative change in the behavior of a child can be traumatizing to both the 
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child and the parent. Physical discipline alters the emotions of children and causes them to act 

more angry and violent. 

Many adults and guardians believe that physical punishment is the only way to get a child 

to behave; that is a false assumption. There are nonviolent and more effective ways to get a child 

to obey. It is also very important that the child is aware of why they are being punished and 

understands the circumstances. Nieman, an author and an expert on civil and criminal litigation, 

sets out the rules for how a child should be punished. The punishment should be “perceived as 

‘fair’ by the child” (Nieman). The idea that the child should have a say in the fairness of their 

punishment is very important. At home and in school, children are not taken seriously. A child 

normally has to learn to deal with what he gets, but Nieman goes against that and lets the kid 

make the decision. In addition, Nieman is very keen on making sure the child has a say and 

knows that his or her parents are not against them. This specific quote falls under the topic of 

“goals of effective discipline” (Nieman). The author depicts that “the child should always know 

that the parent loves and supports him or her”(Nieman). This is vital to the argument of 

disciplining children because it shows that no matter what, a child should know that their parents 

love and support them no matter what happens. Nieman shows how parents can discipline their 

kid without losing the trust and respect from the child. Also, Gathara, a political activist and 

artist, uses a series of pictures in order to show the injustices of physical punishment in schools 

and the hypocritical views of authority figures. The authority figure in the pictures asks the child 

“How many times do I have to tell you that violence is not the answer?!”(see fig. 1) while 

paddling her. This is vital due to its ironical observation of physical discipline. It assists the 

author's purpose of exposing the reality of how physical discipline is depicted. The adult is 
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hitting a child because the child acted out violently, which shows the irony in the photo. 

Similarly, according to Rousseau (an 18th century writer and philosopher), children are innocent 

and a lot of the time they are not completely conscious of what they are doing. The author shows 

how children do not know right from wrong and they get confused when their parents punish 

them rather than explaining their wrongdoings. The 19th century writer explains that parent 

should “Inflict upon [a child] no kind of punishment, for he does not know what being in fault 

means” (Rousseau). The author uses the phrase “does not know” to show that a lot of the time 

children have not yet been exposed to faulty actions. When that child does something wrong and 

their parents respond with anger and punishment, they are scared out of doing that action rather 

than taught that what they are doing is wrong. Rousseau focuses on peaceful resolutions and 

depicts one of the reasons he feels that way. This line from Rousseau's essay is important 

because it directly addresses why a parent should not punish their child harshly. Children are 

often confused by authority figures because they can skew their ideas of what is right and wrong. 

A physical punishment placed upon a child who got in trouble for fighting can be very confusing 

in the mind of a child. The child should understand why they are being punished and disciplined 

in a civil and calm way, such as a time-out.  

Although there are many downsides to physical discipline, there are many people who 

have found valid reasons as to how this type of punishment is effective. Kettle, an american new 

specialist and writer, explains how kids who had received physical punishment when there were 

young can perform better in some categories than children who were not physically disciplined. 

He found studies that concluded that kids who were physically disciplined were characterized 

with “an optimistic outlook on life, the willingness to perform volunteer work, and the ambition 
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to attend college”(Kettle). This is essential because if gives specific categories from a study done 

by a professor of psychology named Marjorie Gunnoe. This conveys Kettles purpose of showing 

the good side of physical punishment. Although these children may succeed in these areas, they 

feel as if they are being forced to do all of those things. Children who have not been discipline 

harshly tend to be more open minded and able to make their own decisions. Also, Kettle 

references past investigations that convey how physical discipline can alter the actions of a child 

later in life. He found that “children raised where a legal ban on parental corporal punishment is 

in effect are much more likely to be involved in crime”(Kettle). This conveys the opposite of 

what the common assumption is. This contradicts the ideal that physical punishment makes all 

children aggressive and angry. It shows that children who do not receive strict punishment turn 

out to be more rebellious than those who do. Moreover, according to Kettle’s research, one study 

found that a child who has not been physically disciplined may act differently than those who 

have been. He argued how physical discipline was effective by showing that “children who were 

never spanked tended to have behavioral problems” (Kettle). This was said in order to convey 

that children who are physically punished know how to behave. Kettle’s evidence shows that 

children who have not been disciplined may have behavioral problems, but these problems fade 

away with age. When a child is hit or spanked it can scar them physically and mentally which 

causes a deeper effect on their character. There may be a few studies that have found correlations 

with negative behavior and actions to not being physically punished, but there is a greater 

amount of studies that have concluded otherwise.  

The way that a parent punishes their child, especially if it is physical, can negatively 

change their behavior. When a child is punished, it should not be violent and they should 
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understand why they are being punished. It is a known fact that children who have been 

physically disciplined tend to be more aggressive towards others. They can also mimic the 

actions that their parents have done to them when they get in trouble, hitting. It is very important 

that all children are not punished physically because it improves their emotional status and abuse 

is not the only way to punish a child. Obviously mentally and physically scaring a child is not 

okay, but when a parent disciplines their child that is exactly what is happening to the kid.  
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Appendix 

Kenya’s War on Kids 

 

Figure 1 

Gathara, Patrick. "Kenya's War on Kids." January 2015. N.p., 01 Jan. 2015. Web. 09 Mar. 2017. 
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