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aising a child is a challenging task. There is no college or university
where one can earn a degree on parenting. Most parents learn and
train on the job and these can be quite overwhelming.
Child rearing is a learning process which requires love, patience and

total commitment. A parent should not only provide for the material needs
of  the family, but should also ensure that children are taught the proper
values and the appropriate skills to help them become responsible and self-
actualized individuals.

An aspect of child rearing that is quite controversial is the practice of
disciplining children. Discipline is oftentimes used interchangeably with the word
punishment, although these are very different. Discipline comes from the Latin
root words “discere”, meaning to learn, and “disciplina”, meaning instruction
(en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Discipline). Punishment, on the other hand, means
“severe, rough or disastrous treatment” (www.merriam-webster.com). Parents
often control their children’s behavior by inflicting punishment such as
spanking, hitting, pinching or shouting. Oftentimes, the use of these methods
is pushed to the extreme, thereby causing children to get hurt.

Corporal punishment, defined by Save the Children (Sweden) as “the
use of physical force intended to cause some degree of pain or discomfort for discipline,
correction, and control, changing behavior or in the belief of educating/bringing up a
child”, is a prevalent practice in most cultures. Comparative research conducted
by Save the Children Sweden on the Physical and Emotional Punishment of
Children in Southeast Asia and the Philippines showed that the types of
punishment used to discipline children in the region ranged from beating the
buttocks, beating with a stick, ear twisting, forcing a child to stand naked
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outside the house, hanging the child on a tree, tying the child to an ant’s nest,
not allowing a child to eat, and the extreme punishment, electrocuting a child
using wires.  These disciplinary methods clearly hurt children and do not in
any way express love or care for them.

Research has consistently demonstrated that corporal punishment
does not promote good behavior or nurture self-discipline in children. Rather,
it stands as one reason for children’s dropping out of school and poor academic
performance. It undermines the development of a child’s self-esteem and
confidence, and can result to permanent physical and/or psychological
damage. Corporal punishment creates distance between the child and the
parent, and often obviates the need for adults to manage their own anger.
Furthermore, it teaches children that using violence to deal with others is
acceptable.

The Study

The John J. Carroll Institute on Church and Social Issues runs a
supplemental feeding program for malnourished children in Payatas, Quezon
City. The Sagip Bata Supplemental Feeding Program caters to children ages
two (2) to six (6) years and provides them with morning snacks and lunch to
supplement their nutritional needs. In some instances, the Sagip Bata staff
has observed that children who join the feeding activity have bruises on their
bodies. Our staff  suspects that parents/guardians may have inflicted these
bruises in the course of disciplining their children.

JJCICSI thus conducted a research to study the methods parents use
in managing their children’s behavior and to assess the impact of these forms
of  discipline on their wards. The research specifically aimed to: a) determine
the profile and the methods of discipline used by mothers of the Sagip Bata
Supplemental Feeding Program in Payatas and b) to use the results of the
research in drafting appropriate training programs for mothers on raising
their children (i.e., tips on positive disciplining methods) and providing
assistance to abused children. The survey participants included 32 mothers
and 28 children from the Sagip Bata Supplemental Feeding Program. The
mothers were mostly between the ages of 25 and 40 years old, while the
children were mostly 3 to 9 years old. Thirteen of the children interviewed
were female, 15 were male.  The study was conducted in August 2008.  Below
are the highlights of the study.

Highlights of the Study

Responses of the Mothers
Profile of the Participants Most of the respondents reported having

1 to 6 children. Twenty-five of the respondents gave birth at ages ranging
from 15 to 25 years old.

Perceptions of Mothers on How to Discipline Their Children
Twenty-one (21) of the 32 mothers believed that disciplining their children is
a way of teaching them the difference between right and wrong. They think
that a mother should not be considered a good parent if she does not know
how to discipline her child.

The mothers also said that disciplining children includes guiding their
thoughts and behavior, teaching them how to be good sons and daughters,
and helping them choose the right friends. The mothers also explained that
they discipline their children so they would learn how to obey rules (2), have
something to fear (6), avoid committing mistakes (4) learn to respect others
(6), and, overall, for the child’s own sake (2).

Acceptable Age to Discipline a Child Nineteen respondents
considered it acceptable to discipline children from ages one (1) to three (3)
because by then, the children could distinguish right from wrong. Moreover,
the respondents claimed that it is within this age range that children have an
easier time remembering their mistakes and will hopefully learn not to repeat
them. There were 10 other mothers, however, who believed that children
should be disciplined at ages four (4) to six (6) for the same reasons.

Methods Used to Discipline Children Mothers use various methods
to discipline their children. The most prevalent are spanking and whipping.
Twenty-six (26) respondents confessed that they would spank/whip their
children using their hands, a hanger, or a stick. Other mothers (20) said that
they usually talked to their children when their children committed mistakes.
Nine (9) respondents said that they do not spank their children, but pinch
them instead, usually between the thighs. Other forms of discipline used by
the respondents included having the child kneel on salt/pebbles (3), shouting
at the child (2), twisting the ear (2), putting the child in a sack (1), instilling
fear (1), punching (1), slapping (1) and verbal abuse (2).

Reasons for Using a Particular Method of Discipline Hard-
headedness was noted as the prevalent reason for disciplining a child. Thirty
(30) respondents said that they discipline their children because they refuse
to obey or pay attention, do not review their lessons or do not learn from
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previous mistakes. Other reasons cited were: the child’s unruliness (6); his/
her starting a fight (4); talking back to elders (4); the need to instill fear in the
child (3); the use of foul language (2); the parent’s desire to let people know
that she does not tolerate the mistakes of her child (2); throwing of toys (2);
anger on the part of  the mother (1) and the child’s failure to fulfill his
responsibilities in the house (1). On the average, children between three (3)
and six (6) years are the ones most often disciplined by their parents.

Instrument Used to Discipline Children When parents were asked
what they use to hit their children, 16 respondents said that they use their
hands/fists. Other mothers (13) use clothes hangers, some use broomsticks
(2), tree branches (2), slippers (4) and belts (6). A number of parents also
shout at their children or “lecture” them as a form of discipline.

Part of  the Body Usually Hit Twenty-three (23) respondents discipline
their children by spanking the buttocks. Others whip their child along the leg
area (13), including the knees, thighs and feet. Other parts of the body that
are usually hit are the arms, ears, hands, face and back.

Dif ferences in Disciplining Male and Female Children When the
respondents were asked if they administered the same punishment regardless
of  whether the child was male or female, 18 said that they treat their daughters
the same way they do their sons. Meanwhile, some parents (2) said that the
form of punishment depends on the age of the child, while six (6) said the
gender of the child determines the kind of punishment meted. Daughters
often receive lighter punishments than sons.

What Parents Feel When They Discipline Their Children Parents
and guardians often have mixed feelings during and after disciplining their
children.  Seventeen (17) of the mothers said that they pity their children
when they spank or scold them. Eight (8) mothers responded that they also
feel hurt when they punish their children, while five (5) admitted that they
feel like crying. Other feelings articulated by the mothers after they hit their
children are sadness, pain and regret.

Acceptable Methods of Disciplining Children Among the mothers
interviewed, nineteen (19) believed that spanking/ hitting/whipping a child
was acceptable. Fifteen (15) believed that it was still best to talk to the child
before inflicting any other method of discipline. Still others consider the
following acceptable: nagging (7), pinching (4), threatening (2), not allowing
the child to go out of the house (1), and even slapping the child (1). The
mothers said that children usually follow orders after being spanked or

“lectured”. But they admitted that there have been instances when their
children talked back or did not listen.

Dif ference Between Discipline and Abuse When the respondents
were asked whether there was a difference between disciplining a child and
inflicting child abuse, they all said that these terms were different but that
their definitions were unclear. Some mothers said that child abuse meant
torturing the child, usually by heavy whipping that left deep wounds/marks
on the child’s body (17) or through severe beatings that left a child bleeding
and almost crippled (1). They further said that child abuse can kill a child (3).
According to one (1) mother, a parent’s punishing a child without any
explanation or his/her continuous expression of hatred toward the child
constitutes child abuse.

According to eleven (11) mothers, to discipline a child is to hit/
spank him or her, without leaving any marks on the child’s body. Other
respondents said that lightly pinching the child is also a form of discipline
and is not considered abuse (2). One (1) respondent said that if  you just hit
the child once, or if  the parent/ guardian is able to ensure that the number
of  whips is tantsado or not too much for the child (1) — then child abuse is
not committed.

Mothers’ Own Experiences of DisciplineMost of the parents
interviewed had experienced being disciplined by their parents, relatives or
guardians. Many of them (14) were spanked/ hit when they were young.
Some respondents (10) were not whipped because they had very kind parents,
or were good children to begin with.

Ten (10) mothers believed that having been disciplined in the past
helped them become better parents. Their experience convinced them that
they did not need to employ the same negative methods their parents had
used on them to properly discipline their children. Three (3) of the mothers
interviewed believed that the methods of punishment they received during
their childhood days were inappropriate. Another said that her parent’s
permissiveness led her to abuse their kindness such that she had an early
pregnancy.

The Children’s Responses
Method of Discipline Out of the 28 children interviewed, 24 said

that they were spanked/whipped whenever they did something wrong. Most
of  them were whipped on the buttocks (13), in the leg area (9) and the hands
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(8). Others were whipped on the shoulders and back (5), chest (1) or on the
face (1).

Six (6) children said that they were pinched; four (4) said they were
often scolded. Other forms of discipline included being humiliated by a relative
(1), being kicked (1), slapped (1), and forced to kneel on the floor strewn with
salt (1).

Feeling When Hit by the Parents/ Guardians Just as some mothers
felt hurt after punishing their children, majority of the children (16) often
cried because of the physical (7) and emotional pain (9) they experienced.
Others felt sad (4) or angry (3), while two children wanted to avoid their
parents (2) afterwards.

The Children’s Perception as to Why They Were Being Disciplined
Most of the children said that they were disciplined because they were naughty
(8) or had done something wrong (4). Others believed it was because they
were hardheaded (5), had fought with their siblings (3), did not go home early
(2), or were too lazy (2). One (1) said he had laughed at his parents. Four (4)
had no idea why their parents hit them because no explanation was issued.

Place Where the Children Were Often Disciplined Around 22
respondents said they were often disciplined inside the house (sometimes,
inside their bedroom). Three (3) children shared that their parents would
lock the door so that no one would see them punishing their children. Five
(5) of those interviewed said they were punished outside the house, sometimes
in front of their friends and playmates. Such instances caused them severe
embarrassment.

Methods of Discipline Used by Teachers When the children were
asked how their teachers in school disciplined them, majority said that their
teachers often pinched them (6) or hit them with their hands or a stick (6).
Others received a scolding (5), while others were calmly talked to (5). Two (2)
teachers had the students stand in the corner. One (1) teacher banged the
blackboard or table to call the class to order. One (1) student each reported
being pinched in the ears, being forced to sing, and being commanded to
kneel on the rough pavement. One (1) mentioned a teacher who called the
kids who were quarreling to fight.
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Conclusion

The research showed that the main goal of disciplining children is to
teach them values such as respect, obedience and responsibility. However, if
these are the values that parents want to impart, why do they do the antithesis
of  what they want to teach? Spanking or hitting is disrespectful to children.
It teaches them that harming people to get what they want or to have the
other people obey them is acceptable. Disciplining a child by inflicting
punishment has also become an excuse for parents not to have to manage
their own anger. Respondents in this study confessed that they spank their
children out of frustration or anger because it is the only way they know how
to discipline them.  Moreover, most of the mothers interviewed have not
been exposed to more positive forms of discipline and lack training on other
non-harmful ways of managing children’s behavior.

Spanking, hitting or verbally abusing children does not promote
responsibility. Rather, it causes various psycho-social consequences, instilling
fear, anger and insecurity in young people (Save the Children).

Inf licting corporal punishment is dangerous (Save the Children).
When pushed to the extreme, it may cause a child’s death. Although the
mothers interviewed are aware of this, they have, on several occasions, been
unable to distinguish between discipline and abuse, and the perilous effects
of  the latter. It was appalling for the researchers to discover that some mothers
believe that for so long as the punishment does not leave a mark on the
child’s body, or if it does not result to bleeding, then it is not considered child
abuse. Their declarations clearly indicate the misconceptions held by many
parents with regard to discipline and abuse, and how they could actually put
their children’s lives at risk through their methods of discipline.

Republic Act 7610, which is the law on child abuse in the Philippines,
clearly states that child abuse need not be habitual to be considered as such.
Any action which debases the intrinsic dignity of the child is child abuse. Its
many forms include psychological and physical abuse, the unreasonable
deprivation of basic needs for survival, neglect, sexual abuse and emotional
maltreatment. However, while it is clear that child abuse is a violation of the
rights of the child and is prohibited, many people get away with it in the guise
of  discipline.

Corporal punishment should be ended NOW. There is no excuse for
hurting children. There are more positive ways to teach values that young
people need for the future. Respect, obedience and responsibility can be taught

in an atmosphere of warmth, love, structure and understanding. Parents, as
the primary caregivers of children, should be agents of peace rather than
violence.

Paulo Pinheiro, former Secretary of State for Human Rights in Brazil,
aptly expresses the aforementioned idea thus: “No violence against children
is justifiable and all violence against children is preventable.”  If  parents,
caregivers and other adults will just take the extra mile to explore more positive
forms of discipline, then more young people will grow up to be peace-loving,
responsible, happy and productive individuals.
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