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BACKGROUND OF THE PROBLEM 

As a prospective educator in today's secondary school system, the 

researcher is very concerned about the issue of discipline. Many 

teachers are concerned with this issue, as has been seen in many polls 

conducted by various agencies. One such poll says that lack of 

discipline is one of the major problems in schools, but corporal 

punishment is an effective deterrent to this problem (Sewall, 1980). 

What are our rights as educators? Can we legally use corporal 

punishment in a specific situation? In this paper, the researcher 

examines issues such as these, and seeks to outline the changing 

patterns of discipline over the past 20 years. 
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STATEMENT OF THE PROBLE~ 

The purpose of this study was to analyze the changing patterns of 

disciplining students in today's modern secondary school setting. 

More specifically. the researcher sought answers to the following 

questions: 

1) How have disciplining techniques changed in the last 20 years? 

2) Why have disciplining techniques changed in the last 20 years? 
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METHODOLOGY 

In seeking answers to the questions concerning changing 

disciplining patterns, the researcher examined many books and 

periodicals. These sources covered a ten-year span, and discussed 

issues related to this topic that date back to 1964. The information 

obtained was condensed and reorganized into the final form I.resented 

in the following pages. 



REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE AND RESEARCH 

Five years ago third grader Teresa Garcia of 
Penasco, N.M., was paddled at school for hitting a boy who 
had kicked her. Her parents asked school officials to 
notify them next time. But a year later, when Teresa 
was paddled for saying she saw a teacher kiss a student's 
father, her parents were not consulted. The school nurse 
who treated her bruises said she would have had to call the 
police had they been inf1icteti at home. The Garcias sued, 
and last April a federal appeals court found that Teresa's 
constitutional rights may have been violated. The case is 
being closely watched--and could end up in the U.S. Supreme 
Court (baker, 1987). 
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The above story appeared in a recent article, and is not uncommon 

in today's society. The issue known as corporal punishment has been 

gaining much publicity recently. Although its use has declined 

greatly since colonial times, it is still a form of discipline 

practiced in modern society. The battle surrounding this issue will 

rage on, as there are many people who defend corporal ~unishment and 

many who oppose it. The following discussion centers on this topic. 

First, it is important that corporal punishment be defined. when 

we speak of corporal punishment, we mean "pain upon the body of the 

person, usually by some instrument such as a whip or paddle wie10ed by 

an agent of the offended jurisdiction" (Maurer, 1981). However, this 

definition can be expanded. For instance, one book defines corporal 

punishment as "any excessive discomfort, suCh as forcin9 the child to 

stand for long periods of time, confining one in an uncomfortable 

space, or forcing a child to eat oDnoxious substances" (Ilyman and 

Wise, 1979). So, obviously, one example would be paddling in the 

school environment. It is important that tllis definition be kept in 

mind throughout the remainder of this thesis. 
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In some schools that are concernea with violence, paadling is 

making a comeback, at least as of 1980 (Sewall, 1980). This is due to 

the fact that many teachers feel that they have little control over 

the students if they don't have the threat of corporal punishment to 

fall back on. In fact, in many surveys lack of discipline in the 

schools has been cited as the public's no. 1 concern (Stessman, 1984). 

There are many varying opinions as to how to best alleviate this 

concern. So, many schools resort to physical ~unishment as an 

effective deterrent to poor behavior. However, this decision is not 

always so clear-cut. Nine states currently outlaw corporal 

punishment, and most others leave this decision up to the local 

districts (Stessman, 1984). 

The legality of corporal punishment in tne school has been tested 

a number of times. Each time, however, the Court has stood behind the 

schools. For instance, in 1976, the Court refused to ban this form of 

discipline technique. They did not feel that it constitutes cruel and 

unusual punishment (Sewall, 19(0). They have also held that corporal 

punishment does not violate the Fourteenth Amendment's clause 

concerning the right of procedural due process (Zirkel and Gluckman, 

1988). 

Indiana, for instance, has seen a number of court cases in which 

parents of children who ~ave received corporal punishment have sued, 

stating that the punishment was cruel and unusual or was administered 

without procedural due process. However, the court has held that if a 

proper weapon were used, and the punishment were not excessive 

considering the behavior the student was being punished for, then it 



is legal. They also consider the age, physical condition, mental 

condition, and personal characteristics of the pupil, and the 

background of the teacher (James, 1963). 
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The schools have always argued that they are acting "in loco 

parentis" (in place of the parent) which gives them the right and duty 

to chastise as a parent would (Maurer, 1981). Of course, this has 

raisea many arguments, because opponents to corporal punishment don't 

feel as if the schools are acting in the best interests of the 

students and their parents. Instead of showing the students their 

power through physical punishment, they think they should be 

empowering the students to make our country a better place to live. 

We need human beings who have the basic skills, can reason, and are 

compassionate, among other things. They argue, as do many educators 

as well, that the use of this technique in disciplining students 

instills violence and aggression that they later use on others 

(Sewall, 19BO). They also feel that there is no way to regulate 

corporal punishment, and it will expand beyond reasonable limits 

(U.S. News & World Report, 1980). One quote probably expresses the 

opinion of many opponents to corporal punishment. It was stated that 

"most parents will probably continue to approve of paddling--at least 

until their own children come home from school bruised" (Sewall, 

1980). 

"Opposition to corporal punishment of pupils in the public 

schools was based on charges that it inhibits learning, retards social 

growtn, tends to force acceptance of class position, and is brutal, 

degrading, and uncivilized" (James, 1963). 



Many people even feel that there is a correlation between 

corporal punis~ment and teenage delinquency. It has also been said 

that there could be a connection between paddling and 

posttraumatic-stress disorder. With this, the student experiences 

heaaaches, ston,achaches and vomi ti ng (Baker, 1987). 
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On the other hand, supporters of corporal punishment believe that 

it is one of the best deterrents to misbehavior. They follow the idea 

of "in loco parentis," because they believe that "spanking is 

frequently the first method of discipline selected by a parent" 

(Welsh, 1985). Certain behaviors have Deen listed as those that 

should be punishable by corporal punishment. Such activities as 

verbal abuse a,ainst other students and teachers, consistent fighting, 

and continuous classroom disruption are only three examples (U.S. News 

& World Report~ 1980). One comlnent that summarizes the opinion of 

proponents of corporal punishment states that "the old adage that 

children learn well when they get a pat on the back, and that 

sometimes these pats have to be low enough and hard enough to gain 

their attention, is still valid in my book" (Hill, 1980). 

"Claims in favor of its (corporal punishment's) use are that it 

builds respect for law and order, teaches good citizenship and 

acceptance of responsibilities, speeds wholesome learnings, protects 

life, limb, ant property, and that it is inexpensive, easily applied, 

and always available" (James, 1963). 

So, what happens to teachers or administrators who do not 

properly use corporal punishment as a technique to discipline 

students? What kind of legal consequences will they face? 
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For teachers, violating state or local statutes with the use of 

corporal punishment could result in termination or possibly criminal 

prosecution by the local authorities and civil suit for assault and 

battery by the parents (Zirkel and Cluckman, 1988). The 

administrators, on the other hand, could be held liable if it can be 

proved that they authorized, or at least recklessly disregarded, the 

teacher's conduct. This can happen even if the administrator did not 

know of the teacher's use of poor techniques (Zirkel and Gluckman, 

19S!!). 

A numoer of statistics and facts have been presented on tnis 

subject: 

1) Corporal punishment is seen in all grade levels and in 
virtually all regions of the U.S., except in those that 
outlaw it (Science News, 1984). 

2) Younger students are more often paddled than older 
students (Sewall, 1980). 

3) Corperal punishment is more common in small communities 
and with males--but, primarily not more than ten times per 
month/per school (Science News, 1984). 

4) Blacks are more often paddled than whites, and poor 
whites are more often than padaled than middle-class 
students (Baker, 1987). 

5) Corporal punishment is more likely from administrators 
in offices than from teachers in classrooms. However, 
teachers are often usea as witnesses (Science News, 1984). 

6) Over 90% of principals say the corporal punishment 
consists of spanking with a paddle--almost as many believe 
it helps decrease discipline problems and helps teacher 
morale (Science News, 1984). 

7) Each year in public schools, 1.5 million students are 
paddled (Baker, 1987). 

8) hhere corporal punishment is permitted, it has been used 
on only S% of children (U.S. News & World Report, 1980). 



9) The U.S. and South Africa are the only two major 
industrial nations that permit corporal punishment (Tuhus, 
1987). 

It is interesting to see the breakdown, between states, of the 

percentage of students receiving formal corporal punishment. The 

following chart contains this breakdown, and was found in the book 
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Paddles Away: A Psychological Study of Physical Punishment in Schools 

(~Iaurer, 1Ye1). 

WHERE PADDLES SV;ING 

Percent of pupils receiving formal corporal punishment 

Mass. - 0 Calif.- 0.7 Ind. - 4.3 
N. J • - 0 Mont. - 0.8 Mo. - 4.3 
R. I. - 0 Colo. - 0.95 fl.Va. - 4.5 
Hi. - 0 Mich. - 1.2 S.Car.- 5.0 
N • H • - 0.007 Ak. - 1.4 N.Car.- 5.2 
f<,a i ne - 0.05 Wash. - 1.6 N.Mex.- 5.2 
I',inn. - 0.06 Ore. - 1.6 Ohio - 5.4 
N.Oak.- 0.06 Penn. - 1. 65 Ky. - 6.7 
N • Y • - 0.07 Va. - 1.7 A 1 a • - 7.0 
Wisc. - 0.09 Kans. - 2.0 Tenn. - 8.8 
S.Dak.- 0.09 Ida. - 2. 1 Tex. - 9.2 
Vt. - 0.1 Wyo. - 2.3 Ark. - 10.2 
Conn. - 0.1 De 1 • - 2.6 11iss. - 10.2 
Utah - 0.13 Ariz. - 2.8 Okla. - 11.1 
Neb. - 0.25 La. - 2.9 Ga. - 11.4 
hd. - 0.5 Nev. - 3.3 Fla. - 11.4 
Iowa - 0.6 I 1 1 • - 3.4 

These statistics are interpreted differently by different people 

depending on the stand they take on this issue. However, the bottom 

line may be the students' opinions. One source stated that students 

even feel that paddling doesn't work. They believe alternatives 

should be used--sitting in the hall, being sent to the principal's 

office, and lOSing privileges such as recess (Tuhus, 1987). If the 
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students feel this way, it would seem to be obvious that they are not 

too worriea about being paddled. 

Other methods have been tried recently. Une very popular method 

currently used in the schools is in-school suspension. With this 

method, students remain in the school, but they are out of the school 

mainstream (Stessman, 1984). Most often, the students are placed in a 

room that is out of the way of the rest of the school. They must 

complete assignments sent to them by their teachers. However, it is 

felt that "in-school suspension, in and of itself, does not improve 

self-concept" [Hochman and Worner, 1987). Students must receive 

special counseling to benefit from an in-school suspension program. 

To make wise decisions, these students must have improved attitudes 

and abilities (Hochman and Worner, 1987). 

Still another method of disciplining that is used is an 

out-of-school suspension. However, this is not the best method if the 

problem is attendance-related. Missing school is exactly what the 

student wants to happen. One parent summed up the problem with 

out-of-school suspension by saying "you're suspending my child from 

school for not coming to school--that doesn't make sense" (Stessman, 

1984 ) • 

A number of administrators have set up ~rograms specifically 

designed for their school. These programs have had varying degrees of 

success. The general basis for two of these was presented in the 

litera ture. 

For example, liberty High School in liberty, Missouri, has set up 

a self-help program for students placed in the in-school suspension 
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program. They designed self-help packets for the students to complete 

while they are being disciplined. Basically, there are three types of 

these self-help packets: 1) general values clarification, 2) methods 

to avoid the same problem in the future, and 3) content area 

materials. They also have a Saturday program for absentee problems 

(Stessman, 1984). These packets are designed to improve the students' 

self-concepts, help them make better moral judgments, and work on 

school-related subjects. 

Newport News, Virginia, has developed a plan of its own, known as 

the "Beat-It" Program. This was an experiment where some in-school 

suspension students received counseling (experimental group) while 

others received no counseling (control group). "The objective of 

these group sessions was to clarify how participants could develop 

good mental attitudes ana realize their potential for controlling 

behavior and for what happened in their lives" (Hochman and ~orner, 

1987). The results of this experiment were very positive. In the 

27-week period following the experiment, the control group was: 1) 15 

times more likely to be reported to the principal's office, 2) 13 

times as likely to receive another in-school suspension, 3) more 

likely to receive out-of-school suspensions, and 4) reported to nave 

declining grades while the experimental group had staDilized grades 

(Hochman and korner, 1987). These results seem to show that the 

counseling that some of the students received was very beneficial. 

During the researcher's student teaching experience, there were 

many opportunities to observe a school and various teachers in action. 

~hile completing this educational time at Hagerstown Junior-Senior 
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High school, the policy used by them was observed to be as follows. 

~inor behavior problems such as unexcused absences, truancy, and 

excessive tardies were dealt with by giving the offenders a Saturday 

School for their first offense. This involves attending school trom 

8:00 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. on Saturday morning and observing films on 

discipline. The students may also have to sit and work quietly. If 

this is the case, they are not allowed to sleep, talk to their 

friends, or do anything that might be considered "fun." ~ore severe 

offenses such as fighting, smarting off to teachers, cussing, or PDA 

(public display of affection) are treated differently, and these 

students are put in the CARE Room for a certain number of days, 

depending on the severity of the behavior. 

These students must complete all assignments that are being done 

in the regular classrooDI during the respective class time. The grades 

received on these assignments do count for the students; however, they 

are out of the mainstream of the school. Students who continually do 

things which send them to the CARE Room for the first offense, or who 

do sonlething which is more severe may be suspended out-ot-school. For 

example, students who are caught smoking a number of times, or who are 

caught using controlled substances, may be suspended for a number of 

days, again depending on the severity of the action. Any action that 

is considered even more severe than these would be treated with an 

expulsion. Many of the students that the researcher talked to said 

that they feel the discipline program has some prejudice. Sometimes 

students who are "more active" in the school environment might receive 
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a less-severe punishment than another student who committed the same 

offense, but who is less active in the school environment. 

The researcher also talked to an individual who had taught at 

this school for 27 years, and had observed the changing patterns of 

discipline. In 1963, when he began his teaching, and for many years 

thereafter, students could be paddled in the teacher's office, as long 

as another teacher or administrator was present to act as witness. 

~ajor class disruptions, such as fighting, were dealt with in this 

way. However, now "all discipline decisions must be made with 

consideration given to the possibility of lawsuits" (Nelson Harrison). 

There has not been a paddling in the school in the last six years. It 

is still a possiDle option, but it is heavily frowned u~on, due to the 

lawsuit-hungry society that we live in. Most disciplinary action is 

taken after a discussion with the student's parent(s) has been 

completed, and after an individual check has been completed concerning 

the student's background. Thus, each case is considered separately, 

depenaing on the offense, the student, and the student's history. 

Although there are many more disCipline programs that could be 

aiscussed, the researcher felt that the above evidence was sufficient 

to draw conclusions and make recommendations. These conclusions and 

recommenaations can be found on the following pages. 



FINDINGS 

The researcher found that there are many differing opinions 

surrounding the controversial issue known as corporal punishment. 

Teachers, administrators, parents, and even the students ttlemselves 

have presented their opinions, and it is obvious tt,at there is no 

clear-cut solution to this controversy. 
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It is apparent, however, that the amount of corporal punishment 

used in the schools has decreased tremendously since early times. For 

example, in Boston in 1850, it took "sixty-five beatings a day to 

sustain a school of four hundred" (Hyman and Wise, 1979). If that 

much paddling were used in schools today, there would be an enormous 

amount of legal action taken. 

Time and time again the Court has upheld the legality of corporal 

punishment, whiCh gives people the ability to decide what is best for 

their individual states. Currently only nine states outlaw the use of 

this practice. Most of the rest of the states leave the decision up 

to tne local school boards. Usually they set down some ty~e of 

procedure that must be followed when administering corporal 

punishment. This helps to prevent a large number of legal 

confrontations, since the policy is presented to the students and 

their parents at the beginning of the school year. 

The available evidence and arguments have not been sufficient to 

help officials come to a clear-cut decision on this topic. The 

positions presented by each side can be consiaered valid depending on 

the individual case being discussed. Thus, there will be decisions 

that support both sides at some point in time, and this battle will 

rase on. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

The researcher has drawn the conclusion that the amount of 

corporal punishment used in the schools has diminished significantly 

in the recent past. The threat of lawsuits has made administrators 

very wary of applying this type of disciplining technique. Our 

society is a money-hungry one that will look for any possible way to 

"earn a buck." Thus, lawsuits have become very plentiful as people 

feel they can win for the most minor infraction of a rule. 

Although few states have outlawed corporal punishment at this 

time, the researcher feels from the information that was reviewed that 

many more states will outlaw tllis practice in the near future. It 

will merely serve as a precaution to help prevent the threat of a 

lawsuit. 

For thOSE states that do not outlaw this technique, they will 

probably experience many more threats of legal action. This is 

especially true since the media is drawing much attention to this 

subject at the present time. 

This deb~te will go on for some time. The battle that started 

several years ago has not lost its vigor. It is unlikely that a 

solution will be reached soon since both sides can raise valid 

arguments supporting their cause. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

The researcher recommends that each school board be given the 

freedom to decide what is best for their school system. Others don't 

know what kind of problems are encountered on a day-to-day basis in 

the schools. In some instances, it may be best to allow corporal 

punishment and in other situations it may be best to outlaw it. 

whatever decision is made, each individual case should be treated 

separately. What is best for one student is not always best for every 

student. Trained officials should handle tne discipline problems in 

each school. They can understand the backgrounds of the students, and 

possibly the motivation behind their actions. Kany times a poor home 

environment can be the reason for disciplinary problems. 

The researcher strongly believes that there is no clear-cut 

decision as to whether corporal punishment should be permitted in the 

schools. This debate has been goinS on for many years, and will 

continue to rage on. However, in some situations, the researcher 

feels that this may be the most effective method of discipline, if 

other methods have been attempted without success. Therefore, it 

should at least be left as an option for a school board to use if this 

situation arises. 
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