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Shaping the Learner 

In many countries including Germany and the 
United States, it is a punishable offence for anyone 
to hit or spank a child. On the other hand in North 
America, for example, physical punishment by a 
parent, as long as it is not severe, is still seen by 
many as necessary discipline, and condoned, or 
sadly, even encouraged. 

Many parents, researchers, educators and mental 
health professionals have recommended that we 
ban the corporal punishment of children. The most 
important reason has to do with the fact that the 
brain and body is affected in profound neuro-
physio-psychological ways that is severely 
detrimental to healthy intelligence development, 
including the fact that the immune system and 
body reacts to he high levels of the stress 
hormones cortisol and adrenaline. These 
hormones are linked to the body's complex 
defense mechanisms (our fight or flight responses 
when we encounter danger) and are often 
secreted when human beings are confronted with 
acts of violence and trauma. Among these 
adrenaline/cortisol triggers are mild to severe 
corporal punishment.

 Neuro-scientist study the brain and body 
interaction and are gaining phenomenal insights 
into the affects of adrenaline and cortisol on the 
nerve network (billions of interlinked cells spread 
throughout the body). The nerve network is 
referred to as the super highways to development 
and is inextricably linked to a healthy mind and 
body. The nerve network and how it grows are also 
linked to the different types of intelligences 
(especially emotional intelligence). For example, 
large amounts of cortisol will not only harm and kill 
nerve cells but will also weaken the immune 
system, affect memory negatively and disease 
cells. 
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Children who experience various forms of 
corporal punishment (beatings of any kind  
rarely goes without many of the other 
associated actions such as  verbal abuse, 
threats, intimidation, violence, crime, belittling 
and degrading actions etc. The bodies of 
children who experience corporal punishment 
are often totally adrenalised and many times 
these children appear hyperactive in behaviour. 
Since adrenalin does not allow you to focus, 
concentrate or sit still, such children are often 
labeled as having some form of attention deficit 
or behavioural problem by educators or health 
professionals. Adrenalin also promotes fidgety 
(nervousness and restlessness) behaviour. In 
addition children who experience any form of 
violence have huge amounts of cortisol and 
often appear to have poor memory, struggle to 
calculate and interact with information. They 
also seem to have low levels of academic 
creativity (think creative essay writing for 
example). 
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One only need to think about children who 
experience violent crime and those who are 
rattled by the stories of crime and violence often 
pervasive in our societies (eagerly reported on by 
the media, TV etc)? Children by virtue of their 
underdeveloped insight often interpret these 
stories in manner that appears as if the problem 
affect them more directly than the adults. 
Furthermore, children who watch violent movies 
play violent video games and those that are 
constantly being bullied are also susceptible to 
high levels of adrenaline and cortisol. Incidentally, 
we tend to see uninformed medical and other 
types of health practitioners often try to prescribe 
mind-altering drugs to control the complex social 
processes in our classrooms. One of these drugs 
is the popular Ritalin that is often prescribed to 
'disruptive children”. We of course, are alarmed at 
the fact that these drugs are often prescribed 
without a clear understanding and insight to some 
of causes and symptoms caused by societal 
problems such as the various forms of corporal 
punishment, divorce, alcohol abuse in homes, 
abusive parenting practices, domestic violence, 
sexual abuse, bullying, fear, intimidating 
classrooms and educators etc.  

One has to also consider that we also have a 
constitution that promotes the right to 
protection of the physical and psychological 
integrity of every citizen. Since children are 
people too, we cannot promote a double 
standard that sneers at “assault” and see it 
fundamentally as a crime, yet we cannot be 
saying in the same breath that it is okay to 
“assault” a vulnerable child however.
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More Reasons Not to Hit Children
1. Hitting children teaches them to become 
hitters themselves. Extensive research data is 
now available to support a direct correlation 
between corporal punishment in childhood and 
aggressive or violent behavior in the teenage and 
adult years. Virtually all of the most dangerous 
criminals were regularly threatened and 
punished in childhood. It is nature's plan that 
children learn attitudes and behaviors through 
observation and imitation of their parents' 
actions, for good or ill. Thus it is the responsibility 
of parents to set an example of empathy and 
wisdom.

2. In many cases of so-called "bad behavior", 
the child is simply responding in the only way 
he can, given his age and experience, to 
neglect of basic needs. Among these needs 
are: proper sleep and nutrition, treatment of 
hidden allergy, fresh air, exercise, and sufficient 
freedom to explore the world around him. But his 
greatest need is for his parents' undivided 
attention. In these busy times, few children 
receive sufficient time and attention from their 
parents, who are often too distracted by their own 
problems and worries to treat their children with 
patience and empathy. It is surely wrong and 
unfair to punish a child for responding in a natural 
way to having important needs neglected. For 
this reason, punishment is not only ineffective in 
the long run, it is also clearly unjust.

3. Punishment distracts the child from 
learning how to resolve conflict in an effective 
and humane way. As the educator John Holt 
wrote, "When we make a child afraid, we stop 
learning dead in its tracks." A punished child 
becomes preoccupied with feelings of anger and 
fantasies of revenge, and is thus deprived of the 
opportunity to learn more effective methods of 
solving the problem at hand. Thus, a punished 
child learns little about how to handle or prevent 
similar situations in the future. 

4. The phrase "Spare the rod and spoil the child" 
is not from the Christian Bible but from Samuel 
Butler's "Hudibras", a 17th Century satirical 
poem. The poem, like his novel, The Way of All 
Flesh, was written to expose and denounce 
violence against children. 
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While the "rod" is mentioned many times in the Bible, it is 
only in the Book of Proverbs that this word is used in 
connection with parenting. The book of Proverbs is 
attributed to Solomon, an extremely cruel man whose 
harsh methods of discipline led his own son, Rehoboam, 
to become a tyrannical and oppressive dictator who only 
narrowly escaped being stoned to death for his cruelty. 
In the Bible there is no support for harsh discipline 
outside of Solomon's Proverbs. By contrast, the writings 
in the Gospels, the most important books in the Bible for 
Christians, contain the teachings of Jesus Christ, who 
urged mercy, forgiveness, humility, and non-violence. 
Jesus saw children as being close to God, and urged 
love, never punishment.

5. Punishment interferes with the bond between parent and child, as it is not human nature to feel loving 
toward someone who hurts us. The true spirit of cooperation which every parent desires can arise only 
through a strong bond based on mutual feelings of love and respect. Punishment, even when it appears 
to work, can produce only superficially good behavior based on fear, which can only take place until the 
child is old enough to resist. In contrast, cooperation based on respect will last permanently, bringing 
many years of mutual happiness as the child and parent grow older.

6. Many parents never learned in their own childhood that there are positive ways of relating to children. 
When punishment does not accomplish the desired goals, and if the parent is unaware of alternative 
methods, punishment can escalate to more frequent and dangerous actions against the child.

7. Anger and frustration which cannot be safely expressed by a child become stored inside; 
angry teenagers do not fall from the sky. Anger that has been accumulating for many years can come 
as a shock to parents whose child now feels strong enough to express this rage. Punishment may 
appear to produce "good behavior" in the early years, but always at a high price, paid by parents and by 
society as a whole, as the child enters adolescence and early adulthood.

8. Spanking on the buttocks, an erogenous zone in childhood, can create in the child's mind an 
association between pain and sexual pleasure, and lead to difficulties in adulthood. "Spanking 
wanted" ads in alternative newspapers attest to the sad consequences of this confusion of pain and 
pleasure. If a child receives little parental attention except when being punished, this will further merge 
the concepts of pain and pleasure in the child's mind. A child in this situation will have little self-esteem, 
believing he deserves nothing better. Even relatively moderate spanking can be physically dangerous. 
Blows to the lower end of the spinal column send shock waves along the length of the spine, and may 
injure the child. The prevalence of lower back pain among adults in our society may well have its origins 
in childhood punishment. Some children have become paralyzed through nerve damage from spanking, 
and some have died after mild paddlings, due to undiagnosed medical complications.

9. Physical punishment gives the dangerous and unfair message that "might make right", that it 
is permissible to hurt someone else, provided they are smaller and less powerful than you are. 
The child then concludes that it is permissible to mistreat younger or smaller children. When he becomes 
an adult, he can feel little compassion for those less fortunate than he is, and fears those who are more 
powerful. This will hinder the establishment of meaningful relationships so essential to an emotionally 
fulfilling life.
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10. Because children learn through parental 
modeling, physical punishment gives the 
message that hitting is an appropriate way to 
express feelings and to solve problems. If a child 
does not observe a parent solving problems in a 
creative and humane way, it can be difficult for him to 
learn to do this himself. For this reason, unskilled 
parenting often continues into the next generation.
11. Gentle instruction, supported by a strong 
foundation of love and respect, is the only truly 
effective way to bring about commendable behavior 
based on strong inner values, instead of superficially 
"good" behavior based only on fear.

12. In my worldwide research on crime and 
prison inmates, there seem to be a clear 
relationship between violent offenders and early 
childhood corporal punishment and abuse.

13. Societies all over often complain about the loss 
of morality among children due to the fact that 
corporal punishment has been abolished in many 
societies. The fact is that many crimes are 
committed by adults, and not children and often 
by the generation from the past 60 years – a 
generation spawned on corporal punishment 
and violence. This seems to be a worldwide trend. 
It seems that it is easier to scapegoat the children for 
the evils spawned by an oppressive and violent 
society.  

Consider this: Even if you were a 
recipient of corporal punishment and 
had turned our “fairly successful and 
well adjusted”. This does not meant 
that your child or another person's 
child will have the same “resilience” 
and “strength” that you had. In fact, 
they may just turn out the opposite 
because of the corporal punishment. 

14. Would you allow anyone with 
these following traits or combination of 
personality traits to hit your child: 

Either an alcoholic, a person addicted 
to prescription drugs, sexual abuser, 
c h a i n - s m o k e r ,  o v e r - e a t e r ,  
p r o c r a s t i n a t o r ,  u n a m b i t i o u s ,  
unmotivated, angry, emotionally 
unstable, depressed, has sex with 
younger children, swearer etc. 

As a psychologist these are often the types 
of values in educators and parents I 
encounter in my work as a mental health 
professional. I have encountered 
thousands of such people. Are these really 
the type of people that you give the right to 
beat up your child when they do wrong and 
despite the fact that your child is still 
learning the rules of the world on a daily 
level?

QUESTIONS: 

What type of person is suitably 
qualified to administer the 

lessons
 of good values to your child?

Will a cane or rod in the hands
 of a stranger administer 

corporal punishment with the 
love as you imagine them to 

have for your child?

 Or do you consider yourself to be the picture of a stable personality and therefore the right to 
beat your child belongs to you? Should society believe you when you say you will administer 
corporal punishment with no harm to your child and why should we trust you when we have 
the highest child abuse rates in the world – committed by “loving” parents? Should we 
therefore trust blindly and offer every “loving” parent a free license despite some of the 
imbalances in their temperament, anger, frustration and mental stability? 
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OFFERS THE FOLLOWING SETA REGISTERED WORKSHOPS

For more information on any of the above please contact us:
P.O. Box 1077, Glenvista 2058

Tel: (011) 682 1716    Fax: (011) 682 1830
Email: gerald@shapingthelearner.com

Website: www.shapingthelearner.com

Alternative Methods of Discipline

A fascinating neuro-physiological and psychological journey into the causes of bad behaviour 
and ideas to address the problem. Guaranteed to provide a fresh perspective on old problems. 
Refreshes and motivates the spirit and above all inspires a phase of regeneration in the educator. 

Stress Management for School Personnel

Find out why 10% of learners cause 90% of your stress and how to manage your stress. The 
course also deals with the 90/10 principle: Why 10% of actions are unavoidable but the reaction 
to it will change 90% of the outcome! The course also offers an opportunity to refresh knowledge, 
iinvigorate the thinking and approaches to dealing with personal, family and school-based stress.

The Relationship Between Food Diet and Behaviour 

Children in schools often ingest a toxic load of colourants, additives and other behaviour affecting  
foods. The toxic foods are often sold with the tacit approval and at times unknowingly by school 
authorities. The result can often be seen in the behavioural problems presented by learners. 
There are instances in some schools where school management teams are utilizing large 
amounts of time to deal with disciline problems. This crisis management is often demoralizing to 
education authorities and drains the human resources of the school in a visible manner. This 
workshop explores the issues and provides guidance on addressing the food related problems in 
schools.

The knowledge will assist schools in calming down the school environments and has been 
labelled as priceless in terms of its groundbreaking understanding of the relationship between 
food, diet and behaviour.

About the Presenters: Gerald Williamson is an educationist  and Clinical Community Psychologist and 
Carmen Joshua is an educationist. They  are the  directors of Shaping the Learner. Working as a team they have been active in the 
education arena  and is involved with research, training and development of district officials, educators, health professionals, 
therapists, parents and learners. Mr. Williamson and Ms. Joshua have trained over three thousand educators and their  work has 
influenced thousands of schools across South Africa. They have designed numerous SETA registered courses and materials that 
address various concerns in the education arena. Mr Williamson has also been active in the media and has appeared on numerous 
programmes such as Take Five, Spirit Sunday, Men's Dialogue, Morning Live, Agenda, and Parliament Live etc. As social 
scientists they have dedicated their effort and passion to supporting the education fraternity, communities and government in 
building a healthy future for all.  

About Shaping the Learner: We offer numerous programmes for schools and districts and government departments. 
Please see our website  for interesting programmes for schools and others.www.shapingthelearner.com

http://www.shapingthelearner.com
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