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Common Myths 
About Disciplining Children 

 
1. “I can discipline my child however I want.  He is MY child.” 

 

Children are not possessions or property. They are a valuable part of 
the family unit and the community and deserve as much respect as a 
spouse, mother-in-law, or brother. Children are individual human 
beings and not objects that we own.  

 
2. “Spanking doesn‟t hurt children, it teaches them.” 

 

The only thing spanking teaches a child is that it is okay to hit a person 
when he upsets you or she makes a mistake.  Spanking reinforces 
“dominance,” thus creating a power struggle between child and 
caregiver.  To teach children requires guidance not violence. 

                        
3. “I‟ve done everything and my child still won‟t listen to me, I have no 

choice but to hit him.”  “Time-outs don‟t work with my child.” 
 

Discipline is a process – the most time-consuming task of parenting. 
Sometimes we want immediate results and spanking seems to be the 
fastest route.  However, it is counter productive in the long run because 
children who are hit are more likely to misbehave later on and less 
likely to develop a conscience.  There are other ways to discipline a 
child (like taking away a child’s privileges) that lead to desired 
outcomes for you and your child.  

 
4. “Young children aren‟t logical and can‟t be reasoned with; they can 
      only learn from being spanked.” 

 

If young children are not logical, then how would they understand why 
you are hitting them? The fact is children are logical and as a result 
they can be talked to and shown by demonstration the proper way to 
be safe.  If a two-year-old runs into the street, instead of spanking, go 
to the child, hold her close, look her in the face, and tell her how scared 
you were when she ran into the street.  Then show her the proper way 
to cross the street by holding the child’s hand and looking both ways.  
Always stay near a young child playing in the yard. 
 

5. “My parents hit me and I turned out okay.” 
 

You turned out okay in spite of being hit, much like turning out okay in 
spite of being bitten by a rabid animal. Similarly, you might have smoked 
for years and not yet have lung cancer. That doesn’t mean your lungs 
are okay because you smoked, but rather in spite of it. 
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Fact Sheet on Child Abuse & Neglect in Virginia 

(only cases that are reported to officials) 
 (From July 1, 2006 to June 30, 2007) 

Statistics were compiled by: 2008 Virginia Coalition to 

Prevent Child Abuse and Neglect  

Number of children reported as victims of maltreatment 46,511 

Number of children involved in founded complaints            6,487 

     Number of children in Virginia that died        29 
 as a result of child abuse/neglect 

Age of abused and neglected children: 

 Under the age of 12 years     76.0%  

Under the age of 7years     55.0% 

  Under the age of 2 years     45.0% 

Type of abuse/neglect: 

 Physical Abuse      27.9% 

Physical Neglect      61.1% 

Sexual Abuse      13.9% 

Mental Abuse/Neglect      1.1% 

Medical Neglect           2.5% 

 

Prevalence of Child Abuse and Neglect: 

Cases reported to officials are only the tip of the iceberg --
Research indicates that ñéover 3 million children are reported to official agencies 

for severe maltreatment in any given year in the U.S., and this grossly underestimates 

the true extent of child abuse and neglect as indicated by self report surveys (English 

1988).ò Indeed, if one includes child physical, sexual and emotional abuse and 

neglect at least 35% of adults have experienced one or more forms of childhood 

abuse (Scher, et al 2004). 

 

Child Maltreatment Less Severe Most Severe 

Physical Abuse 90% + 

e.g., spanking 

16% overall (more for boys) 

e.g. beatings with injuries 

Sexual Abuse Under 

age 14 -best estimates 

25% girls; 6% boys 17% girls; 4% boys 

 

Emotional Abuse 67-85% 

e.g. yelling at, criticizing 

10 ï 15 % 

e.g., repeated pattern of yelling, 

belittling or degrading child 

Child Neglect No estimates available from 

national surveys 

e.g. lack of supervision, no help 

with homework 

14% girls; 21% boys 

e.g., child abandoned, or not fed, 

malnourished 

English, Diana J. 1998. "The Extent and Consequences of Child Maltreatment." The 

Future of Children  8(1):39-53.     Scher, et al 2004. "Prevalence and  demographic 

correlates of childhood maltreatment in an adult community sample." Child Abuse and 

Neglect  28:167-180.  See also Polonko, K. 2006. ò The causes and consequences of child 

abuse: Shedding more light on the cycle of violence and neglect.ó 

6.  “There‟s a difference between spanking and beating a child. I‟d never 

     beat my child, but I‟d spank, give a slap or swat on the butt.” 

 

     Violence is violence. Research shows that there are no real differences in 
the causes and consequences of beating and spanking.  You may think 
that you would never beat your child, but once a parent starts hitting a 
child, the parent must hit harder and more often to influence a child’s 
behavior.  In fact, almost all beatings and abuse started as corporal 
punishment.  Spanking, shoving, shaking, slapping and pushing have all 
lead to children’s deaths.  

 
7.  “I spank my child out of love.” 
 

Why then, do you not hit any other person you love? Other members of 
your family may aggravate you, test your limits and do specifically what 
you asked them not to do. But you find other ways of expressing your 
anger, displeasure or disappointment. Treat your child as you would any 
other person you love. Realize that violence, in any form, is never an 
expression of love. 

 
8. “Children need physical punishment because it toughens them up      

for the real world.  
 

   Spanking doesn’t toughen up a child – it hardens them. The skills a child 
needs to develop in life are for the board room (negotiating, quick-
thinking, reasoning, public speaking), not the bar room (hitting, shouting, 
punching.) Your discipline methods should focus on these real world 
skills. 

 
9. “The Bible says „Spare the rod, spoil the child‟ so I have to hit.” 

 

First, that saying is not from the Bible. Second, the shepherd uses the 
rod to guide the sheep, not beat them. Third, in the New Testament, the 
emphasis is not on harming children, but on loving them and being more 
like them. 

 
10. “If hitting children can hurt them, why do so many parents do it?” 
 

 Because parents CAN. Unlike adults who are hit, children can’t press 
charges. Because parents don’t know any better. You don’t have to read 
even one book on parenting to raise a child (think about the preparation 
you underwent for your driver’s license). Because the effects don’t show 
up until much later (like smoking). Because parents don’t know any 
other way. Because we don’t want to face the pain that our parents may 
have hurt us or that we have hurt our children. 
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FAMILY VIOLENCE  
 HURTS CHILDREN  
Family violence affects children from every income level, race, and 

religion. Children do not have to be hit to be hurt! 

 

What are the types of child abuse and neglect? 
Definitions of abuse include physical abuse, sexual abuse, and neglect 

(known also as emotional abuse) 
 
Harm to children can result from many things including: 
 Physical injury, such as beatings, burns, and bites. 

 Constant criticism, insults, the withholding of love.  

 Rape, fondling of the genitals, incest. 

 The failure to provide food, clothing, shelter, or medical care. 

 
Who abuses children- and where? 
Most child abuse occurs in the family home.  Parents, siblings and 

visitors can all inflict abuse.   
 
How can you tell if a child is being abuse? 
Children who are physically abused may: 
 Be nervous around adults. 

 Be watchful, as though preparing for something bad to happen. 

 Have difficulty playing. 

 Act aggressive to adults and other children. 

 Be unable to concentrate at school. 

 Suddenly underachieve - or overachieve -at school. 

 Find it difficult to trust other people and make friends. 

 Arrive at school too early, or leave after the other children. 
 
Children who are sexually abused may: 
 Behave differently when the abuse starts. 

 Care less about their appearance, or their health. 

 Talk or act sexually at too early an age. 

 Be secretive and stop talking about home-life. 

 Start soiling themselves. 

 Be unable to sleep. 

 Suddenly find physical contact frightening. 

 Run away from home.  
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Family Violence and Newborns ð 
What can I do when my baby cries? 
Always give prompt response when the baby cries. You can not spoil a 

baby because it is impossible to hold a baby too much. Determine if the baby 

is crying because she is hungry, thirsty, hot or cold, in need of a diaper 

change, or just wants close contact. Try massaging the baby, playing soothing 

music, or singing lullabies. If a babyôs escalating cries are getting to you, 

hand the baby over to another person or put the baby safely down and walk 

out of the room until your feelings subside. Taking a break lets you think 

clearly and regroup. Never shake a baby to make it stop crying. By shaking, 

you may damage his fragile brain and even cause death. 
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If you need help, do not be afraid to aské. 

If you have a concern about hurting your child because things are out of 

control at home: 

Find someone to talk to.                                                   
You can talk to a close friend, a health care provider, or church member.  

There are support groups that can help you.  Example: Parents Anonymous 

Go to a counselor.         
They offer family counseling or individual counseling.  They teach you 

healthy ways of communication.              

Try a parenting class.             
We are not born knowing how to be good parents and raising children is a 

difficult job.  These classes are a good opportunity to gain knowledge about 

what it takes to raise a child and the proper skills a parent needs. 

Never refuse help.          
Remember, you canôt do it all by yourself.  Let your family and friends lend a 

hand when you need it. 

Adapted from ñYou Can Help Prevent Child Abuse,ò Prevent Child Abuse America, 2001. 

 

 

What To Do In A Grocery Store To Help Children Behave  

(without spanking, hitting, or yelling)  
 

Sing quiet songs together --  or make up a silly song about  

    spinach! 

Reward good behavior.  Promise to play a game with me or read  

   to me when we get home.  

Donõt bring me when I am tired or hungry.  Arrange for a 

   babysitter.  

Make a game of it.  Who can see the potatoes first?  

Give me a responsibility.  (I can help select the h ardest apples.)  

Find 5 things on each aisle that start with the letter B, are  

   red, in cans, etc...  

Play òI see something.ó 

Count how many steps it takes to get from the cheerios to the  

  frosted flakes.  

PRAISE, PRAISE, PRAISE!  Whenever I am doing s omething  

   right, let me know.  
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Children who are neglected or emotionally abuse may 
 Have difficulty learning to talk. 
 Find it hard to develop close relationships. 
 Be over-friendly with strangers. 

 Be unable to play imaginatively. 
 Think badly of themselves. 
 Underachieve at school. 

 
    Remember: none of these signs prove that child abuse is 

present, since any of them may be noticeable at one time or 
another.  But when they occur repeatedly or in combination 
with one another, the child may be suffering abuse.  

 
What can you do to help? 
     If you suspect a child is being abused, the child must be protected 

from further abuse.  Call your local Child Protective Service 
Agency.  You will find the number in the front of your phone book. 

 
To help prevent child abuse, you can: 

 Be a nurturing parent! 
 Help a friend, neighbor or relative if they are having difficulty 

         with their children. 

 Get involved ï advocate for services to help families. 
 Volunteer at a local child abuse program. 
 Help to develop parenting resources at your local library. 
 Offer to baby sit.  Be supportive of new parents. 
 Contact you local school district and religious community to 

encourage them to sponsor classes and support programs for 
new parents. 

 Call or write your candidate and elected officials to support 
increased funding for child abuse prevention, intervention, and 
treatment programs. 

Prevent Child Abuse America  
www.preventchildabuse.org 

 
  It is everyoneôs responsibility 

To help reduce the violence 
In childrenôs lives. 
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CONSEQUENCES OF SPANKING 
The more frequently a child is spanked, the more likely that 

child is to have one or more of the following problems: 

Emotional Problems 

 Higher rate of depression and suicide 
 Lower self-esteem           

 Higher rate of alienation          

 Experience more anger          

 

Developmental Problems 
 2 point decrease in IQ 

 Lower reasoning, problem solving, and language skills 

 Lower occupational and economic achievement 
 

Behavior Problems as Adolescents 
 Higher rate of delinquency 

 Higher rate of vandalism 

 More likely to be violent   

 More likely to physically aggress others  
      (including siblings) 

 

Behavior Problems as Adults 
 Higher rate of spousal abuse 

 Higher rate of child abuse 

 Higher arrest rates 

 More likely to commit assault and homicide 

 Higher rate of committing violent crimes 

 More likely to commit rape 

 Higher rate of committing robbery 

 More likely to physically punish own children 
 
Of course, not all children who are spanked will have one or more of 
these problems. As Alice Miller points out, points of light or love can 
heal the worst of pain. But, the fact remains that the more frequently a 
child is spanked, the more likely that child is to have one or more of 
the above problems. 

THERE ARE OTHER WAYSé 
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Iõve called child protective services, but nothing 
happens. What else can I do?  
 
First, remember that child protective service agencies- most of which are 
under-funded and over-burdened- exist to prevent imminent harm to a 
child.  They are unlikely to have the resources to intervene except in the 
most severe cases.  But, there are other things you can do to help build a 
safety net of support and care around an abused or neglected child and 
his or her family.  Here are some ideasé 
 

Contact the child‟s school counselor. 
Teachers and counselors see children on a regular basis and are in a good 
position to reach out to an abused or neglected child.  Call the childõs 
school counselor and tell them your concerns.  Ask them to pay close 
attention to the child and to be alert for some of the warning signs of 
abuse or neglect. 

 
Call the family‟s faith community. 
Contact the leaders of the familyõs faith community to let them know 
your concern for the child.  Ask them to reach out to the family and offer 
support and assistance.   

 
Adopt a child protective service worker. 
Most CPS agencies are severely under-staffed and over-worked.  Get your 
school district or faith community to òadoptó a CPS worker.  Arrange for 
donations of food or used clothing, furniture or toys on behalf of the 
families served by the CPS worker.  Find out what they need in terms of 
financial resources and support, and hold car washes, bake and yard sales, 
etc. to help.  

 
Be a good neighbor. 
Offer to baby-sit for the parents, to give them a chance to relax and 
unwind.  Be kind and supportive to the children in your neighborhood, 
especially to those you think might be abused or neglected at home. 
 

If the child is in imminent danger, call the police. 
Be alert to the warning signs of abuse or neglect, particularly to 
unexplained or frequent injuries or bruises.  If you suspect a child is in 
danger, call the police immediately. 
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What can I do to stop child abuse in a 
public place?  

Start a conversation with the adult to direct attention away 
from the child. 
For example:  òShe seems to be trying your patience.ó 
  òMy child sometimes gets upset like that, too.ó 

òChildren can really wear you out sometimes.  Is there 
anything I can do to help?ó 

 
Divert the child‟s attention (if misbehaving) by talking to the 
child. 
For example: òThatõs a great baseball cap.  Are you a Sox fan?ó 
  òI like your T-shirt.  Did you get that on vacation?ó 

Look for an opportunity to praise the parent or child. 
For example: òShe has the most beautiful eyes.ó 
  òThatõs a very pretty shirt on your little boy.  Where did 
    you get it?ó 

 
If the child is in danger, offer assistance. 
For example: If the child is left unattended in a grocery cart, stand near 

the child until the parent returns. 

 
Avoid negative remarks or looks.  
Negative reactions are likely to increase the parentõs stress or anger, and 
could make matters worse for the child. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

     
Prevent Child Abuse America  

www.preventchildab use.org  

1- 800 - Children  
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BOTTOM LINES ON 

PARENTING FROM THE HEART 
 

Make your children your top priority. 

Read parenting books and take parenting classes.  
Raising a child is the single most important and difficult job that you will 
ever do in your life, so prepare for it and keep learning. 

 

Give your children tons of time and attention.  
Raising a child takes time and requires a lot of attention. When you 
ignore your child you miss an opportunity to teach and instead create 
an opportunity for negative attention seeking. Eg., At the Dentist’s 
office, read a book to your children (or ask someone else to) rather 
than ignore them while you read a magazine that interests you. 
 

Treat your children with respect and dignity.  
Your children are not your property, they are a gift. You do not have a 
right to bully them, control them, make them do exactly what you want 
to do all the time, or harm them in any way. Your responsibility is to 
guide and teach them. 
 

Constantly praise your children for desired behavior. 
Don’t wait until something goes wrong. Thank them for washing their 
hands before dinner, tell them how special they are for playing quietly 
as you asked, tell them how wonderful they are just for being them! 
 

Teach, model, and explain. 
Show your child by example how to behave (E.g., Don’t yell if you don’t 
want your children to yell.) Also, discipline involves teaching, so 
explain why they can’t do something and give them something else to 
do instead. Let them know you care. 
 

Set clear and consistent boundaries.  
They should reflect respect for your needs, your children’s needs and 
encourage self-respect and responsibility. Be fair – if they can’t throw 
their clothes on the floor, why can you? Use discipline to guide and 
teach not to punish and control. 
 

Work on yourself.  
Seek to learn from conflict (e.g., ask yourself ”Why am I getting so 
upset?”). It’s OK to make mistakes, it’s OK to ask for help. It is NOT OK 
to pass on painful ways of living and loving to the next generation. 
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IF I DONõT HIT, 

WHAT ELSE CAN I DO? 
 
Positive Reinforcement Principle:  Make a big deal over responsible, 

considerate, appropriate behavior with attention, thanks, praise, recognition, 

hugs, incentives, or special privileges (NOT FOOD). 

Encouragement Principle:  Give encouragement as often as possible. Help 

the child see the progress she/he has made. (You got three spelling words 

correct. That is better than last week. Doesnôt it feel good to be able to zip your 

own zipper, make your own bed, clean up your own spills?) 

Choice Principle:  Give the child two choices, both of which are acceptable 

to you. (Would you rather tiptoe or hop upstairs to bed?) 

Modeling Principle: Model the behaviors you want. Show the child, by 

example, how to behave. 

Apology Principle: Apologize easily when you goof, or lose it. (I wish I 

could erase what I just said. You must have been scared by my reaction. I 

didnôt mean to hurt your feelings. I was wrong. Iôm sorry.) Apologize for your 

child (Iôm sorry he knocked you down), but DONòT make your child 

apologize. (You might be making him lie or think that wrong doings can be 

rectified with an apology.) 

Empowerment Principle:  Develop the childôs competency, skills, mastery, 
and independence. Encourage her to solve her problems. Let the child know 

that her choices will determine their future. 

PMS Principle:  Always check out prevention, method and source. Could the 

misbehavior have been prevented? Was the method of discipline respectful? 

What lay at the source of the behavior ï what was the child trying to tell you? 

Allow Imperfection Principle: Do not demand perfection. Remember, no 

one likes the perfect child, parent or teacher. With perfection as the goal, we 

are all losers 

Help Me out Principle: Elicit the childôs support. Ask her/him to help you 

out. 

Love Principle: When in doubt, hold the child, hug him and tell him how 

much you love him. 

Catch the Child Being Good Principle: When the child is exhibiting 

behavior that makes you proud, be sure to praise, thank and call attention to it. 
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Demonstrate Respect Principle: Treat the child the same way you do 

other important people in your life ï the way you want him to treat you and 

others. (How would I want him to say that to me?) 
 

Privacy Principle:  NEVER embarrass a child in front of others. Always 

move to a private place to talk when there is a problem (especially in a 

restaurant, grocery store or shopping mall). Create such a place in your home. 

Sometimes sitting in the car to talk things over is a good idea. 
 

Availability Principle:  Make sure your child always knows where she can 

turn to for help. If you arenôt available, be sure someone is. SET ASIDE 15 

MINUTES A DAY to spend together. Let her plan how the time is spent. 
 

Sacrifice Principle: Sometimes you have to forget your personal 

desires (talking on the telephone, watching a movie, doing your 

housework) and give full attention to your child. 
 

Logical Consequences Principle: Teach your child that behavior has 

consequences. If she forgets her sweater, she gets cold. If he doesnôt do his 

homework, he has to face the teacherôs music. If her allowance is all gone, 

she doesnôt get a slurpee. 
 

Whisper Principle:  Instead of yelling, screaming or talking in a loud voice, 

surprise the child by lowering your voice to a whisper. This surprise often 

evokes immediate attention. It also helps you to stay in control and think 

more clearly. 
 

Establish Routines and Traditions Principle:  Children behave better 

when they know what they can count on. Routines establish feelings of 

belonging and security. 
 

Advance Principle:  Thank a child for doing the right thing ï before he 

does it. Thanking a child in advance prompts good behavior from the child. 
 

9x Principle: No matter what method of discipline you use, it takes an 

average of 9 times to stop the undesired behavior. So, be patient; be prepared 

to explain, reason 9 times, or, better yet, try to avoid the problem eg., 

childproof your house. 

 
                   

Adapted with permission from the materials of Dr. Katharine C. Kersey,  
Early Childhood Education, Old Dominion University. 

http://www.odu.edu/~kkersey/101s/101principles.shtml 
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