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Corporal Punishment 

Research into harmful physical and psychological effects of corporal 
punishment in childhood and later life, and into the links with other forms of 
violence, makes a compelling argument for banning the practice thereby 
contributing to breaking the cycle of violence.  

The International Task Force on Child Protection (ITFCP), through its School 
Evaluation Committee in November 2015, made recommendations relating to 
safeguarding and child protection inspection areas for International Schools. 
These recommendations included 13 Essential Questions and a further 18 
questions under areas of ‘…policy, people, procedures and accountability’. 
 
The first inspection point under the policy questions is to see if: 
 
‘A values statement about the rights of the child has been developed and 
formally adopted by the school that is aligned with the responsibilities set out 
in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)’. 
 
A focus on UNCRC Articles concerning corporal punishment is important in 
order to articulate formal links between the issue,, at a human rights and 
UNCRC level, and individual International School policies. 

A majority of the Council of Europe Member States have now committed 
themselves to put an end to all corporal punishment of children. Full 
prohibition in law has so far been adopted by 18 of them, and at least seven 
others have publicly pledged to do the same within the near future.  

The Council of Europe, Commissioner for Human Rights, has welcomed this 
development and urged other countries to consider moving towards 
prohibition and elimination of all corporal punishment against children.  

The problem is deep and serious. As part of their daily lives, children all over 
the world are spanked, slapped, hit, smacked, shaken, kicked, pinched, 
punched, caned, flogged, belted, beaten and battered by adults – that is 
mainly by those people they trust the most.  

This violence might result from deliberate acts of punishment. Alternatively 
such actions might result from impulsive reactions of irritated parents, 
teachers or others. Significantly in every case these acts constitute a breach 
of fundamental human rights. Respect for human dignity and the right to 
physical integrity are universal principles. Despite this the social and legal 
acceptance of the physical hitting, and other humiliating treatment of children 
by adults, persists in most countries across the world.  

Corporal punishment of children can often be inhuman or degrading, and it 
always violates their physical integrity, demonstrates disrespect for human 
dignity and undermines self-esteem.  
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Definition of corporal punishment  

The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child1 has defined 
corporal punishment in these words:  

“Any punishment in which physical force is used and intended to cause some 
degree of pain or discomfort, however light. Most involves hitting (“smacking”, 
“slapping”, “spanking”) children, with the hand or with an implement – whip, 
stick, belt, shoe, wooden spoon, etc. But it can also involve, for example, 
kicking, shaking or throwing children, scratching, pinching, biting, pulling hair 
or boxing ears, forcing children to stay in uncomfortable positions, burning, 
scalding or forced ingestion (for example, washing children’s mouths out with 
soap or forcing them to swallow hot spices). In the view of the Committee, 
corporal punishment is invariably degrading. In addition, there are other non- 
physical forms of punishment which are also cruel and degrading and thus 
incompatible with the Convention. These include, for example, punishment 
which belittles, humiliates, denigrates, scapegoats, threatens, scares or 
ridicules the child.”  

Article 19 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child requires States to take: 
“All appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to 
protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, 
neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual 
abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person 
who has the care of the child”.  

Article 37 requires protection from “…torture or other cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment or punishment”.  

Other significant decisions taken by the European Commission on Human 
Rights and the European Court have emphasised that rights to private or 
family life or to freedom of religious belief cannot be used as relevant 
arguments to reject banning all corporal punishment.2 

The purpose of criminalizing all corporal punishment is of course not to 
prosecute and punish more parents. It is to address and satisfy the central 
importance of human rights by giving children equal protection [to adults] of 
their physical integrity and human dignity. It gives a clear message that hitting 
children is wrong – at least as wrong as hitting anyone else. In this context it 
provides a consistent lens when considering child protection objectives, and 
for public education promoting positive forms of discipline. As attitudes 
change, so the need for prosecution and for formal interventions into families 
to protect children should diminish.  

Of course, eliminating corporal punishment requires more than legislation 
prohibiting it. Sustained public education and awareness that is raised about 
the law and of children’s right to protection is required, together with 
promotion of positive, non-violent relationships with women and children.  
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A Committee of Ministers’ recommendation adopted in 2006 defines positive 
parenting as “parental behaviour based on the best interests of the child that 
is nurturing, empowering, non-violent and provides recognition and guidance 
which involves setting of boundaries to enable the full development of the 
child”.3  

“The principle of equal protection of children and adults from assault, including 
within the family, does not mean that all cases of corporal punishment of 
children by their parents that come to light should lead to prosecution of 
parents. The de minimis principle - that the law does not concern itself with 
trivial matters - ensures that minor assaults between adults only come to court 
in very exceptional circumstances; the same will be true of minor assaults on 
children. States need to develop effective reporting and referral mechanisms. 
While all reports of violence against children should be appropriately 
investigated and their protection from significant harm assured, the aim 
should be to stop parents from using violent or other cruel or degrading 
punishments through supportive and educational, not punitive, interventions.”4  

All of this may be understandable, but does not provide plausible excuses or 
justifications. Non-violent conflict resolution, tolerance and respect for others 
should be taught through the setting of good examples. How can we expect 
children to take human rights seriously and to help build a culture of human 
rights, whilst adults not only persist in slapping, spanking, smacking and 
beating them but also defend these behaviours as being ‘…for their own 
good’? Smacking children is not just a lesson in bad behaviour; it is a potent 
demonstration of contempt for the human rights of smaller, less powerful 
people.  

Considerations for International Schools 

I recognize and applaud the work of any International School that is 
considering a more formalised and informed response to the complex and 
often culturally sensitive issue of ‘corporal punishment’. Considerations for 
schools might include: 

• The best interests of any individual child should always take precedence in 
respect of any change initiatives being instituted by a school. 

• The process of working as a school towards further developing policy and 
practice regarding corporal punishment should be undertaken carefully and 
sensitively. It makes good sense that it should be well thought through and 
not rushed. Any initiative to place a further and more visible emphasis on this 
issue, which is something I would fully endorse, should be introduced in a 
stepped fashion and include advance notice for the different cohorts to be 
impacted.  

• Ideally efforts will be taken to minimise the impression of something being 
imposed upon people. Different views could be sought, for example, including 
those from children and young people, as to how things might be different or 
improved. 
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• Every child’s background, level of vulnerability or otherwise, cultural norms 
and expectations, and family environment will be different. To this end, any 
action to be taken regarding a concern, individual disclosure or assessment of 
risk related to corporal punishment should be bespoke to that child and 
family’s circumstances, in line with current child protection training in respect 
of the safeguarding ‘assessment framework’. 

• If the objective is that you do not condone or support corporal punishment of 
any kind, there are key stakeholders in any International School who should 
all be engaged to ensure this is workable.  

• Senior leadership teams will need to be clear about and ‘signed up’ to any 
new approach, which should then be integrated into school policy and 
practice. 

• Child Protection Officers (CPOs) will need to be trained regarding any 
changed areas of emphasis within practice and intervention approaches. 
Counsellors will be required to engage and support any staff working with 
children where there may be cultural or family based difficulties arising as a 
result of different ways of conceptualising and doing things. 

• I consider the corporal punishment issue to be one of such importance and 
complexity such that a member of the safeguarding or child protection team 
should be a designated the ‘Corporal Punishment Lead’. This role could apply 
to any new approach to the issue to be formulated, and in terms of building 
further knowledge and expertise.  

In my view, whilst the landscape in many countries around the world with 
regards to corporal punishment is challenging, as indicated by recent 
commentary from various UN inspections, it is important for International 
Schools, in the full spirit of children’s rights, to comply with both the detail as 
well as the essence of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC), and with any updates and related protocols. 

We know with respect to corporal punishment that the preferred approach of 
the UNCRC is designed to yield both short and longer term, educational, 
health and well-being benefits for children. The absence of corporal 
punishment in a child’s life should potentially help make them more informed 
and less of a risk as adults themselves in terms of their behaviours towards 
children or other adults. 

For this reason I would suggest that responses to allegations, individual 
disclosures or concerns regarding corporal punishment raised within 
International School communities be dealt with in a clear, consistent and 
unambiguous way. 

To achieve this kind of response at a consistent level would, in my view, 
require a number of steps. A rationale for such an approach can be 
underpinned by a position on the issue that actively condemns any form of 
corporal punishment. In addition to the UNCRC other condemnation includes 
that of the European Committee of Social Rights (ECSR), World Health 
Organization (WHO), European Commission on Human Rights (ECHR), and 
the United Nations General Assembly.  
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The World Conference of Religions for Peace, comprising over 800 faith 
leaders, adopted ‘A Multi-Religious Commitment to Confront Violence against 
Children’ (2006) that included ‘…prohibiting and eliminating corporal 
punishment’.  

Actions that would clearly signal a school’s approach to this issue would 
potentially include: 

1. A clear and unambiguous school based policy statement regarding corporal 
punishment that has been formulated in line with the UNCRC.  

2. Wider communication of the school’s safeguarding and child protection policy 
within marketing material, via an online and social media presence, and as 
part of the processes of recruiting staff, as well as when inducting parents and 
families into the school community. 

3. Embedding the concept of the school being a ‘No Hit Zone’ for everyone, 
together with the provision of active and visible reminders of this standard. 

4. The introduction of parenting education courses and discussions – also 
involving children – on child-rearing practices and positive non-violent forms 
of discipline in homes, schools and institutions. This could be achieved via a 
stepped approach that might initially mean conducting forums or focus groups 
for different stakeholder groups that allow people to express their culturally 
based normative expectations and experiences, as a basis for understanding 
and establishing a way forward and some mutual appreciation and common 
ground. 

5. A designated ‘Corporal Punishment Lead’ role could be instituted and 
undertaken by someone from the safeguarding or child protection team. This 
person would have oversight of the introduction of any changed level of 
emphasis or approach to this issue in policy and practice terms.  

6. The International School to formalize a consistent response to the handling of 
allegations, individual disclosures and/or concerns relating to corporal 
punishment.  

A staged formalized approach to a specific incidents and the issue more 
broadly might include: 

• Any allegation, individual disclosure or concern regarding corporal 
punishment should be responded to in line with the school safeguarding and 
child protection policy and procedures. 

• This would include the reporting and recording of such matters to be 
completed in accordance with normal practices used for other safeguarding 
concerns, no matter what the level of concern, or the extent of injury that 
might have been sustained. 

• Staff training (for key stakeholders such as Child Protection Officers, senior 
leaders and administrators) would need to include a detailed focus on the 
issue of corporal punishment. 

• Training for everyone in the whole school community should include relevant 
information on the matter including the school’s approach, standards, and 
professional expectations.  

 



Website	Copy	–	‘Host	Country’	specific	research	papers	available	on	request	

	
Produced	by:	Chris	Gould	BA	(Hons),	Dip	SP&C	 	 www.112SAFEGUARDING.com	
	

6	

• In my view the school should play a role in respect of parents with almost 
every reported concern or incident of corporal punishment - and such actions 
should be formally recorded. Methods of intervention and approach will of 
course vary, once trained members of staff have assessed the allegation, 
individual disclosure or concern. Interventions could range from a lower level 
awareness raising type of discussion, through to the more formally conducted 
interview style of approach. 

• Each case should be analysed on it own merits and in the context of the 
assessment framework that is consistently used when determining a response 
to each and every safeguarding concern, report or individual disclosure.  

• To reiterate, consideration of a hierarchy of the forms of corporal punishment 
and the linked outcome of any assessment and analysis made by trained 
staff, will ultimately determine the school’s responses to parents. At a very 
minimum level, this may include a phone call, letter or informal meeting with 
parents. In a few cases where parents might be particularly resistant and 
culturally sensitive with respect to the issue to the corporal punishment issue, 
but have been assessed to be at the lower end of the hierarchy in terms of 
actions taken towards their child/ren, the outcome might be to make a record 
of the concern without notifying the parents. This would be designed to avoid 
the possibility of increased difficulties for a child within the family home. More 
than one person should make this kind of decision, and the rationale for it 
clearly documented. Repeated instances of lower level concern, however, 
should attract further attention if they appear to indicate a problematic and 
concerning pattern. So-called higher end or more severe or concerning cases 
are of course the ones likely to result in a formal meeting with parents, and/or 
a possible referral to authorities. Any decision to involve authorities should of 
course be based on the cultural context of the individual school, relevant legal 
requirements, and in light of any likely outcomes that would pertain to the 
child’s best interests.  

• Any decision-making that might mean a family could be excluded from the 
school should be cognizant of the possible impact of such an action on their 
child/ren. This step might not be in a child’s best interests, and so at the very 
least it should not be taken without any formally structured support being 
provided for the child, and which optimally also involves the parents. 
Expulsion may be an easier option for a school, but it may compound 
difficulties for a child. 

The United Nations’ definition of corporal punishment is that of ‘…zero 
tolerance’. In my view and the view of many others, as evidenced by 
research, it would be dismissive and minimizing of any of us to underplay this 
form of assault on children (corporal punishment) which would not be 
tolerated at any level if it had occurred between adults. Whilst the 
fundamental definition of corporal punishment is important to work with, the 
education of children and parents is more likely to yield a positive impact if it is 
deconstructed and explained sensitively but unambiguously. 
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I should emphasise at this point how I do not think that by setting clear 
standards with regards to corporal punishment, a school would be lining itself 
up to enact intervention after intervention with parents. It may be the case that 
referrals linked to this issue evidence a ‘spike’ in terms of number when a 
more structured or new effort at communication with children and parents 
about a school’s standards related to corporal punishment are reintroduced or 
enhanced. Any concerns that prompt comprehensive assessments, and 
carefully determined and culturally informed approaches to responding to 
parents and their children, should become more streamlined and integrated 
once such practices are increasingly enacted and embedded within school 
life. 

It is also important to remember that corporal punishment, as a form of 
perpetrating harm against children does not always sit alone. There may be 
other family or domestic related factors at play. Only by being more 
transparent and deliberate about responding to these forms of behaviour, by 
making more detailed assessments and analyses of what is happening and 
why, will we gain access to a potentially bigger picture in terms of possible 
risk levels for children. The value and relevance of the bigger picture should 
never be underestimated in the safeguarding of children’s welfare and 
protection. 

As stated, assessment of the impact of corporal punishment on individual 
children will also play a central role here. Research also highlights how 
cultural norms may sometimes exist, whereby certain children may see such 
behaviour on the part of their parents as expected, and therefore in some 
regards more accepted. This might mean they do not feel as rejected or 
personally affected or affronted when it occurs, particularly at the lower levels.  

Nonetheless a school’s standards, expectations and stated thresholds will 
take precedence in terms of enrolled children, and so care should be taken to 
bridge any gaps in understanding, and in this context to sensitively and 
gradually educate and inform children and their parents.  

This can be viewed as a key area of cultural and organisational intersection 
that may provide opportunities for influence and potential attitude and 
behavioural change that will be more attuned to the principles of the UNCRC. 

 

Chris Gould BA (Hons), Dip SP&C 

112 SAFEGUARDING 

Independent Child Protection Consultant 
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Sources of further reading: 

 

The State of Research on Corporal Punishment: 
https://www.unige.ch/cide/files/3915/2784/2172/Gershoff_Powerpoint_--
_Corporal_Punishment_May_2018.pdf 

Corporal Punishment of Children in China: 
http://www.endcorporalpunishment.org/wp-content/uploads/country-
reports/China.pdf 
 
Corporal Punishment of Children in Nine Countries as a Function of Child 
Gender and Parent Gender: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/47545639_Corporal_Punishment_of
_Children_in_Nine_Countries_as_a_Function_of_Child_Gender_and_Parent_
Gender 

It's time for Hong Kong parents to rethink corporal punishment: 
https://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/article/1788828/its-time-
hong-kong-parents-rethink-corporal-punishment 

Parent Physical Punishment and Child Aggression in a Singapore Chinese 
Preschool Sample: 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3600138?seq=1/analyze#page_scan_tab_contents 

Child Negative Emotionality and Parental Harsh Discipline in Chinese 
Preschoolers: The Different Mediating Roles of Maternal and Paternal 
Anxiety: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5339439/ 

Parental Use of Corporal Punishment in Europe - Intersection between Public 
Health and Policy: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4326463/ 

 
Physical Punishment, Culture, and Rights: Current Issues for Professionals: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/5551171_Physical_Punishment_Cul
ture_and_Rights_Current_Issues_for_Professionals 

Corporal punishment: Key issues: 
https://aifs.gov.au/cfca/publications/corporal-punishment-key-issues 

Physical Discipline and Children's Adjustment: Cultural Normativeness as a 
Moderator: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2766084/ 
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References for this report: 

Children and Corporal Punishment: ‘The right not to be hit, also a children’s 
right’ CommDH/IssuePaper (2006) Updated 2008: https://rm.coe.int/children-
and-corporal-punishment-the-right-not-to-be-hit-also-a-childr/16806da87b 

International Task Force on Child Protection, School Evaluation Committee, 
Final Report and Recommendations: https://www.icmec.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/08/New-Standards-for-Child-Protection-Adopted-by-
School-Evaluation-Agencies-2.pdf 
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