Spare The Rod, Spoil The Child?

By: Patti Ashley Ph.D.
While out shopping for presents last month, I couldn’t help wondering what our children are learning about the “season of giving.” What lessons are parents teaching their children when they expect them to tolerate lengthy shopping trips in crowded malls? And, to top it off, they subject the children to spankings, scoldings, shame and abuse in public. 

Most of the misbehavior that occurs during shopping trips with small children results from hunger, fatigue, boredom, and the healthy desire to explore their environment. Non of these justify physical or verbal punishment.
Here are a few examples of what I witnessed:
· A three-year old was wandering off and touching display items. The mother yells at the child and the child doesn’t listen. The mother, in anger, pulls down the child’s pants. Spanks his bare bottom and yells more. The child smiles, as if he is familiar with spankings and doesn’t mind. Obviously, the spanking is not teaching the child anything.
· A two-year old was yanked by the arm and shamed for not walking close enough to the mother. The mother pulls a wooden spoon out of her shopping bag and begins to pound the child from behind. The child cried and looked totally violated.

Several other instances of screaming, shaming, and spanking inspired me to write this article. Last month, I wrote about respect. But, judging what I’ve seen around the mall, many parents have still not read it! Please remember- if we want out children to trust and learn appropriate behavior from us, then we must exhibit the behaviors ourselves. Through this we can build a mutual bond of trust.
Children need guidelines and limits. I am not saying that children shouldn’t be disciplined, but “spare the rod and spoil the child,” doesn’t mean you must spank your child in order to discipline them. 
The early shepherds used “rods” to keep their sheep within boundaries. They provided them with limits. They did not beat the sheep to stay within the limits.
As parents, we must provide good guidance so that our children don’t stray to far away from our boundaries. Spanking, humiliating and ridiculing have the opposite effect. These methods push our children away and cause them to seek revenge, hurt others, and often rebel in adolescence. 
There are alternative discipline methods and techniques that may take longer to utilize, but will be much more effective. Learning effective discipline requires study and thought. Parenting classes provide excellent forums for learning these alternatives.
Treat your children like you would want to be treated and as you would have others treat you. That doesn’t mean allowing inappropriate behavior to continue. It does mean setting limits and provided guidelines for appropriate behavior. It is our responsibility as caring adults to make sure our children stay within this allowed boundaries.
(As printed in the Hampton Roads Shopper, Dec. 1995)   
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