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LETTER OF THE DAY

Affectionate harm in
the name of disci_pline___»

There is a common saying in
Thailand: “Love your cows, keep
them. Love your children, hurt
them!"It reflects how some peo-
ple show love and affection to-
ward their livestock yet often
harm children in the name of
discipline.

I understand that parents
mean well when they ‘punish’
children to teach them good
behaviour—no parent aims
to harm their child. Howev-
er, some parents and teachers
have ended up causing children
visible physical harm - leav-
ing bruises, permanent scars,
or even broken bones.Not even
livestock keepers beat their ani-
mals like that!

Common practices used on
children—such as caning,
pinching kicking, slapping, yell
ing,.verbal insults,or shaming—
are often mistaken for disci-

pline but they are forms of pun-
ishment. It is important to dif-
ferentiate punishment from
discipline. Punishment aims at

stopping the behaviour right
away but doesn’t prevent it
from happening in the future
while discipline aims at cor-
rection and building children’s
ability to make good judgement.

While many parents and
ods in what they consider“mod-
eration”, and feel confident be-
cause they see no physical inju-
ries, research has shown that all
children subjected to such disci-

plinary methods are exposed to |

multiple health risks. We might
not see psychological or emo-
tional injury, but in most cases,
its effects can be far more dam-
aging than physical injuries.

As anyone who has spent time
around children knows, they
imitate what they observe in |
adults rather than what they
are told to do.How do we expect |
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wrong—violence, beating, yell- |

ing,verbal insults-to teach what
is right? If we model violent be-
haviour, children will learn the
same—just as we see it reflect-
ed in our society today where
violence in intimate relation-
ships, verbal insults, and public
shaming are common, includ-
ing on social media where chil-
dren are increasingly engaging
and drawing lots of lessons. This
is what we learned, and we con-
tinue to pass it on to our chil-
dren. i

To break this cycle, we must re-
flect on our actions, understand
their impact, and embrace
non-violent ways of guiding and
relating with children.

LAVARY

The World Health Organiza-
| tion’s (WHO) 2025 report on
| corporal punishment indicat-
| ed that across 49 low and mid-
| dle-income countries, children
' exposed to corporal punish-
| ment were 24 percent less likely
| to be developmentally on track
| than children who were not. It
| also highlights that health con-
| sequences are profound and
| far-reaching. Beyond immedi-
| ate injuries, the practice trig-
' gers harmful biological re-

| sponses, including heightened |

stress hormone reactivity and
. changes in brain structure and
function that can undermine
| healthy development.
' If we think that corporal pun-
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ishment is a positive method of
disciplining children, why then
would it yield us negative re-
sults?

Many people argue that chil-
dren today are becoming
“spoilt” due to so-called West-
ern ideas of children’s rights.
However, this overlooks the idea
that corporal punishment it-
self was introduced by Europe-
ans through formal schooling
and prison systems. Traditional-
ly, our great grandparents relied
on non-violent methods like
storytelling to guide and disci-

' pline children.

Although Uganda has out-
lawed corporal punishment

' in schools, it remains widely

practiced. Last year, the Minis-
try of Internal Affairs and the
Uganda Police issued warn-
ing letters that later circulat-
ed on WhatsApp, prohibiting
its use and directing the arrest
and prosecution of any teach-

. er or school administrator who

violates the law. Despite these

| measures, enforcement chal-

' lenges persist.

This signals that while legisla-
tion is a good starting point, it
is not enough. It must be com-
plemented by the implemen-
tation of proven strategies that
promote positive discipline—
non-violent methods aimed
at helping children learn from
their mistakes. >

Such methods include having
disciplinary talks, making chil-
dren sign behavioural contracts,

. encouraging them to reflect on
what they did wrong and re-
quiring a written or verbal apol-
ogy.For infants, rewarding good
behaviour can motivate them

-todobetter.

These approaches, rather than
inflicting pain and humiliation‘
that harm children’s health,will *

. go along way in reinforcing the

law. '

| Tabitha Suubiis a Public Voices
fellow with The OpEd Project
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