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Preface

It happens about every 20 minutes during the school day in Florida: A child is paddled to 
punish misbehavior.1  And it’s the youngest, most impressionable children – elementary 
students – who are most often subjected to corporal punishment.

“It’s awkward because they’re already crying before you hit them – I hate to use that 
word – before you administer licks,” one K-8 administrator said of the practice. “But 
you have to go through with it.”

This belief that corporal punishment is a difficult, but necessary practice continues to 
persist in a minority of Florida school districts. It persists, even as administrators who 
support it say they are aware of its potential to damage children and that it may spark 
lawsuits. It persists even though corporal punishment has been found to increase youth 
hostility, antisocial behavior, and the likelihood that a child will drop out of school. 

And it persists despite the National Education Association (NEA) categorically 
opposing corporal punishment, noting that it “is more than ineffective – it is harmful.” 
The NEA is not alone in its condemnation of paddling. Expert organizations in the 
fields of law, medicine and human rights have opposed and discredited the practice 
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Introduction

Schools greatly influence students’ academic and social development.2 Students thrive 
in school environments where they feel safe and know that their academic and social-
emotional needs will be met. Those who feel a sense of belonging in school have lower 
rates of depression, social rejection, and other school-related problems than those who 
do not.3 Additionally, feeling “connected” to school is associated with fewer violent 
behaviors and greater academic achievement.4,5 Nurturing school environments and 
positive relationships with both peers and educators are especially important to 
marginalized student populations such as those with disabilities, those who live in 
poverty, students of color, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, and 
questioning (LGBTQIQ) youth.6, 7, 8 

Positive relationships with educators are a key factor in students feeling that 
school is a nurturing and safe place. Students reporting good relationships with at 
least one teacher have better grades than students who feel alienated at school.9 When 
assessing their relationships with educators, students particularly value fairness and 
demonstrations of caring. Fairness and caring are often conveyed through teachers’ 
implementation of successful, proactive classroom management procedures.10 Such 
positive procedures include the uses of Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports 
(PBIS), social-emotional learning, and restorative justice. Conversely, reactive and 
punitive school practices can damage these important relationships.11

Punitive Discipline Practices and Student Outcomes
Even though incidences of violence in schools have decreased since the early 1990’s,12 
fear is a powerful factor that has resulted in calls for zero tolerance policies in schools, 
which include swift, severe, punitive, and reactive approaches to student misbehavior. 
In contrast to more effective proactive approaches, which focus on teaching and 
reinforcing appropriate behavior, reactive approaches respond to student misbehavior 
after the incident and focus on punishing the inappropriate behavior. For example, 
schools rely on out-of-school suspension (OSS) or corporal punishment to punish 
student behavior. Schools have also increased reliance upon school-based police to 
punish students for infractions at school, resulting in citations and involvement with 
the juvenile justice system for often minor offenses, resulting in a situation commonly 
referred to as the “school-to-prison pipeline.” For example, over 12,500 Florida youth 
were arrested for school-based infractions during the 2011-2012 school year, with two-
thirds of those being for misdemeanors.13 Students punished punitively have lower 
rates of school completion, implicating punitive school discipline policies in decreased 
productivity in the labor force, as well as increased reliance on the social safety net by 
these high school dropouts.14,15 In this monograph, we focus specifically on one of those 
methods of punitive school-based discipline: corporal punishment (CP).

School-based Corporal Punishment
School-based CP is “a discipline method in which a supervising adult deliberately 
inflicts pain upon a youth in response to the youth’s unacceptable behavior” (p. 1).16 The 
31 states (and the District of Columbia) that prohibit corporal punishment in schools 
typically do so on the grounds that children should be afforded the same rights to bodily 
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protections that other citizens are afforded. For example, the California Legislature 
found it reasonable that the safeguards to the integrity and sanctity of students’ bodies 
should be at least equal to that afforded to other citizens.17 As a society we must be 
concerned with those states that do not afford similar rights to students. Nineteen 
states, primarily those in the south and mid-west of the United States, continue to use 
corporal punishment.18 

To understand the philosophy of states concerning CP, it is helpful to consider the 
description by Benjet and Kazdin (2003) who identify three broad orientations toward 
the use of CP in schools.19 First, the “anti-corporal punishment” view posits that the use 
of CP in schools has harmful effects that include implicitly modeling and teaching that 
violence is an effective approach to solving problems. Moreover, this philosophical view 
supports the notion that CP has negative effects on youth and is ethically problematic. 
Another view of CP is that it serves an important behavioral option, if it is appropriately 
regulated. In addition to regulation of its use, this view holds that CP can have positive 
consequences depending on a given context (e.g., student age, ethnicity). Finally, the 
third philosophy regarding the use of CP is that if schools do not use CP, it will actually 
lead to youth behavior problems of greater frequency and intensity. In this orientation, 
the view of “spare the rod, spoil the child” dominates and it is seen as a disservice 
to youth if CP is not used. Clearly, the second and third philosophies align with the 
sanctioned use of CP. Our philosophy throughout this monograph aligns with the first 
philosophy. 

In this monograph, we focus on one state, Florida, and the use of CP in public 
schools. Florida still recognizes corporal punishment as a way to manage student 
behavior and ensure the safety of all students in their classes and schools. As defined 
by the Legislature, “corporal punishment” is the moderate use of physical force or 
physical contact by a teacher or principal as may be necessary to maintain discipline or 
enforce school rules.20 However this definition of corporal punishment is distinct from 
situations in which force is used by a teacher or principal when used as a necessary 
method of self-protection or to protect other students from violent peers.21 Florida 
identifies specific guidelines for the use of CP in schools within state statutes: 

“(1)
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American 
Psychological 
Association

“The American Psychological Association opposes the use of 
corporal punishment in schools, juvenile facilities, child care 
nurseries, and all other institutions, public or private, where 
children are cared for or educated” (p. 1).42 

Center for Family 
Policy and 
Research

“Corporal punishment should be banned BS cmL0 0 mL89.75 0 lLSLQ278 0 0 1 209.75 632.4766 cm57�9.75 28166.514 LSLQ278 0 0 13.25 556.9531 31
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White counterparts to get an office disciplinary referral for behaviors that are more 
subjectively interpreted (i.e., excessive noise or disrespect, as opposed to smoking, 
vandalism, or obscene language).51 

Serious concerns also exist with regard to the use of CP with vulnerable youth, 
including those students who have experienced abuse or neglect, and students with 
disabilities. For example, in Florida, “more than 1 million children are victims of child 
abuse and neglect each year” (p. 1).52 The use of violence as an approach to behavior 
management for youth who have experienced abuse and neglect is unconscionable. 
Students with disabilities are another group that are disproportionately affected by 
CP policies.53 To understand the gravity of using CP with students with disabilities, 
we must consider the characteristics of students with emotional disturbance (ED). 
Youth with ED are classified as such due to their significant problem behaviors that 
affect their learning. However, these youth also have experiences and psychiatric 
disorders that make CP wholly inappropriate. For example, teachers reported that 
38% of students classified as ED had experienced physical or sexual abuse, 41% were 
neglected, and 51% were emotionally abused.54 Moreover, 45% of students with ED 
have problems with drug abuse.55 The fact that these youth do not typically receive 
high quality psychological support further complicates the issue because punishment 
is even less likely to help them change behaviors without appropriate mental health 
support.56 Using CP on youth who have had such difficult experiences and mental 
health problems is not supported by research. 

There are additional concerns that in schools with a higher than average percentage 
of low socioeconomic status (SES) students, poverty and a lack of resources may result 
in more frequent uses of punishments including CP.57
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Moving Beyond Corporal 
Punishment in Schools

A reduction in the acceptability and use of CP in schools requires changes in public 
policy. However, additional information and analysis is critical to effectively promote 
appropriate alternatives. A three-pronged approach is needed to understand and 
address the dilemma of using CP in public schools and should include: (1) an analysis 
of school discipline data across student and school characteristics to understand 
where CP is most used and which students are most affected; (2) in-depth discussions 
with Title 1 middle school administrators concerning their views of and responses 
to student behavior to understand the use of CP; and (3) identification of the current 
school-level behavioral policies and practices and the extent of alignment with effective 
behavioral programs. Each component of our data collection and analysis addresses 
the questions specifically for the state of FL. In our first study, we look broadly across 
all FL public schools to identify trends in school discipline, including variables that 
may affect the frequency of certain types of punishments (e.g., CP, OSS).59 Our second 
study focuses on Title I middle schools, the places where punitive discipline is most 
often used.60 This study deepens our understanding of corporal punishment and other 
discipline strategies by capturing administrators’ perspectives on why and how they use 
discipline. Importantly, administrators’ perspectives about discipline have been linked 
to their rates of disciplining students.61 Our third study also looks at Title 1 schools and 
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S T U D Y  1

Analysis of Florida School 
Discipline Data63

The purpose of the first study was to identify the following for Florida schools in 2010-
2011: (a) general demographics; (b) total number of students registered and percentage 
of students who experience CP in districts that use it; (c) association between the 
number of different types of punishments and student, school, and community 
characteristics; (d) relationship between school characteristics, school district 
characteristics, and number of suspensions enforced in a school within a given school 
district after controlling for relevant variables (i.e., percentage of special education 
students, school locale, school type/grade levels, percentage of students that receive 
free or reduced lunch, percentage of African American students, whether the school 
district allowed for corporal punishment or not); and (e) relationship between school 
level characteristics and number of instances of corporal punishment. 

To maintain consistency and ensure comprehensive datasets, we used publicly 
available data for the state of Florida for 2010-2011. Below, we summarize the results 
and implications of each research question.

1. What are the student (i.e., % gender, % race, % grade level), 
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Table 2: FL Student, School, and District Characteristics 2010-2011*

Student Characteristic %, Number (Mean, Standard 
Deviation Where Applicable)

Total Registered Students 2,644,218

Gender
Male
Female

51.41% (n = 1,359,468)
48.59% (n = 1,284,750)

Ethnicity
Caucasian
African American
Hispanic or Latino
Asian
Native Hawaiian, or Pacific Islander
American Indian or Alaska Native
Two or More Races

43.05% (n = 1,138,439) 
22.96% (n = 607,242) 
28.02% (n = 741,001) 
2.46% (n = 64,981) 
0.11% (n = 2,980) 
0.39% (n = 10,356) 
3.00% (n = 79,219)

Grade Level
Pre-kindergarten through 5th 
6th through 8th grade
9th through 12th

47.45% (n = 1,254,687) 
22.86% (n = 604,489) 
29.69% (n = 785,042)

School Characteristics %, Number (Mean, Standard 
Deviation Where Applicable)

School Enrolment (n = 3,300 schools) Per School: Mean = 783.7 (SD = 
545.79)

Students Classified as Special Education Per School: Mean = 20.33% (SD 
= 14.04)

Students Receiving Free or Reduced Lunch Per School: 60.65% (SD = 23.50)

School Locale
Rural
Town
Suburban Area
City Center

18.91% (n = 615) 
6.52% (n = 215) 
47.55% (n = 1,569) 
27.03% (n = 829) 

School Type
Adult 
Combined (e.g., combination elementary  
& secondary)
Elementary (K-5)
Middle/Junior High (6-8)
Senior High (9-12)

0.12% (n = 4) 
10.73% (n = 297) 

52.12% (n = 1720) 
17.36% (n = 573) 
19.67% (n = 649)

District Characteristics %, Number

Corporal Punishment
Don’t Allow  
Allow

62.16% (n = 46)
37.84% (n = 28)

Note. * = Information in table was provided by the Florida Department of Education and is publicly available.
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2. For districts that allow CP, what is the total number of 
students registered and what is the percentage of students who 
experience CP? 
In Table 3, we summarize information on student population and use of CP for those 
FL districts that allow CP. There were eight districts where less than 1% of students 
experienced CP. In seven districts the percentage of students experiencing CP exceeded 
4%. The widely varied use of CP makes evident the importance of our second and third 
studies. In our second study, we solicit administrators’ views and ask them to explain 
their approaches to student behavior and rationale. In our third study, we examine the 
existence of current policies and practices that effectively promote positive student 
behavior rather than relying on the reactive and punitive approach of CP. 

Table 3: FL Districts that Allow CP: Student Population and % of CP per Student 
2010-2011 
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3. Is there an association between the numbers of different types 
of punishments (i.e., corporal punishment, suspension, expulsion, 
restraint, change of placement) enforced and grade level (i.e., K-5, 
6-8, 9-12)?
We wanted to look broadly at various punishments to ensure an appropriate context 
for the specific use of CP. Overall, OSS was enforced more frequently than other 
punishment types after controlling for group size difference. We also observed that 
the total number of punishments administered was greatest for the 6th grade through 
8th grade, followed by 9th grade through 12th grade, and K through 5th grades (after 
controlling for group size difference). Compared to the expected frequency, we also 
found the following to be true: (a) CP was enforced more frequently in the K through 5th 
grade, (b) expulsion was enforced more frequently in 9th grade through 12th grade, and 
(c) restraint was enforced more frequently for K through 5th grades and less frequently 
for the 6th grade through 8th grade.

We can conclude that administrators typically rely on specific punishment type(s) 
for certain grade ranges. As such, we must be careful that simple changes in policy and 
practice to reduce one specific punishment type (e.g., CP) do not inadvertently result 
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females. These results are not unexpected as there is a longstanding history of males 
receiving frequent punishment in school.69 While a comprehensive discussion of gender 
issues is beyond the scope of this report, we should be cognizant of the need for gender 
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the school districts that allow CP, compared to combined schools, elementary schools 
and senior high schools enforced less CP (with event ratio rates of 0.535; p = .020 and 
0.454; p = .043, respectively). 
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S T U D Y  2

Why Florida Schools Use 
Corporal Punishment71

We undertook an investigation of Title I middle school administrators’ decision-
making in order to understand the justification for the use of CP and other exclusionary 
discipline, as well as to learn about other local prevention efforts and responses 
currently in use. In this study (as in Study 3), our analysis focused on Title 1 schools. 
While Study 1 looked solely at the percentage of students receiving free or reduced 
lunch, classification as a Title 1 schools is 
often recognized as a clear indicator of high 
poverty and provided an appropriate criterion 
for choosing schools. Specifically, we wanted 
to know how school administrators explained 
their approaches to student behavior, with a 
particular focus on when, why, and how they 
use CP. Nineteen districts that use CP agreed to 
let us talk with school administrators who are in 
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is used interchangeably with CP. Although Florida law does not require districts to 
obtain parental consent to use CP, some districts do.  CP is never mandated as the only 
consequence to an offense, as some parents do not consent to its use. Frequently, CP is an 
option for responding to behavior such as talking back to a teacher, persistent classroom 
disruption, or not complying with a teacher’s request. Usually it is not used in the case of 
a first offense unless that offense is considered somewhat serious. OSS, rather than CP, 
is used as a response to the most serious offenses. If a student has committed a minor 
offense repeatedly and the administrator believes that OSS is not warranted, the student 
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learn more or remember it more if I take a paddle to you, then I’ll take the paddle to 
you.” Others emphasized the need for having trusting relationships with the child in 
order for CP to be effective. 

These administrators did not believe that CP should be administered in anger 
and often talk about the need to follow legal rules in order to avoid lawsuits. Even 
the administrators who agreed with the use of CP understood its potential for being 
misused, for damaging children, and for attracting litigation. One had even been sued in 
the past. Nevertheless, they believed that its potential for curbing challenging behaviors 
outweighed the drawbacks for some children.

Of the administrators who disagreed with CP but felt that they had to use it, they 
felt that it may be okay to spank their own children but not someone else’s. These 
administrators feared hurting a child, upsetting a child who may be suffering abuse 
outside of school, or subjecting themselves to legal ramifications. Even though the use 
of CP makes these administrators uncomfortable, they felt pressured to use it. 

Parental expectations that educators use CP sometimes puts administrators in an 
awkward position in which their personal beliefs, professional beliefs, and community 
expectations come into conflict. One administrator explained: 

I only use corporal punishment if a parent requests it. I never suggest corporal 
punishment. …So we do use corporal punishment. Like I had it used on me several 
times growing up and I think it worked just fine. But we do not live in the world 
that I grew up in either. With corporal punishment there’s a fine line. Either it 
does the trick or it adds fuel to the fire. And I just don’t think in today’s society 
that it is as effective a tool as it once 
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returning to class. Most of our participants, whether or not they personally used CP, 
believed that CP does “work” with some children. These findings suggest the need 
to expose all educators to professional development opportunities that reflect the 
research and positions of professional organizations in order to empower educators 
with healthier, more effective discipline strategies. We conducted our next study to 
examine the existing policies and practices related to positive and proactive approaches 
that promote appropriate behavior in Florida’s schools.

 “Elementary kids, the first thing 
they do before you lay the board 

on them, they start crying. 
It’s awkward because they’re 
already crying before you hit 

them—I hate to use that word—
before you administer the licks, 
but you have to go through with 

it.” –Administrator at a K-8 
grade school
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S T U D Y  3

Survey of Principals in 
Title 1 Schools: School-

Level Approaches to Youth 
Behavior72

Schools are faced with the problem behaviors 
of students on a daily basis. To address issues 
of order and safety in light of scarce resources 
and time, many schools ignore structure- 
and process-oriented changes that may aid 
in prevention of most problem behavior in 
lieu of negative and reactive approaches, 
such as CP and OSS.73 PBIS is one alternative 
that includes, but does not solely rely on, 
disciplinary sanctions. Currently, more than 
18,000 schools are implementing PBIS across 
the United States.74 

PBIS is a systems-based approach that 
has a growing body of research support.75 
Broadly, PBIS is a proactive, pro-social model 
for school-wide behavior management that 
involves general themes of prevention, data 
based decision making, and support at multiple 
tiers (see pull-out box for details of the tiers). 
This study involved data collection by way of a 
survey that focused on the existence of school 
policy and practice aligned with the multi-
tier PBIS approach. We surveyed principals in 
those FL Title 1 schools that included grades 7-8. The focus on Title 1 schools and the 
middle/junior high schools was based on trends in our study of publicly available data 
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2. To what extent does each school reduce and eliminate reactive, 
punitive, and exclusionary strategies in favor of a positive, 
proactive, preventive, and skill-building orientation?
At the school level, most schools used systems: (a) of reinforcement (n = 128), (b) of 
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Recommendations

1. Discontinue the use of CP in FL schools immediately. Based on research and the 
opinions of experts and professional organizations across disciplines, the abolishment 
of CP should be undertaken at the federal, state legislative, school district, and school 
levels. Legally prohibiting the use of CP is necessary to support and enforce a cultural 
shift away from practices based on tradition and toward evidence-based, child-centered 
approaches to discipline. In our interview study, principals made it clear that they fear 
harming children with the use of CP. As we have reported, these principals are correct 
in their understanding that CP has negative effects on students of all ages. 

2. Continue to collect, analyze, and act on data related to the disproportionate use of 
other punishments with subgroups of students even after the discontinuation of CP. 
There are concerns that certain schools and students are disproportionately affected 
by punishment. For example, schools that use CP also use OSS more often than schools 
that do not. These schools may have developed a culture of reaction and punishment 
and a reorientation is needed to a proactive and positive approach to student behavior. 
Also, the results of our first study indicate that subgroups of students are experiencing 
greater punishment than would be expected. For example, African Americans receive 
considerably more punishments. Although males receive more CP, students with special 
needs and African American students actually receive less than expected. However, it is 
also important to consider the frequency that they are punished in other ways. In fact, 
students with special needs, African American students, youth receiving free or reduced 
lunch, and middle/junior high school students receive higher levels of OSS. During 
and following the abolishment of CP, schools, districts, and the state must maintain 
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the discipline gap between Caucasian students and students of color.84 Our studies 
suggest that many educators currently use some PBIS strategies and yet CP and other 
ineffectual punitive discipline strategies continue to be used. For a multi-tier system 
such as PBIS to be effective, some of the critical aspects commonly missing from FL 
schools are the need to:
• Rely on a representative leadership team to develop a multi-year plan for 

addressing student behavior, as well as agreed upon school-wide expectations 
and consequences.

• Formally assess student understanding of expectations and consequences and 
provide follow-up instruction, as needed. 

• Rely on evidenced-based interventions, including cognitive and social skills training.
• Focus on secondary and tertiary interventions in addition to a comprehensive 

universal/school-wide plan. Researchers have reported limitations in the 
effectiveness of programs that rely solely or primarily on interventions delivered 
solely at the universal level.85 Currently, there are concerns that more targeted 
interventions are not developed and implemented. For those secondary and 
tertiary interventions that do exist, there is evidence that they may not be based 
on individual student behavior data.

• Use disciplinary data as a proxy for identifying teachers who may have difficulties 
implementing the behavior plan with fidelity. A teacher who refers a large 
number of students for office disciplinary referrals or punishments may need 
support implementing the behavior plan and/or opportunities for professional 
development. 

• Rely on outside sources for support when developing and implementing the 
behavior plan, such as other schools that are successfully implementing a PBIS 
model. 

• Consider additional practices for promoting social and emotional learning (SEL).86 
For example, restorative justice holds promise as an approach to positively and 
successfully address students’ challenging behaviors.87

4. Provide ongoing professional development (PD) to help educators, school staff, and 
administrators implement evidence-based alternatives to CP and other ineffectual 
punishments. 
In Study 3, relatively few principals reported using continuous improvement and 
training related to student behavior. It is important that teachers, school staff, and 
administrators are provided PD related to student behavior that is of extended duration, 
and includes active learning and collective participation.88 Researchers have also 
identified the importance of PD that facilitates opportunities to reflect, discuss, and 
problem solve, particularly with members of the leadership team.89uhipJ36 
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5. Promote collective leadership teams (CLT) among principals focused on addressing 
student behavior. 
In this context, CLTs are professional collaborative communities that could be 
characterized by principals sharing ownership of and solutions for difficulties with 
student behavior.92 A CLT model can reduce isolation and promote a necessary 
exchange of ideas and approaches to student behavior.93 CLTs can serve as a cross-
school structure that allows for collaborative discussion and efforts that include 
“discussion of policy and practice, methods for implementation, and accountability 
for program effectiveness” (p. 40).94

6. Include discipline data in school evaluations. 
Currently, evaluation of FL schools is achieved via evaluating students’ academic 
outcomes, primarily through standardized test scores.95 However, the disproportionate 
use of CP and other exclusionary discipline strategies impact both academic and 
social-emotional outcomes. In light of the information summarized in the above 
recommendations, Florida schools should be evaluated based upon the reduction 
of negative practices and the implementation of evidence-based discipline policies 
and practices.96
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