Toward a
Happier Family
Parenting that Doesn’t Hurt

The place to begin

S

hould an adult ever hurt a child while “correcting” him?*
Have you seen an adult “disciplining” a child in a way that
made you uncomfortable? Have you treated a child in a way
that you regretted afterward?
Are you concerned that you
may have fallen into a pattern
of behavior with your child
that’s not what you want … a
pattern you’d like to change?
This booklet is for parents
(or other caregivers) who have
decided they don’t want to hurt a child, whether that means
verbally or physically. If you firmly believe that what you’re
doing doesn’t hurt your child that often, or that it only happens
when the kids have gotten really out of hand or when you’re
really stressed out, or that it’s actually good for them in the long
run, then this booklet is probably not for you.
But if you’ve decided that hurting your child is a behavior you
really want to avoid, this booklet can help you follow through
on that decision.

What does “hurting a child” mean?
It’s rare for a parent to say they intend or want to hurt their
child in a way that has lasting effects. More often, what they say
they want is for their child to behave differently. And while we
don’t all agree on how to define “abuse,” most everyone would
agree we want children growing up to be happy and healthy
adults. Children who are abused have a hard time doing that.
So, for the purposes of this booklet, we’ll define abuse as any
*“He” and “she” will be used interchangeably throughout this booklet to represent both males and females.
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hurtful behavior that’s repeated often enough and is strong
enough to change a person’s personality, emotional make-up, or
physical health. To be more specific, it includes:



Verbal abuse: name calling, swearing at, or yelling at her.
Emotional abuse: putting him down, making fun of him, using

sarcasm to belittle him, rejecting his efforts to please, humiliating
him either alone or in front of others.



Physical abuse: hitting, slapping, throwing, shaking, shoving,

kicking, hair-pulling, pinching, and anything else that causes pain.

All of these things hurt the child and his relationship with
you. [Note: Two other forms of child abuse are neglect and
sexual abuse. You can find information about them in other
booklets by this publisher.]
So, let’s say you’ve done some of
these things and you don’t want to be
that kind of parent anymore. To make
your decision stick, you need to know:
u

u

u

why you have the impulse to hurt
your child;
what the results are for you, the child,
and your relationship;
and how you can handle the feelings
and beliefs that lead you into trouble with your child.

Your child learns from you

Y

our child learns all kinds of life-long lessons from you. You
may not be aware that it’s happening, and neither is your
child, but it happens anyway. For example:
• whether he thinks of himself as a valuable and capable person;
• how to show and accept love;
• what to do when conflict arises;
• how she feels about authority;
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• how to control his own behavior;
• whether or not to trust other people;
• whether or not she trusts her own judgment …

… and countless other lessons. When you smack your child
because he made a mess or talked back, he learns that hitting is
a way to settle conflict. When
you spend time with your
child and give her a hug even
when she’s been “bad,” she
learns that she’s worth being
loved and that love doesn’t
disappear, reappear, and
disappear again. When you
tell your child that he “never does anything right” or “always
screws things up,” he takes that message to heart and develops a
poor opinion of himself and his abilities.

!

As a small child, your son or daughter adores you,
sees you as the smartest and most important
person in the world, and believes what you say. As
rewarding as this is, it also means that he will learn
the lessons you teach him — even the ones you didn’t
mean to teach, and even the ones that are wrong.

The present is creating the future
What you do now has a great deal to do with how things
will turn out in the future; that’s true for a lot of things, but
especially true when it comes to child-raising.
Think about what you want your child to be like as she grows
into adulthood. Do any of the following look good to you?
o

treats people with respect, and expects to be treated so in return;

o

is strong and resilient enough to handle life’s setbacks;

o

is able to love and trust someone else, and is able to be loved and
trusted in return;
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o

works hard to reach personal and work goals;

o

can settle conflicts without hurting anyone;

o

stays out of trouble with the law.

But a child hurt by his parents doesn’t have as good a chance
of turning out like that. The cards are stacked against him and
it’s a lot harder to become the wonderful person you hoped he’d
be. A child who’s been abused …
n

has more problems in school, both in behavior and in ability to
learn and stay in school until he’s ready for a good job.

n

may watch her step when you’re around, because she doesn’t
want to be hit. But when you’re not around, she has poor selfcontrol because she’s never learned to manage her own behavior;
instead of being taught right from wrong, she’s been taught weak
from strong.

n

doesn’t know how to settle conflicts except by fighting; he didn’t
learn anything better at home.

n

loves you, and yet you hurt her; so she grows up with a confused
idea of love and trust. She is much more likely to attach herself to
anyone who feels safe or appears strong enough to protect her;
she’s much more likely to hurt the members of her own family;
and, she’s more likely to get divorced.

n

has learned, through your anger, that you see him as a
disappointment, someone who can’t do things right, someone
who’s not very bright and not very
capable of success. That message is
deep inside him as he starts to face
life’s goals and challenges.

It doesn’t give the kid much of
a chance, does it? It shouldn’t be
a surprise that many adolescent
runaways, dropouts, and drug users
were abused in childhood.
Now think about how you’d like
your relationship with your child to be, from childhood all
the way up into adulthood. Maybe you would like your son or
daughter to …
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o

feel close to you;

o

be proud of you and the things you’ve taught him;

o

confide in you and ask for your advice;

o

enjoy being with you, even as an adult.

Small children who are abused still love and need their
parents, but that doesn’t go on forever. As they grow, so does
their mistrust and resentment
of the abusive parent. By the
time they’re adolescents, they
look for — and find — ways
of avoiding you. Their anger
may come out against you
directly, but most kids will
express their anger indirectly,
through substance abuse, fighting with other kids, or simply
being as different as possible from what you want them to be.
And by that age, they can do it.
So what you do now determines how things will turn out
later, both for your child and your relationship together.

It feels natural

W

hen your child does something perfectly annoying, or
defiant, or just out of control, it can feel natural to give
him a good smack. Keep in mind the fact that more than half
of the parents in the world don’t feel it’s natural, and don’t do it;
but it feels natural to you and that’s what we’re going to look at.
Where did this come from?

“That’s how my parents did it”
Many parents hit because they were raised that way, and they
figure that if it worked for them, it’ll work for their kids. After
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all, they weren’t badly hurt, and it taught them “how to behave.”
There wasn’t much talking; you made a mistake, and there was
a swift response. You didn’t like it but you learned to take it.
The problem is that if you weren’t badly hurt, that was just
a matter of good luck. A child’s body — especially the head,
ears, hands, jaw, and hips — can be
permanently damaged by parental
discipline, even when there seem to be
no lasting marks.
Children who were physically
abused — girls and boys, and
especially little ones — are much
more likely to strike out physically at
someone who makes them mad: the
kid at school, and later the guy at the
bar, the spouse at home, the child who
is annoying him. Is that anything like you?
Or maybe you didn’t get hit much, or not at all; maybe you
just heard way too much about what a screw-up you were, how
you couldn’t do anything right, what a disappointment you
were. It’s easy to take that all in, and then “pass it on.”

“It’s the right way to discipline”
Some parents hit because they really believe it’s good parental
discipline. They’ll even say, “Scolding him only starts a backand-forth argument and causes bad feelings, but one whack
stops the misbehavior and it’s all over in a second.” But that’s
not always true. The child carries the hurt and resentment, and
sometimes physical damage as well.
Some denominations in our country actually encourage
physical punishment, pointing to quotes from Scripture. But
the Bible is by no means clear; while some verses in the Old
Testament advise hitting the child with a rod, all of the New
Testament (the part that contains the words of Jesus) warns
adults to protect children … and repeatedly says that we should
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treat all others as we wish to be treated.
If you really believe that hitting your child is good discipline,
think hard about what pediatricians and psychologists know:
kids who are physically abused have many more problems in
childhood, adolescence, and adulthood than those who were
disciplined without being physically hurt.
And then ask yourself this question: if striking a child “to get
his attention” is appropriate and effective, why don’t employers
use it to correct their employees’ errors or shortcomings and
indicate their displeasure with behavior or performance?

“It’s the only thing he responds to”
Every parent knows that getting a child to understand what
you’re looking for is more difficult with some kids than it is
with others. This is especially true for parents who have a child
with special needs … and psychological or emotional turmoil
are part of the picture. It’s a fact that child abuse is more
common when a child is developmentally disabled, especially
when the child has trouble with language, thinking, and
remembering.
This may sound strange to outsiders because parents of
special needs children clearly love their kids so much; but the
parent who is the sole caregiver for
such a child is under great stress,
often frustrated or isolated, and
sometimes it seems that hitting is the
only way to get through to the kid.
But it’s not! If you find yourself
“losing it” with a child who exhausts
your physical and emotional reserves,
you’re not a failure if you ask for help!
The fact is you’re doing what’s best
for your child, and for you. Do go
to his school and have a talk with his counselor. Ask, pointblank, for advice on how to manage him without getting mad:
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where should you go to find someone who can help? Are there
support groups in the area? Don’t give up and don’t walk out
disappointed.

“Sometimes I just can’t take it”
Often, the psychological or emotional problem is with the
parent, not the child. Let’s look at some risk factors.
n

Depression is a big problem when you’re trying to raise a child.
A depressed mother is more likely to seriously neglect her child:
no doctor or dental appointments, no parental interest in school,
little interaction at home, and so on. In such cases, the child is
sad, fearful, and eventually finds other sources of interest and
affection.
Depression in men is often expressed not by sadness, but by
irritability and anger; it can result in an eruption of physical or
emotional abuse against his child.

n

Attention deficit disorder and bipolar disorder (erratic mood
swings) in the parent can both cause irritability and poor impulse
control … so that the parent does something she never intended
to do.

n

Substance abuse is a very strong risk factor for child abuse.
Young adults often report that as children, they were only abused
when the parent was drinking or using another drug. A parent
who is drunk (or high) can’t do good parenting, especially when
the child annoys him or misbehaves.
When you’re drinking or high, you’re actually a danger to your
child:
• Small children are neglected, which puts them at risk:
playing with electrical items, turning on the hot water,
climbing on the stove, leaving the house, etc.
• Children of any age are at risk of being hurt (by you) if they
disobey or annoy you.
• Children of any age are at risk of emotional abuse (again, by
you) when you yell or swear.

			 If you’re trying to be a better parent, then your child is one
big reason to stop drinking and drugging. Until you do, you
are not a safe caregiver for your child.
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Thank you for taking a look at a
Life Skills Education booklet. We
hope you like what you read! Our
customers tell us our materials are
concise, informative, reader-friendly,
and cost-effective. They go anywhere
and can be read everywhere!
Please contact us at (800) 783-6743
if you have any questions.

