
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Physical punishment in Nigerian secondary school
A children's rights perspective

Emejulu, Lovina

Award date:
2019

Awarding institution:
Queen's University Belfast

Link to publication

Terms of use
All those accessing thesis content in Queen’s University Belfast Research Portal are subject to the following terms and conditions of use

            • Copyright is subject to the Copyright, Designs and Patent Act 1988, or as modified by any successor legislation
            • Copyright and moral rights for thesis content are retained by the author and/or other copyright owners
            • A copy of a thesis may be downloaded for personal non-commercial research/study without the need for permission or charge
            • Distribution or reproduction of thesis content in any format is not permitted without the permission of the copyright holder
            • When citing this work, full bibliographic details should be supplied, including the author, title, awarding institution and date of thesis

Take down policy
A thesis can be removed from the Research Portal if there has been a breach of copyright, or a similarly robust reason.
If you believe this document breaches copyright, or there is sufficient cause to take down, please contact us, citing details. Email:
openaccess@qub.ac.uk

Supplementary materials
Where possible, we endeavour to provide supplementary materials to theses. This may include video, audio and other types of files. We
endeavour to capture all content and upload as part of the Pure record for each thesis.
Note, it may not be possible in all instances to convert analogue formats to usable digital formats for some supplementary materials. We
exercise best efforts on our behalf and, in such instances, encourage the individual to consult the physical thesis for further information.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://pure.qub.ac.uk/en/studentTheses/0dff286f-8cbb-44ae-bd35-3ffdf0d81b36


 

 

 PHYSICAL PUNISHMENT IN NIGERIAN SECONDARY 

SCHOOL: A CHILDREN’S RIGHTS PERSPECTIVE 

 

 

 

By 

 

 

Lovina Ukamaka Emejulu 
BEd (UNN), MBA (UNZIK), MEd (QUB) 

 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work 

Queen’s University Belfast (QUB) 

 

 

 

May 2019



i 

 

Abstract 

Nigeria has ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) along with other international and regional treaties and has prohibited 

physical punishment in schools in domestic law. Despite these instruments, 

Nigerian children still experience these practices due to cultural and religious 

acceptance of it as an effective means of child upbringing and discipline. Many 

Nigerians, and indeed many countries across Africa and the majority world, see 

the UNCRC and the international human rights framework as a form of cultural 

imperialism that imposes a Western concept of human rights on countries with 

different norms and cultural values. As a result, conflicts arise between the 

prevalent cultural and religious beliefs about physical punishment and the child’s 

right to be protected from physical discipline. 

The research aimed to explore students’ and teachers’ perceptions and 

experiences of physical punishment against the backdrop of Nigeria’s obligation 

to protect the right of the child from all forms of violence. This research explored 

the rationale for physical punishment, students and teachers’ perceptions of 

physical punishment and its legal prohibition, as well as cultural traditions, and 

religious acceptance of this practice in relation to the Convention’s principles. The 

research was located within an ongoing philosophical debate between the 

universality of human rights and theories of cultural relativism. Interviews, school 

observations, focus groups and open-ended questionnaires were used to elicit 

information from teachers and students in two mixed gender secondary schools 

in Anambra state, Nigeria. The schools included one public (government) owned 

rural school, and one privately owned urban school in order to explore the 

differences in the use of physical punishment in public and private, and in urban 

and rural secondary schools in Nigeria. 

The findings suggest that all child participants had experienced and/or witnessed 

physical punishment. Abuse of power, physical and sexual exploitations were 

found in the public school. Almost all children and teachers were unaware of the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child and Nigeria’s Child’s Rights Act. The strong 

cultural traditions and religious beliefs that continue to dominate Nigerians’ 

beliefs about physical punishment hamper full acceptance and enforcement of 

children’s rights principles. The research concludes that other social, political and 

economic factors may also contribute to the prevalent use of physical punishment 

of children in Nigeria. The research suggests that cultural traditions are neither 

adequate to protect children’s rights nor can bestow on children the necessary 

security and protection in their communities as claimed by cultural relativists.  
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Chapter One 

 Introduction 

1.1. Problem Identification 

Nigerian children experience and witness physical punishment (PP) daily in their 

schools as a corrective and disciplinary procedure. This has led to a loss of lives, 

scars, permanent injuries and psychological problems for children (Alhassan, 

2013; Olupohunda, 2013; Alemika 2005; Chianu, 2000). Sometimes the 

perpetrators walk away freely without the force of law meted out to them 

especially if the victim is from a poor background or in a rural school location.  

Yet, the country not only ratified an international children’s rights Convention 

(UNCRC) and regional children’s rights Charter (ACRWC), which both call for 

elimination of this act, but it has enacted the national Child Rights Act (CRA) in 

2003, and thereby vowed to protect the children from any form of maltreatment. 

The Committee on the Rights of the Child (the Committee), the body of 18 

independent experts that monitors implementation of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) by State Parties (States) of the 

United Nations stated in general comment No.1 that ‘children do not lose their 

human rights by virtue of passing through the school gates’. The Committee also 

noted that physical punishment does not respect the inherent dignity of the child 

or the strict limits on school discipline (CRC, 2001, p.3).  

This researcher’s interest in the recognition, respect, and promotion of children’s 

rights in Nigeria, including children’s protection from physical punishment (PP), 

was the motivation underpinning this research. As a native, she grew up in this 

context where violence (PP) was a traditional way of child training, discipline and 

correction. She experienced and witnessed physical punishment as a child at 

home and in schools and so understood clearly, what it was like. As a mother, 
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she watched her children go through the same ritual of violent disciplinary 

training without complaints. Her curiosity about this practice deepened on 

realising that her close female relative is permanently blind because of a 

schoolteacher’s cane, which ruined her entire life dreams while the teacher culprit 

walks about freely. The researcher supposed that schools should provide a 

protective ground for children even when the home front is unfavourable. Though 

this researcher had studied other academic disciplines and had a career where 

she worked with adults, children and young people, she felt the need to do 

something that could enhance and improve the education policy in Nigerian 

schools and address the physical punishment of children, hence this research. It 

is important for researchers across Nigeria, and indeed the African region, to 

provide evidence-based data and information that will help governments, public 

education authorities and every adult to understand the implications of exposing 

children to PP and work towards its elimination in all settings. This is important 

because eliminating PP of children in homes, schools and other settings is not 

only a key strategy for reducing and preventing all forms of violence but also a 

key strategy for ensuring violence-free societies (CRC, 2006).   

Though research has been carried out on corporal or physical punishment in 

Nigeria, nothing has been explored about how the children themselves perceive 

the use of PP on them as a disciplinary and corrective measure. Therefore, this 

research aims to fill this gap. Children could neither talk to adults at home or in 

the community, nor talk to teachers in schools because that would be tantamount 

to disrespect, and could lead to further punishment for complaining. This 

research, therefore, seeks to explore the views of secondary school students (12-

17years) in the study area, Anambra State, Southeast Nigeria on how PP impacts 

on them, and their perceptions of the United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child (UNCRC) of 1989. There has not been any research in the school as 

a site for rights negotiation in Nigeria thus this research aims to fill this gap. In 

Nigerian schools, teachers are the major sources of PP yet also duty bearers for 
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children’s rights. The research will also explore teachers perceptions of the use 

of PP as a means of discipline and correction of students’ misconduct. Teachers’ 

understanding of their protective role as duty bearers in relation to children’s 

rights as set out in the UNCRC will also be explored.  

1.2. Aims and Objectives of the Research 

The need to respect and protect Nigerian children from physical punishment (PP) 

and other cruel and degrading forms of punishments as required by the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) informed the research. 

Specifically, the research aims to explore students’ and teachers’ perceptions, 

attitudes, understanding, and experiences of PP against the backdrop of Nigeria’s 

obligation to protect the right of the child from all forms of violence. The 

objectives of the study are to explore: the rationale for PP in Nigerian secondary 

schools; students and teachers’ perceptions of PP as a disciplinary and corrective 

measure; cultural traditions and religious acceptance and influence of PP and the 

practice of PP in public and private, and urban and rural secondary schools. This 

qualitative research will employ interviews, school observations, focus groups and 

open-ended questionnaires to elicit information from teachers and students in 

two mixed gender secondary schools in Anambra state, Nigeria. The schools will 

include one public (government) owned rural school, and one privately owned 

urban school in order to explore the differences (if any) in the use of PP in public 

and private, and in urban and rural secondary schools in Nigeria. 

1.3. The focus of the study 

This research focuses on physical punishment (PP) of children in Nigerian 

secondary schools with reference to the United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child. The study is limited to the disciplinary pattern and PP in secondary 

schools where students return home daily after school (day schools). It excludes 

PP in boarding schools and excludes students who attend secondary schools for 

children with special education needs. 
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1.4. The Nigerian nation in brief  

Nigeria is the Federal Republic in the West African sub-region with approximately 

186 million people (UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 

Division, 2017) almost 50% of whom are children. This recent UN estimate 

indicates significant population growth since 2005 when the total was estimated 

at 160 million (Alemika et al., 2005). Nigeria has a federal structure with over 

250 ethnic groups with their own customary laws. The Nigerian nation has 

numerous languages and customs, thus creating a country of rich ethnic diversity. 

The largest ethnic groups are the Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo. English (colonial 

inheritance) is the official language in government, business, and educational 

institutions while Naira (NGN) is the official currency (OHCHR, 2016; Ayua and 

Dakas, 2005).  

Nigeria is bordered by Niger in the north, Chad in the northeast, Cameroon in the 

east, and Benin in the west. It is made up of 36 states, and a Federal capital 

territory (FCT) Abuja, and 774 local government councils (see Appendix 1). 

Nigeria has two major regions – Northern Nigeria and Southern Nigeria. Whilst 

the North comprises the Hausa and Fulani communities who are predominantly 

Muslims, the South comprises the Igbos and the Yorubas who are mainly 

Christians.  Each of these regions is sub-divided into three geopolitical zones of 

North-Central, North-East and North-West making-up the Northern zones, while 

the South-South, South-West, and South-East make-up the southern zone 

(FMWA, 2008; Alemika et al., 2005). There are two major seasons in Nigeria – a 

rainy (wet) season which is April-October and a dry (harmattan) season 

November-March (Sklar, 2015). 

Politically, Nigeria gained independence from Britain in October 1960 and has 

since then maintained most of the colonial system of leadership, education and 

political structure (Alemika et al., 2005). This suggests that Nigeria could have 

inherited the physical punishment of children from the former British colonial 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hausa_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yoruba_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Igbo_people
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education system. The Federal Republic of Nigeria (FRN) has three arms of 

government - the executive, the legislature and the judiciary. An elected 

President and head of the national executive council, who is also the Commander-

in-chief of the Armed Forces, head the executive arm. The legislature is the 

National Assembly comprising the Senate (upper house) of 109 Senators and 

House of Representatives (lower house) of 360 Federal Constituencies (Ayua and 

Dakas, 2005). These are the law-making bodies and also scrutinise the executive 

arm of government. The judicial arm headed by the Attorney General of the 

Federation controls the legal system of the country. It is comprised of a three-

tier hierarchy of federal courts – Federal High Court, the Court of Appeal and the 

Supreme Court (Ayua and Dakas, 2005).  As Nigeria is a federal republic, each 

state has its own government headed by a state governor, with the legislative 

arm as the State Houses of Assembly and the State Judiciary that controls the 

legal system of the states (FMWA, 2008). 

The 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (CFRN) provides the 

constitutional framework for the legal system of the country, and protection and 

promotion of human rights issues (Alemika et al., 2005). Chapter IV of the 

Constitution contains various human rights for Nigerian citizens. There are two 

separate codes, the Southern Nigeria Criminal Code and Northern Nigeria Penal 

Code which are still in force (Alemika, et al., 2005).  

1.4.1. The Anambra state in brief  

Anambra state, the site of this study, is one of the five states in Southeastern 

Nigeria with Awka as its capital and seat of government. According to the 

Anambra State Government Secretariat (2017), the name Anambra sprung from 

the Anambra River, a tributary of the famous River Niger (ASGS, 2017). The 

indigenous ethnic group in Anambra state are the Igbos who are predominantly 

Christians by religion. It has over 60% of its people living in urban areas making 

it one of the most urbanized places in Nigeria. Anambra state shares a border 
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with Delta state to the west, Imo state and Rivers state to the south, Enugu state 

to the east and Kogi state to the north. Anambra is the eighth most populated 

state in the Federal Republic of Nigeria and the second most densely populated 

state in Nigeria with 21 local government areas (see Appendix 2). The state has 

two popular commercial and industrial cities that made it popular. The first is the 

Onitsha main market that is allegedly the largest of its kind in the West Africa 

sub-region. The second is Nnewi, popularly known for motor spare parts 

business. The mother tongue is the Igbo language, though English is the official 

language in government and business transactions and use in educational 

institutions (ASGS, 2017). 

Educationally, Anambra is purportedly the centre of excellence with several 

institutions of learning that have produced known educational elites in all 

disciplines. This entails a high level of literacy among the citizens of the state that 

in turn influences the overall educational development of children. Primary and 

secondary school enrolment in the state is one of the highest in the country, 

placing the state at a comparatively high literacy rate when compared to other 

Nigerian states (ASGS, 2017). This educational advancement is attributed to the 

early educational presence of the British colonial government. For instance, the 

first three primary schools (1909) and three secondary schools (1925) built by 

the British colonial administration were all in the old Anambra state. In addition, 

the first grammar school built by the British in the Southeast was in Anambra 

state (DMGS). The first indigenous university (University of Nigeria, Nsukka) was 

in the old Anambra state (Sklar, 2015). Moreover, the state has recorded 

significant financial support from alumni associations (old boys and girls) and has 

thus invested sufficiently in education when compared to other states in Nigeria 

(ASGS, 2017).  

Anambra state was the first state to prohibit child labour, Child Street hawking of 

wares, and the use of children as housemaids and apprentices. To ensure that 

every child goes to school, there are educational laws compelling parents and 
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guardians to send their children and wards to schools at least up to a compulsory 

free primary school level. This means that it is illegal to allow one’s child to be 

somewhere else or doing something else during the school period. More 

importantly, Anambra state is one of the first states in Nigeria, and the first in 

the southeast region, to domesticate the national Child Rights Acts (CRA) into 

state law and train state judicial personnel on the implementation of children’s 

rights (ASGS, 2017). Therefore, the Anambra state provides a useful context in 

which to explore how the UNCRC discourse about physical punishment of children 

is having an effect in Nigeria. 

 

1.5. Laws and Policies on Children’s Rights and Child 
Protection in Nigeria 

1.5.1. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC)  

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted 

by the United Nations General Assembly on 20 November 1989 but came into 

force on September 1990 to set international child protection norms for State 

Parties (States) (CRC, 1989). The UNCRC is a universally agreed set of non-

negotiable standards and obligations for the protection of children all over the 

world. The United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 

(OHCHR) states that the Convention has the same meaning for people in all parts 

of the world (OHCHR, 1991). Thus, the standards of the Convention take into 

consideration the diverse cultural, social, economic, and political realities of 

individual States, thereby giving States the chance to identify their own means 

of implementing the rights (OHCHR, 1991).  

Historically, the UNCRC is the first international treaty on children’s rights, and 

the most widely endorsed human rights (HR) document, ratified by all nations of 
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the world except the United States. It contains a wider range of interrelated 

standards than other international HR treaties. The UNCRC is said to be the most 

comprehensive HR treaty and legal document that articulated the rights children 

possess aimed at respecting, protecting, and promoting the rights and wellbeing 

of every child across the globe (Todres and Higinbotham, 2015; Swadener et al., 

2013; Lundy, 2012; Twum-Danso, 2008). This broad level of endorsement and 

acceptance of the principles enshrined in the Convention establishes its articles 

as universal standards for the treatment of children in a manner that accords 

them the respect and dignity that they deserve (Lansdown et al., 2015). The 

UNCRC outlines universal principles for proper care, treatment, and respect for 

every individual below the age of 18 years, whilst promoting their rights to 

survival, development, protection, and participation. The Convention has made a 

significant impression in how adults see, think about and behave towards children 

(Cassidy, 2012), and has positively influenced international, regional, and 

national legislation, policies, and programmes to the advantage of children 

(UNICEF, 2009).  

Although other HR treaties made provisions for the protection and care of children 

in the past, Lansdown et al. (2015) note that the UNCRC is the one that 

articulates in totality rights relevant to children’s lives such as socio-economic, 

civil and political rights. In addition, the UNCRC mandates States to ensure the 

protection of children’s right to freedom from abuse, cruel or degrading 

treatments, neglect or exploitation. Hence, the Convention has influenced the PP 

of children, for example, by not only granting children right-bearing citizenships 

with the same rights of protection as adults but has acknowledged their 

vulnerabilities (Montgomery, 2009). Article 24 (3) requires States to ‘take all 

effective and appropriate measures with a view to abolishing traditional practices 

prejudicial to the health of children’. In addition, the UNCRC recognises children 

as social actors and holders of rights, who can explore their own world, rather 

than objects of charity (Lansdown et al., 2015; UNICEF, 2009). Moreover, 
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children with special or unusual circumstances as well as the ethnic and cultural 

differences of minority and indigenous children were all included in the 

Convention (Freeman, 2000). The UNCRC has advanced the debate on children’s 

rights by recognising that children indeed have rights, and the global community 

agreed with these rights (Lansdown et al, 2015; Freeman, 2000).  

To help States with the interpretation and implementation of the Convention, four 

general principles were formulated in Articles 2, 3, 6 and 12. Whilst Article 2 

seeks the right of the child to non-discrimination irrespective of race, nationality, 

sex, parental or religious background, for example, Article 3 seeks consideration 

of the best interests of children in all matters and decisions affecting them. Article 

6 seeks the right of the child to life, survival, and development, while Article 12 

seeks children’s right to freedom to express opinions in all matters affecting them, 

and those views to be given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity 

of the child (UNCRC, 1989). Hanson and Lundy (2017) while acknowledging the 

importance of the four general principles, argue for the inclusion of Article 5 

(child’s evolving capacities) in the general principles. This is because, Article 5 

has been formulated in direct relation to the other rights recognised in the UNCRC 

and has been ‘widely used by many child rights actors in a cross-cutting role’ 

(Hanson and Lundy, 2017, p.301) (see also Article 5, UNCRC, 1989).  

Another important feature of the UNCRC is a specification of duties and 

responsibilities for duty bearers - States, institutions, families, guardians, and 

others entrusted with care and protection of the child (UNICEF, 2009). This 

means that the fulfilment of these standards is no longer optional for duty bearers 

but an obligation that is binding (Lundy et al., 2012). The Convention’s main 

implementation mechanism is a system of State’s periodic reporting to the 

Committee through the Secretary-General of the United Nations on the measures 

adopted towards implementing the right enshrined in the Convention as well as 

the progress made (CRC, 1991). States must submit an initial report two years 

after ratification and then periodic reports every five years. The Committee 
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examines each report and addresses its concerns and recommendations to the 

State in the form of Concluding Observations (CRC, 1991). Treaty norms have 

the greatest impact when they are incorporated into domestic legal and cultural 

systems (Rich, 2002). In this view, and in accordance with the provisions of 

Article 4 of the UNCRC (1989), the Nigerian government promulgated the national 

Child’s Rights Act (CRA) in 2003 (UNICEF, Nigeria, 2007), discussion of which 

follows next.  

1.5.2. The National Child Rights Act (CRA, 2003) 

In line with Article 4 of the UNCRC (1989) and Article 1(1) of the ACRWC (1990) 

mandating States to undertake all appropriate legislative, administrative, and 

other measures for the implementation of the rights recognised in both treaties, 

the Nigerian government adopted the Child Rights Act in 2003. The Child Rights 

Act (CRA) was tagged as an ‘act to provide and protect the rights of a Nigerian 

child; and other related matters’ (CRA, 2003). It serves as a legal document for 

the protection of Nigerian children from any form of abuse and maltreatment, 

and for the promotion of their rights more generally. The National Assembly 

(federal legislative organ) of Nigeria enacted the CRA on 31st July 2003 after 

about ten years of debate and opposition from those who were afraid that the 

Act would introduce foreign values into the diverse societies of Nigeria (Ensor 

and Reinke, 2014; Achilihu, 2010; Alemika, et al., 2005).  

The CRA aims at incorporating the UNCRC and the ACRWC into Nigerian law and 

consolidating all laws relating to children into a single law (UNICEF, 2011). The 

Act also defines a child as a person under the age of 18 years. Part 1(1) of the 

Act affirms the best interests of the child to be of paramount consideration in all 

actions (CRA, 2003). Moreover, the Federal Ministry of Women Affairs and Social 

Development (FMWA), which is the Ministry responsible for children and young 

peoples’ affairs, asserts that the CRA gives legal effect to the commitment made 

by Nigeria under the UNCRC and the ACRWC (2008).  
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The CRA outlines the rights and responsibilities of Nigerian children and provides 

for a system of child justice administration. It specifies the duties and 

responsibilities of the government, parents, institutions, and Nigerians aimed at 

providing adequate care and protection for the wellbeing of all children in Nigeria 

(FMWA, 2008; UNICEF, 2011). Among the basic provisions of the CRA is section 

11(a-d) that affirms every child’s entitlement to respect for the dignity of their 

person. Accordingly, no child shall be subjected to: (a) physical, mental or 

emotional injury, abuse, neglect or maltreatment, including sexual abuse. (b) 

torture, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; (c) attacks upon their 

honour or reputation; (d) held in slavery or servitude, while in the care of a 

parent, legal guardian or school authority or any other person or authority having 

the care of the child (CRA, 2003). In addition, section 221 affirms restriction on 

punishment stating that no child shall be ordered to be: (1a) imprisoned, and 

(1b) subjected to corporal punishment (CRA, 2003). This implies that physically 

punishing a child as a means of discipline or correction is illegal in Nigeria.  

The International Child and Youth Care Network (CYC-Net), while describing the 

CRA as a comprehensive legislative document, notes that Nigeria is one of the 

countries that includes strategies for both child protection and child justice in one 

Act (2003). Its provisions supersede all other laws that have bearings on the 

rights and protection of the child (UNICEF Nigeria, 2007, 2011). The CRA 

provisions are superior to any other Nigerian state’s traditional or religious 

provisions (FMWA, 2004). This implies that some religious doctrines and cultural 

practices used as an excuse to incorporate the CRA into states laws are in breach 

of the law. However, for enforcement of the CRA within the various Nigerian 

states, the Houses of Assembly of the 36 states and the FCT must pass it into 

their domestic laws. In accordance with Article 43 of the UNCRC, Nigeria has 

established a National Child Rights Implementation Committee (NCRIC) discussed 

below to ensure implementation of the CRA standards (FMWA, 2008).  
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1.5.3. The National Child Rights Implementation Committee  

As mentioned above, Article 43 of the UNCRC mandates States to establish an 

implementation committee on children’s rights to monitor progress and 

realisation of obligations in the Convention. Subsequently, section 260 of the CRA 

(2003) established the National Child Rights Implementation Committee (NCRIC) 

at three levels of the Nigerian government. NCRIC constitutes ‘the National 

Committee’ at the federal level, ‘the State Committee’ at the state and ‘the Local 

Government Committee’ at the local government. The national committee 

initiates actions to ensure the compliance and promotion of the rights and welfare 

of a child as provided in the CRA, UNCRC, ACRWC and other international 

Convention, Charters and Declarations relating to children to which Nigeria has 

become signatory (Section 261, CRA, 2003). The national committee reviews the 

level of implementation, encourages and coordinates the overall activities of the 

international, federal, state and local government institutions, organisations and 

other bodies concerned with rights and welfare of a child (see Appendix 3). These 

functions are the same for the state and local government Committees (CRA, 

2003).  

The National Committee membership of the NCRIC cuts across governmental and 

non-governmental organisations including the media and law 

enforcement agencies.  Whilst UNICEF serves as a collaborating agency, other 

UN agencies such as UNESCO, ILO and WHO serve as observers. Similar 

membership exists at both the state and local government NCRIC but with minor 

differences. For example, the UN has no representatives but family Court Judges 

at the High Court and the Family Court Magistrate, representatives from women 

organisations, teachers’ unions, religious organisations, market men and women, 

for example, are all members (CRA, 2003). With these representatives, Nigeria is 

set to enforce child rights principles especially as it pertains to the protection of 

Nigerian children from PP. That explains why UNICEF Nigeria (2007) asserts that 

with the NCRIC, authorities and duty bearers would commit to child rights 
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compliance and implementation, monitoring, and evaluation. The question 

remains on the extent to which the level of commitment exists and for how long. 

The Federal Ministry of Women Affairs and Social Development (FMWA & SD) is 

the coordinating Ministry charged with responsibilities for ensuring compliance 

with the implementation of the UNCRC in Nigeria whilst discharging its two 

statutory ministerial duties (Women Affairs and Social Development). In its 

Concluding Observations in the 2010 Nigerian state report, the Committee 

expressed concern that the Ministry is unequipped to discharge or prioritise its 

child rights mandate. In addition, the Committee expressed concern that there is 

neither a proper mechanism to ensure that child rights are planned across all 

ministries nor that policy and programmes are coordinated across national, state 

and local government levels. However, the Committee acknowledges the pending 

bill with the National Assembly that proposes establishing a child protection 

agency as the coordinating body on children’s rights in Nigeria (CRC, 2010).  

1.5.4. The Status of the UNCRC in the Nigerian national law 

Although Nigeria has ratified the ACRWC and the UNCRC, these documents have 

no automatic enforcement capacity in Nigerian national laws. This is because, 

under section 12 of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (CFRN) of 

1999, treaties ratified by Nigeria must be incorporated into legislation by the 

National Assembly before they can be enforced (Ihua-Maduenyi, 2011; Egede, 

2007). Therefore, the UNCRC, for example, does not take full supremacy over 

Nigerian national constitutional law because it has not been incorporated 

wholesale into Nigerian law. However, the situation is different in Nigerian states 

where the Child Rights Act (CRA) of 2003 has been incorporated (like Anambra 

state) as the CRA, which reflects the main provisions of the UNCRC, is regarded 

as an attempt to incorporate the UNCRC into Nigerian national law. 

Lloyd (2008) argues that this process whereby the executive arm of a nation that 

ratifies international treaties are denied direct incorporation of the treaties 
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without passing through a legislative process poses a challenge to the 

implementation and/or compliance of the treaties.  However, the Supreme Court 

of Nigeria has held that unincorporated international instruments, such as the 

UNCRC could be, used by Nigerian courts as a source of interpretative guidance 

(White and Case, 2013). This implies that in a conflict between domestic 

legislation and national legislation implementing an international human rights 

instrument, the Nigerian court will interpret the conflict so that the legislation 

implementing an international human rights instrument prevails to avoid a breach 

of a ratified international obligation. This means that in a conflict, a court may 

interpret the CRA which implements greater parts of the UNCRC as taking 

precedence over other domestic legislation such as traditional or religious 

provisions in Nigerian states (White and Case, 2013; Achilihu, 2010; FMWA, 

2008).  

Further, all matters relating to children are placed in the residual legislative list 

of the 1999 Nigerian Constitution which is in the legislative jurisdiction of the 36 

states that make up the Nigerian nation. As such, the 36 states are expected to 

and have been mandated, by the National Assembly to enact the CRA as a law 

in their states (White and Case, 2013; UNICEF Nigeria, 2011). Unfortunately, 

there has been a delay in the incorporation of the CRA in some Nigerian states. 

This delay results from political and religious beliefs, poverty, cultural and 

educational backgrounds.  Lundy et al. (2012) note that failure to decentralise 

such issues across individual areas is typical across the globe. In 2014, 26 out of 

36 states (including Anambra) in Nigeria have incorporated the CRA as a domestic 

law of their states (The Global Initiative to End all Corporal Punishment of 

Children, 2014; FMWA, 2008).  

Nevertheless, in its Concluding Observations of the 2010 Nigeria report, the 

Committee commended the ongoing 1999 Constitution Review for its strong 

proposal to place the CRA in the concurrent list of the nation’s legislation to make 

it automatically applicable in the 36 states of the federation including the Federal 
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Capital Territory (FCT) (CRC, 2010). It is envisaged that the success of the 

proposal will provide full legal protection from PP and other cruel or degrading 

forms of punishment to all Nigerian children. Unfortunately, this has not 

happened because the Constitution as of 2019 is still under review. However, 

since the CRA reflects the main provisions of the UNCRC and generally perceived 

as an attempt to incorporate the UNCRC into national law, it is right to state that 

the UNCRC is a law in 26 Nigerian states. This implies that children from these 

states including Anambra (study location) are by law protected by the provisions 

of the CRA and by the UNCRC technically. The question remains as to whether 

these legal protections are making a difference in Nigerian children’s lives.  

1.5.5. Nigeria’s position on PP and child protection 

In Nigeria, individual and group human rights provisions are contained in the 

1999 CFRN and it incorporates four categories of rights (Ayua and Dakas, 2005). 

The first is concerned with an individual’s personal rights and freedom which 

include the right to life, human dignity, freedom from torture, inhuman or 

degrading treatment etc. The second category concerns political and moral rights 

(freedom of thought, expression, religion etc.); the third concerns criminal and 

judicial proceedings while the fourth covers property rights. Nigeria, as an active 

member state of the African Union (AU), has ratified the African Charter on 

Human and Peoples' Rights (ACHPR) of 1981 (though entered into force in 1986). 

Article 1 of the ACHPR mandates member States of the AU to recognise the rights, 

duties, and freedoms enshrined in the charter and adopt legislative or other 

measures to give effect to them. As a result, Nigeria not only ratified the African 

Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights but also has incorporated it into Nigerian 

domestic law, thus it has the full force of law in Nigeria. Nigeria has also ratified 

the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC, 1990) that 

was applauded for its inclusion of a concept of childhood that adheres to African 

conceptions of the child, and which respects the values of the African continent 

without undermining the relevance and status of the UNCRC (see Ncube, 1998). 
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Nigeria also ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC, 1989) in 1991. The National Human Rights Commission is responsible 

for the enforcement of human rights provisions through the federal and state 

high courts in Nigeria (Ayua and Dakas, 2005).  

In furtherance to protecting the children of Nigeria, the Child Justice 

Administration System was put in place.  Children in Nigerian can access justice 

through this system when their rights are violated. The CRA prohibits the use of 

the death penalty, physical punishment, and imprisonment for persons under 18 

years. The Child Justice Administration System has replaced the lifelong Juvenile 

Justice Administration (UNICEF, Nigeria, 2007). The CRA clearly outlines in 

section 204 that no child shall be subjected to the criminal justice process or to 

criminal sanctions, but to the child, justice administration system following due 

processes set out in the Act. Section 205 (1-3) affirms the right of the child 

offender to respect for their privacy and confidentiality of information at all stages 

of the justice administration (CRA, 2003).  

Further, section 149 establishes the Family Courts for each state in Nigeria 

including the FCT for the purposes of hearing and determining matters relating 

to children. The Act gave children exclusive jurisdiction in section 162(1) stating 

that ‘no other Court, except the Family Court, shall exercise jurisdiction in any 

matter relating to children’. The Courts would operate at Nigeria’s High Courts 

and Magistrate Courts for all cases relating to children’s legal rights and criminal 

issues (CRA, 2003). For instance, section 152 (4a) of the CRA mandates the Court 

to deal with all matters relating to the enforcement of the rights of the child as 

set out in the Act if a child applies for redress in the event of rights violation. 

More importantly, section 158 affirms that: 

The proceedings in the Court shall be conducive to the best interests of the 
child and shall be conducted in an atmosphere of understanding; allowing 
the child to express himself [themselves] and participate in the proceedings.  
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The court’s operation is different from the normal court hearings. It is a round 

table affair where the parents of the child or their representatives can attend. 

The child defendant receives free legal aid and solicitors (CRC, 2010). In addition, 

the court personnel in Nigerian states that have established Family Courts are to 

receive professional training on due processes for better professional competency 

(section 154, CRA, 2003). Although the existence of Family Courts and the child 

justice administration are steps in the right direction to safeguarding the right of 

Nigerian children from PP, unfortunately, this is only applicable in the states 

where the CRA is already domesticated. Whilst, in the remaining states mostly in 

northern Nigeria that are yet to incorporate the CRA because of political and 

religious factors, PP remains legal. The crucial question may, therefore, be how 

many children in Nigeria are aware of the existence of child rights provisions not 

to mention how to access justice when rights are violated.  

1.6. Thesis Overview  

This thesis is about physical punishment (PP) in Nigerian secondary schools in 

children’s rights perspective, informed by the Committee on the Rights of the 

Child’s general comment No.8 (GC8) of June 2006. GC8 seeks the right of the 

child to protection from physical punishment and other cruel or degrading forms 

of punishment (CRC, arts. 19; 28, para. 2; and 37, 2006). The research explores 

secondary school students’ and teachers’ views and experiences of PP as a means 

of discipline, researched through the lens of the United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) that the Nigerian government ratified in 1991. 

By this ratification, the government thus vowed to protect all children in Nigeria 

from PP and other forms of violence and to take all appropriate measures to 

ensure respect and promotion of children’s rights in the country.  

Chapter One of the thesis examines the background of the research by identifying 

the problem the research is set to explore – the physical punishment (PP) of 

children in Nigerian secondary school: a children’s rights perspective. This is 
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against the Committee on Rights of the Child (the Committee) call for the 

elimination of PP of children by recognising children as human beings with equal 

protection under the law. The Chapter highlights the aims and objectives of the 

research based on identified research problems including laws and policies on 

child rights and protection in Nigeria. It also highlights some basic information 

about the study contexts of Anambra state and the Nigerian nation. 

Chapter Two reviews the existing literature on the concept of discipline and 

physical punishment. It examines the rationale for using PP in schools and its 

widespread use in Nigeria and across the African continent despite a call for its 

ban by international children’s rights law. Further, Chapter Two also examines 

the cultural traditions and religious approval of the PP of children that pose 

challenges to effective implementation of the Convention standards. The same 

Chapter Two discusses the range and kinds of PP in both public and private 

schools; the instruments used in its application and what students do to merit 

PP. Scholarly debate on positive and negative impacts of PP to children, parental 

perceptions, and attitudes towards the PP of their children and wards, including 

student’s and teachers perceptions of PP in relation to children’s rights, are also 

examined in Chapter Two. 

The literature review on human and/or children’s rights continues in Chapter 

Three by discussing the conceptual framework of the research. It looks at the 

ongoing debates on human rights universalism and theories of cultural relativism. 

Children’s rights to protection from PP and other cruel and degrading forms of 

punishment are also discussed. This is in addition to international and regional 

impacts of the children’s rights convention, as well as obstacles to accepting, 

implementing, and enforcing the Convention’s principles. The Chapter concludes 

with a review of human rights education as a starting point for Nigerian children’s 

rights discourse. 
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Chapter Four explains the methods and methodological processes employed in 

the study. It presents the research questions, paradigm choice and research 

approach with associated methods of collecting data from two secondary schools 

(one public and one private) in Anambra state, Nigeria. Further, the Chapter 

describes participants sampling procedures and justifications for their choices. 

Data management procedures, including data analysis, reported in Chapters Five 

and Six were all explained in Chapter Four. It concludes with the consideration 

of ethical issues and ways of managing them during and after the field activity. 

Chapters Five and Six present the key findings of the study in five themes that 

emerged after analysing the data. The themes are (i) Methods of discipline in 

which three categories emerged - positive behaviour strategies, non-physical and 

physical punishment disciplinary methods. (ii) The rationale for discipline, which 

includes PP as a traditional mode of child discipline, duty of care and aid to the 

moral development of children. (iii) Impacts of PP on children’s behaviour, 

academic activities and student-teacher relationship and (iv) Non-physical 

methods of discipline and positive behaviour management strategies referred to 

as alternative methods of discipline by participants. These are interventions for 

encouraging the desired positive behaviour from the students and (v) 

participants’ perceptions of the UNCRC in relation to PP of children and their levels 

of awareness of the Convention on the Rights of Child.   

Finally, Chapter Seven concludes the research by discussing and addressing the 

research questions while locating the findings in a broader context using relevant 

literature, policy, practice and law. It provides a general conclusion to the entire 

study in addition to its contributions to knowledge, limitations of the study, 

recommendations, and suggestions for further research. The conclusion of this 

research recognises that, to some extent, the cultural relativists’ claim that the 

universality of the Convention on the Rights of the Child does not apply to the 

continent of Africa seems to be right. However, it is not so straightforward to 

explain the prevalent use of PP of children solely by reference to cultural 
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traditions of Nigeria because the research also uncovers significant variations in 

the practice in public and private, and in urban and rural secondary schools. 

These variations identified other contextual factors such as poverty, socio-

economic and political factors, as well as corrupt practices and resources 

mismanagement as obstructions to the propagation of children’s rights in Nigeria. 

This suggests that if these factors are to be eliminated, the stance of the 

relativists above is challenged. This research lends support to one of the 

Universalists’ concerns that children’s rights might be violated or denied if human 

rights laws and protection are left at the discretion of States like Nigeria. The 

research concludes that children in Nigeria deserve universal protection and 

respect for their human dignity, physical integrity and equal protection under the 

law, including protection from PP and other cruel or degrading forms of 

punishment, guaranteed in the principles of the UNCRC.  
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review on Discipline and 
Physical Punishment 

2.0. General introduction to Literature Review 

The review of the literature for this research covers two Chapters. Chapter Three 

reviews the literature on human and children’s rights issues, the theoretical 

framework of this study – the universality of human rights and cultural relativism 

theory and children’s rights. This Chapter Two considers relevant articles, laws 

and policy documents to review the literature on the concept and practice of 

discipline and physical punishment (PP) of children, including in the African 

context with an emphasis on Nigeria.  

2.1. Introduction to Chapter Two 

A UN report concluded that ‘violence against children occurs on a large scale and 

in a range of settings’, for example, children experience threats and/or realities 

of PP with belts, canes and other objects in schools across the world including 

Nigeria (the Inter-Parliamentary Union and UNICEF, 2007, p.9).  In 2011, four 

years after the above study on violence against children, Covell and Becker 

(2011) reported that children were still humiliated, beaten, burned, and sexually 

abused by adults, including parents, teachers, caregivers, and employers. 

Violence against children, including PP, is widely practised and accepted in 

schools, even in countries that have officially outlawed the practice, and is, 

therefore, a global concern that needs urgent action (Freeman, 2014; Covell and 

Becker, 2011). This method of child discipline and/or correction using PP is a 

controversial issue across the world despite the global call through the CRC to 

abolish the practice in all settings. This Chapter will discuss the concept and 

methods of school discipline; the concept of PP and rationale for its use including 
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the effect PP has on children. Cultural traditions, and religious acceptance of PP 

as a mode of child discipline and/or correction and how they influence the right 

of the child to protection from PP and other cruel and degrading forms of 

treatments will also be reviewed in this Chapter. 

2.2. Discipline and the Concept of Positive Discipline  

Generally, discipline is, described as a mode of life in accordance with set rules, 

a systematic instruction that is, given to a person or members of a group to follow 

a specified code of conduct (Nakpodia, 2010). It is an integral part of a 

socialisation process of the individuals, and a mode of life in accordance with laid 

down rules of a society to which all members must conform. Discipline is, also 

described as training that enables an individual to develop orderly conduct and 

self-control, as well as self-direction (Anho, 2011). This implies the act of helping 

individuals to adjust, interact, and live harmoniously in their society by way of 

good conduct approved by the social community.  

In the school context, discipline is referred to as the regulation of children and 

the maintenance of order and rules (Nakpodia, 2010). It is respect for school 

rules and regulations, and maintenance of the established standard of behaviour, 

the violation of which will attract some sanction or punishment (Oyedeji, 2012). 

For Adewusi (2012), discipline is also the act of developing children's behaviour 

by instruction and practice to teach self-control, and the act of punishing 

offenders to gain control or enforce obedience. The rules and regulations, for 

example, may define the expected standards of clothing, timekeeping, social 

behaviour, and schoolwork and ethics. This implies that discipline, in this context, 

is an essential aspect of teaching and learning and a necessity for effective school 

management towards accomplishing the goal of the school. This means that 

discipline can also apply to punishment, which is the consequence of the 

transgression of the set code of behaviour (rules and regulations) (Oyedeji, 2012; 

Nakpodia, 2010).  
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Scholars such as Nakpodia (2009, 2010) and Lukman and Hamadi (2014) note 

that generally, the management of student’s indiscipline is possibly the most 

difficult and unpleasant task for teachers.  In North America, Sprick (2013) also 

noted that discipline problems in school have continued to be a leading frustration 

for teachers and the public. According to Sprick (2013), the inability of new and 

inexperienced teachers to apply effective classroom management strategies that 

could influence students’ behaviours often lead to frustrations and fear of 

students who misbehave and challenge teachers’ authority. As a result, many 

new teachers would leave the teaching profession within a few years of 

employment because of frustrations with school discipline problems and lack of 

managerial support in dealing with them (Sprick, 2013).  However, Sprick (2013) 

recognises the importance of managing learners’ disciplinary behaviour since 

there is a significant link between student behaviour and academic attainment, 

as one student’s disruptive attitude in a class could negatively affect other 

students’ learning capacity.  

With respect to the CRC, Freeman (2010) notes that the Committee 

acknowledges the importance of discipline and that a child needs discipline in the 

form of necessary guidance and direction that is free from violence and 

humiliation by adults as an essential tool for their healthy growth. Coetzee (2010) 

acknowledges the fact that the school is part of a, child’s training both in 

academic and behavioural conduct and that educators are in control of managing 

children’s discipline. Nevertheless, this control should be exercised within a 

human rights (HR) framework as recommended by the Committee in general 

comment No. 1, that education must be provided in a violence-free environment, 

and in a way that respects the strict limits on discipline reflected in Article 28 (2) 

and promotes non-violence in school (CRC, 2001).  Coetzee (2010) and Carter 

and Osler (2000) are of the view that schools must adopt a strong disciplinary 

policy that effectively manages the unruly behaviour of children in a manner 

consistent with HR standards and as stipulated by the UNCRC. Osler (2000) adds 
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that effective teaching and classroom management must take into consideration 

the cultural diversity and special needs and interests of children, whilst Coetzee 

(2010) asserts that managing discipline in schools and classrooms provides an 

opportunity for turning theoretical commitment to children’s rights into reality. 

Carter and Osler (2000) stress the importance of adopting an HR framework as 

a basis for classroom management to the benefit of both educators and students. 

This research aims to explore the extent of the applicability of this framework in 

Nigerian secondary school. One way of doing this is to follow a positive discipline 

approach (PDA) (and see Coetzee, 2010; Sprick, 2013). Support for these 

positions can be found in paragraph 13 of the CRC in which it is declared that ‘in 

rejecting any justification of violence and humiliation as forms of punishment for 

children, the Committee is not in any sense rejecting the positive concept of 

discipline’ (CRC, 2006, p.5).  

Sprick (2013) refers to positive discipline approach (PDA) as an effective 

management technique that creates a classroom climate, which encourages 

students to be orderly, receptive, engaged and motivated. This approach 

simultaneously increases students’ engagement and improves academic 

achievements. Describing the concept of a PDA, Coetzee (2010) asserts that it is 

a non-violent rights-based approach that regards the child as an autonomous 

human being with the right to dignity and respect, and who is respected as a 

person with their own right. Accordingly, PDA as a form of positive behaviour 

management promotes equity, human dignity and tolerance, prevents 

discrimination and promotes fair treatment of everyone. Coetzee (2010) 

mentions other forms of positive disciplinary approaches such as good 

relationships between teachers and students; students’ participation and co-

operation; preserving learners’ self-esteem by attempting to identify the cause 

rather than attempting to change the misbehaviour; reward and praise, and 

clearly spelt-out limits and rules. The claim is that children learn more through a 
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cooperation and reward system rather than through conflict and punishment and 

when children take responsibility for their individual actions.  

The existence of a rigid and harsh disciplinary approach in schools undermines 

positive relationships and good human rights (HR) practice among educators and 

students. It also encroaches on the freedoms of members, prohibits the overall 

development of progressive teaching and learning, thereby leading to 

unaccomplished school goals (Carter and Osler, 2000). The realisation of 

children’s rights within school settings requires a fundamental change in school 

culture, which no doubt primarily rests on the control or management of 

discipline. It requires that the school community (educators and students) must 

work together with a broad vision and inclusive practices (Carter and Osler, 

2000).  

In all, there seems to be a general view that discipline is about instilling values 

and conforming to acceptable levels of behaviour through school interactions, in 

addition to learning how to read and write. What guides this research is the 

discipline that directs students towards exhibiting morally acceptable attitudes 

and behaviour in and out of the school environment; that can promote the 

necessary positive environment for teaching and learning and improve students’ 

personal and moral development.  

2.3. Discipline in Nigerian secondary schools  

In the past, students’ discipline in Nigerian secondary schools included 

unrestrained means of correction, which could take any form without teachers 

incurring the wrath of the law. There were no records of students that were, 

subjected to PP or any complaint procedures, thus teachers were rarely 

prosecuted for their actions even when it resulted in injury (Adewusi, 2012; 

Coetzee, 2010). However, as noted by Chianu (2000), all that changed now with 

the introduction of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) in 1989. The 
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CRC places legal obligations on children’s discipline across the world and accorded 

children rights and respect for their human dignity.   

Adewusi (2012), agreeing with Chianu (2000), explains that at present, teachers 

must weigh up students’ offences before applying any form of discipline, and 

must ensure that the choice of discipline matches the offence, age and health of 

the child. Children now have access to the media, and complaint and justice 

procedures to report cases of severe discipline. Consequently, Coetzee (2010) 

asserts that teachers feel disempowered by this new human rights culture in 

schools and worry about their inability to create effective disciplined classrooms 

because the students now have constitutional rights that leave teachers 

powerless. Coetzee argues that the feeling of teacher helplessness is not because 

children have rights, but that they lack knowledge and skills to create a disciplined 

classroom within an HR framework. This helplessness could be attributed to 

teachers’ position of authority and their perceptions of children as lesser beings 

under their control, as well as the misconception of children’s rights as ‘the 

surrendering of control’ (Coetzee, 2010, p.479).  

The importance of discipline in Nigerian schools cannot be overemphasised 

because ‘where the order is lacking, the school system crumbles’ (Nakpodia, 

2010, p.145). However, discipline can carry negative undertones because 

compliance with instruction is required and can be regulated by punishment or 

reprimand (Anho, 2011). Discipline, therefore, requires proper management by 

way of matching the offence with the right discipline and taking necessary 

precautionary measures in the application. To ensure efficient functioning of 

schools by the effective disciplinary process, Nakpodia (2010), agreeing with 

Lukman and Hamadi (2014) above suggests that reasonable disciplinary policies 

and procedures should be made specifically at an individual school level, and the 

rules and regulations should be familiar to every student to respect and conform.  
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Oyedeji (2012) explains that school boards promulgate disciplinary policies and 

procedures, but specific rules and regulations are set at the individual school 

level. The rules and regulations usually cover major aspects of school activities 

affecting students (Nakpodia, 2010). Accordingly, any action from the students 

that are contrary to or violate these rules and regulations are regarded as an 

offence, misconduct or indiscipline and might attract punishment or sanction. 

Generally, scholars such as Alhassan (2013) and Nakpodia (2012) identify three 

types of physical punishment (PP): parental or domestic PP inflicted by parents 

or guardians; judicial PP usually part of a criminal sentence ordered by a court of 

law; and school PP administered within the school context. However, the first two 

types are beyond the scope of this research and thus will not be discussed. The 

research will focus on the PP administered within the school context as discussed 

below. 

2.4. Methods of School Discipline 

Oyedeji (2012) identifies two classes of disciplinary methods in Nigerian 

secondary schools: (1) Punitive disciplinary measures such as corporal or physical 

punishment (PP), suspension or exclusion and expulsion. (2) Non-punitive 

disciplinary measures such as counselling, positive reinforcement, and parent 

notification or communication. Nakpodia (2010) describes the punitive method 

as any kind of bodily chastisement on a person by another and all forms of 

punishment that subjects the child to fatigue. It is a punishment that involves 

physical contact with the child and the punisher and/or the punishment object in 

the disciplinary process (Global Initiative, 2017). Renteln (2010) refers to this 

method as a physical discipline of various sorts accomplished by instruments or 

by hands. The research focuses on one of the above-mentioned types of punitive 

methods of discipline - the corporal or physical punishment (PP).  



28 

 

2.4.1. Definitions of physical punishment (PP) 

The available literature has not provided a universally accepted definition of PP 

because of its controversial and confusing status (Saunders and Goddard, 2010). 

Instead, different labels and definitions are in the literature to describe the range 

of victimization experiences suffered by children in the form of abuse, violence, 

and maltreatment (UNICEF, 2014). Accordingly, researchers appear to define PP 

based on the contexts in which their studies take place. For instance, when 

summarising the various debates on PP that focus on the importance of 

interaction between parents and children and cultural aspects of child discipline, 

Litzow and Silverstein (2008) define PP as intentional infliction of physical pain 

with the purpose of deterring unwanted behaviour. Their argument from a 

medical perspective is that PP is associated with undesirable behavioural 

outcomes in children and therefore should be avoided. Further, Saunders (2013) 

notes that expressions such as corporal punishment, physical punishment, and 

physical discipline are commonly used interchangeably to refer to correction or 

punishment of a child’s behaviour through the deliberate or ill-considered 

infliction of bodily pain, however minor or intense.  

In home and school contexts, Straus (1994, p.543) provides a widespread 

definition of PP as the ‘use of physical force with the intention of causing a child 

to experience pain, but not injury, for the purpose of correction or control of a 

child’s behaviour’. Straus includes spanking on the buttocks and slapping a child’s 

hand for touching a forbidden or dangerous object as a form of PP. For 

Olupohunda (2013) and Alhassan (2013, p.138), PP is a ‘disciplinary method in 

which a supervising adult deliberately inflicts pain upon a child in response to a 

child’s unacceptable behaviour and or inappropriate language’.  

The Committee defines PP as any punishment in which physical force is used and 

intended to cause some degree of pain or discomfort, however light. It involves 

hitting children with the hand, implements or objects like a whip, stick, belt, shoe, 
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or a wooden spoon. It also includes kicking, +shaking, throwing, scratching, 

pinching, biting, pulling hair or boxing ears, caning, forcing children to stay in 

uncomfortable positions, burning, scalding, or forced ingestion on children. PP 

includes, in addition, other non-physical forms of punishment that are also cruel 

and degrading and which include, for example, a punishment which belittles, 

humiliates, denigrates, scapegoats, threatens, scares or ridicules the child (CRC, 

2006).  

Clearly, PP is an act performed deliberately to inflict pain on the victim. It might 

be reasonable to question Straus’s (1994) claim that PP, though intentional, does 

not produce injury. Although Straus explains that the phrase ’but not injury’ was 

included to differentiate PP from physical abuse, some PP causes not only 

internal, but also visible injury, and sometimes, as noted by Akhilomen (2006), 

children are beaten until they are injured, maimed or killed. Cases of severe 

injuries and deaths of children resulting from PP are in the daily news in Nigeria. 

A typical example is the death of a senior secondary two (SS 2) female student 

on July 22, 2015.  Kukogho (2015) reported a PP incident in which the 15-year-

old lost her right eye after being slapped by a non-teaching staff (secretary to 

the school principal), a slap that later led to an infected eye injury, then blindness 

and subsequently to the death of the child (Kukogho, Pulse Nigeria media 

network, 16 March 2015).  

Straus (1994) explains that the phrase ‘the intention of causing a child to 

experience pain’ was to differentiate PP from other acts that could cause pain but 

for a different purpose and to establish the fact that causing pain by the punisher 

is intentional. Freeman and Saunders (2014) also argue that punishments hurt 

and are intended to hurt which is why they are inflicted in the first place, and it 

is pain that makes it punishment. Moreover, Straus (1996) compares PP with 

assaults and homicides noting that most PP administration is unpremeditated, 

done in anger and that sometimes regret follows afterwards (Straus, 1996). This 

was termed ‘parental frustrations and loss of control’ by Litzow and Silverstein 
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(2008, p.542). In research conducted by Straus (1996) with 1003 mothers in two 

Minnesota cities in the United States on the circumstances in which they use PP 

on their children in the previous 6 months, 44% of the women claimed that they 

employed PP when they ‘lost it’ and another 54% regretted doing it (Straus, 1996, 

p.837). Nevertheless, it is important to recognise that Straus’s definition is 

informed by an American context with distinct cultural orientations that are 

different from the African context. Secondly, Straus study was on PP in homes 

(family) and not PP in schools as is the case with the current study.  

Further, Olupohunda (2013) and Alhassan (2013) differentiated their definitions 

from that of Straus (1994) by stating that only a supervising adult administers 

PP. This claim does not seem to be applicable in Nigerian secondary schools at 

present because prefects punish fellow students, even those who are older than 

they are (see Section 5.1.5 on who administers PP). Finally, considering the 

context (Nigeria), the focus and questions this research addresses, it is practical 

to accept the definition by the Committee that PP is any punishment in which 

physical force is used and intended to cause some degree of pain or discomfort, 

however light (see above). This is because the definition seems appropriate and 

all-embracing, covering all aspects of the PP that affect children across the world. 

It will, therefore, be adopted for this thesis. 

2.4.2. The rationale for the use of physical punishment  

As mentioned above, increasing levels of indiscipline and deviant behaviour 

among secondary school children are of enormous concern to government, 

parents, teachers and the public (Alhassan, 2013).  Consequently, Nakpodia 

(2010) argues that it is difficult to avoid PP in the control and management of 

discipline in Nigeria’s secondary school system where discipline problems appear 

to be at epidemic levels. This is because first, Nigerians expect schools to 

discharge their duty of care in shaping the characters and personalities of 

students. Second, section 35(1d) of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of 
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Nigeria (CFRN, 1999) on peoples’ right to personal liberty legally authorises 

schools (teachers) to apply punishment on persons below the age of 18 for 

educative and welfare purposes. Punishment must be reasonable, justified, 

properly administered and proportionate to the level of the offence (Nakpodia, 

2010). Thirdly, the doctrine of ‘in-loco-parentis’ status gives schools rights, 

responsibilities and duties of care to discipline students in place of parents and/or 

guardian. This doctrine allows principals and teachers to assume the right to 

exercise the power of control, restraint, and correct students while they are in 

the care of the school. However, Nakpodia (2009) points out that there is a limit 

to what the schools can do - teachers should avoid misuse of this power by 

refraining from acting beyond the scope of their duties by, for example, 

unnecessary confiscation of students’ belongings without due process and 

opportunity for a fair hearing. Nakpodia (2009, p.99) while citing the former 

Bendel State, Nigeria Gazette, 1988, explains that the in-loco-parentis doctrine 

extends to moulding students’ moral character, including their mental and 

physical development. In addition, school discipline associated in-loco-parentis 

doctrine includes fostering a spirit of national consciousness and responsibility 

while students are in daily attendance in both primary and secondary schools. 

For instance, exposing children to productive work in the form of manual labour 

instils that sense of responsibility in them (Skolnick, 1975). However, if this is not 

properly managed, it could contradict the mandate given to States to recognise 

the right of the child to protection from economic exploitation, and from 

performing any work likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child's 

education, or to be harmful to the child's health or physical, mental, spiritual, 

moral or social development (Article 32 (1), UNCRC, 1989). Archambault (2009, 

p.293) observes similar scenarios in Kenya where many adults and children 

believe that it is the schoolteacher’s responsibility to instil discipline. Thus, 

teachers take their position in the social structure as parents and elders and 

believe in PP’s pedagogical, developmental and social functions. Despite these 

views, it is important to accept that since the UNCRC (1989) called for the 



32 

 

prohibition of PP of children twenty years ago, these assertions from Nakpodia 

and Archambault are questionable. Besides, the ratified Convention brought 

about the Nigerian Child’s Rights Act (CRA) for example, thereby demonstrating 

the Nigerian government’s commitment to protecting the rights to human dignity 

and physical integrity of children.  

Nonetheless, for effective school outcomes, scholars such as Adewusi (2012) and 

Archambault (2009) insist on the need for proper management of students’ 

inappropriate behaviour using regulated mild PP. They attribute the high 

prevalence of the use of PP of children to its claimed corrective and preventive 

effects. This suggests that PP not only corrects and reforms, but also prevents 

inappropriate behaviour, and instils notions of responsibility and dignity into the 

minds of badly-behaved children (Nakpodia, 2010).  

Further, Adewusi (2012) argues that PP does not aim to victimise or abuse 

children but to correct and assist them to become adjusted to and useful in 

society. This explains why Archambault (2009) opines that many parents and 

teachers in Maasailand, Kenya, consider PP if properly used as one effective way 

to instil discipline necessary for children to grow and learn. In her research that 

accesses practices and meanings of PP in homes and schools and relating how 

and why this aspect of children’s rights mandate (PP) is a subject of resistance 

in Kenya, Archambault asserts that PP in school is widespread and practised in 

urban and rural schools.  While examining the statutory provisions and court 

decisions on the application of PP in Nigerian schools, Chianu (2000, p.1008) 

insists on the urgent need for a national policy on corporal punishment by way 

of rule that would specify the conditions for, style and limits of PP use on children 

and strong sanctions for teacher violators. 

Violence against children, including PP, is widely practised and accepted in 

schools, even in countries that have officially outlawed the practice and is, 

therefore, a global concern that needs urgent action (Freeman, 2014; Covell and 
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Becker, 2011). A report on violence against children submitted by the UN 

Secretary-General to the General Assembly identified PP as the most prevalent 

form of violence against children across the world (UN, October 2006). A similar 

report from the Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General found that 

many children experience PP and other forms of violence with or without the 

approval of education authorities (SRSG, 2012). Consequently, Straus (1994) 

notes that the use of PP is part of the growing up of most children in the majority 

countries of the world.  Straus argues that this can have a considerable negative 

influence on the psychological development of children because PP usually begins 

in infancy through to preschool and to early adolescent stages of life.  Moreover, 

these periods go through the deepest layers of child personality formation 

(Straus, 1994). 

Corroborating the fact of negative consequences of PP from the medical 

perspective in a survey of children’s perceptions of, attitudes to, and reflections 

of PP, Vlasis-Cicvaric et al. (2007) found widespread use of PP in which more 

than half the participants felt threatened by PP. The research involved with 587 

children aged between 8-15 years who were attending an outpatient appointment 

for minor health problems at a University Department of Paediatrics, Croatia over 

a 6-month period. Findings revealed that one-third of the participants had 

witnessed or experienced PP in schools, while teachers had physically punished 

31.7% of the interviewed children. Their findings also reveal that children accept 

PP as a parental right and/or role to them (Vlasis-Cicvaric et al., 2007).  

For Gershoff (2010), the widespread use of PP in America is due to its long 

traditional history across countries as a means of child discipline. PP is an 

acceptable and popular act in homes, schools and judiciary settings, as a normal 

way of life. Gershoff (2010, p.32) argues that PP has a ‘strong intergenerational 

tradition in the United States’ because by seeing their parents and other adult 

models practice the act in almost every day of their life, children would naturally 

learn from them and do the same to their own children and the circle continues. 
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The next section will discuss the widespread use of PP of children across the 

African region. 

2.4.3. The prevalent use of PP in Nigeria and/or Africa 

The Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children and Save the 

Children (2017) note that PP is the most generic form of violence against children 

in the West and Central Africa. Despite, various public campaigns and 

international, regional and domestic laws banning the PP of children, the situation 

persists in both public and private schools in Africa because many teachers 

continue to flout the law (Alhassan, 2013).  In many Nigerian families and 

schools, children are daily harassed, assaulted, beaten, bruised or maimed for 

the most trivial of reasons (Akhilomen, 2006).  Two out of three school-going 

children in Nigeria are victims and/or witnesses of some form of PP (Alhassan, 

2013), and the majority of this takes place in public schools (Nakpodia, 2012).   

In Nigeria, traditions, poverty, ignorance and religion are on the list as some 

causes of the prevalent use of PP of children (Uzodike, 1990). She asserts that 

the practice is generally common among the poor and illiterate classes of the 

society who believe that proper training of children will be difficult without PP. 

For them, PP is administered in good faith with the intention to make children 

understand the gravity of their offence and to deter them from repeating such in 

future. Hence, if physically punishing, short of killing, will change children from 

irresponsible to responsible children, there is nothing wrong with it.  Thus, PP is 

not viewed as child maltreatment but as a process for the moral training of the 

child (Uzodike, 1990). 

Traditional African societies are organised socially and religiously according to 

age. The older, the more deserving of respect they are, and the younger, the 

more respectful they are expected to be, coupled with being more open to 

disregard and/or abuse. Hence, the prevalent and condoned practice of PP is 

largely due to social norms and socialisation goals in the African communities 
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which ultimately seek to develop a good adult (Twum-Danso Imoh, 2013). In 

Ghana, for instance, certain key values are important for all children to imbibe 

from an early age. These include responsibility, respect, obedience, honesty, 

humility, reliability and the fear of God to become ‘good’ adults. Therefore, the 

goals of socialisation centre on teaching children these values as basics of child-

rearing and parenting styles that usually involves the use of PP (Twum-Danso 

Imoh, 2012). Many Nigerians in the diaspora extend this practice of PP of children 

to their various foreign countries of residence. A typical example is the case of 

Festus Oguhebe, a Nigerian professor living in Mississippi, USA, convicted of child 

abuse in 2006. Oguhebe was punishing his 11-year-old son in a traditional way 

by putting hot pepper juice in his eyes, penis, and buttocks (Imoh, 2011).  In 

addition to tying his hands behind his back and covering his body with ants which 

led to a serious bodily injury. In his defence, Oguhebe claims that this process of 

discipline was a custom in his native land in Nigeria (Imoh, 2011). Similarly, 

Renteln (2010) reported that in North America and Europe, when the authorities 

reproach African migrant parents for unacceptable child discipline, such parents 

are sometimes surprised that their disciplinary pattern is unacceptable. 

Accordingly, Nigerian parents are among those taken to court for child rights 

violations in those contexts.  

Apart from the norm for correcting and inculcating discipline in children, there is 

a belief that PP leads to improved children’s academic performance and promotes 

respect for school rules and regulations (Kyei-Gyamfi, 2011). In research that 

assessed adults’ and children’s perceptions of PP in the home and school settings 

in Ashanti, Ghana, using interviews and focus groups for data collection, Kyei-

Gyamfi (2011) found a general belief in, and acceptance of, PP as a non-abusive 

mode of child-rearing. Adult participants’ sentiments suggest that having received 

PP as children they felt it was for their own good, they see no reason for not 

extending the same practice to their own children. They argue that they are law-

abiding, respectful, honest and morally decent in their adult life because their 
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own parents reared them in an atmosphere of fear and punishment. Accordingly, 

Kyei-Gyamfi (2011) attributes this to Africans’ traditional customs of communal 

living, with shared common values, religious beliefs, and sets of practices to 

express these values and beliefs. On this belief, children in the community belong 

to every member of society. Each adult has a duty of care to and must correct 

children’s unruly behaviour not only in the best interests of the child but also in 

the best interests of the community.  

The Global Initiative and Save the Children (2017) express concern that PP is 

generally not perceived as an abusive or violent act until it reaches a level of 

severity. Reporting on the progress towards the prohibition of all violent 

punishment of children in West and Central Africa, they noted increased prevalent 

acceptance of PP and other humiliating treatment of children as a mode of 

discipline or child rearing requirements. This attributes to cultural traditions and 

religious beliefs that fail to recognise children as human beings who equally 

deserve the protection of their HR as adults are (The Global Initiative and Save 

the Children, 2017). Yet, the preamble of the UNCRC asserts that it took into 

consideration, the traditions and cultural values of each people for the protection 

and harmonious development of the child and recognising the importance of 

international cooperation for improving the living conditions of children in every 

country, especially in developing countries (UNCRC, 1989). 

Nevertheless, the defence of PP of children, because it is an acclaimed age-long 

tradition, can change if Nigerian adults wanted to. Culture is not rigid; it changes 

with time and Nigeria has in the past changed and continues to change certain 

harmful traditional practices and beliefs that are detrimental to the wellbeing of 

her citizens (see Section 3.3.3 on HR universalism and cultural relativism debate). 

This research will reveal teachers’ and student’s views about changing this age-

long tradition of PP in accordance with the children’s rights standards and 

obligation.  
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Advocates of PP of children stress the need to recognise the importance of native 

traditional norms and cultures in African schools. Anho (2011) argues that it was 

in recognition of this that the Education Act 1967 was established stipulating rules 

and regulations for school discipline in Nigeria. In a paper assessing the influence 

of native culture on students’ discipline in secondary schools in the Delta State of 

Nigeria, Anho (2011, p.50) argues that disregarding the importance of native 

culture on student’s disciplinary processes is synonymous to ‘promoting cosmetic, 

astral, disciplinary approaches; thus alienating’ children from their own culture.  

Anho (2011) maintains that the neglect of native cultures by Nigerian schools is 

causing resistance and inefficiency in enforcing discipline. This may explain why 

Abati (2006) argues that in the African worldview, to beat a child is not viewed 

as a crime. What is perceived as PP or child abuse by Western societies is 

considered in the African communities as a social process through which children 

and young people are made to appreciate the need to be responsible (Abati, 

2006, cited in Imoh, 2011, p.377).  Again, this explains Archambault’s (2009, 

p.298) assertion that PP has become a ‘symbol of identity and a boundary against 

the encroachment of Western influence on the traditional effective child rearing 

in Africa’. This defence could be viewed as an abuse of power by adults in disguise 

of correction.  

2.4.4. Physical punishment and religion  

Religious factors are also identified as justifying the persistent use of PP of 

children. For instance, Ellison and Bradshaw (2009) note that religion places 

significant values on the efficacy of PP in the ethical and moral development of 

children, especially among core conservative Protestants in the US. In research, 

that examines the relationship of conservative religious belief and socio-political 

ideology towards the PP of children in the U.S., Ellison, and Bradshaw (2009) 

found that religious factors have a strong link with a public opinion regarding PP. 

Moreover, religious factions continue to reinforce public approval and acceptance 

of physical punishment.  
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Ellison and Bradshaw’s (2009) findings above support Gershoff et al’s., (1999) 

earlier finding that there is a clear religious rationale for the use of PP among 

many evangelical parents in the US. In research assessing whether religious 

differences found in parents' frequent use of PP extends to other types of parental 

discipline, Gershoff et al., (1999) found that conservative Protestant, Catholic, 

and Jewish doctrines single out PP as vital to effective parenting. In addition, PP 

has proven productive in securing children’s compliance according to this 

research. Gershoff et al., (1999) argue that religious factors are part of a coherent 

approach to child rearing, rather than a mechanism for desperate or angry 

parents to use in achieving short-term behavioural compliance. Similarly, Twum-

Danso Imoh (2016) asserts that in sub-Saharan Africa the socialisation of children 

is embedded within broader religious (especially Christian) beliefs that guide 

communities on value setting, behaviour regulation and social interactions across 

genders and age groups. Hence, religion plays a significant role in the continuing 

use of PP (Imoh, 2016) and human rights guarantee freedom of religion to all 

(Osler and Starkey, 2010). 

For Africans, especially Nigerians, not sparing the rod and spoiling the child is an 

essential aspect of discipline (Nakpodia, 2012). Nakpodia explains that PP has 

wide biblical support in the book of Proverbs. For instance, whilst Chapter 22, 

verse 15 states that ‘foolishness is bound in the heart of a child, but the rod of 

correction shall drive it far from him’, Chapter 23 verse 14 states that ‘thou shalt 

beat him with the rod, and shalt deliver his soul from hell’.  In addition, Chapter 

29 verse 15 declares that ‘the rod and reproof give wisdom: but a child left to 

himself bringeth his mother to shame’ (Holy Bible, King James Version, 2000). 

However, these biblical quotes may well be contested as they have different 

interpretations for different people. They have been a source of accepted moral 

authority by adults in using punitive discipline on children because ‘children are 

considered pure from birth, without blemish’, who were corrupted and made to 

deviate from original perfection by society in the process of their growing up. 
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Therefore, as thought, only a ‘rigid disciplinary upbringing’ in the form of PP can 

correct and change them as required (Archard, 2015, p.49).  

Ellison and Bradshaw (2009) note that within the religious and cultural 

communities in which PP practice is common, its effects are less harmful or 

maybe not harmful at all. These findings typify Nigerian religious partisans’ 

perceptions of the acclaimed positive connections between religious values and 

the PP of children. Most times, according to Ellison and Bradshaw, the effect of 

physical harm, for example, (since emotional harm cannot be visibly quantified) 

is comparatively less than the level of PP they had received.  This appears to 

confirm a biblical quote from the book of Proverbs Chapter 23 verse 13, which 

states: ‘Withhold not correction from the child: for if thou beatest him with the 

rod, he shall not die’ (Holy Bible, King James Version, 2000). It may not be out 

of place to suggest that this biblical quote is either misleading or misinterpreted 

because, in contrast, beating children in the process of correction has led to many 

deaths in Nigerian secondary schools (see Section 2.4.1 on the definition of PP).  

 2.4.5. Pressure on teachers, training and resource issues  

Other personal and socio-economic factors lead to teachers’ arbitrary use of PP. 

A global update on violence against children reports that some States’ efforts to 

ensure basic education for children across the globe have led to an increase in 

school admissions. In most cases, especially in the African context, resource 

provisions do not keep the same pace. Consequently, teachers may possibly 

resort to violent disciplinary measures under stressful conditions. This might 

include overcrowded classrooms, insufficient resources, and an increased 

emphasis on student testing and achievement (Covell and Becker, 2011). There 

is the risk that teachers who do not receive training in strategies for positive 

discipline may resort to psychological punishment in the classroom (UNICEF 

2012).  
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Kyei-Gyamfi (2011) asserts that in addition to one teacher handling up to 60 

pupils in a class, other challenges can sometimes control teachers’ behaviour. 

These include external factors such as bad economic situation, poor and delayed 

payment of teachers’ salaries, lack of social welfare packages (transport, housing, 

and healthcare facilities) and lack of managerial support. These challenges may 

present additional tensions. For example, despite arrears in salary payments 

teachers must look after their own families and transport or walk long distances 

to school. In situations as these, ‘teachers’ coping capabilities could be low’, and 

they arrive at class tense. As a result, there is no guarantee that in the face of 

any child’s misbehaviour such teachers would have patience enough to tolerate 

even minor infractions of the rules. Consequently, on the slightest provocation, 

they may vent their anger on ‘naughty but innocent children’ (Kyei-Gyamfi, 2011, 

p.87).   

Yovbi (2008) reports uncontrollable anger as another personal reason that drives 

some teachers into using PP. When interviewing school personnel in one Nigerian 

public school on corporal punishment, he notes that, when children annoy their 

teachers, they aim to create such a lasting impression and enough fear that the 

children will not stop misbehaving and so often overuse PP on trivial offences 

(Yovbi, 2008, Media Reporter, Nigerian Village Square). This may be linked to the 

standard of initial teacher education training for Nigerian secondary school 

teachers. Initial teacher education is a professional education that equips teacher 

trainees with the attitude, knowledge and professional skills suitable to instil in 

children the necessary educational and societal principles (Ogunyinka et al., 

2015; Adeosun et al., 2009). One of the objectives of teacher education according 

to the Nigeria National Policy on Education (NPE) is to provide teacher trainees 

with both the intellectual and professional background adequate for their 

assignment and to make them adaptable to any changing situation, not only in 

the life of their country but in the wider world (NPE, 2007).  The awareness of 

and adaptation to the UNCRC principles, especially respecting the right of children 
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to protection from PP, fits well with this policy. The NPE that documents the 

objectives and philosophy of Nigerian education fixed the National Certificate in 

Education (NCE) as a minimum qualification for entry into the teaching 

profession. To acquire NCE certification, a teacher trainee must pass through a 

three-year training in a College of Education supervised by the National 

Commission for Colleges of Education. The training exposes teacher trainees to 

individual chosen subjects’ speciality, general studies (with English and 

Mathematics as compulsory), and teaching pedagogies covering education 

studies (child development, theories of learning, behaviour management), 

research project and teaching practice. These prepare them for competent 

classroom teaching and management (Ogunyinka et al., 2015; Adeosun et al., 

2009).  

To accommodate non-education graduates that wish to become professional 

teachers, a Post Graduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) was introduced. Colleges, 

Institutes and Faculties of Education run the PGDE across Nigerian Universities 

that have full or interim accreditation status. The PGDE takes one academic 

session (two semesters) for full-time and two academic sessions (four semesters) 

for a part-time programme. To ensure further professionalism and combat 

inefficiency in the teaching profession, the Federal Ministry of Education 

established the Teachers’ Registration Council of Nigeria (TRCN) in 1993. The 

TRCN regulates and controls the teaching profession in both the public and 

private sectors by way of teachers’ registration, capacity building and the issue 

of full or interim TRCN accreditation (TRCN Act 31, Section 1(1), 1993). However, 

it is uncertain if these provisions and capacity building includes good coping skills, 

anger management, and procedures for managing students’ disciplinary 

behaviour or administration of PP.   This is because, despite the measures above, 

negative reports of ongoing violent school discipline still exist. Moreover, Nigerian 

teacher education programmes are said to be lacking standards. (Ogunyinka et 

al., 2015). This is attributed to socio-economic factors, political instability and 
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inadequate support for the teaching profession from the Nigerian government 

(Ogunyinka et al., 2015). These challenges leave huge gaps in the 

implementation of teacher education policies and standards leading to 

unenthusiastic and frustrated teachers who sometimes carry these frustrations 

to classrooms to the detriment of unsuspecting students (Ekpiken and Edet, 

2014). Since teaching involves the ability to encounter change and influence 

change, Ogunyinka et al. (2015) advocated for reconsideration of the contents 

of initial teacher education and suggested that there should be a continuum of 

teacher learning to attain teacher quality. This suggests restructuring the initial 

teacher education program to include formal and informal preparation activities 

that will enable a suitable learning environment for students, one without resort 

to PP. The Committee’s suggestion in general comment No. 5, paragraph 69 is 

very significant in this respect (see Section 3.8.1 on education and professional 

development of school personnel p.107 - 108). 

2.4.6. Physical punishment application in African/Nigerian 
schools 

In Nigerian states where the CRA is yet to be adopted as a legal document, the 

use of PP is lawful in schools (Owen, 2013; Alemika, et al., 2005). Besides, the 

Nigerian Article 295(4) of the Southern Criminal Code and Article 55 of the 

Northern Penal Code entrust the head teacher or representative with the 

authority to correct a child under 18 years, including the power to determine in 

which cases correction ought to be inflicted (Save the Children & Global Initiative, 

2014, p3; 2015; Alemika, et al., 2005) (see Section 3.6.7 on the impact of the 

UNCRC on PP issues in Nigeria). This implies that it is the responsibility of school 

principals to administer discipline to erring students. Nevertheless, the principal 

can delegate or authorise such responsibility to others such as vice-principals and 

form masters (Nakpodia, 2009). Accordingly, there may be times when guidance 

counsellors or other non-teaching personnel and prefects take on the role of 

disciplinarian. Nakpodia (2009) explains that the inclusion of guidance counsellors 
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and student functionaries in this responsibility is contestable on the basis that 

they should have no disciplinary function. Guidance counsellors, for example, 

should be student centred rather than school centred. Nevertheless, despite the 

regulation by the Nigerian Education Act 1967 stipulating that only the school 

head can administer PP, most teachers ignore this regulation (Anho, 2011). 

Nigerian teachers argue that in following the Education Act 1967, they cannot 

use disciplinary measures and are powerless when they encounter disciplinary 

challenges in classrooms when head teachers are unavailable (Anho, 2011). 

Teachers and school prefects must administer PP to students.  

While citing findings from a study in Ghana by the Department of Children (DOC) 

and the Children and Youth in Broadcasting (CURIOUS MINDS), Kyei-Gyamfi 

(2011) reports that 69% of interviewed children revealed been punished by their 

class teachers, 3% by head teachers and 2% by prefects and senior students. 

Moreover, since almost all class teachers use PP, Kyei-Gyamfi (2011) argues that 

it is impossible to monitor PP or keep proper documentation of the number of 

strokes of cane administered to a child by a teacher. The above findings 

demonstrate similarities between Ghana and Nigeria, as the Ghanaian Education 

Code on Discipline provides that only head teachers or persons authorised by 

them can administer PP.  

Prefects are senior students appointed by the school management to help in 

maintaining discipline and orderliness in schools. Yovbi (2008) reports that in 

Nigerian secondary schools, administration of PP by prefects is extensive and 

frequent enough that they are respected and feared more than are teachers. The 

common practice of appointing prefects to administer PP is problematic in a world 

that increasingly frowns on acts of violence against children (Yovbi, 2008). By this 

practice, children learn that violence against each other is acceptable. Yovbi 

(2008) maintains that discipline in schools has almost exclusively handed over to 

the prefects and is concerned with the negative effects of this student-to-student 

disciplinary practice. Yovbi argues that with such disciplinary powers, prefects 

http://www.nigeriavillagesquare.com/profile/Mutti-Yovbi.html
http://www.nigeriavillagesquare.com/profile/Mutti-Yovbi.html
http://www.nigeriavillagesquare.com/profile/Mutti-Yovbi.html
http://www.nigeriavillagesquare.com/profile/Mutti-Yovbi.html
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could institute their own social order by forming gangs and notorious cliques 

within the school resulting in social vices such as rape, armed robbery, and 

bullying.  He suggests that rather than equipping these prefects with canes, they 

should be empowered to hold teachers accountable for flouting government 

guidelines on positive child discipline (Yovbi, 2008). Archambault (2009), 

however, argues that by using PP children solidify their social relationships, 

exercise power over others, and turn themselves along with those they are 

punishing into good role models.   

The above assertion from Archambault suggests that PP, as used by practitioners, 

is a show of power and/or authority. Dugan (2017) refers to power as the 

capacity to influence others' behaviour and get them to do what they would 

ordinarily not want to do. Feminist scholars identified three forms of power as 

‘power over’, ‘power to’ and ‘power with’. The first two refer to as power exhibited 

to get things done by domination and coercion (Woehrle, 1992 cited in Dugan, 

2017).  ‘Power over’ and ‘power to’ are likened to the use of PP in the context of 

this study in which educators use threat, force and fear to get students to do 

what they want them to do, a process by which PP is used to mark and maintain 

boundaries of status and power between teachers and students. Nakpodia (2011) 

reported this in a study that involved a survey examining students’ reactions to 

human rights violations (see Section 2.6. on students’ perceptions of PP). It is 

also a process by, which educators restate their social position within a hierarchy 

of authority and reaffirm and protect the limits of social difference (Archambault, 

2009).  

The PP of children is an abuse of power by adults under child rights treaties. The 

essence of the UNCRC and its requirement for States’ ratification is to reduce 

people, including educators’, capacity to engage in the abuse of power of children 

and young people. Nevertheless, educators find it difficult to relinquish these 

kinds of power because they think they are controlling children for their own 

moral good and future citizenship. Beneficial power acts positively and can be 

http://www.nigeriavillagesquare.com/profile/Mutti-Yovbi.html
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likened to ‘power with’ that involves getting things done through collaboration 

(Woehrle, 1992 cited in Dugan, 2017). It is an ideal, positive disciplinary strategy 

through which learners are allowed a voice and an opportunity to contribute 

towards their own discipline in collaboration with educators. The effects of power 

should not entail any kind of physical punishment yet do not deny educators their 

right to maintain discipline in the class. It should entail a positive learning 

environment that is conducive to harmonious, respectful relationships between 

pupils and teachers.  

2.4.7. Differences in the use of PP in public (rural) and private 
(urban) secondary schools 

As mentioned earlier, the majority of PP of children happens in public schools 

(Nakpodia, 2012). Duze (2012) confirms this in research that assessed the 

management strategies adopted by principals of public and private secondary 

schools in Anambra State, Nigeria. The research used a 32-item questionnaire to 

collect information from the principals of 76 public schools and 19 private schools. 

One of the findings reveals that even though both public and private schools 

apply various disciplinary measures, the practice is more severe in public schools. 

This confirms research of other scholars such as Kyei-Gyamfi (2011), Nakpodia 

(2012) and Alhassan (2013) (see above) who reported more and harsh PP in 

public than in private schools. According to Duze (2012, p.249), whilst private 

schools tend to engage in dialogue with unruly students and their parents, public 

schools engage in the expulsion of students for gross misconduct. For instance, 

the principal participants in public schools strongly agreed that they ‘expel grossly 

misbehaved students and usually send latecomers back home which is not found 

in private schools’. Duze (2012, p.250) explains that since public schools enrol 

diverse students often some with ‘deviant and undisciplined characters’, the high 

rates of expulsion are justified. In addition, whilst public schools can afford to 

lose students through expulsion, private schools usually need to increase the 

number and may not want to lose those they already have. Thus, private schools 
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engage in dialogue with students and parents in cases of disobedience rather 

than resort to expulsion (Duze, 2012).  If talking with unruly students in private 

schools helps to bring the desired change in behaviour, then, it is worthwhile for 

public schools to engage in such practice rather than using PP. The next section 

will review the applications of PP in schools, including instruments, and what 

students do to merit PP. 

2.4.8. Applications of physical punishment 

As stated above, in the post-primary school system, children receive PP for 

actions contrary to established rules and regulations. This could be from coming 

to school or class late, stealing, absent from school without permission, 

disobedience, inattentiveness or playing while lessons are going on and cheating. 

In addition, children are punished for non-payment of school fees, poor academic 

performance, neglect of class work or assignments, improper dressing, speaking 

in the vernacular or local language, making a noise, being dirty or unkempt, 

untidy hair and vandalising school property. Moreover, offences such as drug 

abuse or sale of drugs, sneaking or loitering, lying, possession of dangerous 

weapons, physical attack, indecency, bullying and sexual harassment also attract 

PP.  

In traditional African societies, hands and other various objects or instruments 

can be used to inflict PP on children.  Parents and teachers administer PP with 

implements such as a rattan cane or horsewhip, a wooden paddle, slipper, leather 

strap or wooden yardstick (Alhassan, 2013). In school, the cane is popular and 

used to threaten children. It is used to apply PP on various parts of student’s 

body such as the head, face, hands, and legs, backs, and buttocks (Youssef et 

al., 1998). In addition, parents pinch, bite, shake or throw objects at children 

(Freeman and Saunders, 2014).  

Kyei-Gyamfi (2011) states that the Ghanaian Education Code provides a 

handbook for head teachers including on offences that could warrant PP and the 
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conditions for application. For example, head teachers should administer PP in 

their offices to accord dignity to the victim. There should be a maximum of four 

strokes for primary and six for secondary school children and be properly 

recorded in a logbook.  

Similarly, in Kenya, there is a recognised rule in schools regulating how and where 

to hit children (Archambault, 2009). For instance, only the principals should 

administer PP in their offices for serious misconduct that may include theft, 

damage to school property, and injury to fellow students. Then, for mild offences, 

a teacher should strike one to three times, but they should not cause any visible 

injury, blood or bruising. In addition, male students are to be caned on the 

buttocks or back of the legs, and females on the fingers or palms of the hand 

(Archambault, 2009). In Nigeria, the Education Act (1967) stipulates the same 

conditions including that no male teacher can cane a female student and vice 

versa (Anho, 2011). PP practice ought to be illegal in these countries (Ghana, 

Kenya, and Nigeria) since they have ratified the UNCRC thereby vowing to protect 

children from any form of degrading treatment. 

2.5. The Effects of Physical Punishment on Children 

Research has shown that PP has both positive and negative impacts on children 

(UNESCO, 2017; Paolucci and Violato, 2004; Parker-Jenkins, 1998). This claim 

has been a topic of debate among scholars.  Ajake et al., (2014), Litzow and 

Silverstein (2008), for example, condemn PP because of its harmful effects on 

health and well-being, and violates the rights of the child to be protected from 

such treatment, and argue that other more effective disciplinary methods like 

time-out, detention and/or behaviour modifications techniques should be used 

(and see Alhassan, 2013; Parker-Jenkins, 1998). Others justify the practice 

arguing that PP provides an immediate response to inappropriate behaviour after 

which children will quickly return to their studies and avoid being suspended from 
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the school (Kyei-Gyamfi, 2011; Durrant, 2006; Benatar, 1998). The next section 

reviews the supposed positive effects and harms of PP on children.  

2.5.1. Positive effects of physical punishment 

As discussed above, PP is a conventional mode of child-rearing and discipline, a 

means of encouraging good behaviour and engendering the spirit of responsibility 

in children (Chianu, 2000; Youssef et al., 1998). Research has shown that parents 

and teachers in Kenya consider PP ‘if properly employed’ to be one of the most 

effective ways of instilling discipline necessary for children to grow and learn 

(Archambault, 2009, p.282). Some parents, teachers and school administrators 

perceive PP in schools as tools for improved teaching and learning (Nakpodia, 

2012). Nakpodia (2012) maintains that the use of PP cannot be dismissed in the 

management and correction of children because (a) some children easily respond 

when they are punished; (b) PP can restrain other children from misbehaving, 

and (c) PP makes children ponder before committing the same offence.   

Vlasis-Cicvaric et al. (2007) concede that the only shared and exclusive positive 

effect of PP is instant compliance by the child. They nevertheless argue that the 

claim of PP preventing a future repeat of misbehaviour is hypothetical. Kyei-

Gyamfi (2011) found contrasting views on the benefits of PP in an empirical study 

that assessed children’s and teachers’ perceptions of PP in Ashanti, Ghana. 

Teachers who had admitted to using the cane to correct students’ misconduct 

confessed to punishing the same groups of students for repeat offences (Kyei-

Gyamfi, 2011). This suggests that caning, as a disciplinary measure is not yielding 

the desired preventive result.  

A meta-analysis of 88 studies that assessed whether parental PP is associated 

with positive child behaviour and experiences showed strong associations 

between PP and a range of negative child behaviours and experiences (Gershoff, 

2002). For instance, only five out of the 88 studies reported immediate 

compliance by the child. Holden (2002) argues that immediate compliance is not 
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a guarantee for non-repetition of the same misbehaviour in future and should 

not be categorised as a positive outcome. The instant conformity by children may 

not necessarily be because they are happy to oblige, but because they fear more 

beating, injury or even death in the process.   

2.5.2. Negative effects or harms of physical punishment 

Researchers, scholars, non-governmental organisations, and practitioners argue 

that PP as a means of child discipline is harmful and should stop. These 

arguments are based on research indicating numerous negative outcomes of PP 

on children’s education, health and general wellbeing (Kyei-Gyamfi, 2011; 

Gershoff, 2010; Yovbi, 2008; Tang, 2005). The United Nations Study (2006) on 

Violence against children reports that all violence is preventable and is therefore 

unjustified as a tradition or as a discipline. Research by Aucoin et al. (2006) has 

shown that frequent use of PP can lead to psychological and physiological 

problems or both and can cause children to drop out of school. Alternative 

effective methods that are harmless to children are encouraged. The 

effectiveness even of immediate child compliance is questionable. A meta-

analysis of research from psychology, medicine, sociology, social work, and 

education found that PP is no better than other methods for immediate or long-

term child compliance (Gershoff, 2010). The findings reveal that PP does not 

have a positive impact. Instead, it is significantly predictive of a range of negative, 

unintended consequences, especially the risk of physical injury. Hence, Gershoff 

(2010, p.33) insists that the risk of harm from PP outweighs any claimed short-

term outcomes. 

Supporting the above findings by Gershoff (2010), Tang (2005) describes as 

transient the claimed effectiveness of PP because children subjected to PP as a 

form of correction repeat the same misbehaviour (Tang, 2005). This suggests 

that PP has a little lasting effect as it makes no difference to children’s behaviour. 

In mixed-method research to assess the Gambian peoples’ perceptions of PP, 
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Tang (2005) used 1569 questionnaires, 4 interviews of individuals representing 

institutions that make decisions on corporal punishment and 14 focus groups to 

collect data from schoolchildren, parents, teachers, and stakeholders. The 

findings show that 46.5% of children sustain injuries during PP, 24.4% sustain 

internal bleeding, 12.4% had a tooth knocked out, and 9.5% had a fractured 

arm, for example, none of which stopped them from committing further 

misbehaviour (Tang, 2005).  

Physical punishment is associated with various forms of psychological or 

emotional problems in children.  UNESCO (2017) affirms that violence including 

PP has a negative influence on children’s educational outcomes, and harms both 

their physical health and emotional wellbeing. UNESCO (2017) reports that 

exposing children to punishment can lead to negative health and behavioural 

outcomes such as alcohol and drug use, fear, suicidal thoughts, depression, and 

anxiety. This confirms the findings of Afifi’s et. al. (2006) survey in which they 

examine whether childhood experience of PP alone is associated with adult 

psychopathology. The survey assessed three categories of increased severity of 

PP in childhood: no PP/abuse, PP only, and child abuse. It included 5,877 

participants of 15 and 54-age range drawn from the 1999 National Comorbidity 

Survey (NCS). One of their findings reveals that PP during childhood has a 

positive association with adult psychopathologies such as depression, alcohol 

abuse and/or dependence, and externalising problems. It indicates that the 

prevalence of psychiatric disorders gradually increases as the severity of 

childhood PP risk increases (Afifi et.al, 2006, p.1099).   

Children exposed to severe PP have emotional and behavioural adjustment 

problems (Ajake et al., 2014; Litzow and Silverstein, 2008; Aucoin et al., 2006). 

Aucoin’s et al. (2006) research in the Southeastern United States with 98 children 

(average age 12) recruited from two-school systems assessed the association of 

parental use of PP and child adjustment. Children were in three groups. The first 

group had experienced no PP over a two-week period; another had experienced 



51 

 

mild PP, while the third group had experienced harsh PP. Information was 

collected using the parent and child interview versions of the Alabama Parenting 

Questionnaire (APQ).  Findings indicate a significant negative effect on children’s 

behavioural and emotional adjustment when exposed to PP no matter how light. 

Another finding shows serious adjustment problem (a) where PP is persistent, 

(b) the concerned child is invariably vulnerable to behaviour problems and (c) 

when PP is administered in an uncaring and unaccommodating family setting 

(Aucoin et al., 2006, p.539).  

Frequent spanking poses a serious threat to children’s wellbeing (Ajake et al., 

2014; Aucoin et al., 2006; Gershoff, 2002). A survey of 2,000 Nigerian senior 

secondary schools conducted by Ajake et al. (2014) to assess the relationship of 

physical abuse and children’s general self-concept (social, physical, and moral, 

financial and family) found that PP had a significant negative influence on 

children’s self-concept. Children who experienced severe PP were inferior in self-

concept development when compared to those that received little or moderate 

PP. They see themselves as a disappointment with negative thought and have 

trouble coping with challenges, unlike children who received little or no PP. This 

inability to cope with life’s challenges leads to frustration, serious anxiety and 

depression (Ajake et al., 2014, p.1579). Although this study was conducted in 

the same context as the current research, it made no mention of children’s 

perception of PP itself, the setting (home or school) or the roles of parents or 

schools, which are the gaps this current research aims to fill.  

Physical punishment can have a negative impact on children’s educational 

outcomes. Children's rights organisation argues that PP in schools is a form of 

child abuse that creates a hostile environment for children's learning and can lead 

to dropping out from school (UNESCO, 2017; Human Rights Watch, 1999). A 

report on school violence and bullying showed PP and its associated dangers as 

a factor in school drop rates in some countries (UNESCO, 2017). The International 

Save the Children Alliance (2003) also reports that in interviews across the world, 
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children cited PP as a reason for dropping out of school. For example, 14% of 

Nepalese children had dropped out of school because they were afraid of their 

teachers. PP violates the provisions of Article 28(1e) that mandates States to 

recognise the right of the child to education, and with a view to achieving this 

right progressively and on equal opportunity, States shall, in particular, take 

measures to encourage regular attendance at schools and the reduction of drop-

out rates (CRC, 1989, p.8). 

Physical punishment causes pain, anger and humiliation. It has led to the loss of 

lives, permanent injuries and/or scars on children and physical violence in schools 

can cause non-fatal or fatal injuries and other physical harms to children 

(UNESCO, 2017). In some African countries including Nigeria, many children are 

accused of witchcraft by parents, teachers, and religious institutions because they 

do not conform. They are exposed to beatings, their bodies slashed with knives, 

and some of them die in the process of making them confess to witchcraft 

(Harrison, 2008, Telegraph, November 9). It is possible to suggest that these 

treatments are not seen as a punishment or as inhuman by perpetrators, but as 

attempts to reform children and exorcise the body of evil possession. Yet they 

are treatments that, are surely harmful.   

If one considers the above reports, and the fact that PP is socially, culturally and 

religiously acceptable as a disciplinary process without shame, some might 

assume that this practice breeds a cycle of violence and is a threat to peace. In 

this vein of thinking, Lansford and Dodge (2008) found a relationship between 

frequent use of PP and higher incidence and acceptance of violence at a societal 

level. Their research tests the hypothesis that the societal rate of corporal 

punishment of children predicts societal levels of violence using culture as the 

unit of analysis. The research used data retrieved from the Standard Cross-

Cultural Sample of anthropological records from 186 cultural groups across 200 

world provinces. Their findings were consistent with theories that adult violence 

becomes more prevalent in contexts in which PP is frequent. This demonstrates 
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that PP increases the probability that children will engage in violent behaviour 

during adulthood. It also implies that violence in one social domain can influence 

behaviour in other domains (Lansford and Dodge, 2008, p.257). That also 

explains the assertion by Olupohunda (2013) that PP can encourage aggressive 

behaviour and can lead to destructive relationships among children and/or 

between adults and young people. The Committee in its general comment No. 

13 (2011) on the right of the child to freedom from all forms of violence has 

emphasised that violence against children includes physical, psychological and 

sexual. It is also often by bullying exerted by children against other children, 

frequently by groups of children. This not only harms children’s physical and 

psychological integrity and well-being in the immediate term but also often has a 

severe impact on their development, education and social integration in the 

medium and long term (CRC, 2011, p.11). This typifies the reality of PP in this 

study context and thus freedom from all forms of violence is difficult to find in 

Nigerian secondary schools. Physical punishment is dangerous to children’s 

health and eliminating it can reduce the rate of violence and other crimes in 

societies. Straus (1996) notes that an obstacle to accepting evidence linking 

violence to PP is because the evidence contradicts the personal experience of its 

corrective value. Moreover, PP victims may not suffer immediate harmful side 

effects like depression, which usually do not manifest until later years. 

Overall, Vlasis-Cicvaric et al., (2007) suggest the need to examine the 

consequences of PP from a larger community perspective and to dissuade people 

from its practice through public education campaigns. In the same way, children 

should be educated early in the community, from the kindergarten or preschools 

about acceptable forms of behaviour that could, in the end, reduce inappropriate 

behaviour thereby reducing the widespread use of PP by adults in the community.  

Moreover, the Committee in general comment No. 13 emphasised that children 

can contribute positively to societal development if they are allowed a respectful 

and supportive child-rearing environment free from violence. Children who do not 
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experience violent discipline but develop in a healthy manner are less likely to act 

violently both in childhood and adult life. This ideal violence-free environment 

supports the realisation of children’s individual personalities and fosters the 

development of social, responsible and actively contributing citizens in the society 

(CRC, 2011).  

2.6. Students’ Perceptions of Physical Punishment  

Freeman and Saunders (2014) note that in the past, children’s views and 

perceptions about PP were neglected, disregarded and the least researched. This 

is because of societal long-held perceptions of children as lesser humans than 

adults are, incompetent and disempowered, and hence their views are regarded 

as irrelevant. Yet Vlasis-Cicvaric, et al., (2007, p.220) assert that children’s views 

and opinions about PP are important because they are ‘uncoloured’. However, 

Saunders (2010) observes that people’s attitude is changing as children’s views 

are now sought, and increasingly use in research. They note that consulting 

children in research about PP provides useful insights and demonstrates that even 

very young children are expressive, perceptive and empathetic sometimes more 

than many adults (Saunders and Goddard, 2010).  

Writing on children’s perceptions of PP in Kenya, Archambault (2009) asserts that 

although students resent PP, their attitude sometimes suggests that they accept 

what it stands for. For instance, children fear being beaten, yet they talk about it 

as an effective deterrent to their bad behaviour. Archambault (2009) maintains 

that children’s awareness and open descriptions of situations that can result in 

PP suggests that they perceive it as an effective educational tool.  

Findings from a study (see Section 2.7 on teachers’ perceptions of PP and 

children’s right) that examines the management of student discipline in secondary 

schools in Bungoma County, Kenya reveals that there are times when students 

react angrily to illegal exposure to PP by way of attacks on teachers, prefects, 
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and arson as a way of revenge (Simatwa, 2012). PP is not always corrective but 

can result in aggressive behaviour. In addition, about 50% of prefect participants 

in that study judged counselling services in schools to be a waste of time and are 

ineffective in dealing with their emotional and behavioural problems (Simatwa, 

2012). Further, children generally perceive PP as physically painful and often 

rouses negative emotions like resentment, confusion, sadness, hatred, 

humiliation and anger for example. Children’s perceptions suggest that PP 

impedes learning and perpetuates violence as a means of resolving conflict 

(Saunders, 2013, p.21).  

In Nigeria, although children acknowledge that schools have the power to issue 

directives in matters of discipline, and their obligation to comply with such 

directives.  Still, they, like adults have rights to protection and respect to dignity 

as provided in the 1999 Nigerian Constitution (Nakpodia, 2011). In a survey 

examining students’ reactions to human rights violations (see Section 2.7 on 

teachers’ perceptions of PP and children’s rights), Nakpodia (2011) found that 

while 98 out of 144 (68%) participants responded that they would protest or riot 

against rights violations, only 46 (32%) would report them to their parents or to 

the school authority. In addition, 96 (67%) reported having no voice in matters 

concerning them, 48 (33%) responded otherwise. Nakpodia (2011) is of the view 

that this position signifies the existence of a power tussle between students and 

the school authority, and that each party believes they have fundamental human 

rights as citizens as ascribed by sections 32-42 of Chapter IV of the Nigeria 

Constitution.  

Imoh (2013) states that although some Ghanaian children rejected the practice 

of PP mainly because they found it ineffective, many children in her research 

reported PP as an important part of their socialisation process. The research 

explores children’s perceptions of PP in Ghana and the implications for children’s 

rights discourse. It included children of between 10-16 years attending public and 

private schools in rural and urban areas across four communities in Greater Accra. 
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Interviews were conducted with 22 children in public schools and 158 

questionnaires for private school students and 10 diaries for both schools. 

Findings reveal that while 61% of participants reported exposure to PP in homes 

and schools, over 66% of questionnaire respondents perceived PP to be 

important. Another finding reveals that all participants reported feeling ashamed 

when exposed to PP. They also reported feeling the pain, sometimes-emotional 

pain, especially if they felt the punishment was unjust, yet many children still 

believe that adults had a duty to apply PP (Imoh, 2013). Following these findings, 

Imoh (2013) argues that for children to speak about the PP they experience in 

such a pragmatic way is an indication of both its prevalence and acceptance by 

children, as well as adults within the African context. Accordingly, children’s 

perception of physical correction as part of training to become members of 

communities is awareness of their own position in society as ‘foolish and stubborn 

in need of training and correction’. They considered PP to be an expression of 

parental love and a sign of care, thus parents who do not discipline or correct 

their children are perceived to be failing in their parenting duties. They are 

consequently, ridiculed and belittled not only by adults but also by children 

themselves for not giving them the proper attention that they need (Imoh, 2013, 

p.478).  

2.7. Teachers’ Perceptions of PP and Children’s 
Rights 

Many African teachers, including Nigerians, believe that teaching must include 

the use of PP, especially caning in a world in which ‘indiscipline has eaten too 

deep into the moral fabric of societies’ (Nakpodia, 2012, p.13). Nakpodia explains 

that although many Nigerian teachers are aware that certain attempts by them 

to make students conform to school rules and regulations can lead to rights 

violations, they know neither what those rights are nor their legal implications. 

This, according to Nakpodia is due to lack of adequate knowledge of the Nigerian 

Constitution and the laws and regulations governing school systems, as well as 
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legal knowledge of children’s’ rights (e.g. CRA). In a survey that assessed 

students’ reactions to the violations of their rights by school-related PP, Nakpodia 

(2011) engaged 320 participants from 40 public secondary schools in the Delta 

State, Nigeria, comprising of 40 principals, 80 teachers and 200 students. The 

survey used two sets of questionnaires - ‘Secondary School Students Rights 

Questionnaire’ (SSSRQ) for teachers, and 'Identification of Students’ Knowledge 

of their Rights Questionnaire’ (ISKRQ) for students. Nakpodia (2011) found that 

only 39.6% of teachers agree that students would react negatively or can 

challenge teachers in the violations of their rights. While the other 60.3% did not 

agree, that student would react negatively or challenge perceived rights 

violations. This suggests that many teachers still believe that children cannot 

express voice or challenge their teachers.  

A related descriptive study to analyse teachers’ and parents’ perceptions of PP in 

Nigerian primary schools in the Delta and Edo states found that both parents and 

teachers perceive PP to be an ideal discipline (Ogbe, 2015). Findings reveal that 

teachers in both urban and rural schools show no significant difference in their 

perceptions of the PP of children. Therefore, parents and teachers endorse lifting 

bans on PP and advocate for legislation protecting teachers on in loco parentis 

role in schools.  

Teachers perceive a ban on PP of children as having a serious impact on teacher-

student disciplinary management. Simatwa (2012) reported this from research 

investigating the management of discipline in 40 secondary schools with 280 

teachers and 200 prefects in Bungoma County, Kenya. Simatwa used 

questionnaires, observations, interviews and document analysis for data 

collection. Findings show that 90% of teachers rated PP as the most effective 

disciplinary method and that a ban undermines the authority of schools over 

students. Consequently, teachers resort to using other ‘ineffective, undignified, 

humiliating and dehumanising’ methods since they must keep their classrooms 

or schools organised for effective teaching and learning (p.179). They use 
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methods such as pinching, smacking, slapping, and forcing erring students to 

kneel on rough surfaces for prolonged periods at various places. Despite violating 

the ban and exposing students to caning and other degrading forms of 

punishment with the support of parents, some teachers admitted occasional 

ineffectiveness because some students defy PP and can drop out of school or 

physically attack teachers (Simatwa, 2012).  

On the use of alternative non-physical punishment methods, Simatwa (2012) 

reports that although 75% of teacher participants in the research agreed that 

despite the importance of counselling on students’ inappropriate behaviour, only 

a small number of students utilise counselling services. Nonetheless, teachers 

admitted that using a combination of both PP and other non-physical forms of 

correction and/or discipline like positive feedback, behaviour modification, and 

assertive discipline seem effective (Simatwa, 2012).  

2.8. Parental Perceptions of and Attitudes to the 
Physical Punishment of their Children or Wards  

As mentioned earlier, the legal protection given to schools by section 35(1d) of 

the CFRN, and the doctrine of in loco parentis status over students’ discipline (see 

Section 2.4.2 on the rationale for the use of PP) appear to be accepted by many 

parents and guardians. As Oyedeji (2012) asserts, by sending their children and 

wards to school, parents and guardians allow schools power of control over their 

children’s conduct in a manner that is in the best interests of both the child and 

the parents. Consequently, teachers rely on this trust to use PP without facing 

the law. Nakpodia (2011) asserts that in schools only a few cases of children’s 

rights violations are prosecuted probably because many parents are illiterate 

and/or uninformed and are thus easily intimidated. In addition, many parents see 

court cases as time and money consuming. However, since cases of child rights 

violations in every school is a rights issue, it is the responsibility of the Nigerian 
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government at all levels – national, state and local to monitor compliance of the 

law and address any issue of child rights violations like physical punishment. 

The Nigerian government has ‘legitimate and substantial’ interest in maintaining 

discipline and orderliness in every school across the country (Nakpodia, 2010, 

p.147). Accordingly, where a parent appears to withdraw the authority extended 

to schools to discipline an erring child without justification, the school can fall 

back on the implied obligation as agents of the government to exercise such 

powers. Nevertheless, Adewusi (2012) suggests the importance of involving 

parents and guardians in the disciplinary process of their children and wards. This 

is because if parents continue to teach the same disciplinary virtues of good 

conduct at home, it would ensure the sustainability of discipline practised in the 

school, and subsequently reduce the frequency of indiscipline and subsequent PP 

of children. 

For Gershoff (2010), parents usually have either a short or a long-term goal 

regarding the PP of their children. The short-term goal might be to deter the child 

from misbehaving and to conform to good behaviour or getting the child’s 

attention to listen to instructions and/or ‘quickly communicate to the child that 

the parent is still in charge’. The long-term goals may be to prevent the 

misbehaviour from repeating and to encourage and guide the child in a socially 

acceptable way. Therefore, PP becomes a general norm in children’s training even 

at schools in so far that expected goals are achieved (Gershoff, 2010, p.34).  

In Nigeria, Yovbi (2008) gave further explanation to this stating that many 

parents not only support but also demand that schools use PP on their children, 

especially caning or flogging.  Reporting on a Parent-Teachers’ Association (PTA) 

meeting he attended in the past, in a public boys’ secondary school in Nigeria, 

Yovbi (2008) explains that the most common parental complaint was lack of 

serious physical discipline in the school. That despite the principal’s explanations 

of laws prohibiting the use of the cane except as a last resort and with the 
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permission of the parents. Almost all the parents challenged the principal and 

tried to convince the school authority to use the cane regularly without asking 

for their (parents) permission. While Article 5 of the CRC recognises parents and 

guardians as rights-holders and thus mandates States to respect their 

responsibilities as duty-bearers in ensuring appropriate direction and guidance to 

their children in the exercise of their children’s rights (CRC, 1989), parental 

demand of PP of children is clearly not the intent of the mandate.  

Parental acceptance and demand of PP of children seem to be prevalent in many 

African nations. For instance, Archambault (2009) states that many parents in 

Kenya agreed with the practice of PP in schools if applied properly. In research 

using a short open-ended questionnaire, 35 parents were asked whether or not 

teachers had the right to discipline students.  Archambault (2009) reports that 

while all 35 parents accepted that caning should be the acceptable method, 33 

of them agreed that teachers have the right to discipline students but not to beat 

them badly. Archambault (2009, p.293) explains that parents expect teachers to 

beat or cane students ‘like theirs’ (as if they are beating or caning their own 

children) and by following ‘very specific prescriptions’ according to general 

societal expectations (see Section 2.4.8 on applications of PP). This report from 

Archambault (2009) supports Straus and Kantor’s (1994, p.544) earlier assertion 

that many parents in America regard hitting children as sometimes necessary and 

harmless if it is done in moderation. They assert that in legal terms and in 

informal cultural norms, it is permissible for parents to use moderate PP on a 

child with persistent misbehaviour.  

2.9. Students’ Preferred Alternatives to Physical 
Punishment 

Many students prefer non-physical to PP means of discipline (Thankgod, 2015). 

A comparative survey examined attitudes and perceptions of Nigerians and British 

students and teachers towards classroom disciplinary styles (PP/aggressive and 
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non-violent discipline) of 285 senior secondary students (average age 16) and 41 

teachers. 106 (students) and 26 (teachers) questionnaires were used across 

three private schools in Calabar, Nigeria, 137 (students) and 15 (teachers) in two 

English schools in Lancaster. Findings reveal that students were supportive of 

relationship-based and rewards or non-punishment styles of discipline rather than 

PP (Thankgod, 2015). This aligns with findings from research on children’s 

perception of PP in Ghana by Imoh (2013) (see Section 2.6) in which many 

Ghanaian children reported a preference to advising and/or counselling and 

taking away privileges, for example.   

Writing on alternatives to PP, and how discipline would improve in schools 

(positive behaviour), Osler (2000) explores pupils’ perceptions of behaviour 

policies and practices in their schools and their views on how effective discipline 

can be achieved. The research comprised school observations, interviews, and 

questionnaires from 108 year 9 and 10 (13-15 years) students from three 

secondary schools, and 50 year 6 (10-11 years) pupils from two primary schools 

in the West Midlands’ local education authorities. Findings reveal that many 

children from the five schools were aware of their school’s code of conduct and 

standards of behaviour expected. They acknowledged the need to improve their 

own behaviour whilst teachers work towards effective disciplinary outcomes 

(Osler, 2000). In addition, children recommended pupil training or changes in 

school organisational structure. They specifically suggested, among others that 

teachers should give praise for good behaviour; listen to pupils; care more; 

investigate issues before punishing and show respect for all pupils (Osler, 2000). 

Children’s acknowledgement of the need to work on their behaviour 

demonstrates a willingness to support the positive disciplinary efforts of schools 

and by so doing, indiscipline will be less frequent, and more time committed to 

teaching and learning. These findings of this study are relevant to this study 

context where norms on PP are so different because of traditional and religious 
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beliefs on the efficacy of PP to children’s training as well as other social and 

economic challenges that confront Nigerian adults, especially teachers.  

2.10. Conclusion 

The Chapter presented the concept and practices of PP and its effects on 

children’s behavioural and academic wellbeing. The arguments for and against 

the PP of children as a means of child discipline and correction were discussed 

and revealed that PP can harm pupils’ wellbeing though it has the apparent 

advantage of instant conformity (Gershoff, 2002). The Chapter also reviewed the 

rationale for PP in schools and factors that lead to its widespread use, not only 

in Nigeria but also across the African continent. It discussed the types of 

instruments and patterns of PP in school, and what children do to merit PP. The 

Chapter concluded by reviewing parents, teachers and children’s perceptions of 

PP as a mode of discipline and possible alternatives ways of correcting children 

that are not harmful and would deliver the expected positive change in children’s 

behaviour. 
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Chapter Three 

Review of Literature on Human and 
Children’s Rights 

3.1. Introduction  

This Chapter reviews literature from relevant international, regional and national 

articles, laws and policy documents on human rights (HR) and children’s rights 

discourse, including in the African continent with an emphasis on Nigeria. The 

review will discuss the theoretical framework underpinning the research, which 

centres on theories of human rights universalism and cultural relativism, and their 

relationship to, and influence on children’s human rights at the international, 

regional and national levels. Whilst the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (UDHR) bestowed every individual a free and equal human right protection 

without distinction for being human, cultural relativists contend that the 

Declaration undermines diverse cultural norms and values that exist between 

societies across the world (O’Connor, 2014). The Chapter will also review the 

concept of children’s rights, the level of implementation of the Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (CRC), including the factors that influence the enforcement of 

the principles enshrined in the Convention. 

3.2. Theoretical Framework  

This research explores physical punishment (PP) in Nigerian secondary schools 

from the perspective of a children’s rights discourse informed by the United 

Nations Committee (the Committee) on the Rights of the Child’s general comment 

number 8 (GC8) of 2006. The Comment seeks to ensure the respect and 

promotion of the right of the child to protection from PP and other cruel or 

degrading forms of punishment.  The UNCRC identify a comprehensive range of 

rights for children across the world and stipulates principles and standards as 
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guides to State Parties (States) towards ensuring respect for children’s rights. 

Those rights have international legal connotations that are binding on any country 

that has ratified the Convention. These international and regional treaties and 

subsequent national laws will provide the primary bases for discussion of human 

and/or children’s rights discourse in this research.   

Traditional cultural values and religious beliefs in the African context (including 

Nigeria) pose obstacles to the smooth enforcement of the principles enshrined in 

these HR treaties. This is because the traditional culture is perceived to be enough 

to protect HR and dignity, suggesting that there is no need for a principle of 

universal HR (Donnelly 1984; Musalo, 2008). Twum-Danso (2008) believes that 

the cultural bias inherent in the convention led many to question its relevance to 

non-western countries like Nigeria.  Similarly, Musalo (2008) explains that the 

freedom and rights guaranteed by international and regional conventions are 

often in direct conflict with cultural traditions and religious norms and standards 

of practice of a nation, especially those of less developed countries. 

Consequently, the convention principles are considered disruptive to, and 

intrusive of traditional HR protection and State sovereignty. This has generated 

some tension in relation to the obligation of States to promote and protect the 

rights of the child as the UNCRC mandates.  

Considering the above, the UNCRC will be examined with reference to 

philosophical debates about human rights universalism and cultural relativism, 

which is the theoretical framework of this research. These issues will be 

investigated against the background of Nigeria’s obligations to uphold the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR, 1948), the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), the African Charter on the 

Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC, 1990), and the Nigerian Child Rights 

Act (CRA, 2003). Given that this research is about the violation of children’s rights 

through PP, the subsequent sub-sections will discuss the concepts and theories 
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of HR and on-going global debate between these two theories in the children’s 

rights discourse - human rights universalism and cultural relativism.  

3.3. Human Rights Discourse 

Human rights (HR) are ‘the rights one has simply because one is human’ 

(Donnelly, 2013, p.19). The moral concerns driven by the Nazi dictatorship, 

atrocities, and horrors of the World War II prompted the need for international 

HR law aimed at restoring human dignity and protection (Freeman, 2017; Teson, 

1984). Dembour (2010) states that scholars disagree on what HR is as different 

people conceive of it in diverse ways. For example, HR involves complex elements 

in terms of who has rights, the scope of those rights, and when these rights can 

be applied (Nickel, 1987). Renteln (2013) provides a classic position of HR as a 

right that is universal and held by all persons. Similarly, Kirchschlaeger (2011) 

defines HR as rights that apply to all human beings irrespective of their 

nationality, race, gender or class. Scholars such as Nickel (1987), Dembour 

(2010), Kirchschlaeger (2011) and Renteln (2013) identify basic features of HR 

as unconditional, equal to all, fundamental and indivisible. This conception of 

rights derives from the natural school of thought on HR whereby, according to 

Dembour (2010), every human being is bestowed HR from birth simply by being 

human. The natural school of thought believes that HR exist independently of 

social recognition and in positive law (Dembour, 2010).  

Overall, the source of human rights law is the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (UDHR) in 1948 by the United Nations (Freeman, 2017). Human rights 

hold universal values that should be adopted by States across the world (Lower 

2013), and the fundamental purpose of human rights lies in allowing every 

human being (including children), individually and in groups to pursue their own 

values and visions in life irrespective of race, religion, ethnicity, culture or 

traditional affiliations (Donnelly, 2013). The following sections will discuss the 
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theories of cultural relativism and human rights universalism and their influence 

in the children’s rights discourse. 

3.3.1 Theories of Cultural Relativism  

Culture is the ‘practice of making meaning and the totality of circumstances 

conditioning that practice in a locale’, which is often organised by relatively stable 

structures like languages, food, institutions and social identities (Binder, 1999, 

p.218). Culture is described as a totality of a people’s way of life formed by 

various features of cultural interactions like social thought, spirituality and mode 

of dressing, which represent the norms, ideals, religion, customs and social 

behaviour of a people (Anho, 2011). In the school context, culture is contained 

and/or modified through informal education and is expected to be an integral 

part of the overall school development which will, in turn, influence the total life 

of the society (Anho, 2011). This means that culture is not static but dynamic 

and capable of responding to external influences that could bring about change 

and development. 

The concept of cultural relativism is closely associated with anthropology and 

attributed to the work of Franz Boas and his students in 1887 (Brown, 2008). 

According to Boas, each culture constitutes a total social world that reproduces 

itself through enculturation in which values, emotional dispositions and embodied 

behaviour are transmitted across generations. These values and practices are 

usually perceived and held as uniquely satisfying and superior by members of 

society (Brown, 2008, p.364).  

Renteln (2013, p.256) refers to relativism as a descriptive theory about moral 

judgements, the ‘moral code each society possesses’ that is socially and 

unconsciously constructed by individuals within a given cultural community, a 

theory that simply ‘acknowledges the existence of multiple moral systems’ 

(Renteln, 2010, p.256). Accordingly, the fundamental element of relativism is not 

just acknowledgement of cultural differences in peoples’ thoughts, morals or acts 
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but about how evaluations and judgment are made (Renteln, 2013). This implies 

that relativism values cultural uniqueness, suggesting that every culture follows 

its own moral principles that it perceives to be the best. Therefore, for such 

acquired cultures to be rejected or discarded, the individuals within that cultural 

setting must be convinced of the reasons for that rejection. In this view, it follows 

that the use of PP of children has been an age long cultural traditional mode of 

raising children in Nigeria to better adulthood and is justified according to 

relativists. Teson (1984 p.870) defines cultural relativism as:  

The position according to which local cultural tradition (including religious, 
political and legal practices) properly determine the existence and scope of 
civil and political rights enjoyed by individuals in a given society. 

This implies that the relativist’s stance is that the main social unit is the 

community, not the individuals it contains, so that the rights of the individual 

matter less, and that social interaction are regulated through native traditional 

norms (Lower, 2013; Prasad, 2007). Accordingly, societies interpret, apply, 

promote, protect and implement international HR laws and standards as it relates 

to them. These could be civil, political or socio-economic rights within their own 

unique cultural tradition, ethnic, and religious perspectives (Donnelly, 2013; 

Ayton-Shenker, 1995). Thus, this varying cultural approach to international 

human rights laws hinders the development and effective implementation of 

children’s rights principles. This explains why one of the preambles of the African 

Union (AU) affirms the determination to ‘promote and protect human and 

peoples' rights, consolidate democratic institutions and culture, and ensure good 

governance and the rule of law’ (AU, 2000). Technically, the AU supports this 

non-compliance attitude in its objectives in Article 3. Whilst Article 3(b) of the Act 

aims to ‘defend the sovereignty, territorial integrity and independence of its 

member States’, Article 3(d) affirms that it will ‘promote and defend African 

common positions on issues of interest to the continent and its peoples’ (AU, 

2000). This goes to show how the values of a people are supreme to the extent 
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that global force by way of law or the UNCRC, for example, may not subvert it 

(Iguh and Nosike, 2011). 

In relativist theory, although various societies perceive their cultural values as 

preferable, they can still share some common values implying that some HR may 

be compatible with relativism (Renteln, 2013). Relativists do not entirely 

disapprove of the existence and importance of all HR. Instead, they disagree with 

the universal imposition of rights arguing that cultural traditional provisions are 

adequate to protect citizens’ rights. For example, they agree with the right to life 

or the right to freedom from torture and maintain that cultural traditions respect 

these rights and uphold, in some cases, with severe communal sanctions for 

offenders by way of punishment, fines or ostracism (Teson, 1984, p.873).  

The above factors within the discourse of cultural relativism contribute to the 

hesitation some developing countries have about embracing universal HR. As 

Teson (1984) notes, some African States such as Nigeria and Ghana, for example, 

have used cultural relativism as an excuse in defence of their national sovereignty 

and for non-compliance with international HR laws. This may also explain why PP 

continues to be a morally preferred means of child discipline and an obstacle to 

accepting, implementing and enforcing the principles of the UNCRC. 

Nevertheless, Goodman and Jinks (2003, p.1785) argue that the global model of 

sovereignty differs from the ideal notion of the autonomous status of States 

because even though the concept of sovereignty empowers and assigns supreme 

authority to States, they are still lawfully constrained on absolute use of such 

powers. This implies that the scope of sovereign political authority of States is 

legally defined and regulated by global cultural processes (Goodman and Jinks, 

2003). The question then is why States endorse HR treaties in the first place if 

they do not intend to respect them. According to Lundy, 2012, (p.406), one 

reason could be that the States (Nigeria for example) were coerced into or 

persuaded to ratify the Convention because others were doing so and were thus 

reluctant to comply or indifferent about complying. Goodman and Jinks (2008) 



69 

 

assert that international HR law could influence States without coercion or 

persuasion but by acculturation to embrace its standards.  Acculturation is the 

‘general process by which actors adopt the beliefs and behavioural patterns of 

the surrounding culture’ (Goodman and Jinks, 2004, p.626). Put simply, they 

describe a process of cultural change resulting from interactions between 

cultures, usually with the minority cultures adjusting and/or adapting to the 

cultures of the dominant or majority culture. The implication according to 

Goodman and Jinks (2008) is that acculturation often generates shallow, formal 

reforms that exercise little impact on actual state practice. By this, States publicly 

conform to global norms without privately accepting them. Developing States like 

Nigeria could have been acculturated into ratifying the Convention to adopt the 

acclaimed Western children’s rights standards for Nigerian children even with the 

knowledge that the stipulated rights would not be fully accepted in traditional 

Nigerian cultures. On the other hand, they may not have what it takes in terms 

of economic resources, for example, to implement the principles of the 

Convention effectively. Being mindful of cultural traditions and religious 

influences on international children’s rights principles, one can still reason that 

Nigeria was not under coercion to ratify since there was no prescribed mechanism 

of penalty for noncompliance or reward for compliance at the time of ratification. 

Meanwhile, disagreements on issues like state sovereignty, economic, cultural 

and religious multiplicity and monitoring and enforcement mechanisms have 

brought about a widespread debate between human rights universalists and 

cultural relativists. This is discussed below, but first, a discussion on the concept 

of universal human rights is necessary.  

3.3.2 Human Rights Universalism Theory 

The universality of HR lies in the basic features of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (UDHR, 1948) that guarantees respect and rights to all human 

beings. Ayton-Shenker (1995) defines human rights universalism as an 

agreement by the international body through the United Nations General 
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Assembly towards formulating and promoting common laws and standards aimed 

at protecting the rights and dignity of all human beings across the world. For 

Donnelly (2013, p.14), international HR is a ‘set of principles, norms, rules, and 

decision-making procedures that States and other international actors accept as 

authoritative within an issue area’. The concept of universality holds that HR and 

fundamental freedoms are for all. Each human being possesses certain 

inalienable rights because they are human irrespective of their nationality, 

gender, race, religion and social or political ideologies. By proclaiming rights as 

universal, ‘rights’ are definite, mandatory and applicable all over the world, and 

they are therefore an object of international action (Ayton-Shenker, 1995). 

Human rights are universal because they have been accepted by almost all the 

nations of the world as a founding obligation in international law (Donnelly, 

2013). It is assumed that these international ratified documents are a legal 

commitment that should ‘meaningfully condition the exercise of State powers’ in 

human rights issues (Goodman and Jinks, 2003, p.172). 

This section draws on the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action adopted 

in June 1993 by the United Nations World Conference on Human Rights (HR) in 

Austria, which continues to emphases the universality of HR. Universality is 

regarded as an essential characteristic of HR, which are described by scholars as 

indivisible, interdependent and interrelated (Kirchschlaeger, 2011; Ayton-

Shenker, 1995). Before the Second World War, the protection of individuals in 

any society had always been the sole priority of the government and thus 

regarded as a domestic rather than an international affair. The atrocities, horrors, 

and genocides committed during the Second World War resulted in the 

recognition that protection was required for human persons all over the world 

and acquired through a well-formed global legal framework. The atrocities during 

this period had no regard for human life and liberty, leading to millions of 

casualties and the destruction of economies. There was an urgent moral need to 

prevent further atrocities in future and to build a strong international organisation 
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for global monitoring, discussion and mediation in crises.  This led to the creation 

of the United Nations (UN) and the enactment of a complex international regime 

of universal HR laws (Donnelly, 2013; Harris-Short, 2003; Nickel, 1987). Since 

then, the UN has continued to play a key role in the development and promotion 

of HR and liberty principles.  

Nickel (1987) avers that the initial draft of the UN Charter in 1942 and 1943 

contained a bill of rights to which any nation joining the UN subscribed. The 

Human Rights Commission was created by a provision of the UN Charter with the 

job of writing an international bill of rights ‘mandated to include only a few 

references to HR in the UN Charter’ (Nickel, 1987, p.2). Accordingly, the UN 

General Assembly in Paris approved the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

(UDHR) on 10 December 1948 during its 183rd plenary meeting as a common 

standard of achievement for all peoples and for all nations (OHCHR, 1998). The 

Declaration assumes that all human beings as born free and equal in dignity and 

rights, hence the violation of human rights anywhere legally becomes the concern 

of the whole world (Tharoor, 1990). Due to the importance placed on the 

Declaration, the UN has designated every December 10 as the global Human 

Rights Day (Renteln, 2013; Donnelly, 2013).  

The UNDHR was to serve as a uniform standard of attainment for every human 

person and all nations across the world (UN Assembly, 1948). To ensure wide 

dissemination, knowledge and comprehension of the UDHR principles for every 

individual and/or groups across the world, the UN has at present, made up to 

508 translations of the Declaration including Nigerian major languages and in two 

sign languages - English (UK) and Spanish (Caribbean) (OHCHR, 2018). The 

UNDHR mandates all State to promote respect for the rights and freedom 

enshrined in the document among citizens of their States through teaching and 

education. It also mandates States to endeavour to apply both national and 

international progressive measures to secure effective and universal recognition 

and compliance with the rights (UN Assembly, 1948).  
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The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR, 1996) reports 

that the UDHR contains a preface and 30 Articles articulating the HR and 

fundamental freedoms to which all persons in the world are entitled without any 

discrimination. The UDHR proclaims that rights revolve around, for example, 

rights to life, liberty, and security of persons, prohibitions against slavery and 

torture, cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment (such as PP) and rights to equal 

protection before the law (UN Assembly, 1948). Interestingly, whilst Article 1 of 

the UDHR proclaims all human beings as free born and equal in dignity and rights, 

Article 2 declares all humans entitled to ‘all the rights and freedom set forth in 

this Declaration without distinction of any kind…’ (Article 1 & 2, UN Assembly, 

1948). It did not of course; exclude children or young people inferring that like 

adults, children are rights holders with the right to respect for their human 

dignity, physical integrity and equal protection under the law.  

Human rights exist independently of application in the legal systems of individual 

countries and held to be important norms strong enough to prevail when in 

conflict with contrary national norms as normative considerations. In addition, 

these rights imply duties of obligations to both individual citizens and 

governments alleged to exist independently of acceptance, recognition or 

implementation. In other words, both governments and individuals are obligated 

to respect rather than violate any person’s rights (Donnelly 2013; Lower, 2013; 

Nickel, 1987, p.3).  

To ensure respect, legality and compliance of the provisions of the UDHR, the UN 

adopted two international covenants - the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR, 1966) and the International Covenant on Civil 

and Political Rights (CCPR, 1966) both ratified by Nigeria in July 1993. These 

Covenants became international law in 1976 having received the signatures of 

35 countries of the world, and thus they became legally binding to all nations 

including Nigeria that ratified the documents. In addition, these two Covenants 
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have two Optional Protocols that allow individuals right to a complaint in case of 

violations (UN Assembly, 1948, 1976).   

To guarantee enforcement of universal HR, regions across the globe also adopted 

their own Charter based on that of the UN. For instance, in Western Europe, the 

European Convention on Human Rights provides a Bill of Rights, A Human Rights 

Commission that investigates complaints, and a Human Rights Court that deals 

with issues of interpreting and considering all unresolved issues by the 

Commission (Renteln, 2013). In the U.S, the Organisation of American States 

(OAS) provides a similar system for the protection of HR through its two 

institutions – the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the Inter-

American Court of Human Rights (Renteln, 2013). In Africa, the African Court on 

Human and Peoples’ Rights has its major aim of protecting and enforcing HR in 

Africa. In addition, the African Union (AU) adopted the African Charter on Human 

and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) in 1981 though entered into force on October 21, 

1986, and ratified by all African States. Article 45(1c) of the ACHPR empowers 

the African Commission to promote human and peoples’ rights and co-operate 

with other African and international institutions concerned with the promotion 

and protection of human and peoples' rights (OAU, 1981, art. 1c). Nevertheless, 

due to concerns about the implications of universal rights on their sovereign 

status, some States have reservations in accepting the idea of protecting HR 

rather than promoting rights. This has brought about a global debate between 

human rights Universalists and cultural relativists, which discussion is below. 

 

3.3.3. Cultural Relativism and Human Rights Universalism 
Debate 

A global claim that HR holds a universal value for countries of the world is 

contested and criticised by cultural relativists and leaders of some non-Western 

nations. The opposition derives from a perception of cultural imbalances 
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identified in the international HR treaties, arguing that HR in its international 

usage contains certain standards not shared on a global basis as they fail to 

recognise moral diversity and States’ uniqueness (Renteln, 2013). Relativists 

argue that there cannot be an overruling set of standards, as a rule, to measure 

all societies or a universal standard to judge all cultures; rather, standards must 

be conditional on the principles of diverse cultures (Twum-Danso Imoh, 2011; 

Renteln, 2013). This has led to widespread debate on whether all human rights 

are universal (Twum-Danso Imoh, 2011).  

Renteln (2013) discloses that at the drafting stage, the Human Rights 

Commission (now Human Rights Council) invited comments on the draft Universal 

Declaration. The American Anthropologists Association (AAA) in its comment 

questioned the possibility of a universal declaration of rights for the world’s 

diverse cultures free from the predominant values of Western society. According 

to Renteln (2013), the AAA insists that for the Declaration to be truly universal it 

must recognise and embrace the cogency of many diverse ways of life otherwise; 

the document could conceivably be an ethnocentric document. On this, Teson 

(1984) argues that due to cultural diversity, HR norms vary from culture to 

culture. What may be regarded as a violation in one society might be considered 

lawful in other contexts.  

Relativists argue that the universal scenario of the HR Conventions is individual 

rather than communal oriented. O’Connor (2014) asserts that the Declaration’s 

emphasis on individual rights as opposed to communal rights is an attempt to 

transform cultural bias in such a way to become relevant to all, no matter what 

their background. Moreover, since social interactions within communities are 

regulated through native traditional norms, universalising HR could lead to 

individual right abuses (Lower, 2013). On the other hand, Universalists argue that 

culturally specific HR standards could allow oppressors to defend their HR abuses 

under the pretence of preserving cultural uniqueness. They are concerned that 

leaving citizens’ protection in the hands of States might allow oppressive rules to 
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violate or deny citizens their rights (Porter, 2000). That explains Binder’s (1999) 

assertion that an HR law reliant on the determination of States is as good as no 

HR laws. On this, relativists argue that State-based HR standards could attract 

more respect and valued more than international HR standards whereby States 

are mandated to abide by the pronunciations of the leading States (Porter 2000).   

Related to the above argument is the critique that the concept of HR conceived, 

as being of Western origin may not be applicable to all cultures (Lower, 2013; 

Twum-Danso Imoh and Ame, 2012; Porter, 2000; Ayton-Shenker, 1995).  

International HR law is perceived as a new era of imperialism by relativists 

arguing that ‘rights’ are used to undermine State sovereignty based on the whims 

of Western Society (Lower, 2013). This is being likened to the relativists’ critique 

that the CRC is a way of ‘imposing Western values about childhood, child 

development and children’s entitlements on different societies’ (Twum-Danso 

Imoh, 2011, p.378). For Twum-Danso Imoh, the Convention is entrenched in 

modern Western values and ‘conceptions of childhood, child development, child 

protection and the entitlements that should be awarded to children’ (2012, p.26). 

On this view, relativists’ acceptance of the right to freedom from torture for 

example, and disagreement with the right to physical integrity contradicts their 

beliefs. That explains why Renteln (2013) asserts that the theory of relativism 

lacks logical consistency, and their arguments are only a means to obstruct the 

application of human rights (Lower, 2013).  

Similarly, on the assertion that HR as a Western concept has a hidden agenda 

for developing countries, Tharoor (2000, p.3) accuses the relativists of the same, 

stating that authoritarian regimes in developing countries are sometimes ‘willing 

to crush culture domestically when it suits them to do so’. Relativists are also 

accused of sometimes advancing traditional culture to justify non-compliance of 

HR. For example, in many African nations, some cultural practices have been 

altered from the original after external influences by way of advancement from 

Western ideologies either by ‘colonialism or by participation in modern interstate 
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relations’ (Tharoor, 2000, p.3). Tharoor insists that the debate is not about 

culture but about oppression used by authoritarian rulers that leads to the 

violation of citizens’ rights in the name of cultural rationalisations (2000). Indeed, 

in agreement with Tharoor (2000), if one looks at Nigeria from a historical 

perspective, one finds the enjoyment of modern electronic and technological 

devices such as cars, smartphones, TV sets, for example from the West accepted 

by those nations opposing the universalism. Certain harmful cultural traditional 

practices and beliefs that violate citizens’ human rights especially in the African 

continent were either altered or abolished. For example, the killing of twins 

(infanticide), persecution of widows and/or widows’ rituals, female circumcision, 

and virginity testing (Maluleke, 2012).  

Relativists believe that many HR principles appear to be Western because 

developing nations did not participate in substantial numbers at the drafting 

stage. This, however, was attributed to the claim that many of those countries in 

Africa, Asia and parts of Americas were still under the colonial statute at that time 

(Donnelly, 2013; Renteln, 2013). This claim is, however, opposed by Donnelly 

(2013, p.6), who asserts that the Universal Declaration received a worldwide 

endorsement, including from 15 African and Asian countries. He insists that 

countries that later gained independence were passionate in their membership 

to the extent that the African States, for example, significantly quoted and 

referenced the Declaration in their ‘independence-era constitutions’. Besides, 

many developing countries like ‘India, China, Chile, Cuba, Pakistan, Lebanon and 

Panama, none of which are classified as Western played an active and highly 

influential part in the drafting’ of the Declaration (O’Connor, 2014; Tharoor, 2000, 

p.3). Moreover, two-thirds of the endorsing votes to the Declaration came from 

non-Western countries with 48 in favour, none against and eight abstentions. 

Authoritarian State leaders use arguments like this to violate human rights 

especially those of women and children with the excuse of enforcing and 

defending tradition (O’Connor, 2014). According to Tharoor, developing 
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countries, principally Nigeria and Ghana, shortly after emerging from colonialism 

made decisive contributions to the drafting of the human rights covenants in the 

1960s. Tharoor (2000) maintains that the principles of HR have been widely 

adopted, imitated and ratified by developing countries, and therefore portraying 

HR principles as Western is irrelevant. Moreover, Harris-Short (2003) contends 

that the World Conference on Human Rights of 1993 and the Vienna Declaration 

and Programme of Action (VDPA) received consensus votes of 172 countries in 

attendance. Thus, Harris-Short insists that the unanimous acceptance of the 

Vienna Declaration without reservations undermined the argument that universal 

HR law is a Western weapon to impose Western ideologies on other politically 

and economically dependent nations. Arguing further, Harris-Short (2003, p.131) 

maintains that since majority member States ‘willingly’ ratified the Declaration as 

their own, it should no longer be interpreted as a Western document, thus 

defeating ‘forces of cultural relativism’. Disagreeing, Renteln (2013) argues that 

ratification by States does not really prove that there is a universal concept of HR 

for the following reasons. First, the elites (leaders) whose views may not 

correspond with the views of the populace or the traditional value system they 

represent ratified the Conventions. Second, ratification serves only political rather 

than humanitarian interests and this is typical of the Nigerian situation. Finally, 

States’ ratification may not always demonstrate their commitment to, and belief 

in, a specific notion of HR, but, rather, on a legalistic understanding of ratification, 

which is again typical of Nigeria. Acknowledging possible imperfections and 

enforcement issues of the Declaration, O’Connor (2014) insists that diminishing 

the Declaration on the claims of being Western and thus incompatible with other 

cultures is risky. O’Connor (2014) advised that the origin of HR is not significant. 

What matters is the purpose of human rights and their ability to protect the 

interests of the powerless individuals in all cultures of the world. This assertion 

from O’Connor (2014) is what guides this research. What matters is to protect 

the interests and rights of the powerless children in Nigerian secondary schools.   
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Philosophically, the basis for universal HR is a moral principle (Teson, 1984). 

Accordingly, the world perceives HR violations as morally wrong and the best 

conceivable way to condemn it is by a universal standard that can guarantee 

protection for all. However, relativists argue that morality is self-determined thus 

there is no one standard of judging what is right or wrong. This argument is 

based on two theories associated with relativism - elitism and conspiracy theories. 

According to Teson (1984), elitism theory holds that HR can be honoured in 

‘certain sophisticated societies’ and may not be honoured in others due to 

‘insufficient economic development’, therefore, they can be excused from 

complying. Conspiracy theory holds that HR result from a conspiracy of the West 

to continue with ‘moral imperialism’ - tricky means by which the West interfere 

with and dominate the economic development of dependent nations using the 

HR free and unrestricted trade relationships (Teson, 1984, p.896). Further, 

relativists insist that nothing can be adjudged as universal as all rights and values 

are limited as defined by cultural perceptions, and since there is no universal 

culture, there should not be universal human rights (Tharoor, 1990). Disputing 

this, Ayton-Shenker (1995) argues that the universalism of HR does not impose 

one cultural standard on States. Instead, it recognises one legal standard for all 

cultures irrespective of ethnic, religious or traditional background. For example, 

although the UNCRC defines a child as every human being below the age of 18 

years, it deliberately allows flexibility for State laws to determine the age of 

childhood because of cultural relativism and in recognition of existing 

multicultural societies (Ihua-Maduenyi, 2011). Similarly, it is argued that universal 

HR ‘does not entail or even encourage global homogenisation or the sacrifice of 

valued local practices’, rather, they provide protection for people from the 

imposed notion of the good life from either local or foreign actors (Donnelly, 

2013, p.46). Contending further, Teson (1984) argues that there are no 

provisions in the UN Convention documents suggesting that respect for HR would 

depend upon or be altered by local cultural circumstances, implying that universal 
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HR is non-negotiable since no local circumstance or public opinion may modify or 

impair them. 

Arguing from the socio-economic perspective, Tharoor (2000) opines that the 

right to development is a universal HR because social deficiency and economic 

abuse are both ills to a nation’s development. The notion of development, 

decolonisation, and self-determination conforms to the awareness of the need to 

improve the standards of living of the citizenry by way of education, food security, 

and employment for example. Moreover, it is only through positive and active HR 

laws that people can freely accomplish ‘the basic aspirations of growth and 

development that are frustrated by poverty and scarce resources’ (Tharoor, 2000, 

p.5).   

Universalists argue that one major impact of universal HR law is the protection 

of individuals from rights’ violation of their religious beliefs by other groups 

(Kirchschlaeger, 2011). Article 18 of the UDHR (1948) guarantees everyone the 

right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion, including the freedom to 

change and manifest such beliefs in teaching, practice, worship or observance. 

Thus, Kirchschlaeger (2011) insists that HR does not stop before religions and 

cultural traditional beliefs but influences them on a theoretical level. Overall, 

Ayton-Shenker (1995) expresses concern that if cultural relativism is taken too 

far, it could complicate effective implementation process of international HR laws 

that have taken decades to build and might legalise widespread abuses or 

violations as States could ignore universal standards and raise their own cultural 

norms far below international standards.  

On that view, Renteln (2013) insists that the universalism-relativism tension is a 

challenge to HR protection. Renteln is concerned about how to balance national 

sovereignty with international HR, arguing that it is unreasonable to expect States 

to comply with standards, not in agreement with the value systems of their 

citizens. Instead, she suggests seeking cross-cultural support for international HR 
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standards in the form of universally incorporated moral principles to avoid the 

charge of cultural colonialism. Supporting this argument, Twum-Danso Imoh 

(2008) notes that the universalism-relativism disagreement within States implies 

that children’s rights are not protected. It also means that the disagreement has 

hampered not only proper recognition and promotion of rights of children to 

respect for their human status but also implementations of the Convention’s 

principles. Twum-Danso (2008) suggests a move beyond this disagreement 

towards a middle ground to accommodate the two concepts. Her suggestion 

implies that there should be a ground on which to renegotiate peaceful 

coexistence of cultural traditional values and religious beliefs of society such as 

Nigeria with children’s rights principles. This will pave the way for proper 

understanding, recognition and effective implementations of the CRC through the 

CRA. Twum-Danso Imoh (2008, p.391) is referring to a cultural bridge that 

involves ‘developing strategies that are more contextually appropriate’ to make 

the convention suitable and applicable to local communities.  

In all, it is obvious that HR laws have made a substantial universal impact in 

promoting respect for human dignity, and struggle against oppression across the 

world as they are widely accepted (Teson, 1984). For example, some negative 

practices such as human slavery, violence and discrimination against women and 

children, child marriage or child soldiers that are common across the globe would 

not have been on decrease were it not for universal HR laws. The above discourse 

about human rights of children including the concept of universal human rights 

and theories of cultural relativism have established children as human beings with 

equal rights as adults. Moreover, there has been a huge positive shift in cultural 

and traditional practices in the African continent including Nigeria since 

independence from colonialism, a discussion of which follows below.  
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3.3.4 Cultural Change 

As stated above, culture is a totality of a people’s way of life formed by various 

features of cultural interactions including norms, customs and social behaviour 

(Anho, 2011), (see Section 3.3.1 on theories of cultural relativism). This implies 

that culture changes over time through external influences that could bring about 

change and development in societies. Economic development is usually 

associated with shifts away from utter norms and values toward values that are 

increasingly rational, tolerant, trusting, and participatory, thus suggesting that 

cultural change is path dependent (Inglehart and Welzel, 2005). Therefore, 

cultural traditional values are not only changeable but also replaceable by modern 

values to enable backwards or developing societies to follow the expected path 

of modern growth and development. This is like the PP of children trend replaced 

by a modern human rights friendly disciplinary approach following a global 

agreement in the form of UNCRC. In Nigeria for example, a lot of growth and 

development has emerged through the global Multinational Corporation and/or 

foreign investments. This includes, and affected the economic, political, cultural, 

social, technological, educational and even religious life of the Nigerian nation.  

In research to test the hypothesis that economic development has a link to 

systematic changes in basic values, Inglehart and Welzel (2005) employed data 

from the three waves of the World Values Surveys that includes 65 societies and 

75% of the world's population. They provide time-series data from the earliest 

wave in 1981 to the most recent wave completed in 1998, offering new and rich 

insights into the relationships between economic development and social and 

political change. They find evidence of both massive cultural change and the 

persistence of distinctive cultural traditions. In addition, that values can and do 

change even though they continue to reflect a society’s cultural heritage. The 

findings from this empirical research on physical punishment in Nigerian 

secondary school will be added to the debates on cultural relativism and human 
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rights universalism.  The next section will define the concept of a child at the 

global, regional and national levels 

3.4. Definition of a child 

The varying descriptions of a child have shown that there is no generally accepted 

definition of the term. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) defines a child as ‘every human being below the age of 18 years unless 

under the law applicable to the child, the majority is attained earlier’ (CRC, 1989, 

Art 1). Twum-Danso (2008, p.393) argues that the phrase ‘unless under the 

law’… attached to the UNCRC definition indicates expected variations in defining 

childhood which leaves room for manoeuvres by States. Thus, different States 

and/or cultures have the chance to fix the age of legal majority as 18 or younger 

(Archard, 2015). Supporting this view, Iguh and Nosike (2011) asserts that the 

phrase signifies the United Nation’s recognition and respect for States’ discretion 

in defining the beginning and end of childhood. It is also in recognition of cultural 

relativism and the existence of global multicultural societies (Ihua-Maduenyi 

(2011). Nevertheless, this discretion in relation to the age at which childhood 

ends has arguably resulted in a violation of the rights of the child due to the lack 

of uniformity. Under the Nigerian socio-cultural context, for example, the 

definition of a child varies widely across cultural systems. Whilst the Nigerian 

Labour Act (1974) considers a child as a person below the age of 15, the National 

Child Welfare Policy (1989) defines a child as anybody below the age of 12 

(Akwara et al., 2010, p.28). The Nigeria Child Rights Act (CRA) sought to clear 

up this confusion in 2003. Section 274 of the CRA defines a child as a person who 

has not attained the age of 18 years. This definition is in line with the definition 

of a child by both the UNCRC (1989) and the ACRWC (1991) to which Nigeria is 

a signatory. Yet, some Nigerian politicians when enacting the CRA further violated 

this as noted by the Committee in the 2010 Concluding Observations of the 

Nigeria state report (CRC, 2010, p. 6).  For example, some Nigerian states set 

the age of a child at below 16 years (Akwa-Ibom state) or define a child not by 
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age but by ‘puberty’ (Jigwa state) reportedly for purposes of early marriage (CRC, 

2010, p.6).  

Overall, Archard (2015) argues that a situation in which various international laws 

have flexible childhood definitions different from that of the UNCRC thwarts the 

established right to protection of children. Archard insists that in line with the 

UNCRC, a child should be a child in other international treaties and laws because 

it is this age that usually differentiates childhood from adulthood (Archard, 2015). 

This may explain why Lloyd (2008) lauds the African Charter on the Rights and 

Welfare of the Child’s (ACRWC, 1991) definition of a child as every human being 

under 18 years because of its clear and concise nature. Lloyd asserts that, unlike 

the UNCRC, the ACRWC’s definition is less confusing as there is ‘no limitations or 

attached considerations’ (p.35). Since the UNCRC has specified 18 years 

irrespective of any attached clause and considering the context, this research 

adopts the definition of a child by the ACRWC as every human being below the 

age of 18 years. This is not only because the definition is terse but also reflected 

under the law applicable to the child in Nigeria - the CRA of 2003. 

3.5. Children’s rights, responsibilities and the 
concept of reciprocity 

Children’s rights linked with responsibilities has attracted scholarly debate in HR 

discourse.  Although the UNCRC (1989) did not clearly assign duties to the child, 

Article 29 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) of 1948) states 

that ‘everyone has duties to the community in which alone the free and full 

development of his [their] personality is possible’. To this end, Osler and Starkey 

(2005, p.156), while referring to ‘duties’ here as responsibilities, assert that 

institutions and individuals have rights and responsibilities and that unlike in the 

past, most recent HR discourse automatically links responsibilities with rights 

based on reciprocity. They explain that individuals who have rights have a 

reciprocal obligation to help others achieve their own rights. They cite an example 



84 

 

of children having the right to a clean environment and the responsibility not to 

contaminate it. They further explain that once individuals are convinced that they 

have rights, their expectations would be to receive benefits such as protection, 

provision of goods and/or services. On the other hand, responsibility entails not 

receiving but performing communal and collective tasks in return. Put simply, 

reciprocity of rights and responsibilities could mean ‘give and take’ situation in 

which a right is claimed in mutuality with certain responsibilities (Osler and 

Starkey, 2005, p.156).  

In the perspective of children’s rights and responsibilities, the debate is whether 

children’s enjoyment of rights and freedoms as prescribed by the UNCRC would 

go with certain responsibilities. In recognition of the importance of duties to 

individual’s contribution towards the development of their societies, Articles 27 

to 29 of the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR, 1981) 

assigned duties to every African citizen including children. The duties are towards 

families and societies and recognised communities as well as the international 

community. Similarly, Article 31(a-f) of the ACRWC (1990) and Article 19 (1-2(a-

j) of the CRA (2003) ascribe some responsibilities to children to their families, 

States, local and international communities. Mensa-Bonsu and Dowuona-

Hammond (1996) explain that in Ghana, for example, the general assumption is 

that granting certain rights to a child by a significant adult goes with certain 

responsibilities. This entails that at home, children may be compelled to perform 

certain tasks for their parents in return for providing their needs. In addition, in 

the school, children are to attend diligently to their studies, obey, respect and 

abide by the school rules and regulations before they can enjoy certain rights 

such as the right to play and the right not to be physically punished. However, 

this does not in any way suggest that children lose their rights if they do not fulfil 

the assigned responsibilities but is a way of training and promoting children’s 

independence and sense of responsibility to themselves and others around them, 

which is also part of the communal socialisation process, especially in the African 
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continent. Nevertheless, both the ACRWC and the CRA recognise the concept of 

individual differences in children in terms of growth, age, size, ability and/or other 

limitations in executing those responsibilities (Art. 19(1 & 2), CRA, 2003).  

Generally, in African socialisation processes, children’s rights and reciprocity imply 

children reciprocating in their later life the favour of being raised by their parents. 

Thus, children grow up very much aware that the caring and training that their 

parents provided for them were on the ‘belief of a payoff’ (Twum-Danso, 2011, 

p.162). Because of prevalent poverty and lack of organised social welfare 

systems, as soon as children are born into families, parents see them as future 

investments. Children are a crucial means for the advancement of their parents’ 

material, economic and social status (Akhilomen, 2006). Thus, parents train the 

children to the best of their abilities by way of provision of reasonable necessities 

that would lead to proper growth and development bearing in mind that the 

children will reciprocate the good gesture by looking after them in old age. 

Children can return this goodwill by fulfilling some mapped-out family 

responsibilities, exhibiting good behaviour that would make their parents proud, 

and by going into profitable and well-paid professions. This will get them 

financially ready to reward their parents by way of taking care of their needs. 

Failure to reciprocate this gesture would lead to community disapproval and 

reproach.  

Explaining the importance of instilling the virtues of responsibility early in the 

lives of children, Awedoba (2002) maintains that the reciprocities between African 

parents and their children are a life-long tradition backed by moral and religious 

obligations on both parties. Thus, any parent or child that falls short of fulfilling 

these obligations becomes a subject of mockery in the community. Consequently, 

parents and educational institutions will employ any plausible means to ensure 

that children receive what they perceive as the best discipline at home and in 

school, which usually includes using physical punishment to accomplish their 

desires.  
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3.6. The right of the child to protection from PP and 
other cruel or degrading forms of punishment  

The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child’s general comment No.8 

of 2006, which informs this research, guarantees the right of the child to 

protection from physical punishment (PP) and other cruel or degrading forms of 

punishment. Prior to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) in 1989, children like adults had enjoyed protection rights from other 

international and regional HR treaties such as the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (UDHR, 1948) and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights 

(ACHPR, 1981). Subsequently, a Convention specific to children came into being. 

In accordance with Article 43, the Committee on the Rights of the Child (the 

Committee) was established to monitor implementation and progress made by 

States in realising the Convention’s obligations.  

Recognising the importance of eliminating violence against children and 

protecting the right of children to respect for their human dignity, physical 

integrity and equal protection under the law, the Committee made a general 

comment (GC8) No. 8 on its 42nd session in June 2006. GC8 seeks the right of 

the child to protection from PP and other cruel or degrading forms of punishment 

(CRC, 2006). Given that children’s rights issues are global, and are not just 

regional or national concerns, the next section will discuss the international 

position, in addition, to African and Nigerian positions on the right of the child to 

protection in terms of efforts made globally and regionally. It is important to 

understand the positive contributions of international and regional treaties 

towards children’s rights protection and promotion. These contributions are 

relevant in exploring through this empirical study the extent to which Nigerian 

children are protected from PP and other cruel or degrading forms of punishment 

in their schools.  
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3.6.1. International children’s rights position on PP and child 
protection  

GC8 provides guidelines to States for the protection of children from all forms of 

violence in accordance with the Convention. It stresses the right-holder status, 

and right of children to have their human dignity respected, and their physical 

integrity and equal protection under the law. It thus places an immediate 

obligation on States to prohibit PP of children (Owen, 2013: CRC, 2006). In 

recognition of the importance of zero tolerance on PP, the Committee as of 2014 

has made 364 observations and/or recommendations advocating the complete 

abolition of PP in all settings (The Global Initiative to End All Physical Punishment 

of Children, 2014).  

GC8 is based principally on Article 19, 28(2) and 37(a) of the Convention. Article 

19 directs States to take all appropriate measures to protect the child from all 

forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse wherever they are. Article 

28(2) requires States to ensure that school discipline is administered in a manner 

consistent with the child's human dignity. Further, Article 37(a) mandates States 

to ensure that no child is subjected to torture or other cruel, inhuman or 

degrading treatment or punishment (UNCRC, 1989). These mandates are legally 

binding and actions to implement them are not optional but are obligations upon 

any country that has ratified the Convention according to the rules of 

international law (Lundy et al., 2012).  

Moreover, in both Articles 19 and 28(2), the term ‘all’ appropriate measures 

denote ‘entirety’.  Since ‘every treaty in force is binding upon the Parties to it and 

must be performed in good faith’, States are expected to design a necessary plan 

of action. This could be by way of legislative, administrative and other measures, 

as well as the allocation of reasonable financial resources for effective 

implementation in accordance with Article 4 of the Convention (Lundy et al, 2012, 

p.15). Therefore, States are to map out strategies towards educating, creating 
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awareness and sensitising the public about the right of the child to protection 

from all forms of PP or any treatment that are cruel or degrading (CRC, 2006). 

The importance of eliminating all PP of children has been underscored in other 

HR instruments. For instance, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights in its general comment No. 13 (1999) on the right to education notes that 

PP is inconsistent with the fundamental guiding principles of international human 

rights law enshrined in the Universal Declaration.  

3.6.2. The international impact of the UNCRC on PP issues 

A report submitted by the UN Secretary-General to the General Assembly on 

violence against children identified PP as the most prevalent form of violence 

against children (UN Secretary General’s report, 2006). The Committee, 

therefore, set a target period of 2009 for the universal prohibition of PP and other 

forms of cruel or degrading treatment of children in all settings (Council of 

Europe, 2007). Unfortunately, the above target was not met as the PP of children 

is still widely condoned in countries across the world, even in some of the 

countries that have officially banned the practice (Covell and Becker, 2011). The 

Committee (2001) asserts that the first aspect of violence that violates children’s 

rights in schools is the one administered by teachers. Teachers still physically 

punish children in seventy-eight countries of the world and in some of the 

countries, over 80% of children report an experience of PP in their schools. This 

method of discipline undermines respect for the dignity of a child (CRC, 2006; 

Covell and Becker, 2011)   

Although the Committee’s target of 2009 for the universal prohibition of PP of 

children in all settings was unrealistic, it is not out of place to state that the 

Convention has had a remarkable impact on children across the world in relation 

to PP. This is because, first, the Convention is widely accepted as having been 

ratified by all world leaders except the USA demonstrating its relevance (Ensor 

and Reinke, 2014; Kyei-Gyamfi, 2011; CRC, 2006). Second, scholars, media 
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organisations, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and UN monitoring 

bodies have intensified advocacy, fact-finding measures, investigations and 

information dissemination across the globe on PP issues. These have positively 

reoriented peoples’ attitude towards PP of children, and persistent call for its total 

abolition in all settings. By this call, many States, especially in the West have 

heeded completely and/or have abolished in some settings while other countries 

like Nigeria still punish. 

3.6.3. The African regional position on PP and child 
protection 

The international legal framework standards for the promotion and protection of 

HR are usually reinforced by related instruments at the regional level (Kaime, 

2009). However, it is usually in recognition of diverse historic cultural values of 

the regional populace. Subsequently, the Constitutive Act of the African Union 

(AU), formerly the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) came into force in 2001 

after its adoption in 2000. The Assembly of Heads of State and government of 

the African Union through the AU is responsible for regional HR issues. The AU is 

highly powerful in upholding member States’ obligations to protect children from 

any form of violence (Kaime, 2009).  

In recognition of fundamental HR protection and ensuring proper implementation 

and monitoring of various international treaties for the protection of African 

citizenry, the AU has had various HR Charters (IPU and UNICEF, 2007). Among 

them are the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR, 1981); the 

African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC, 1990); and the 

Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights which established 

the African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights (1998) (Ame et al., 2012). 

Renteln (2013) asserts that regional HR documents have an advantage over 

international ones because the proposed standards are usually locally oriented 

and are thus more compatible with indigenous values. As such, regional member 
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nations should be more motivated to comply given that the rules are consistent 

with their political cultures. 

The ACHPR (1981) is incorporated into Nigeria domestic law in the Municipal Law 

Act (Cap 10) of 1990 or (Cap A9LFN, 2004) and it, therefore, has the full force 

of law in Nigeria (IPU and UNICEF, 2007; Nigeria Constitution (NC), 1999).  

Considering the virtues of African historical traditions, values and civilisation, and 

the importance of respecting, protecting and promoting HR, Articles 3, 4 and 5 

of the ACHPR (1981) declare that every human being has equal protection under 

the law. The Articles guarantee every African respect for dignity, physical integrity 

and protection from all forms of exploitation, cruel and degrading punishment. 

Specifically, Article 19 declares that ‘all peoples shall be equal; they shall enjoy 

the same respect and shall have the same rights. Nothing shall justify the 

domination of a people by another’ (OAU, 1981, art.3, 4 & 5). In this instance, it 

is reasonable to accept the fact that none of these Articles excludes children and 

young people and, as human beings, all children across the African continent are 

entitled to the rights contained in the charter. 

Further, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC), 

otherwise known as the African Children’s Charter came into being in 1990 but 

into force only in 1999. The ACRWC was adopted because of the extremely 

challenging state of most African children in terms of socio-economic, cultural, 

traditional and developmental circumstances, natural disasters, armed conflicts, 

exploitation and hunger. These situations required special safeguards and care 

of children because of their physical and mental immaturity (OAU, Para. 6, 1990, 

p.1). The ACRWC is more accommodating as it includes the concept of childhood 

applicable to the African context and ensures that the features of the local 

contexts within its jurisdiction were considered (Twum-Danso Imoh and Ame, 

2012; Ncube, 1998). This is evident because its preamble clearly states that the 

document took into consideration the virtues of African cultural heritage, 

historical background and the values of the African civilization that ‘should inspire 
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and characterise their reflection on the concept of the rights and welfare of the 

child’ (OAU, 1990, preamble). In addition, it grants children maximum protection 

in areas such as the minimum age for marriage (Achilihu, 2010). The document 

is described as the only regional system that provides a broad mechanism for the 

protection and promotion of children’s rights. It recognises children as direct 

bearers of rights and reciprocally charges children to bear responsibilities to 

others, which, of course, reflects cultural values of the African communal society 

(Lloyd, 2008).  

3.6.4. The impact of UNCRC on PP issues in the African region 

Despite the above regional Charters, the PP of children is still very common in 

African societies (Kapoor and Owen, 2008). They note that resistance to 

abolishing PP in the region stems from the near-universal acceptance of the 

practice in childrearing, and failure to regard children as people and rights’ 

holders alongside adults (Kapoor and Owen, 2008). So widespread is the practice 

that parents who do not use PP in the upbringing of their children, especially 

those children labelled as badly behaved are classified as failures in their 

parenting roles by society for inability to use PP to properly manage their children 

(Kyei-Gyamfi, 2011). 

Kapoor and Owen (2008) note that before the UNCRC (1989), parents and 

children perceived and accepted PP as a normal way of child rearing. Then, 

following the ratifications of both international and regional treaties, this natural 

PP practice started to wane as the realities of its dangers became clearer. In 

Africa, efforts have intensified to abolish PP of children due to its adverse 

implications for growth, development and wellbeing of children leading to 

increased awareness campaign and advocacy by scholars, governments and non-

governmental organisations calling for complete abolition.  Some States in Africa 

like South Africa, for example, have heeded this call and have abolished PP in 

homes, schools and institutions, while others, like Nigeria, abolished it in one or 
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two settings (Kapoor and Owen, 2008). This explains why Lloyd (2008, p.33) 

describes the African regional child’s rights protection system as the ‘most 

progressive achievement of all the regional systems’.   

The debate on whether to abolish PP rests on two claims: one group advocates 

for a total ban because of its negative effects on children (see Section 2.5.2 on 

the negative effects or harms of PP). The other group considers PP important 

and disagrees with a total ban and instead advocate for appropriate monitoring 

or control measures. This position was justified by Twum-Danso Imoh (2012) in 

a study on the PP of children in Ghana. She reported that many adult participants 

with various levels of education in both rural and urban areas insisted that the 

practice of PP was key to the child-rearing process in their contexts. Parents and 

adult caregivers objected to the introduction of laws within the home to curb or 

ban the PP practice. They claim that PP is driven by a combination of socialisation 

goals; religious beliefs and political organisation of society (see Section 2.5.1 on 

positive effects of PP). These factors compel many individuals within communities 

where this practice is condoned to continue to hold very firm ideas about its 

efficacy as a disciplinary method (Twum-Danso Imoh, 2012)  

Notwithstanding the above, the ACRWC reaffirms the region’s adherence to the 

principles of the UNCRC (see preamble, AU, p.3). Recognising that the ACRWC 

was adopted as an African addition to the UNCRC, Njungwe (2009, p.23) 

describes it as a document that ‘adequately showcases the priorities of the African 

continent without undermining the relevance and status of the UNCRC. 

Nonetheless, Njungwe (2009) faults African leaders over the ACRWC document 

for the following reasons. First, Njungwe argues the need for an African version 

rather than enforcing the standards of the UNCRC. Second, Njungwe (2009) 

questions the urgent seriousness of African heads in child protection if it could 

take them almost a decade to ratify the ACRWC that came into force in 1999 

after adopted in 1990. The above argument by Njungwe (2009) on the need for 

ACRWC may not totally be reasonable because of the sovereign regional status 
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and the need to have regional own document written in a clearer language known 

to the regional nations 

To promote, protect and enforce the ACRWC standards across the continent, the 

African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (the African 

Committee) was set up within the AU under Article 32 of the ACRWC in 2001 

(OAU, 1990). The Committee condemns PP of children in its totality.  It requires 

States to submit initial reports within two years of ratification of its progress in 

the provision of the rights enshrined in the Charter (Article 43(a)) and periodic 

reports at intervals of three years (Lloyd, 2008). The question here is how often 

does it happen? Whilst examining the implementation of the ACRWC by member 

states, the African Committee insists that ‘no tradition, religious beliefs, economic 

situations or educational methods should justify continued use of PP’ (The Global 

Initiative, 2014, p.10). However, as argued by Njungwe (2009), despite the 

existence of the African Committee, the ACRWC is not widely known or used by 

many Africans relative to the UNCRC. This explains why some harmful practices 

like PP of children and female genital mutilation (FGM) persist in the region.  

3.6.5. The impact of the UNCRC on PP issues in Nigeria 

In Nigerian states where the CRA is not yet, domesticated as a legal document, 

the use of PP is lawful in homes and in schools (Owen, 2013; Alemika, et al., 

2005). The Nigerian legal system consists of Islamic law, English common law 

and customary and/or native law. The existing Nigerian legislation enacted in 

1960 such as the Southern Criminal and Penal Code, and the Northern Sharia 

Penal Codes permit PP as a punitive measure against children (Save the Children 

& Global Initiative, 2015; Alemika, et al., 2005). For instance, in the home, Article 

295 of the Southern Criminal Code states that ‘a blow or other force, not in any 

case extending to a wound or grievous harm may be justified for correction’. 

Likewise, Article 55(1a) of the Northern Penal Code states that nothing is an 

offence, which does not amount to the infliction of grievous hurt upon any person 
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and which, is done by a parent and guardian for correcting children or ward under 

18 years. These clearly endorse the right to apply force to correct children for 

misbehaviour (Global Initiative, 2014, p.2). Moreover, in schools, Article 295(4) 

of the Southern Criminal Code automatically entrusts a head teacher or 

representative with the authority of correction, including the power to determine 

in which cases correction ought to be inflicted.  In addition, Article 55 of the 

Northern Penal Code states that nothing is an offence which does not amount to 

the infliction of grievous hurt upon any person, and which is done by a head 

teacher or representative for correcting a child under 18 years entrusted to their 

charge (Global Initiative, 2014, p.3).   

Article 9 of the Children and Young Persons’ law further supports the above 

evidence. It states that where a juvenile charged with any offence is tried by a 

court and proven guilty; the court may order the offender to be whipped. The 

same is true of Article 18 of the Southern Criminal Code that allows a male child 

under 17 to be whipped in addition to, or as a substitution for, any other 

punishment to which he is, liable if found guilty of an offence (Alemika, et al., 

2004). This is a breach of the treaties to which Nigeria has pledged allegiance 

especially the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR, 1948). Even though 

Nigeria was not an independent nation when the Declaration was made in 1948, 

the government of the Federal Republic of Nigeria later in April 2006 declared its 

permanent mission to the United Nations and welcomes the establishment of the 

Human Rights Council (formerly Commission on Human Rights) with voluntary 

pledges and commitments (see Appendix 4). The Committee also faulted 

Nigeria’s breach in the 2010 Concluding Observations of the Nigeria state report. 

The Committee was concerned that its recommendation in the 1996 and 2005 

reports on the incompatibility of the existing statutory, religious (Sharia) and 

customary laws with the UNCRC and the CRA have not been carried out even in 

2010, and that most Northern states of Nigeria have not yet incorporated the 

CRA into domestic law (CRC, 2010). 
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Although some positive impacts of the UNCRC are manifested in the 26 states 

that have incorporated the CRA, challenges cause delay in the domestication of 

the CRA in the remaining Nigerian states. These include socio-economic and 

political factors, poverty, strong beliefs in cultural and religious doctrines, lack of 

orientation and exposure, ignorance and illiteracy. These same factors presented 

obstacles to the full acceptance and enforcement of children’s rights standards in 

Nigeria. The discussion of some of these obstacles follows below. 

3.7. Obstacles to the Acceptance, Implementation, 
and Enforcement of the Child’s Rights Principles 

Although progress towards the banning of PP is encouraging, its implementation 

is slow and challenging (Saunders, 2013). Scholars such as Twum-Danso (2011) 

and Coetzee (2010) have identified numerous factors like cultural and religious 

beliefs that hinder the acceptance and enforcement of child’s rights principles. 

This is despite recognition by the UNCRC of these factors in its preamble stating: 

‘taking due account of the importance of the traditions and cultural values of each 

people for the protection and harmonious development of the child’ (CRC, 1989). 

In the school context, one of the impediments to the ban is a misunderstanding 

of the ‘nature of children’s rights and fear amongst teachers that children’s rights 

may be in opposition to the rights of teachers’ (Osler, 2000, p.54). Teachers, 

therefore, fear that children’s knowledge of their rights could lead to the demand 

for such rights without adequately acknowledging reciprocity responsibilities 

attached to them, and this is especially the case in this study context. 

In the African context, slow implementation is attributed to the traditional view 

of children as subordinates to adults, thus affecting children’s autonomy as 

independent beings (Coetzee, 2010). The traditional paternalistic notion that 

adults always know what is best for children also promotes the widespread 

practice of PP of children and has kept the minds of adults closed to embracing 

the global call for a change in this belief (Coetzee, 2010). The Committee in 
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paragraph 66 of the general comment No. 5 (2003) notes that ‘traditionally in 

most, if not all societies, children have not been regarded as right holders’. Thus, 

the Committee stresses the importance of Article 42 stating that:  

if the adults around children, their parents and other family members, 
teachers and carers do not understand the implications of the Convention, 
and above all its confirmation of the equal status of children as subjects of 
rights, it is most unlikely that the rights set out in the Convention will be 
realised for many children (CRC, 2003).  

Similarly, Twum-Danso (2011) observes that the slow progress of treaties on 

children’s rights as a concept worthy of enforcement is due to public perceptions, 

especially in Africa about child rights. She argues that adults worry about the 

implications a full acceptance of child rights would have on traditional culture and 

religion of communities. In addition, adults worry about the impact of exposing 

children to a knowledge of their rights would have on child-rearing practice and 

socialisation process of African communities. Consequently, those charged with 

the responsibility of implementation strategies find it hard to make considerable 

progress both at the national and local levels (Twum-Danso, 2011).  

Lundy (2007), supporting Twum-Danso (2011), and agreeing with Egede (2007) 

on the vital importance of adults’ cooperation for realising the Convention 

standards identifies three possible reasons why gaining the required adult 

cooperation in relation to children’s right to be heard under Article 12 of the 

UNCRC may be difficult. First, is the adults’ scepticism about children’s 

incompetence. Second, the adult concern that giving children rights will lead to 

a quest for control and challenge to adults’ authority by children and/or 

destabilise school settings.  Finally, compliance would require too much effort 

that would better be spent on improving educational standards. (Lundy, 2007, 

p.929). Arguably, those concerns do not matter anymore as Nigeria has ratified 

the Convention and accepted what it contains. Nigerian adults need positive 

attitudinal change and re-orientation towards the realities of children’s rights 

standards. This would be through advocacy, educative programmes and 
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awareness creation. This is because it is just a matter of time, and Nigerian 

children will not only realise the rights they have but act upon claiming those 

rights.     

Further, Lundy (2007) has noted a limited awareness of the provisions of the 

UNCRC by both adult and children as another obstacle to its enforcement in the 

United Kingdom. Reporting on research conducted on behalf of the Northern 

Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People (NICCY) by Kilkelly et al. 

(2005), Lundy (2007) explains that the research identified areas where children's 

rights were ignored or underplayed with reference to Article 12 (pupil’s voice) of 

the UNCRC. The research evaluates various laws, policy and practices that impact 

on children's lives against the UNCRC standards, and other international human 

rights covenants. One of the findings reveals that many of the interviewed 

participants were unaware of the existence or scope of Article 12 of the 

Convention. This finding is symbolic of the trend in Nigeria where the concept of 

the UNCRC is still foreign to both adults and children. The implementation and 

enforcement of the principles enshrined in both the UNCRC and CRA are slow in 

Nigerian states because the content of the CRA is yet to be known to most of the 

populace on the violations and accompanying penalties in child-rearing processes 

(Obiechina, 2014).  

In addition, Obiechina (2014, p.156) explains that the relevant authorities in the 

enforcement process like the judiciary and the police force, for example, are yet 

to be fully accustomed to the content of the CRA.  This demonstrates that the 

mandate of Article 42 of the Convention to States to ‘undertake to make the 

principles and provisions of the Convention widely known by appropriate and 

active means to adults and children alike’ (Article. 42, CRC, 1989) has not been 

realised in Nigeria.  Besides, in the general comment No. 5 (2003, p.15), the 

Committee states that ‘individuals need to know what their rights are’, and thus 

States are mandated ‘to develop a comprehensive strategy for disseminating 

knowledge of the Convention throughout societies’ 
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Lending support to the above proposal from the Committee, Twum-Danso (2011, 

p.167) insists that the delay in dissemination and realisation of the UNCRC 

standards in Africa is due to an inability to find ‘a middle ground in the laws and 

policies’ of a particular country like Nigeria. She suggests that policymakers 

should work with local communities to determine their perceptions about 

children’s position and their entitlements, to explore a middle ground and what 

constitute children’s rights within individual communities, then, children might 

receive the much-sought protection and respect that they deserve. 

Kyei-Gyamfi (2011) asserts that the lack of understanding and serious 

commitments by way of enforcement strategies by African leaders despite having 

ratified the UNCRC and other related regional documents is an obstacle. Kyei-

Gyamfi (2011) is of the view that the PP of children would have been outdated if 

these State leaders had understood the implications of their signatures to the 

Convention document. Lundy (2007; p.928; Lundy 2012) notes a recognised gap 

between the UK’s international commitments and what happens in practice in 

relation to children’s rights standards. This typifies the reality of the clear gap in 

Nigeria’s level of commitment to the Convention. Coetzee (2010) attributes this 

gap to misinterpretation of the Constitution by the legislative powers of the 

federal legislature about the domestication of treaties and conflict between 

customary law and statutory law.  

While acknowledging the absence of adequate government legislation, policies 

and lack of political will as part of the reasons for a lack of progress in the 

implementation of the UNCRC in most African countries, Mulinge (2002) argues 

that it requires more than just ratification to protect African children effectively. 

Ratifying the UNCRC and enactment of supportive laws and policies like the 

ACRWC by the African States are not enough requirements for implementation 

and enforcement of the principles enshrined in the treaties, as other complex 

factors that could influence proper child development and protection need to be 

addressed. Mulinge insists that it is equally important to consider socioeconomic 
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and political problems facing many African countries. These include, for example, 

poverty, widespread corrupt practices, diseases like HIV/AIDS, civil wars and 

other armed conflicts. Accordingly, he suggests that a more comprehensive 

approach that recognises and deals with these socioeconomic and political 

problems is required in the continent. Therefore, African governments should 

start by creating enabling environments by way of poverty alleviation, 

employment creation, fighting against corruption, good health care services, 

ending, and preventing civil wars. It is only after tackling the problems that 

enabling environments favourable for the implementation and enforcement of 

the UNCRC and other laws and policies that have been put in place can work 

properly (Mulinge, 2002).  

Similarly, high levels of illiteracy and poverty have been identified as other 

obstructing factors to the enforcement and implementation of the UNCRC and 

CRA (Uzodike, 1990).  The level of illiteracy in Nigeria would inhibit many 

Nigerians from comprehending the reasons for any government meddling in their 

God-given rights. She is referring to the cultural change of child-rearing patterns 

(for example, the prohibition of the use of PP) being pushed by the UNCRC. This 

is partly because in Nigeria children are still considered personal property and 

thus such a law is regarded as foreign or white man legislation that can be entirely 

ignored across members of the society (Uzodike, 1990). Thus, a better option 

would be to design educative programmes for adults who deal with children, 

especially teachers (in the context of school) on the dangers of PP, and to 

highlight alternative methods of child socialisation. In addition, the provisions of 

the Criminal and Penal Code that still allow PP of children in Nigeria must be 

repealed (Uzodike, 1990).  

The issue of poverty as a hindrance to the effective implementation of children’s 

rights seems common across the globe. While analysing the Committee’s 2008 

Concluding Observations of the United Kingdom of Great Britain, and Northern 

Ireland State reports on the promotion and implementation of the UNCRC, 
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Cassidy (2012) noted that the report found the UK government deficient in 

effectively protecting children from harms and discrimination in both structural 

and institutional contexts, especially children belonging to minority groups. 

According to Cassidy, there is ‘a basic failure on the part of the UK government 

simply to do enough to pull children out of poverty’. As such, poverty leading to 

children’s poor living conditions has significantly denied children their rightful 

status and has obstructed children’s opportunity to engage fully with educational 

opportunities and/or adequately enjoy the rights enshrined in the Convention 

(2012. p.66).  

In Nigeria, children experience persistent inequalities and unequal opportunities 

in educational provisions because of poverty. The literature has not provided a 

generally accepted definition of child poverty. The Nigeria national report on the 

Global Study on Child Poverty and Disparity describes child poverty as when 

children living in poverty experience deprivation of the material, spiritual, and 

emotional resources needed to survive, develop and thrive, leaving them unable 

to enjoy their rights, achieve their full potential or participate as full and equal 

members of society (UNICEF, 2007). This suggests that child poverty is defined 

by the household outcomes and circumstances such as parental income, 

expenditures and consumption-based limitations or denials including choice of 

school attendance. It is a multidimensional phenomenon. Although Nigerian 

children in both urban and rural locations face multidimensional problems such 

as poor health conditions, lack of access to quality education, food, social security 

and care, the likelihood of a child being severely deprived is higher in rural than 

urban locations. The disparities in deprivation of social and education services for 

children is linked to household wealth, size, place of residence and geopolitical 

location (Adetola and Olufemi, 2012; UNICEF, 2007). This implies that students 

from a low economic background and those residing in rural areas are likely to 

lack educational provision and have more limitations in respect of school choice. 

It also means that they do not have what it takes to buy protection thus exposed 
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to violent school discipline of PP. There have been and still are numerous policies, 

guidelines and action plans (UNCRC, CRA, National Child policy etc.) in Nigeria to 

improve child development and welfare, which involved huge financial and 

technical support from development partners and foreign governments. 

However, large-scale and widespread corruption, misappropriation of funds, 

looting and lack of continuity are obstructing effective implementation of these 

policy documents (Adetola and Olufemi, 2012; UNICEF, 2007).  

The lack of effective and enforceable legislation in Nigeria poses a serious 

obstacle to child rights enforcement (Akhilomen, 2006). He insists that the core 

values of fundamental HR are still not yet fully accepted and/or recognised in an 

evolving Nigeria democracy. That explains why Coetzee (2010) asserts that the 

rejection of HR instruments on the grounds of irrelevance and of Western origin 

and the rejection of the supremacy of the Constitution by some religious groups 

and Nigerian politicians, especially those in the legislative have reduced the rule 

of law to ridicule in many cases. For instance, in July 2013, Afua Hirsch (West 

Africa correspondent with The Guardian Newspaper) reported that the Nigerian 

Senate voted to keep a law that equates married girls to adults even if they are 

under 18, and gives them the right to renounce their citizenship. This was a fall 

out from the campaign to change such a law.  However, a 49-year-old Senator 

blocked attempts to modernise the constitution because he married a 13-year old 

Egyptian girl who became his fourth wife. Since the Egyptian law would not allow 

him to marry an underage girl in Egypt, he brought and married her in Nigeria 

where the rule of law is weak, and he is a lawmaker. Section 21 of the CRA (2003) 

clearly prohibits child marriage just as section 23 prescribed punishment for child 

marriage and betrothal stating that whoever marries, betroths or promotes the 

marriage of a child commits an offence and is liable on conviction to a stipulated 

amount of money as fine or imprisonment for a term of five years. Yet, the 

Senator was neither prosecuted nor convicted.  In an interview with journalists, 

the Senator said:  

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/afuahirsch
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I will not respect any law that contradicts my religious beliefs. I do not work 
with such a law that runs counter to my religion. For clarity, I do not have 
to obey the Child Rights Act so long as it contravenes my religious belief. 
(Nigerian Senator, Thursday 25 July 2013). 

According to Afua Hirsch (2013), although the amendment would not legalise 

child marriage in Nigeria as it is already prohibited under the CRA, the perception 

is that Nigeria's legislators are undermining protection for the legal status of 

children. This attitude and comment from a serving lawmaker explain why Lundy 

(2007, p.929) asserts that ‘children's enjoyment of some of the principles of the 

UNCRC is dependent on the cooperation of adults who may not be committed to 

it or who may have a vested interest in not complying with it’. Uzodike (1990, 

p.87) also states that any law that attempts to abolish PP will be more difficult to 

enforce in developing countries like Nigeria than in countries of the West where 

the ‘law implementation processes are much better organised’. 

Writing on the context of sub-Saharan Africa, Twum-Danso Imoh (2016) notes 

that despite wide acceptance of the UNCRC and the current global change in 

public attitudes towards the PP of children by way of advocacy, sensitisation and 

intervention programmes by both international and non-governmental 

organisations, still, PP remains prevalent in diverse societies. The implication of 

this, according to Twum-Danso Imoh (2016), is that current efforts such as legal 

reforms and advocacy are limited as strategies to initiate behaviour change on 

the PP of children, especially in African societies where governments lack the 

capacity, mainly because of resource scarcity and mismanagement, to enforce 

legislation. The committee noted this in the general comment No. 5 about the 

implementation of Article 4 of the UNCRC, which recognised a ‘realistic 

acceptance that lack of resources - financial and other resources - can hamper 

the full implementation of economic, social and cultural rights’ in some States 

(CRC, 2003, p.3). Twum-Danso Imoh (2016), therefore, proposes a more 

contextualised and community-driven approach to effectively protect children. 

This involves using community perceptions, visions and limitations as a ‘starting 

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/afuahirsch
https://www.theguardian.com/world/nigeria
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point for dialogue, action, and intervention’, even when those perceptions seem 

offensive to those outside the community. Twum-Danso Imoh (2016, p.483) 

insists that failure to seek community starting points and use that as a basis for 

dialogue will compound the existing conflict between the global discourse on 

children’s rights and the reality of child rearing in African societies. 

Similarly, Okpalaobi and Onyi-Ogelle (2012) argue against a total ban of PP of 

children and the enforcement of the child’s rights standards in Nigerian schools. 

Instead, they advocate for a mild and non-injurious PP for proper training and 

safeguard of Nigerian children. Their argument is on differences in contextual 

cultural orientation, insisting on the need to find what best works for each 

context. This is because, according to them, what may be best for the European 

child may not be good for the African child, for example. In addition, they claim 

that it is in the children’s best interests to learn from a disciplinary method 

(physical punishment) they understand, anything otherwise ‘will be a grave 

mistake and a risk at leaving the Nigerian people feeling helpless’ (Okpalaobi and 

Onyi-Ogelle, 2012, p.26).  This argument has the support of Archard (2014), who 

argued that there, might not be a general agreement across culture about what 

is best for a child because best interest’s principle is specific to culture, thus what 

each culture believes to be best for its children differs from other culture.  

This argument notwithstanding, although Nigeria is yet to execute fully, the 

standards of ratified international and regional treaties; Kyei-Gyamfi (2011) 

insists that by this ratification, the Nigerian government by law has banned this 

practice. Therefore, the Nigerian government has no choice in the matter 

anymore; what is left is sound enforcement and implementation strategies of the 

principles enshrined in the Convention for effective protection of children in 

Nigeria (Akhilomen, 2006). And as Cassidy (2012) notes, the ratification of the 

Convention provides a clear framework for the provision of services for children, 

raises awareness of them, their rights and status, thus raising the profile of 
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children, and challenging those in power not only to recognise but to listen to 

them. 

Moreover, Article 3 of the UNCRC demands that in all actions concerning children, 

their best interests shall be a primary consideration and PP is not in the best 

interests of children. Freeman (2010) notes that PP is inconsistent with dignity 

and is not in a child’s best interests because hitting children is wrong. He 

describes dignity as the essential characteristic of the worth of the person and 

asserts that unlike animals, children have dignity. Freeman (2010, p.216) 

recognises ‘the best interests’ principle as new and controversial in international 

law interpretation and argues that ‘there are some givens and that violence 

against a child may be considered one matter upon which there should be a 

consensus’. Moreover, the UNCRC recognises the importance of respect to human 

dignity; hence, it provides children with the right to protection from unlawful 

attacks on their honour and reputation, and the right to protection of the law 

against such attacks’ (Article 16, UNCRC, 2006).  

In line with Lundy’s (2007) findings about limited knowledge of the UNCRC and 

Obiechina’s (2014) findings about the majority of Nigerians’ ignorance of the 

provisions of the CRA (see above), it would be right to suggest educating, 

sensitising and creating awareness to Nigerians (adults and children) about the 

provisions of the UNCRC and CRA. This is because, as declared by the general 

comment No. 5 (2003), individuals need knowledge of their rights, thus States 

need to develop a comprehensive strategy for disseminating this knowledge 

throughout societies. Moreover, in line with Article 42 (CRC, 1989), children 

should be aware not only of the rights they have and the processes by which to 

claim those rights, but also the rights of others (Todres and Higinbotham, 

2015). Children need to know the processes of getting justice on rights violation. 

Adults, especially teachers and education policymakers, need awareness of and 

training on the provisions of the UNCRC and CRA. As Brantefors and 

Quennerstedt (2016) noted, education has a significant role to play if human 
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rights principles are to be respected and uphold in societies. The best possible 

means of this is children’s and/or human rights education in schools (HRE). The 

next section will discuss HRE and its importance in the realisation of children’s 

rights principles. 

3.8. Children’s and/or Human Rights Education  

Although ratifying governments, including Nigeria have made commitments to 

human rights, still, such commitments are deficient in effective strategies for their 

implementation (Osler and Starkey, 2010). Teachers, parents, children and 

educational policymakers are, in many cases uncertain of the specific nature of 

these commitments or their implications in the lives of teachers and children. This 

explains the prevalent lack of understanding with HR instruments among 

educators in most developing countries (Osler and Starkey, 2010). Moreover, 

even with the education about human rights in some countries, human rights 

violations continue to linger (Brantefors and Quennerstedt, 2016). Obviously, if 

educational gatekeepers are uninformed or sceptical about the importance of 

children or human rights education, they cannot possibly undertake any effort at 

implementation (Covell, 2007); they need awareness and enthusiasm. The 

Committee in the general comment No.1, paragraph 16 asserts that ‘children 

should also learn about human rights by seeing human rights standards 

implemented in practice, whether at home, in school or within the community’ 

(CRC, 2001, p.6). 

Osler and Starkey (2010) argue that what passes for HRE in some States’ schools 

and policy documents may be little more than avenues for managing children’s 

unruly behaviour. HRE could only encourage obedience from children rather than 

promote their critical thinking and teach them how to stand up for justice. 

Accordingly, HRE would require a systematic process that would necessitate some 

changes in teaching and learning methods, teachers’ professional development 

and the overall orientation of education personnel (Covell, 2007, p.242). She 
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further explains that in schools, children learn not only from the ‘formal 

curriculum’, but also from the ‘informal or hidden curriculum’ like teachers’ 

attitude to, or relationship with children and their disciplinary strategies for 

example. Therefore, HRE should not only be about classroom teaching and 

learning about rights, but also about procedural respect and promotion of 

children’s rights in every aspect of the school cycle (Covell, 2007). The Committee 

in general comment No.1 emphasised in paragraph 16 that HRE should provide 

information on the content of human rights treaties. In addition, HRE should be 

a comprehensive, life-long process and start with the reflection of human rights 

values in the daily life and experiences of children (CRC, 2001). Arguably, even 

a basic knowledge of HRE is enough to provide the desired classroom 

environment in which both educators and learners not only understand their roles 

but work towards effective classroom management. 

Covell (2007, p.244) defines children and/or human rights education as 

‘education whose goals, contents, and pedagogy is consistent with and focuses 

on the Convention’. Education recognises children’s citizenship and right-bearer 

status in the classroom and the wider school community. This implies that HRE 

should embrace all articles of the Convention. For example, Article 3 that stresses 

the best interests of the child signifies that all the teaching materials, approaches 

and styles, and contents must be, and should represent the best interests of the 

children. In addition, children should have the right to participate fully in HRE 

environments as stipulated by Article 12. They should be given the right and 

space to express their views and to have those views given due weight (Lundy, 

2007). Although children may not be as ‘competent or knowledgeable’ in every 

matter, by including them in the dialogue, they will be more likely to engage with 

the world they live in, and thus recognise the ‘interconnectedness and 

interdependency’ required for a society to function (Cassidy, 2016, p.516).  

Osler and Starkey (2010, p.18) refer to HRE as a deeper understanding of HR 

principles; the encouragement of commitment to social justice and solidarity with 
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those whose rights are denied; the development of critical thinking; and skills to 

effect change. In the school system, HRE is described as a vital component of 

the right to education because it enables promoting the development of human 

personality, dignity, freedom, and respect (see CRC, 2001). This implies that HRE 

promotes the overall educational efficiency and effectiveness, which in turn 

promotes a nation’s economic, social and political development (OHCHR & 

UNESCO, 2012).  This explains why Osler and Starkey (2010) argue that HRE is 

not a means of teaching social compliance but a means that enables children and 

young people to participate in the present and prepare for their future 

participation in societies. Therefore, rights-respecting schools must teach children 

how to respect and uphold each other’s’ rights and to expect States and its 

agencies to respect and uphold their rights at all times (p.111). This is imperative 

because one significant aspect of children’s participation and involvement in 

society is the contribution they make to defining and negotiating norms, 

standards and values (Bacon and Frankel, 2014). 

Drawing on international human rights instruments, the United Nations defines 

human rights education (HRE) as:  

Education, training and information aimed at building a universal culture of 
human rights through the sharing of knowledge, imparting of skills and 
moulding of attitudes to prompt action directed at strengthening respect for 
human rights, fundamental freedoms, tolerance, equality and peace among 

individuals, within societies and among nations (OHCHR & UNESCO, 2012, 
p.1) 

In a publication on a practical guide to the integration of human rights education 

in primary and secondary education, the OHCHR & UNESCO (2012) advise that 

HRE must adopt a human rights-based approach (HRBA) capable of promoting 

both HR through education. HRBA will give learners the opportunity to learn 

about, and practise HR values and framework in the classroom, and ensures that 

all mechanisms and procedures such as curricula, materials, methods and training 

are conducive to such learning (Gollob et al., 2010). In addition, such education 
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should be practised within the education system and ensure respect for the HR 

of all members of the school community (OHCHR & UNESCO, 2012).  

The Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training (UNDHRET) by the UN 

General Assembly on 19 December 2011 further stresses the importance of HRE 

(Struthers, 2015; United Nations, 2011). According to Struthers (2015), 

UNDHRET provides a useful framework for assessing States practice in the 

provision of HRE and has the capacity to effect real change on the ground, both 

for States already willing and able to incorporate HRE into their educational 

regimes and for States like Nigeria not yet disposed towards HRE. Articles 1 and 

2 of the document are significantly relevant to this study context. Article 1 

decrees that everyone should have access to HRE. Article 2(2) states that human 

rights education and training encompasses education  (a) about human rights, 

which includes providing knowledge and understanding of human rights norms 

and principles, the values that underpin them and the mechanisms for their 

protection; (b) through human rights, which includes learning and teaching in a 

way that respects the rights of both educators and learners; (c) for human rights, 

which includes empowering persons to enjoy and exercise their rights and to 

respect and uphold the rights of others (Struthers, 2015). 

Although the motives for rights education may differ, the content and processes 

in education are about human relations and interactions (Brantefors and 

Quennerstedt, 2016). Their research synthesis (systematic review) investigated 

educational processes surrounding the ‘why’, ‘what’ and ‘how’ of teaching, and 

learning about children’s human rights using the European Didaktik [Didactics] 

traditional analysis. According to them, Didactics is the theory and practice of 

teaching and learning including the issues of content and processes in education. 

While the ‘what’ aspect focuses on the content to be taught, the ‘how’ addresses 

the processes, and the form to be used. The ‘why’ concerns the motives for the 

selection of content and processes involved in the teaching and learning of 

children’s human rights (Brantefors and Quennerstedt, 2016). They used six 
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educational categories for the teaching and learning of children’s human rights 

in the analysis, which are (a) involvement, (b) agency, awareness, citizenship, 

respect for rights and social change. Their findings are mostly in line with the 

findings and assertions of other researchers mentioned above such as Struthers 

(2015), Bacon and Frankel (2014), OHCHR & UNESCO (2012), Gollob et al. (2010) 

etc.  However, they found all six educational categories for the teaching and 

learning of children’s human rights to contain relational and interactive elements. 

However, they separated the motives, the content and processes of the teaching 

and learning of rights for younger and older children.  For younger children (early 

childhood education, up to eight years of age), the teaching and learning of rights 

should be framed and motivated by children’s participation rights to develop their 

agency. The older children should be educated in and about rights because they 

need cognitive knowledge. In addition, they should learn how to respect rights, 

both as citizens and for social change, therefore, should be framed by 

international human rights legislation and a wider range of motives (Brantefors 

and Quennerstedt, 2016).  

Interestingly, the UN has provided guidelines and/or plans of action to assist with 

ratifying States’ progress on the implementation of HRE in all sectors. This was 

through a launch of the World Programme for Human Rights Education adopted 

in 2005 (ongoing) that enables the integration of HRE in the primary and post-

primary education systems. The Plan of Action encourages States to follow four-

stage processes of integration (see figure 1). Stage one centres on analysing the 

current situation of HRE to determine what exists and what needs to be done. 

Stage two centres on setting priorities and developing implementation strategies 

by way of identifying goals and objectives. Stage three is the implementation and 

monitoring of the strategies, while the last stage involves evaluating overall 

strategies to determine the level of success, and so the cycle continues. However, 

these are not a uniform process, but relative to each State’s education agenda, 

and this seems beneficial to Nigeria. Therefore, ‘methodologically sound self-
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assessment’ is to be used to measure progress by States (OHCHR & UNESCO, 

2012, p.5). In addition, Osler and Starkey (2010) advise that HRE should be 

multicultural to accommodate children from diverse ethnic, cultural, and religious 

backgrounds and promote education for peaceful coexistence with others in the 

communities, nations and across the world as mandated by the CRC.  

Figure 1: Stages of integrating HRE in the primary and secondary education system 
(OHCHR & UNESCO, 2012) 

 

3.8.1. Education and professional development of school 
personnel 

The role of teachers in the realisation of HRE is very significant. This is because 

teachers are the ‘driving force’ for realising model schools of HR learning and 

practice. Moreover, the Committee affirms in the general comment No. 5, 

paragraph 69, that ‘learning about the Convention needs to be integrated into 

the initial and in-service training of all those working with and for children’ (CRC, 

2003, p.16). Accordingly, teachers need suitable capacity building by way of in-

service training and development to build up their knowledge and skills in HRE 

and foster their enthusiasm for, commitment and responsibility to apply HR 
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principles in a relationship with children (OHCHR and UNESCO, 2012, p.33). In 

addition, capacity building should aim at promoting ‘universality, indivisibility and 

interdependence’ of HR, as well as vital educational pedagogies (theories, 

methodologies etc.) that are learner-centred and fundamental to HRE. There is 

an expectation that this training would equip teachers with social and leadership 

skills that would promote genuine commitment and practice of HR in their daily 

school routines. It would also help them identify and handle HR violations in 

schools and wider communities (OHCHR & UNESCO, 2012). Besides, more 

awareness of the UNCRC and its uses would help teachers and their 

representatives to fully harness an emerging consciousness from aligning the 

rights of teachers and students to the advantage of both since children’s rights 

are not a ‘zero-sum game in which teachers inevitably lose out’ (Lundy, 2012, 

p.407). Educators need detailed knowledge about the content and processes 

involved in the teaching and learning of rights. This would enable them to 

adequately plan and undertake rights education and activities in schools 

(Brantefors and Quennerstedt, 2016). 

The UN recognises teachers as right holders who deserve fairness, transparency, 

respect and dignity by those in authority. To support teachers in creating a 

favourable classroom environment for HRE, and to ensure good practice in the 

quest for HRE, the UN recommends HR training and awareness for head teachers 

and/or school administrators, education inspectors and/or planners and 

policymakers (OHCHR & UNESCO, 2012). In addition, the UN recognises that 

teachers need support for effective HRE. Some key support teachers need include 

the following:  

• Legislative and policy framework in education that supports HR principles 

and HRE 

• Consistency across education policy, curriculum, learning objectives, 

teaching and learning resources 

• Continuing professional development 
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• Policies and practices in recruitment, appraisal, training, compensation, 

and promotion 

• Awareness and respect among education stakeholders who support the 

work of teachers such as parents, head teacher, school administrators, 

inspectors and planners and policymakers 

• Accessible documentation and mentoring on good practice, tools and 

learning regarding HRE (OHCHR & UNESCO, 2012)  

Overall, it is not out of place to suggest that Nigeria urgently needs to embrace 

Article 42 of the UNCRC that mandates States to make the principles and 

provisions of the Convention widely known to adults and children. No matter the 

means by which the government may wish to do this, HRE in Nigerian secondary 

schools may be the key to curtailing the use of PP. This is because, being aware 

of their legal rights, especially the right to protection from PP and other cruel or 

degrading forms of punishment, children in Nigeria could challenge any kind of 

violation of these rights, not only in schools but also at home. This would, to a 

considerable extent compel the adults (teachers and parent) to reconsider 

obliging those rights for peace and obedience to reign. It would also encourage 

the government to set penalties for violation and intensify efforts on the 

implementation and enforcement of other rights such as non-discrimination, best 

interests and freedom of expression. 

3.9. Conclusion 

This Chapter reviewed the literature on the concept of human and/or children’s 

rights. It discussed major points of debate between the universalism of human 

rights and cultural relativism theory that form the conceptual framework of this 

research. There were reviews on the international, regional and national stances 

on the UNCRC general comment No. 8 (2006) that seeks the protection and 

promotion of the right of the child from PP and other cruel or degrading forms of 

punishment. In addition, the review covered some internal and external factors 
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obstructing full acceptance and enforcement of the provisions of the UNCRC 

across the globe including in the African regional context and with an emphasis 

on Nigeria. The Chapter concluded with a discussion of the relevant literature 

that explores why and how to make the provisions of the Convention widely 

known to Nigerian children and adults through HRE in the primary and post-

primary education system. 
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Chapter Four 

 Methodology 

4.1. Introduction 

This research is about physical punishment (PP) in Nigerian secondary school 

from the perspective of children’s rights. As noted in the preceding Chapters, the 

Committee on the Rights of the Child’s general comment No. 8 (GC8) of 2006 

informs the study. GC8 provides advice on the protection of children from physical 

or corporal punishment and other cruel or degrading forms of treatment. The 

theories of cultural relativism and universal human rights law also informed the 

research. Whilst human rights Universalists seek citizens’ human rights 

protections from arbitrary violations by States, cultural relativists contend that 

universal human rights law ignores varying cultural values and rights of local 

communities thus undermines States’ sovereignty. The research aims to explore 

children’s and teachers’ perceptions and experiences of PP as a means of 

discipline and correction in Nigerian secondary school in relation to children’s 

rights. This will be investigated against the background of the Nigerian 

government’s ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (UNCRC, 1989) in 1991, thus committing itself to protect and promote the 

rights of all the children in Nigeria from PP and other cruel and degrading forms 

of treatment. The questions that will guide the research in exploring the issues 

of PP of children in Nigerian secondary school are outlined below. 

4.2. Research Questions 

Broadly, the research explores how cultural traditions and religious beliefs in PP, 

and the requirement to protect the child from torture, degrading and inhuman 

treatments are experienced in two Nigerian secondary schools located in 
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Anambra State, in the Southeast of the country in the West African region. 

Specifically, the study will address the following questions: 

1. What are the disciplinary methods used in Nigerian secondary schools? 

1a. what are the differences in the application of physical punishment in 

public and private, and in urban and rural secondary schools in Nigeria? 

2. What is the rationale for the use of physical punishment in Nigerian 

secondary schools? 

 

3. How do Nigerian students and teachers perceive physical punishment as a 

disciplinary measure in relation to the Convention on the Rights of the Child? 

3a. what are the alternatives to physical punishment? 

4. How do culture and religion influence the acceptability and use of physical 

punishment in Nigerian secondary schools? 

  

5. How do Nigerian students and teachers perceive the ban on physical 

punishment in relation to the Convention on the Rights of the Child?  

4.3. Methodological Framework 

Research methodology is the choice a researcher makes in planning and 

implementing a research project about cases to study, methods of collecting data 

and procedures of data analysis (Silverman, 2015). It addresses the justification 

for a researcher’s choice of methods, design and data collection strategies and 

analysis over others (Blaikie, 2000; 2007; Brunskell, 1998). The methodological 

discussions should highlight a vital link between theories and methods to be used. 

There must be a good connection between the theory, philosophical and the 

worldview assumptions of researchers, their type of research questions and the 
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proposed techniques. This implies that the methodological framework chosen by 

researchers must reflect their understanding of the reality of the social world 

(Morgan and Smircich, 1980).  

This study is empirical research that employs exploratory, descriptive and 

explanatory methods. Empirical research regards experience as the ‘foundation 

or source of knowledge’ (Aspin, 1995, cited in Punch, 2014, p.2), and employs 

information obtained from experiences and/or direct observations of the world to 

answer empirical questions (Punch, 2014, p.2). Empiricism is beneficial in the 

study of reality that believes that knowledge acquired through experience and 

sense is acceptable and that ideas must be subjected to rigid interpretations 

before they can be proven knowledge (Cohen, et al., 2011). Participants’ 

experiences and understanding of PP in Nigerian secondary schools informed the 

methodological framework of the study. As argued in the previous Chapters, the 

PP of children in the Nigerian context is driven by cultural traditional values and 

religious beliefs in child rearing. Therefore, an approach that will allow in-depth 

exploration of these factors (cultural traditions and religion) as they influence the 

acceptance and practice of PP as an aid to cultivating the desired behaviour in 

children is required. Information about PP as perceived, understood and 

experienced by students themselves is essential to implementing children’s rights 

standards. Further, teachers’ perceptions of the PP of children, the provisions of 

the UNCRC and their obligation as duty bearers will provide essential information 

including the factors that influence its persistent use almost three decades after 

ratifying the UNCRC by Nigeria. 

4.3.1. Research Paradigm  

Research paradigms are experiences, sets of beliefs, values and assumptions that 

researchers have in common regarding the nature and conduct of their research 

(Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Cohen, et al., 2011). Paradigms are a way of 

looking at the world and identifying what constitutes a proper topic of study and 
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the technique to enquire into that world (Punch, 2014, p14). There are many 

dimensions to research paradigms in social sciences and educational research, 

which concern the views of human beings and their social world (Cohen, et al., 

2011). However, this researcher’s worldview assumption is one that seeks 

insights into participants’ perceptions, understanding, views, experiences and 

actions rather than statistical accounts of the social world and which relate to her 

type of research questions (Bell, 2005). Therefore, this research is drawing on an 

interpretive standpoint. Interpretivism sees the social world as socially 

constructed subjective, personal and humanly created. Interpretivists usually 

employ methods such as interviews, participant observation, focus groups, open-

ended questionnaire, ethnography, case studies, accounts or storytelling (Punch, 

2014; Denzin and Lincoln, 2003).  

Interpretivism requires the researcher to adopt an exploratory direction to 

understand the distinctive perspectives of the people involved and observe how 

their patterns of the action unfold within a given context. The research is 

conducted on the assumption that their attitudes and behaviour make sense to 

and could be justified by the participants. This paradigm allows for the discovery 

of the ‘logic or rationality of what may seem strange, illogical or even evil’ and 

thus requires detailed exploration of peoples’ experiences, behaviour and 

perspectives (Hammersley, 2013, p.29). For interpretivists, merely observing 

social behaviour would not help to understand behaviour. Instead, there should 

be further construction and interpretation of behaviour through interaction that 

is intent on finding out more about that behaviour (Punch, 2014). Thus, 

employing an interpretative standpoint will reveal deep meanings, feelings, 

values, interpretations and motives attached to the PP of children in Nigeria 

(Raddon, 2010). Therefore, a qualitative research approach and its associated 

methods of data collection were used for this research. 
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 4.3.2. Qualitative Research Methods 

  Hammersley (2013) defines qualitative research as:  

A form of social inquiry that tends to adopt a flexible and data-driven 
research design, to use relatively unstructured data, to emphasize the 
essential role of subjectivity in the research process, to study a small number 
of naturally occurring cases in detail, and to use verbal rather than statistical 
forms of analysis. 

Qualitative research is a subjective, inductive and contextual research approach 

that allows for deeper investigations into a phenomenon (Silverman, 2015; Cohen 

et al., 2011). It allows exploration of a naturalistic, contextual and holistic 

understanding of beings in their society and the opportunity to gather 

experiences of cultural societies (Franz et al., 2013).  As Denzin and Lincoln 

suggest (2005), employing a qualitative approach allows for the exploration of                                                                              

participants’ beliefs, values, traditions, experiences and how, in this research, the 

notions and practices of PP have influenced teachers’ and pupils’ social lives, 

including the ‘how, why, what, when and where’ of PP. The information from the 

participants (students and teachers) were the primary components justifying the 

choice of the qualitative approach (Vennam and Komanduri, 2009). The 

qualitative research provided nuanced understanding and interpretations of PP 

as a traditional mode of child discipline and correction from Nigerian children 

themselves, as well as the influencing factors for its persistent practice years after 

ratifying the UNCRC and promulgating the National Child Rights Act (CRA, 2003). 

Silverman (2015, p.18) asserts that the main strength of qualitative research is 

its ‘ability to study phenomena using naturally occurring data to find the 

sequences (how) in which participants’ meaning and practices (what) are 

deployed’. Then, it uses the established features of the phenomena (how and 

what) to answer the ‘why’ questions by exploring the broader contexts in which 

the phenomena arise. 
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The understanding of individuals’ interpretations of the world around them should 

come from the inside and not the outside (Cohen, et al., 2011). Therefore, 

through interviews, open-ended questionnaires and focus groups, the student 

participants as social actors provided essential data on how PP affected their 

lives, their wellbeing and their rights. Likewise, teacher participants as insiders 

revealed their beliefs, interpretations, experiences, values, and perceptions of PP 

of children. This information will address the research questions (above). Figure 

2 represents the methodological framework of this research. 

Figure 2: Summary of the Research Paradigm 

 

4.4. Research Sampling 

4.4.1. Location and Schools 

The study engaged two secondary schools in Anambra state, the Southeast 

region of Nigeria. There were several reasons for this choice. First, the researcher 

is a native of the state, which aided access to the schools and was cost-effective 

in time and money. Second, the researcher has the same language and accent 
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as the participants and so there was no need for an interpreter. Third, the state 

is allegedly the most educationally advanced in the country due to the early 

presence of the British colonial government. More importantly, the Anambra state 

has incorporated the Child Rights Acts (CRA, 2003) into state law and has trained 

state judicial personnel on the child rights implementations. 

In November 2014 before the actual trip to Nigeria for data collection, letters 

about conducting the research in the location were sent to the Anambra State 

education gatekeepers. This included the State Commissioner of Education, Zonal 

Inspector of Education and the school principals, and these were followed up by 

telephone calls. Appointments to discuss the research activity plan were agreed, 

and an initial trip was made to Nigeria on 2nd February to 30th March 2015. In the 

process and from the list of secondary schools both public and private in the 

proposed locality, the researcher identified two mixed gender secondary schools 

- one public (government) owned and managed rural located secondary school, 

and one privately owned and managed urban located secondary school. The two 

schools were chosen because of their positive record of academic achievement 

and commended moral development of the students from the Zonal Inspectorate 

of Education Annual League Table Reports (viewing only). This was in addition 

to their accessibility in terms of the road network and high population of students, 

which could yield the proposed required number of participants. The researcher 

returned to Queen’s University, Belfast thereafter and submitted the ethics 

application form with the available information from the trip.  On successful ethics 

approval, the final trip was made to Nigeria for the data collection exercise from 

September through to December 2015. 

4.4.2. Participants 

A total of 20 teachers and 221 students were involved as participants in this 

research. The selection of participants was by non-probability purposive sampling 

in which selection involved deliberate choices. This was to allow proper inclusion 
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of target participants while ensuring rural and urban coverage, and public and 

private post-primary school types (Ritchie, et al., 2013). Key participants were 

those engaged in the interviews, focus groups and questionnaires. These 

included the principals, vice-principals, and the management teachers’ in-charge 

of social (social events, school clubs and societies), labour (environmental and 

general school hygiene), games (sporting activity), chapels (spiritual issues, 

religion), library (use of school library), welfare (wellbeing), laboratory (for 

science issues) and guidance counsellors (students’ vocational and emotional 

support). They were made up of 20 teachers, 10 from each school (the principals 

are categorised here as teachers) as shown in table 1 below. Management 

teachers (excluding the principals) have a role as classroom teachers as they all 

teach irrespective of their management status. The teachers’ selection was on 

the following reasons: first, they were part of the management team that 

manages disciplinary issues in their schools. Therefore, it was envisaged that they 

would know education policies and laws (including the UNCRC and CRA) better 

than would other teachers. Second, they all had classes in which they had close 

contact with individual students and would have valuable information on when 

and why they employ PP and the kind of PP they use.   

There are ten key positions of school prefect-ship in the sample schools, which 

included the senior prefect or head boy and the deputy (head girl). Others are 

prefects’ in-charge of social, labour, games, chapels, library, welfare, and 

laboratory prefects respectively (responsibilities as above with the teachers but 

in a lower cadre). This brought the total of prefect participants to 20, 10 from 

each school. Both senior prefects and the deputies (head boys and girls) 

participated in interviews because they were the team leaders of the student-led 

school functionaries, and difficult students are sometimes taken to them for 

verdicts, which largely involve the application of PP. The remaining eight prefects 

in each school were engaged in the focus group discussions (see tables 1 and 2 

below). 
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The classroom prefects (class reps) in junior secondary two (JS2) were also 

interviewed. The reason for the inclusion of the latter was that they were leaders 

of each class and entrusted by the form teachers to help maintain class norms 

(rules and regulations) which may involve using PP. Hence, it was important to 

get their understanding, feelings, perceptions, and experiences of PP as a mode 

of discipline.  

The remaining junior secondary two (JS2) students participated in completing 

open-ended questionnaires. There were two major reasons for the choice of JSS2 

out of the three levels of junior class students (JS 1-3). First, they were older in 

the junior secondary school category than the JS1 students were and thus had 

more experiences of PP. Second, they had more time to engage in extra-curricular 

activities (like participating in this research) than the JS3 students had. JS3 

students were in their final year of the junior class and were preparing for the 

West-African Junior School Certificate Examination (Junior WAEC).  The public 

(rural) school had a total population of 128 JSS2 of three classes (A, B & C) with 

approximately 42 in each class.  The private (urban) school had a total population 

of 73 JSS2 in two classes (A & B) with 36 and 37 students in each class. Table 1 

below describes the teacher and student population sample in both schools. 

Table 1: The population sample of participants in both schools 

Participants Private school (urban) Public school (rural) Total 

Teachers 10   10   20 

Prefects 10   10   20 

JSS 2  73 128 201 

Total 93 148 241 

In addition, table 2 below presents both schools’ participants based on data 

collection instruments. 
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Table 2: The participants sampling figures base on instruments for data collection 

Methods  Sample 

 Private school 
(Urban) 

Public school 
(Rural) 

 Teachers Students Teachers Students 

Interviews  10 4 10 5 

Focus group 
(prefects) 

 -  8 -   8 

Open-ended 
questionnaires 
(JSS 2) 

 - 71 - 125 

Total  10 83 10 138 

It is important to state that the researcher had no control over gender balance 

in the selection of participants in either schools. This was because as mentioned 

above, the selection was on a purposive basis and so the management teachers 

and school prefects were already in place.  

The Nigerian post-primary education system in both public and private sectors 

and urban and rural locations ought to be the same in terms of its administrative 

structure, curriculum content and policy implementation. However, there were 

public and media speculations that differences exist in the use of PP in private 

and public schools, and urban and rural schools. It then became necessary to 

explore this because the UNCRC and CRA should protect the rights of all children 

without discrimination. Information from this provided answer to the Research 

Sub- question 1a - what are the differences in the application of PP in public and 

private, and in urban and rural secondary schools in Nigeria. Results of the 

comparison also provided information on respect for Article 2 of the UNCRC (the 

right of the child to non-discrimination). 

4.5. Data Collection Instruments 

For a researcher to produce a credible research result, vigorous and ethically 

considered strategies of data collection should be employed (Kelley et al., 2003). 
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The research questions and available information on the study area guided the 

data collection strategy (Moody, 2002). The Strategies employed to gather 

information from the participants included school observations, interviews, open-

ended questionnaire and focus groups. Below is the discussion of them. 

4.5.1. School Observation 

Observation in qualitative research is a ‘powerful data collection tool’ that draws 

the researcher into the ‘phenomenological complex’ of the respondents’ world 

(Cohen et al., 2007, p.397). Thus, issues, connections, causes and correlations 

unfold as the researcher observes them. The observation ‘affords the researcher 

the opportunity to gather ‘live’ data from ‘live’ situations’, which can be of facts, 

and can focus on events and behaviour as they happen (Cohen et al., 2007; 

2001, p.305).  A personal school observation was conducted in both study 

schools. The observations afforded the opportunity of first-hand information and 

the chance to witness and explore the ‘what’, ‘why’, ‘when’, ‘how’, and ‘who’ of 

PP in live situations in the school environment and classrooms. The observation 

exercise brought two advantages to the study. The first was the opportunity for 

the researcher to see phenomena that might be overlooked in the interviews, 

questionnaires and focus groups. The second was the discovery of phenomena 

that participants might not be free to talk about during interviews and focus 

groups (Cohen et al., 2007, p.396).  

In addition to other research methods (see below), school observations lasted 

for two months, a month in each school (Monday through Friday) during which 

general school activities were observed such as the morning assembly, teaching 

and learning (both senior and junior classes), breaks and manual labour periods. 

The schools were informed both verbally and in writing about the observation 

exercise (See Appendix 13), and participants were made aware of the observation 

activity by the vice principal while introducing the researcher as agreed with the 

schools in the planning process. The morning assembly was particularly important 
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as that was the peak time at which teachers, school functionaries and security 

guards (public school) applied PP to latecomers. School prefects discharge their 

delegated PP duties by waiting at the school gates for latecomers.  

The observation was important especially for comparing the use of PP in urban 

private and rural public schools. The observation was ongoing all through data 

collection processes and issues observed informed further queries. The 

researcher acknowledged the fact that some student participants may likely be 

in their best behaviour in dealing with a stranger among them. The teachers also 

may have put up their best face to impress the researcher. However, with no 

shame in PP practice, it did not take long before various PP practices manifested. 

An observational schedule was prepared on the following categories of data 

collection: who administered the PP and to whom it was administered to – boy 

or girl, age, class etc.; what type of PP was administered; why the PP was 

administered; how and when it was administered. The information from 

observations was documented in field notes under each category and 

thematically coded like other data.  

4.5.2. Interviews 

Interviews are the most common data collection instrument and are suited to 

research focusing on people’s life experiences, meanings, perceptions, beliefs, 

and interpretations of phenomenological issues (Punch, 2014; Braun and Clarke, 

2006). An interview is a flexible tool that employs ‘multi-sensory’ means like 

‘verbal, non-verbal, spoken and heard’ languages to collect valuable data. It is a 

means by which participants ‘discuss their interpretations of the world they live 

in’ and express how they regard circumstances from their own point of view 

(Cohen et al., 2007, p.349). Similarly, the interviews were the ideal opportunity 

to hear student participants discuss and express their experiences, perceptions, 

and interpretations about PP from their own point of view. The teacher 

participants also disclosed their own feelings, interpretations, views and the 
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meanings they placed on PP as a traditional disciplinary mode of child training, 

its impacts in modifying inappropriate behaviour and improving the academic 

achievement of children.  

As interviews are a social and interpersonal encounter with the interviewee and 

not just a data collection process especially as it involved the children (Cohen et 

al., 2007), semi-structured, face-to-face interviews were conducted (see 

Appendix 5). The interviews were conducted in the Counselling room (public 

school) and PTA meeting room (private school). It was also an opportunity to 

respect participants’ rights to privacy and freedom of expression (Article 12 of 

the UNCRC). The children were free to express their views on PP and their view 

informed the conclusion of this research.  

The next in of interviews were the teachers who, as mentioned earlier, involved 

in their dual capacity as classroom teachers and members of management. The 

principals were the last to be interviewed, this was helpful as the principals 

clarified information from the students, and teachers (see Appendix 6). Each 

interview session lasted for a maximum of 35 minutes, which was also the 

maximum time for each class lesson. A few teachers whose interviews clashed 

with other commitments agreed for interviews after school.  

There are advantages to semi-structured interviews. First, the respondents 

answered freely and on their own terms. Second, it allowed for further probing 

of or clarification on the reasons behind the initial responses. Third, the 

respondents spoke of issues on which the researcher’s knowledge was limited. 

Fourth, responses provided by the student interviewees further informed 

questions in focus groups’ discussions and the teachers’ interviews.  Finally, the 

face-to-face interviews have the advantage of allowing the researcher to pick up 

social cues such as voice, intonation, body languages, and facial expressions of 

the respondents that provided additional information to the verbal answers. 
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However, the disadvantage was the time taken in transcribing the interview data 

(Cohen et al., 2007; Opdenakker, 2006). 

As stated earlier (see Section 1.4), the study context had been under the British 

colonial government and inherited English as the official language in educational 

institutions. Hence, the English language is not only the medium of instruction 

from the nursery stage in all schools in the study location but a compulsory 

subject in secondary school. Students and teachers communicate only in English 

while in the school premises and all school assessments and/or examinations are 

in the English language. Researchers are encouraged by schools to help 

participants improve their English language fluency by conducting their research 

in the same language. That was why students who speak the local dialect (Igbo) 

are penalised except during the Igbo class lessons. For these reasons and as 

agreed with the schools, the participants were interviewed in English.  This helped 

with the transcription process because the spoken accent was the same as the 

researcher’s (a native). When interviewing the students, their emotions were 

treated with sensitivity. The researcher’s expertise as a Nigerian trained school 

guidance counsellor was of immense advantage in this respect. All interviewees 

consented to an audio recording of their interviews, and notes of important points 

were taken during interviews as a backup. All activities were conducted in the 

time the schools had allowed - the first term of the 2015/2016 academic year 

(September to December 2015).  

4.5.3. Open-ended Questionnaire 

Since children’s perception of PP was a major target of this research, it was 

imperative that as many children as possible should be involved. It would have 

been impossible to interview almost 200 students within the stipulated time. 

Therefore, many-targeted JSS2 in the study schools completed the open-ended 

questionnaires. This provided a space for the children to express a view on their 

experiences of PP as it affects their rights (Lundy, 2007). Semi-structured 
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questions on students’ views, perceptions, and experiences of PP were prepared 

in a paper (in the English language) and given to the students to respond to in 

writing (see Appendix 7).   

The open-ended questionnaires were comparable to but contained more 

questions than the interview questions since there was no possibility of further 

probing on answers. Durrant (2006) noted that questionnaires could yield 

relevant information on children’s practical experiences. Likewise, it was 

anticipated that information on the forms of PP, the frequency with which they 

were administered, the types of instruments used, the language the children used 

to describe these experiences, and the psychological and emotional effects of the 

punishments were collected through this method. This type of information is 

usually difficult to gather with a standardised questionnaire or closed questions.  

The questionnaires were administered to the participants personally by the 

researcher. In the private school, the questionnaires were given to two class 

groups of 35 students (JSS 2A) and 36 students (JSS 2B). In public school, they 

were given to three class groups of 41 students (JSS 2A) and 42 students each 

(B and C). The questionnaires were completed at the same time in each school 

to reduce peer influence as much as possible. Two adult friends helped in this 

situation, each stationed in each class after introducing them to the students. 

The completion of the questionnaires with each class group lasted for 30 minutes 

though some children finished earlier. The questionnaires were personally 

collected from the participants thus ensuring a good response rate. Twenty-six 

questionnaires across the two schools incompletely filled in indicating that the 

children understood their right to autonomy (to withhold whatever information 

they were unhappy to give) (see ethical consideration below). 

4.5.4. Focus Groups 

Focus groups are suited to research questions on people’s opinions and values 

(Punch, 2014). Focus groups were used in this study to explore school prefects’ 
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perceptions and experience of PP in both schools. The major reason for the choice 

of the focus group was to allow the school prefects the opportunity to discuss 

and express their views, perceptions, understanding, and experiences of, in this 

case, PP in their schools in groups (Cohen et al., 2007; Darbyshire et al., 2005). 

As suggested by Durrant (2006) when researching with children the 

methodological design should include individual or group discussions. In each 

school, the eight school prefects constituted the focus group participants. The 

reason for this choice was that these prefects as delegated leaders were involved 

in enforcing rules and regulations, which often involved using PP on fellow 

students. Second, they had in the past as junior students experienced and/or 

witnessed PP before their appointment as prefects. Therefore, getting 

information on their experiences then and now provided vital data for answering 

research question three that seeks to get students perceptions and experiences 

of PP as a disciplinary measure.  

Focus groups, according to Ritchie (2013) are generally an enormously valuable 

research method in the field of social research. One common feature of the focus 

group is the ‘spontaneity that arises from its strong social context’; revealing 

participants’ language, emphasis and general framework from their own frame 

of reference (Ritchie, et al., 2013, p.172). Cohen et al. (2007) noted that group 

members interact with each other rather than with the interviewer as the topic is 

of mutual interest and so their interactions may yield the desired honest data. 

This was the case in the study. Group members interacted freely as if there was 

no external figure amongst them. Focus groups can be an ideal way of making 

the participants more relaxed, and children are usually comfortable and familiar 

with the process of discussing matters in groups (Darbyshire et al., 2005). Greene 

and Hogan (2005) noted that the presence of a supportive peer group could 

make group discussions more appropriate than individual interviews when it 

involves child participants. Moreover, given that there is no shame in using PP in 

the study context, the prefects were comfortable discussing the topic. However, 
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it is recognised that focus groups may have been better arranged separately for 

girls and boys. This would have allowed the children more privacy and freedom 

of expression. 

Another reason for the choice of the focus group was the freedom of interaction 

and expression of views by group members without fear when there is no 

significant adult as a member of the group such as the teacher (Litosseliti, 2003). 

In addition, Colucci (2007) states that groups offer a good opportunity for 

members’ active and in-depth participation thereby making the exercise more 

enjoyable. Group discussions also allow for more data collection in a brief time 

than would have been possible if only individual interviews were to be used within 

the same timeframe.  

However, Ritchie, et al. (2013) note that focus groups have been criticised for 

exerting pressure (group dynamics) rather than yielding individual views and 

experiences. This was partly taken care of by excluding the senior prefects and 

their deputies (head boys and girls) from the focus groups, and so the power 

dynamics (which Nigerian children respect) arising from their presence was 

removed, enabling members to see themselves not just as classmates but as 

equals in the group. In addition, the researcher informed the participants from 

the outset that disagreement or differences in view were both acceptable and 

wanted, and this was reiterated at intervals. As suggested by Ritchie et al. (2013), 

the researcher was alert to and observing what took place in the group. She 

tactfully asked questions to the group and some individual members (passive or 

shy ones) thus ensuring active participation of all members. 

The focus groups were in the form of semi-structured ‘participants engaging’ 

questions (in the English language) to ensure focus on the topic and flexibility in 

accommodating clarification of emergent issues (see Appendix 8). This flexibility 

put the researcher in a position of being less an interviewer than a facilitator 

(Punch, 2014, p.146). The focus group took place in the PTA meeting room of 
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the private school and in the Science laboratory of public school, thus minimising 

distraction disadvantage. Greene and Hogan (2005) suggested that video 

recording of the group discussions is preferred to accommodate both verbal and 

non-verbal communications. However, to minimise ethical issues and the 

possibility of it influencing participants’ willingness to speak freely the idea of 

video recording was considered but not pursued. Instead, audio recording in 

addition to note-taking sufficed. The discussion lasted for approximately one hour 

(a double lesson period) as agreed with the schools. This was enough as the 

participants remained active throughout the discussion and no other school 

programme was disrupted.  

4.6. Data Management  

4.6.1. Transcription and Tallying  

Transcribing the raw data using Microsoft Word helped with quick familiarity with 

the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Wright, 2003). Halcomb and Davidson (2006, 

p.40) described transcription as the ‘process of reproducing spoken words such 

as those from an audiotaped interview into written texts’. In addition, to reduce 

transcription errors, researchers should transcribe their own interviews for the 

following reasons. First, they have true knowledge of the data, as they were 

involved in the whole interview process. Second, they are experts in the interview 

subject; and finally, they participated in both verbal and non-verbal interactions 

with the participants (Halcomb and Davidson, 2006).  They argued that since the 

use of thematic or content analysis techniques seeks to identify common 

thoughts or ideas from the data, verbatim transcription is not essentially required 

(Halcomb and Davidson, 2006). The researcher personally transcribed all 

interviews and focus groups. Near-verbatim transcriptions were made of the 

audiotaped verbal data to capture as closely as possible, the utterances, tones, 

emotions, pauses and non-verbal communications. These were supplemented 

where appropriate with field notes and the researcher’s reflexivity of the field 
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activities (Poland, 1995). At the end of the transcription, each transcript was 

reviewed, while the interview and focus group tapes were running to identify and 

correct any possible inconsistencies between transcribing and the original 

information. It was also a good opportunity to refamiliarise with the data before 

coding (Poland, 1995). 

Analysis of the open-ended questionnaires started immediately the exercise was 

completed using summative content analysis. The relevant keywords were sort 

and tally or hash marks (clusters of five) used to code all responses from both 

schools (see Appendix 9). These were organised manually and crosschecked with 

codes from other analysed data for consistency. Hsieh and Shannon (2005, 

p.1286) described it as a ‘conventional and summative approach to qualitative 

content analysis’.  

4.6.2.   Coding and Analysis  

Social science researchers such as Ritchie et al. (2013), and Braun and Clarke 

(2006) believe that qualitative data analysis is usually subjective, and thus 

requires the knowledge and experience of researchers to identify patterns, 

extract key themes, concepts and categories, and make generalisations. Data 

analysis concerns probing, organising and fixing data collected from the field in 

a meaningful way whereby recurring themes and patterns are sought (Ritchie et 

al., 2013). The aim of all analyses is to summarise data for easy comprehension 

for the reader (Kelley, et al., 2003). As suggested by Wright (2003), enough time 

was committed to examining, reading and re-reading the data from the interviews 

and focus groups and familiarised with information from the student and teacher 

participants from both schools.  

The research data were analysed using thematic data analysis. Braun and Clarke 

(2006) described thematic analysis as a foundational method of qualitative 

analysis. The thematic framework was used to categorise and organise data 

based on key themes, ideas and emergent groupings (Ritchie et al., 2013). Joffe 
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and Yardley (2004) also noted that thematic coding involves creating a 

conceptual tool to enable classification into key major terms while removing 

‘chunks’ and labelling them (key terms) into categories in consideration of higher 

order ideas (priority). This must be done tactically done in a way that will allow 

the opportunity for later recovery for analysis proper. They suggested the use of 

a coding frame (coding manual) for comparison and answering research 

questions (p.59). 

Joffe and Yardley (2004, p.58) described a theme as a specific pattern found in 

the data in which the researcher is interested. From the transcribed data, patterns 

were sort, labelled in codes and arranged in categories. Joffe and Yardley advise 

that the themes could be drawn from existing theoretical ideas that were brought 

in (deductive coding) or data brought from the field (inductive coding). Therefore, 

all emergent themes from the data, that relate to the original research questions 

(inductive) were arranged and thematically coded bearing in mind the questions 

they will address. Given that, there was a large volume of information from the 

school observation, interviews, focus groups and questionnaires, analysis and 

coding started manually as soon as the transcriptions were completed. Multiple 

themes were clustered into groups to show relatedness or near closeness, and 

from the coding, common and rare (nuance) themes were spotted (Teddlie and 

Tashakkori, 2009; Braun and Clarke, 2006; Joffe and Yardley, 2004).  

Braun and Clarke identified flexibility as the major advantage of thematic analysis, 

implying that; it could be used ‘across a range of epistemologies and research 

questions’ hence allowing a wide range of analytic options. The major 

disadvantage concerns ‘poorly conducted analyses and/or inappropriate research 

questions’ (2006, p.97). They summarised six systematic phases of thematic 

analysis as a guide to researchers as presented in figure 3 below. 
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Figure 3: Braun and Clarke (2006) Six step-by-step phases of thematic analysis 

The six-step by step phases of thematic analysis suggested by Braun and Clarke 

(2006) was followed in this research. As mentioned earlier, the researcher 

personally transcribed all the data from the interviews and focus groups so that 

she was familiar with the data, read and re-read the data whilst noting initial 

ideas. From these, interesting features from the data were coded systematically 

whilst organising data relevant to each code, and initial codes were generated. 

Then, themes were sought for, and all related and relevant data were organised 

into possible themes (categories) thus employing second, third and fourth coding 

processes. These organised possible themes were reviewed twice to ensure 

proper allied with the coded extracts. Then, they were assigned names that 

mostly defined the categories they represented (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The 

coding map representing the coding summary is presented in Appendix 10. 

Reflexivity was a critical part of establishing rigour in this study the discussion of 

which follows below. 
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4.7. Reflexivity 

Reflexivity is the self-appraisal of the researcher in research and a major strategy 

for quality control in qualitative research. It is described as the turning of the 

researcher lens back onto oneself to recognise and take responsibility for one’s 

own situatedness within the research and the effect that it may have on the 

setting, people being studied, questions being asked, data being collected and its 

interpretation (Berger, 2015, p.220). The entire process of this study involves 

this researcher’s personal self-supervision, and the research relationship and how 

these may influence the research process and outcomes. This reflexivity includes 

her ideas, philosophy, beliefs, knowledge, thoughts and emotions about the topic 

of the study, research questions, data collection and analysis and drawing 

conclusions.  She continually reflected on how her ideas about, and experiences 

of, PP as a child and now an adult who shares the context and experience of the 

participants may influence the information expected from the participants. For 

example, self-reflection helped the researcher to identify questions and content 

that she tended to probe further or shy away from. More importantly, she 

considered how her position as a former school guidance counsellor might 

influence her ethical relationship with the participants especially during 

observations, interviews and focus group discussions. This is in the knowledge 

that this position might present negative effects of power in researcher-

participants relationships or, alternatively, present the researcher as empathetic.  

The familiarity (context and PP experience) were helpful in giving the researcher 

a profound understanding of participants’ perceptions and interpretations of their 

lived PP experience. However, the researcher remained continually mindful not 

to project her own experiences as the lens to view and understand participants’ 

experiences. She paused regularly to ask self-questions about where and how 

things were going and make necessary updates about her position in relation to 

the study. The researcher’s reflexivity was core to the rigour and cogency of this 

research, a discussion of which follows below. 



136 

 

4.8. Issues of Trustworthiness and Cogency 

Scholars generally agree on the need for all research studies to be open to 

critique and evaluation regarding the appropriateness of methods, the accuracy 

of findings and the integrity of the conclusions. As argued by Morse et al. (2002, 

p.14), ‘without rigour, research is worthless, becomes fiction, and loses its utility’. 

Therefore, qualitative researchers must attend to rigour throughout the research 

process to reflect on the quality of the finished project (Kuzmanić, 2009; 

Golafshani, 2003). Rather than the terms ‘reliability and validity’, this research 

used terminologies like credibility, transferability, dependability, adequacy, rigour 

and/or trustworthiness to denote the process of ascertaining the quality of the 

data used in the study (Morse et al., 2008; Golafshani, 2003; Davies and Dodd, 

2002). However, this research will be making a case that is well grounded, 

trustworthy and authentic.   

In this research, many steps were taken to establish the authenticity and 

trustworthiness of the data, and hence the quality of the research. First, 

Stenbacka (2001) asserts that since qualitative research aims to understand 

peoples’ reality based on a specific problem area, choosing participants who are 

part of the problem and who are given the opportunity of speaking freely about 

their own knowledge as in this current research helps to ascertain the authenticity 

of information they provided.  

Second, the careful framing of the interview, focus group and questionnaire 

instruments in consultation with the supervisors helped to ensure that participant 

friendly instruments that elicited the desired information were designed 

(especially for the students). In addition, the concurrent administration of the 

questionnaires provided an opportunity for independent response from students 

thus reducing peer influences. These procedures greatly contributed to genuine 

and dependable data gathering.  
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Third, piloting the major data collection instruments - interviews, focus groups 

and questionnaires (see below on Pilot study) in the same manner as conducted 

in the main study aided in spotting, and dealing with a possible threat to 

credibility in time. Thereby eliminating these in the main study, which also helped 

to establish the trustworthiness and authenticity of the research (van Teijlingen 

and Hundley, 2002).  

Fourth, transcribing the data personally not only helped to eliminate transcription 

errors but allowed close familiarity with the information. Poland (1995, p.290) 

asserts that the ‘trustworthiness’ of the transcripts is a fundamental element for 

establishing credibility in qualitative research. Accordingly, attention was focused 

on the data transcriptions to ensure proper reproduction of the oral records taking 

into consideration non-verbal cues, which were helpful in ascertaining the 

accuracy and dependability of the information used in the study.  

Fifth, as noted by Morse et al., (2002) and Davies and Jenny Dodd (2002), a 

good qualitative researcher applies verification strategies in the conduct of their 

research to recognise when to continue, stop or modify the research process. 

This researcher’s continuous reflection of the entire research activities, her ideas, 

beliefs, experiences, values, feelings, attitudes, and actions helped to ensure the 

credibility and trustworthiness of the result. Moreover, the non-involvement of an 

interpreter and inclusion of the extracts originally used by participants, in addition 

to personal observations of the phenomena which were carefully documented as 

a reference in presenting findings added genuineness to the result.  

Sixth, triangulation ascertained the credibility of this research. Long and Johnson 

(2000) described triangulation as the employment of multiple data sources or 

data collection instruments in a single study. The process of cross-checking 

information from school observation, interviews, focus groups and open-ended 

questionnaires for consistency and closeness in terms of emerging similarity in 

themes demonstrated credibility and trustworthiness of the data, as the 
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responses showed the consistency of information across all the data. Moreover, 

the categories and themes generated from coding all the instruments were 

checked and agreed by the supervisors thus helping to ascertain the credibility 

and authenticity of the result (Golafshani, 2003; Long and Johnson, 2000).  

4.8. Ethical Considerations 

Connolly (2003) describes how research ethics includes researchers’ 

consideration of how their personal behaviour relates to or affects others while 

conducting their research. Given that the study was about the obvious rights 

violations in a context that is still struggling to accept rights for children and 

young people, it was crucial that the researcher respected the integrity, dignity, 

protection and rights of those involved. The researcher is aware of the sensitivity 

of such research in Western society where she studies and that such cases might 

result in legal prosecution.  In addition, it was recognised that participants might 

experience trauma, distress or discomfort when relating issues of PP meted to 

them in other developed countries. However, in the context of Nigerian society, 

the issue is not as sensitive as it may be elsewhere because it is such a 

commonplace and publicly acceptable cultural tradition. Whilst PP may well be 

controversial in the West, it is less controversial in Nigeria and that was why the 

researcher did not anticipate, for example, that teachers would have the same 

wariness about disclosing information or that the children would respond in the 

same way as children in the West. This was the situation during the field exercise.  

Many children and teachers saw the PP of children as a way of life and thus were 

happy and willing to it discuss freely without shame. They were not concerned 

about any kind of disclosure or breach of ethical consideration. For example, even 

when the participants were informed verbally and in writing about confidentiality 

as appropriate, some teachers asked the researcher in the interviews to put their 

names on their comments. Some students wrote their names in the 

questionnaires despite clear written and verbal instructions that said: ‘Please DO 
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NOT write your name anywhere on this paper’. On querying this, the students 

boldly told the researcher that ‘it does not matter’. Moreover, many student and 

teacher participants in both schools laughed when responding to some questions 

that would have been taken seriously in another context. For instance, when the 

focus groups in both schools were asked whether or not they have witnessed PP 

or ever been physically punished, participants found it surprising and funny and 

the initial response was a burst of general laughter (see Section 5.2.1 (iii) on PP 

as a traditional and cultural child rearing practice). 

Nevertheless, as a research student in a UK university, and the fact that every 

research focused interest ‘comes fully equipped with risks’ to both the researcher 

and the participants, the researcher assessed the ‘potential human risks, costs 

and benefits’ of carrying on with the research and abided by the required ethical 

guidelines and standards (Bernard 2011, p.61). All possible ethical issues were 

considered and safeguarding the participants and the researcher herself were a 

central part of the research. Every effort was made towards ensuring that 

participants were protected from any possible emotional trauma or distress 

through concrete standby counselling arrangements with the school guidance 

counsellors. The researcher as a Nigerian trained school guidance counsellor was 

aware if and/or when an issue should arise and be ready to deal with them. This 

is in the knowledge and recognition that her being a former school guidance 

counsellor (though not in the location of the study) could influence the responses 

from the participants. The potential impact of students challenging the authority 

of school personnel and prefects on more awareness of their legal right to 

protection from PP was considered. That was why the initial proposal of using 

Children’s Research Advisory Groups (CRAGs) as co-researchers was not pursued 

so as not to put the students to further risk. In addition, there were constant 

prompts to the student participants that the researcher was not going to stop PP 

practice by her presence in their schools. In addition, the teachers were 

constantly; reminded that the researcher was not there to identify or persecute 
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any PP culprit but a fact-finding mission (see Section 4.8.3 on informed consent, 

p142).  

The sections below show the precautionary strategies that were taken to 

minimise possible ethical research problems.  

4.8.1. Safeguarding the participants 

Connolly (2003, p.6-7) identified three key ethical principles that researchers 

must always consider while conducting their research. These are researching with 

professional integrity; ‘respect for the rights and dignity’ of all participants and 

ensuring ‘physical, social and psychological well-being’ of all participants. 

Therefore, the following guided this current research: Ethical guidelines for 

educational research of the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 

2011); Queen’s University Belfast, School of Education policy and principles on 

ethics in educational research; School of Education Code of practice and good 

conduct and Data Protection Act (1998).  

In addition, prior to fieldwork exercise, the researcher secured ethical approval 

of the School of Education Ethics Committee (see Appendix 11). Although it was 

not a requirement, the child protection procedures of Northern Ireland, United 

Kingdom - Northern Ireland Access Police check was secured and with which the 

researcher travelled to Nigeria should it be required. Nevertheless, no situation 

warranted its use. Further, participants were safeguarded through informed 

consent, ensuring rights to autonomy, confidentiality, privacy and anonymity as 

discussed below. 

4.8.2. Informed Consent 

Informed consent of the adult gatekeepers was sought for, negotiated and gained 

first, before approaching the children participants (Tisdall et al., 2008; Morrow, 

2008). Engaging children as participants in research was envisaged as being part 

of the schools’ extra-curricular activities that take place during school hours. If 
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the principal permits access and the concerned children consent, it is not 

necessary to seek parental or guardian’s consent. The vital consent for any 

research is that of the participating children (Morrow, 2008) (see Ethics Approval 

Appendix 11). As previously mentioned, this research followed UK ethical 

compliance. Five separate consent letters were prepared for the following:  

• State Commissioner for Education  

• Zonal inspector of Education  

• School principals for permission to use their schools and to involve their 

students and teachers in the research  

• Principals, teachers and students to consent to participate in the interviews 

and open-ended questionnaires and school prefects to consent to 

participate in the focus group (see Appendices).  

The consent letters had options for non-participation. However, no participant 

opted out.   

Tisdall et al. (2008) noted that participants could consent to participate in any 

research if they are informed of nature, purpose and potential consequences. For 

this reason, the consent letters had accompanying information sheets that 

contained important clear, straightforward and understandable detailed 

information on the aims, objectives and intended outcomes, and any potential 

consequences associated with the research. Further, the information sheets 

contained introductory information of the researcher, her role, the role the 

participants would play at each stage, the methods and time plan they were to 

engage in each activity. The participants were informed that the interviews and 

group discussions would be conducted within their school environment so that 

their safety was guaranteed. They were informed that the research had the 

approval of the School of Education Ethics Committee, Queen’s University Belfast, 

UK. 
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From the start, the students were informed that the researcher could not stop 

them from being punished. Instead, their information would be written as a 

report for the appropriate authorities to deliberate on laws that would recognise, 

respect, protect and promote children’s rights. Further, considering the topic of 

this research which might make the principals and teachers feel uncomfortable, 

the researcher explained from the outset that the research was not about 

identifying any PP culprit but fact-finding on how the use of PP of children as a 

form of discipline is perceived and experienced in the Nigerian post-primary 

school context.  

4.8.3. Ensuring the Right to Autonomy 

The participants were informed of their right to ‘autonomy’ (Punch, 2014, p.55) 

which allows them the right to make independent consent decisions without any 

coercion. The consent letters informed the participants that their consenting to 

participate was free and voluntary. They were given time to think over the 

research after a detailed explanation and the role they were to play, then, decide 

whether to or not to participate (Tisdall et al., 2008; Connolly, 2003).  

The researcher was mindful of status dynamics (power) among children in both 

urban and rural environment (Van der Riet and Boettiger, 2009; Cohen et al., 

2007). There may be a feeling of obligation by the children to participate as a 

mark of respect, and children’s ‘widespread subordination to adults in social, 

cultural and legal structure’ (typical of Nigerian children) (Morrow, 2005 in Tisdall 

et al., 2008, p.14). For this reason, there were prompts in the processes of 

interviews, open-ended questionnaire and focus groups reassuring the students 

that they may choose to or not participate. The information on their rights to 

decline to participate, and to withdraw from or terminate activity at any stage 

and their rights to withhold whatever information they were unhappy to give, 

especially during the interviews were included in the information sheets. Further, 

participants were informed of their right to withdraw consent at any time 
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including the information they had provided, especially if past PP issues had 

affected them or their friends, that they were not ready to think or talk at the 

time. However, it was made clear to them that they could not withdraw any 

information they had given once data analysis had commenced. 

In addition, the researcher acknowledged the fact that research on sensitive 

issues like this one may trigger trauma or emotions.  There were an initial worry 

of possible trauma, re-traumatisation, and feelings of emotions for the 

participants when discussing PP. The researcher had planned for an immediate 

pause, a break or termination of the activity, and to make a referral to the school 

guidance counsellor should there be a need.  However, there were no such cases 

at any point in the data collection. 

For the questionnaire exercise, the researcher recognised and acknowledged that 

some questions could raise sensitive or strong emotions for the children, and due 

to a substantial number of respondents taking part in the group she could not 

monitor every sign of being upset. Therefore, she kept reminding the children of 

their right to withdraw participation at any time, and that they should not answer 

any question they did not want to. This was adhered to, as there were 26 

incomplete questionnaires in both schools after the exercise. Further, the 

participants were informed that the researcher would be happy to discuss any 

concerns with any of them after the activities and possible referral. The signed 

consent letters were collected before each activity commenced. 

4.8.4. Confidentiality, Privacy and Anonymity 

The right of all the participants to confidentiality was of the utmost importance. 

The ‘principles of confidentiality, privacy and anonymity’ were applied (Punch, 

2014, p.55). Researchers were advised to leave the doors open when conducting 

interviews with children to minimise the risk of accusations arising from being in 

compromising situations (QUB, School of Education, 2014). However, there was 

a possibility that the interview process could be overheard thereby compromising 
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the right to confidentiality of the interviewees. In this thinking, doors were closed 

during the interviews with students. Since the police (Access NI police check) had 

cleared the researcher, the safety of the interviewees was guaranteed, and the 

researcher was protected from the risk of false accusations as the interviews 

were being recorded. Moreover, as the research is about children’s rights, closing 

the door respects students’ rights to privacy and freedom of expression. In 

addition, to maintain strict confidentiality on the information given, there was no 

mention or comment on the views of others previously interviewed. All 

information from the participants (including transcripts) was kept confidential in 

a password-protected laptop. Personal names and school names were replaced 

with pseudonyms, figures, and letters to protect the individual identity and that 

of the schools. However, there was a specific PP disclosure in public school 

(sexual exploitation) in the questionnaires that demonstrated distressing 

behaviour and required protecting and safeguarding the affected participants and 

others around them that was reported to the school guidance counsellor and the 

principal for investigation. 

4.8.5. Verbal Explanation  

In qualitative research, verbal discussion of ethical consideration is encouraged 

(Tisdall et al., 2008). Despite the written information sheets, the researcher read 

the information sheet and the consent letters to the participants and orally 

explained everything to the groups and individual participants.  

4.8.6. Safety and Well-being of the Researcher 

Connolly (2003) suggested that as researchers plan strategies for the safety and 

protection of their participants, it is vital for them to consider their own safety 

and emotional well-being. Although the topic of this research is of a sensitive 

nature, there was no anticipation of any physical harm to the researcher.  As a 

qualified school guidance counsellor and has worked with school children and 

young people in Nigeria for several years, she had received training on handling 
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related issues such as rape and teenage pregnancy. Further, in consultation with 

the supervisors, a timetable of no more than three interviews (30 minutes each) 

and a session of activity (one-hour maximum) was agreed to be conducted each 

day in accordance with the school term schedule. This allowed her the 

opportunity to reflect on how the previous activities (interviews, questionnaire 

exercise, and focus group discussions) may have influenced the participants. 

4.8.7. De-briefing and Feeding back 

At the end of the data collection process, a de-briefing meeting was held with 

the participants who indicated the interest in having a discussion with the 

researcher. This was important as participants had an interactive session and 

received clear information on issues of concern resulting from previous activities. 

It was also an opportunity for participants to withdraw their consent or the 

information that was given but none of them dissented. 

Connolly (2003) advised that qualitative researchers should keep the participants 

informed of the progress of the research (feeding back). All participants were 

provided with the email contact of the researcher in their information sheets, 

individual contact details of interviewees and focus group participants were 

collected. This was beneficial in keeping them informed of the progress of the 

research, and for further clarifications at data transcription stage, when the 

researcher was back in the UK. On two occasions, the guidance counsellor of 

public school was contacted in respect of the reported sexual exploitation, to 

inquire about how the investigation went. On the first contact, the investigation 

was still on, and then on the second contact, the investigation found the 

participant’s claim of sexual exploitations to be true. No mention was made of 

any sanction issued to the culprits. It is the intention of the researcher to prepare 

and send a summary copy of the thesis after graduation to the study schools. 
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4.9. Pilot Study 

Van Teijlingen and Hundley (2002) stated that a pilot study is a vital part of good 

study design, and even though it does not guarantee success in the main study, 

it can increase its likelihood.  Thus, researchers have an ethical obligation to 

report issues arising from the pilot phase of their research as it can provide 

valuable insight for other researchers. Conducting a pilot study has the advantage 

of signalling initial warnings about where the actual research project could fail; 

spotting proposed inappropriate or complicated research methods or instruments 

and identifying possible practical problems that might affect the main research 

(van Teijlingen and Hundley, 2002). 

Before the actual field research, there was a trial of the major data collection 

instruments - interviews, group discussion and questionnaires. Key instruments 

were trialled in Nigeria on people of appropriate age group and schoolteachers 

recruited from the researcher’s personal and professional networks after gaining 

their consents. The pilot study served as an opportunity for what Teddlie and 

Tashakkori (2009, p.203) termed a ‘test drive’ of research procedures. However, 

there were no major changes to the instruments, the malfunctioning of the MP3 

audio tape recorder, feedback on ambiguities, and unnecessary and complicated 

questions were all addressed during the pilot phase. The researcher used her 

discretion to make the required adjustments and then got approval from the 

supervisors through email communications. As noted by van Teijlingen and 

Hundley (2002) that pilot study uncovered local politics that could have affected 

the research process. The initial title of ‘corporal punishment’ was criticised by 

teachers because ‘corporal’ for them means cruelty rather than correction (their 

view of PP) which, they declared, that the participating schools (especially the 

teachers) would reject if they participated in the study. This was changed to 

‘physical’ punishment with the approval of the supervisors. 
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4.10. Conclusion 

In sum, this Chapter set out the methodology and methods chosen for this study.  

The researcher argued that empirical research methods were the best methods 

for this research considering the research questions. This qualitative research 

employed data collection instruments associated with a qualitative research 

approach - observation, interviews, open-ended questionnaire and focus group 

discussions to explore participants’ perceptions and experiences of PP in Nigerian 

secondary schools from a children’s rights perspective. The Chapter also 

discussed possible ethical issues and ways they were minimised, as well as the 

process of data management, transcription, coding and analysis.  
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Chapter Five 

 Research Results 

5.0.  General Introduction to Research Findings 

This research is on physical punishment (PP) in Nigerian secondary school from 

the perspective of children’s rights. The study was explored in relation to the 

Committee on the Rights of the Child’s general comment No.8 (GC8) of 2006 

seeking the right of the child to protection from PP and other cruel and degrading 

forms of punishment. GC8 was informed by the United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) of 1989, which the Nigerian government ratified 

in 1991. Data were collected from 20 teachers and 221 students in two mixed 

gender secondary schools in Anambra state in the Southeast region of Nigeria 

from interviews, focus groups, and open-ended questionnaires. Broadly, Chapters 

Five and Six present the study participants’ (teachers and students) views, 

beliefs, understanding and experiences of PP as a means of discipline and 

correction in relation to children’s rights principles. The data gathered from the 

participants were thematically coded, categorised and findings were grouped into 

five themes, which were related to the original research questions. They are:  

1. Methods of discipline 

2. Rationale for discipline  

3. Impacts of physical punishment 

4. Non-physical and/or alternatives to physical punishment 

5. Participants’ perceptions of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) in relation to physical punishment. 

Pseudonyms and letters were used to identify participants and their schools. 

These letters signify gender, school locations and type of participants (teacher or 

student) in that order. Since the interview questions, focus groups and 
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questionnaires were on participants’ perceptions, it became unnecessary to label 

them based on the instruments used. Instead, all teacher participants are labelled 

as teachers (T) or students (S, FG or Q) in either public school (P) or private 

school (PR). However, the source from which extracts are taken is provided 

(interview, focus group or questionnaire).  Typical labels are presented in table 

3 below: 

Table 3: Labels as used in the data extracts 

Letters Representation 

P Public school 

PR Private school 

FGP Focus group public school 

FGPR Focus group private school 

HBP Head boy public school 

HGP Head girl public school 

HBPR Head boy private school 

HGPR Head girl private school 

CRP Class Rep public school 

CRPR Class Rep private school 

QP Questionnaire public school 

QPR Questionnaire private school 

TP Teacher public school 

TPR Teacher private school 

Similarly, numbers and letters were used to label student and teacher participants 

and their schools. Typical labels are presented in tables 4, 5 and 6 below 

Table 4: Labels of both schools’ student interviewees and focus groups 

Public school student interviewees 
and focus group labels 

Private school student interviewees 
and focus group labels 

Position Gender Code Age Position Gender Code Age 

Head boy male HBP 16 Head boy male HBPR 16 

Head girl female HGP 17 Head girl female HGPR 16 

Library 
prefect 

female FG1P 16 Library 
prefect 

female FG1PR 16 

Discipline 
prefect   

male FG2P 17 Discipline 
prefect 

male FG2PR 16 
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Labour   
prefect 

Male FG3P 16 Labour 
prefect 

male FG3PR 16 

Social prefect Female FG4P 16 Social prefect male FG4PR 15 

Laboratory 
prefect 

Male FG5P 17 Laboratory 
prefect 

female FG5PR 15 

Welfare/utility 
prefect 

Female FG6P 16 Welfare/utility 
prefect 

female FG6PR 16 

Games 
prefect 

Male FG7P 16 Games 
prefect 

male FG7PR 16 

Chapel Female FG8P 17 Chapel female FG8PR 15 

JSS 2A class 
Rep 

Male CR1P 13 JSS 2A class 
Rep 

male CR1PR 12 

JSS 2B class 
Rep 

Female CR2P 13 JSS 2B class 
Rep 

female CR2PR 12 

JSS 2C class 
Rep 

Female CR3P 14 - - - - 

 

Table 5: Labels of Public school teacher interviewees 

Position Gender Code     Teaching 
subject  

 Teaching 
years 

 
Principal Male T1P - 32 

Vice Principal Female T2P Accounts & Commerce  27 

Guidance Counsellor Female T3P Economics & Social 
Studies 

19 

Librarian  Female T4P Vernacular (Local)   3 

Discipline teacher Male T5P Chemistry & 
Mathematics 

  5 

Labour teacher Male T6P Biology & Integrated 
Science 

  2+ 

Social teacher Male T7P Physical Education & 
History 

16+ 

Laboratory  Male T8P Physics & Mathematics 11 

Welfare/Utility  Female T9P History & Literature 22 

Chapel teacher Female T10P Agricultural Science  6 
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Table 6: Labels of Private school teacher interviewees 

Position Gender Code Teaching subject Teaching 
years 
 

Principal Male T1PR - 29 

Vice principal Female T2PR Economics & Social 
Studies 

13 

Guidance 
counsellor 

Female T3PR Biology 22 

Librarian  Female T4PR History & government   6 

Discipline teacher Male T5PR Religious Studies 14 

Labour  Male T6PR Mathematics 2+ 

Social teacher Male T7PR History & geography 12 

Laboratory  Male T8PR Chemistry & Physics   3 

Welfare/Utility  Female T9PR  Vernacular (Local Lang) 32 

Chapel teacher Female T10PR Religious Studies & Agric 
Science 

  7 

 

5.1. Methods of Discipline 

5.1.1. Introduction 

The section presents data on the types of disciplinary methods used in Nigerian 

post-primary day schools. In both schools, three categories of disciplinary 

methods emerged: positive behaviour strategies, non-physical and physical 

punishment disciplinary methods. The first and second methods were types of 

discipline that involve no physical contact with the child in the disciplinary 

process. It included one-on-one counselling and/or advising, warning, detention 

or time-out, withdrawal of privilege, suspension, expulsion, etc. The data on 

these methods will be analysed in Chapter Six. The latter, which is core to this 

study, involves the use of physical force in the disciplinary procedure referred 

here as physical punishment (PP) method and includes hitting or flogging or 

caning, kneeling, standing, slapping for example. The three most commonly 

mentioned forms of PP would be discussed. The chapter will also discuss the 

applications of PP, the locations in which PP took place, and the instruments used 
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in PP applications.  The PP related negative reports in the media are more often 

reported in public and rurally located secondary schools.  It was, therefore, 

hypothesised that PP is used more in rural than in urban located secondary 

schools. This prompted the inclusion of school observation as an instrument for 

data collection to witness things as practised so as to authenticate the information 

provided by the participants. Therefore, analyses in this chapter will include 

information gathered from observations, and comparative data from both school 

systems and locations as perceived by the participants in private versus public, 

as well as in urban versus rural secondary schools. The possible reasons why 

these disparities exist are also analysed.  Figure 4 below represents the summary 

of the first theme - methods of discipline. It should be noted that the lists (small 

letters) in the identified methods are not limited to those presented in the 

diagram, as there are more.  

 

Figure 4: Summary of the theme - Methods of discipline in the two study schools 

 

DISCIPLINE 
METHODS 

PHYSICAL

PUNISHMENT 
(PP)

flogging or caning, 
kneeling,  standing,  

manual labour, 
domestic chores

counselling, 
advicing,  warning, 

silence, ignoring

NON- PHYSICAL

ALTERNATIVE

TO PP

suspension, 
expulsion, time-out, 

benching, 
withdrawal of 

privilege 

POSITIVE 

BEHAVIOUR 

STRATEGY 



153 

 

5.1.2. Physical punishment method of discipline: children’s 
perspectives  

In the interviews, focus groups and questionnaires, all student participants in 

both schools agreed that PP was the most common and popular mode of 

discipline. As mentioned earlier, this research adopted the definition by the 

Committee that PP is any punishment where physical force is used and intended 

to cause some degree of pain or discomfort, however, light (CRC, 2006).  The 

Committee stated that PP could be in the form of hitting children with the hand, 

implements or objects (e.g. whip, stick, belt, shoe, and wooden spoon), kicking, 

shaking, throwing, scratching, pinching, biting, pulling hair or boxing ears, 

caning, forcing children to stay in uncomfortable positions, burning, scalding, or 

forced ingestion on children (CRC, 2006).  In the same way, in their interviews, 

focus groups and questionnaires, all student participants from both schools 

reported that they had been physically punished. They mentioned some of the 

above forms of PP they had experienced in their schools. For example, in both 

schools, students reported experiencing the PP of flogging or caning; kneeling; 

slapping; standing; kicking; ear dragging; toad or monkey dance; picking pins 

and knock on the head.  According to CR2PR (female, 12, interview), ‘they use 

to flog us with a cane, they can ask us to kneel down and hands up… to stand at 

the back of the class or stand on top of your locker (desk)’. Similarly, CR1PR 

(male, 12, interview) also reported that students are flogged, asked to kneel and 

to stand or sit either in the front or at the back of the class while the teacher is 

teaching. In his words, ‘they use to tell us to stand or sit in front of the class and 

too they will ask you to close your eyes…. They ask us to sweep the class or 

staircase, washing of toilet, carry dustbin’.  

Although 18 student participants in the private school reported in their interviews, 

focus groups and questionnaires that they experienced PP of cleaning and 

sweeping, HBPR (16, interview) denied this. When he was responding to the 

question on types of punishments used in his school, he never mentioned 
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sweeping or cleaning as other students and teachers reported and witnessed by 

this researcher. Then, when further asked about sweeping or washing toilets, he 

said: ‘no, no, we have cleaners who are paid to do the sweeping and cleaning in 

the school from Monday to Friday. No, students don’t do that as a kind of 

punishment except as an allocated everyday morning function’. This attitude 

appears to suggest that the head boy (HBPR) is covering up or hiding some 

information and here the observation advantage was evident.  

There were forms of PP in the public school that were absent in the private school. 

Participants perceived PP in rural schools to include physical exploitation in which 

children are used as cheap labour and ask to perform demeaning tasks as 

punishment.  These include working in the school building sites, cutting grass in 

the school playing ground, working in the school farm, and performing domestic 

chores such as fetching water for teachers as punishments. In addition, student 

participants (public school) reported that they had been asked to keep laughing, 

keep clapping, sweeping, and gang-beating by prefects (if victims report them to 

the teacher or principal), washing and/or cleaning, rough haircuts, etc. as other 

forms of punishment. CR2P (female, 13, interview) reported that apart from the 

beating or hitting or flogging, students experienced the PP of ‘standing in the 

sun, ear-dragging, knock on the head, monkey dance, or toad jump, shirt pulling, 

cleaning the toilet or principal’s office’. Likewise, CR3P (female, 14, interview) 

commented that she experienced the following forms of PP: ‘pick a pin, haircut, 

washing toilet, sweeping staircase or sweep staffroom for a week or sweep 

principal’s office for a week. Sometimes, two or three prefects beat a student 

together if you insult any of them’.  

Student interviewees repeatedly mentioned this PP of ‘keep laughing and/or keep 

clapping’, and so it became necessary to explore what these meant and why it 

was used as a punishment. After CR2P (female, 13, interview) commented that 

students were asked to keep laughing or keep clapping as punishment. She was 

asked to explain why they could be used as punishment, and she disclosed that 
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whenever teachers, prefects or senior students pass by two or a group of 

students who were laughing or clapping, they would mistake the laughter for 

mockery of them and would take offence. According to CR2P (female, 13, 

interview): 

Maybe, when they, that’s teachers or seniors and prefects too are passing, 
and they see you with your friends laughing about something that doesn’t 
concern them when they are passing. Then maybe they think you are 
laughing at them and then they will ask you and your friends to keep 
laughing as punishment for laughing at them. 

Again, many students reported that these punishments were served while class 

lessons were going on. For example, when responding to a question on what 

effect they think PP has on students’ learning or ability to concentrate, four 

questionnaire respondents in the public school wrote ‘miss lessons while serving 

punishment’. Also, seven respondents who had ticked ‘Yes’ to the question of 

whether they or their friends had ever thought to leave school because of PP 

wrote ‘sometimes you miss up to three lessons while serving punishment just for 

coming late to school’ (QP). Table 7 below shows some PP used in public school. 

Apart from a knock on the head, these do not apply in private schools. 

Table 7: Questionnaire responses on types of PP in public versus 

Physical Punishment Number in 
Private School 

Number in 
Public School 

Knock on the head 

Kicking 

Touch your toe while been flogged 

Demanding sex in exchange for PP by male 

Working in the school building site 

Cutting grass 

Weeding the farm 

Fetching water 

1 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

 

15 

  5 

36 

  6 

18 

70 

40 

32 

It is common in this study site for students to change school sector or location 

before and/or after the common entrance or Junior WAEC examinations (external 
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exams). This could be because of scores attained in those exams, family quest 

for a better school, scholarships award, for example. This change could be from 

public to private or rural to urban school suggesting that many students may 

have attended secondary school in either, or both the school sector and location.  

For this reason, students were asked if they thought that PPs were used more in 

public than private secondary schools, and they all perceived PP to be more 

frequent and harsher in public than in private schools. For example, FG3P (male, 

16, focus group) who had transferred from private to public secondary school 

said that in most private schools, prefects mainly reported cases of students’ 

misconduct to teachers, and that was because prefects are not allowed to flog 

other students.  Moreover, the most severe PP that they can administer is to ask 

students to kneel for a few minutes. FG3P disclosed that ‘I was never punished 

in my two years’ junior secondary in private school by any teacher or student, 

not even once’.  Supporting this view, HBPR (16, interview) perceived PP to be 

more severe in public school than in his own school. He said that ‘in public school, 

the kind of punishments they used there is like child abuse. They use 

punishments like picking pin, toad dance, standing in the hot sun and call it 

standing in the air’.  Further, he disclosed that the school prefects in public school 

slap and gang-beat students who challenge any one of them, ‘that’s why all the 

news in the media about child abuse and killing of students happen in public 

schools and not in private schools’. 

There were forms of PP in rural public school that were absent in urban public 

school. In interviews and focus groups in both schools, participants were asked 

if they thought that PP was used more in urban than in rural secondary schools. 

The perceptions of almost all participants were that PP was more frequent and 

harsher in rural than in urban secondary schools. They perceived PP in rural 

schools to include physical exploitation where children were used as cheap labour 

and asked to perform demeaning tasks such as working on the school building 

sites (see above). For example, HBP (16, interview) remarked that ‘I am very 
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sure these do not happen in urban schools because these things don’t even exist 

in the schools there’. Similarly, HBPR (16, interview) who stated that although he 

never attended a rural school, ‘it is not difficult to predict that physical 

punishment is more in rural schools’. According to him, some of his friends who 

were transferred from rural to urban schools tell stories of how they ‘fetch water 

for their teachers, work in the school farms and how the school functionaries 

punish students as they like. All these don’t happen in urban schools’. This 

explains why 40 questionnaire respondents in public school wrote ‘weeding the 

farm’ as a form of PP they experienced in their school. Apart from the student 

participants’ views, it was observed that PP was not only more frequent but also 

more severe in public and rural schools.   

5.1.3. Physical punishment method of discipline: teacher’s 
perspectives  

In both schools, all interviewed teachers acknowledged that they discipline their 

students with PP. For example, T8P (male, interview) commented that ‘we adopt 

physical punishment which is our culture and that’s the ones students understand 

most’. In a similar remark, T2P (female, VP, interview) commented that teachers 

use various forms of PP and that the choice would depend, usually on the offence. 

She said, ‘we do ask students to kneel down, to wash toilets, sweep the 

compound, we also flog with a cane’. T3P (female, interview) confirmed the 

frequency of this kind of PP: ‘we use physical punishment of different kinds such 

as flogging, kneeling down, packing rubbish, sweeping the class or school 

compound, working in the farm, cutting grasses in the school playground’. Also, 

T1PR (male, Principal, interview) admitted that apart from flogging or caning and 

kneeling, teachers engage students in the mild PP of ‘sitting on the floor while 

facing the wall, sweeping a portion of the school environment, standing in the 

sun for few minutes’. Likewise, T6PR (male, interview) remarked that ‘it’s usually 

mild punishments like flogging according to the offence committed by the 

student, usually not more than three strokes’. These comments from T1PR and 
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T6PR contradicted the earlier claim by HBPR that students neither sweep nor 

clean as punishment in the private school.  However, T7P (male, interview) was 

of the view that although PP happens to be the most effective type of discipline 

for teachers, ‘sometimes you do not have to apply any punishment if the offence 

is so minor’. He maintained that the level of the offence determines the level of 

PP to use. This suggests that there may be times when no PP is applied, and 

students may only be warned or ignored. 

In the study site, it is common for the education authority to engage in annual 

transfer of teachers in public (government) schools from urban and rural locations 

and vice versa. This could be as requested by a teacher due to individual 

circumstances, teacher distribution based on expertise or conditional compulsory 

posting, for example. Some teachers arbitrarily transfer from public to private 

schools for a better condition of service.  In addition, many governments’ retired 

but capable teachers join private schools on a contract basis to earn a living 

irrespective of the location. Moreover, teachers attend teachers’ union meetings 

and seminars together irrespective of their school sector or location. This implies 

that many teachers have had both urban and rural and/or private and public 

teaching experiences. For this reason, teacher participants were asked if they 

thought whether PPs were used more in public than in private secondary schools. 

Except for T9PR (female, interview) who asserted that there was no difference 

in the use of PP in either public or private, or urban or rural schools because 

‘punishment is punishment and the same in every school.  Every school uses 

punishment whether private, public, in rural or urban, there is no difference’, 

other teachers corroborated students’ perceptions that PP was more frequent and 

severe in public than in private secondary schools and in rural than urban. From 

the teachers’ perspectives, the strategies and levels of application differed 

between school systems. For example, T10P (female, interview) commented that 

‘there are some differences because some private schools use little or no 

punishments’. Similarly, T8PR (male, interview) who responded based on his 
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experiences as an ex-student of a public school ten years earlier was of the view 

that if the PPs were still the same as those he experienced during his secondary 

school period, ‘then it can’t be compared to what we have here now’. This is 

because, according to him, ‘physical punishment in public school is thrice more 

than what you have in an average private school. It is more of abuse than 

punishment’ 

All interviewed teachers from both schools excluding T9PR supported the above 

narratives from the students. Teachers’ general perception was that PP is more 

‘severe’, ‘abusive’, and ‘less controlled’ in rural schools, whereas ‘mild and more 

regulated’ PP is meted out in urban schools. As T5P (male, interview) 

commented, ‘rural schools expose students to harsh and painful punishments. 

But in urban schools, punishment is less and mild’.  Teachers attributed this to 

the facilities in rural schools that urban schools lack such as vast land for 

agricultural practical and teachers’ farms. For example, when describing the 

differences in the disciplinary strategies in urban and rural secondary schools, the 

principal (T1P, male, interview) stated that schools use facilities available to them 

to discipline their children. Because of a shortage of funds to hire labour in rural 

schools, as expected and as approved by the Parents-Teachers Association (PTA), 

students were deployed to perform most school tasks during manual labour 

periods and as part of their punishment. The students, he continued, serve their 

punishments on school farms, mow the school playing fields and fetch water, for 

example. By way of conclusion, T1P said:  

We maintain our structures and even extend some due to many numbers of 
students … and students do some minor works there as punishment. You 
see, these facilities are not available in the city due to congestion, so their 
students do not engage in such activities as punishment. They use the 
available facilities to discipline their students, which in most cases are just 
flogging or asking the children to kneel down or other things like that. 

Supporting this last report, T3PR (female, interview) commented that PPs in rural 

schools were quite harsh as children were exposed to domestic chores such as 
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fetching water, cleaning, and washing in teachers’ homes during school hours. 

For her ‘it is more or less child labour or abuse going on there’.  However, T9P 

(female, interview) commented that the only difference she could imagine was 

that unlike rural, urban schools may not be using manual labour as much, ‘not 

because they don’t want to, but because the facilities are not available there. Like 

here, we have school farms and field where students are sent to work as 

punishments’. 

Moreover, all interviewed teachers, excluding T9PR (see above) supported the 

above reports from the students. Their viewpoints confirmed that severe forms 

of PP were used in rural schools compared to PP in the urban schools, which were 

believed to be mild. For example, T5P (male, interview) commented that ‘public 

schools expose students to harsher and painful punishments. But in private 

schools, punishment is less and mild’.  Justifying this practice, T3P (female, 

interview) insisted that the students do more of those tasks at home and that 

was why parents were supportive of their children performing those manual tasks 

in school. She said, ‘you (this researcher) can call it physical punishment, but we 

call it training because they learn a lot from it … a student from urban school 

cannot compete with the least Agric student from any rural school’. This explains 

why the principal (T1P, male, interview) stated that ‘it’s for their (children) own 

good. They learn a lot from doing those things which no child from urban school 

knows how to do … it’s to their advantage’.  

Further, for T2P (female, interview), it is reasonably justified that PP should be 

more frequent in public and rural schools because of their cheap tuition fees 

when compared to those of private and urban schools. According to her, as 

expected, there are more student enrolments from diverse background and 

characters, and who must be properly managed by teachers to produce results 

and meet targets. She stated that ‘teachers are not magicians, so they have to 

apply the best means possible to manage those diverse characters to achieve 

expected results and that’s where all sorts of physical punishments come in’.  
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5.1.4. Form or Types of physical punishment 

In their interviews and focus groups in both schools, all participants repeatedly 

mentioned flogging or caning, kneeling and standing as popular forms of PP. 

Likewise, in both schools, questionnaire responses show that all respondents 

ticked these three forms of PP more than other options. Therefore, this section 

discusses these three sub-headings: 

• Flogging or caning 

• Kneeling 

• Standing or sitting 

• Others  

To mention and/or give brief explanations of other forms of PP as reported by 

the participants, though mentioned less frequently, a fourth sub-heading was 

included as ‘others’. 

i. Physical punishment of flogging or caning 

All study participants from both schools recognised flogging or caning as the most 

commonly used PP by teachers and school prefects. It is important to note that 

flogging and canning have the same meaning in the study context and so are 

used interchangeably in this research. Flogging is the use of an instrument such 

as a stick (cane) or whip to hit or beat children on any part of the body. For 

example, when responding to the question about the type of PP used in their 

schools, CR1PR (male, 12, interview) commented that ‘they use to flog us’. It 

was the same report by CR3P (female, 14, interview) who said, ‘many types of 

punishments like flogging us all the time’. In addition, from questionnaires in both 

schools, all student participants circled ‘flogging’ against the PP options and ‘cane’ 

as an instrument for flogging. Although, gender is not an investigating factor, 

traditionally, male student offenders can be flogged on the bottom and female in 

the palm, depending on the choice of the punisher and the level of offence 
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committed. From the students’ perspectives in the private school, a student could 

get three strokes of the cane. For example, when responding to the question of 

how many strokes of the cane a prefect can administer to fellow students, FG4PR 

(male, 15, focus group) responded that ‘it depends on the kind of the offence but 

not more than three or at most four’ and this was echoed by other group 

members. In public school, FG5P (male, 17, focus group) commented that ‘we 

don’t give more than six strokes of the cane to a student at a time’ which other 

members echoed. Corroborating this, HBP (16, interview) said: ‘we don’t give 

more than six strokes of the cane to a student at a time’.  

In interviews and questionnaires, some students from the public school 

mentioned ‘touching your toe whilst been flogged’ as another form of punishment 

of flogging in order that the victims of PP feel the maximum pain. CR1P (male, 

13, interview) confirmed this saying ‘they flog us… they ask you to touch your 

toe when they are flogging you so that it will pain you very well’. When he was 

asked to explain the meaning of ‘touching your toe’ and why he thinks it would 

make a student feel maximum pain, he quickly stood up and demonstrated the 

process of touching his toe (smiling). The aim is to stop the victim from changing 

position or making a shift to bear all the strokes without interruption. This 

demonstrates that PP is intended to make the child victim feel pains not just for 

correction purposes. 

Corroborating the above reports from the students, all interviewed teachers 

admitted that they regularly flog or cane their students as punishment. For 

example, while responding to the question on what kind of PP they use, T8PR 

(male, interview) said ‘yaa, in terms of physical punishment, we use mainly 

flogging with a cane may be two to four strokes’. In addition, T9P (female, 

interview) commented that ‘we also cane them; in fact, that is the number one’.  

This explains why all participants in this study repeatedly mentioned flogging or 

caning in their interviews and focus groups as the major form of PP. Although 
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‘flogging’ was not an option, many questionnaire respondents who had circled 

‘caning’, still wrote ‘flogging’ in ‘others’ column, thus illustrating its frequent use.  

Justifying the prevalent use of flogging, T2P (female, interview) stated that 

teachers do not enjoy flogging children out of wickedness or callousness but do 

it to bring the best from them. In her words: ‘teachers are a very patient set of 

people. You don’t just punish a child because you are wicked or something … but 

because you want the best out of that child’. By contrast, T4P (female, interview) 

asserted that flogging was not the best form of PP but believes in talking to 

students than flogging them. She explained that sometimes, it is better to engage 

misbehaving children in an individual discussion on the negative future 

implications of their bad behaviour and the need for them to change their 

attitude. In her words, ‘to me, I don’t believe that canning is the best, advising, 

that’s at times, you can talk to the person, advise the person one-on-one’. 

Typically, this is one of the desired effective alternative disciplinary measures, 

that are human rights friendly and which does not harm the child. 

ii. Physical punishment of kneeling  

All participants mentioned kneeling as the second commonly used form of PP in 

the study schools. The school functionaries in the private school most commonly 

use it. As HGPR (16, interview) commented, ‘the school functionaries rarely flog 

or beat students. What we normally do is to ask the students to kneel down’. 

Responses from the interviews, focus groups and questionnaires in both schools 

on the type of PP in use in their schools suggested that students experience 

various forms of PP of kneeling from their teachers or the school prefects. For 

example, CR2PR (female, 12, interview) commented that ‘they can ask us to 

kneel down and hands up’. It was a similar comment from CR3P (female, 14, 

interview) who reported that students are being exposed to ‘kneeling down and 

closing their eyes’. Further, one-third of questionnaire respondents in both 

schools circled the options of ‘kneeling in front of the class’, ‘kneeling with both 
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hands up’, ‘kneeling with both eyes closed’ and ‘kneeling facing the wall’. While 

three respondents in the private school circled ‘kneeling in the sun’. In addition, 

one-third in public school circled options of ‘kneeling in the sun’, while 11 

respondents circled ‘kneeling on stones’. 

Corroborating the above reports from the students, all interviewed teachers from 

both schools admitted that they regularly use kneeling as punishment on 

students. For example, T10P (female, interview) remarked: ‘asking students to 

kneel down is also popular’. Similarly, T8P (male, interview) commented that 

‘sometimes you can ask the students to kneel, raise-up their hands and face the 

blackboard’. Also, T9PR (female, interview) perceived kneeling to be an effective 

PP to correct inattentiveness in the class. According to her, if students were not 

paying attention while the teacher is teaching, ‘then, you can ask them to kneel 

down in front of the class so that they will be attentive while you watch them’  

iii. Physical punishment of standing or sitting 

Many student participants reported that they regularly experienced PP of standing 

or sitting. This could include ‘standing in the classroom’ while the teacher is 

teaching, ‘standing aside’, ‘standing or sitting in front of the classroom’, ‘standing 

at the back of the classroom’, ‘standing in the sun’ or ‘standing on top of their 

lockers (writing desks).  For example, CR1P (male, 13, interview) said that ‘they 

ask you [student] to stand up, maybe at the back or front of the class, or the 

teacher can ask you to stand aside’. Similarly, CR1PR (male, 12, interview) 

reported that ‘they use to tell us to stand or sit at the back or in front of the class 

and too they will ask you to close your eyes when you are standing or sitting’.  

Confirming the above remarks from the students, all interviewed teachers from 

both schools agreed that standing and/or sitting was also a regular PP in their 

classes. For example, in the public school, T4P (female, interview) remarked that 

‘I can ask the child to keep standing in the class’. For T8PR (male, interview) the 
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PP of standing was good in waking the attention of distracted students in class 

lessons. He said, ‘we can ask them to stand for few minutes, you know, for 

inattentive children when teaching is going on in the classes. Arguably, asking a 

child to stand or sit to listen to a class lesson while their classmates are not, is 

not only a PP but also an emotional punishment. 

iv. Others 

Apart from the three groupings (flogging, kneeling and standing or sitting) 

discussed above, there were some other reported PPs that did not fall within the 

groupings but need mentioning. This is particularly important in differentiating 

the application of PP in private and public school systems. For example, in 

interviews, focus groups and questionnaires in both schools, participants reported 

experiencing the PP of kicking, slapping, beating, and monkey or toad jump, ear 

dragging, picking pins and knocking on the head.  

5.1.5. Who administers physical punishment? 

The question of who administers physical punishment in schools was asked of 

students in interviews, focus groups and questionnaires. The responses indicated 

that in both schools, the principals, vice principals, teachers including the 

guidance counsellors and the school prefects administer PP. For example, HBPR 

(16, interview) commented that ‘all management staff, teachers, VP (vice 

principal), principal and the school functionaries can administer punishment’. A 

similar remark came from CR2PR (female, 12, interview) who mentioned 

‘teachers, school prefects, VP, counsellor, and principal if you do something very 

bad before the principal can punish you’.  

In the public school, in addition to the above, participants reported that senior 

students (final years) also administer PP. When responding to the question of 

who administers PP in their schools, all three interviewed class prefects in public 

school (CR1P, CR2P & CR3P) mentioned senior students. For example, as CR3P 
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(female, 14, interview) remarked ‘the school functionaries and all the SS3 

students, that’s, the seniors punish us’. Moreover, about two-thirds of the 

questionnaire respondents in the public school circled senior students from the 

list of options to the question of who normally gives punishment in their school. 

This explains why FG1PR (female, 16, focus group) commented that ‘school 

functionaries in public schools can punish students ‘anyhow they like, no one 

restricts them’. This contrasted with the practice in the private school as reported 

by T2PR (female, interview). She said that ‘only the school functionaries can use 

the cane occasionally on students’. According to her, other senior students are 

unauthorised to administer any form of PP, and teachers are not allowed to either 

hit a child with a bare hand or use the cane arbitrarily on any part of the body 

apart from the palm or the buttocks. By way of conclusion, T2PR stated that ‘in 

public school, the reverse is the case; you can count the number of students 

without a scar, or marks resulting from physical punishments’.  

In view of the above situations, the principal was asked if he thinks that it was 

important to use students to exercise student-to-student disciplinary activities. 

The principal (T1P, male, interview) responded positively to the question and 

stated that students’ leadership in the form of school prefects was recognised as 

a policy by the Ministry of Education and existed in all post-primary institutions 

across the country and that it was a process of ‘imbibing leadership culture and 

responsibility in our children. It is all about peoples’ way of life’. Then, when he 

was further asked, whether, in addition to the school prefects, the policy also 

allows the senior students to punish other students he hesitated before 

commenting that, ‘I can’t say that the policy allows it per se, but they are all in 

the same class level, and it’s like this in all public schools in the country … the 

finalists have that privilege and they also understand their limitations’. 

Many student participants in the two schools professed that the principals do not 

engage students in PP as much as teachers do. They are involved in the 

administration of PP in serious cases of students’ misconduct. For example, CR1P 
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(male, 13, interview) commented that ‘the principal gives punishment sometimes, 

but not all the time maybe when you do something very bad like cultism (gang 

of extremists) or fight a teacher’. The two principals confirmed this claim when 

responding to the question of their feelings when and after administering PP to 

students. Below is my interview extract with the principal (T1P, male, private 

school): 

LE: How would you describe your feelings while and after administering physical 

punishments to the children? 

T1PR: Honestly, I hardly administer physical punishments myself as I have other 

important schedules to take care of. My teachers and the school functionaries 

help in disciplinary matters.  

LE: But, sir, though, it is unlawful; the Nigerian Education Policy says that it is 

your duty as the principal to administer punishments.  

T1PR: Yeah, you are right, but I can also delegate such to whomsoever I believe 

that can do that job well. Moreover, it is one of the schedules of the vice principal. 

It was a similar response from the principal in public school (T1P, male, interview) 

who said that since he had a lot of important work to do for the progress of his 

school, he delegated that responsibility to the vice principal and the guidance 

counsellor, who were doing the job well. He said, ‘I only come in when they need 

me. That’s in extreme cases of serious misconduct that might require extreme 

discipline’.  

‘Extreme or serious’ student misconduct was mentioned repeatedly by both 

teacher and student participants in interviews and focus groups in both schools. 

It became necessary to understand what these could be and the principal was 

asked for some examples of this. It could be misbehaviour such as cultism (secret 

gang groups), stealing or armed robbery, gambling, immoral sexual behaviour 
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(rape or sexual assault), attacks on teachers, parents or guardian, drug or alcohol 

abuse. He said, ‘some students attempt to beat up teachers or their parents or 

guardians…. Some children leave their homes in the morning to school but end 

up in some uncompleted building smoking drugs, cigarettes or drinking’.  

In the public school, two female interviewed students (CR2P, 13, and CR3P, 14) 

reported another version of PP application. They said that the guidance counsellor 

(T3P) has a duty to rough barber students’ bushy hair as a form of PP and 

demanded money for her services. CR3P said, ‘the guidance counsellor is the one 

that used to cut your hair and ask you to bring money and she will not cut it well, 

and too, she will make it worse, so you have to go to the barbing saloon to do it 

well’. However, the guidance counsellor (T3P, female, interview) who, while, 

responding to the question of the kind of disciplinary methods they use, never 

mentioned a bad haircut as a form of PP. Moreover, because of the earlier 

assertion from the two female students that needed clarification, the guidance 

counsellor was asked if she cuts students’ hair as punishment. She admitted she 

does but stated that it was on the approval of the school management and the 

Parents-Teachers Association (PTA). Accordingly, before cutting students’ hair as 

punishment, the concerned students had to have received a minimum of three 

verbal warnings and instructions to do a haircut. She said (in laughter) ‘if any 

student refuses to do it after those three warnings, then, it’s regarded as 

disobedience, and the person will be helped to do it. And, they should pay me 

for the services’. She declined to make further comment. 

Moreover, in the public school, student participants reported that non-academic 

personnel administer PP to students especially when students leave the school 

without permission, leave before dismissal time, jump the school fence or refuse 

to bribe the security guards. They also reported that the security personnel could 

drag students to a teacher to be punished if favour requested from the student 

(usually money) was declined. Besides, while responding to the question on who 

administers PP in their schools, 12 questionnaire respondents (public school) 
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listed the ‘security guards’ and the ‘Bursar’ (financial administrator) as those who 

administer PP in the ‘others’ column, even though this category of staff was not 

included in the list of options. This practice was witnessed by this researcher 

(observation period) when a security guard who always carries a cane beat three 

latecomers for not running as they approached the school gate. Because they 

showed no concern for being late, the security guard gave each of them a stroke 

on the shoulders whilst shouting at them.   

Further, in their interviews and questionnaires (both schools), all student 

participants either mentioned or circled school prefects’ options to the question 

of who normally administers PP. Their responses demonstrated a negative 

perception of the school prefects administering PP on fellow students. This 

negative perception was more in the public school where the final year senior 

students also administer PP in addition to the prefects. For example, CR1P (male, 

13, interview) reported that ‘the seniors kick you with their legs if you fell down, 

and too sometimes they slap you’. Similarly, CR3P (female, 14, interview) 

reported that ‘they use hands to slap you if they are angry, that’s the prefects 

and the seniors’. 

In the focus groups in both schools, while responding to the question of how they 

are involved in the school disciplinary process, all group members (prefects) 

admitted that they administer PP. For example, FG8PR (female, focus group) 

commented that ‘we use a cane to flog them. We also ask them to kneel down. 

These are the major types of punishment we are allowed to use’. In a similar 

remark, HBP (16, interview), who admitted that the prefects and the seniors 

engage other students in various forms of PP, insisted that ‘the school 

functionaries have a limit in which they are allowed to be involved, otherwise, 

they too will also be punished’. Then, when he was asked the kind of limit, they 

have, he responded: ‘for example, we don’t give more than six strokes of the 

cane to a student at a time. We don’t allow students to stand in the sun for long. 

You know the sun is too hot sometimes’.   
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Supporting this last comment, HGP (17, interview) asserted that they were 

discharging the duty assigned to them by the school management in helping to 

maintain orderliness in their school. She disclosed that the prefects and other 

senior students engaged in PP, as well as in coaching the junior class three (JS3) 

students for their external qualifying examinations organised by the West African 

Examination Council (WAEC). Accordingly, they organise extra lessons in some 

difficult compulsory subjects such as English language, mathematics, and the 

sciences. In her words: 

Close to junior WAEC exams, we help the JS3 students with extra lessons on 
their weak subjects. That is why the appointment of the school functionaries 
is based on academic performances. Therefore, it is not all about 
punishment, but also about all of us coming out of secondary school as better 
children both in behaviour and in academic performances.  

This last report from HGP was confirmed by the principal (T1P, male, interview) 

when responding to the question of why he considered involving the prefects in 

administering PP as a useful part of the discipline. He said that ‘the functionaries 

do not only administer physical punishment, but also provide educational and 

emotional support to other students’. Further, he explained that despite 

organising extra lessons for the JS3 students preparing for Junior WAEC 

examinations, the prefects coach individual students that struggle in some 

subjects using their free periods. He said that class teachers spot weak students 

in their classes and inform the prefects, who also advise students who are afraid 

of science subjects and mathematics on some tips and shortcuts to understanding 

those subjects. 

Despite the above positive disclosure by the HGP and the fact that all prefects 

had admitted being punished as junior students, it became necessary to inquire 

if they were using their prefect positions for personal revenge. Responding to the 

question as to whether their exposure to PP as junior students influenced their 

current use of PP on junior students, HBPR (16, interview) said ‘for the fact that 
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I was punished in my junior class does not give me the authority to punish 

students anyhow. If I do that, I will be disciplined as well by the principal or vice’.  

In both schools, this point of being physically disciplined if they go beyond the 

limit of PP application was a recurring comment in interviews and focus groups 

with school prefects. For example, HGPR (16, interview) narrated how in the past, 

the principal humiliated the prefects in the assembly because they failed to 

rehearse for schools’ quiz competition. She said that ‘there was a day all school 

functionaries were asked to kneel down in the assembly because our school lost 

in a quiz competition which we always win’.  

Confirming this claim when responding to the question of his concerns with 

prefects administering PP to other students, the principal (T1PR, male, interview) 

remarked that he has no concerns because the prefects were aware of their 

limits. Further, he explained that on their appointment, the prefects are given a 

few days of orientation on their involvement in managing the disciplinary issues 

in the school. Continuing, he stated that they were always supervised, and should 

they go above the stipulated limit, they too would be punished or demoted. By 

way of conclusion, he said ‘do you know that they are equally punished if they 

deviate from the stipulated norms of discipline? Yes, oh yes, they receive 

punishments as well. Many school functionaries have been demoted and 

humiliated in the past’. It was a similar response from the principal in the public 

school (T1P, male, interview) who said that he has no concern involving the 

prefects and senior students’ in PP application because they were ‘guided in the 

administration of physical punishment. They do not just punish anyhow they like 

…. In some cases, they do the work of reporting issues to the teachers’. 

5.1.6. Physical punishment Instruments 

In their interviews, focus groups and questionnaires, students were asked to 

name the kind of instruments or objects used in administering PP to them. In 

both schools, all participants mentioned or circled ‘cane’ as the major instrument 
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for flogging by teachers, school prefects, and senior students. For example, in 

private school, HBPR (16, interview) insisted that the cane was the only 

instrument used in their school. He said ‘it’s only a cane, yeah, that’s the only 

thing we use here. No one including the teachers is allowed to even hit a student 

with a bare hand’.  However, in his own response, HBP (17, interview) agreed 

that they use a cane and bare hand to hit students. He said, ‘it is usually a stick 

or ana, (‘ana’ is a local name for the kind of cane) specially made and sold in the 

market, sometimes the hand is also used in emergencies’.  

Moreover, all interviewed teachers in both schools corroborated that the cane is 

the popular instrument for PP of flogging. For example, T2P (female, interview) 

commented that: ‘we also flog with canes’. This explains, why T9P (female, 

interview) pointed to her desk (under) and said (laughing) ‘you see my cane 

beside me here; I go about with it …. In fact, the fear of the cane in this school 

is the beginning of wisdom for our students’.  

In addition to caning, some student participants reported that they have been 

beaten with hands, a belt, a ruler, and shoes. They have also been kicked and 

had dusters thrown at them. For example, CR1P (male, 13, interview) reported 

that ‘they use their hands to hit, beat or knock students, the seniors kick you with 

their legs if you fell down, and too sometimes they slap you’. Similarly, CR1PR 

(male, 12, interview) reported that ‘they flog us with a cane (ana) and beat us 

with their hands’. This last remark from CR1PR refutes the claim from HBPR (16, 

interview) that the cane was the only PP instrument used in his school.  

5.1.7. Where do physical punishments take place? 

In interviews, focus groups and questionnaires from both schools, students were 

asked where they usually receive PP. Many students confirmed that PP takes 

place anywhere in the school though usually, it is on the spot on committing the 

offence. It could be on the assembly ground (in front of other students), in the 

staff room, classroom, at the school gate, in the library, and laboratories. 
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According to HBPR (16, interview), ‘punishment can take place anywhere in the 

school…. there is no secret in punishing a student because it’s just a normal 

school routine’. A similar comment was made by HGP (17, interview) that PP can 

take place ‘anywhere the offence is committed. In assembly ground, classroom, 

in the lab, library, in staff rooms, VP’s office or guidance counsellor’s office’. This 

explains why T9P (female, interview) commented that ‘I go about with it (cane) 

and I can use it anytime, and anywhere the need arises’. 

Students’ views suggested that the type or level of the offence could determine 

where to administer the PP. For example, teachers could ask students to have 

their punishment in the staff room just as prefects or senior students could ask 

offenders to have theirs in classrooms. This explains why almost all teachers in 

the public school carry a cane in their hands as noted during observations. 

However, if the principal administers the PP for serious offences, they usually do 

that on the assembly ground. For example, HGPR (16, interview), who confirmed 

that PP can take place anywhere, said that ‘but for an offence that the principal 

himself is to administer the punishment, he does that in the assembly and always 

says that the reason is to teach other students a lesson’. This is degrading 

punishment according to the Committee in GC8 (CRC, 2006), and was mentioned 

by several teachers and student participants. It then became worthwhile to 

explore the degrading, public shaming and humiliation to which the students are 

exposed in the process of receiving PP. In the public school when responding to 

the question of whether they think PP is effective in making students better-

behaved children, FG6P (female, 16, focus group) responded positively. She 

explained that despite being painful, PP is also ‘embarrassing, it’s also humiliating 

and makes you ashamed especially if you are punished in the assembly in front 

of all the students’. Supporting this assertion, FG9P (male, 16, focus group) said: 

‘if it’s your school sandals that were taken away from you, you walk about the 

school without any sandal or go home on a barefoot’. Moreover, when students 

were asked their feelings while and/or after being punished, all student 
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participants from both schools in the interviews and focus groups mentioned 

words such as ‘shame’, ‘ashamed’, ‘humiliation’, ‘name-calling’, ‘mockery’, etc. In 

addition, about two-thirds of the students in the questionnaire wrote ‘degrading’, 

‘ashamed’, ‘humiliated’ or ‘embarrassed’ as the most common types of feeling. 

These are unfavourable lists, demonstrating a lack of acceptance of PP from some 

students.   

5.1.8. Reasons for the disparities between public and private 
schools 

In interviews and focus groups, participants were asked why they thought these 

differences in the application of PP existed in private versus public and urban 

versus rural schools. From the participants’ (teachers and students) perspectives, 

certain factors created these disparities. First, private schools in both urban and 

rural areas are owned and managed as profit-making investments, and thus 

attract high tuition fees, which, in most cases, only the upper and middle classes 

can afford. Thus, owners are more interested in promoting their schools to attract 

more entrants than in administering PP. As T2P (female, VP, interview) remarked 

‘it is more like a competition among such schools’. As such, parents detect the 

tune of discipline for them’ (discipline according to parents’ wishes). Therefore, 

as expected their disciplinary strategies are minimal usually and controlled.  

Second, T10P (female, interview) stated that as rich parents would normally 

frown at the PP of their children or wards, private school owners would not ‘want 

to incur the wraths of the parents by harshly punishing their children on top of 

the high fees they pay’. Otherwise, FG4P (female, 16, focus group) remarked ‘if 

they do, the parents might withdraw their children from those schools and the 

schools will fold up’. Supporting the above comment, T6PR, (male, interview) 

reported that the cost of private schools, as well as the socio-economic status of 

the parents and guardians, meant that those schools are subjected to regular 

scrutiny. She said that generally parents and guardians are always interested in 
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the activities of the school including the discipline of their children. As T6PR 

asserted, ‘this is in contrast with what is happening in public schools in both 

locations with little or no control from the government’.  

Third, the concept of ‘owner’s presence’ was mentioned by T4PR (female, 

interview) as another reason for this disparity. She reported that the owners of 

private schools have theirs, or their close associates’ offices usually located in the 

schools so that ‘their eyes and ears are opened to everything that is happening 

in and around their schools’. Therefore, this helps to reduce the disciplinary 

activities of the teachers and the prefects. 

Fourth, almost all participants in both schools commented in the interviews and 

focus groups that irregular inspections and monitoring of rural schools by the 

Education Authority meant that teachers had more freedom to punish students 

in various ways. In the urban location, the situation is different, as T3PR (female, 

guidance counsellor, interview) stated ‘in the city, all eyes are on you in terms of 

monitoring the activities of the school including the use of punishments’. FG7P 

(male, 16, focus group) made a similar comment that because of the proximity 

of government in the cities, ‘schools will not feel that free to punish students 

anyhow for fear of the Education authority or rich parents in the city that might 

take them to court if they punish their children too much’. This last comment 

from FG7P suggests an awareness that severe PP on students could be 

challenged by rich parents and/or the government demonstrating clear 

discrimination in the use of PP between children of the rich (usually in urban) and 

the poor (usually in rural) school sectors. This could also mean that awareness is 

being created to the fact that PP is prohibited in the study context.   

Finally, in interviews and focus groups in both schools, almost all participants 

mentioned one of these words: ‘‘illiteracy’, ‘environmental influences’, ‘social 

orientation’ or ‘low mentality’ as contributing factors to this disparity.  As T5P 

(male, interview) commented, ‘it is due to poor orientation, ignorance and much 
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beliefs in traditions. In fact, the low mentality is the main thing there’.  From the 

perspective of many teachers and students, lack of exposure to urban life and 

over-reliance on rural teachers’ judgement for the proper discipline of their 

children by rural parents encouraged the use of PP in rural schools to a 

considerable extent. For example, T2P (female, VP, interview) disclosed that 

many rural schools were in semi or remote villages and were sometimes 

inaccessible. Some rural students and their parents have never visited cities and 

so have no knowledge of the differences that might exist. T2P, for example, 

explained that ‘rural parents see teachers as significant figures in the lives of their 

children, and trusted them so much that whatever they do is right in their sight 

and should not be questioned’. 

5.2. The Rationale for Discipline 

5.2.1. Introduction 

The Nigeria National Policy on Education (NPE) is the Federal Ministry of 

Education’s guideline for the education system in Nigeria. The policy was adopted 

by schools at the national, state and local Education Authority levels resulting in 

new school rules and regulations. The National Policy on Education spells out the 

philosophy and objectives of education across the four levels of Education in the 

country, which includes:  

(i) Early childhood (pre-primary);  

(ii) Basic Education (9 years) - comprising Primary and Junior Secondary 

Education, which is compulsory, universal and free;  

(iii) Senior Secondary Education (3 years);   

(iv) Tertiary Education (National Policy on Education (NPE), 4th Edition, 

2004).  

These rules and regulations were to guide and monitor schools academic and 

disciplinary programmes in public, mission and private schools across the country.  
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And to ensure compliance with the policy guidelines within the schools, States, 

and Zonal Education Authority formulated the culture of discipline for the day-to-

day schools’ management. In the two schools in this study, every child is 

expected to be familiar with these rules and regulations and learn to understand 

and respect them. According to the vice principal in the public school (T2P), on 

admission to the school, students are to commit in writing to respecting, obeying 

and adhering rules and regulations or be penalised for a violation by PP (see 

Section 5.2.2 on why are students disciplined)? This section will analyse data on 

the rationale for discipline in schools as perceived by the participants, and present 

misbehaviour that merit discipline for students. The section will also present 

participants’ perceptions of PP as a mode of discipline, and parental attitudes 

towards the PP of their children or wards. Figure 5 represents the summary of 

this second theme – the rationale of PP as perceived by the participants in the 

two schools which can be one or more of these, implying that the list is not limited 

to those presented in the diagram.   
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Figure 5: Summary of the Rationale for physical punishment 

i. Physical punishment as a mode of discipline or correction 

In their interviews, teachers were asked why they use PP in schools. Every 

teacher responded that PP is used as a mode of discipline to correct students’ 

negative behaviour to positive behaviour. Teachers’ views suggested that there 

is a general national juvenile delinquency problem amongst Nigerian students 

that need controlling with effective possible means which is PP. T5P (female, 

interview) noted that the purpose of PP is to correct students’ misbehaviour and 

prevent repetition. Supporting this last comment, the principal (T1P, male, 

interview) stated that any punishment of children was to ‘correct them from 

misdeeds they have done to avoid or minimise future repeats’. Also, for T2P 

(female, interview), ‘it’s really good as a way of correcting them (students) and 

curbing their excesses’. 
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In both schools, almost all interviewed teachers described PP as a preventive 

strategy inhibiting students’ inappropriate behaviour now and in the future. T2P 

(female, interview) asserted that if children could grow to adulthood with such 

misbehaviour, it could lead to ruin and regret. She said that ‘it (PP) is a way of 

protecting them (students) from the future disaster of their lives’. Supporting, 

T6P (male, interview) remarked: ‘that is why it is very important that children are 

corrected using the language they understand very well, which is physical 

punishment’.  

In interviews, focus groups and questionnaires, students universally corroborated 

the above reports from the teachers that PP is used in their schools as a corrective 

measure. For example, while affirming the question of whether PP is used in their 

school, HBP (16, interview) responded ‘yes, just as a corrective measure’. When 

he was asked his views on receiving PP for correction, he said ‘I do not see 

anything wrong with it, that I am corrected for misbehaving. It’s really nothing’. 

He further explained that every schoolchild in the country has received one form 

of PP or the other as a correction for misbehaving because ‘sometimes children 

understand better when they are exposed to a little harsh situation like physical 

punishment’. This explains why FG5P (male, 17, focus group) commented that ‘if 

you are not punished at all, I don’t think you can claim to have passed through 

the school environment … a normal way of school life’.  

Supporting the above comments, many students described PP as a school 

disciplinary and corrective routine that checks the activities of students to ensure 

obedience to rules, regulations, and orderliness in schools. For example, 

responding to the question of whether discipline is important in the school, HBPR 

(16, interview) commented that PP is ‘just for correction against next time … it is 

one of our school’s routine of keeping the students in check, at the same time 

maintaining orderliness in the school’. Further, he stated that if children were 

undisciplined it would be difficult correcting that bad behaviour in adulthood and 

‘that’s why you have some children advancing from thieving to armed robbery’.  
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Many student participants agreed with the teachers that PP as a preventive 

strategy help in discouraging students from engaging in further misbehaviour. 

That explains why FG8P (female, 17, focus group) responding to the question on 

why PP is used in their school commented that ‘physical punishment is to serve 

as a warning to other students who may be planning to commit the same type 

of offence’. 

The responses above help to explain why all student interviewees and focus 

groups responded ‘yes’ to the question of whether PP should be used in schools. 

All questionnaire respondents in both schools ticked ‘yes’ to the question of 

whether they have ever witnessed PP or been punished in their schools. 

Moreover, apart from the six questionnaire respondents in the public school, 

every other questionnaire respondent from both schools ticked ‘yes’ to the 

question of whether discipline is important in schools. Then, on the further 

question of why they thought that discipline is important, over two-thirds of the 

questionnaire respondents replied as follows: ‘correction’, ‘obedience’, and ‘part 

of teaching and learning’, ‘to train us’, ‘good adulthood’ etc.  

Nevertheless, FG7PR (male, 16, focus group) disagreed with the group on the 

above question on whether PP should be used in their school. He was insistent 

that it was not all about PP that children would still behave better without PP if 

they wanted to be, and that good home training and the individual traits of a 

child were important determinants. Though other participants tried hard to 

convince him otherwise, he was adamant, and by way of conclusion said: ‘for 

me, I still think that physical punishment is still not the best. Some children will 

still be good children even when they are not punished’.  

ii. Physical punishment as an aid to moral development 

All teacher participants in the interviews reported that they use PP as an aid to 

children’s moral development. Many teachers’ views suggested that PP helps instil 
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good moral values, respect and a sense of responsibility, which make students 

better behaved within and out of school. For example, responding to the question 

on the type of disciplinary methods used in their schools, T10P (female, 

interview) replied that they use both physical and non-physical types of discipline 

to correct students and to shape children morally. She said that ‘it (PP) also helps 

to develop their morals on the right path’. Supporting the effectiveness of PP to 

children’s moral development, the principal (T1PR, male, interview) explained 

that society expects schools to instil these good moral values so that they can 

properly fit well in societies. And in the process, they can make mistakes that 

must be corrected by the best-known approach, which is PP. He stated that PP 

‘instils that moral value children required to grow in other to take their rightful 

positions in society’. Similarly, T7PR (male, interview) commented that ‘these 

physical punishments checkmate their (children’s) moral behaviour within the 

society they live in’.  

Moreover, many teachers reported that children’s moral development is nurtured 

from parents’ and guardians’ reports on their children’s and wards’ misbehaviour. 

These could include gambling, cultism (gang of extremists), rape, drugs, smoking 

or alcohol abuse. When such cases are reported to the school, PP is the best 

approach. According to T2P (female, interview), the knowledge that parents or 

guardians could report them to teachers and the humiliation that would ensue 

were enough to make students fearful. This explains why the principal (T1P, 

male, interview) commented that ‘we are not just here for teaching and learning 

but moral development is very important too. So, we help parents in checking 

these children’. 

In interviews, focus groups and questionnaires, student participants in both 

schools agreed that PP helps in their moral development and in encouraging good 

behaviour, respect, and obedience. For example, as HBPR (16, interview) 

asserted ‘physical punishment also helps in the moral development of children … 

and promotes respect among students’. There was a similar comment from HBP 
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(16, interview) who said that PP stops the bad behaviour of students and 

improves their moral behaviour. For him, ‘it is not all about academics or subjects, 

but also about moral upbringing and development’. Many questionnaire 

respondents in both schools wrote that discipline is important in their schools for 

‘moral development’, ‘respect’ and ‘obedience’. For example, one respondent 

wrote that ‘physical punishment is good because it brings about respect and good 

moral attitudes in our school and society’ (QP). Another wrote: ‘it gives us good 

moral to become great people in future’ (QPR). These positive responses to PP 

clearly demonstrate that the students are conditioned to believe that PP aids their 

moral development; it indicates that PP is a normal way of life for them. Children’s 

attitudes, ideas and characters are formed at a young age and greatly influenced 

by the environment including schools. That is why human rights education is 

important since it can support children to incorporate human rights values into 

their attitudes and behaviours for better adulthood. Arguably, children would also 

develop morally if they were exposed to alternative non- physical disciplinary 

responses such as teaching the moral values of honesty, loyalty, respect, 

independence, self-discipline, patience, kindness and gratitude   

iii. Physical punishment as a traditional and cultural child rearing 
practice 

All interviewed teachers reported that the prevalent use of PP in Nigerian schools 

was because of cultural traditional acceptance of it as the most effective method 

of child-rearing. All participants mentioned either ‘tradition and/or culture’ as 

reasons for the prevalence use of PP in schools. The majority described PP as a 

widespread disciplinary measure in their schools and in all Nigerian schools. This 

is because it is a tradition in Nigeria to use mild PP in the upbringing of children 

when they exhibit unwanted behaviour. For example, the principal (T1PR, male, 

interview) remarked that ‘it is in the Nigerian tradition and culture to use physical 

punishments to bring up our children in the way they will follow in life’. It was a 

similar comment from T10P (female, interview) who said that ‘it is our cultural 
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belief in physical punishment as our aid to nurturing our children in the school 

and at home’. Teachers’ views demonstrated strong, cultural traditional 

acceptance of PP as a mode of effective child rearing. T3P (female, interview) 

reported that the use of PP was an age long tradition of training and instilling the 

norms and values of the society in children.  Similarly, T5P commented: ‘in fact, 

it is a tradition in Nigerian schools’. Supporting this last comment, T9P (female, 

interview) commented that ‘there is no school in Nigeria that can survive an 

academic session without the use of physical punishment’. She disclosed that due 

to the hard economic situation of the country, parents are struggling so hard to 

provide food and are working day and night to provide for their children’s basic 

needs. As such, parents do not have time to properly train their children; thus, 

they rely on schools to do that. She commented: ‘that is why you see parents 

sending their children to private schools that use physical punishment for proper 

training contrary to the expectations of new generation private ones’. This 

explains why T2PR (female, interview) maintained that every society has its 

traditional heritage of customs and values that are unique to that society and 

that PP as a disciplinary strategy is part of the country’s traditional custom that 

transfers to generations. In as much as this researcher understands and agrees 

with the above views of the teacher participants, it is important to recognise that 

change is constant and traditional values do change and must continue to change 

if any meaningful societal development should ensue (see Section 3.3.4 on 

cultural change, p.81).    

Although there was no specific question to student participants on traditional or 

religious acceptance of PP as a mode of discipline because the question was 

targeted only for teachers, all student participants agreed that PP is a means of 

discipline in both home and school. For example, in the two schools, all student 

interviewees and questionnaire respondents universally responded ‘Yes’ to the 

question of whether they have witnessed PP or ever been physically punished. 

When the same question was asked in focus groups, participants found the 
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question so surprising and funny that the initial response was general laughter. 

FG4P (female, 16, focus group) still laughing commented that ‘every student has 

been punished in their schools. It is a common thing in every school…, physical 

punishment is part of the school routine and training’. On further probing about 

how they feel witnessing or receiving PP for correction of a misdeed, except for 

one focus group participant in the private school (FG7PR, male, 16) who had 

disagreed with the group (see above on PP as a mode of discipline or correction), 

all other participants nodded in agreement with FG5P (male, 17, focus group) 

that because it is part of their school training, they do not think it is strange to 

use PP. Further, he commented that ‘It is not a big deal but a normal way of 

school life’. It was a similar response from HBP (16, interview) to the question of 

whether he has ever been punished or witnessed PP in the school. He stated 

(smiling) that every student in his school had received PP at least once because 

‘it’s just a way of life in Nigeria. It is our culture and tradition’.  

The above reports explain why more than two-thirds of the questionnaire 

respondents in the two schools ticked ‘No’ to the question of whether they or 

their friends ever thought of exiting school because of PP. And on the question 

of ‘Why?’ students wrote responses such as ‘just for correction’, ‘the same in 

every school’, ‘leads to another punishment at home’, ‘no need as it might be 

from a frying pan to fire’, ‘the society will call you a bad name like armed robber’.  

In the two schools, while responding to the question of widespread traditional 

acceptance of PP, some interviewed teachers frequently mentioned ‘children as 

leaders of tomorrow’. Their perceptions suggested that if children were to face 

the challenges of future leadership, they need to be trained well, which mostly 

involves using PP. The principal (T1PR, male, interview) asserted that children 

are the leaders of tomorrow and ‘need to be trained well in our cultural and 

religious values to be able to take up that challenge in future, and you must use 

physical punishment to get it right’. Many students corroborated this comment 

when describing the importance of PP in the lives of children. For example, FG5PR 
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(male, 15, focus group), though he disapproved of severe PP, maintained that 

PP is important in schools because ‘as leaders of tomorrow, we have to 

understand that life is not as easy as we think’. He believed that the only way 

students could reward their parents’ hard work in paying high school fees would 

be to be good children and that ‘some of us are not willing to be good children 

without physical punishment’.  

iv. Physical punishment as a religious obligation 

In their interviews, teachers were asked whether they think that the widespread 

use of PP as a corrective measure is based on religious reasons. All teachers from 

the two schools agreed that religion plays a very significant part in the discipline 

of children. According to T3P (female, interview), religion supports the use of PP 

to correct children when they err. She disclosed that mission schools (religiously 

owned and managed) use PP more than public or private schools, and that was 

why they rated high in a league table in children’s discipline and moral 

development. And commented: ‘I refer you to Proverbs 13:24 that tells us not to 

spare the rod and spoil the child’ (Biblical quote).  

Moreover, almost all interviewed teachers from both schools reported that they 

were religiously obligated to use PP on children when they misbehave. About half 

of the interviewed teachers in both schools quoted some Christian Holy Bible 

verses to demonstrate their strong belief in this religious obligation. For example, 

T2PR (female, interview) believed that ‘foolishness is bound into the heart of a 

child, but the rod of correction or discipline shall drive it away’ (Proverbs 22:15, 

Holy Bible). For this reason, children need tough disciplinary procedures in the 

form of mild pain. T10P (female, interview) maintained that she was duty-bound 

correcting erring children according to the Bible, which directed every adult to 

correct children in the right path, so they do not depart from them when they 

grow up. She said that ‘the Bible also curses one who spares the rod and spoils 

the child’. Almost all interviewed teachers and few students in both schools 
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repeatedly mentioned ‘spare the rod and spoil the child’. Some of them quoted 

the Bible verses while others only made the comment. For example, T2PR 

(female, interview) commented that:  

Even religion supports it (PP). When the Holy Bible in Proverbs 13:24 says that 
‘whoever spares the rod hates their children, but the one that loves their 
children is careful to discipline them’. No teacher or parent takes fun in 
punishing children if not to correct and make them understand that what they 
did was wrong. 

v. Physical punishment as a duty of care 

In the interviews, almost all teachers in the two schools described PP as a duty 

of care to their students. From their perspectives, correcting students using PP is 

part of their traditional, religious and moral responsibilities as teachers. According 

to T3P (female, interview), correcting children when they err is obligation 

teachers owe their students, and if it is to be discharged properly, teachers must 

apply some level of authority so that students will listen and conform to corrective 

training. This authority could be in the form of PP or mere talk but insisted that 

‘children in our context, I mean Africa do not listen to talk and only talk but 

something that can give them a little pain’. However, she advised that PP though 

necessary should be age appropriate to the child so as not to be labelled as child 

abuse she concluded.  

Supporting this last comment when responding to the question of their feelings 

during and after administrating PP on children, T7PR (male, interview) 

commented that students themselves know when they have misbehaved and 

thus expected the teacher to correct them, otherwise, ‘it means that you (the 

teacher) have failed in your duty of care’. That explains why almost all 

interviewed teachers responded to having ‘normal’ feelings administrating PP to 

students. For example, T5P (male, interview) remarked: ‘I don’t feel any 

different. I feel I’m doing my duty as a teacher who is helping his students 

become better children in future’. In the same way, T4P (female, interview) 
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commented that ‘I am just performing my routine duty as a teacher that is 

responsible for these children as far as the period they are under my care in this 

school’. She stated that this responsibility could be protecting students from 

growing to adult with poor misbehaviour, which could have been corrected as a 

child with PP. T7PR (male, interview), while describing the importance of 

correcting children early asserted that ‘if parents or teachers fail to discharge this 

duty of care to the children, society will blame them if children grow up with 

those bad behaviour’.  

However, two male teachers (T7P and T8P) responded differently to the question 

of their feelings during and after punishing the children. For T7P (male, interview) 

who admitted that it had never crossed his mind to think about his feelings while 

punishing a child, even though his response was also ‘normal feeling’, disclosed 

that:  

If I give a bit of harsh punishment that makes a child cry so much, I feel 
sorry and kind of regret it. You know, these children can make you do what 
you would not ordinarily do in anger. Then, when you think it over, you feel 
that you would have done it the other way around. 

Although T8P’s (male, interview) viewpoint suggested his support of PP as a 

disciplinary measure and a duty of care according to acclaimed traditional and 

religious principles, he was not comfortable with exposing children to PP. As he 

asserted, ‘as children, I feel somehow unpleasant when punishing them, but 

because I am doing it as a corrective measure and as tradition demands of me, 

I don’t feel regrets’.  He further disclosed that after administering PP, he usually 

explained to the students why he had punished them and the implications of this 

misbehaviour for their future.  

5.2.2. Why are students disciplined?  

In the two schools, the question of why students are disciplined was asked of all 

participants in the interviews, focus groups, and questionnaires. The general 
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perception was that students were disciplined if they fail to do what they were 

supposed to do at the right time or exhibit inappropriate behaviour in school. 

According to T7PR (male, interview), students knew what to do and the times to 

do them. Also, they knew what is prohibited and why they should not do them. 

These are the school rules and regulations. Therefore, if they go against any of 

these rules and regulations, they merit discipline or punishment. Similarly, T2P 

(female, VP, interview) confirmed that students were made aware of rules and 

regulations when admitted, and a copy given to them and that they usually read 

the popular ones every morning in the assembly as a school creed. In her words:  

It [PP] is a way of reminding them that they did the wrong thing, that they 
have broken the rules they earlier signed. Yes, they all know this because, 
on admission to this school, a copy of it is read and given to every one of 
them to sign and retain a copy too.   

By way of conclusion, she (T2P) said that the students were also aware that ‘any 

behaviour contrary to these rules and regulations attract discipline or punishment 

as a reward for breaking them’.  

From the teachers’ perspectives, these rules and regulations which T7P (male, 

interview) referred to as ‘the school commandments’ could be in the form of 

lateness to school, class or activity; disobedience or insubordination; noise 

making; loitering; absence from school without permission and/or truancy; 

fighting, bullying, inattentiveness, stealing, disrespect; unkempt (e.g. bushy hair) 

and improper dressing (dressing contrary to the school uniform). Others included 

failure to complete or submit homework, assignment or project; failure keeping 

lesson notes up to date; unauthorised refusal writing a text or exam; cheating in 

exams; abusing teachers, prefects or senior students; and parents and/or 

guardians reports of uncontainable behaviour, and so on. There were others 

categorised by the principal (T1P, male, interview) as serious misconduct 

whereby the principals or vice principals would administer PP. They included 

stealing outside school environment or armed robbery; gambling; cultism; 
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immoral sexual acts (rape or sexual assault); and attempts to beat, and beating, 

teachers, parents or guardians; cigarette smoking, drugs or alcohol use, etc. 

All student participants from the two schools confirmed the list of misbehaviour 

that could attract discipline from the teachers or the school functionaries.  HGPR 

(16, interview) reported that their school has a timekeeper who rings the bell for 

school activities and of which every student was aware, and by which they are 

always expected to abide. Failure to obey the bell without authorisation attracts 

discipline or punishment. In addition to the above list of offences that could 

attract disciplinary action, students mentioned others such as stubbornness; 

sleeping in the class while the teacher is teaching; failure to complete assigned 

morning duties; rough playing inside the classroom; leaving the school without 

permission; non-payment of school fees; refusal to participate in activities such 

as physical education or sport, manual labour, and moral or religious instruction. 

However, many interviewed teachers and focus group participants reported that 

students usually are given initial verbal warnings before the application of the PP. 

Equally, first offenders are usually warned as a reminder that they had 

misbehaved and could be punished if they repeated the same offence. For 

example, FG3P (male, 16, focus group) remarked ‘we must have given the 

students initial warning to desist from that bad behaviour’. Then, if the students 

commit the same offence again, they are punished after reminding them of their 

initial warning’.  Also, agreeing with this last remark, T2PR (female, interview) 

maintained that ‘teachers must have given several warnings to the students for 

the same offence before the punishment is giving’.  

5.2.3. Parental attitude to PP of their children or wards 

In the two schools, teachers were asked to describe parents’ and guardian’s views 

on the PP of their children or wards. All interviewed teachers responded that 

many parents encouraged and supported the use of PP. They reported that 

parental attitudes depended on their knowledge of the benefits and/or harms of 
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PP. For example, as the principal (T1PR, male, interview) asserted: ‘some parents 

would like their children disciplined. They would even request such from the 

school management …. However, some rich parents do not like their children to 

be punished’. T5PR (female, interview) commented that parents and guardians 

relied greatly on schools for their children’s and wards’ positive development, 

good behaviour and academic accomplishment, and anything less would be a 

disappointment. T7PR (male, interview) emphasised that because of trust and 

confidence in teachers’ judgments for what is best for their children, and the 

knowledge that certain uncorrected misbehaviour ‘will boomerang in adulthood 

and the blame will still go back to the parents and the teachers who failed in their 

duty of care’, many parents do not complain; instead, they encourage and 

demand PP for their children and/or wards. Besides, some parents and guardians 

do not object to the use of PP because they expose their children and wards to 

more severe PP at home than what they experience in schools (T6, male, 

interview). 

In public school, many teachers reported that parents and/or guardians’ support 

and encouragement was evident in the Parent-Teachers’ Association (PTA) 

meetings. For example, T6P (male, interview) stated that at PTA meetings, 

parents and guardians always expressed their worries about falling standards of 

discipline. Corroborating this, T2P (female, interview) asserted that parents 

always query if schools still use PP because of unnoticeable positive effects in 

their children. She maintained that ‘they (parents) encourage the use of physical 

punishments. It’s in rare cases that parents react negatively’. Confirming this, 

T10P (female, interview), who was the secretary to the PTA, disclosed that in 

such meetings, parents always complain of inadequate discipline and the inability 

of the school to impose proper PP to children. By way of conclusion, she said 

‘they (parents) always plead that teachers should help by caning them (students) 

properly as that is the only one, they understand’. 
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It was a similar perception in private school. When T2PR (female, interview) was 

articulating parental staunch support for PP, she stated that ‘parents and 

guardians welcome our disciplinary process especially the physical punishment 

aspect’. According to her, this has resulted in the increased application of 

students to the school despite the high fees charged by her school. She further 

disclosed that on several occasions in the past, parents and guardians have 

shown their appreciation of teachers when they see obvious changes either in 

the behaviour or academic performances of their children and wards. And this is 

because, as T9PR (female, interview) commented, if school PP affects the 

children positively, they extend it to their homes thus creating such a positive 

impression on parents that they ask for more. This explains a comment from T3P 

(female, interview) who claimed that private schools who use more PP perform 

better than those that use less PP, and that ‘parents do prefer to send their 

children to schools where discipline is rated high’.  

Although the students were not asked the above question (parents and guardians 

views on the PP of their children and wards) because teachers and school 

management’s views would be more relevant in answering the targeted research 

question, the above reports from the teachers explain why CR1PR (male, 12, 

interview) was influenced by his parents when he reported and expressed his 

unhappiness with the floggings he received at school. According to CR1PR, his 

parents had told him that ‘it (flogging) is part of the school training, and if I do 

not like it, I should try to avoid it next time’. Probing further his views on his 

parents’ response he said, ‘it made me feel ashamed because they (parents) were 

right in what they said to me’. This shows strong evidence of parents’ and 

guardians’ acceptance of PP as a corrective strategy, and how it could affect 

children’s resilience to PP.  

All interviewed teachers in both schools reported that some parents and 

guardians frown at the use of PP of their children and wards. As T7PR (male 

interview) commented: ‘some parents do come here with a fight sometimes 
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asking, ‘why you caned my child?’  However, all interviewed teachers’ viewpoints 

suggested that certain factors could be responsible for this. For example, T9P 

(female, interview) commented that ‘only a few parents don’t accept it, maybe 

because they don’t use it on their children at home or maybe the child is an only 

child or only male child or that the child has an illness’. These reasons could be 

explained by the high level economic or educational background of the parents 

or guardian, or health conditions of the child.  For example, as the principal 

(T1PR, male, interview) remarked: ‘some rich parents do not like their children 

to be punished, especially those children with health conditions’. It could also be 

that the child was the ‘only child’ or the ‘only male child’ of the parents as these 

children can be pampered or overprotected. Nonetheless, many teachers’ views 

suggested that, generally, these categories of students are spotted easily in the 

school due to their attitude. Teachers claimed that such children are more difficult 

to manage as they see themselves as privileged, that they also perform below 

average in academic activities, and are usually disrespectful of authority. These 

views indicate teachers’ strong beliefs that non-exposure of children to PP could 

lead to children’s inappropriate behaviour. For example, T8PR (male, interview) 

commented that these children were labelled ‘spoilt’; they were the type that 

disappoints the school and their parents in the long run because they behave as 

they like without being corrected. By way of conclusion he said: ‘as young as they 

are, they deal on drugs, alcohol, and flirt about, and visit beer parlours’.   

Further, teacher participants were asked about parents’ and guardians’ reactions 

when their children and wards are injured because of PP. All interviewed teachers 

from both schools responded that parents and/or guardians react negatively 

when the injury was involved as no parent or guardian is happy to see their 

children injured in the process of correcting them. For example, as T10PR 

(female, interview) commented: ‘negative reactions, raging and as you will agree 

with me that it’s only natural. I myself would not be happy if anyone injures my 

child because of punishment’. Similarly, T4P (female, interview) reported that 
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parents are always furious on PP injuries to their children. According to T4P, 

although some parents especially mothers do request teachers to punish their 

children, it would be best not to allow any injury because ‘if you injure the child, 

the same mother who had asked you for proper punishment will come after you 

and say if I ask you to cane them, did I ask you to kill them for me’.  From the 

teachers’ perspectives, PP is meant to be corrective rather than abusive or 

damaging. That explains why T4P (female, interview) commented that ‘teachers 

should be familiar with their educational training on the levels of punishments to 

children and understand that giving a child injury is known as child abuse’. 

Therefore, for T8PR (male interview) parents and/or guardians are justified in 

whichever negative way they might choose to react to PP injuries on their 

children.  

Nevertheless, all interviewed teachers from both schools were of the view that 

PP related injuries were accidental as no teacher would deliberately injure a child. 

According to T5PR (female, interview), many parents and guardians are 

considerate in their reactions as they understood that such accidents could 

happen anywhere and at any time even when the child was not physically 

punished. For example, as T4P (female, interview) stated, ‘this injury of a thing 

is never deliberate because no trained teacher will deliberately harm a child. It is 

an accident that can happen anywhere and at any time’. On further probing about 

teachers’ insistence that PP injuries were accidental, the principal (T1P, male, 

interview) disclosed that it is flogging that usually produces injury either because 

the child was trying to dodge the flogging object (cane) or because the cane 

missed the targeted part of the body. As a result, T10PR (female, interview) 

advised teachers to ‘punish minimally only when necessary and with caution’.  

Again, in both schools, teachers were further asked if there had been any known 

PP related injuries in their schools and how the parents or guardians reacted to 

the situation. Only a few interviewed teachers admitted that injuries had occurred 

in the past, but that the parents of the concerned students reconciled with the 
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school.  Many declined to comment further.  For example, in the words of T2P 

(female, interview), ‘injury happens very rarely too. Few times it happened, they 

were settled amicably… just accidents and parents understand that. Please let’s 

leave it at that’.  Teachers’ responses suggested that parental reactions depended 

on the understanding of the parents themselves and what transpired to produce 

the injury. The general perception was that, as expected, parents are usually 

unhappy when their children were injured from PP, but as commented by T6P 

(male, interview) ‘with detailed explanations and apologies, they (parents or 

guardians) do understand that it happened accidentally’. The principal (T1P, 

male, interview) maintained that injuries associated with PP were accidents and 

‘in most cases, parents see it in that way but sometimes, it becomes an issue’. 

When he was asked what happens if it becomes an issue, he explained that the 

parents might report the case to the Police or Ministry of Education if it could not 

be resolved internally. By way of conclusion, he said, ‘in most cases, the issue is 

usually resolved internally. That’s as much I can say’.  

In the focus groups in both schools, children were asked if there have been any 

known PP related injuries in their schools. In the public school, participants 

nodded in agreement when FG9P (male, focus group) responded that ‘none has 

happened in our school, but we have heard where it happened in another school 

where a student died while being flogged by a teacher’. Supporting this report, 

FG1P (female, 16, focus group) said ‘I have also heard about a boy that jumped 

from his class upstairs while trying to avoid a teacher from flogging him and he 

broke one of his legs’. Similarly, in the private school, FG7PR (male, 16, focus 

group) responded ‘yes swollen face, nearly touching (name withheld) his eyes’. 

Then, other participants chorused that there were no other PP injuries recorded 

in their school to their knowledge. 

In both schools, questionnaire respondents were asked if they or any friend ever 

been injured from PP and if yes, what type? About half the 125 respondents in 

public school ticked the ‘Yes’ option that they or their friends have been injured 
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during PP. While a quarter of 71 private school respondents ticked the ‘Yes’ option 

that they or their friends have been injured from PP. Table 8 below presents 

children’s responses to types of injury in the two schools. 

Table 8: Physical punishment injuries in both schools 

Physical punishment injuries from the questionnaire responses 

Public School Private School 
cane marks cane marks 

Bruises bleeding from the hand, leg, 
nose 

cuts/open wounds Cuts or open wounds 

burns on the knee because of kneeling on a 
rough background 

Sprain 

Broken bone (leg, arm etc.) Dislocation 

Collapsed/fainted Bruises 

sore or injury on the palm because of 
cutting grasses and working in the farm site 

- 

 

 

5.3. Conclusion 

In sum, this Chapter had presented the first (methods of discipline) and second 

(rationale for discipline) themes of the study findings. It presented the 

participants’ perceptions of PP method of discipline, the types of PP in use, the 

instruments and application processes as well as the differences in the use of PP 

in public versus private and urban versus rural secondary schools. The 

participants’ reasons for the use of PP and what students do to merit that pattern 

of discipline, as well as parents and guardians’ attitude to PP of their children and 

wards, were also presented. The next Chapter will continue with presenting 

findings on the third, fourth and final themes which are the impacts of PP, non-

physical and/or alternatives to PP and participants’ perceptions of the UNCRC in 

relation to the physical punishment of children.  
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Chapter Six 

 Research Result Two 

6.1. Impacts of Physical Punishment 

6.1.1. Introduction 

This Chapter presents the impacts of physical punishment (PP) on children’s 

behaviour, academic activities and student-teacher relationship as informed by 

the participants. A summary is shown in figure 6 and analysed below.  

Figure 6: Summary of Impact of PP on children 
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6.1.2. Impact on Behaviour 

As discussed in earlier Chapters, in Nigerian secondary schools, PP is regarded 

as an effective means of correcting and disciplining children when they go against 

stipulated rules and regulations to make them change from negative to desired 

positive behaviour. From the interviews, focus groups and questionnaire 

responses in both schools, these points were constantly made by all participants. 

As will be seen, responses from many participants demonstrated their strong 

belief that PP has a positive impact on students’ lives and behaviour. Student 

participants in both schools reported that they do not easily obey or heed 

instructions without a threat or actual application of the PP by the teachers, 

school functionaries or senior students (for the public secondary school). For 

example, CR2P (female, 13, interview) commented that: ‘we students, we do not 

take instructions but once the punishment is applied, we quickly hear and obey 

the instruction’. This was echoed by T3PR (female, interview) who, when 

describing how effective PP was in moulding children’s behaviour commented 

that: 

If not for anything, students obey instructions that led to the punishment 
and learnt that the behaviour they exhibited was wrong. Physical punishment 
makes children more responsible, respectful and improves their moral 
development. 

In both schools, the threat of punishment was frequently mentioned as a strategy 

to inculcate and maintain discipline.  According to many teachers, the typical use 

of threat was to instil fear in or scare students off, from misconduct. The threat 

could take the form of carrying a cane about by teachers and prefects, raising 

the cane as if to strike, speaking in a raised voice and shouting or frowning. For 

example, the principal (T1PR, male, interview) remarked that ‘carrying the cane 

alone is a very good disciplinary strategy for us because mere citing it creates 

that sense of responsibility in those children’. However, about a quarter of the 

students from both schools reported that even when the threat of punishment 

was not fulfilled, the fear it created was as bad as if the actual PP were carried 
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out. Their perspectives implied that merely seeing an object of punishment such 

as a cane (wooden stick) in the hand of a teacher or school prefect was usually 

enough to arrest undesirable behaviour since it signified that either flogging or 

hitting would follow immediately if the students refused to obey. Confirming the 

above reports from the students, T4P (female, interview) remarked that, ‘even 

when you don’t want to use it (the cane) on them, a mere sighting of it creates 

that fear in them that they have to quickly do what you want’.  

The pain, shame, and humiliation associated with PP were identified by 

participants as a reason for students’ prompt desired positive behavioural 

changes. Almost all the interviewed teachers from both schools stated that after 

receiving PP, well-trained students showed signs of remorse and guilt and that 

they usually resolved never to commit the same offence or even any other 

offence for fear of being punished again. This resolution suggested obedience to 

all school rules, regulations and respect for management decisions always. 

Relating their experiences from the pains and humiliations of PP, CR2PR (female, 

12, interview) responded that ‘any time they flog me, I will try to stop doing that 

thing that made them punish me because the pains from that flogging are too 

much’. Likewise, CR1P (male, 13, interview) responded that ‘because the 

punishment is painful, and nobody likes a punishment. So, you will try to change 

your behaviour so that you are not punished again’. 

Further, for some students, eliminating any behaviour seen by the school as 

problematic, however worthy, was the ideal way to avoid PP. CR3P (female, 14, 

interview) reported how she gave up attending masses (church service) every 

morning to avoid PP. Considering the distance of about one and a half miles from 

her village church to the school, she used to arrive at the school during or shortly 

after the morning assembly. This tagged her as a habitual latecomer which also 

resulted in her being punished daily. She said shyly ‘because of the pains of this 

punishment every day I come late. I stopped going to morning mass, so I started 

coming to school early and they stopped punishing me’. 
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Other student participants gave varied instances of when they stopped their 

inappropriate behaviour after being exposed to PP, especially on the assembly 

ground.  In the focus groups, participants repeatedly commented on how PP 

helped some students to stop stealing in their schools. For example, FG4PR 

(male, 15, focus group) asked me: ‘Auntie, if, for example, you are asked to kneel 

down in front of all students because you stole another student’s item are you 

going to do it again?’  I answered ‘no’, and then he (laughing) said, ‘you see now 

that kneeling down alone has made you not to steal again in the school …. You 

might go ahead and steal somewhere else that is your business’. This prefect 

(FG4P) was describing how humiliation associated with PP can positively impact 

on students’ misbehaviour in the school environment, but that the misbehaviour 

could be exhibited elsewhere, suggesting that PP is not always enough to correct 

undesirable behaviour. This corroborated a comment by T2PR (female, interview) 

who said that ‘from experience, it (PP) helps in modifying wrongdoings of 

students at least at that particular time’.  

Similarly, still articulating the notion of PP as an aid to behavioural changes of 

students, HBPR (16, interview) narrated how, because he watched football 

matches on the TV, he often overslept, missing his lift to school so that he had 

to walk for about 40 minutes. He was flogged as a punishment for lateness at 

the school gate, and again in the classroom by his maths teacher who was already 

teaching before he came in. When responding to a question on the effectiveness 

of PP on students’ behaviour, he said: 

Punishment is very effective, no doubt about it. If I should take my 
experience as an example, after that day I was punished for the lateness in 
the school, which was the last time because no matter the club that is playing 
football, I have never ignored our weekdays’ bedtime routine. That made me 
change from that bad attitude and I am happy about it. 

The above extracts demonstrate that as much as students resent PP, they accept 

what it represents: they fear being beaten, yet, talk about it as an effective 

disincentive for misbehaviour.  
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Teachers’ responses in their interviews indicated that they perceive PP as 

effective in correcting and changing students’ inappropriate behaviour. Many 

interviewed teachers reported that students soon performed tasks that they 

would have initially refused to do if PP had not been used. According to them, 

fear of the cane, and the knowledge that punishment would persist for repeated 

misbehaviour explained why many students would desist from further 

misbehaviour. For example, T5P (male, interview) explained that he would only 

get his students’ attention if he entered the chemistry lab with a cane. In his 

words: ‘If I don’t go to my lab with a cane, they will be making a hell of a noise 

that they will not be listening to me … and so as soon as they spot a cane in my 

hand, they will all keep quiet’.  

However, there were reservations in some teachers’ views on the manner PP 

impacted on some students’ behaviour. For example, when describing the 

effectiveness of PP on students’ behaviour and academic attainment, the principal 

(T1P, male, interview) admitted that some children took more time than others 

to grasp the required change after the PP application. Corroborating this 

statement, T6P (male, interview) remarked that: ‘to be honest, that bad 

behaviour may not stop in the first or even the second time of punishment’. This 

suggests that though some students eventually comply, the expected impact of 

PP was not always immediate.  

The above positive narratives about the effects of PP on students’ behaviour 

should not be taken to mean that there were no contrary viewpoints. About one-

third of the respondents (teachers and students) in both schools perceived PP as 

impacting negatively on students’ behaviour. Their views suggested that rather 

than the anticipated positive change from inappropriate to acceptable behaviour, 

some students behaved more badly than they did before they received PP. For 

example, CR1P (male, 13, interview) reported that: 
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Sometimes, it (PP) makes some stubborn students behave worse. For 
example, a senior punished one boy, he went and organised his friends and 
they beat up that senior so badly after school that he was taken to the 
hospital. 

Further, one respondent wrote in the questionnaire that ‘punishment makes the 

victim think of evil against the punisher’ (QP). Another wrote: ‘I don’t take that 

their nonsense punishment. If anybody touches me, I fight back in my own way’ 

(QP). Also, in private school, one questionnaire respondent wrote: ‘punishing a 

child will not stop that child from doing bad things’ (QPR).  

In the focus group with private school prefects, when reacting to the question on 

the effect of PP on the behaviour of students, some participants reported that PP 

had resulted in unpleasant incidents. For example, FG3PR (male, 16, focus group) 

reported that some aggrieved students had, in the past, engaged in physical 

fights with prefects and teachers who had tried to administer PP. A similar remark 

was also made by T2P (female, interview) who said that PP is usually ineffective 

on ‘hardened’ students, who in the past, had engaged in violent acts when they 

were disciplined.  

Moreover, in the focus group at the 0public school, in addition to repeated 

comments about engaging their punishers in a physical fight, FG8P (female, 17, 

focus group) reported that PP had led to undesirable after-school incidents. In 

her words: ‘yes, sometimes punishments don’t work for some students’. Instead 

of a positive change in behaviour after receiving PP, she (FG8P) noted that some 

students engaged in the gang beating of teachers, prefects, and senior students 

by way of revenge. There had also been cases of organised assaults of female 

teachers, female prefects, and senior students. By way of conclusion, FG8P said 

(in a whispered shy voice): ‘they have, ermm, organised and raped some female 

teachers, and some female senior students’ (FG8P, 17, focus group). This 

corroborates report of T4PR (female, interview) when responding to the question 

of the differences between PP in urban and rural schools, she disclosed that she 

had heard stories from teacher friends in public schools that some teachers who 
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had punished students in rural public schools were accosted on their way and 

dealt with severely by students. She said, ‘they (students) can hang on the trees 

and drop human or animal faeces all over teachers’ bodies, you know that kind 

of thing, and do all manner of things to them’. These accounts from the 

participants from both schools portray PP as promoting aggression rather than 

impacting positively on student behaviour or attitudes.  

Nevertheless, the general perspectives from the participants (teachers and 

students) in both schools illustrate that the anticipated change in behaviour 

depended on the individual students themselves whether they wanted to change 

their behaviour and that this was influenced by discipline in the home. For 

example, FG7PR (male, 16, focus group) remarked that ‘it depends on individuals 

because I know that some students don’t change, no matter the kind of 

punishment you give them’.  Supporting this remark, T10P (female, interview) 

said that ‘the speed and permanency of that change in behaviour very much 

depend on the kind of student concerned and the kind of upbringing that child 

received from home’. This, again, indicates that PP’s positive impact on the 

behaviour of students was not always guaranteed or is less certain than portrayed 

by some other participants.  

6.1.3. Impact on Academic activities 

Academic standards, attainment, and achievement are core to every post-primary 

institution in Nigeria. It was a belief that schools’ level of moral standards and 

academic attainment are evident in their ranks in a league table. This was the 

thinking of the principal (T1PR, male, interview) who said that:  

This (school) ranking is very important to every school in this country, so it’s 
better you prevent spending much time tackling children’s misconducts. Use 
that time in improving school standards to get good ranking in the annual 
league table. 
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According to T1PR, to realise their targeted academic attainment, schools across 

the country take measures to eliminate distractions including indiscipline and 

misconduct. These schools, therefore, aim for high levels of discipline in their 

schools which usually involved PP. This explains why every interviewed teacher 

in both schools described PP as an effective tool for teaching and learning, and a 

tool that promotes an organised school environment. Teachers perceived PP as 

a source of authority that brings about the desired respect and orderliness in the 

school system, and a weapon that promotes hard work, seriousness and a sense 

of responsibility in students. For example, T4P (female, interview) commented 

that ‘they (PP) are effective especially in keeping lesson notes up-to-date and in 

competing for better positions in the exams’.  This was like the view of T8P (male, 

interview) who said that PP promotes hard work and improved academic 

orientations in students such as better concentration in the class, note copying, 

project completion and standard performances.  In his own words: ‘it (PP) is 

effective, it’s yielding positive results’.  

Because children (like adults) feel the pains and humiliations of PP, it would seem 

natural to avoid it as much as possible. This was the thinking of T9P (female, 

interview) who repeatedly commented that students feel the pain of PP and 

explained that if students were punished for cheating in the examination, it is 

assumed that they did not prepare well enough for the examination. Therefore, 

with the pains and humiliations that come from the punishment, they would put 

more effort into and be better prepared for the next examination, and the need 

for cheating or malpractice would be less likely.  

Teachers’ perceptions of the efficacy of PP implied that a high standard of 

discipline in schools could lead to smooth and progressive teaching and learning. 

All interviewed teachers in both schools affirmed that rather than a constant 

engagement of students in PP, they would concentrate more on academic 

improvement standards. And students, for their part, would spend more time in 

their studies and academic competition rather than misconduct. This assertion 
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from teachers suggests that with this collective hard work in a nearly acceptable 

discipline school setting, students’ academic achievement would be usually 

ranked high in a league table to the advantage of the school. For example, when 

describing the importance of improving standards and high ranking for schools, 

the principal (T1PR, male, interview) said:  

You know as well as I do, that I can’t do the work alone. It requires the 
efforts of both the teachers and the students. And that’s where physical 
punishment comes in… punishment helps to guide these children to the right 
channel towards achieving that goal. 

Moreover, all teacher interviewees and many student participants in both schools 

felt that in applying PP, students who neglected their academic tasks would form 

the habit of wanting to perform those tasks well to avoid PP. This was evident in 

some of the examples teachers and students shared about positive changes in 

the academic attitude of students after being exposed to PP. This includes 

increased attention in the classroom; keeping lesson notes up-to-date; 

completing assignments and school projects on time, etc. Responding to the 

question on the impact of PP on students’ ability to learn or concentrate on their 

studies, T3PR (female, interview) said that ‘PP has a serious impact on children. 

It promotes hard work and seriousness in their studies’. She further illustrated 

her point with this example: 

Students who don’t copy lesson notes or carry out school assignments or 
projects will not perform well in their exams, right? However, with 
punishments given to such students, maybe once or twice, they will form the 
habit of doing those things and believe you me, they will perform much 
better in the exams as simple as that. 

Supporting the above remarks, T5PR (female, interview) maintained that there 

was nothing better than PP in the transformation of children’s attitude to learning. 

In her words: ‘yes, positive impact for that matter. It encourages hard work on 

them, and hard work goes with better performance in the exams’. Similarly, T8P 

(male, interview) said that PP has a significant positive impact on students’ ability 

to concentrate on their studies. He explained that if students were punished for 
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inattentiveness in the class while the teacher is teaching, they would be forced 

to form the habit of paying attention to teachers to avoid further punishment. 

This, he asserted would lead to a better understanding of the subject lessons and 

better performance in the examinations.   

From the perspectives of the students to the question of whether or not PP is 

effective in helping students concentrate on their studies and learn better, CR1P 

(male, 13, interview) commented in favour of the question and said: ‘if I am 

flogged for making noise in the class when the teacher is teaching, next time I 

will not make noise again instead, I will concentrate on what the teacher is 

teaching’. To further demonstrate the efficacy of PP on the academic attainment 

of students in private school, one male junior student Kachi (pseudonym) was 

called to say hello to me by T10PR (female, interview) after her interview. When 

Kachi left, the teacher told me how he (Kachi) used to play with his mobile phone 

in maths lessons because he hated the subject. To punish him, he was made to 

leave his phone with the teacher and then to stand at the back of the class for 

one week. According to T10PR, Kachi’s dislike for mathematics changed for good 

and he became the best in his class even helping classmates solve mathematics 

problems. By way of conclusion T10PR said: 

So, you see that punishment of standing at the back of the class alone 
worked, by making him more attentive and focused. Yes, punishment does 
help in improving children’s study habits as well as their academic 
performances’.  

However, Sridha (2007) noted that making a student stand at the back of the 

classroom while listening to teacher’s lesson is not only a physical but also an 

emotional punishment.  

Further, while waiting to interview T6P (male, interview), the researcher 

observed a situation that demonstrated a positive effect of PP. When T6P came 

out from the class with a cane in his hand, he told me: ‘I just administered three 

strokes of a cane to a very stubborn child, and this is his phone which I have 



206 

 

seized’ (showing me a small Nokia mobile handset). He said that Ike (pseudonym) 

would only get his phone back after copying all the notes from the previous 

lessons, otherwise, he would forfeit the phone as a punishment. By way of 

conclusion, T6P said: ‘I bet you, that boy will finish those notes before you leave 

here today just to get his phone back’. About two hours later, Ike came running 

to him with his up-to-date notebook as the teacher had predicted. 

Again, in the interviews, focus groups and questionnaires, over three-quarters of 

the student participants in both schools reported that PP positively influenced 

their academic activities in areas such as ‘concentration in the class’; ‘focused’ 

and ‘understanding of their mission in the school’; ‘organised study habit’; ‘zeal 

for responsibility’; ‘hard work and competition’.  For example, HBP (16, interview) 

remarked that ‘physical punishment helps students to attend to their academic 

work and work harder especially if the person is lagging behind’.  Similarly, HGPR 

(16, interview) repeatedly commented that PP was the usual thing that happened 

to every student that misbehaved including herself though she was a senior 

student. In her view, students who are punished for loitering will study in their 

classes or library to avoid another PP, and thus would learn more and compete 

for better grades. She concluded: ‘in short, physical punishment teaches students 

good lessons’. Moreover, questionnaire responses from both schools show that 

many junior students support the above comments. Their common responses 

included that PP aided ‘hard work’, ‘attentiveness’, ‘academic improvement’, 

‘better grades’, ‘improved study habit’, ‘better concentration’ and ‘seriousness 

with school tasks’ etc. 

However, by focusing attention on the significant positive perceptions of PP on 

students’ academic activities, it is easy to overlook the nuances arising from 

differing viewpoints.  For example, from the questionnaire responses in both 

schools, about one-third of the student participants perceived PP as detrimental 

not only to academic attainment but also to their health and general wellbeing, 

especially if they were not guilty of the offence for which they had been punished 
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for or if the offence is very minimal. When responding to the question on whether 

or not PP is effective in helping students concentrate on their studies and learn 

better, some questionnaire extracts from junior students in both schools included 

negative statements such as ‘missing lessons while serving PP leading to failure 

of the subject’; ‘lack and/or loss of concentration after PP’; ‘distressed’; ‘a 

headache’, ‘illness after crying’, ‘sleepy or moody for the rest of the school period’, 

‘depressed’, ‘mockery by other students’, ‘humiliation’ and ‘embarrassed, 

especially if it was on the assembly ground’, ‘absenteeism’, ‘afraid of and/or 

dislike of teachers and their subjects’, ‘dislike of prefects or the seniors’,’ hate 

school’, etc. For example, one questionnaire respondent at public school wrote: 

‘any time they flog me, I will not concentrate on the class again that day because 

I will have a headache’ (QP). Another wrote: ‘the flogging can lead to mental 

disorder and can make us senseless and mentally mad’ (QP). Other comments 

from the public school students include: ‘punishment could lead to deformity and 

unable to get married’. This respondent at the private school wrote: ‘punishment 

does not solve anything; instead it increases lack of concentration in the class’ 

(QPR). These listings demonstrate in clear terms that the students not only detest 

PP but were aware of its present and future negative implications on them. 

Further, four junior students in public school responded that students usually 

miss two or more lessons while serving punishment which negatively affected 

their performances in those subjects in the examinations. For example, one of 

them wrote in the questionnaire: ‘one day, I missed two lessons while serving 

punishment just for coming late to school and I failed the Friday test (QP).  Some 

responses from the questionnaire demonstrated fear and uncertainty on the part 

of the students. For example, responding to the question on what effect they 

thought PP has on students’ ability to learn or concentrate in class, this 

respondent at public school wrote: ‘it affected my education because, whenever 

I try to read, I will be fearing, because, I don't know the time seniors would hide 

at my back and start flogging’ (QP). This means educating under fear of 
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uncertainty, which is worse than the PP itself. It will take away concentration off 

some students as they will always watch their backs.  

The above viewpoints from the students suggested that PP could lead to both 

physiological and psychological problems in children. The stated problems 

corroborated a global update and follow-up report of the UN Secretary-General’s 

study on violence against children. In the report, insults, degradation, cruelty, 

and humiliation were identified as some psychological punishments inflicted on 

schoolchildren and adolescents that often have short or long-term negative 

consequences to their health and well-being (Covell and Becker, 2011).  

6.1.4. Impact on the Student-teacher Relationship  

It is natural for one to show signs of anger, bitterness or unhappiness when 

exposed to painful situations like PP. This was the majority opinion of this study’s 

participants in their interviews, focus groups and questionnaires in both schools. 

Responding to the question on the effect of PP on the student-teacher 

relationship, all interviewed teachers acknowledged that it was not out of place 

for children to show negative reactions in the form of hatred, resentment or 

sadness to teachers or school prefects that administered PP to them. 

Nonetheless, they also considered that these negative reactions disappear with 

the pains of PP, and the usual student-teacher relationships resume almost 

immediately.  

Teachers’ perspectives in interviews demonstrated that the type of relationship 

that would exist between the teacher and the student after PP depended on 

certain factors such as the traits of the child, type of PP, the manner of 

administration and resultant consequence (if any). Teachers were of the view 

that if the level of PP was properly administered to match the level of the offence, 

age, size and known health conditions of the student and the offence was 

properly communicated to the student, there would be no negative reaction. For 

example, for T5P (male, interview):   
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If you punish with a good reason and communicate that reason to a child, 
and if the punishment matches the offence that the child has committed, 
there is no reason to expect any negative student-teacher relationship, 
because the students understand that you are punishing them to make them 
better children. 

This positivity towards PP by teachers was attributed to the following factors.  

First, students themselves are aware that PP was not only a school disciplinary 

routine but a traditional acceptable child corrective process in the country. This 

explains why T9P (female, interview) commented that ‘with students’ full 

knowledge that physical punishment is the kind of disciplinary method that exists 

in this school, I absolutely see no reason for them to bear any grudge when 

corrected’.  

Second, teachers claim that students are also aware that they were being trained 

to be better children, and so should accept PP in good faith. Just as the principal 

(T1PR, male, interview) commented that ‘there is usually no negative effect as 

the students themselves know that they are been trained to be better children, 

so no hard feelings after the punishments’. This supports the students’ views in 

interviews and focus groups to the question of their feelings experiencing and/or 

witnessing PP. For example, HGP (17, interview) stated that she does not feel 

any different about administering or receiving PP because ‘it is part of the school 

routine to train us to be good children’.  She noted an adage that children are 

the leaders of tomorrow, and so should be prepared for that tomorrow. She 

further said, ‘and correcting us when we go wrong sometimes using punishments 

help to do that’.  It was a similar remark from HGPR (16, interview) who said: ‘I 

felt it’s just to correct me from the wrong I have done. So, I took it in good faith’. 

Also, FG6PR (female, 16, focus group) commented: ‘no unusual feeling at all. It 

is our usual way of discipline, so all of us know that and you don’t have to 

question it. If you (student) don’t like it, you better behave yourself’.  

Third, many teachers were positive that some students get harsh PP at home and 

could withstand mild PP in school. For example, T2PR (female, interview) who 
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had two children attend that school insisted that some students get worse 

punishments at home. In her words: ‘my two children are in this school and they 

can testify that they get more punishment at home than here. Oh, they do 

(laughing), because their dad doesn’t take any nonsense from them’.  

Fourth, parents and society expect schools through the teachers to discharge this 

duty of care, and so all teacher participants perceived PP as being in the best 

interests of the students. As T5PR (female, interview) commented ‘anyways, if 

not who cares? After all, it’s in their best interests. It is part of the training they 

are here for. Their parents and society expect such from us, so no big deal’. 

Similarly, T3PR (female, interview) asserted:  

I owe them that responsibility … the society expects me to contribute my 
own quota to the positive development of children placed under my care 
either in the school or at home and correcting them when they go wrong is 
part of that responsibility.  

In the public school, some teachers explained that they do not derive joy in 

exposing students to the pains of PP if it was not to correct and guide them to 

the best. For example, in the words of T2P (female, interview) ‘you don’t just 

punish a child because you are wicked or something like that, but because you 

want the best out of that child’. Many students agreed with this last comment. 

For example, FG3PR (male, 16, focus group), who has the authority as a school 

prefect to administer PP to fellow students, said: ‘I don’t feel anything unusual 

because it is not like we are trying to harm or kill them but only helping them to 

be better. It is for their own interests’. 

Finally, there is a belief that PP associated pains are transitory except in the rare 

case of accidental injury. For example, HGP (17, interview) said ‘I have been 

physically punished … yes, I feel the pain that time but did not carry it at heart, 

since, it’s part of the school training and it doesn’t last’. Because of the above 

factors, some teachers see no reason for a prolonged bitterness on the part of 

the students. For example, T4P (female, interview) commented that ‘students 
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understand that we are just training them. No teacher derives joy in caning or 

punishing a child’, for me it’s tiring honestly’. In her view, PP is the last resort to 

getting the desired result from the child and a duty of care that must be 

performed. 

The student-teacher relationships could either be positive or negative depending 

on the type of PP and the method of administration. This was the opinion of 

T10PR (female, interview) who commented that if the PP is too harsh or left a 

visible mark, the child would naturally resent the teacher, and a negative 

relationship would ensue. ‘Otherwise, if it’s just a controlled punishment that is 

only mild, the child might feel pains for a few minutes and forget about it and 

the normal student-teacher relationship continues’. Supporting this last comment, 

T6PR (male, interview) commented on the importance of ensuring the continued 

cordial relationship between teachers and students after PP for positive teaching 

and learning. For this reason, he suggested the following for effective PP 

administration to occur: ‘as a teacher, try as much as possible to calm down 

before punishing any student. Never punish in anger and it is always good to 

offer some soothing words to the child after punishment’. This was also the 

thinking of T9PR (female, interview) who repeatedly commented that the way PP 

was applied strongly determines the relationship of the teacher and the student 

because according to her ‘there are punishments that are wickedness’. In her 

example, if children make noise in the class, they could get about two or three 

strokes of the cane, ‘and then, after that on a general note, you give them 

(students) words of consolation explaining the effect and implications of noise 

making in the class. 

Corroborating the above comments from teachers when responding to the 

question on how they feel after being physically punished, over two thirds of the 

student participants in the interviews and questionnaires from both schools 

responded that although they felt ‘bad’, ‘unhappy’, ‘ashamed’, ‘humiliated’, 

‘moody’ and ‘sometimes wept or cried because of PP’, they still do not bear 
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prolonged resentment for their punishers. Many of them reported that they feel 

ashamed for misbehaving, and therefore accepted any PP in good faith. For 

example, CR2P (female, 13, interview) commented that: ‘it makes me feel very 

angry. I feel remorse for what I have done. I used to regret doing what I did that 

made them punish me’. Still, some others reported that out of remorse and guilt 

they usually go to apologise to the teacher for their misbehaviour. And to ensure 

that they maintain a cordial relationship with their teachers, they try as much as 

possible to impress the teacher by ensuring that such misbehaviour is not 

repeated. Students’ views suggested that they accept PP as a corrective process, 

especially if they truly merited being physically corrected. For example, this 

female junior student wrote in the questionnaire: ’if I am guilty, I regret doing 

that thing that I did, and I will decide to change from that attitude’ (QP). Another 

wrote: ‘I am usually not angry with the teacher that punished me but angry with 

myself for doing that thing that made him punish me and sometimes I go to the 

staff room to apologise to that teacher’ (QPR).  

However, CR2PR (female, 12, interview) responded differently to the question of 

her feelings with PP. She said, ‘it makes me feel bad because I hate that their 

caning. It is very painful. But they always say it is good for us so that we will be 

good children’. Then, when she was asked if she thought they were right about 

PP being good for children, she said, ‘yes, it is true, because if they flog you, next 

time you will not do that thing again so that they don’t flog you again’. 

The transient status of pain associated with PP was a frequently occurring 

comment from both teachers and students in the interviews, focus groups and 

questionnaires in both schools. Over two-thirds of the participants acknowledged 

that shortly after the PP, normal student-teacher relationship resumed, because, 

the pains from the PP were short-lived, except with rare accidental injuries. For 

example, in the words of T5PR (female, interview) ‘the anger or bitterness will 

only last as far as the pains of the punishment lasted and after that, the usual 

teacher-learner relationship continues’. Also, in the questionnaire, one 
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respondent wrote: ‘the pain you feel does not last forever’ (QP). Another wrote 

it’s just ordinary correction that will give you little pain, it’s no big deal’ (QPR). 

According to many participants, students settle almost immediately after 

receiving the PP and quickly attend to the circumstances that led to the 

punishment in the first place, such as listening to the teacher, keeping quiet, 

copying their notes, attending to assignments or school projects. 

On the other hand, there were reservations about the views of some teacher and 

student participants when responding to the question of how PP impacts on the 

student-teacher relationship. For example, CR1PR (male, 12, interview) did not 

hide his dislike for PP especially the ‘flogging’ because, ‘it makes me very angry, 

and too makes me hate that teacher or that prefect that flogged me’. When he 

was asked if he does not receive PP at home, he said that he receives more of 

kneeling or observing a siesta (forced nap) which he preferred more than 

flogging. Again, CR2P (female, 13, interview) described one management teacher 

as ‘very wicked’. In her words: ‘that guidance counsellor is very wicked. She is 

the one that will scatter your hair and ask you to pay her for barbering your hair. 

Also, responses from the questionnaires recorded four respondents that wrote 

that they dislike the teacher that punished them and dislike their subjects. 26 

respondents in the public school and four in the private school wrote that they 

would hate the teacher and their subjects. This shows that the resentment 

associated with the PP does not always disappear with the pains of PP as claimed 

by some participants. Moreover, according to T4PR (female, interview), some 

teachers were given bad names by students they had punished such as ‘Jezebel’, 

‘Thatcher’ or ‘wicked this’, ‘wicked that’. She explained that sometimes children 

resent teachers who administer severe PP. In her words: ‘you know children are 

never close to such teachers you understand, they could be good teachers, but 

then they don’t have this close relationship’. She maintained that the level of the 

PP and the approach the teacher used would determine if the relationship will 

continue or not.  
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6.1.5. The concept of individuality and family upbringing 

Many study participants identified individuality and family upbringing as 

influential factors associated with the positive impact of PP on students. Teachers 

and students confidently believed that PP impacts positively on students with 

good moral and family upbringing. For example, the principal (T1P, male, 

interview) commented that ‘the kind of training students received at home is 

reflective of their behaviour and conduct in the school’. He and some other 

teachers believed that children cannot be forced to change their bad behaviour 

or focused on their school activities if they do not want to even if they were 

exposed to PP daily. That the resolve to change depends on the individual 

students themselves and the kind of parental training they had. This concept of 

family background suggests a link with the word ‘well-trained’ which was 

repeatedly used by almost all the interviewed teachers in both schools. Teachers 

identified two categories of students they had encountered in their schools. The 

first was the ‘well-trained or well brought-up or students of good moral standing’ 

and the second was the ‘stubborn or headstrong or spoilt’ students.  

For the former, T10P (female, interview) explained that application of a little 

punishment or even comments like ‘oh, I am so disappointed in you for this’ or 

even a glare was enough to make them sober and ashamed. They show signs of 

guilt for misbehaving in the first place. Teachers regarded this category of 

students as seriously minded and level-headed, who, after receiving PP, would 

go to apologise to the teacher. They would try to impress their teachers with 

good conduct, hard work, and positive academic accomplishments. For T6P 

(male, interview), PP changes this category of students quickly. While describing 

how PP positively impact on this category of students in public school, T2P 

(female, VP, interview) commented that:   

Those level-headed students will always avoid punishments for better 
behaviour and pay more attention to their studies instead of serving 
punishments. I know some students who rarely received individual 
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punishments from their first day in this school until they graduated. If you 
see their results, you will understand exactly what I am telling you. 

On the other hand, PP was usually ineffective to so-called ‘stubborn’, ‘heady’ or 

‘naughty’ students who were used to none or tougher PP at home. They reacted 

passively to mild PP in school. From the perspectives of the teachers in both 

schools, this category of students has either developed a thick skin or lack home 

discipline which made them difficult to manage in schools. They were labelled as 

‘spoilt’, ‘stubborn’, ‘notorious’ and ‘heady’ students who would engage teachers 

or prefects in a physical fight to administer PP. They usually form cliques and 

move in groups in schools and in most cases, end up as school dropouts. By way 

of illustration, T10P (female, interview) said: 

There are some students that are notorious for punishments. They eat 
punishments like food. For them, they need to be punished before they can 
ever do something right. And because of their stubbornness, you continue 
to punish them, and at some point, they get hardened with punishment.  

According to T10P, the best form of punishment for this category of students by 

most school principals was expulsion to protect other students from their negative 

influences. 

 

6.2. Non-Physical Punishment and/or Alternatives to 
PP Method of Discipline 

6.2.1. Introduction 

As stated in the general introduction in Chapter Five, analysis of the data from 

both schools show three categories of disciplinary methods in use, and the level 

of offence students committed determines the disciplinary method to employ. 

The first category was referred to in this study as the ‘physical punishment’ (PP) 

method of discipline as discussed in Chapter Five. This involves the use of 

physical force on the child such as flogging, beating or kicking for example (see 

type or forms of PP). The second and the third categories, which are the focus 
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of this Chapter are referred to as non-physical methods of discipline and desired 

positive behaviour management strategies. These are perceived as alternative 

methods of discipline by participants for involving no physical contact with the 

child in the process of disciplinary procedures and are thus non-physical. The 

positive behaviour management strategies are not necessarily forms of 

punishments, but are, rather, interventions for encouraging the desired 

behaviour from the students. They include counselling, warning, silence, praise 

for example. This section analyses these non-physical behaviour modification 

forms of discipline that are in use in the study schools as reported by the 

participants, and other alternative methods of discipline suggested by the 

participants.  

6.2.2. Non-physical methods of discipline  

In their interviews, focus groups and questionnaires, teacher and student 

participants from both schools were asked their views about using non-physical 

alternative and/or positive behaviour management strategies such as counselling, 

good teacher-student relationships, positive reinforcement (praise) and good 

communication and patience, instead of physical punishments (PP) in their 

schools.  From the perspectives of all participants in both schools, non-physical 

and positive behaviour management forms of discipline were already in use in 

their daily school activities. For example, T7P (male, interview) commented that 

‘these alternatives have been there all along. As a teacher, you must use them 

knowingly or unknowingly because they go with your teaching’. Supporting, T2P 

(female, interview) stated that they use a lot of non-physical punishment 

depending on the offence the student had committed. She asserted that:  

Before a teacher picks up a cane to flog a child for any wrongdoing, that 
teacher must have employed other non-physical means like counselling, 
warning, advising, chatting one-on-one, time out, sending a child out of the 
class or back home and follow-ups. 
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Although the participants were not generally asked to differentiate between 

physical and non-physical punishment in interviews, focus groups and 

questionnaires, their responses suggested that they regarded non-physical 

punishment as punishment that involves no physical contact with the child by 

either themselves or the object. Hence, they categorised counselling, warning 

kneeling, standing for example as non-physical alternatives to PP, whereas 

prolonged kneeling and standing are clear forms of PP that could lead to health-

related problems like exhaustion. In view of this, the vice principals and guidance 

counsellors in both schools were asked during debriefing (after reflections by the 

researcher) why the participants categorised ‘standing’ and ‘kneeling’ as non-PP. 

They confirmed the researcher’s view that PP is the punishment by which children 

were actually touched personally by the adult or the instrument used in the PP 

administration. These were not tape recorded but were included in the field 

notes. 

Confiscating or seizing of students’ belongings such as sandals, belts, mobile 

phones, school bags, shirts, jewellery, notes or books, etc., is also a popular form 

of non-physical punishment method of discipline in the study schools. Teachers, 

prefects, and senior students can confiscate these items, and students can only 

get their items back if they agree that the confiscation was just or pay a fine. In 

the focus group, when responding to the question on the types of punishment 

they give to students, FG3P (male, 16) mentioned ‘seizing of students’ items such 

as sandal or phone’ as punishment. This is a strategy for enforcing the desired 

behaviour on the children.  

Many student participants reported that non-physical forms of discipline were 

always in use in their schools. For example, HGP (17, interview) disclosed that 

teachers and school functionaries usually warn or advise misbehaving students, 

and that ‘the guidance counsellor counsels’ stubborn students one-on-one and 

sometimes visit their homes to involve their parents in whatever method of 

discipline she is using’. All interviewed teachers likewise mentioned that they 
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regularly engage children in individual or group chatting or counselling before 

administering PP and could refer special cases to the school guidance counsellor 

for professional attention. For example, T10P (female, interview) commented 

that ‘we also engage students in individual or group chat or talk or even 

counselling either by yourself as a teacher or you refer that child to the school 

counsellor’. From the teachers’ perspectives, chatting with children was essential 

as it provided opportunities for probes to understand the reasons behind certain 

misbehaviour or attitudes students exhibited, especially misbehaviour that was 

persistent and uncorrected by PP. And, as asserted by T5PR (female, interview), 

‘from that causative information, you can advise that child or follow up with a 

home visit if need be’.  Supporting the importance of chatting with children as 

alternatives to PP, T8PR (male, interview) commented that it was a good chance 

of explaining to students about the implications of their inappropriate behaviour 

on their academic accomplishments and general future endeavours.  

In both schools, participants in their interviews, focus groups and questionnaires 

mentioned other alternatives to PP they were using such as warnings; ‘reporting’; 

‘detention’, ‘time-out’ or ‘isolation’; ‘benching’; ‘’heads on lockers; ‘withdrawal of 

privileges’; ‘being sent home’; ‘being sent out of class’; ‘standing’; ‘silence; 

‘disapproving comments’; ‘suspension’ and ‘expulsion’. Though by participants’ 

descriptions, these are not physical punishment but other forms of punishment 

described by Straus (1994) as the intent to cause a child to experience pain, but 

not injury, for correction or control of a child’s behaviour. Commenting on using 

warning as an alternative to PP, FG4P (female, 16, focus group) revealed that 

before the prefects administer PP to students, they would first give verbal 

warnings to first time offenders, and then administer PP for a repeat of the same 

offence. He said: ‘we must have given the student initial warning to desist from 

that bad behaviour’.   

In both schools, ‘reporting’ was mentioned by almost all teacher and student 

participants as a frequent non-physical punishment. From their perspectives, 
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students who broke the rules and regulations could be reported to the prefects, 

teachers, principals or parents for appropriate discipline. For example, FG4PR 

(male, 15, focus group) commented that ‘prefects report misbehaved students to 

the principal or form teachers as the case may be’. It was a similar comment 

from FG3P (male, 16, focus group) who said that the prefects usually report 

students who resist discipline or who attempt to fight them to the appropriate 

personnel for necessary discipline. Nevertheless, this could be categorised as 

deferred PP if the victims later receive PP from the higher authority they were 

reported to. 

‘Time-out’, ‘detention’, ‘isolation’ or school ‘prison or darkroom’ were repeatedly 

mentioned by the teacher and student participants from both schools as popular 

alternatives in their schools. Their views suggested that students were usually 

sent to the dark or detention room or school prison as punishment to be isolated 

from other students for some time. For example, T7P (male, interview) stated 

that ‘stubborn students are being locked up in the darkroom to cool their heads 

for some time’. Similarly, T7PR (male, interview) commented that ‘I use time-out 

a lot, especially when, I have no strength to flog or talk to habitual offenders. 

This was similar to a response from T9P (female, interview) who said that ‘you 

can bench them (students) according to the offence’. Then, on the further probe 

on what ‘benching’ meant, she explained that a teacher could bench students 

who were truants or loiterers by giving them specific seating positions usually in 

the front row of the classroom to keep a closer eye on them. Further, from the 

children’s perspective, students could be asked to rest their ‘heads on their 

lockers’ (desks) as punishment. According to HGPR (16, interview), if students 

were unnecessarily noisy in their classrooms or were disturbing school activities 

during their free periods, they could be asked to put their heads on their desks 

for some time.  A few interviewed teachers in both schools mentioned ‘standing’ 

to the side, in front of, or at the back of the class as a non-physical punishment. 

This applies especially to students who were sleepy, distracted or inattentive in 
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the class. For example, T3PR (female, interview) commented that ‘in the likes of 

non-physical punishments … we can ask them (students) to stand aside or at the 

back of the class while the lesson is going on’. Nevertheless, though these may 

be widely accepted, it is a form of PP (head on locker) as the children were in 

physical contact with the hard object of the PP especially if it is for a long period 

of time. And, a form of humiliation (isolation, benching and standing aside) that 

ignores the dignity of and respect for the child.  

Again, ‘denial of privilege’ was mentioned by almost all the interviewed teachers 

from both schools as another effective alternative to PP. This involves denying 

children their breaks or favourite activities to get them to finish what they earlier 

refused to do. For example, T7PR (male, interview) reported that if students 

failed to keep their lesson notes up to date, he could stop them from going out 

on break until they had completed the task of copying their notes. In his words: 

‘with my strategy of denial of break periods, they always copy their notes after 

each lesson to ensure their break periods are not denied’. Similarly, T9P (female, 

interview) said ‘I also use withdrawal of privileges a lot in which, I deny children 

their cherished activities to get them to finish what they are supposed to do … 

these work for me’. 

Further, ‘sending students home’ as a punishment was also mentioned by many 

teacher participants as another popular alternative to PP in their schools. For 

example, T2P (female, interview) reported that students who looked unkempt on 

arrival at school, those who had formed the habit of arriving late (habitual 

latecomers) or those who had refused to pay their school fees would be sent 

back home as punishment. Similarly, students could be ‘sent out of the class’ by 

a teacher while the lesson is going on especially if the student had been given a 

series of verbal warnings for the same offence. For example, T10PR (female, 

interview) commented that ‘I can ask the child to leave the class for me until my 

period of teaching finishes’.  
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‘Silence’ was mentioned by T10P (female, interviewed) as another effective 

alternative to PP that works for her. She explained that ignoring children in some 

situations was a form of emotional punishment as they would become 

uncomfortable and fall into a state of confusion. This was because she continued, 

students would not know what the teacher had in mind leading to better 

behaviour to counter the effects of the initial misbehaviour. In her words: 

Whenever you are silent to or ignore children for doing something that they 
know they would have been punished for, yet you didn’t punish them. 
Instead, you were silent. Ohoo [exclamation], they are very uncomfortable 
with that because they don’t know what you have in mind and so will try to 
impress you so that you forget that misbehaviour because of the good ones. 

In addition, T10P (female, interview) mentioned that ‘disapproving comments’ to 

children also work for her as an alternative to physical punishment. Making 

disapproving comments such as ‘I’m disappointed in you’, ‘this is not you’, ‘what 

has come over you’, keep the child thinking the whole day, full of remorse and 

apologies’. According to T10P, children would always try to avoid such comments 

from their teachers by engaging as much as possible in good behaviour always. 

In both schools, ‘suspension’ and ‘expulsion’ were mentioned by almost all study 

participants as other alternatives to PP.  Participants’ reports suggested that for 

safety precautions and safeguarding the image of the school, the principal could 

suspend students if their behaviour were unmanageable. Students could also be 

expelled usually in the presence of the parents or guardian for serious cases of 

misconduct such as negative sexual activities, membership of a gang of 

extremists or armed robbery (see methods of discipline). For example, T7PR 

(male, interview) commented that ‘in serious cases, the principal might apply 

suspension or expulsion to save other students from been contaminated from 

that misbehaviour’. Corroborating T7PR’s testimony, the principal (T1P, male, 

interview) stated that teachers usually refer serious cases of misconduct to him 

and that he can suspend or expel a child depending on the level of the offence.  
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6.2.3. Suggested Alternatives to Physical Punishment 

In both schools, participants were asked to suggest other means of discipline that 

they thought would work better in Nigerian secondary schools. From their 

perspectives, alternative methods of discipline reported above would usually be 

ineffective on their own. For example, HGP (17, interview) stated that alternative 

means of discipline might be good ‘but definitely not more effective … they do 

not work alone as good as physical punishments work’.  A general suggestion 

from the study participants (teachers and students) was combining non-physical 

punishments with suitable complementary PP for more effective and desired 

disciplinary outcomes. For example, from the students’ perspective, HBPR (16, 

interview) was of the view that the status quo of combining two forms of 

disciplinary methods should continue ‘whereby physical punishments and other 

kinds of disciplinary (non-physical punishment) measures are used together’. His 

suggestion was, for example, giving verbal warnings to misbehaving children 

once or twice, and then physically punishing them on a repeat of the same 

misbehaviour.  

Other suggested alternatives by the students were not different from what was 

already in use in their schools. However, top of the list of their suggestions 

included ‘counselling’, ‘advising or chatting’, ‘warning or giving second chances’, 

‘detention’, ‘sending students back home’, ‘silence or ignoring’, ‘suspension and 

expulsion’.  For CR1PR (male, 12, interview), sending students to detention or to 

the counsellor for counselling would be better alternatives. He explained that 

students preferred going to the detention or dark room because, he continued, 

‘if you are tired, you can even start sleeping there until the time they come to 

bring you out’. That explains why T4P (female, interview) commented that 

although time-out sometimes worked for serious-minded students, ‘it doesn’t 

work for lazy students because they will use that opportunity to go into a deep 

sleep’.  
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Many students, especially questionnaire respondents suggested silence or 

ignoring or scolding students when they misbehave as alternatives to PP. For 

example, CR2PR (female, 12, interview) suggested that teachers should ‘just 

scold us if we misbehave, send us to the counsellor for advice and giving us 

chance to see if we can do that thing again or not is good’. CR3P (female, 14, 

interview), who had commented in favour of alternative disciplinary methods and 

willingness to accept any form of PP from the teachers suggested that senior 

students should not be allowed to administer PP to fellow students. In her words: 

‘if only teachers can punish us, no problem, but they have to stop the seniors 

from punishing us’.  

On the other hand, some student participants maintained that PP remained the 

best method of discipline for them. For example, responding to the question on 

whether or not they thought that using other means of discipline in schools would 

be better than using PP, 92 questionnaire respondents from public school ticked 

the ‘No’ option. Then, to the question on what other means of discipline they 

thought should be used, while 40/92 did not suggest any alternatives, 38 

respondents suggested different forms of PP (e.g. ‘pick a pin’, ‘kneeling’). For 

example, one respondent (QP) wrote: ’I think that using physical punishment is 

favourable for the students than changing to something new’.  Another (QP) 

wrote: ’physical punishment is better and quicker for children to change their bad 

behaviour’.  Similarly, HGPR (16, interview) remarked: ‘I think the best is physical 

punishment but using them mildly’.  Then, on probing further into how mild she 

meant, she suggested ‘having a law that will stipulate how many strokes of the 

cane to be giving to a student or how many minutes a student can kneel down’. 

In their interviews, many teachers supported the above students’ suggestions of 

combining both physical and non-physical methods of discipline. For example, 

T10PR (female, interview) presumed the adoption of non-PP methods of 

discipline in Nigerian schools as a good idea but had some reservations about 

whether they would work effectively in isolation without PP. This was because 
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‘children of nowadays are very stubborn and so they need more than talking to 

get them to do the right thing at the right time’. Teachers’ viewpoints 

demonstrated their strong belief that non-physical method of discipline would not 

be as effective as PP methods when used alone. This was because, as T5PR 

(female, interview) commented: ‘sometimes they work with some level-headed 

students but not for stubborn ones’. Therefore, to achieve the required corrective 

outcomes on children, there should be a combination of both physical and non-

physical forms of discipline. For example, as T6PR (male, interview) commented: 

‘these alternatives do not work when used alone, that’s in terms of being as 

effective as physical punishment. You need to combine them to get what you 

want’. Supporting this view T10P (female, interview) disclosed that she had a 

positive view of non-physical forms of discipline which was why she used those 

most of the time in the school and at home. However, she stated that ‘sometimes, 

they work like magic depending on the child, but for some children, they don’t 

work. So, what we used to do is to combine them with physical punishment to 

get a better result’. 

However, that was not the thinking of T9PR (female, interview) who was of the 

view that counselling as a positive behaviour management method of discipline 

had been working for her. She maintained that ‘it is not by caning that you can 

get what you want from a child. You talk to the child, tell them the implications 

of what they are doing and the effect it will have on their academic pursuit. So 

instead of caning, you counsel them’. It was a similar comment from T4P (female, 

interview) who insisted that PP, especially flogging was not the best form of 

discipline: ‘I don’t believe that caning is the best. You can talk to the person, 

advise the person one-on-one, and tell the person the advantages and 

disadvantages of what that life will lead them to’. The comments from T9PR and 

T4P suggest that there are some teachers with the mindset to effect change in 

orientation about Nigerians attitude to the PP of children. They are the category 

of teachers that would be endorsed for training on the positive disciplinary 
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approach as recommended by the Committee and would be engaged to train 

other teachers.  

6.3. Participants’ Perceptions of the UNCRC  

6.3.1. Children’s perceptions of the UNCRC and the ban on PP  

This section analyses the data from the study participants’ perceptions and levels 

of awareness of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) document of 1989 in relation to the physical punishment (PP) of 

children. The section also analyses the data from the participants’ views on 

enforcing the ban on PP in accordance with the general comment No.8 (GC8) of 

the Committee on the protection of children from PP, and other cruel or degrading 

forms of punishment.  

In interviews, focus groups and questionnaires, student participants from both 

schools were informed that the Nigerian government had signed an important 

document known as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC). They were also informed that the UNCRC document stated that in 

common with other countries of the world such as the UK and South Africa for 

example, that PP in schools should be stopped to respect, protect and promote 

the human rights and dignity of the children in Nigeria. With this information and 

brief explanations of the UNCRC principles, student participants from both schools 

were asked if they thought that schools should stop using PP as the government 

said they should, or if it was right to continue using them. In the private school, 

all interviewed students and focus group participants responded in favour of 

stopping PP since the Nigerian government has signed a document to that effect. 

For example, FG1PR (female, 16, focus group) commented that ‘it’s better to 

obey the government. Obedience is better than sacrifice’ (Biblical quotation). It 

was a similar comment from HGPR (16, interview) who said, ‘yes we should stop 

using physical punishment if the government has said so and signed a document 
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about it’. HGPR’s facial expression of surprise and doubt generated further 

discussion with the researcher as follows:   

HGPR: Please ma, is our principal aware that the Nigerian government has 

signed that document? 

LE: I am yet to find that out during my interview with him next week. Why did 

you ask?  

HGPR: Because our principal always obeys the government’s decisions, so, I am 

surprised that we still use physical punishment when the government has said 

we should stop using them. 

For CR1PR (male, 12, interview), who had earlier stated that his cousin in a rural 

school informed him that ‘because schools in the village have no government that 

is why they punish them too much’, commented that the use of PP should be 

stopped because ‘students don’t like it, especially that flogging. Yes, I want the 

government to stop it. But there is no government to stop it in my cousin’s school 

in the village’. HBPR (16, interview), in supporting an end to PP in schools, 

advocated for the introduction of other effective alternatives to PP to safeguard 

the country’s education system. In his words: 

It is not good to disobey the government of our country, so if the government 
has signed any document to stop the use of physical punishment in schools 
then it should be stopped. However, I should advise that good alternatives 
to physical punishment be introduced by the government, otherwise, there 
will be no respect in the school system anymore. 

Likewise, CR2PR (female, 12, interview) not only supported discontinuation of PP 

in Nigerian schools but advocated for a penalty for schools that refused to heed 

the government’s decision to stop PP. In her words: ‘it is not good to be 

disobedient to the government. They punish us if we disobey them, so they 

should be punished too if they disobey the government’.  
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However, from the private school’s questionnaires, there was a mixed response 

from the respondents to the question on whether or not they thought schools 

should stop using PP as the government said they should, or whether it was right 

to continue using them. Only 12 out of a total of 71 respondents wanted the PP 

to stop while the remaining 59 respondents wanted the PP to continue. The 

reasons for the participant's decisions are presented in tables 9 and 10 below. 

Table 9: Questionnaire respondents wanting PP to stop in the private school 

S/N Reasons to stop Number of respondents 

1 The government knows the best for the 
children 

2 

2 Obey the government 5 

3 To avoid serious injuries or death 3 

4 Afraid of school 1 

5 It is inhuman 1 

 

 

 

Table 10: Questionnaire respondents wanting PP to continue in the private school 

S/N Reasons not to stop Number of respondents 
1 Good behaviour 21 

2 The excellent or good way of discipline 14 

3 Corrective measure 11 

4 Promotes respect  7 

5 Moral development 3 

6 Good adulthood 3 

Then, to the question on whether or not they thought the PP should be permitted 

in Nigerian secondary schools, 68 out of 71 respondents ticked the ‘Yes’ option 

while three respondents ticked the ‘No’ option. The reasons for their choices are 

summarised in table 11.  
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Table 11: Questionnaire respondents’ reasons for and against PP in the private school 

Why PP should be permitted in 
Nigerian secondary schools 

Why PP should be stopped in 
Nigerian secondary schools 

Proper moral upbringing It is child abuse 

Correction Injuries and deaths sometimes 
involved 

Seriousness, concentration or better 
academic performances 

It makes children hate school 

Respect for elders Lack of zeal in school activities 

The best way to discipline Makes parents angry 

Future leaders need to be nurtured  

Dropout of school and become 
armed robbers 

 

On the other hand, in rural public school, there were mixed responses from the 

interviewed students and focus group participants to the question on whether or 

not they thought schools should stop using PP or if it was right to continue using 

them. Two out of the five interviewees - HBP (male, 16) and FG3P (male, 16) 

and all focus group participants were of the view that it was right to continue 

using PP due to its positive effects on children’s behaviour and academic 

accomplishments. Nevertheless, they advocated for a mild and careful application 

of punishment. For example, all focus group participants (FGP) chorused ‘Yes’ to 

the above question and FG5P (male, 17) commented that ‘it is better to continue 

the use of physical punishments but with care’.  This is because, according to 

FG2P (male, 17), ‘it helps us to behave better, also helps us pay more attention 

to our studies and honestly, it promotes respect and obedience in students’.  

Supporting the above comment, HBP (16, interview) stated: ‘I think we should 

continue to use physical punishments but mild ones like flogging, kneeling down 

combined with counselling instead of stopping entirely’.   

In contrast, the other three student interviewees (HGP, CR1P and CR2P) were of 

the view that schools should stop using PP as the government had signed a 

document to that effect. Their reasons were due to the negative effects of 
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punishment on children, its painfulness and the fact that it is child abuse. For 

example, in the words of CR2P (female, 13, interview) ‘yes, I think they should 

stop using physical punishment. It is good to stop using it because it is painful 

and too it’s child abuse’. For HGP (17, interview) ‘if the government does not like 

it and said it should be stopped, then I don’t think we should disobey the 

government’. There was a similar comment from CR1P (male, 13, interview) who 

reported that the school management always advised students to be obedient to 

the school rules and regulations and wondered why the same school should 

disobey the government. In his words ‘every time they tell us to always obey our 

teachers and our parents, they too should obey the government by stopping to 

use punishment on us’.  

Similarly, from the questionnaires in the public school, there was also a mixed 

response from the students to the above question.  51 out of the 125 respondents 

wanted schools to stop PP as the government has said, while the remaining 74 

respondents wanted PP to continue. Their reasons are presented in tables 12 and 

13 below. Some respondents gave more than one reason and so the figures did 

not match the number of respondents. 

Table 12: Questionnaire respondents wanting PP to stop in the public school 

S/N Reasons to stop Number of 
respondents 

1 The government knows the best for the students thus, 
obey the government 

48 

2 Not good and could cause psychological problems such 
as senselessness 

15 

3 Could lead to serious injuries, wounds or death 17 

4 Hate or afraid of school, teachers and seniors  1 

5 It is inhuman and child abuse 15 

6 Decreases concentration   3 
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Table 13: Questionnaire respondents wanting PP to continue in public school 

S/N Reasons to continue Number of 
respondents 

1 Good behaviour (reduces irresponsibility, violence, 
bullying) 

46 

2 The excellent and good way of discipline 43 

3 Corrective and preventive measure 11 

4 Promotes respect   7 

5 Moral development 13 

6 Just immediate pains that don’t last 19 

 
To the question of whether or not they thought PP should be permitted in 
Nigerian secondary schools, 110 out of 125 respondents ticked the ‘Yes’ option 
while 15 respondents ticked the ‘No’ option. The reasons for their choices are 
summarised in table 14 below. 
 

Table 14: Questionnaire respondents’ reasons for and against permitting PP in public 
school 

Reasons to permit PP in 
Nigerian secondary schools 

Reasons not to permit PP in 
Nigerian secondary schools 

Moral development and positive 
change  

Children are also human beings and 
shall grow to an adult too 

Immediate correction Leads to injuries, sickness, illness and 
death, sometimes  

Seriousness, concentration or better 
academic performances 

Causes absentiseem, hatred, avoiding 
school, lack of zeal in school activities 

Better behaved and respect for 
elders 

It is painful, embarrassing, humiliating 
and brings about mockery  

Best way to discipline or control 
children 

It causes senselessness or mental 
disorder (psychological problem) 

Future leaders need to be nurtured Leads to after school consequences or 
violence (e.g. gang-beaten, rape) 

Could promote dropout from school 
and become armed robbers if not 
corrected 

It brings about sexual harassment, 
afraid of male teachers and male 
seniors  

Maximum obedience  Could lead to deformity, and unable to 
marry 

Pain from punishment does not last 
forever 

Physical punishment does not solve 
anything 

Stops cultism and bad gangs in 
schools 

- 
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6.3.2. Teachers’ level of awareness of the UNCRC  

In both schools, teachers were informed in their interviews that the Nigerian 

government had ratified the UNCRC for the children to be protected from PP, 

torture and cruel, degrading or inhuman treatments. Teachers were informed 

that this document was called the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

the Child (UNCRC) and was ratified by the Nigerian government in 1991 leading 

to the promulgation of the Nigeria Child Rights Act (CRA) in 2003. These 

documents (UNCRC and CRA) seek to ensure that the rights of all the children in 

Nigeria are respected, protected and promoted. With this brief information, 

teachers were asked if they were aware of the UNCRC document. From their 

perspectives, 12 (including the principals in both schools) out of the 20 

interviewed teachers had heard about the UNCRC document. However, many of 

them were unaware of the basic principles or obligations.  For example, T8PR 

(male) in his interview said: ‘yes, I’ve heard of it. I did Citizenship Education as 

an elective course at the University. However, I do not know much about it’. It 

was a similar comment from T10P (female, interview) who said: ‘I have heard 

about that, but I don’t actually know what it’s all about’. Others said that they 

had heard of the Convention from either a Workshop or Principal's’ Forum. For 

example, T7P (male) commented in his interview that: ‘I’ve heard about it in a 

workshop organised by one NGO I am a volunteer’. The two principals added that 

they have copies of the Convention. For example, the principal (T1P, male) 

commented in his interview ‘yes, I have heard of it in the School Principals’ 

Workshop organised by the State Ministry of Education. I should have a copy of 

it somewhere around my house’. It was only the guidance counsellor (T3P, 

female, interview) who demonstrated little knowledge of the UNCRC principles as 

she made infrequent contributions when she was briefed on the principles and 

obligations of the Convention. 
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6.3.3. Teachers’ perceptions of the UNCRC and the Ban 
on PP  

As stated above, in interviews in both schools, teachers were asked their views 

about the UNCRC. Almost all interviewed teachers acknowledged that the 

document was good for children. However, they all have reservations about its 

application in the context of Nigeria. The teachers’ general perception was that 

the UNCRC was not right for the African context, especially Nigeria. Their views 

suggested a strong belief that the disparity between the cultural, traditional and 

religious orientations of Nigeria and Western countries posed a challenge to 

accepting the principles and obligations of the Convention. For example, T7PR 

(male) was of the view that the UNCRC would not be enforced in Nigeria due to 

Nigerian people’s beliefs that are connected to their daily way of life. He said: 

‘our traditional and cultural beliefs’ are quite different from those of the European 

and Western countries’. Similarly, the principal (T1P, male, interview) commented 

that ‘the document is not for Nigerians. It is meant for the Westerners, that’s the 

European and American environment. Not for us here in the African environment’.  

Supporting the accounts of T7PR and T1P on the challenges in accepting the 

Convention by Nigerians due to differing cultural and traditional beliefs, T10P 

(female, interview) added that ‘even the religious aspect of our life in this country 

will not accept this document totally’.  It was a similar comment from T2PR 

(female, interview) who asserted that ‘the document (UNCRC) is not going to 

work in Nigeria, and that’s why the Federal Ministry of Education is not so keen 

in enforcing its implementation’. Or, as T8P (male, interview) queried in support 

of T2PR’s testimony, ‘have you heard about it on the radio or television…, or 

anybody talking about it?  This explains why T7P (male, interview) commented 

confidently that the UNCRC document was not meant for African countries. He 

said: ‘I think it was an oversight on the part of our government to sign it if at all 

they did sign it. It is not signing a document that matters but implementing what 

is in the document’. Supporting this last comment, T10P (female, interviewed) 
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queried: ‘but how can they sign this kind of document or is it that they didn’t 

read it over or even understand the document before signing’.  

From the perspective of all interviewed teachers from both schools, cultural 

traditions and religion have given children some basic rights which must be 

respected, protected and promoted by all adults. For example, in the words of 

T3PR (female, interview):  

Talking about the rights of children, our tradition and religion allow a child 
some rights but with limits. For example, a right to life, to be cared for, to 
education and so on, and if parents or whoever that oversees the child 
refuses to accord those rights, the society will deal with such person in a 
traditional or religious way. 

Many of the interviewed teachers were of the view that since different countries 

have their unique cultural and traditional values that identify and distinguish them 

from others, they should be allowed to use those values as appropriate to them 

without any interference from developed countries. For example, as T6P (male, 

interview) asserted: ‘I think that asking the government of different countries to 

sign and accept the document (UNCRC) means imposing something on them’. He 

insisted that the ratification of the UNCRC by the then president of Nigeria was 

‘for personal gains and not for the interests of Nigerian children’. This was 

because he continued: 

Even, while signing the document, that president knows that it is not going 
to work in Nigeria, in fact in Africa. He signed it to get what he wants or 
maybe because others are signing and if he refuses to do like others, he may 
be seen as a saboteur.  

For T2PR (female, interview) the UNCRC would have been a good document if 

all States that ratified the document contributed to the rights and obligations in 

it based on their individual State’s cultural values. She asserted: ‘but no, they 

didn’t care if our traditions or cultural beliefs or even religions accept it or not’. 

This explains why T7P (male, interview) commented that ‘it is also a violation of 

Nigerians’ right to stop them from training their children in the way they feel is 
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the best’. Then to the question on whether or not they thought that the UNCRC 

document would come into full effect in Nigeria, all the interviewed teachers 

commented with confidence that the document would not come into full effect in 

Nigeria despite its ratification by the Nigerian government in 1991. For example, 

in the view of T3P (female, interview) the Convention document would not work 

in Nigeria ‘except if the good aspects are taken from it because I believe there 

must be some good aspect of the document that will be supportive of our cultural 

context’.   

There were three main reasons for the interviewed teachers’ insistence that the 

UNCRC would not work in the Nigerian context. The first was the disparity in the 

cultural and traditional orientations (see above). The second was lack of respect 

for the rule of law by Nigerians in contrast to Western countries where the rule 

of law governs the nation entirely. For example, as T8PR (male, interview) 

commented: ’Nigerian context is different from the American or European context 

where this document can work without much difficulty. At least they have respect 

for the rule of law unlike Nigeria that is lawless’. As a result, all interviewed 

teachers perceived the ratification of the UNCRC by the Nigerian government as 

a ‘politically manipulated’ document that may not see the light of day in terms of 

implementation. That explains this comment by T7PR (male, interview): ‘forget 

about our government and the document they have signed. They have signed 

various documents in the past, which I am sure they don’t even know where the 

copies are’. He gave an example of a popular document on Women’s 30% share 

in political appointments which the Nigerian government signed in the past. He 

said ‘did they not sign a document that women will be given at least 30% of 

political appointments in Nigeria. What is happening now? Have they enforced it 

for a day?  Women don’t even have up to 2% of the appointments’.  

The final reason why the UNCRC would not be implemented is that the local 

population would not willingly embrace giving children full rights as stipulated in 

the document. For example, as T5P (male) commented: ‘I think it will be almost 
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impossible to convince the village people that they have no right to correct their 

children, instead of that their children now have more rights than they do’. A few 

of the interviewed teachers were of the view that even if the UNCRC were to 

come into full effect in Nigeria, it would take a long time to happen. For example, 

T10P (female, interview) commented: ‘no, I don’t think it will, but even if it will, 

it will take a very long time’. Nonetheless, T8PR (male, interview) expressed his 

support for the enforcement of the UNCRC document by the government: ‘I really 

wish this one will be enforced. What is there to lose? Nothing really.  I believe in 

the trial, so it won’t kill to try it out if Nigerians will accept it’.  

In their interviews, teachers in both schools were asked of their views on 

enforcing the ban on physical punishment in Nigerian secondary schools. All, but 

one male teacher in the private school (T6PR) argued against enforcing the ban 

on the use of PP in schools. For example, T3P (female, interview) was optimistic 

that ‘it will not augur well with the Nigerian education system. Our educational 

system will be a total disaster’.  Teachers’ views demonstrated their strong belief 

that enforcing the ban would be detrimental to the standards and progress of 

Nigeria’s education system. This is because, as T10PR (female, interview) 

perceived, ‘it is going to be difficult controlling children. Teachers will 

automatically lose their authority and discipline will be a thing of the past’.  From 

the perspectives of many teachers, it would be better to abolish primary and 

post-primary educational institutions than to eliminate PP in Nigerian schools.  

For example, as T7PR (male, interview) asserted: ‘it will be a very big mistake if 

the ban on physical punishment is enforced in Nigerian schools, not only 

secondary schools’.  

Supporting this view, the principal (T1P, male, interview) commented that ‘any 

plan to enforce the ban on physical punishment in Nigerian schools will be the 

worst decision by the government. It is better to abolish secondary education 

00than enforcing the ban’.  Teachers’ insistence was based on some acclaimed 

positive impacts of PP on students (see above section on the perceived impact of 
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PP). According to T7PR (male, interview), if PP’s ban is to be enforced, children 

would do ‘unimaginable things’, and violence and juvenile delinquencies would 

be uncontrollable'. There would be general school disorganisation, disobedience 

and lack of respect for teachers, and ‘teachers who are supposed to be authorities 

to children and parents will automatically turn into vulnerability’ (sic).  It was a 

similar response from T9PR (female, interview), who said that she would never 

support enforcing the ban on the use of PP in Nigerian schools in both primary 

and post-primary school systems. This was because ‘it is our best-known method 

of correcting or disciplining our children. Enforcing its ban means digging pits 

where children will be deposited in terms of spoiling them’.  

Enforcing the ban on PP will neither be in the best interests of Nigerian children 

nor the country as a nation. This was the thinking of T2PR (female, interview), 

who explained that now that the various forms of PP are in use, children are still 

difficult to manage and wondered ‘how the Nigerian education system would be 

like if the ban on physical punishments is enforced’. Supporting this last 

comment, T5P (male, interview) stated that there would be no need to enforce 

the ban on PP in schools due to its benefits and ‘students welcome it as the best 

means of helping them grow in good moral and respect for the society. So, it’s in 

the best interests of these children not to enforce the ban’. Similarly, T6P (male, 

interview) was confident that it is not possible to enforce the ban in practice in 

Nigerian secondary schools. He asserts that ‘they may ban it on paper but never 

in practice because it is going to be very difficult managing students without 

physical punishment’. The current situation of non-implementation of the UNCRC 

and the CRA appears to depict this last comment from T6P that the ratification 

was only on paper not for action.  

On the other hand, T6PR (male, interviewee) was of the view that it would not 

be a bad idea to enforce the ban but advocated for effective alternatives as he 

was uncertain about how the ban would impact on the Nigerian education 

system.  In his words: ‘I have no problem with that (enforcing the ban on PP) 
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but, whoever that is enforcing the ban will make effective alternatives available. 

Otherwise, the education system in Nigeria will collapse totally’. Corroborating 

this last comment on how Nigerian education system would be affected if the ban 

on PP is enforced, a few of the interviewed teachers from both schools solicited 

for a regulated use rather than outright enforcement of the ban. For example, 

T10P (female, interview) stated that ‘it will be best to set a limit to it rather than 

a total ban. What I mean is for the government to lay out conditions and the 

limits to punishments and try to enforce it’. 

6.3.4. Students’ level of awareness of the UNCRC 

As stated above, in their interviews and focus groups in both schools, student 

participants were informed about the UNCRC which the Nigerian government 

ratified in 1991 and the subsequent enactment of the Nigeria Child Rights Act 

(CRA) in 2003. Both the UNCRC and the CRA seek the rights of the child to be 

respected, protected and promoted by adults in all aspects of children’s life. They 

were asked if they had heard of this document (UNCRC) before and if yes, from 

where they had heard of it.   

In both schools, apart from the head boy (HBPR) and the head girl (HGP), no 

other interviewed participant had heard of the UNCRC document. Moreover, none 

of the school functionaries that participated in the focus groups was aware of the 

UNCRC and the CRA document. The HBPR (16, interview) who answered ‘Yes’ to 

the question of whether he had heard of the UNCRC document commented: ‘but 

not in details’. He explained that he heard of it from a Citizenship Education class 

while on holiday outside his school location. The HGP (17, interview) said that 

she had heard of the UNCRC document and commented: ‘but, I think it is meant 

for the white children and Nigerian children born abroad not for us’. On further 

probing into why she thought this way, she explained that she had heard about 

the UNCRC document from the children of her relatives living in London when 

they came home (Nigeria) for Christmas. She explained that those children 
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always refused to participate in domestic chores; instead, they played various 

computer games or watched movies. She said, ‘if I behave like them my uncle 

will skin me alive’. That made her query their boldness and she was informed 

about child rights by those children. In her words:  

They always play about and their parents don’t even scold them at all. That 
made me ask them why they behave the way they behave and that’s when 
they told me about that right of the children. They said that they have the 
right to play or do whatever thing they want to do and that their parents 
have no right to beat them. And that teachers don’t flog or punish them in 
their school. 

To a similar question in the questionnaire, 11 out of the 125 respondents in the 

public school ticked the ‘Yes’ option that they had heard of the UNCRC. They 

wrote that they had heard about it from an ‘Article on Facebook about a child 

that died because of PP’; ‘from a Police dad’; ‘relatives living overseas’; 

‘Citizenship Education lessons while on holidays in Nigeria’s capital city’. The other 

114 respondents ticked the ‘No’ option that they had not heard of the UNCRC. In 

the private school’s questionnaires, 4 out of the 71 respondents ticked the ‘Yes’ 

option that they had heard of the UNCRC. They wrote that they heard about it 

from ‘Nollywood (Nigerian) movies’; ‘children’s films on the Disney TV channel’; 

and ‘a TV documentary about corporal punishment in schools and homes’. The 

other 67 respondents ticked the ‘No’ option that they had not heard of the 

UNCRC. The above listing of the sources of awareness of the UNCRC 

demonstrates that children can easily grasp information on things that concern 

their wellbeing. It also means that little awareness creation of the importance of 

imbibing the principles of the UNCRC would go a long way in changing Nigerians 

attitude towards child protection rights. 

6.4. Conclusion 

This Chapter presented data on the third theme of the data analysis on the 

impacts of PP on students’ behaviour, academic activities and student-teacher 

relationship. It also presented findings on the second and the third categories of 
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disciplinary methods in use in the study schools referred to by the participants as 

non-physical and/or alternatives to PP (the fourth theme of the analysis). These 

alternatives include positive behaviour management strategies and/or 

interventions for encouraging desired positive behaviour from the students and 

the Chapter includes data on the participants suggested alternatives to PP. The 

Chapter concluded with the analysis of the final theme on the participants’ 

perceptions and levels of awareness of the UNCRC and the ban on PP. The next 

Chapter (summary and conclusion) will summarise the above findings and 

address the research questions with reference to the academic literature, policies 

and laws. A section of the concluding chapter will consider and locate the data 

within the theoretical framework of the research - the human rights universalism 

and cultural relativism. 
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Chapter Seven 

 Summary and Conclusion 

7.1. Introduction 

This research is about physical punishment (PP) in Nigerian secondary schools 

on the perception of children’s rights, informed by general comment No.8 (GC8) 

of the Committee on the Rights of the Child (the Committee) of 2006 seeking the 

protection, respect and promotion of the right of the child from PP and other 

cruel and degrading forms of punishments. Nigeria ratified the UNCRC in 1991 

and thereby committed to implementing the principles enshrined in the 

Convention including, protecting all the children in Nigeria from PP and other 

cruel and degrading forms of punishments not only in schools but in all settings 

of children’s life. The Nigerian government indeed went further by ratifying the 

African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC, 1990) and 

promulgated the Child’s Rights Act (CRA) in 2003, thus reiterated its commitment 

on children’s rights and protection.  

The research explored the practice of PP through the lens of students and 

teachers in two secondary schools in Anambra state, Nigeria. As will be seen later 

in this discussion, the findings were compatible with the Committee’s GC8 (2006), 

and the United Nations Secretary-General’s study on violence against children in 

2006 on the widespread legality and persisting social approval of PP and other 

cruel or degrading punishment of children (CRC, 2006, p.3). As detailed in the 

Result Chapters, five themes related to the original research questions were 

identified as follows: methods of discipline, the rationale for discipline, impacts 

of PP, non-physical and/or alternatives to PP and participants’ perceptions of the 

UNCRC in relation to the PP of children. These themes will be discussed in this 

current chapter with reference to the academic literature, policies, and laws. But 
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first, the summary of the study findings that addressed the research questions 

(see Section 4.2) is presented in section 7.2 that follows.  

7.2. Summary of the Findings 

7.2.1 Methods of discipline 

This study identified three categories of disciplinary methods which were positive 

behaviour strategies, non-physical and physical punishment (PP). This, therefore, 

addressed Research Question 1 - what are the disciplinary methods used in 

Nigerian secondary schools? The first and the second categories were the 

methods of discipline that involved no physical contact with the child in the 

disciplinary process. A major finding here was that the participants classified 

kneeling, standing, sitting, heads on lockers for example as non-physical and/or 

alternatives to PP because there was usually no direct physical contact with the 

child in the process of serving the PP. Nevertheless, these were certainly 

punishments that humiliate and degrade and were conducive to feelings of 

shame. A sense of shame is a self-corrective behaviour since it is a very 

uncomfortable emotion to experience and one which we avoid experiencing. So, 

making a child feel shame is emotional punishment that may have physical 

consequences like anxiety, fear, stress, and depression. This finding is consistent 

with Sridha’s (2007) analysis who argued that making a student stand at the back 

of the classroom while listening to teacher’s lesson was not only a physical but, 

also an emotional punishment.  

The third category, the physical punishment (PP) method was core to this 

research, and it is a method of discipline that involved the use of physical force 

in the disciplinary procedures. In this research, what the participants said about 

the PP method of discipline was consistent with the Committee’s assertion in the 

GC8 that PP and other cruel or degrading forms of punishment are currently a 

very widely accepted and practised forms of violence against children (CRC, 2006, 

p.3). The study established the fact that the teachers, school prefects and senior 
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students (public school) use PP on students despite the ratifications of the UNCRC 

and the ACRWC, and the enactment of the CRA by the Nigerian government. A 

prevalent view in the data was that all students in the study context have 

experienced and/or witnessed various forms of PP with various kinds of 

instruments in various places in their schools when they disobey or violate the 

school rules and regulations.  

For research Sub- question 1a - what are the differences in the application of PP 

in public and private, and in urban and rural secondary schools in Nigeria, there 

was significant evidence in the data that PP was harsher, abusive and less 

supervised in the public (rural) than in the private (urban) secondary school. In 

the public rural secondary school, senior students and non-academic personnel 

were involved in punishing students. This is in line with the assertion that the 

majority of PP takes place in public schools (Alhassan, 2013; Nakpodia, 2012).  

Arguably, it is not in the best interests of the students for non-academic school 

personnel who were not trained in the pedagogy and management of children to 

physically punish students. In the past, this practice had led to the deaths of 

many students (see Section 2.4.1 on the definition of PP).  In the public rural 

school, students were physically exploited by performing demeaning tasks such 

as work in school building sites, farms grass-cutting and performing chores for 

teachers as punishments. This was what Benatar (1998) described as forced 

labour. Related to this was the PP of carrying out bad haircuts without the 

students’ consent, a practice perceived as a source of embarrassment and 

humiliation thus debasing students’ human dignity. 

There was also an unexpected finding of sexual exploitation of female students 

in the public rural school. This finding queries the safety of the girl child in the 

school that ought to protect her. These findings flout the provision of Article 32(1) 

of the Convention that mandates States to recognise the right of the child to be 

protected from economic exploitation and from performing any work that is likely 
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to be hazardous or to interfere with the child's education, or to be harmful to the 

child's health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development.  

7.2.2. The rationale for the use of physical punishment  

The study participants’ insights on why PP was still in use in their schools despite 

a global call for its total prohibition address Research Question 2 - what is the 

rationale for the use of PP in Nigerian secondary schools? The data identified 

various reasons for the continued practice of PP in the study context (discussed 

in detail in the Conclusion section 7.3 below). Three other popular forms of PP 

from the data are summarised here. First, the study recognised PP as a mode of 

discipline and correction of students’ negative behaviour to the desired 

behaviour. There is a strong belief that PP is not only corrective but also 

preventive of children’s unruly behaviour and capable of instilling the discipline 

necessary for children to grow, learn and fit well into their communities. This 

finding corresponds with earlier research by Archambault (2009), Nakpodia 

(2009; 2010, 2012), Adewusi (2012) and Twum-Danso Imoh (2013) who found 

that the prevalent use of PP in the African continent was because of its effective 

corrective and preventive status in the management of students’ inappropriate 

behaviour. The contention here is that if PP automatically corrects and prevents 

children’s inappropriate behaviour as claimed, a child should not receive PP more 

than once for any single offence. However, teachers’ acknowledgement that PP 

was usually ineffective for some students buttresses the findings in Kenya and 

Ghana where some teachers admitted to punishing the same groups of students 

for repeated offences (Simatwa, 2012; Kyei-Gyamfi, 2011).  

Second, the data established that student participants believed that PP aims to 

aid children’s moral development, and instils in them good moral values, respect, 

obedience and a sense of responsibility that make them better behaved in and 

out of school. In addition, children’s moral development is nurtured by parents 

and guardians who would willingly report their children’s and wards misbehaviour 
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to teachers. The knowledge that parents and guardians would report them to 

teachers and expose them to shame, humiliation, or punishment was enough to 

put fear into children and change their behaviour for the better. However, if PP 

is as effective as claimed, remorse should lead to a permanent change, but in 

many cases, it does not. Third, the data described PP as an effective tool not only 

for teaching and learning but as a tool that promotes organised school 

environment and attainment. To compete favourably for academic ranking in a 

league table, schools take measures to eliminate distractions including 

indiscipline and misconduct using PP as a source of authority that brings about 

the desired positive outcome. This finding accords with Lundy’s (2007) argument 

who states that one of the reasons for non-compliance with the UNCRC standards 

was because educators always believe that compliance would require too much 

effort that should better be spent on improving educational standards. 

7.2.3. Participants’ perception of PP as a disciplinary 
measure 

The study identified two contrasting viewpoints while addressing Research 

Question 3 - how do Nigerian students and teachers perceive PP as a disciplinary 

measure in relation to the UNCRC?  First, the study suggested that students 

perceived PP as detrimental not only to academic attainment but also to their 

health and general wellbeing. Some students not only feel the pain but are 

shamed, humiliated, degraded and ridiculed, while some missed lessons while 

serving PP leading to failure or poor performance. Students thought that PP as a 

disciplinary measure exposed them to loss or lack of concentration, illness, 

absenteeism, fear of and/or dislike of teachers and their subjects etc. The 

implication is that PP could lead to both physiological and psychological problems 

in children. This reinforces a global update and follow-up report of the UN’s 

Secretary-General’s study on violence against children in which Covell and Becker 

(2011) identified insults, degradation, cruelty, and humiliation as some of the 

psychological punishments inflicted on schoolchildren that often have short or 
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long-term negative consequences to their health and well-being. In addition, the 

findings question Nigeria’s philosophy of education that should ‘inculcate values 

and attitudes for the survival of the individual and the Nigerian society’ (NPE, 

2004, p.2).  

On the other hand, the study provided evidence of strong acceptance of PP by 

some students despite the pains and humiliations associated with it. Almost 

without exception, students perceived PP as an important part of schools’ routine 

socialisation process and part of teaching and learning. This implies that despite 

being resentful of PP, students still accept it and talk about it as an effective 

deterrent for misbehaviour and an effective behaviour modifying tool 

(Archambault, 2009). This finding also corroborated with Imoh’s (2013) claim 

that children’s perception of PP as part of training to become members of 

communities is an expression of an adult’s love and care for them. 

The study also established two divergent stances on teachers’ perceptions of PP 

as a disciplinary measure. In the first stance, teachers described PP practice as 

their duty of care. Arguably, one can still discipline children by other non-physical 

means such as talking or chatting as in developed countries like the United 

Kingdom. However, teachers insisted that Nigerian children were not moved by 

counselling but by something that could cause them a little pain. This claim 

confirmed Alhassan’s (2013) and Nakpodia’s (2010) argument that increasing 

levels of indiscipline and deviant behaviour among secondary school children 

made it is difficult to avoid PP.  

On the other hand, teachers perceived PP as sometimes ineffective, although 

students eventually comply, the expected positive impact is not always immediate 

or guaranteed. Rather than the anticipated positive change, rebellion and 

violence as a response to violence were reported. Some students behaved more 

badly than they did before they received PP sometimes by way of revenge. The 
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implication is that PP has a strong association with increased aggressive 

behaviour among children and adolescents (Ateah et al., 2003). 

 7.2.4. Suggested alternatives to physical punishment  

This section will address research Sub-question 3a - what are the alternatives to 

PP? Data analysis identified some non-physical punishments and positive 

behaviour management techniques in use in the study schools simply described 

by the participants as alternative methods of discipline (see Section 6.2.2, p.217). 

The data demonstrated students’ and teachers’ strong views that non-physical 

methods of discipline do not work as effectively as PP methods when used alone. 

Therefore, to achieve the required corrective outcome, participants suggested 

two alternatives. The first was to continue the status quo of using PP but with 

caution. This suggestion entails using mild rather than harsh PP with a law or 

policy in place setting the conditions of application. The conditions should 

stipulate punishable offences, types, and levels of punishment to be applied. For 

example, the number of strokes of the cane to be given to a student at a time or 

the number of minutes a student can kneel, stand or sit. This finding supports 

Chinua’s (2000) suggestion of a national policy on corporal punishment in 

Nigerian schools by way of the rule that would specify conditions for, style and 

limits of PP use on children including strong sanctions for teacher violators.  

Second, there was a general suggestion from participants for using a combination 

of non-physical punishments with suitable complementary PP for more effective 

and desired disciplinary outcomes. For example, giving verbal warnings to 

students once or twice, and then physically punishing them on a repeat of the 

same misbehaviour. This corroborates Simatwa (2012) findings in research in 

Kenya (see Section 2.7 on teachers’ perception of PP and children’s rights). 

Further, the suggestion was in line with the argument against a total ban of PP 

and the enforcement of the child’s rights standards in Nigerian schools by 

Okpalaobi and Onyi-Ogelle (2012). They stressed the importance of finding what 
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works best for people and that it is in the children’s best interests to learn from 

a disciplinary method that they understand - physical punishment. They 

advocated for a mild and non-injurious PP for proper training and safeguard of 

Nigerian children. While some of the findings of this research might not be 

dissimilar, this is not what this researcher is advocating. The researcher 

advocates for positive disciplinary methods that emphasises establishing positive 

behaviour practices (see Section 7.3 on the study conclusion). 

7.2.5. Cultural and religious influences on the use of PP 

The study confirmed PP as a prevalent, age-long traditional child rearing practice 

accepted by both adults and children, practised at home and in schools within 

the African region. In this section, Research Question 4 is addressed - how do 

culture and religion influence the acceptability and use of PP in Nigerian 

secondary schools?  There is a strong cultural traditional acceptance of PP as part 

of the country’s traditional custom and values that were held to be unique, 

valuable and transferred to generations. It confirmed, therefore, the claim in the 

literature that the PP of children was perceived by both adults and children within 

the African context as an important part of the socialisation process, to the extent 

that parents who do not use it are considered failures in their parenting duties 

(Imoh, 2013). However, the Committee insisted that no traditional practice will 

be used as an excuse for the PP of children.  

Similarly, the study found strong religious belief as having a very significant 

influence in the use of PP of children. The study context being predominantly 

Christian oriented, adults strongly believed that they have a religious obligation 

to apply PP because the Holy Bible directed every adult to correct children on the 

right path. As Twum-Danso Imoh (2016) argued, in sub-Saharan Africa, the 

socialisation of children is embedded within broader religious beliefs that guide 

communities on value settings, behaviour regulations and social interactions 

across genders and age groups.  That was the reason why mission schools were 
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more popular and harder to enrol children in because they were committed to 

children’s discipline using PP. Moreover, it is the same religious (Sharia) influence 

that has and still delays the domestication of the CRA in the Northern (Islamic) 

states of Nigeria with the claim that children’s rights principles contradict the 

Islamic doctrine. It is also the reason why religious organisations in the study 

context are working hard to take over the management of their schools from the 

government due to claims of a poor discipline of children. 

 7.2.6. Participants perceptions of the ban on PP 

This section discusses the views of the participants on the ban of PP of children 

and their levels of awareness of the Convention principles, and addresses 

Research Question 5 - how do Nigerian students and teachers perceive the ban 

on PP in relation to the UNCRC? Data analysis showed participants’ limited 

knowledge and awareness of the existence of the UNCRC and its national 

equivalent, the CRA. For example, of the 241 student participants, only 17 had 

heard of the UNCRC but all were unaware of its principles (see Section 6.3.3 on 

students’ level of awareness of the UNCRC). It became obvious that the 

realisation of the UNCRC and CRA is implausible if the duty bearers are unaware 

of their obligations. This researcher would argue that it was neither the fault of 

teachers to continue with PP, nor that of the students to continue to endure PP 

since they cannot fight that which they know nothing about. This explains the 

special importance the Committee attaches to Article 42 of the UNCRC that 

requires States to make the principles and provisions of the Convention widely 

known, by appropriate and active means, to adults and children alike. The 

Committee was of the view that if the adults around children such as the teachers 

in this context do not understand the implications of the UNCRC that confirms 

children as right holders, it is doubtful that the rights enshrined in it will be 

realised for children in Nigeria (CRC, 2003). 
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The prevalent view from the students was that the ban on PP should be enforced 

and PP stopped in schools since the government has committed its signature. 

This finding was unexpected because the students were not asking for the 

enforcement on the ban due to negative effects associated with it, but because 

the government decision should be obeyed. Their general perception was that 

the government knew best for children by signing the document, thus trusted the 

same government for implementation. Some students supposed that schools that 

have refused to comply with the ban have disobeyed the government and should 

be punished as well for disobedience. This implies that educators should not be 

preaching obedience to students while violating the same. It also means that the 

students were suggesting to the United Nations to set out a strong enforcement 

strategy as well as penalties to the States for any violations of human rights. 

Similarly, the study established the same limited knowledge and awareness of 

the provisions of the UNCRC of the teachers. Almost all teacher participants 

expressed displeasure against enforcing the ban on PP because of a deep value 

placed on PP as being in the best interests of the students. Though all teachers 

acknowledged the UNCRC as a good document but expressed doubt about its 

workability in Nigeria and Africa in general. This again raises the cultural 

relativism and human rights universalism debate. Teachers perceived that the 

disparity between the cultural and religious orientations of Nigeria and Western 

countries would make full acceptance of the UNCRC and its obligations very 

difficult. This is because the local populace would not willingly embrace giving 

children full rights as stipulated in the Convention, and that was why the Nigerian 

Federal Ministry of Education was reluctant to enforce the ban (see Section 6.3.3, 

p.233). This position aligns Twum-Danso (2011) argument that the reluctant and 

slow progress in the implementation of children’s rights treaties was due to 

Africans’ fear of the negative impact on traditional child-rearing practice and 

socialisation process across the communities. Teachers fear the negative impact 

of the ban on the standards and progress of Nigeria’s education and the fear of 
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losing their authority if children’s rights were recognised. However, this confirmed 

the point Coetzee (2010) had noted earlier that the feeling of helplessness by 

teachers is not because of children rights principles, but a lack of knowledge and 

skills to create a disciplined classroom within a human rights framework.  

Moreover, teachers supposed that the UNCRC was a violation of Nigeria peoples’ 

right to training their children in the best effective way recognised by their cultural 

traditional values. Thus, confirmed Anho (2011) argument that the neglect of 

native cultures by schools is causing resistance and inefficiency in enforcing 

discipline. This then revisits the stance of cultural relativism theory that considers 

communities as a unit of the socialisation process in which every culture follows 

its own moral principles that it perceives as the best (Brown, 2008; Renteln, 

2013). The next concluding section will consider and locate the data within the 

theoretical framework in which this research was situated – the human rights 

universalism and cultural relativism.  

7.3. The Study Conclusion 

This research explored a PP disciplinary pattern in Nigerian secondary schools 

and is set against the background of the Nigerian government’s obligation to 

respect, protect and promote children’s rights. The commitment was made 

through Nigeria’s ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

the Child (UNCRC, 1989) in 1991. From an in-depth study of students’ and 

teachers’ perceptions and experiences of PP, and subsequent data analysis, it 

was established that PP continues to be a widely accepted method of child 

discipline in Nigerian secondary school.  

Granted that Nigeria’s ratification of the Convention is binding, but in agreement 

with Twum-Danso Imoh (2013) and Mulinge (2002), it would require more than 

just ratification of treaties (UNCRC, ACRWC) and enactment of laws (CRA) to 

provide adequate protection to Nigerian children. Other influential social, 
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economic and political factors must be considered and dealt with to prepare 

suitable grounds for effective children’s rights implementation. While some 

aspects of the literature and the Committee’s general comments have clearly 

shown that PP of children is not respectful of human rights, Nigerians need to be 

further convinced as to why this traditional child-rearing pattern should be 

discarded. Otherwise, all efforts by way of advocacy or awareness raising towards 

implementation and enforcement of the standards of the UNCRC and CRA will 

continue to be met with resistance. The findings from the study raised 

fundamental questions about the almost-universal acceptance of the UNCRC by 

States, and whether the Nigerian’s ratification was in the best interest of the 

Nigerian children. As argued by Twum-Danso Imoh (2013) and Mulinge (2002), 

cultural traditions, religion and economic and social factors affect the 

implementation of some of the key values and principles of the UNCRC, including, 

for example, the principle of best interests of the child. As evident in the data, 

many students and all teacher participants perceived physical punishment (PP) 

as in the best interests of the students. This indicates that cultural relativists 

seem to be right when they claim that the universality of the Convention on the 

Rights of the Child does not apply to the continent of Africa including Nigeria.   

The study shows, to a large extent, evidence of strong popular support for 

cultural relativist beliefs about PP alongside some justifications related to the call 

for universal human rights. This researcher personally is committed to the notion 

of children’s rights (and their universality), but as an insider (native), she 

understands the value Nigerian society attaches to communal living, which 

provides a cherished socialisation process for people in the community and which 

includes PP as part of that process. But, as Archard (2014) notes, there may not 

be a general agreement across culture about what is best for a child because the 

best interests’ principle is specific to diverse cultures.  

The overwhelming evidence of no shame in the use of PP in the study context 

reinforces relativists’ claim that PP is the traditional socialisation tool for training 
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children to be good and respected adults. However, this practice undermines 

Nigerians obligation to children’s rights protection because the application is a 

form of violence against children (see Section 5.1.4 on the forms of PP). The 

Committee recognises the importance of and endorses child discipline that does 

not undermine the development of the child's personality, talents and mental and 

physical abilities to their fullest potential (CRC, 1989, Article 29(1a)), which was 

exactly what PP represents. The PP evidenced in this study undermines one of 

Nigeria’s objectives of education that it should ‘respect the worth and dignity of 

the individual, and promote the physical, emotional and psychological 

development of all children’ (NPE, 2004, No.7 (b), p.3).  It has been shown that 

the violence and humiliation of children by adults will undermine their healthy 

growth and development. To achieve the ideal type of education proposed by the 

UNCRC and as stipulated in the National Policy on Education, the Nigerian 

government must take all appropriate measures to ensure that school discipline 

is administered in a manner consistent with the children's human dignity. It must 

be education that is provided in a violence-free environment but unfortunately, 

this kind of education was rarely found in this study context.  

A prevalent finding was that teachers understood that in as much as PP is 

important, they were mindful of the limits in its application. These limits, in their 

view, involve ensuring that the level of the PP matches the offence, age, size and 

health conditions of the child victim. Teachers reported that they always tried to 

calm things down before punishing in order not to punish in anger, and to offer 

soothing words to the student after punishment. This researcher questions 

whether every teacher takes the care claimed as students continue to be hurt in 

the process of PP. Therefore, since prevention is better than a cure which is a 

popular saying in Nigeria, as elsewhere and the child rights position of positive 

disciplinary methods (CRC, 2001) that emphasise establishing positive behaviour 

practices rather than physically punishing alleged negative behaviour should be 

embraced. After all, one of the findings revealed that the anticipated change in 
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behaviour depended on the individual students themselves whether they wanted 

to change their behaviour coupled with discipline in the home rather than PP that 

brought about transient desired positive change (see Section 6.1.2 on the impact 

on behaviour). This proposition of non-physical methods of discipline and positive 

behaviour management techniques would give children some time to reflect and 

then decide on, whether to change or not. Therefore, teachers should learn to 

reward positive behaviour with attention, work with students to agree on positive 

rules and expectations and to use appropriate sanctions for negative behaviour 

to help children to learn (UNESCO, 2017).  

The majority of student and teacher participants suggested a combination of non-

physical punishments and positive behaviour management techniques with 

suitable complementary PP for effective and desired disciplinary outcomes until 

the Nigerian environment is ready for a change. However, they considered that 

PP must not be so harsh as to create any kind of negative emotion, visible mark 

or serious injury. Further, in agreement with Chianu (2000), some study 

participants proposed that the conditions for, and limitations of, PP should be 

made clear, enforced by a strict enforcement policy and sanctions for any 

violation. Although these suggestions support the argument that for effective 

school outcomes and proper management of students’ indiscipline, there is a 

need for the use of regulated mild PP (Adewusi, 2012; Nakpodia, 2010; 

Archambault, 2009). This researcher would, however, disagree with this 

argument, instead would agree with a 16-year old male focus group participant 

in the private school (FG7PR), who despite group pressure (see Section 5.2.1(i) 

on PP as a mode of discipline or correction) insisted that PP is not the best 

because according to him, some children would still behave better without PP if 

they wanted to. While it is a fundamental tenet of children’s rights to give their 

views due weight, this does not mean sanctioning actions that can cause harm 

and may not, therefore, be in their best interests. As a native (researcher) who 

had been there like them and felt what they expressed as a child, no doubt, these 
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suggestions may seem reasonable in the context of Nigeria. And one can 

understand why the participants take the views that they do because children 

and young people are conditioned into believing that PP is a necessary part of 

socialisation and discipline; they are not likely to question whether it is, in fact, 

just or effective. That was why, the Committee insist that all forms of violence 

against children, however minor, are unacceptable (CRC, 2011). Further, the 

child’s best interests must be interpreted with the whole Convention in mind, 

including the obligation to protect children from all forms of violence. Hence, the 

requirement to give due weight to the children’s views cannot be used to justify 

PP and other forms of cruel or degrading punishment or any form of combination 

with non-PP because they conflict with the children’s human dignity and right to 

physical integrity (CRC, 2006). 

It is claimed that the PP of children can be attributed to the cultural traditions of 

Nigeria. However, this is not strictly the case, for else how can one explain some 

significant variations in the use of PP in public and private and in urban and rural 

secondary schools? The data points clearly to other factors which include first, 

that private schools in both urban and rural areas were owned and managed for 

profit and thus attract high tuition fees, affordable only by the upper and middle 

classes.  PP here is used mildly and cautiously to avoid the response of rich and 

literate parents unlike in rural schools where teachers do not have to worry about 

angering poor parents or guardians when they use harsh or severe PP. Second, 

regular inspections and monitoring by the government in urban schools than were 

schools in rural locations implies that teachers in rural schools had more freedom 

to punish students as they do not have to worry about regular government 

inspections. Third, students were punished for not paying or for late payment of 

school fees in public and rural schools even though it is the duty of parents and 

guardians to pay the tuition fees for their children and wards. Fourth, general 

illiteracy, social and environmental circumstances such as lack of exposure to 

urban life lead to over-reliance on rural teachers’ judgements on what was best 
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for their children and wards encouraged to a considerable extent the use of PP 

in rural schools. Finally, a shortage of funds to hire labour for maintenance and/or 

structural extensions in rural schools to accommodate many students meant that 

students were often used as cheap labour as a form of PP in public and rural 

schools.  

The above variations then raise a question on whether cultural traditions are 

really to blame for the persistent use of PP of children in Nigeria. Since students 

from upper and middle-class families are financially privileged to attend private 

or urban schools, they can automatically buy themselves out from PP because of 

their background (see Section 3.7, ps. 99 -100). This implies that it is not so clear 

cut, as some had suggested, that PP practice is based on culture or tradition, but 

on socio-economic background of parents and/or guardians to protect their own 

from school PP. Consequently, the relativists’ claim that PP of children is a 

tradition is questionable or there is evidence that tradition and cultural attitudes 

are context-bound or in the process of changing. Besides, the UNCRC recognises 

the importance of traditions and cultural values of each people for the protection 

and harmonious development of the child (Preamble, UNCRC, 1989). This 

reiterates the importance of universal human rights that guarantees respect, 

equal protection and inalienable rights to all children as human beings regardless 

of their parental socio-economic background (UDHR, 1948).   

Further, the above variations also shed doubt on the relativist claim that culture 

and traditions are adequate to protect citizens’ rights, or that they bestow on 

children their necessary rights, required security and protection in their 

communities. If this were true, why is it that it is only or mainly the children of 

the poor that are injured or killed in the process of discipline and correction? A 

12-year old male student participant (see Section 6.3.1 on children’s perceptions 

of the UNCRC and the ban on PP) in the private school not only wanted PP to 

stop but was also concerned that there was no government to stop the practice 

in his cousin’s rural school, demonstrating clear discrimination across schools in 
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Nigeria. As noted by Cassidy (2012), children are being discriminated against and 

denied full protection as the Convention demanded. In Nigeria, the discrimination 

is not only about the status of children but also because of family economic 

status. The data showed that in both school sectors (private and public) and 

school locations (rural and urban), students from rich and/or literate 

backgrounds, or an only child and/or only male child are usually protected from 

PP (see Section 5.2.3 on parental attitude to PP of their children or wards). This 

demonstrates that those same cultural traditions fail to consider varying economic 

backgrounds of children, thus discriminate among poor, wealthy and/or 

privileged children in the acclaimed socialisation process. This again questions 

relativists’ claim that universal human rights have no consideration for diverse 

world culture while the reverse is the case.  

Also doubtful is relativists’ claim that Africans do not support universal human 

rights. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) of 1948 was accepted 

by almost all the nations of the world as a common standard of achievement for 

all peoples and a founding obligation in international law (CRC, 1991). Thus, they 

are a legal commitment that should meaningfully condition the exercise of State 

powers in human rights issues (Goodman and Jinks, 2003). Although Nigeria was 

not an independent nation when the Declaration was made in 1948, it never 

rejected what it represents. The government of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 

declared its permanent mission to the United Nations and welcomes the 

establishment of the Human Rights Council with voluntary pledges and 

commitments in April 2006 (see Appendix 4). Therefore, Nigerian children 

deserve respect for their human dignity, physical integrity and equal protection 

under the law and should be protected from PP and other cruel or degrading 

forms of punishment as mandated by the UNCRC. 

One of the concerns of the universalists is that citizens’ rights, including 

children’s, might be violated or denied if human rights laws and citizens’ 

protection are left at States’ discretion. Article 2 of the UNCRC establishes the 
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right of the child to non-discrimination of any kind irrespective of their parents’ 

or guardians’ race, nationality, sex, religious or political backgrounds (Article 2, 

UNCRC, 1989). These concerns may help explain why theories of cultural 

relativism were described as lacking logical consistency (Renteln, 2013), and their 

arguments used to dodge human rights compliance (Lower, 2013). Twum-Danso 

Imoh (2016) was right to suggest that the prevalent and persistent use of PP of 

children in diverse African societies was connected to the fact that governments 

lack the capacity and resources to enforce legislation on children’s rights. Further, 

Twum-Danso Imoh’s argument corroborates Cassidy’s (2012) assertion that 

poverty, including the poor living conditions of children was a huge challenge to 

the provisions of the UNCRC principles in the UK (see Section 3.7). It also aligns 

with Adetola and Olufemi’s (2012) and UNICEF’s (2007) assertions that disparities 

in deprivation of social and educational services for children are linked to 

household wealth and/or economic background, size, place of residence and 

geopolitical location. Article 4 of the UNCRC recognises that lack of financial and 

other resources can hamper the full implementation of economic, social and 

cultural rights of children in some States (CRC, 2003, p.3). Nigeria, as a nation in 

sub-Saharan Africa that is described as the poorest region in the world with the 

largest proportion of young people under the age of 18 (Twum-Danso Imoh, 

2016) belongs to this category of States referred to by the Committee.  Poverty, 

not just tradition as relativists argue seems to be a core issue, and which this 

research data shows. Nigeria is also affected by corrupt practices, 

mismanagement and laundering of available resources leading to abject poverty, 

lack of social welfare and amenities, illiteracy, diseases and other social vices (see 

also p.99-100).  

Arguably, the preservation of PP of children claiming it is a long tradition could 

be changed if Nigerian adults wanted to. After all, the only permanent thing in 

life is change, and adults in Nigeria have in the past changed, and continue to 

change certain traditional practices that were detrimental to, and that violate 
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citizens’ human rights. This included the killing of twins (infanticide) and the 

expulsion of their mothers from the community, the persecution of widows and/or 

widows’ rituals, virginal testing and female circumcision, for example (Maluleke, 

2012). Therefore, developing a change in attitude about the PP of children by 

adults is not only possible but would be a significant step towards enforcing, 

respecting and promoting children’s rights as well as securing a violence-free 

Nigerian society.  

Besides, prior to the current 1999 Nigerian Constitution, Nigeria had in 1991 

ratified the UNCRC thus agreeing to implement and/or enforce its standards. The 

national Child Rights Act (CRA) which was influenced by the UNCRC was enacted 

in 2003 implying that if Nigeria really wants to implement or enforce children’s 

rights standards, the CRA principles would have superseded the 1999 

Constitution by addressing discriminatory sections of the Constitution with 

respect to children’s rights. One such example is section 35(1d) of the 

Constitution that deprives persons below the age of 18 of their right to personal 

liberty for the purpose of education or welfare (CFRN, 1999). Rather than 

adhering to the mandate of Article 24 (3) of the UNCRC that required taking 

effective and appropriate measures with a view to abolishing traditional practices 

prejudicial to the health of children like PP, the Nigerian Constitution placed all 

matters relating to children on the residual legislative list making it more difficult, 

or even impossible, for children’s rights to become a reality in Nigeria (UNICEF 

Nigeria, 2011; White and Case, 2013).  

In sum, the tension between universalism and cultural relativism in human rights 

is muddier than it is sometimes portrayed and so too is the actuality of Nigerians’ 

attitude to PP. The question is: what will help that progression bearing in mind 

that traditions and customs are not static - they do change over time, otherwise, 

societies would never progress or develop.  The answer to the above question 

can be traced to addressing and tackling obstacles (see Section 3.7) inhibiting 

full acceptance and effective implementation of human/children’s rights. Cultural 
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relativism should not be allowed to sabotage the aims and principles of the 

UNCRC to adequately safeguard Nigerian children. Effort should be made to 

reorient Africans’ perceptions about the child rights agenda through awareness-

raising campaign, advocacy and research. Alleviating child poverty and improving 

welfare provisions should be pursued with rigour through multidimensional 

poverty eradication strategies. Further, it is worthwhile considering the students’ 

suggestion (see Section 6.3.1) on placing a sanction on schools that refuse to 

comply with the implementation of children’s rights. It is also reasonable to 

consider the suggestion by Yovbi (2008) that school prefects and senior students 

should be empowered to hold teachers and educators accountable for flouting 

government guidelines on positive child discipline, rather than equipping them 

with canes with which to breach other children’s rights. And the key to this is 

compulsory human rights and/or citizenship education in African, including 

Nigerian schools starting from the kindergarten stage. The Committee’s 

suggestion in general comment No. 1 on aims of education would be a starting 

point: ensuring the participation of children in school life, the creation of school 

communities and student councils, peer education and peer counselling, and the 

involvement of children in school disciplinary proceedings should be promoted as 

part of the process of learning and experiencing the realisation of rights (CRC, 

2001). 

7.4. The contribution of the Research to Knowledge  

As noted in the Literature Review Chapters, there is a lack of empirical qualitative 

research on children’s perceptions, attitudes, feelings, and experiences of PP as 

a mode of correction and discipline in the study context using the UNCRC as a 

benchmark. Children could neither talk to adults at home or community nor talk 

to teachers in schools because that would be tantamount to disrespect and could 

lead to further punishment. This research thus filled a gap by allowing children 

the much-desired voice, space and audience to express how they feel themselves 

about PP in relation to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Lundy, 2007). 
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They have been given the right to be heard, which Archard (2014) describes as 

a valuable right because not only have they made their views known, but making 

those views known made a difference to their life. This, therefore, fulfils one of 

the cardinal rights of the UNCRC – the right to participate.  

Methodologically, available studies on PP of children were descriptive 

(quantitative) and thus failed to explore deeply the concept for richer data 

collection and understanding of PP. Employing a qualitative method in this 

research has allowed unanticipated themes to emerge as important. For instance, 

even though this research did not set out to overtly examine the gender dynamics 

of PP, the finding of sexual exploitation of female students in the public rural 

school underscores the value of the qualitative research approach. It is hoped 

that the strategies adopted by this research would grant Nigerian children 

participants the respect they deserved as social actors and active participants in 

the creation of their own world in ways significant adults and policymakers will 

find credible and valuable (Darbyshire et al., 2005). By granting the students 

participation right means that they have been given some power to be agents of 

their own lives (Archard, 2014). This contrasts with other studies that used 

parents and/or teachers as key participants, thus using the information provided 

by adults (parent or teachers) to assume children’s input.  

Further, the research has fulfiled one of the Committees’s suggestions on the 

importance of research using interviews with children, their parents and other 

carers like the teachers in this study. This kind of research must be conducted in 

appropriate ethical conditions like the current one to accurately assess the 

prevalence of PP, provide baseline information, monitoring and evaluations. It 

will also provide valuable guidance for the development of universal awareness-

raising campaigns and training for professionals working with or for children 

(CRC, 2006). Thus, the findings from this research have identified the importance 

of educators’ professional development and skills in positive disciplinary 

approaches and human rights education. Related to this is the fulfilment of the 
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Committee’s suggestion in general comment No. 5 on the need for data collection 

to be disaggregated to enable discrimination or potential discrimination to be 

identified. This research has identified discrimination in the use of PP of children 

across education sectors and school locations in Nigeria that should be addressed. 

Further, the research produced clear data and insight into the issues of PP in 

Nigerian secondary schools with an emphasis on Anambra state (the same 

educational policy across the country).  Thus, the findings of the study have 

added to Nigerian research on issues of PP of children, its implications in relation 

to Nigeria’s obligation to protect and respect children’s rights. It is hoped that the 

results of this study will bring the concept of PP into focus not only in Anambra 

state but across the country so that people will come to see it as a concept worth 

researching, discussing, debating and subsequently acting on. Further, 

awareness of the dangers of exposing children to PP is an important step towards 

changing attitudes concerning the PP of children. For instance, the study brought 

new insights about sexual exploitation of females by male teachers and senior 

students in exchange for non-physical punishment, thereby alerting school 

administrators to be on guard against such infringements of bodily integrity and 

dignity. This finding was not reported by previous researchers in the context. 

More importantly, the research contributes to ongoing debates about human 

rights universalism and cultural relativism in the African continent. The significant 

variations in the use of PP in school sectors and locations revealed that cultural 

traditions are not solely to blame for the persistent use of PP of children in 

Nigeria. Instead, other social, political and economic factors with strong 

connections to poverty were found to be influential. In addition, the research has 

established that cultural traditions are neither adequate to protect children’s 

rights nor can bestow on children the necessary required security and protection 

in their communities. Therefore, children in Nigeria need full implementations of 

universal children’s rights protection in the form of the UNCRC that guarantees 
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their right to protection from PP and all forms of violent disciplinary pattern like 

their counterparts across the world.  

7.5. The Limitations of the Study  

The research experienced some limitations. The first was that it was not possible 

to conduct research in each of the diverse ethnic groups with a range of cultural 

differences across Nigeria. Though the research focused on one state (Anambra) 

in the Southeast region of the country, the literature review was significantly 

influenced by the understanding of cultural traditions on issues of PP of children 

not only from other Nigerian states but some other African countries. As such, 

the views, attitudes, and experiences of the study participants may differ from 

that of students and teachers in other Nigerian states or African countries not 

cited in this study. 

Second, are limitations of school coverage. Though the study was conducted in 

urban and rural areas, and one public and private school comprising students and 

teachers from various backgrounds, the participants’ perceptions, understanding 

and experiences of PP from only one school of each kind may not be a true 

representation of the perceptions, attitudes, and experiences of students and 

teachers in other schools within the state. 

Third, there are limitations with respect to the study participants. Granted that a 

section of both senior and junior students was engaged in the study, their 

perceptions, understanding, attitudes, and experiences of PP may differ from 

other students who did not participate. Similarly, while the teacher participants 

were engaged in dual capacities as management and classroom teachers, their 

perceptions, experiences, views, and understanding of PP may differ from the 

views of other teachers in the same school and other schools within and outside 

Anambra state. 
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Fourth, it is important to acknowledge some accidental or unavoidable alterations 

of the data. For example, some emotional situations and nonverbal cues of the 

interviews, as well as arguments, disagreements or conflicts between focus group 

members may not have been captured in their full meaning and representation 

in the audiotaped record. Thus, they may not have been fully represented in the 

transcripts and analysis. However, in all, despite the above limitations, the 

researcher would argue that the research methods employed in this study were 

appropriate, therefore the results of the study are rigorous, trustworthy, and 

accurate given the available resources and timeframe. 

7.6. Recommendations 

If poverty is the problem as discussed above, it is obvious that it will not be solved 

anytime soon as Nigeria’s economic status is deteriorating because of corrupt 

practices by the mangers of the country. Still, something must be done to realise 

children’s rights protection. Article 4 of the UNCRC recognised economic 

variations among States in terms of resources with which to enforce children’s 

rights, the Committee in the general comment 13 has advised that whatever the 

economic circumstances, States are required to undertake all possible measures, 

including utilising available resources, to the maximum extent towards the 

realisation of the rights of the child. The African States should seek a 

comprehensive approach that creates, recognises, and deals with various 

socioeconomic and political problems across the continent. Nigeria is never a poor 

country but needs appropriate and prioritisation of resource allocation across all 

sectors and levels of the Nigerian government. The needs of the most important 

and vulnerable section of the populace - the children and young people 

(professed leaders of tomorrow) must be prioritised. No child should experience 

physical punishment of any sort for late or non-payment of school fees. The three 

levels of the Nigerian government should declare free education at least up till 

secondary school level. The Nigerian government should create an enabling 

environment through poverty alleviation programmes, employment creation, 
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genuine fight against corrupt practices, and provision of good and affordable 

social services, ending and preventing civil and religious conflicts. These will not 

only support parents but will create a conducive environment, and pave way for 

a smooth implementation and enforcement of the principles of the UNCRC and 

the CRA. 

Second, this study has shown how students and teachers perceived the PP of 

children in the study context. It has highlighted their understanding of and views 

on children’s rights in relation to the UNCRC. An established significant cultural 

traditional attachment and widespread religious acceptance of PP have placed 

doubts on whether even a total prohibition on its own would lead to the necessary 

change in attitudes by Nigerian people towards the PP practice. Consequently, 

confronting traditional dependence on PP and other cruel or degrading forms of 

discipline requires persistent action. There is a need for comprehensive advocacy 

and awareness-raising across all sectors of the country about children’s right to 

respect for their human dignity and protection from all kinds of violence. The 

importance of reorientation of the Nigerian populace, both adults and children 

should be stressed using the same cultural traditions and religion for the needed 

attitudinal change. Religious institutions should play a significant role in 

awareness-raising and public education by a vehement condemnation of violent 

child-rearing practices. These must be preached in churches, mosques and other 

religious gatherings.  It is important that the media should always condemn and 

widely report acts of child human rights violations including PP abuses, and 

regularly broadcast research and programmes on the dangers of violent child 

rearing. These strategies and campaigns would be followed by strategic 

monitoring and evaluation at all levels of the Nigerian government. There must 

be good collaboration and coordination between the various ministries, agencies 

and departments with the public sector right from the formulation, execution and 

through to monitoring and evaluation of policies, plans and programmes. 
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Third, following the obligation of Article 42 of the UNCRC that requires States to 

make the principles and provisions of the Convention widely known to adults and 

children, human rights education (HRE) must be incorporated into the Nigerian 

educational curriculum as a compulsory subject in primary and secondary schools 

and a foundation course of study in the university. This will provide an early and 

deeper understanding of human rights principles and enable children and young 

people not only to participate in the present but prepare for their future 

participation in societies. Hence a good process to empower school prefects on 

how to hold educators accountable for flouting government guidelines on positive 

child discipline. 

Fourth, for the above (third) to be effective, enforced and sustained, HRE must 

be incorporated into the Nigerian Federal Ministry of Education Regulatory 

Service, which will ensure the revision of not just curricula but textbooks and 

teaching and learning pedagogies. For effective teaching and learning of HRE in 

both primary and post-primary schools, the ‘ABC: Teaching Human Rights: 

Practical Activities for primary and secondary schools’ prepared by the OHCHR 

should be made available in all schools. This user-friendly tool aims to offer 

practical advice to teachers and educators on how to raise awareness, teach and 

integrate HRE in primary and secondary schools as well as suggestions on how 

to develop learning activities. 

Fifth, for effective HRE that would teach children their own rights and the rights 

of others and build rights-respecting communities in primary and junior post-

primary schools, children’s literature could be useful as literature constitutes an 

important part of childhood. They help children construct social expectations and 

frame an understanding of their own specific rights and responsibilities. And 

through reading and being read to at home or in school, children can explore and 

firmly grasp children’s rights standards. This will also be beneficial to teachers 

and parents and/or guardians who read books with children.  
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Sixth, in consideration that Nigeria has a children’s protection legal document 

(UNCRC, ACRWC, CRA), there should be capacity building for educators at all 

education sectors (private, public and mission) and locations (rural and urban). 

The training should stress the status of the child as a right holder to increase 

knowledge, understanding and active respect for the provisions of the treaties. 

The training must include appropriate skills educators need to adopt curriculum 

approaches that prevent violence; respond to incidents of school violence and 

bullying and develop the capacities of Nigerian children to prevent violence 

among themselves. There should be periodic evaluation and review of the 

effectiveness of these training in terms of the knowledge of the provisions of the 

child rights treaties, and the extent to which they have positively influenced 

children rights course in Nigeria. 

Seventh, the initial teacher training curriculum must be revisited to include 

courses on good coping skills, anger management and effective classroom 

controlling techniques.  The training must be of a high standard to impart proper 

skills to prospective teachers. Continuing professional development in the form 

of in-service training, workshops and seminars must be regularly organised for 

educators. As teachers are highly significant in the growth and development of 

children, they should be properly recognised, appreciated and motivated at all 

levels. There should be a regular review of teachers’ pay and good welfare 

packages to rekindle their enthusiasm and commitment to effective teaching and 

learning outcomes. 

Finally, there is an urgent need for a separate Ministry for Children and Young 

People at the three levels of the Nigerian government. The Committee has 

severally recommended this in Nigerian country reports. The established Ministry 

should be adequately funded in both human and monetary capacities to facilitate 

smooth planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the processes of 

children’s rights issues. Related to this is adequate empowerment of the National 

Child Rights Implementation Committee (NCRIC) in the three levels of the 
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Nigerian government to effectively monitor progress and realisation of obligations 

of the Convention.  

7.7. Suggestion for Further Research 

The most socially accepted PP as a means of child rearing, discipline, and 

correction in Nigeria is not treated with importance, yet it is an issue in need of 

urgent public attention. This research has shown that Nigerian students have the 

capacity to express their views on issues relating to PP and children’s rights. What 

follows, therefore, is the need to build children’s capacity as right holders to claim 

their rights. As suggested by Lundy et al (2012), a human rights-based approach 

(HRBA) to research with children involves three components. First, the research 

aims should be informed by the UNCRC standards. Second, the research 

processes must comply with the UNCRC standards. Finally, the research 

outcomes should build the capacity of children as rights-holders to claim their 

rights and build the capacity of duty-bearers to fulfil their obligations (Lundy et 

al, 2012, p.78). Accordingly, this study has fulfilled the first-two components 

through the GC8 of (2006) compliance with the standards of the UNCRC all 

through the study. It has prepared a way by giving children the opportunity to 

express their views, feelings, and experiences of PP. There is the need for further 

research in the context that would fulfil the third component of ensuring that 

these research outcomes build the capacity of children as rights-holders to claim 

their rights, and in the long run that of duty bearers to fulfil their obligations. 

Therefore, the use of students and young people Participants Advisory Group 

(PAG) is recommended for further research in this area. This researcher would 

argue that as a new area of research in this study context, involving children as 

co-researchers would be better acknowledged by the Nigerian policy and 

lawmakers to effect the desired change in policy and could ensure the realisation 

of children’s rights in Nigeria. This is long overdue and thus must start one day 

like in other countries of the world.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Map of Nigeria showing the 36 states and the FCT Abuja 

 

 

Anambra 

State  

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi05rvKjKbbAhXGvhQKHclUCqAQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://hausa.knottedpost.com/rohotonni/kassafin-kudin-banna-karancin-kudi-ya-addabi-jahohin-arewa/&psig=AOvVaw2LEAF35nLrY8dpvGBVEuNN&ust=1527517585983884
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Appendix 2: Map of Anambra state (Study location) showing 
the 21 LGA 
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Appendix 3: Functions of the National Child Rights 
Implementation Committee (NCRIC) 

 (a) Initiate actions that shall ensure the observance and popularisation of the 

rights and welfare of a child as provided for in: 

(i) this Act; 

(ii) the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child; 

(iii) the Organisation of African Unity Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the 

child; 

(iv) the Declaration of the World Summit for Children; 

(v) the Dakar Consensus on National Programme of Action; 

(vi) such other international Convention, Charters and Declarations relating to 

children to which Nigeria is or becomes a signatory; 

(b) Continually keep under review, the state of implementation of the rights of a 

child; 

(c) Develop and recommend to the Federal Government and to the State and   

Local Government, through their respective State and Local Government 

Committees, specific programmes and projects that shall enhance the 

implementation of the rights of a child; 

(d) Collect and document information on all matters relating to the rights and 

welfare of a child; 

(e) Commission inter‐disciplinary assessments of the problems relating to the 

rights and welfare of a child in the State; 

(f) Encourage and coordinate the activities of International, Federal, State and 

Local Government institutions, organisations and other bodies concerned with 

the right and welfare of a child; 

(g) Organise meetings; conferences symposia and other enlightenment on the 

rights and welfare of a child; 

(h) Co-ordinate the activities of and collaborate with the State Committee; 

(i) Prepare and submit periodic reports on the state of implementation of a right 

of the child for the submission to the Federal Government, African Union and the 

United Nations; and 

(j) Perform such other functions relating to the rights of a child as may, from time 

to time, be assigned to it. 



292 

 

Appendix 4: Nigeria’s Voluntary Pledges and Commitment 
to the Human Rights Council 
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Appendix 5: Interview Questions for the Students (Prefects) 

Establishing background information  

Name of School                              

Icebreaker      

Introduction of myself 

Explain the aim, objectives of the study and the reason for their participation. 

Explain the interview procedure/Ethics in terms of confidentiality, anonymity, 
autonomy, recording of the activity, request for honest answers, etc. 

 

Do you have anything you would like to ask me before we start? 

 

Please tell me your name. 

How old are you? 

What class are you in? 

What position do you hold in your school? 

Do you live with your biological parents? 

What does your father do for a living? 

What does your mother do for a living? 

How many children do your parents have? 

What is the highest level of education of the most educated person in your family? 

1. Can you tell me how you are involved in the discipline of students in your 
school?  
• Why are students disciplined? 

 
• What types of disciplinary methods are used in your school? (Please 

mention as many as you can).  
 

• Is physical punishment used in your school? 
 

• Who normally administer physical punishment in your school?  
 

• Where do these punishments take place? (E.g. staff room, assembly, in 
front of other students, classroom, laboratory, anywhere in the school 
premises). 

• What items are normally used to punish students? (Please circle; stick, 
wood, chair, belt, shoes, rule, hand, leg). 
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• Have you ever witnessed physical punishment being giving to a student? 

How does that make you feel? 
 

• Have you ever been physically punished in school? How does that make 
you feel? 
 

• Before you became a prefect, had you ever been physically punished by a 
fellow student? (E.g. seniors and the prefects) and how does that make 
you feel? 
 

2. Do you think that physical punishment is effective in terms of: 
• Making students stop bad behaviour? 
• Helping students to concentrate on their studies and learn better? 

 
3. In your view, are physical punishments used more in urban than in rural 

secondary schools?   
 

• Are physical punishments used more in private than in public secondary 
schools? 
 

4. Overall, how do you feel about your involvement in administering physical 
punishments on other students? 

 
• Do you think that using alternative means of discipline in schools would 

be more effective than physical punishment?  
 

• What other means do you think would be better? 
 

5. The Nigerian government has signed an important document to say that, like 
other countries of the world (e.g. the UK, South Africa etc.) physical 
punishments in schools should be stopped. Do you think we should stop using 
physical punishments as the government says we should or is it right to 
continue using them? 
 

6. The important document the Nigerian government signed is called the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Have you heard of that 
document?  If yes, where did you get to hear of it? 

 

Do you have any questions or is there anything else you would like us 
to talk about before we conclude our discussion? 
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Appendix 6:  Interview Questions for the Principals and 
Teachers 

Establishing background information 

Name of School                        

Introduction of myself 

Explain the aim, objectives of the study and the reason for their participation. 

Explain the interview procedure/ethics in terms of confidentiality, anonymity, 
autonomy, recording of the activity, request for honest answers etc. 

Do you have anything you would like to ask me before we start? 

 

How long have you been teaching? 

How long have you been teaching in this school? 

Which category of class do you teach? 

How long have you been in management/Principal? 

Do you have children? If yes, how many? 

Do you have children attending secondary schools? 

1. What kind of disciplinary methods does your school use? 
• What do children do to merit discipline? 
• How would you describe your feelings while and after administering 

physical punishment to the children? 
 

2. Is physical punishment widespread as a corrective measure in your school? 
If so, do you think its use is based on cultural, traditional or religious 
reasons? 

 
3. How would you describe the disciplinary strategies used in private and public 

secondary schools in Nigeria – are there any differences? 
 

• What about in urban and rural secondary schools – any differences? 
• If there are differences, why do you think these differences exist? 

 
4. How would you describe the effectiveness of physical punishment, if any, on 

behaviour?  
 

• Do you think that they have any impact on students’ lives, and in their 
ability to learn or concentrate on their studies? 
 

• What about the effects of punishment on the student-teacher relationship? 
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5. How would you describe parents’ views about the physical punishment of 
their children/wards? 

 
• What are their views and reactions whenever a child/ward is 

injured because of physical punishment? 
 

6. Let’s talk about alternative means of discipline 
• What is your view on using alternative means of discipline in 

secondary schools? (E.g. good teacher-student relationships, 
positive enforcement, good communication, patience etc.). 

 
• What is your view on enforcing the ban on physical punishment in 

Nigerian secondary schools? 
 

7. The Nigerian government has signed international documents on the Rights 
of the Child to be protected from Corporal Punishment, Torture, Degrading 
and Inhuman Treatments. 

 
• Are you aware of this document – The United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the subsequent Nigeria 
Child Rights Act (CRA)? 

• What is your view about these documents?  
• Do you think they will come into full effect in Nigeria? 

 

For the Principals only in addition to the above questions 

8. What kind of student-to-student disciplinary activities exist in your school? 
For example, school functionaries (prefects) administering physical 
punishment on other students 

 
• Do you think it is important to use students to exercise these 

practices? 
• Is the practice one of your school policies? 
• Why do you consider this to be a useful part of discipline? 
• Do you have any concerns about students administering 

punishment to other students?  
 

Do you have any question or anything else you would like us to talk 
about before we conclude our discussion? 
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Appendix 7:  Open-ended Questionnaire for JSS 2 

Please DO NOT write your name anywhere on this paper  

Answer all questions as best and as honestly as you can please. 

Note: If you need additional writing paper please let me know by raising your 
hand 

1. Name of School.................................................................................... 

2. Are you a Male?         Or a Female?  

3. Do you live with your biological parents?  Yes        No    
Others……………………………………………………………………………………………. 

4. What does your father do for a living? ................................................ 

5. What does your mother do for a living? .............................................. 

6. How many children do your parents have? ...................................... 

7. What is the highest level of education of the most educated in your family? 
.......................................................................................................... 

8. How are students disciplined in your school? ........................................ 

9. What types of punishments are used in your school? (Please circle as many 
as you know: slapping, kicking, kneeling with both hands up, standing in the 
sun, beating, hitting, caning, ear-dragging, hair-pulling, monkey dance, toad 
jump, kneeling down, kneeling on stones, Pick the pin). Others 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

10.  Why are students physically punished? .................................................. 

11. Who normally gives punishment in your school? (Please circle: Principal, VP, 
guidance counsellor, teachers, SP (Head boy), DSP (Head girl), other prefects, 
senior students, class prefect). Others…………………………………………………. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

12. Where do these punishments take place? (Please circle: staff room, assembly, 
in front of other students, classroom, laboratory, anywhere in the school 
premises). Others………………………………………………………………………………… 

13. What are students punished with? (Please circle: stick, wood, chair, belt, 
shoes, ruler, hand, leg). Others.............................................................. 

14. Have you ever witnessed where a student is being punished in your school? 
Yes       No  

15. How does that make you feel? ………………………………………………………………. 

16. Have you ever been given punishments in your school or class? Yes       No         

17. How does that make you feel? ………………………………………………………………. 
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18. How do you usually react when you are punished? .................................. 

19. Have you or any of your friends ever been injured during punishment?  Yes         
No        If yes, what type of injury? ………………………………………………………….. 

20. Have you or any of your friends ever thought of leaving school because of 
physical punishment?   Yes        No       Please explain your response…………… 

21. Is discipline important in the school?  Yes     No   .  Please explain your 
response. ......................................................................................... 

22. What effect do you think physical punishments have on students’ ability to 
learn or concentrate in class? ................................................................. 

23. Do you think that using other means of discipline in schools would be better 
than using physical punishment?  Yes        No 

24. What other means of discipline do you think should be used? 
............................................................................................................... 

25. The Nigerian government has signed an important document to say that, like 
other countries of the world (e.g. the UK, South Africa etc.) physical 
punishment in schools should be stopped. Do you think we should stop using 
physical punishments as the government says we should or is it right to 
continue using them? Please explain your response ………........................... 

26. The important document is called the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (UNCRC).  Have you heard of that before?  Yes        No      If yes, 
where did you hear of it? ................................................................... 

27. Do you think that physical punishment should be permitted in secondary 
schools? Yes       No    . Please explain your response…............................... 

28. Please write any other comments you may have about punishment in this box. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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……………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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Appendix 8:  Focus Group Questions for School Prefects 

Establishing background information  

Name of School                              

Icebreaker      

Introduction of myself 

Explain the aim, objectives of the study and the reason for their participation. 

Explain the interview procedure/Ethics in terms of confidentiality, anonymity, 
autonomy, recording of the activity, request for honest answers etc. 

Self-introduction by members: Name, class and prefect position holding in the 
school 

Do you have anything you would like to ask me before we start? 

1. How are you involved in the discipline of students in this school?  

• What are the reasons behind this practice? 
 

• What types of disciplinary methods do you use?  
 

• Is physical punishment used in your school? 
 

• Who gives physical punishments (e.g. prefects, senior students, teachers, 
principals etc.)? 
 

• Where do these punishments normally take place? (e.g. anywhere around 
the school premises, classrooms, assembly ground, school gates, etc.)? 
 

• How are physical punishments normally given (e.g., with a cane, belt, 
etc.)? 
 

• Has anyone of you ever witnessed physical punishments being giving to 
a student? How does witnessing physical punishment make you feel? 
 

• Before you became a prefect, had you ever been punished by a fellow 
student (e.g. seniors and former prefects). How did that make you feel? 
 

• Has any injury been recorded in this school? 
 

2. Do you think punishment is effective in terms of? 

• Making students better-behaved children? 

• Helping students to concentrate on their studies and learn better? 
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3. Do you think physical punishments are used more in urban than in rural 
schools?   

 
• Do you think physical punishments are used more in public than in private 

schools? 
 

4. Overall, how do you feel about your involvement in administering physical 
punishments on other students? 

 
• Do you think that using alternative means of discipline would be better 

than using physical punishments?  
 

• What other means of discipline do you think would work better in Nigerian 
secondary schools? 
 

5. The Nigerian government has signed an important document to say that, like 
other countries of the world (e.g. the UK, South Africa etc.) physical 
punishments in schools should be stopped. Do you think we should stop using 
physical punishments as the government has said, or is it right to continue 
using them? 

 
6. The important document the Nigerian government signed is called the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child have anyone of you heard of it 
before? 

If yes, where did you get to hear of it? 
 

Any questions or anything else anyone would like us to talk about 
before we conclude our discussion? 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



303 

 

Appendix 9:  Samples of Open-ended Questionnaire Coding 
and Tallying  
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Appendix 10:  Thematic Coding Table 
 

1st, 2nd, 3rd & 4th CODINGS CATEGORIES THEMES 

Various methods of discipline, both physical and non-
physical, many times, everywhere, any time offence 

happens, various method, cane popular, carrying cane 

creates fear in children, teachers, prefects, senior 
students, non-teaching staff: security men and bursar 

administers PP, Popular forms/kinds of PP: 
flogging/caning, kneeling/sitting, standing, confiscation 

of items forms of punishment. 
PP aggressive/severe/harsh in rural, manual labour, 

chores, exploitation. Differences due to fees, 

monitoring, low mentality, illiteracy, lack of exposure, 
less monitoring in rural, teachers’ nonchalant attitude, 

wicked act by some teachers, close monitoring by the 
owners, school type and location regulates the level of 

PP, unrestricted in public, limited in private 

Disparity due to ownership and high tuition fees in 
private, cheap in public, parents trust teachers and 

believe in them in rural, poverty and inability to 
challenge teachers in public and rural 

-Types/forms of 

PP 
-Differences in 

forms of PP in 
school sectors/ 

locations 
-who administers 

PP 

-instruments or 
objects 

-PP locations or 
places 

-Application in 

private Vs public 
schools 

-application in 
urban Vs rural 

schools 
-why variation in 

applications 

-Students’ views 
-Teachers’ views 

Methods    
of Discipline  

what do children to merit discipline? Students get 

punished for misconducts, why discipline, why physically 
punish. PP widespread, best child-training method 

Discipline for correction/prevention. PP a tool for 

teaching and learning, a tool that promotes organised 
school environment/orderliness, a tool that improves 

academic competition/attainment/performance. PP 
accepted by parents, religion, legal institution, society, 

traditional/cultural way of socialising with children, 

Best way to training children to: learn customs, values, 
respect, instil good moral values, respect, obedience, a 

sense of responsibility in children, good/acceptable 
behaviour, parents/society expects that duty of care 

from teachers, Parent/guardians demand PP, parents 

busy so rely on school for proper training, some parents 
happy, some frown. PP prevalent across Nigerian 

schools. Tradition, culture and re1ligion accept PP, PP 
school routine, shapes future adult life. Normal feeling 

after administering PP 

- Why children 
merit discipline, 

why children 
merit PP 

- PP mode of 

discipline or 
correction 

- PP aid to moral 
development 

- PP traditional 
and cultural child 

rearing practice 

- PP as a religious 
obligation 

- PP as a duty of 
care 

- parental attitude 

to PP  

Rationale 
for PP  



310 

 

 

PP modifies behaviour, prevents future misbehaviour, for 

children’s best interests, positive and negative impacts: 
PP modifies behaviour, PP has no effect on heady 

students, PP promotes violence, PP encourage aggressive 
behaviour, PP promotes a sense of responsibility, respect 

 PP impact positive on academic, good study habit 

PP make stubborn children worse, develop thick skin to 
PP, Positive and negative effects on student-teacher 

relationships, PP promotes hard work, concentration in 
school work, Negative feeling about PP: angry, hatred, 

not good with injury, injury is accidental, injury is rare, 

parents frown at injury if unjustified, parents understand 
injury is accident, PP painful, shaming and leads to sober 

reflection, Punishment causes injury and death 
Effective in behaviour, growth, development 

PP positive impact not automatic, sometimes ineffective 

-Effects on 
student behaviour 

-Effects on 
academic 

activities 
-Effects on 

teacher-student 

relationships 
-concept of 

individuality and 
discipline 

Impacts of 
PP  

Non-physical already in use, teachers use it daily while 
teaching, goes with teaching, cannot teach without 

alternative, alternative to PP better sometimes, doesn’t 

work sometimes for some heady students, supported and 
already in use, teachers not wicked, combination of PP 

with non-PP better. Positive behaviour management: 
counselling, rewards, advice, setting limitation, 

suspension, alternatives ineffective on their own, 

cuddling and consolation after, PP important 

- Non-Physical 

Punishment 
- Suggested 

alternatives to PP 
by participants: 

students 
- teacher 

- positive 

behaviour 
modifications 

techniques or 
strategies 

Non-PP 
and/or 

Alternatives 
to PP 

Method of 
Discipline  

Limited awareness of UNCRC, UNCRC European and 

American document. Vague knowledge of the UNCRC 
principles, argument for and against the UNCRC 

principles, stop PP due to signed document, good to obey 
government, argument for and against enforcing the ban 

on PP, UNCRC good document, good to enforce it, strong 

belief UNCRC will not work in Nigeria, UNCRC Western 
document for white people. Enforcing ban will impact 

negatively on schools. Enforcing total ban not ideal. 
Support for UNCRC to be implemented. Negative view of 

UNCRC, perceived as a foreign document. UNCRC against 
Nigerian traditional belief and customs. UNCRC just like 

other signed documents not implemented. UNCRC 

difficult to implement in an African context. Nigeria 
signatory to UNCRC just for formality, doesn’t mean 

enforcement, president ignorant before signing. Wished 
the UNCRC to be enforced but not sure working here, 

doubted it will work. Enforcing ban too dangerous for 

Nigerian schools. Tradition/culture would prevent 
implementation. UNCRC may not be implemented in 

Nigeria, wish it doesn’t work, never going to work. 

- Teachers views 

of the UNCRC  
- Students views 

of the UNCRC  
- Children’s 

perceptions of the 

UNCRC and 
enforcing the ban 

on PP 
- Teachers’ 

perceptions of the 
UNCRC and 

enforcing the ban 

on PP 
- Children's level 

of awareness of 
the UNCRC 

- Teachers levels 

of awareness of 
the UNCRC 

   

Participants 
Perceptions 

of the 
UNCRC in 

Relation to 
PP  
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Appendix 12: Information Letter for the State Ministry of 
Education                                   

Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights 
Perspective 

Dear Honourable Commissioner, 

My name is Lovina Amaka Emejulu, a PhD research student in the School of 
Education, Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. I am from Anambra state and a 
Nigerian trained school Guidance Counsellor from the University of Nigeria Nsukka. My 
PhD research focuses on Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A 
Children’s Rights Perspective. The use of corporal punishment on school children 
has been argued to be an effective means of child discipline in Nigeria, hence, the 
research aims to explore: (a) The rationale for corporal punishment administration in the 
Nigerian secondary schools (b) Nigerian students perceptions and understanding of the 
notion and practices of corporal punishments as a disciplinary measure (c) Nigerian 
teachers perception of the use of corporal punishment in secondary schools (d) The 
traditional, cultural and religious influences and acceptability of the use of corporal 
punishment on children in the Nigeria context and (e) The differences in the applications 
of corporal punishment in the public and private schools as well as in the urban and rural 
secondary schools in Nigeria. 

The research when concluded will provide evidence-based data and information on 
corporal punishment in Nigerian secondary schools; hence will help governments, public 
education authorities and indeed every adult in Nigeria to understand fully the 
implications of exposing children to corporal punishment. 

Please, sir; this is a reminder and a request for your signature for the above research to 
be conducted in two secondary schools in the state. Please, be informed, that the 
research has been reviewed by, and received ethics approval from the Ethics Committee 
of the School of Education, Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. 

Please, be assured that teachers and students participation in the research is completely 
free and voluntary, and there is no anticipated risk in taking part in the research to any 
of the participants. Please, be informed that if any issues do arise for the children then 
school Guidance Counsellors will be available to help. Participants are free to withdraw 
at any time without consequence until the data analysis stage.  Information provided by 
them will be considered strictly confidential hence, their names, names of their schools 
or any description that gives away their identity will not appear in any of the reports. 
However, with their individual permissions, anonymous quotations may be used.  

Please, be assured that information gathered from the participants will be audiotaped, 
hard copies securely stored under lock and key, and transcribed data encoded and stored 
in an encrypted personal lap-top accessible only by me and will be used solely for the 
thesis and any resulting publication. The data will be stored within Queen’s University 
Belfast Database and then destroyed after a minimum of five years in accordance with 
University guidelines. 

The information from the participants will be written in the form of a Doctoral thesis and 
passed on to the appropriate authorities for the enforcement of the provisions of the 
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United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) and the Nigerian 
Child Rights Act (CRA, 2003). These are laws mandating the Nigerian government to 
recognize, respect and promote the rights of Nigerian children like their counterparts in 
other countries of the world.  

It would, therefore, be highly appreciated if you could give your approval by signing the 
attached form please, at your convenience before the end of the week for my personal 
collection from the Zonal Inspectorate office. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time via this email address: 
lemejulu01@qub.ac.uk or phone 08037468935 for any queries you may have. You 
can also contact my supervisor on this email address: l.lundy@qub.ac.uk or phone 
+4428 9097 5942 if preferred. 

Yours sincerely 

Lovina Amaka Emejulu 

 

Appendix 12(a): Consent Form for the State Commissioner 
for Education    

Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights 

Perspective 

I, the undersigned, confirm that I have read and understood the information relating to 

the research on Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights 

Perspective.  

I understand that the letter is informing me that the research is to be conducted in two 

secondary schools in Anambra state and asking me to give my approval to that effect. 

I understand that the teachers and students’ participation in the research in both schools 

are completely free and voluntary and that participants are free to withdraw their 

consents at any time without any consequences until data analysis stage. 

I understand that the information gathered will be kept strictly confidential. The names 

of the participants and their schools will not be mentioned in any reports arising from 

the research. 

 I understand that the information gathered will be audiotaped, securely stored in a 

password-protected personal lap-top and used by the researcher for the sole purpose of 

the research and what it represents. 

I understand that the research will be published in the form of a Doctoral thesis and or 

any resulting publications. 

I, therefore, give my approval. 

Name: ________________________ Signature & Date: ________________________  

 

mailto:lemejulu01@qub.ac.uk
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Appendix 13: Information Letter for the School Principals 
for Permission                                                                                                                     

Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights 
Perspective 

Dear Sir/Madam,  

My name is Lovina Amaka Emejulu, a PhD research student in the School of 

Education, Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. I am from Anambra state and a 

Nigerian trained school Guidance Counsellor from the University of Nigeria Nsukka. My 

PhD research focuses on Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A 

Children’s Rights Perspective. The use of corporal punishment on school children 

has been argued to be an effective means of child discipline in Nigeria, hence, the 

research aims to explore: (a) The rationale for corporal punishment administration in the 

Nigerian secondary schools (b) Nigerian students perceptions and understanding of the 

notion and practices of corporal punishments as a disciplinary measure (c) Nigerian 

teachers perceptions of the use of corporal punishment in secondary schools (d) The 

traditional, cultural and religious influences and acceptability of the use of corporal 

punishment on children in the Nigeria context and (e) The differences in the applications 

of corporal punishment in the public and private schools as well as in the urban and rural 

secondary schools in Nigeria.  

Please, be assured that I am not coming to your school to stop students from being 

punished nor this research about identifying any corporal punishment culprit in your 

school, but fact-finding on how the use of corporal punishment as a form of discipline is 

perceived and experienced in the Nigerian post-primary school context. The information 

I will gather from your school will be written as a Doctoral thesis and passed on to the 

appropriate authorities to inform laws for the rights of Nigerian children to be recognized, 

respected and promoted like their counterparts in other countries of the world.  

Please, I am seeking your permission to use your school for the study and to involve 

your teachers and students as participants. I would also like to observe some 

activities in your school for two weeks – Monday through Friday. If you agree to 

participate, the involvement of your school will be as follows: 

❖ The management staff will be involved in a dual capacity as classroom teachers 

as well as the management team. They will be interviewed individually on how 

they perceive the use of corporal punishment on students as a disciplinary 

measure in this school. This will last for a maximum of 30 minutes each.  

 

❖ The senior prefect and the deputy, as well as the class reps/prefects of all JSS2 

classes, will be interviewed individually about their views, perceptions, 

experiences and understanding of the notion and practices of corporal 
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punishments as a disciplinary measure in this school. The interview will last for a 

maximum of 30 minutes each.  

 

❖ Other school prefects will be involved in a focus group discussion that will last 

for one hour. The discussion will focus on their views, perceptions, experiences 

and understanding of the notion and practices of corporal punishment in this 

school.  

❖ Other JSS2 students in all classes will be invited to participate as questionnaire 

respondents in which they will be given a paper containing some open-ended 

questions to write answers on their perceptions, understanding and experiences 

of the notion and practices of corporal punishment in this school. This will also 

last for 30 minutes for each group.  

Please, note that each of these activities will hold during school hours in a room provided 

by the school and at such times when classes are not holding.  

Please, note that participation in the research is completely free and voluntary and there 

is no anticipated risk in taking part in the research to you or any member of your school. 

Participants are free to withdraw from it at any time without consequence until the data 

analysis stage. They are also free to withhold any information they are not happy to 

give. Please also note that the interviews and focus group discussions will be digitally 

recorded to facilitate data collection and analysis.  

Please be assured that all information provided is strictly confidential. Your name, 

name of your school, the name of any of the participants or any description that gives 

away their identity will not appear in any of the writings of this project or anywhere this 

project represents. However, with yours and their individual permissions, anonymous 

quotations may be used.  

Please be assured that information gathered from the participants will be securely stored 

under lock and key (hard copies). The electronic copies/transcribed data will be encoded 

and stored on an encrypted personal lap-top accessible only by me, and in a password 

protected pen drive (backup) securely kept by me. These will be used solely for the 

thesis and any resulting publication. At the end of the project, all data will be kept for a 

minimum of five years within Queen’s University Database and then destroyed in 

accordance with University guidelines. 

Please be informed, that the research has been reviewed by, and received ethics 

approval from the Ethics Committee of the School of Education, Queen’s University 

Belfast, United Kingdom. It has also been approved by the Anambra State Ministry of 

Education through the Zonal Inspectorate of Education. 

It would, therefore, be highly appreciated if you could give your consent by signing the 

attached form please, at your convenience before the end of the week for my personal 

collection after you might have read and thought about it. 
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Please feel free to contact me at any time via this email address: 

lemejulu01@qub.ac.uk or phone 08037468935 for any queries you may have. You 

can also contact my supervisor on this email address: l.lundy@qub.ac.uk or phone 

+4428 9097 5942 if preferred. 

Yours sincerely 

Lovina Amaka Emejulu 

 

 

Appendix 13(a): Consent Form for the School Principals for Permission   
                                                                                                                 
Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights 
Perspective 
 

I, the undersigned, confirm that I have read and understood the information relating to 
the research on Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary School: A Children’s Rights 
Perspective.  

I understand that the letter is asking me to give permission for the use of my school for 
the research. 

I understand that the researcher will observe some activities in my school for two weeks  

I understand that the management staff/teachers, school prefects and all JSS2 students 
will be invited to participate in the research as interviewees, focus group discussants and 
questionnaire respondents. 

I understand that participation is free and voluntary, and participants are free to 
withdraw their consents at any time without consequence until the data analysis stage. 

I understand that the information collected from my school will be kept strictly 
confidential and that my name, the name of my school, teachers or students will not be 
included in any report arising from the research. 

I understand that the information gathered will be audiotaped, securely stored and used 
by the researcher for the sole purpose of the research and what it represents. 

I understand that the research will be published in the form of a Doctoral thesis and or 
any resulting publications. 

I, therefore, give my consent. 

Name: _____________________Signature & Date: ______________________ 
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Appendix 14: Information Letter for Principals and Teachers 
                                                                                                                                                              
Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights 
Perspective                                                  
                                                                       
Dear Sir/Madam,  
My name is Lovina Amaka Emejulu, a PhD research student in the School of 
Education, Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. I am from Anambra state and a 
Nigerian trained school Guidance Counsellor from the University of Nigeria Nsukka. My 
PhD research focuses on Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A 
Children’s Rights Perspective. The use of corporal punishment on school children 
has been argued to be an effective means of child discipline in Nigeria, hence, the 
research aims to explore: (a) The rationale for corporal punishment administration in the 
Nigerian secondary schools (b) Nigerian students perceptions and understanding of the 
notion and practices of corporal punishments as a disciplinary measure (c) Nigerian 
teachers perception of the use of corporal punishment in secondary schools (d) The 
traditional, cultural and religious influences and acceptability of the use of corporal 
punishment on children in the Nigeria context and (e) The differences in the applications 
of corporal punishment in the public and private schools as well as in the urban and rural 
secondary schools in Nigeria.  

Please, I am seeking your involvement in the research as an interviewee. You will be 

asked questions on your perception of the use of corporal punishment as a disciplinary 

measure in secondary school. It will be a one-to-one interaction with me and will last for 

a maximum of 30 minutes. It will hold during school hours in a room provided by the 

school and at such times when classes are not holding. Please note that our discussions 

will be digitally recorded to facilitate data collection and analysis. 

Please be informed that there is no anticipated risk of taking part in the research. Your 

participation is completely voluntary hence you are free to withdraw from it at any time 

without any consequence until the data analysis stage. You are free to withhold any 

information you are not happy to give. Please, be assured that any information from you 

is considered confidential. Your name, the name of your school or any description that 

gives away your identity will not appear in any of the reports. However, with your 

permission, anonymous quotations may be used.  

Please be assured that information gathered from you will be securely stored and stored 

on an encrypted personal lap-top accessible only by me, and in a password protected 

pen drive (backup) securely kept by me. These will be used solely for the thesis and any 

resulting publications. At the end of the project, all data will be kept for a minimum of 

five years within Queen’s University Database and then destroyed in accordance with 

University guidelines. The information will be written in form of a Doctoral thesis and 

pass on to the appropriate authorities to use in enforcing laws for the rights of Nigerian 

children to be recognized, respected and promoted like their counterparts in other 

countries of the world.  
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Please, be informed that the research has been approved by the Ethics Committee of 

the School of Education, Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. It has also been 

approved by the Anambra State Ministry of Education and the principal has approved 

the letter.  

It would, therefore, be highly appreciated if you could give your consent by signing the 

attached form please, at your convenience before the end of the week for my personal 

collection. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time via this email address: 

lemejulu01@qub.ac.uk or phone 08037468935 for any queries you may have. You 

can also contact my supervisor on this email address: l.lundy@qub.ac.uk or phone 

+4428 9097 5942 if you want. 

Yours sincerely 

Lovina Amaka Emejulu 

 

Appendix 14(a): Consent Form for Principals and Teachers                                                                          

Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights 

Perspective                      

I, the undersigned, confirm that I have read and understood the information relating to 

the research on Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary School: A Children’s Rights 

Perspective.  

I understand that the letter is asking me to participate in the research as an interviewee. 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw my 

consent at any time without any consequence until the data analysis stage. 

I understand that information gathered from me will be kept strictly confidential and that 

my name and the name of my school will not be included in any reports arising from the 

research. 

I understand that the information gathered will be audiotaped, securely stored and used 

by the researcher for the sole purpose of the research and what it represents. 

I understand that the research will be published in the form of a Doctoral thesis and or 

any resulting publications. 

I, therefore, give my consent. 

 

Name: ________________________     Signature & Date: ___________________ 

 

IN CASE OF WITHDRAWAL OF CONSENT 

 Name: ________________________          Signature & Date: ________________ 

 

mailto:lemejulu01@qub.ac.uk
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Appendix 15: Information about the Research  for the Questionnaire 

Respondents                                                                          
(JSS2, 12-14 years, and to be read out to and given to participants) 

Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights 
Perspective  

Dear Student,  

My name is Lovina Amaka Emejulu, a PhD research student in the School of Education, 

Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. I am from Anambra state and a Nigerian trained 

school Guidance Counsellor from the University of Nigeria Nsukka. My PhD research focuses on 

Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights Perspective. 

The use of corporal punishment on children is said to be an effective means of child discipline in 

Nigeria schools; therefore, I want to get information from children (students) on what they think 

about giving them punishment in secondary schools. Some examples of corporal punishments 

are flogging or caning, beating, slapping, knocking, kicking, cutting grass, picking pins, 

kneeling/putting hands up, carrying heavy objects and other forms of punishment giving to 

students when they do something bad in the school to discipline them.  

I will ask you some questions about the use of punishment in your school and your experiences 

on punishment. The questions are written in a paper, but I will also be reading the questions out 

so that I can be explaining the questions for you while you write the answers down on the same 

paper. I will be grateful if you can answer all the questions but, if you feel you do not want to 

answer any of the questions, no problem, just leave it. I want you to know that this is not an 

examination at all so there are no right or wrong answers. You will do this in groups with your 

fellow students in JSS2 and it will take about 30 minutes. It will take place in your school during 

free periods.  

Your participation in writing this questionnaire is completely voluntary. This means that you 

take part only if you want to. It is an anonymous questionnaire. This means that you are not 

required to write your name in it. Therefore, you are free to write everything you want me to 

know about your feelings and experiences of punishment in your school and I will encourage you 

to be as honest as you can. Even if you decide to take part in this research, you are free to 

withdraw from it at any time, but you cannot withdraw after submitting your paper because it 

will not be possible to identify your own paper since your name is not on it. You may not write 

anything that is private to you which you do not want anyone else to know.  

Everything you write will be considered confidential (that is secret between you and me), except 

if you write about a serious corporal punishment that could harm you or someone else, then, I 

must report that to the appropriate person (s). But you do not have to be afraid because no one 

will know it is you who have written it since your name is not on it. 

Everything you have written will be stored under lock and key and only I will have the key so that 

no one else will see it. All information will be used just for my report, and they will be hidden by 

my University abroad for at least five years when I might have finished my research and then 

destroyed properly by the University.  

I want you to know that my coming to your school for this research will not stop you from being 

punished. I will write a report of what you have written in form of a Doctoral thesis and pass it 
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on to the government authorities to use in enforcing laws for the rights of Nigerian children to 

be recognized, respected and promoted like in other countries of the world. 

I want you to know that this research has been approved by the Ethics Committee of the School 

of Education, Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. The Anambra State Ministry of 

Education has approved it and your Principal has the letter of approval. Your school Principal has 

also approved the research that is why I am here with you today. 

Therefore, I will be grateful if you could give your consent by signing the attached form please 

before the end of the week after you might have read and thought about it. Please give the form 

you have signed to your Form teacher. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time using this email address: lemejulu01@qub.ac.uk or 

phone 08037468935 for any questions you may have. You can also contact my supervisor on 

this email address: l.lundy@qub.ac.uk or phone +4428 9097 5942 if you want. 

Thank you 

Lovina Amaka Emejulu 

 

 

 

Appendix 16: Information about the Research for the JSS2 Class Reps 

Interviewees  

(12-14 years, to be read out to and given to participants) 

Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights 

Perspective  

Dear Class Prefect,  

My name is Lovina Amaka Emejulu, a PhD research student in the School of Education, 

Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. I am from Anambra state and a Nigerian trained 

school Guidance Counsellor from the University of Nigeria Nsukka. My PhD research focuses on 

Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights Perspective. 

The use of corporal punishment on children is said to be an effective means of child discipline in 

Nigeria schools; therefore, I want to get information from children (students) on what they think 

about giving them punishment in secondary schools. Some examples of corporal punishments 

are flogging or caning, beating, slapping, knocking, kicking, cutting grass, picking pins, 

kneeling/putting hands up, carrying heavy objects and other forms of punishment giving to 

students when they do something bad in the school to discipline them.  

I will ask you some questions about the use of corporal punishment in this school, your feeling 

and experiences of corporal punishment. It will be a discussion (interview) between me and 

you and will only last for 30 minutes. It will take place in your school during free periods. I would 

like to record our discussions if you do not mind so that I will be able to concentrate on asking 

the questions and listening attentively to you. I will be grateful if you can answer all the questions 

mailto:lemejulu01@qub.ac.uk
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but, if you feel you do not want to answer any of the questions, no problem, just leave it. I want 

you to know that this is not an examination at all so there are no right or wrong answers.  

Your participation in this interview is completely voluntary. This means that you take part only 

if you want to. Even if you decide to take part, you are free to withdraw from it at any time until 

at data analysis stage. You may not tell me anything that is private to you which you do not want 

anyone else to know.  

Everything you tell me will be considered confidential (that is secret between me and you). I 

want you to know that your name and the name of your school will not appear in any report of 

this project. You will choose a new name if you want that will be known by me and you alone or 

I can use a letter to represent you. Therefore, you are free to tell me everything you want me to 

know about your feelings and experiences of corporal punishment and I will encourage you to be 

as open and honest as you can. I want you to know that if you tell me about a serious corporal 

punishment that could harm you or someone else, then, I must report that to the appropriate 

person (s). But you do not have to be afraid because no one will know that you had said it since 

your name will not be mentioned when I am reporting it.  

Everything you tell me will be stored in my laptop with a secret code which no one else except I 

know and will have access to. Everything you tell me will be used just for my report, and they 

will be hidden by my University abroad for at least five years when I might have finished my 

research and then destroyed properly by the University.  

I want you to know that my coming to your school for this research will not stop you from being 

punished. I will write a report of what you have told me in form of a Doctoral thesis and pass it 

on to the government authorities to use in enforcing laws for the rights of Nigerian children to 

be recognized, respected and promoted like in other countries of the world. I want you to know 

that this research has been approved by the Ethics Committee of the School of Education, Queen’s 

University Belfast, United Kingdom. Anambra State Ministry of Education has approved it and 

your Principal has the letter of approval.  Your school Principal has also approved the research 

that is why I am here with you today. 

I will be grateful if you could give your consent by signing the attached form please before the 

end of the week after you might have read and thought about.  Please give the form you have 

signed to your Form teacher. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time via this email address: lemejulu01@qub.ac.uk or 

phone 08037468935 for any questions you may have. You can also contact my supervisor on 

this email address: l.lundy@qub.ac.uk or phone +4428 9097 5942 if you want. 

Thank you 

Lovina Amaka Emejulu 
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Appendix 17: Information about the Research for Focus 
Groups (School prefects 15-17 years)                                                                             

Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights 
Perspective 

Dear Prefect,  

My name is Lovina Amaka Emejulu, a PhD research student in the School of Education, 

Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. I am from Anambra state and a Nigerian trained 

school Guidance Counsellor from the University of Nigeria Nsukka. My PhD research focuses on 

Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights Perspective. 

The use of corporal punishment on children is said to be an effective means of child discipline in 

Nigeria schools; therefore, I want to get information from children (students) on what they think 

about giving them punishment in secondary schools. Some examples of corporal punishments 

are flogging or caning, beating, slapping, knocking, kicking, cutting grass, picking pins, 

kneeling/putting hands up, carrying heavy objects and other forms of punishment giving to 

students when they do something bad in the school to discipline them.  

Please, I am seeking your participation in the research as a focus group member. You will be 

discussing with other prefects about your views, perceptions, understanding and experiences of 

the notion and practices of corporal punishment as a disciplinary measure in your school. This 

will last for a maximum of one hour. It will hold during school hours in a room provided by the 

school and at such time when classes are not holding. I would like to record our discussions if 

you do not mind so that I will be able to concentrate on facilitating and listening attentively to 

the group discussions.  

Please, be informed that there is no anticipated risk in taking part in the research. Your 

participation in this group is completely voluntary hence you are free to withdraw at any time 

without consequence until at data analysis stage. You are also free to withhold any information 

that is private to you which you are not happy to share with the group. Please be assured that 

all information from the group is considered strictly confidential thus your name or name of 

your school will not appear in the report. However, with your permission, anonymous quotations 

may be used. 

Please, be informed that if you talk about a serious corporal punishment that could harm you, a 

group member or someone else, then, I have a duty to report that to the appropriate person (s). 

But you do not have to be afraid because every effort will be made to protect you and the other 

group members. No one’s name will be mentioned and any information that might give away the 

identity of the speaker will be avoided when reporting it, so no one will know who has talked 

about it. 

All information from the group will be securely stored in a password-protected personal laptop 

which only I will have access to and will be used just for the thesis and any resulting publication. 

At the end of the project, all data will be kept for a minimum of five years within Queen’s 

University Database and then destroyed in accordance with University guidelines. The information 

will be written in form of a Doctoral thesis and pass on to the appropriate government authorities 

to use in enforcing laws for the rights of Nigerian children to be recognized, respected and 

promoted like in other countries of the world.  
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I want you to know that this research has been approved by the Ethics Committee of the School 

of Education, Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. Anambra State Ministry of Education 

has approved it and your Principal has the letter of approval. Your school Principal has also 

approved the research that is why I am here with you today. 

It would, therefore, be highly appreciated if you could give your consent by signing the attached 

form before the end of the week after you might have read and thought about it.  Please give 

the form you have signed to the Vice Principal.  

Please feel free to contact me at any time via this email address: lemejulu01@qub.ac.uk or 

phone 08037468935 for any questions you may have. You can also contact my supervisor on 

this email address: l.lundy@qub.ac.uk or phone +4428 9097 5942 if you want. 

Thank you 

Lovina Amaka Emejulu 

 

 

Appendix 18: Information about the Research for the Head 
boys/girls                                                                                                              

                                                                                
                                        
Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights 
Perspective 
 
Dear Prefect,  

 

My name is Lovina Amaka Emejulu, a PhD research student in the School of Education, 

Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. I am from Anambra state and a Nigerian trained 

school Guidance Counsellor from the University of Nigeria Nsukka. My PhD research focuses on 

Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights Perspective. 

The use of corporal punishment on school children is said to be an effective means of child 

discipline in Nigeria; therefore, I want to get information from children (students) about the use 

of corporal punishment in secondary schools in Nigeria. Some examples of corporal punishments 

are flogging or caning, beating, slapping, knocking, kicking, cutting grass, picking pins, 

kneeling/putting hands up, carrying heavy objects and other forms of punishment giving to 

students when they do something bad in the school to discipline them.  

Please, I am seeking your participation in the research as an interviewee. I will be asking you 

some questions on your views, perceptions, understanding and experiences of the notion and 

practices of corporal punishments as a disciplinary measure in your school. It will be a one-to-

one interaction with me and will only last for 30 minutes. It will hold during school hours in a 

room provided by the school and at such times when classes are not holding.  I would like to 

record our discussions if you do not mind so that I will be able to concentrate on asking the 

questions and listening attentively to you. 

Please, be informed that there is no anticipated risk in taking part in the research. Your 

participation is completely voluntary hence you are free to withdraw from it at any time without 
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any consequence until the data analysis stage. You are free to withhold any information that is 

private to you, and which you are not happy to share. Please be assured that any information 

from you is considered strictly confidential thus your name, the name of your school or any 

description that gives away your identity will not appear in any of the writings of this project. 

However, with your permission, anonymous quotations may be used.  

Please, be informed that, if you tell me about a serious corporal punishment issue that could 

harm you or someone else, then, I have a duty to report that to the appropriate person (s). But 

you do not have to be afraid because every effort will be made to protect you. Your name or any 

information that might give away who you are will be avoided when reporting it so no one will 

know it is you.  

Any information from you will be securely stored in a password-protected personal laptop which 

only me will have access to and will be used solely for the thesis and any resulting publication. 

At the end of the project, all data will be kept for a minimum of five years within Queen’s 

University Database and then destroyed in accordance with University guidelines. The information 

will be written in form of a Doctoral thesis and pass on to the appropriate government authorities 

to use in enforcing laws for the rights of Nigerian children to be recognized, respected and 

promoted like in other countries of the world. 

I want you to know that this research has been approved by the Ethics Committee of the School 

of Education, Queen’s University Belfast, United Kingdom. Anambra State Ministry of Education 

has approved it and your Principal has the letter of approval.  Your school Principal has also 

approved the research that is why I am here with you today. 

It would, therefore, be highly appreciated if you could give your consent by signing the attached 

form before the end of the week after you might have read and thought about it. Please give the 

signed form to the Vice Principal.  

Please feel free to contact me at any time via this email address: lemejulu01@qub.ac.uk or 

phone 08037468935 for any questions you may have. You can also contact my supervisor on 

this email address: l.lundy@qub.ac.uk or phone +4428 9097 5942 if preferred. 

 

Thank you 

Lovina Amaka Emejulu 
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Appendix 19: Consent Form for all Student Participants                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
(Adapted for each group of Student participants) 

Corporal Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights 

Perspective 

I have read the attached information letter which explains the research about Corporal 
Punishment in Nigerian Secondary Schools: A Children’s Rights Perspective. 

I understand that the letter is asking me to participate as: (interviewee, focus group 
member or questionnaire respondent). 

I understand that participation in the research is free and voluntary and that I am are 
free to withdraw my consent at any time without any consequence until the data analysis 
stage. 

I understand that all the information gathered from me will be kept strictly confidential 
but if I talk/write about a serious corporal punishment issue that could harm me or 
anyone else. That issue will be reported to the appropriate person for necessary action.  

I also understand that my name and the name of my school will not appear in any report 
arising from the research. 

I understand that the discussions will be recorded, securely stored and used by the 
researcher for her research and what it represents. 

I understand that the research will be published in the form of a Doctoral thesis and or 
any resulting publications. 

(Please tick one of the following boxes to indicate whether or not you agree to take 
part): 

☐ I AGREE to take part in the above research as an interviewee (SP, DSP and 

JSS2 class prefects) 

☐ I AGREE to take part in the above research as a focus group member (school 

prefects only)  

☐ I AGREE to take part in the above research as a questionnaire respondent 

(JSS2 students only) 

☐ I DO NOT AGREE to take part in the above research  

Name: ____________________ Signature & Date________________________ 

   

In Case of Withdrawal of Consent 

 

Name: _____________________    Signature & Date: _______________________ 


