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FOREWORD
BY DERRICK JOHNSON 

President and CEO 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)

Students of color in this country far too often 
face barriers to receiving quality public edu-
cation – from unequal resources in schools, 
to overly punitive discipline administered 
more often to children of color. As the 
nation’s oldest and largest nonpartisan civil 
rights organization, for more than a cen-
tury, the NAACP has  worked to ensure the 
political, educational, social, and economic 
equality of all persons and to eliminate race-
based discrimination. Equal access to public 
education and eliminating the severe racial 
inequities that continue to plague our edu-
cation system is at the core of our mission.

This new report from the Southern Pov-
erty Law Center and the UCLA Center for 
Civil Rights Remedies brings new light to the 
practice of corporal punishment in schools. 
When an educator strikes a student in school, 
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were never subject to corporal punishment. 
This report, in contrast, examines only the 
data (student populations and paddling inci-
dents) from schools where it is used. It relies 
on data from the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion’s Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC), 
primarily from the 2013–14 school year. 

Using this methodology, we found that 
children face a much higher likelihood of 
being struck than previous studies have 
found. Moreover, in such schools where 
corporal punishment is practiced, black 
students and students with disabilities are 
more likely to be struck than white stu-
dents and those without disabilities. 

This report finds that: 
• Within the schools that practice corporal 
punishment, about 5.6 percent of students 
were struck during the 2013–14 school 
year. The rates were as high as 9.3 percent 
(Mississippi), 7.5 percent (Arkansas) and 
5.9 percent (Alabama). In 2015–16, 5.3 per-
cent of students were struck in schools that 
practice corporal punishment.
• Black boys were nearly twice as likely to 
be struck as white boys (14 percent vs. 7.5 
percent) in 2013–14. Black girls were more 
than three times as likely to be struck as 
white girls (5.2 percent vs. 1.7 percent). 
The 2015–16 data show that despite a slight 
overall decline, the rates are still high, and 
a racial gap persists between black students 
and white students. Such racial disparities 
are troubling, because other research shows 
that black students do not misbehave more 
than white students. 
• Nearly half (43.8 percent) of all black girls 
receiving corporal punishment in schools 
were in Mississippi in 2013–14 (4,716 black 
girls). No other state comes close to eclips-
ing Mississippi as the state with the highest 
share of all incidents involving the corporal 
punishment of black girls.
• In more than half of the schools that prac-
tice corporal punishment, students with 
disabilities were struck at higher rates than 

those without disabilities in 2013–14. This 
finding raises troubling concerns about the 
disparate treatment of students with dis-
abilities, who are too often punished for 
behaviors arising from their disability, for 
which they should receive appropriate sup-
ports, not corporal punishment.

Concerns that students of color and stu-
dents with disabilities are struck more often 
than other students extend beyond the initial 
trauma inflicted. Previous research has shown 
that corporal punishment does not correct a 
student’s behavior and that it increases the 
possibility that a student will become entan-
gled in the justice system. In this respect, 
school-based corporal punishment contrib-
utes to the school-to-prison pipeline — the 
harsh cycle of punitive policies, practices and 
procedures that pushes children out of school 
and into the juvenile and criminal justice sys-
tems, often for minor infractions and those 
that are judged subjectively.

The luck of the draw
Whether a child is subject to corporal pun-
ishment for misbehavior depends wholly 
upon the policies adopted by states and, in 
many cases, their individual districts and 
schools. Thirty-one states have banned cor-
poral punishment in schools. In the remain-
ing 19 states, nearly 8,000 schools lie within 
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ment remains a viable option for disciplining 
students. And each school year, a staggering 
number of students feel the sting of being hit 
at school — more than 600 students a day.9

A new look at an old punishment
Where previous research has examined 
how school districts allow corporal punish-
ment, this report examines it at the school 
level — eliminating schools that do not prac-
tice corporal punishment in districts and 
states that practice it. The report focuses 
solely on the public schools that use cor-
poral punishment by examining data from 
the Civil Rights Data Collection at the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Office for Civil 
Rights, which is reported to the federal gov-
ernment by schools and districts every two 
years. When examining a state’s or district’s 
use of corporal punishment, this report 
includes only schools within that state or 
district that practice it.

Most of the analyses in this report focus 
on data from the 2013–14 school year, but it 
also includes some 2015–16 data, to confirm 
the trends in corporal punishment. In the 
2015–16 data collection, a new survey item 
regarding corporal punishment was intro-
duced (discussed in the Methodology sec-
tion), which can cause confusion in report-
ing and, occasionally, unreliable data.

In the 2013–14 school year, 4,294 schools 
reported students receiving corporal pun-
ishment, which amounted to a little more 
than half (56 percent) of the schools in the 
districts that practice corporal punish-
ment. (More information about the analy-
sis is found in the methodology section.)

What emerges is a greater — and more 
detailed — understanding of corporal pun-
ishment in schools that paints a bleaker 
picture. This report finds that, among stu-
dents attending schools that practice corpo-
ral punishment, the rate of students struck 
in school at least once is 5.6 percent in the 
2013–14 school year. This is compared to 
a rate of 3.3 percent among the states that 
allow corporal punishment, when schools 

that did not administer corporal punish-
ment are included.

The report’s findings also provide a more 
detailed look at the disproportionate impact 
of corporal punishment on black students 
and students with disabilities. What’s more, 
its findings show that the likelihood of a 
student being struck in school appears to 
depend mostly on where the child lives.

A look at the states 
Mississippi had the highest corporal pun-
ishment rate of all states examined — with 
over 9 percent of the students enrolled in 
public schools that allowed the practice 
struck during the 2013–14 and 2015–16 
school years. In the 2013–14 school year, 
this amounted to 25,339 students out of 
around 270,000 students.

STATE CORPORAL PUNISHMENT 
RATE IN 2013–14

TOTAL STUDENTS ENROLLED 
IN SCHOOLS PRACTICING 
CORPORAL PUNISHMENT

Mississippi 9.3% 271,987

Arkansas 7.5% 196,941

Missouri 6.1% 53,644

Alabama 5.9% 315,721

Oklahoma 5.6% 124,341

Georgia 5.0% 165,851

Texas 4.6% 418,332

Tennessee 3.9% 185,405

Florida 3.5% 57,540

Louisiana 2.8% 120,696

North Carolina 2.0% 3,903

Kentucky 1.7% 5,115

Indiana 1.6% 15,392

South Carolina 1.4% 6,529
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Mississippi not only tops the list for the 
percentage of students struck in schools, but 
also the overall number of students struck 
in school in 2013–14 nationwide. Texas, a 
far more populous state, struck 19,157 stu-
dents in school that same year — 6,000 
fewer students than Mississippi, despite 
having almost 420,000 students enrolled in 
schools that allow corporal punishment.

Arkansas had the second-highest corporal 
punishment rate at 7.5 percent (14,849 students 
were struck in school out of 196,941 students 
enrolled in practicing schools). Missouri struck 
students in school at a rate of 6.1 percent (3,273 
students out of 53,644), and Alabama at a rate 
of 5.9 percent (18,696 students out of 315,721).

A look at school districts
These state-level rates and numbers cap-
ture the differences in risk of being struck 
in school between one state and the next. 
However, among the districts where some 
schools still practice corporal punishment, 
there is greater variation in a student’s risk 
of being struck in school. Because these 
rates are annual numbers, and therefore a 
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district had a 31.4 percent corporal pun-
ishment rate among its 958 students – over 
300 students were struck in school in just 
one school year. It was enough for the dis-
trict to have the fifth-highest corporal pun-
ishment rate in the nation, among districts 
enrolling at least 500 students.

Overall, in ranking all of the districts 
nationwide by students’ risk of receiving 
corporal punishment, six out of the top 10 
school districts were in Mississippi, and 
four were in Arkansas. This report also 
found over 75 school districts with at least 
500 students enrolled had a risk for corpo-

ral punishment that exceeded 15 percent.
Above-average corporal punishment 

rates are often more pronounced at the 
school level. In over 200 schools enrolling 
at least 100 students each, at least one out of 
every five students was paddled in 2013–14.

Within districts that allow corporal 
punishment, some schools frequently 
strike children, while others don’t allow the 
practice at all. For example, there are over 
7,717 schools (of all enrollment sizes) in the 
districts that still practice corporal pun-
ishment, yet 44 percent of those schools — 
3,423 — did not strike any students.
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This means a child could be enrolled in a 
school district that allows corporal punish-
ment but never attend a school that uses it 
— it all depends on where the child receives 
their education. This fact is especially trou-
bling because, as the research summarized 
in this report’s recommendations shows, 
corporal punishment in schools is trau-
matic and not educationally necessary. 
Other effective forms of behavior manage-
ment are used in schools every day to help 
manage children’s behavior.  

Wynell Gilbert noted as much when she 
testified at the same 2010 congressional 
hearing as Linda Pee. Gilbert, who was a sci-
ence teacher at Erwin High School in Cen-
ter Point, Alabama, at the time, emphasized 
the power of educators getting to know 
their students, understanding what moti-
vates them, and using positive reinforce-
ment to promote good behavior.

“I know firsthand the difference a teacher 
can make in the classroom without having 

to resort to the use of corporal punishment,” 
Gilbert said in her written testimony. “Even 
though corporal punishment is allowed in 
many Southern states, has it truly made a 
difference in student behavior? Based on my 
experiences as a teacher in a high school that 
was once known for its discipline problems, 
using corporal punishment is comparable 
to sweeping dirt under the rug: The problem 
still exists; it’s just being covered up.”10

And too often, the human factor involved 
in meting out corporal punishment in 
schools raises a more basic concern for 
parents, which Pee highlighted during her 
Congressional testimony. “You can’t know 
what mood the teacher’s in [when paddling 
a student], whether he’s mad and swings 
too hard,” she said in her written testimony. 
“And you can’t know how it’ll affect a child, 
whether a child will be bruised or injured 
or worse. This just shouldn’t happen in 
schools — not to anyone’s child.”11

Students from preschool to high school are still being 
subjected to corporal punishment.
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What is Corporal Punishment?
Corporal punishment, within an education 
setting, is generally defined as an educa-
tor intentionally inflicting pain on a stu-
dent as a punishment to modify behavior.12 
The Civil Rights Data Collection defines it 
as “paddling, spanking, or other forms of 
physical punishment imposed on a child.”

Schools and districts often define the 
number of strikes a student may receive, or 
the instrument that can be used in admin-
istering corporal punishment. For instance, 
the East Jasper Consolidated School Dis-
trict in Mississippi allows up to three strikes 



18 THE STRIKING OUTLIER

THE EXCEPTION TO THE RULE

Corporal 
Punishment in 
Schools
Georgia allows corporal punishment in 
public schools.

Georgia state law, however, bans the prac-
tice in virtually all other settings — including 
child care institutions and foster and adop-
tion agencies — because it is considered 
in those settings to be “detrimental to the 
physical or mental health of any child.”22 The 
state also bans the practice in its prisons.23

And yet, on any given school day, a child 
can be struck in a Georgia public school.

Louisiana also allows corporal punish-
ment of some students in public schools.24

But if the same punishment is used in a 
juvenile detention center or an early learn-
ing center in the state, the facility’s license 
can be revoked under state law.25

The contradictory approach state laws 
take to corporal punishment — allowing it 
in schools and prohibiting it nearly every-
where else — is not uncommon. A review of 
the law in five Southern states26 that allow 
the practice in schools found that these 
states not only prohibit adults from striking 
children in most other settings, but often 
describe corporal punishment in state- 
regulated settings as inappropriate, abusive 
and unethical.

In Florida, for example, licensed out-of-
home caregivers, such as foster families and 
group home and runaway shelter operators, 
are explicitly forbidden from using corpo-
ral punishment. Instead, they are required 
to use “positive methods of discipline.”27 
State law does not clarify why only “positive 
methods”— and not corporal punishment 
— are appropriate in these settings, but not 
in Florida’s schools.

WHERE CORPORAL PUNISHMENT 
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white student and one black student, black 
students receive slightly longer suspensions 
than white students — even after accounting 
for students’ prior discipline records, back-
ground characteristics, and school attended.54

These disparities are widespread. In Ala-
bama’s Pike County Schools, for example, 
nearly one in three black students received 
corporal punishment, but only about one in 
10 white students did. In that district, black 
students had a corporal punishment rate of 
31.6 percent compared to 10.1 percent for 
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enrolling at least 25 black students and 
25 white students, more than 350 schools 
had a gap in corporal punishment where 
the risk for a black student to be corporally 
punished was at least 10 percentage points 
higher than a white student’s risk.

Prior studies have found black students 
to be more likely than white students to 
receive corporal punishment, regardless 
of whether the school is majority black or 
white. Researchers concluded that their 
findings suggest that racial discrimina-
tion in the use of corporal punishment in 
schools is widespread.55

Such racial disparities, as a previous 
report noted, do not go unnoticed by students.  
“[E]very time you walk down the hall you see 
a black kid getting whupped,” a high school 
student at a Mississippi school told research-
ers for a 2008 report. “I would say out of the 
whole school year there’s only about three 
white kids who have gotten paddled.”56

The disparity in the use of corporal pun-
ishment also likely exacerbates achievement 
gaps between black and white students: as 
explained earlier, corporal punishment can 
harm a student’s academic performance.

Educators should be prohibited from 
striking students in their care for two pri-
mary reasons. First, the data show that stu-
dents of color and students with disabilities 
are more likely to receive corporal punish-
ment. Second, research shows that corporal 
punishment is a harmful and counterpro-
ductive disciplinary practice for children, 
and is not educationally necessary.

Schools and educators have other, more 
effective disciplinary tools that can be used 

to respond to student misbehavior. The 
unnecessary and disproportionate admin-
istration of corporal punishment thus 
raises civil rights concerns for students of 
color and students with disabilities in the 
minority of states that still allow the prac-
tice. Rather than relying on federal civil 
rights enforcement, those states can protect 
the students in their care by prohibiting the 
use of corporal punishment in schools.

A look at gender, race and Mississippi 
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the 2013–14 school year were in Mississippi. 
That is, 4,716 black girls in Mississippi were 
corporally punished that year. No other 
state comes close to Mississippi’s share of 
corporal punishment for black girls. The 
state also has the largest difference in risk 
for corporal punishment when comparing 
black girls and white girls (a gap of 5.6 per-
centage points).

The five schools in the country with the 
largest gap in corporal punishment rates 
between black girls and white girls (among 
schools enrolling at least 10 black girls and 10 
white girls) are all in Mississippi. These five 
schools struck more than half of their black 
female students, and had gaps of more than 
30 percentage points between black and 
white girls receiving corporal punishment.

Mississippi also leads all other states for 
corporal punishment of girls, regardless of 
race. More than one quarter (27.7 percent) 
of all girls struck in school in the United 
States in 2013–14 were struck in schools 
in Mississippi.57 Texas, a state with almost 
70,000 more girls enrolled in schools allow-
ing the practice, ranks second with 16 per-
cent of all girls corporally punished across 
the country.58

These figures likely understate the issue 
of corporal punishment in schools, as they 
do not include when students are struck in 
school multiple times. In the 2015–16 school 
year, for the first time, the Civil Rights Data 
Collection required schools and districts to 
report data not just on the individual stu-
dents receiving corporal punishment one 
or more times, but also on the total num-
ber of instances of corporal punishment 
administered. In the 2015–16 school year, 

nearly 150,000 instances of corporal pun-
ishment, administered to approximately 
98,800 students, were reported in public 
schools. Nationally, this is an average of 
about 1.5 instances of corporal punishment 
for each student that received any corporal 
punishment in that school year.

Some schools, however, reported very 
high average rates of how many times stu-
dents were struck in school in the 2015–16 
school year. In Mississippi, for example, 
Leake Central Junior High in Leake County 
reported 57 individual students receiving 
corporal punishment, but a total of 871 
instances of corporal punishment — an 
average of 15 instances per student. Lid-
dell Elementary School in Noxubee County 
reported four students receiving corporal 
punishment, but a total of 60 instances of 
corporal punishment — also an average of 
15 times per student.

Such troubling findings only underscore 
the conclusion of the former education 
secretary’s letter: “As the evidence against 
corporal punishment mounts, so does our 
moral responsibility to eliminate this prac-
tice. … It is difficult for a school to be con-
sidered safe or supportive if its students 
are fearful of being physically punished by 
the adults who are charged with supporting 
their learning and their future.”59
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Disproportionate corporal punishment 
of students with disabilities
When Barbara68 went to school, corporal 
punishment was commonplace.

“I grew up with kids being paddled all 
the time,” she said. “I was paddled.”

When her two granddaughters were pad-
dled for the first time at their K-8 school in 
a Deep South state, she said it seemed to 
address the behavior issue. But as she con-
tinued to care for them, it became apparent 
that corporal punishment wasn’t the answer.

The principal paddled the girls for behav-
ior issues, despite diagnoses of autism spec-
trum disorder, attention deficit hyperac-
tivity disorder and other conditions. When 
Barbara asked the principal why he couldn’t 
find some other way to discipline the girls, 
he replied that “it was too much paperwork.” 

One of her granddaughters was pad-
dled five times during the school year. “The 
bruises hadn’t even faded from the fourth 
paddling [before she received the fifth],” 
she said.

Barbara’s experience is one example of 
how students with disabilities are harmed by 
corporal punishment. Nationally, students 
with disabilities made up 15 percent of all 
students corporally punished in 2013–14.

Previous research shows that students 
with disabilities are often punished for 
behaviors resulting from the disability.69 This 
included administering corporal punish-
ment for the symptoms of autism spectrum 
disorder, Tourette’s syndrome and other dis-

abilities. The National Council on Disabil-
ity found that students with disabilities are 
more than twice as likely to receive an out-
of-school suspension than students without 
disabilities.
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example, represented a quarter of students 
subjected to a school-related arrest despite 
representing only 12 percent of the overall 
student population.73

Disability disparity in the states
This report provides a more comprehen-
sive picture of corporal punishment at the 
state and local level by examining the rate 
of corporal punishment at schools that use 
the practice (i.e., examining the percent-
age of students with disabilities struck in 
school out of the total number of students 

with disabilities enrolled in a school allow-
ing the practice).

Despite a national corporal punishment 
rate of 7.3 percent for students with dis-
abilities, several states have considerably 
higher rates. Mississippi, for example, had 
the nation’s highest corporal punishment 
rate for students with disabilities at 10.4 
percent, which means that more than 3,400 
students with disabilities were struck in 
school in 2013–14 alone.74

Arkansas trailed Mississippi with a rate 
of 8.9 percent, a figure that represents 
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tion and risk pushing the student into the 
school-to-prison pipeline. Educators must 
support evidence-based alternatives.

Where corporal punishment isn’t banned, 
its use should be minimized
States that continue to allow corporal pun-
ishment in schools should adopt policies 
that require parents to opt into a school’s 
corporal punishment practices if they want 

their child to be subject to it. School staff 
should receive training to improve their 
understanding of students with disabilities 
to prevent these students from being struck 
in school for their manifestations of disabil-
ity. When a state continues to allow corporal 
punishment, it should collect, review and 
publish data on how it is used, including data 
on the students receiving it.

Alternatives to corporal punishment
Schools that end corporal punishment 
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opment process, and that students engaging 
in difficult behaviors should be treated with 
dignity, respect and compassion.

PBIS schools set clear expectations for 
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Methodology 
This report uses data from the Civil Rights 
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all schools reporting instances of corporal 
punishment are included. For district-level 
analyses of overall rates of corporal punish-
ment, districts with fewer than 500 total 
students enrolled were eliminated. With 
district-level analyses of racial gaps, dis-
tricts with fewer than 100 black students 
and 100 white students were eliminated. 
District level analyses of disability gaps had 
districts with fewer than 50 students with 
disabilities and 50 students without dis
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