Discipline Or Child Abuse: Local Parents Grapple With Tough Question
By Robert Goethals
The 67th Precinct Community Council recently spon​sored a child abuse seminar at the PS. 232 Beacon School on the corner of Winthrop and East 53rd streets in East Flatbush, hoping to clarify parents' understanding of the indivisible line that separates the disciplining of one's child from child abuse.
While everyone who attended acknowledged the growing numbers of children suffering from both physical abuse and emotional neglect, the prevailing concern first revolved around the legal issues of a parent's liability for "disciplin​ing" his or her child.
"We've seen a lot of teenagers and pre-teens calling the police," noted Patricia Reddock in her introductory remarks. Reddock was one of the organizers of the seminar, and also responsible for gathering the wide range of experts.
"Parents are scared, and consequently they let their kids run loose," Reddock continued. "They don't want to go to court. They don't want to go to jail."
At a nearby table, the assembled panelists patiently awaited their turns to speak. They included representatives from the Brooklyn public school system, the New York City Police Department, the King's County District Attorney's Office, the King's County Supreme Court, as well as the Children's Services Administration..
With a near-empty auditorium, the event turned out to be a rare forum to hear city officials talk candidly about a con​troversial and troubling subject.
The first speaker from the seven-member panel was 17-year-old Jirzia Beaumont, a cherubic high school senior, who lives at home with her mother and older brother.
"My mother may hit me or speak loudly," Jirzia told the audience unabashedly, "but I don't consider that abuse."
Jirzia's mother was one of the few people attending the event, and beamed proudly.
"It's not a regular thing," qualified the teenager. "If I had​n't misbehaved, or didn't do something she didn't want me to do, I wouldn't have been hit."
"Very well said, very well put," added Reddock, before Jirzia hurried off to choir practice and the next speaker was introduced.
The Assistant Principal of Security at Tilden High School, Susan Sosoo, was next. Sosoo chose a different approach by defining discipline as a way to help children gain self-con​trol and think for themselves.
"I find physical punishment, especially as a consequence of uncontrolled anger, is not an effective way to deal with

the truth."
The evening's discussion was further illuminated when the Assistant District Attorney and Deputy Bureau Chief for Crimes Against Children, Linda J. Weinman, took her turn at the microphone.
"Compared to most criminal prosecutions, crimes against children present a whole different set of circum​stances," Weinman said, pointing directly to the taboo that lies at the heart of most of her cases.
"Children are different kinds of victims because the impact of the crimes against them is continuous and ongo​ing. Moreover, rather than being a stranger, the defendant is usually close to them as a family member or friend, and the crimes are concealed beneath the guise of affection or authority."
Weinman also took the occasion to announce the forma​tion of a new task force dedicated to clarifying when parental coercion is justified and when it's not.
"We're not looking to interfere with the rights of parents dealing with their children," emphasized Weinman. "But this is an issue of great concern to the district attorney's office, impacting us as individuals, families, and as a community." Judge Debra Dowling spoke next. The judge admitted that many cases that come through her courtroom are not clear-cut.
"Take, for example, a mother who doesn't want her daughter to see a particular young man. The young man then suggests to the daughter, who is clearly unhappy and frus​trated, why don't you call the police on her?"
There's a reflective silence.
"Then," continued Judge Dowling, "the daughter comes home late that night, after curfew, and the upset mother slaps her..."
The judge paused again for emphasis.
"There are many cases like this where it's very difficult for an outside agency to settle the domestic problem."
Pedro Cordero, from the Children's Service Administration stirred the assembly to appreciative applause next by offering new light on the problem.
Assemblyman Nick Perry takes to the podium.
"Discipline doesn't start at age 14, 15, or 16," Cordero pointed out. "It starts at infancy. And so does the challenge to us as parents to impart a sound system of values."
After the seminar concluded, a police officer from the 67th Precinct was asked whether there was some kind of parental backlash against children who might phone in with a complaint. The National Committee to Prevent Child Abuse is currently reporting increases in all categories of

abuse.
"Absolutely not," replied Officer Leroy Hutchinson.
"But it is important to understand the Islands," Officer Hutchinson explained. "Remember, most of East Flatbush comes from places like Jamaica, Barbados, Antigua, the Antilles. A parent's right to punish .a child is more inherent in the culture there than in this country. Few question it."
"You have to consider another thing, too," Officer Hutchinson said. "When an angry teenager calls the police about a beef with his parents, the caller may or may not real​ize the dramatic implications created by something as simple as not having a green card.
[image: image1.png]



"What began as a relatively minor domestic dispute sud​denly gets bumped to a whole new level," he said.



