March 15, 1998


Joseph B. Howell, Ph.D.

1115 Leighton Avenue

Anniston, AL  36207

Dear Dr. Howell:

Having read and re-read you letter, dated 2/20/98 which reads:


Please be reminded that physical punishment of Andrew is not advised by me.


Please make sure you are scheduled for therapy so this issue can be discussed.

I am compelled to respond.  I was going to just file this letter away but I feel there are several issues I need to address.  

Dr. Howell, as you are so concerned for Andrew's well being, it is beyond me why you would not call me to discuss this matter.  You have both my home and work numbers in your files and I have answering services for both numbers.  Once again, you chose to base your opinion and actions on Angela's word without giving any consideration to my version of the incident (which is as follows):  

Andrew & Madalyn were playing hide-and-seek in the yard and I was watching them.  Madalyn climbed up into the bed of the pick up truck.  I told her to get down from there because it wasn't a safe place to hide.  Before I could reach her to get her off the truck, Andrew had climbed up in the truck and pushed Madalyn out onto the concrete.  After making sure Madalyn was alright, I asked Andrew why he pushed Madalyn and he said she needed to go to the bathroom.  I had already sent Andrew to time out twice that day for hitting/pushing Madalyn.  I told him we do not push people and that this time he was going to get a spanking for pushing Madalyn.  I went into the house and got a small paddle and after talking with Andrew about why he was going to get a spanking, paddled him three times on his clothed bottom -- not on his legs as Angela would have you believe.  

I have spanked Andrew 3-4 times total in his life.  I do not do it often, I have NEVER struck that child in anger and I have never done anything to physically harm him.  I do believe spanking to be an effective tool when used properly. This is not something I take lightly, nor is this a topic  I have not researched.  Dr. Benjamin Spock writes:


Parental submissiveness (parents who have NO action line) doesn't avoid unpleasantness; it makes it inevitable (If you don't take a stand early, a child is compelled by his nature to push you further.)The child's defiance, then makes the parent increasingly more resentful, until it finally explodes in a display of anger.

Dr. James Dobson (commenting on the above paragraph) in The Strong-Willed Child writes: 


Contained in this statement is an understanding of children which some adults grasp intuitively, while others never quite "feel it."  It involves the delicate balance between love and control, recognizing that a reasonable and consistent action-line does not assault self-worth, but represents a source of security for an immature child.


Fathers often comprehend this principle better than mothers, for reasons which escape me.  Thus, it is very common for a mother to say to me: "I don't understand my kids.  They will do exactly what their father demands, but they won't mind me at all."  The behavior of her children is no mystery.  They are bright enough to notice that Dad draws his action line earlier than Mother.  She screams and argues, while he quietly acts.

Dr. James Dobson in Parenting Isn't For Cowards writes:


The philosophy I am recommending is not born of harshness.  It is conceived in love.  Corporal punishment is to be reserved for moments of willful, on-purpose defiance by a child who is old enough to understand what he is doing.  These challenges to authority will begin at approximately fifteen months of age and should be met with loving firmness.  A thump on the fingers or a single stinging slap on the upper legs will be sufficient to say "you must listen when I tell you no." By your persistence, you will establish yourself as the leader to whom your child owes obedience.  A child passes through a brief window of opportunity during late infancy and toddlerhood when respect and "awe" can be instilled.  But that pliability will not last long.  If his early reach for power is successful, he will not willingly give it up -- ever.

That's enough about my views on spanking. It is a moot point because, as I'm sure you know, I am under a court order not to spank Andrew.  

Do you recall your requiring both Angela & myself to sign a document agreeing to continue therapy, not argue in front of Andrew and adhere to your recommendations for visitation?  If either Angela or myself violated that agreement you said you would drop us as clients. On several occasions when I was eager to see more of Andrew and thought things were going very well,  you reminded me of that agreement. You kept telling me we had to take it slowly and I had to keep up my end of the bargain.  I did that Dr. Howell.  I continued to see you, I went along with your visitation recommendations and I did not initiate any arguments with Angela.  Last Christmas, your recommendation for Andrew's visitation with me was one week.  Angela refused to go along with that and I was stunned when that was the end of the conversation.  You told me all you could do was recommend visitation you couldn't guarantee that Angela would go along with it.   You did not drop us as clients and refused to discuss the matter further.  

While you may not have a legal obligation to extend the same courtesy to both Angela and myself I would think your moral obligation would have been to offer to release Andrew's records to me when you released them to Angela.  You also released your personal comments about me (before you had even met me) which have no bearing on Andrew's therapy to Angela.  I can't help but question your motives.  Why would you release your personal notes that have nothing to do with Andrew?  Why would you give Angela copies of Andrew's files and not offer the same to me?  Were they ordered released by the court or did you volunteer them?  If you volunteered these files to Angela or her attorney, let this letter serve as my request for the same information to be released to me.  

Your lack of objectivity is also a moot point as I am now under a court order to continue my sessions with you (something which I had not planned to stop as I do believe you want to help Andrew).  I offer my observations in the hope that you will address these issues openly and honestly so that we can both have a clear understanding of where we stand with one another. I would appreciate a written response as soon as possible so that we can concentrate on what's really important here -- my son.

Sincerely,

John H. Bell

