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Have you ever been in a situation where you have asked yourself

whether you should tell on a person because he or she is not doing

the right thing? An example of this might be that you see someone

on the school grounds pulling a branch from a tree and that person

then tries to hit other children with the branch when they pass by.

In your mind, you might start thinking about what might happen if

you speak up. Will you get in trouble? Will the person you told on be

angry with you? Will someone get hurt if you do not say anything?

When faced with such decisions, it is important to understand the

di�erence between telling on someone and telling someone. When

we tell on someone (also called dobbing or snitching), we are trying

to get someone in trouble on purpose. Telling someone is di�erent,

as we are speaking up because we are worried that something

bad might happen or someone might get hurt. Our brains help us

make decisions based on our past experiences and current thoughts

… but sometimes parts of the brain can make this process even

more confusing.
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DECIDINGWHETHER TO TELL SOMEONE CAN BE

DIFFICULT

Imagine you arewaiting in line to buy your school lunch and you notice
someone running to get in the line before another person. Let us call
the running person John. John turns around and says to the person
behind him in line, “Ha ha, beat you!” Then you notice John starts to
annoy, let us call him Matt, by saying, “You are a loser, too slow to beat
me!” John starts to pushMatt with his chest, and thenMatt falls over. At
first glance, John might just be teasing Matt, however when he starts
to pushMatt andMatt falls over, this becomes amore serious problem,
even though Matt stands back up and is okay.

Matt needs to decide whether to speak up or not, but he is having
trouble, because this is a complex decision to make. Should Matt tell
someone? Whom should he tell? Will John be angry if Matt tells on
him? If Matt tells an adult, will the adult listen, or will that adult just
get annoyed?

When Matt, or any person, is trying to decide what to do in this type of
situation, it is important to understand two things:

1. The di�erence between telling on someone and telling someone.
2. The role the brain plays when we are making a decision.

WHAT IS TELLING ON SOMEONE?

Telling on someone can be called various things, such as dobbing,
tattling, or snitching. These terms mean the same thing, however,
for this article, we will use the phrase telling on someone. Telling on
someone iswhen you try to get a person in trouble on purpose, and the
action you are telling on them about generally is not hurting anyone.
Let us think about John and Matt in the school lunch line. Matt is
thinking about telling the teacher, because he does not like the way
John is talking to him, but he is not sure if this is telling on someone
or telling someone.

Here are a few questions that might help Matt make a decision in
this situation:

a) Does Matt just want to get John in trouble?
b) Can Matt solve this problem himself?
c) Is this problem important or urgent?
d) Is Matt in danger?

If John had only called Matt names and Matt had told on John, this
would be considered telling on someone, because Matt was not in
danger and Matt could have solved the problem by asking John to
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stop. However, when John started pushing him, Matt needed to tell
someone, because he was in danger of being hurt.

WHAT IS TELLING SOMEONE?

Telling someone is when you tell another person, usually an adult,
about something serious that you cannot solve yourself, such as a
situation in which someone is in danger of being hurt. Matt needs to
tell someone what happened in the lunch line, since he could have
been seriously hurt. Hopefully, Matt understands that this is a serious
problem and that he should tell a teacher to hopefully prevent John
from doing this to someone else.

THE BRAIN’S ROLE IN DECISION-MAKING

Now we know the di�erence between telling on someone and telling
someone. But, making the decision to tell someone can still be a tough
one. Sometimes we do not realize the role the brain plays whenwe are
trying tomake a complex decision, because di�erent parts of the brain
are activated when we are trying to make that decision.

What happens in your brain when you are making a decision?

1. When you observe something, you are activating parts of the
brain that help to process information from your senses. The
brain areas that help with this are the brain stem and parts of

BRAIN STEM

The part of the brain
that controls the flow
of messages between
the brain and body and
controls body
functions,
like breathing.

the cerebrum.

CEREBRUM

The largest part of the
brain, which is divided
into two halves
responsible for
processing information
that comes in via
the senses.

2. When you make a decision about what to do with the sensory
information you observed, you activate the front part of the brain,
which is associated with reasoning and problem solving, known
as the pre-frontal cortex.

PRE-FRONTAL

CORTEX

An area of the brain
involved in planning,
decision making and
regulating emotions.

3. When you are unsure or worried about making a decision, you
may be activating parts of the brain associated with emotions,
such as fear or anxiety. The amygdala’s role is to regulate the fear

AMYGDALA

The brain area involved
with responding to
emotions, such as fear.

response. Also, your brain may retrieve an anxious memory from
the hippocampus, making it hard to decide what to do (Figure 1).

HIPPOCAMPUS

An area of the brain
involved in the
formation of new
memories and
switching o� the
amygdala when there is
no threat.

THE BRAIN’S ROLE IN TELLING SOMEONE

Now that you have a better understanding of the brain’s role in
decision-making, let us discuss how this relates to telling someone.
Most simple decisions that you make, like opening your lunchbox and
eating the lunch food, progress through steps 1 and 2. Step one being
you open your lunchbox and step 2 being you make a decision to eat
your lunch [1]. However, when you are asked tomake amore complex
decision, such as Matt deciding whether to tell on John, the decision
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Figure 1

Figure 1

When making a
decision, various parts
of the brain are
activated, including the
brain stem, pre-frontal
cortex, hippocampus,
and amygdala.

must be broken down into smaller steps [2]. Therefore, step 1, Matt
observes what John has said and done. Step 2, Matt tries to decide
whether to tell someone or not. Step 3, Matt’s decision to tell someone
is worrying him, as John might get angry with him.

Therefore, Matt needs to consider the following:

a) Can Matt solve this problem himself? NO
b) Is this problem important or urgent? YES
c) Is Matt in danger? YES
d) Does Matt require an adult to solve this problem? YES

When considering the answers to the above steps, Matt activates his
pre-frontal cortex to reason and problem-solve, enabling him to reach
an answer to each of the steps. From answering these questions,
Matt will probably decide that he needs to tell someone about what
happened with John in the lunch line.

Step 3 has caused Matt to feel worried and scared about his decision,
because he previously told a teacher about something less important
and got into trouble for it. Matt’s feelings of worry based on his
past experience tell us that his amygdala has been activated as well
as his hippocampus, which retrieved the memory of the previous
experience. It might be helpful for Matt to realize that perhaps his
amygdala has taken over his thoughts and a�ected his ability to make
a decision, due to the stress of his past experience.

When your thoughts are overwhelming and you are not sure which
decision to make, research has shown if you breathe slowly and
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deeply this can calm down the overactive parts of the brain [3]. If Matt
were to use this breathing strategy and calm his amygdala, which is
hijacking the decision-making function of his pre-frontal cortex, he
might realize that the situation with John is di�erent from his past
experience and that he needs to tell a teacher about John.

FACEDWITH A PROBLEM, WHOM SHOULD YOU TELL?

If you are having trouble deciding whether to tell someone about
something you have observed, choosing one of the following options
might help you:

- Tell a friend or friends that you can trust about the problem you
have seen.

- Tell your parents about the problem you have seen.
- Tell a teacher or other trusted adult about the problem you
have seen.

Matt may decide to talk to his friends first about his decision to tell, and
if they agree with his decision, they may support him when he tells a
teacher. If Matt decides to tell a teacher about what he observed, he
needs to choose a teacher he can trust and feel comfortable talking
with about the problem. Hopefully he knows a teacher that he believes
will do something about the problem. Matt’s friends may help him
decide which teacher to tell. If Matt cannot choose an adult he can
trust at school, he can choose a trusted adult from elsewhere, like
a parent or relative, and together they can work out a way to let
someone at school know about the problem [4].

WAYS TO TELL SOMEONE ABOUT A PROBLEM

When telling an adult about the problem he observed, Matt needs to
think about the words he uses, so the adult would not think he is telling
on someone. Matt could use some of the suggestions below when
talking to a teacher.

- “There is something very important I need to tell you …”

Table 1

The di�erence between
telling someone and
telling on someone.

Telling someone Telling on someone

Getting someone out of trouble Getting someone in trouble

Someone is in danger Someone is not in danger

Problem is important and urgent Problem is not important

An adult is needed to solve the problem Problem can be solved on your own

Table 1
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- “I have seen something and I am not sure if I need to let an adult
know …”

- “I have seen someone repeatedly do something that I know is not
right and I do not know what to do …”

- “May I speak with you privately about something …”

IMPORTANT THINGS TO REMEMBER

If you remember the di�erence between telling on someone and
telling someone, you will be able to make the best decision about
when to speak up. Speaking up is a brave thing to do. It is important
to understand the role your brain plays in decision-making and that
certain regions of the brain sometimes hijack your thoughts and make
you doubt whether speaking up is the right thing to do. Importantly,
remember to breathe deeply when considering your options about
telling someone, because this helps to calm the overactive parts
of the brain that may be contributing to your di�culty making
a decision.

In summary, if you remember the information in Table 1, you will know
if speaking up and telling someone is the right decision.
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