
Often first born children, who tend to be more rule-bound perfectionists, like to tattle 
on younger siblings or notice every rule-breaking mistake of a classmate.

– Alyson Schafer

How to eliminate tattling? Tattling is a headache that afflicts teachers from pre-school to
junior high, and it is as resistant to cure as almost any form of bedevilment. In dealing
with tattling, teachers are over a barrel. If they attend to the tattling, they reward it by

providing attention to the tattler. If they do not attend to the tattler, they may seem 
callous while failing to hear about real problems in need of attention. What to do?

– Fred Jones, Positive Classroom Discipline

Whenever you get two or more children together, whether it is at home in the living room or in the cafe-
teria at school, tattling will arise. Parents and teachers are constantly baffled at how to handle this
aggravating behavior. Tattling is very common among preschoolers and elementary age children, but
diminishes greatly by middle school. In fact, older children, mainly because of peer pressure or fear of
retaliation, will not report misbehaviors of friends. Their philosophy is, “It’s not cool to rat on your
friends.” Nowadays adults wish older students would report serious infractions of their peers.
Unfortunately some of today’s students are bringing weapons to school and we need to know about, but
they are still not being reported, even though other students know it. In fact, some schools are offering
cash rewards for “tattling” on peers. Even this unique approach has been ineffective.

Why do young children tattle? Is it jealousy? Do they enjoy getting others in trouble or do they just want
some attention? Are some children dealing with self-esteem issues? Are some parents guilty of not mak-
ing valid efforts to give each child a fair amount of positive attention? Do children tattle because parents
and teachers are not consistent with enforcing rules? Sometimes I think we may be spending too much
time trying to analyze the reasons why children tattle instead of utilizing interventions to lessen the prob-
lem. Hopefully the following strategies will help parents and teachers address this frustrating behavior.
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Recommended Resources

• Armadillo Tattletale 
• I’m Telling On You
• Don’t Squeal Unless It’s A Big Deal  

            



1. First of all, children must know the difference between tattling and reporting. Parents and teachers 
must constantly remind children what is considered tattling and what needs to be reported. 
Obviously, dangerous situations need to be reported, while small aggravations need not be told. 
Adults may wish to post a sign or draw up a contract to let children know exactly what things are 
considered tattling and what things must be reported.

2. Consider creating a code for home or school that will help children in deciding what to tell, or not tell 
an adult. At Cameron Park Elementary School in Hillsborough, North Carolina, students and teachers
formulated the Cameron Park Code: It’s never ok to hurt anyone’s feelings, anyone’s property, anyone’s body, 
or anyone’s learning.

3. When a child tattles say, “Thank you for telling me,” then move on. Don’t investigate any further.
4. When a child tattles ask, “What do you want me to do about?”
5. Let the child know that if he tattles, both he and the other child will have to suffer the consequences. 

For example, if Joey says, “Billy took a cookie without permission,” then Billy and Joey get no dessert 
after dinner.

6. One truly frustrated teacher had MYOB buttons made up for all her students to wear. MYOB stood 
for, “Mind your own business.”

7. Consider coming up with a silly, annoying jingle to sing when a child confronts you with a tattle. If 
you are a terrible singer, this will make kids think twice about tattling.

8. Take an old shoe box, decorate it, and call it the “Tattle Box.” When a child wants to tattle say, “I don’t 
take verbal tattles, I only take written ones. Write your concerns on a piece of paper and drop it in the Tattle
Box and I’ll read it later.” You’ll be surprised at how many children will decide not to follow through!

9. I know of one teacher who curtailed tattling by coming up with a program called Tattling Tuesday. 
Tuesday was the only day she would allow tattling. If a child came up to her with a tattle on Wednesday,
she would say, “No, you’ll have to wait until Tuesday to tell me.” As you would expect, when Tuesday 
came around, it was no longer an issue. Parents may want to consider this program at home.

10. Parents can read stories to young children about tattling. Hopefully the stories will help children 
see all the negative aspects of being a tattle-tail.

11. Consider using Tattle Tokens. At the start of the week give each child ten plastic chips or tokens. Every 
time they tattle they lose a token. At the end of the week each child can earn special privileges based 
on the number of tokens they have left.

12. When a child appears to start telling you a tattle, interrupt her by saying, “You aren’t tattling are you?” 
This strategy often stops the tattle.

13. Let children know that they must make an effort to get along, be peaceful, and not tattle. Show 
children the “peace sign” by holding up your two fingers. Whenever a child starts to tattle, show him 
the peace sign. Hopefully it will remind him that in order to have a peaceful environment, we can’t 
have a lot of tattling.

14. I like to tell children of all ages about a bird called the Wandering Tattler. The Wandering Tattler is a 
shorebird that summers in Alaska and northwest Canada and winters on the coasts of California to 
Australia. It is a solitary bird that is seldom seen in groups. It got its name from its annoying, shrieking
sounds. Hunters don’t like the bird because its’ call scares away all the other birds. It seems as though 
the bird is tattling on the hunters. Often the hunter will try to shoot the Wandering Tattler first. The 
bird seems to wander endlessly, and when frightened, will crouch and hide instead of flying away. 
Although the bird is nowhere near extinction, its numbers are decreasing. I like to keep a picture of 
this bird on the wall. I remind young people that if they tattle, they are acting just like the Wandering 
Tattler that “wanders” around, has no friends (they are solitary) are annoying to others, and they tend 
to be a “chicken” when confronted; they run and hide!
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