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1) “Funny Texts are created by people who ‘think funny’” Jeni Mawter, 2008.  

 

Personal History 
My interest in critically thinking about funny texts evolved from being an 

Australian author of humorous texts for children. Between 2001 and 2005, I wrote a 

humorous series called the ‘So!’ series, published by HarperCollins Publishers 

Australia and aimed at the 8 – 12 year old market, especially the reluctant reader. 

There are six books in this series with the dubious titles of So Gross!, So Feral!, So 

Sick!, So Festy!, So Grotty! and So Stinky! From experience most kids love them but 

adults fall into a love ‘em/hate ‘em dichotomy. I was surprised to experience these 

strong reactions of censorship from the hate ‘em group:  

-‐‑ teachers and librarians avoided the use of humorous texts  

-‐‑ academics dismissed them by ignoring them  

-‐‑ notable literary journals and magazines chose not to review or discuss them 

-‐‑ parents chose not to buy them 

-‐‑ schools banned me from visiting and talking to students 

-‐‑ booksellers either chose not to stock the books, or if they did stock them, 

not to promote them  

-‐‑ children’s literature awards were, and still are, heavily skewed towards 

‘issues based’ texts 

 

Gender and Genre 
For a long time I believed that not only genre, but also gender, was a big issue in this. 

As a female writing gross humour for kids I was certainly writing out of gender. 

Where a male author could get away with ‘Oh, he’s just being a naughty little boy’, a 
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female author was met with, ‘How dare she!’ What’s that saying? Boys can be boys 

for the rest of their lives, but girls must become women.  

At the same time something was happening to our children’s creativity that was 

alarming me. As a judge in many creative writing competitions and as a tutor of 

creative writing to undergraduates at Macquarie University I noticed a disturbing 

trend. Students were handing in work and assignments that were exquisitely written 

and crafted, but they were all the same ... Where were the innovators? Where were 

the risk-takers? When queried, my uni students responded that if they took risks they 

may ‘muck up’ their assignment and lose marks. Even when I told them that marks 

would be allocated for creativity, not crafting, they were reluctant to move out of 

their ‘safe’ place.  

After presenting a paper on humorous texts at the Sydney Writer’s Festival in 

2005 I was approached to write more. And thus began my interest in critically 

thinking about humorous, or funny, texts.  

 

What is funny? 
Alvin Schwartz, a folklorist and author, says ‘humour is a slippery subject’ and after 

researching the area, I’d have to agree. What one person finds funny is quite different 

to another. What a person finds funny is influenced by many things: the historical 

period in which we live, cultural and social experiences, age, gender and their own 

unique personality. Moira Robinson, in the book, Give Them Wings: The Experience 

of Children’s Literature (1987) states, ‘Our personality, our mood, our particular 

hang-ups, all influence our response to humour, and the older we become and the 

more hung about with quirky beliefs or inhibitions or prejudices, the more individual 

our response (p 280).’ 

 

One of the perplexing things about humour is that so little is known about it. 

Moira Robinson has said, ‘Humour is the Cinderella in the world of children’s 

literature. Volumes are devoted to fantasy, to folklore and myth, even – belatedly – to 

poetry, but humour is lucky to rate even an occasional chapter or article …’ (p 277). 

Although these sentiments were expressed 20 years ago, little has changed. 
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Our society has been inculcated to believe that all great literature is tragic – the novels 

of Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, Flaubert and Henry Handel Richardson are some that stand 

out. Tragedy speaks to every person. It does not depend on age, culture, social 

standing, social era, etc. as humour does. All humans are moved by death, disease and 

disaster. As a writer I would take this one step further and say that tragedy, to a 

certain extent, is predictable. As readers we take comfort in this. Humour is not 

predictable. In fact, it relies on surprise. It relies on logic being suspended in some 

way. It is not familiar and thus comforting, it is confronting and because of this we 

shy away. 

 

Looking back through history Aristotle (384 BC – 322 BC) was perhaps the first 

to recognise that tragedy is not superior to comedy, that they are of equal importance: 

Humour is the only test of gravity and gravity of 

humour; for a subject which will not bear raillery is 

suspicious, and a jest which will not bear serious 

examination is false wit. 

 

It’s such a shame that this insightful observation has been ignored. From personal 

experience and observation humorous texts are often much more challenging for a 

writer. It’s said, ‘Give 100 writers one hour to write something sad or serious and at 

the end of that hour 100 writers will have done so. Tell those same writers they have 

one hour to write something funny, that will make people laugh, and a handful will 

succeed’. Moira Robinson makes an astute observation about authors who write 

humour for children, those who write the silly stuff: ‘It is perhaps the hardest stage for 

adults to recall, and only a few writers … can capture the glory of pure silliness.’  

 

Only a few decades ago, children’s picture books were misread and undervalued 

until finally educators realised there were signs and significance in everything: from 

the white space to framing, the picture text to written text, font to word placement. 

Significance brought meaning and thus value. I came to a similar conclusion about 

humour – that educators don’t understand how to ‘read’ it. They don’t know how to 

read the signs. In fact, most people don’t even realise they are there. What we don’t 

understand, we dismiss.  
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When June Factor studied children’s folklore she found that all collectors of folklore 

omitted humour. The same omission occurred in literature. When the Brothers 

Grimm started to collect and record folk tales they deliberately left out comic or 

funny stories. Yet, children love funny stories.  

 

Moira Robinson (1987) believed that we underestimate humour and dismiss it as 

‘lightweight’ and ‘second-class literature’. This is evident by; 1) the paucity of 

research on humour; 2) the focus on issues-based texts in libraries, schools and 

homes; 3) the absence of humorous texts that win literature awards and; 4) the 

constant linking or words like ‘quality’ and ‘high culture’ with issues-based texts and 

words like ‘popular’, ‘mass market’ and ‘low culture’ with funny texts. In fact, in 

America, it was only in 2003 that we saw the first award to honour humorous work in 

children’s literature - The Sid Fleischman Award. Apart from humorous books 

getting into children’s choice awards, I know of no such award for humorous 

children’s literature in Australia. 

 

I have pondered this for a long time and have a couple of thoughts of my own. 

Some humorous books are what I would describe as performance texts – books to be 

heard, not read. They are one long stand-up comedy routine. And stand-up comics 

make it look so easy. There is a sense from the audience of ‘I could do that.’ Of 

course, put most of us in front of an audience and tell us we have to be funny, and our 

sense of humour is guaranteed to disappear. I was chatting to John Larkin one day 

and he came up with another interesting theory. He said the reason that humour is not 

valued is because Shakespeare could not write it well - that his tragedies were by far 

superior to his comedies. According to John, because Shakespeare was no good at it, 

we lost interest. 

 

Robinson explains that in the tragedy of the classics we see the collapse of a 

noble person who is nearly perfect but is marred by one fatal flaw. But in comedy we 

see survival of the individual – ‘the ordinary person, warts and all’ (pp 284 – 285). 

June Factor takes this further by saying that the core element of humour is the 

recognition that we, as individuals are not perfect. In fact she cautions that humour 

like this is vital. She says, ‘Such a perspective is an essential antidote to hubris, the 

dangerous pride that sets human life on a pinnacle of perfectibility and 
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invulnerability.’ (pp 155 – 156). Kid’s have an innate ability to sense this hubris in 

adults and an almost universal determination to pull it down. 

 

Maurice Saxby has a cautionary word for today’s children’s authors who choose to 

ignore reading for joy. He says: ‘In striving for political correctness it is possible to 

become either strident or so earnest as to be dull.’ Dull, the dreaded boring of today. 

He says that ‘Children need not only to be faced with reality but also to enjoy their 

lives, at times to escape reality and to have fun’ (1998, p264). 

 

It is well-known that the development of a sense of humour parallels the 

intellectual and emotional development of the child. June Factor points out that just as 

children play with marbles, balls and dolls, they also play with ideas – what she calls 

‘linguistic playfulness’ (p 170). Factor writes that children make a deliberate decision 

to separate themselves linguistically from adults, inventing codes, passwords, 

nicknames, word plays, puns, jokes etc which are not meant to be accessible to adults. 

The same is seen in funny children’s literature. 

 

2) Re-Thinking our Thinking on Funny Texts: 
 

Creativity and Critical Thinking 
The nature and techniques of critical thought allow us to form a basis for our 

own beliefs, values and attitudes and the way we respond to the world. Thinking 

involves inquiry, posing problems, acquiring and questioning information, thinking 

about possibilities, making decisions and forming judgements, justifying conclusions, 

reflecting on and refining ideas, seeing and valuing other perspectives, reasoning 

ethically, being aware of human existence, imagining and creating, innovating and 

risk-taking. Being able to show and value enterprise, being able to engage and 

respond to the world is crucial for human survival. As Edward De Bono (2005) said, 

‘You can analyse the past, but you have to design the future.’ It is essential that 

students learn to think in critical and creative ways and humour is a wonderful tool for 

this. 
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Humour requires us to be flexible in our thinking so that our minds are open to 

possibility and change. We must think about different opinions and different points of 

view. We must compare facts with alternatives, observe and interpret, use logic and 

reason to imply, value and judge – or not judge! At times, we must suspend logic. 

With humour we have to cope with contradictions, reflect and predict, and develop 

options. The critical thinking seen in humour means that minds are open to change 

(based on extra information, opinions, facts or reasoning) even when faced with 

conflicting information, for example, we see this in puzzles, riddles, nonsense, and 

ambiguity. 

 

Humour and Language 
In order to appreciate humour, students must develop an ability to use language 

effectively and to critically reflect on how language works. They must learn that even 

the language of humour is used for a range of social purposes and varies from 

situation to situation, for example, a simple pun in one situation might be a sarcastic 

barb in another. To become competent language users and learners, students must 

develop knowledge and understanding of different texts and how these are influenced 

by context (purpose, audience, channel of communication and content). Critically 

thinking about a broad range of humorous texts (spoken, written, graphic and 

performance texts) will enable students to learn how language functions. They will 

also learn how texts position an audience and thus reflect and shape social attitudes.  

 

It should be noted that the language of humour is the same as the language 

developed in literacy. The ability to tell stories, use metaphors, present contradictory 

ideas, create images, use rhythm and rhyme and metre, tell jokes etc is found in both 

humour and literacy. In oral cultures thinking involves the complex logic of metaphor 

more than it follows the systematic logic of rational inquiry. Metaphor involves 

representation of one thing as though it were something other. The use of language 

rich in appropriate metaphors can stimulate creativity. Humour is rich in appropriate 

metaphors.  

 

 

 



                                                                                                                                      7                                           

Humour and Literacy 
There are very few studies that have been done on the use of humour to improve 

literacy. There is also very little written about humour and literature. Yet humour is a 

fantastic tool for getting children to read. The language of humour is the same 

language developed in literacy. The ability to tell stories, use metaphors, present 

contradictory ideas, create images, use rhythm and rhyme and metre, tell jokes etc is 

found in both. Given this, it makes sense to use the features of one to assist the other. 

Humour can flag for the budding reader cognitive tools to construct meaning and 

sense. 

 

The Hierarchy of Humour 
As students move through the curriculum they can explore humorous texts of 

increasing complexity and variety – from picture books to novels, comics to cartoons 

and graphic novels, slapstick to stand-up and plays, and animation and television to 

film. They can progress from simple puns and word play, to incongruities such as 

contradictions, oxymorons, tautologies, malapropisms etc to the complex language of 

irony and satire. As students learn to think critically they will begin to judge and value 

humorous texts, form personal preferences and responses, notice and remember texts 

or parts of texts which are meaningful to them and that will hopefully serve as models 

for creating their own innovative texts.  

 

Types of thinking skills used to understand humorous texts include: 

1) creative thinking, which means playing with ideas in your mind in an innovative or 

ingenious way; 

2) imaginative thinking where you create pictures or images in your mind; 

3) conceptualizing to create images of time and space in your mind; 

4) exploratory thinking where you manipulate ideas within and through texts; 

5) analytical thinking to determine the elements that make up a whole; 

6) logical thinking where you can predict an outcome from a given set of circumstances; 

7) comparative thinking which identifies similarities and differences amongst two or more 

things; 
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8) retrospective thinking where you review familiar things and make connections between 

them; 

9) speculative thinking which requires you to anticipate or predict future occurrences on 

the basis of existing understanding and knowledge;  

10) inferential thinking which enables you to make connections between what is stated and 

what is implied; 

11) flexible thinking, especially when you are required to hold various possibilities in your 

mind at the same time; 

12) social thinking which allows you to make connections in a collaborative situation; 

13) paradoxical thinking, when you hold two or more contradictory ideas in your mind at 

the same time; 

14) suspending disbelief so that you let go of logic and deal with incongruity; 

15) parodical thinking which enables you to identify ridiculous aspects of an idea or 

situation; 

16) evaluative thinking, where you make assessments about the value of something or 

someone; and 

17) judgemental thinking that requires you to make decisions about what is socially 

appropriate or taboo. 

 

Summary: When students think critically they … 

- become pro-active readers/listeners/viewers predicting, hypothesising, inferring and 

deducing, and checking for evidence which either confirms, extends or refines 

expectations;  

- become reflective readers/listeners/viewers developing awareness of text-types, 

understanding text purpose and organisation, and relating texts to one another in a 

way that will improve their own writing;  

- judge and value texts, forming personal preferences and responses, noticing and 

remembering texts or parts of texts which are significant, building a repertoire of 
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known or accessible texts as points of reference for comparing, criticising and as 

models for composing their own new and novel texts.  

Examples of Critically Thinking about Funny Texts :  

1) Judgemental thinking that requires you to make decisions about what is socially 

appropriate or taboo. Eating human flesh is considered taboo, yet this poem is socially 

acceptable. 

 

A Mother Cannibal’s Advice    by Jeni Mawter 

Chew your gristle. Chew your meat. 

Never mind the smelly feet. 

Bones are good for munching on. 

So are noses, ears and tongue. 

Avoid all hair. It’s not nice. 

Unless of course, it’s full of lice 

Use fingernails as fine toothpicks. 

Shins and thighs make great shashliks. 

Wash it down with stale drained blood 

A final relish? Fresh eye crud. 

 

Judgemental thinking also used: when singing playground chants or ditties; when playing 

practical jokes; expressing outrageous opinions; in black humour; telling embarrassing 

stories; telling cautionary tales (gruesome and disgusting); in political correctness; during 

the banter of insults; telling white lies. 
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2) Suspending disbelief so that you let go of logic and deal with incongruity. 

  

Suspending disbelief also seen: with caricature; magic and fantasy; anthropomorphism; 

stereotyping; and exaggeration eg. telling whoppers. 

 

3) Exploratory thinking where you manipulate ideas within and through texts. 

Camp Letter: 

Hi, Mum and Dad.  

Camp i$ fun. You can buy $weets and chip$ at the shop but I don’t have any $. Plea$e 

write $oon and $end a $urpri$e.  

Your $on, Norri$ 

 

Exploratory thinking is seen in understanding shapes and symbols in cartoons (speech 

and thought balloons); foreign words sprinkled through a text; nonsense words; 

spoonerisms; onomatopoeia in cartoons eg glnnngk!; and understanding 

malapropisms. 

 

4) Parodical thinking which enables you to identify ridiculous aspects of an idea or 

situation. It relies on exaggeration and/or inversion. Parodical thinking identifies Movie 

Clichés:  

All members of alien species wear the same outfits.  

Film cars never start the first time when you're running away from the bad guy.  
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Whenever anyone takes someone else’s clothes they are always a flawless fit.  

A dying person's last words will always be coherent and significant.  

If the hero or villain takes an elevator, the villain or hero can beat it by taking the 

stairs. even if the trip is 20 floors.  

Everything is blue at night-time.  

Time will stand still when the hero is in the presence of a company logo.  

Parodical thinking also seen in fractured fairytales; playing with well-known poems, 

rhymes or songs; cartoons; animation; spoofs 

5) Inferential thinking which enables you to make connections between what is stated and 

what is implied. 

One example is Illusion Words.  

Let's play with some words...what do you see? 

 

 

Inferential thinking is used with curse poems; fables; drawing emotions; euphemisms; 

funny proverbs (The absent party is always to blame); irony; sarcasm; innuendo; and 

‘teacher speak/politician speak/sports speak’.  

 

Humour in the classroom 
Using humour in the classroom can: 

 

- decrease student anxiety and stress 

- decrease teacher anxiety and stress 

- contribute to classroom unity 

- increase receptiveness to learning 

- assist in teacher-student rapport 



                                                                                                                                      12                                           

- improve school enjoyment 

- make an uninteresting topic enjoyable 

- improve memory 

- break the monotony of classroom routine  

- improve self-esteem 

 

Teacher attitude influences whether or not humour is used in the classroom. Attitudes 

can vary from ‘I’m hopeless at telling jokes’ to ‘It’s going to lead to classroom chaos’ 

to ‘It’s a complete waste of time’. For some, the reluctance will stem from an 

inadequate knowledge base. Yet, humorous texts are a wonderful classroom tool to 

facilitate learning outcomes. Below are some suggestions for managing humour: 

 

1) Be prepared so that you know exactly your purpose for using humorous texts. 

To help with impromptu situations keep a collection of funny stories, 

anecdotes, newspaper articles, comics and jokes on hand. 

2) Don’t force the humour and try to be something or someone you’re not. You 

don’t need to be a stand-up comedian. You don’t even have to tell jokes. All 

you need is a sense of humour and a preparedness to laugh at yourself and the 

world. 

3) Accept that laughter is not anarchic.  

4) Be flexible in how you incorporate humour. Try a variety of genres and styles, 

for example, poems, prose, comics, songs, chants, films, plays, picture books 

etc. Classes will vary in their proficiency in interpreting, discussing and 

analysing humour. 

5) Avoid private humour that may exclude some members of the class. 

6) Do not use humour as a form of student put-down. This is demeaning and 

increases stress levels all round. 

7) Be aware of factors that impact on humour such as cultural issues, religion, 

gender, age, social group. 

8) Do not over-use humour or it will lose its value. 

9) Incorporate humour as a natural and integral part of classroom behaviour. This 

prevents it from being labelled as ‘special’ and potentially a problem. 

10) Ensure that the humour is relevant to learning outcomes. 
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11) Keep tasks to pairs or small groups to contain the laughter. 

12) Use taboo humour to lead in to discussions about prejudice, stereotyping, 

offensive language, offensive subject matter or behaviour and black humour. 

13) Discuss how humour can be used as a weapon ranging from simple sarcasm, 

to parody and barbed wit, to satire. 

14) Students from different cultures can share their experiences of humour with 

others. How well do jokes travel? 

15) If hesitant about using humour, save it for the last half hour of the day when 

the spill-over effect will be minimal. 

16) Create a balance between what is enjoyable and what is conducive to learning.  

17) Pair up with another class. One teacher can give the lesson while the other is 

vigilant on crowd-control. 

18) Schadenfreude is when humans experience pleasure at the misfortune of 

others. Open up for class discussion why this is so. This is possibly seen more 

in situations where their self-esteem is decreased. 

19) Tell humorous stories in episodes to keep students wanting more. 

 

 

Jeni (J.A.) Mawter is the author of the popular ‘So Gross!’ series and Freewheelers 

series Unleashed! (2006), Launched! (2007) and Extreme! (2008) published by 

HarperCollins Publishers Australia. She teaches creative writing at Macquarie 

University and the NSW Writer’s Centre as well running workshops, visiting schools, 

and presenting at conferences and literature festivals. Jeni has just published three 

books on critical thinking and humorous texts with Macmillan Education (2007); All 

You Need to Teach: Critical Thinking, Humour and Text Ages 5- 8; Ages 8 – 10; and 

Ages 10+. Jeni is available to talk to students, teachers and librarians. Contact Lateral 

Learning (02) 9960 4844 or Show & Tell Promotions (03) 9818 6518. Jeni can be 

found at www.jenimawter.com  

 

 

References 

Aristotle. Rhetoric, lib. iii. c. 18.Available from 

http://www.quotedb.com/quotes/1833,%2007018: Internet 



                                                                                                                                      14                                           

 

De Bono, Edward. Thinking about Thinking. DCUTIMES, University Magazine 

Autumn Edition, 11 November 2005 Page 25 

 

Factor, June. Captain Cook Chased a Chook: Children’s Folklore in Australia. 

Penguin Books Australia Ltd, Ringwood. 1988 

 

Mawter, J.A.  So Gross! Sydney, HarperCollins Publishers Australia, 2001 

 

Mawter, J.A.  So Feral! Sydney, HarperCollins Publishers Australia, 2002 

 

Mawter, J.A.  So Sick! Sydney, HarperCollins Publishers Australia, 2003 

 

Mawter, J.A.  So Festy! Sydney, HarperCollins Publishers Australia, 2004 

 

Mawter, J.A.  So Grotty! Sydney, HarperCollins Publishers Australia, 2004 

 

Mawter, J.A.  So Stinky! Sydney, HarperCollins Publishers Australia, 2005 

 

Robinson, Moira. ‘Humour in Children’s Literature’ in Saxby, Maurice and Winch, 

Gordon (Eds), Give Them Wings: The Experience of Children’s Literature, The 

Macmillan Company of Australia Pty Ltd, South Melbourne, 1987. 

 

Saxby, Maurice and Winch, Gordon (Eds), Give Them Wings: The Experience of 

Children’s Literature, The Macmillan Company of Australia Pty Ltd, South 

Melbourne, 1987 

 

Saxby, Maurice. Offered to Children: A History of Australian Children’s Literature 

1841 – 1941. Scholastic Australia Pty Limited, Gosford. 1998 

 

 

 

 


