
                                                                                                                                            1 

Writing Humour for Children 

Jeni Mawter 
 

Roald Dahl, Matilda  

 

'Do you think that all children's books ought to have 

funny bits?' Miss Honey asked. 

'I do,' Matilda said. 'Children are not so serious as 

grown-ups and they love to laugh.' 

 

• 'Humour' refers to what makes us laugh. It does not refer to 

jokes. 

• Humour often needs seriousness to ground it. Humour provides the 

explosion of relief. See Morris Gleitzman, Two Weeks With the 

Queen. 

• Humour begins with the 'writer's voice.' 

[Exercise on finding your writer's voice.] 

• Humour relaxes the rules of reason. It makes the impossible, 

possible. It allows us to be illogical. We must turn off the self-

conscious and self-sensors. 

[Exercise on Setting up Expectations] 

• Humour has a short shelf life. One important element of humour is 

surprise. You can't have enduring surprise. You can't have an enduring 

joke. You can have enduring tragedy. 
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• Humour is subjective. Hysterically 

Funny______________deranged.    

• You don't have to act funny to write funny. All you need is a sense 

of humour. 

• Humour comes out of: 1) subject matter 2) situation 3) 

characters. 

[Character exercise] 

• Humour depends on the age of your readers. It is important to 

know their developmental level. When writing for children allow space 

for their interest in the human body: 

1) Food/drink (gluttony/deprivation) - see So Gross! With a Milkshake.  

     P 62 

2) Sexuality (clothes/dress and undress) – see So Gross! Pucker Up.  

     P 143 

3) Functions – see So Gross! You Dirty Rat, p153 

• Kids love wordplay 

- Puns. See So Gross! What's in a Name? p 18. 

- Made-up words. Roald Dahl, BFG, 'whizzpopper' and So Gross! What's 

in a Name? 'Tom R. Oach.' 

- Understatement. So Feral! JC and the Sunshine Kid, p 7. 

- Plain Talk. 'Mum, I believe you need a divorce.' 

• Jokes are meant to be spoken. They are not as powerful when they 

are written. So Feral! JC and the Sunshine Kid, p 1. 

It is important to never have your character laugh at their jokes or 

react to the comedy you've set up. It's like supplying your own laugh 

track. 
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• Children enjoy opposition to authority figures and opposition to 

seriousness. 

- parents, teachers, political/religious institutions. 

See So Gross! The Krypton Crystal Caper, p14 (mother) and What's in 

the Box? p91 (teacher). 

- Children love to expose how adults use authority to mask their 

incompetence. 

See So Gross! You Dirty Rat, p 176 (teacher). 

- Children love convention suspension ie when adults are seen as inept. 

See There's a Sun Fairy In Our Garden when mum forgets to put the 

money in the glass. 

• Humour is a healing force. People feel good when they laugh. 

Geoffrey McSkimming 1994 Talk given at the Third Children's 

Literature Conference. 

'A sustained laugh is good for blood pressure, will lower heart rate, can 

reduce pain and boost immunity.' 

"Research has shown that, on average, young children laugh about 400 

times a day, but by the time they reach adulthood this has been reduced 

to about 15 times a day." 

'This is tragic.' 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


