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Introduction
The Language of Comedy provides support material for the study of the language of comedy 
at New Zealand Curriculum Level 4, Years 7–9 (Australia: Years 6–8). The resources on written, 
visual and oral language develop the language skills needed to explore the topic of comedy. 

Some types and features of comedy-related language are defined in the following sections. 
While the majority of these features apply to written language, features of oral and visual 
language are also identified. These terms will be useful for reference when completing 
activities further on in the resource.

The examples of language relating to comedy provide 
starting points for learning. The activities accompanying 
each example are designed to support further learning  
as students:

•	 respond to comprehension questions about the 
example in terms of content, purpose and audience

•	 explore the language features, strategies and structure 
used in the example and how these support content, 
purpose and audience

•	 create a language sample relating to comedy 
with content, purpose, audience, language 
features and structure similar to the  
example provided.
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Curriculum links
The three aspects of planning (students, context and curriculum) outlined in the New 
Zealand Curriculum can be applied to this resource as follows.

Students Literacy strengths  
and needs 

Teachers assess what strengths and knowledge their 
students bring to these activities, and what extra 
support may be needed.

Context Inquiry and learning about 
using language to create 
effective meaning

Students examine a range of examples and then 
produce their own samples, allowing them to 
explore, respond to and evaluate the effectiveness  
of language.

Curriculum English
•	 Written language: 

writing and reading 
•	 Oral language:  

speaking and listening
•	 Visual language: 

viewing and presenting

•	 Purposes and audiences: show an increasing 
understanding of how to shape texts for different 
purposes and audiences.

•	 Ideas: select, develop and communicate on a 
range of topics.

•	 Language features: use a range of language 
features appropriately, showing an increasing 
understanding of their effect.

•	 Structure: organise texts, using a range of 
appropriate structures.

This resource also aligns with the Australian English Curriculum (in particular, the 
achievement standards applying to years 6–8). A cross-section of written, oral and visual 
language texts is included and the activities require application of a range of receptive and 
productive modes across all strands and most sub-strands of the English curriculum.

The Australian Curriculum: English Foundation to Year 10 is organised into three interrelated 
strands that support students’ growing understanding and use of Standard Australian English 
(English). Together the three strands focus on developing students’ knowledge, understanding and 
skills in listening, reading, viewing, speaking and writing.

The three strands are:
•	 language: knowing about the English language
•	 literature: understanding, appreciating, responding to, analysing and creating literature
•	 literacy: expanding the repertoire of English usage.

Content descriptions in each strand are grouped into sub-strands that, across the year levels, 
present a sequence of development of knowledge, understanding and skills.

Introduction
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Overview of activities

Section and example Activity Page

1. Non-fiction – explaining comedy
Example: “What’s so funny?”

Comprehension questions 17

Comedy-related language features 18

Write your own explanation of comedy 20

2. Nonsense poetry
Example: “Jabberwocky”

Comprehension questions 22

Comedy-related language features 23

Write your own nonsense poem 25

3. Spoken comedy
Examples: “Super-primed comedy 
machine” and “Littering”

Comprehension questions 28

Comedy-related language features 29

Create your own spoken comedy 31

4. Cartoon
Your choice: A single picture frame

Comprehension questions 33

Comedy-related language features 34

Create your own cartoon 36

5. Non-fiction – biography
Example: “Charlie Chaplin –  
silent screen superstar”

Comprehension questions 39

Comedy-related language features 40

Write your own biography of a comedy artist 42

6. Comic or graphic novel
Your choice: Many picture frames

Comprehension questions 44

Comedy-related language features 45

Create your own comic 47

7. Comedy play script
Example: “Cinderfella”

Comprehension questions 50

Comedy-related language features 51

Write your own comedy play script 53

8. Comedy on screen
Your choice: Comedy programme

Comprehension questions 55

Comedy-related language features 56

Plan your own comedy programme 58

9. Comedy fiction (short and long)
Your choice: Favourite funny fiction

Comprehension questions 60

Comedy-related language features 61

Comedy fiction critique 62

Write your own comedy short story 63

Introduction
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Types of comedy-related 
language 
The word comedy has its origins in ancient Greece: komos was the word for merry-making 
and kōmōidía was a performance or play that was meant to be humorous, amuse people 
and make them laugh. The opposite kind of performance was tragedy, in which the story 
line focused on the darker side of life and stirred up tears and sadness. In the classical era, 
tragedies tended to be about major events and important people while comedy focused on 
ordinary events involving everyday people. 

In a modern context, comedy-related language has a similar purpose. When people read, 
watch or listen to some form of comedy, they expect to be entertained in a way that makes 
them happy rather than to get the adrenalin rush that can come from action, adventure or 
horror. Comedy can also encourage us to reflect on “life and death” themes but in a feel-
good, enjoyable way rather than by taking our thoughts to a more serious and sadder place. 

Most comedy stories have a happy ending. They include main characters who overcome 
adversity in a light-hearted, amusing and often unlikely manner. In many cases, most of the 
incidents that make up the plot will make the audience 
laugh out loud. Even when things happen that could be 
seen as painful or shocking, a comedy does not take 
them seriously and they have no lasting ill effects. Where 
outcomes are unhappy, they usually happen to characters 
that are seen as “deserving it”, the “bad guys” rather than 
the “heroes” of the story. 

Comedy follows various styles or techniques, such as:

•	 slapstick – ridiculous, over-the-top physical comedy; 
similar to clowning

•	 satire – using exaggeration and ridicule to make fun 
of human failings

•	 word play – playing on the meaning of words using techniques such as puns

•	 absurd – comedy that uses nonsense, the illogical and the improbable 

•	 romantic – making light-hearted fun of romance and relationships.

The following chart lists some ways in which written, oral and visual language can provide humour. 

Form Non-fiction – explaining comedy

Definition Non-fiction is prose that deals with real facts and events. It can explore the 
background of a subject such as comedy. The language can be descriptive at times 
but also needs to be clear and concise so that whoever reads the text understands 
everything in the same way.

Structure The text is usually broken up into chapters and paragraphs. It can include visual 
elements such as photographs, sketches and diagrams.

continued ...
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Form Nonsense poetry 

Definition Nonsense poems have been around for a long time; some of the earliest examples 
still exist today as nursery rhymes. Nonsense poetry generally mixes commonly 
accepted words, settings and events with absurdity. Lewis Carroll, Edward Lear 
and Spike Milligan are among those famous for their nonsense poems. Today some 
poets use similar writing techniques to create crazy comedy of fantasy and humour.

Structure Poetry is a type of written text that can come in various styles and forms. It can 
be short or long, divided into lines and verses or set out like prose, and it can 
deal with all kinds of subject matter. In this tradition, nonsense can vary widely in 
structure from a formal ballad to informal free-form poetry. Some have verses or 
stanzas that follow a rhyming pattern and a rhythm pattern, although the number 
of lines per verse varies. By contrast, free-form nonsense poems have no clear 
pattern in their use of words or lines. 

Form Spoken comedy

Definition Stand-up and public speaking are both forms of spoken comedy. Both can also 
involve some aspects of written language when they are pre-written and they use 
oral and verbal language during delivery. In both cases, one purpose is to entertain a 
live audience, but public speaking is likely to have a broader purpose of informing the 
audience and encouraging thought about sometimes serious issues as well.

Structure A stand-up routine is focused on getting the audience to laugh as soon as possible. 
The routine is often very brief so every word matters to engage the audience with 
humour. Public speeches are usually longer and more structured with a beginning, 
middle and end to convey the speaker’s message. 

Form Cartoon

Definition Cartoons rely heavily on visual language to get their message across but can also 
include some written text to create a stronger message. The purpose of many 
cartoons is to amuse but some are also intended to trigger people’s thinking about 
more serious issues. 

Structure Cartoons are normally just one picture. If they include text, it could be in the form 
of a title or caption, or in a speech or thought bubble. A story that consists of a 
number of picture frames, with some development between one frame and the 
next, is usually called a comic or a graphic novel (see the next page). 

Form Non-fiction – biography

Definition Written non-fiction is prose that deals with real facts, events and people.  
A biography tells the life story of a real person, as written by someone else.  
If the story is written by or told from the point of view of the person it is about,  
it is an autobiography. 

Structure The account of a life story can be book length or a much shorter outline. Many 
books begin with an overview of the subject’s life or an insight into one particularly 
important event. They then usually break up the main text into chapters that 
deal with events, often in chronological order. Briefer biographies follow a similar 
structure but are much more condensed, dividing the text with paragraphs and 
subheadings rather than chapters. The written language is mainly factual with 
some descriptive elements. 

Visual language elements such as photographs, sketches and maps feature in 
many longer biographies.

continued ...

Types of comedy-related language
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Form Comic or graphic novel

Definition Comics and graphic novels are a form of fiction storytelling that uses visual 
language alongside written text. Some use no written text at all. Comics can be 
part of a series that uses the same characters, settings and style of artwork over 
some time, often years. Graphic novels are more likely to be one-off works, similar 
to a written novel. 

Structure In telling a story, both comics and graphic novels tend to have a beginning, middle 
and end similar to text-based stories. When it comes to artwork, comics and 
graphic novels follow similar conventions to each other. They present pictures in 
separate frames of various sizes and shapes, which the reader usually reads in 
sequence from left to right, top to bottom. Many of the pictures also contain brief 
text in the form of captions, speech bubbles or sound bubbles.

Form Comedy play script

Definition A play script is a story that is written first and then acted out. During stage 
production, the script relies on oral and visual language to bring the written script 
to life. The story is usually fiction but may be based on real events and real people. 
A comedy play script has humour at its heart.

Structure A comedy play script, like most scripts, is structured with a beginning, middle and 
end. The plot creates a series of humorous events and scenarios. The characters 
add to the humour through dialogue, mannerisms and appearance. The overall 
purpose of the play script is to provide humorous entertainment. 

Form Comedy on screen – TV or film

Definition Comedy can appear on screen as an ongoing comedy series, aired one or more 
times a week on TV, as a documentary about one particular comedic performing 
artist and their work, or as a full-length film. People may watch it on TV, at a 
cinema or on the internet. Some online presentations are quite brief; for example, 
memes copy some other well-known picture but add a twist to make it humorous, 
possibly in a brief, repeating loop of video.

Structure The structure depends on which form the programme takes (see some options 
listed with “Definition” above). It may be a brief presentation, a continuous story 
or a whole series of different segments, each with its own focus. It may involve 
real actors, cartoons or other animations, and special effects. 

Form Comedy fiction – short story or novel

Definition Comedy fiction tells a story to entertain and humour the reader. Fiction means 
something that is made up; it is not entirely true or does not stick to provable facts. 
Although it may be based on a real person or real events, it is important not to blur 
the boundaries with fact too much. If an author writes something damaging about 
what a real person has done or said when that person did not really do or say it, 
the author could be charged with slander. Comedy fiction can be about all kinds of 
subjects but its essential element is humour. 

Structure The structure of a fiction story is governed by its form. Short stories are written to 
be read at one sitting while reading a novel can take much longer. As with most 
storytelling, both short stories and novels have a beginning (that hooks audience 
attention), a middle (that develops the story, building tension from one event to 
another) and an end (that resolves the story in a way that is satisfying – happy, or a 
complete surprise). 

Types of comedy-related language
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Glossary of  
language features

Written language 
These written language features can help you with the language of comedy. Refer to these 
features and their meanings when you examine the samples of language of comedy in this 
resource. Add any other features that you come across in the rows at the end of the chart.

Feature Meaning

abbreviation A shortened term that uses only some of the letters of the full-length word 
or words – eg, tsp for teaspoon

adjective A describing word, usually connected to a noun, that is used to influence 
attitude or convey pictures – eg, hilarious, crazy

adverb A describing word, usually connected to a verb, that is used to influence 
attitude or convey pictures – eg, energetically, unexpectedly

alliteration The repetition of consonant sounds to make words or phrases stand out, 
and enhance meaning

allusion A technique used to support a point by referring to something/someone 
well known in a different context 

analogy A comparison made to emphasise similarities and convey a message

anecdote A brief story, often based on personal experience, to prove a point

appeal A technique used to encourage a particular response by calling on people’s 
emotions (eg, fear, joy) and/or values (eg, like/dislike, sense of right and 
wrong). See also emotive language

archaic language Old-fashioned or outdated words or expressions

association A reference to a significant event or famous person to encourage  
a certain response

attack Criticism of a particular person/topic to encourage the audience to think 
about that person/topic in a negative way. See also praise

bias Deliberate presentation of only one side of an argument, one way of thinking

character A person involved in the story. Characters cause the action and are affected 
by it. In some books, characters are animals or other non-human beings 

cliché An overused expression that is therefore very familiar; a shortcut to 
show meaning 

colloquial 
language

Informal words or expressions used to entertain or possibly shock the 
audience, grab their attention, or create a conversational tone

command A strong statement that calls for action

conflict The tensions, complications or problems that arise during a story

continued ...
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Feature Meaning

conjunction / 
connective

A word that links or joins up different parts of a sentence – eg, and, but, 
because, yet, although 

connotation Use of words that carry loaded meaning or association to influence the 
perception of the audience 

descriptive 
language

Words or techniques that add descriptive detail, such as adjectives, 
adverbs, similes, metaphors, onomatopoeia, imagery

direct speech The exact words that someone is saying, usually indicated by speech 
marks. See also reported speech 

emotive language Words that encourage an emotional response, play on feelings and 
manipulate the audience to react in a particular way. See also appeal

euphemism A milder or more polite way of talking about something that could be unpleasant 

evidence Facts and/or statistics used to prove a point by appealing to reason and logic 

exclamation A strong statement to forcefully convey an opinion and imply control/authority

exclusive 
language

Language used to exclude target groups and create a sense of solidarity 
with your audience – eg, third person pronouns they and them. See also 
inclusive language

foreshadowing Giving hints or clues about something that will happen later in the story

formal language Language used carefully and correctly, which can convey authority  
and/or respect

generalisation A general statement or stereotype that sounds authoritative, claims to be 
true for every situation or person, uses prejudice to appear convincing 

humour Something amusing or funny that can be used to make the audience smile 
or laugh and so bring them on to your side

hyperbole An exaggeration or overstatement to grab attention and hammer a point 
home. See also understatement

imagery Descriptive and figurative language that creates mind pictures. See also 
metaphor and simile

inclusive 
language

Language that draws the audience in and encourages them to think the 
same way as you do – eg, first and second person pronouns we, you, our 
and us. See also exclusive language

incomplete 
sentence

A fragment rather than a full sentence, which can be used (occasionally) to 
add emphasis or convey a chatty style

irony A contradictory statement that uses humour and sarcasm to make a point

jargon Language that has a specialised meaning in a particular group or context; 
can be used to confuse or impress

juxtaposition A technique of placing two ideas next to each other in order to contrast them

malapropism The use of a word in place of another that sounds similar but has a different 
meaning – eg, He speaks true worms (where worms should be words)

continued ...

Glossary of language features
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Feature Meaning

metaphor A comparison made by describing one thing as if it is another. See also simile

misunderstanding A statement made as if it is fact but actually shows the speaker or writer is 
confused or mistaken about the facts

neologism A made-up word with an invented meaning that cannot be found in a dictionary

noun A word that names a person, place or thing – eg, singer, stage, guitar

objective Looking at the story from the outside, without personal involvement

onomatopoeia Words that, when spoken, add description by sounding like the thing they 
name – eg, tick-tock, boom, neigh

paragraph A group of sentences that are all linked by a key topic or theme. A new 
paragraph begins on a new line

parallel structure Repeating a similar grammatical structure in the same sentence or in 
following sentences

personification A technique of giving human qualities (eg, behaviour, feelings) to something 
that is not human

phrase A group of words that link to one another but do not form a complete 
sentence. See also sentence structure

plot What happens in a story, the action from beginning to middle to end

praise An expression of approval or compliments towards a particular person/topic 
to encourage the audience to think about that person/topic in a positive 
way. See also attack

pronoun A word that can replace a noun so that you need not repeat the noun 
constantly. Personal pronouns refer to people – eg, I, you, he, she, we, they 

pun A play on the double meaning of a word or phrase, which adds humour and 
grabs attention 

punctuation The marks added to written language to help the reader understand it –  
eg, .  ,  ?  !  :  ;  ‘ ’  “ ”  ( )  – 

question A sentence that ends in a question mark and usually needs an answer. See 
also rhetorical question

quote The exact words someone said, shown in speech marks and used to 
support or illustrate a point. See also reported speech

repetition Use of the same words or phrases again to reinforce a point and make the 
audience remember it

reported speech A record of the essence of what someone says without repeating it word 
for word or using speech marks as it is not direct speech or a quote. See 
also direct speech and quote

resolution How a story is brought to an end, resolving conflict and problems that arose 
along the way

rhetorical 
question

A question that doesn’t need a reply but leads the audience to think about 
the apparently obvious answer

continued ...

Glossary of language features
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Feature Meaning

sarcasm A statement used to mock or question something; it can add humour or be 
very cutting

sentence 
structure

The way a sentence is made up. It may be:
•	 an incomplete sentence, without a verb or a subject
•	 a simple sentence (an independent clause), which must make complete 

sense and include a subject and a verb
•	 a compound sentence, which has more than one independent clause, 

joined by simple conjunctions (joining words)
•	 a complex sentence, which has at least one independent clause 

supported by one or more dependent clauses

setting The time and place in which a story takes place

simile A comparison made by using as or like to liken one thing to another, which 
can be used to reinforce a point. See also metaphor

spoonerism The mistake of trying to use one or more words but mixing up the order of 
the sounds – eg, fighting a liar instead of lighting a fire

stereotype A representation or view of a group of people based on fixed beliefs

strong verb A verb that adds intensity and description rather than simply naming  
the action

subjective Telling the story from the inside, showing the point of view and feelings of 
someone who is involved in what is happening

tense The time in which a story takes place such as past, present or future.  
The tense will affect the form of all the verbs (action words) – eg, ran,  
am running, will run

theme The messages or ideas that a story contains and explores

tone The particular attitude, voice or standpoint that your choice of vocabulary 
and language techniques conveys

understatement A statement that represents something as much less than it really is, which 
often has a humorous effect. See also hyperbole

verb A word that names an action – eg, sings, composes, listens

viewpoint The voice by which the story is told. It may be first person, when the voice 
is someone who is part of the story and uses pronouns such as I, me, 
we, us. Alternatively, it may be third person, when the voice is more of an 
onlooker, observing events from outside the story, and uses pronouns such 
as he, she, they

Glossary of language features
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Visual language
These visual language features can help you with the language of comedy. Refer to these 
features and their meanings when you examine the samples of language of comedy in this 
resource. Add any other features that you come across in the rows at the end of the chart.

Feature Meaning

body language Use of different parts of the body – such as facial expressions, making eye 
contact with audience members, hand gestures, stance, movement – to 
visually emphasise meaning. Used when speaking to an audience, including 
reading and/or performing written text

colour The links between a colour and a particular emotion. The choice of colour for 
fonts, borders, background and images has an impact on the message

costume and 
make-up

Items of clothing and cosmetics worn when addressing or performing to 
an audience. Personal appearance can help to visually convey the desired 
message/impression

image Photograph, illustration or diagram, which can send powerful messages

layout The way visual and written elements are placed on a page or screen, which 
draws attention to certain features, conveys a particular message and 
indicates what is most important

lettering/fonts Font face and the size of the print, which create a particular impression

perspective/
camera angle

Angle from which the image is viewed (whole piece or individual elements) – 
eg, close-up, panoramic, bird’s eye, worm’s eye

props Extra items carried or placed nearby while addressing or performing  
to an audience, which are used to visually emphasise the desired  
message/impression

relative size The way that different aspects of a visual image compare with each other in 
terms of size – an aspect that is larger or smaller than the others is shown to 
be more important than them

set The way the stage or a film environment is set up, the large items it includes 
and what the background and surrounds look like

symbol/logo An item used to represent a particular meaning or idea, which provides a 
shortcut way of expressing a lot more

Glossary of language features
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Oral language
These oral language features can help you with the language of comedy. Refer to these 
features and their meanings when you examine the samples of language of comedy in this 
resource. Add any other features that you come across in the rows at the end of the chart.

Feature Meaning

dialogue A conversation or discussion between two or more people

intonation The way the voice rises and falls during speech. Rising intonation implies a 
question or more to come; falling intonation implies the message or statement 
is complete

music A soundtrack to introduce or provide oral background, which supports or 
reinforces the message conveyed by written and/or visual features 

pace Speed of delivery. Rapid pace can convey urgency or energy; slow pace allows 
the listener more time to reflect/relax

pause Moment of silence during speech, which allows time to reflect or increase 
tension to emphasise a point

pitch How high or low a tone of voice is. High pitch conveys excitement, 
enthusiasm or anxiety; low pitch conveys seriousness, sorrow or fear

rhyme Pattern of matching sounds, often in the final words or syllables in lines  
of poetry

rhythm Pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables when words/lines are  
spoken aloud

sound effects Sounds other than music and speech that are used to add another level of 
information or impact to the message conveyed by written and/or visual features

voice-over Spoken language played over the top of related visual language, often used on 
TV or film

volume Noise level (eg, loud, medium or soft), which encourages the audience to react 
to what they hear in a particular way

Glossary of language features
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1. Non-fiction – 
explaining comedy

Example: “What’s so funny?”
To begin exploring the language of comedy, let’s consider: What is comedy? The most 
common answer is “something that makes me smile and laugh”. So far, so good. Even the 
oldest definitions of comedy include some idea like that. The word comedy can be traced 
back to the ancient Greek word komos, which means revelry or merry making. 

So comedy is something that is humorous, funny, laughable. It makes us feel good, even 
if just briefly. But explaining it in more detail is harder. Something that makes one person 
burst out laughing and say, “That’s so funny!” can make another person frown and say, 
“That’s so not funny!” So we also need to think about why people respond in such 
different ways. 

Comedy is popular in any format, including various types of written, oral and visual language. 
Some different styles of comedy are: slapstick, satire, word play, absurd and romantic.

Add to this list by brainstorming styles of comedy or humour with the rest of your class. Your 
list may include styles that are specific to a particular country, such as British, American, Kiwi 
or Aussie humour. Share ideas about how each of these styles is different.

Some types of comedy/humour focus on taboo subjects such as toilet humour and jokes 
about bodily functions – subjects that often offend someone when they are spoken about. 
This is sometimes called black humour, where the main subject could also be seen as a 
tragedy, an awful event, but people still like to make jokes about it.

Some humour can be divisive because it targets particular groups, making jokes at their 
expense. These groups could be identified by their gender, appearance, nationality, race or 
culture. Basing comedy on such differences can make those who laugh at it feel superior 
by making fun of others. It can be cruel and offensive. Sometimes when they hear this kind 
of humour/comedy in public, people laugh – not because they really think it is funny but 
because this kind of humour makes them feel uncomfortable. So laughing is not always 
proof of real “comedy”. It can be a nervous reaction.

Different people can find the same thing funny or humorous for different reasons and what 
they find funny can change over time. What a five-year-old laughs at can be quite different 
to the comedy a 15-year-old, a 50-year-old or an 80-year-old might enjoy. Gender, upbringing 
and social status also affect what tickles your funny bone. 

Use a questionnaire to collect some information about what comedy people enjoy. You could 
create the questionnaire and collect responses to it on your own, or as a group or a whole 
class. The questionnaire could be as simple as asking one questions such as: What is your 
favourite comedy?

To collect more detailed information, you could name a range of different kinds of comedy 
for your respondents to rate on a scale from 0 to 5. The more data you collect from your 
comedy questionnaire, the more information you will gather to provide food for thought 
about the topic of comedy.
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Comprehension questions 

Content 
Briefly explain, in your own words, what we need to know or think about to understand 
comedy better.

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

Purpose 
Explain, in your own words, why it is important to think about what makes us laugh.

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

Audience 
1.	 Who is meant to read the example “What’s so funny”? Explain how you know this.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 Are you a member of this target audience? How do you know?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

1. Non-fiction – explaining comedy
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Comedy-related language features 

Written language
1.	 Match each written language feature on the left with one or more of the language 

samples from comedy writing on the right. Then discuss your choices with others to see 
if they have identified similar samples for each feature. 

Language feature Example from comedy writing

Pun Look at the lovely flutterby on that flower.

Hyperbole Ignore him, he’s just trying to get your goat.

Malapropism Salads are rabbit food.

Spoonerism Bloomin’ heck, this blinkin’ butter beats the band!

Understatement Soft drink hits hard (headline about a can of soda 
thrown through a window)

Colloquial language That sounds scary – like an army of Voldemorts! 

Misunderstanding Yeah, the house is on fire. Do I look worried?

Stereotype Who does he think he is – Obi Wannabe?

Juxtaposition You’re walking slower than a stationery signpost.

Alliteration I see sunshine; you see sunburn. 

Allusion If the computer’s got mega-bites, what’s eating it?

2.	 Some advertisements use comedy-related written language features. Find an example of 
a written advertisement that uses at least one of these features.

(a)	 Copy your example here.

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

(b)	 Explain why you think this language feature is funny and why this advertisement  
uses it.

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

(c)	 Discuss your choice and explanation with others. 

1. Non-fiction – explaining comedy
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Visual and oral language 
Written comedy language can be supported by visual language elements such as:

•	 drawings or photographs 

•	 diagrams 

•	 different fonts

•	 a film or video (if the written language is presented on a website).

Written comedy language, when read aloud, can also be supported by oral language 
elements such as:

•	 use of tone, accent, volume or other speech techniques

•	 sound effects 

•	 music.

1.	 In the chart below, explain how you think each visual and oral language feature listed 
could be used to help written language to convey comedy more effectively. 

Feature How this feature can help convey comedy

Images/illustrations

Use of different 
fonts

Facial expressions

Costume

Pace of vocal 
delivery

Sound effects

2.	 Discuss your explanations in the chart above with others. Do they agree with you about 
what can make written comedy language more effective? If your discussion comes up 
with other visual or oral ways to support written comedy language, record them here.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

1. Non-fiction – explaining comedy
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Write your own explanation of comedy

Use the example “What’s so funny?” to get some ideas about writing your own explanation 
of comedy. Here are some more guidelines to get you started. 

•	 Choose a topic: You may wish to explore the history of comedy and how it has changed 
over time. The example mentions the origins of comedy in ancient Greece. You could find 
out more about that and explore how comedy has changed and developed since then. 
Otherwise, you could focus solely on comedy today.

•	 Research: Find some ideas and information about comedy in a few books or on the 
internet. When you are writing your own explanation, do not simply copy extracts from 
other explanations. 

•	 Identify your audience: Know what kind of people are likely to read your written 
explanation about comedy and target your content and writing style to that particular 
group. The audience could be people of all ages. However, it is probably easier for you to 
target readers of your own age as you are more likely to know what will work with them.

•	 Content: 

–	 Give your written explanation of comedy a beginning, a middle and an end. Break it 
into paragraphs: one for the beginning that introduces the topic, one for the end where 
you sum things up, and three or more paragraphs in the middle.

–	 Plan what each of the middle paragraphs will cover – each will deal with a particular 
aspect of your explanation. Use the first and last sentences in each paragraph to 
connect with the paragraph that comes before it and the paragraph that follows on.

–	 Decide what written language techniques could help make your explanation of comedy 
clear and effective. The example will give you some sense of the appropriate writing 
style and the Glossary of language features lists other written language techniques 
that could help.

–	 Think about what visual or oral elements you could add to your explanation to make 
it even better. Whatever you think you will use – sketches, photographs, diagrams, 
recordings or videos (if you are going to present this explanation on a web page) – list 
them and explain how each one would improve the explanation. 

•	 Writing: As you write your explanation of comedy, think again about other features of 
written language that could make your explanation more effective. Write a first draft then 
revise it, introducing or replacing any sections to add to the impact. Ask someone to read 
your explanation and give feedback on your progress.

•	 Publication: Edit your writing carefully, checking for anything that might make it hard  
for a reader to understand or follow your explanation. When you’re happy with it, 
handwrite or word-process the final copy. Display your work on your classroom wall or on 
the school intranet.

•	 Evaluation: Consider how well your writing works, what you are happy with and what 
you would like to improve the next time you write a similar explanation. Ask for some 
oral or written feedback from your audience to find out how effective they found your 
explanation of comedy. 

1. Non-fiction – explaining comedy
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2. Nonsense poetry

Example: “Jabberwocky”

A nonsense poem fits well in the context of comedy. It sounds like it is telling a real and 
possibly serious story but actually it is all silly nonsense – even many of the words are 
completely made-up. Lewis Carroll wrote this example of a nonsense poem in about 1871, 
as part of his famous book Through the Looking Glass and What Alice Found There. The 
book followed up on another publication that is still widely known and read today, Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland. 

Jabberwocky 
by Lewis Carroll

’Twas brillig, and the slithy toves 
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe: 
All mimsy were the borogoves, 
And the mome raths outgrabe.

“Beware the Jabberwock, my son! 
The jaws that bite, the claws that catch! 
Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun 
The frumious Bandersnatch!”

He took his vorpal sword in hand; 
Long time the manxome foe he sought – 
So rested he by the Tumtum tree, 
And stood awhile in thought.

And, as in uffish thought he stood, 
The Jabberwock, with eyes of flame, 
Came whiffling through the tulgey wood, 
And burbled as it came!

One, two! One, two! And through and through 
The vorpal blade went snicker-snack! 
He left it dead, and with its head 
He went galumphing back.

“And hast thou slain the Jabberwock? 
Come to my arms, my beamish boy! 
Oh frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!” 
He chortled in his joy.

’Twas brillig, and the slithy toves 
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe: 
All mimsy were the borogoves, 
And the mome raths outgrabe.
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2. Nonsense poetry

Comprehension questions 

Content 
1.	 Explain, in one sentence, what you think this poem is about.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 Who are the characters in the poem? 

________________________________________________________________________________

3.	 When and where do you think the poem is set?

________________________________________________________________________________

4.	 What happens to the Jabberwock?

________________________________________________________________________________

5.	 Do you think the made-up words make the poem too difficult to understand, or can you 
still follow what it is about? Does it matter?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Purpose 
Explain why you think the poet chose to write this nonsense poem. 

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

Audience 
Who do you think would enjoy reading this poem? Why?

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________
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Comedy-related language features

Written language
Many of the words in “Jabberwocky” are not in any dictionary – they are completely made 
up. A new, made-up word is a neologism. Although the neologisms in the poem have no 
definite meaning, it’s possible to work out what part of speech they are by looking at how 
they are placed in context. For example, we can identify the parts of speech of the nonsense 
words in the first two lines of the poem like this:

‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves did gyre and gimble in the wabe.
	 (noun)	 (adjective)	(noun)	 (verb)	 (verb)	 (noun)

If we change those nonsense words to real words, we could get something like this:

‘Twas springtime, and the pretty flowers did bow and tremble in the breeze.
	 (noun)	 (adjective) (noun)	 (verb)	 (verb)	  (noun)

The above example makes it easier to see how the nonsense words fit each part of speech. 

1.	 Complete the chart below to show what part of speech other nonsense words in 
“Jabberwocky” appear to be.

Nouns Verbs Adjectives 

2.	 Write new versions of each of these lines, replacing the nonsense words with real words 
that match the part of speech in the sentence. There are no particular real words that are 
“correct” to use here – the words you choose should just turn the nonsense into sense.

(a)	All mimsy were the borogoves

_ ___________________________________________________________________________

(b)	The frumious Bandersnatch!

_ ___________________________________________________________________________

(c)	Came whiffling through the tulgey wood

_ ___________________________________________________________________________

(d)	O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!

_ ___________________________________________________________________________

3.	 Compare your rewritten lines with the revised lines that others in your class have come 
up with. You could rewrite the whole of “Jabberwocky” then put all the different versions 
on display. See how different they all are once you replace nonsense with real words.

2. Nonsense poetry
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Visual language
When “Jabberwocky” was first published, it was illustrated by Sir John Tenniel, a famous 
English illustrator and political cartoonist. You may find copies of his drawings in the library 
or on the internet. However, because this is a nonsense poem, what Tenniel drew is not a 
scientifically accurate picture of the Jabberwock or any of the other imaginary creatures in 
the poem. Even Lewis Carroll may have had quite a different-looking creature in his head 
while he wrote the poem.

What did you imagine the Jabberwock looked like when you first read the poem? What 
about the borogoves, the mome raths and the frumious Bandersnatch? Create your own 
pictures of some of the characters or scenes from the poem, using your own imagination to 
bring them to life. You could draw, paint or create a collage of your subject, or create a comic 
book of the whole poem.

Check the Glossary of language features for some visual language techniques, such as 
colour, layout, perspective and relative size, that you might use to present effective images. 

Oral language
“Jabberwocky” is a poem written to be read aloud. The text encourages these oral  
language features:

•	 Rhyme – a pattern of matching sounds in the final words of each line. In each verse, the 
sound at the end of line 1 matches line 3 (eg, toves rhymes with borogoves in the first 
verse) while line 2 matches line 4 (eg, wabe rhymes with outgrabe). This is called an abab 
rhyme pattern. 

•	 Rhythm – a pattern of stressed beats per line. Most lines of this poem have four 
stressed syllable beats, like this:

All mimsy were the borogoves, 
and 
The Jabberwock with eyes of flame 

•	 Onomatopoeia – a word that sounds like whatever it is the word names. Examples from 
“Jabberwocky” are whiffling, snicker-snack, chortled.

1.	 Read the poem aloud to hear the effect of these language techniques. Apply other oral 
language techniques from the Glossary of language features, such as volume, pitch, 
intonation and pause, to make the delivery more effective. Add some sound effects if  
you wish. 

2.	 Practise your oral delivery until you are happy with its impact. Record yourself reading it 
out loud so you can listen to it. You could also use the recording to play to an audience, 
such as via a radio show or web podcast. 

3.	 Ask for some feedback from your audience. Find out what they thought worked well and 
what didn’t. Based on that feedback, you could make a new recording to improve on the 
first one.

2. Nonsense poetry
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Write your own nonsense poem

Use “Jabberwocky” to get some ideas about writing a nonsense poem yourself. Here are 
some more guidelines to get you started.

•	 Identify your audience: Know who will be reading your poem so that you can target your 
content and language to that particular group.

•	 Research: Read some other nonsense poems. Lewis Carroll has written others; some 
other famous writers of nonsense poems are Edward Lear, Hilaire Belloc, Roald Dahl and 
Spike Milligan. Check your library or search online for famous nonsense poems. You will 
find examples by more recent poets as well. Look at what these poems are about, how 
they are constructed and the language they use. 

•	 Content: 

–	 Your poem needs an entertaining and funny opening line or opening verse to hook 
people in and make them want to read more. 

–	 Break the poem into stanzas/verses and decide what form each stanza will take – how 
many lines it will have and what rhyme and rhythm patterns you will use. 

–	 Write a brief outline of your poem, indicating what each verse will be about.

•	 Writing: As you write your poem, think about what features of written language could 
make it more effective as a nonsense poem. In “Jabberwocky” and other nonsense 
poems, look for language features you think worked well. Also get some ideas from the 
Glossary of language features. Write a first draft then revise it, introducing or replacing 
any words, lines or verses to add to the impact. Ask someone to read your poem and give 
feedback on your progress.

•	 Publication: Edit your writing carefully, checking for anything that might make it too hard 
for a reader to understand or follow your poem. When you’re happy with it, handwrite or 
word-process the final copy. Display your work on the wall of your classroom or on the 
school intranet. You could also read it out to a live audience or record it as a video or  
audio file.

•	 Evaluation: Consider how effectively your poem works as a nonsense poem, what you 
are happy with and what you would like to improve the next time you write a poem like 
this. Ask for some oral or written feedback from your audience to find out how much they 
liked your poem. You could design your survey form with a touch of nonsense like the 
one below, if you choose.

How much did you like the poem? Rate it on a scale of 1 to 5.

1 2 3 4 5
Mungled Meed Mazingle

2. Nonsense poetry
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3. Spoken comedy

Examples: “Super-primed comedy 
machine” and “Littering”

Standing up, on your own, with the intention of making a live audience laugh out loud is a huge 
challenge. The examples that follow are small samples from a stand-up comedy routine and a 
public speech. Both types of spoken comedy can be pre-written and rehearsed but public speaking 
is more likely to be carefully constructed with a beginning, middle and end, while good stand-up 
comedy is flexible and responds to audience feedback.

Stand-up routine: Super-primed comedy machine
Stand-up comedy is performed live on stage. In a usually short routine, the performer 
speaks directly to and often interacts with the audience. The content can follow a theme or 
be a series of separate jokes that range over different topics. The performance relies mainly 
on speaking delivery techniques supported by facial expressions and body language. It 
usually has few props and a minimal stage set. 

Good evening, folks. Great to see you all here! Hope you’re all pumped and ready for 
action. I am. Yeah, definitely. That’s me – ready for action. I’m an elite, super-primed 
comedy machine. This is me, flexing my comedy muscles. (Poses like a body builder.) 
Can you see my funny bone? Tickles your fancy, does it? Check out my humerus! 
Pretty hilarious, right? Yeah, definitely!

Hey, have you noticed that when you see top athletes being interviewed on TV, 
they’re always saying that? Nah, I don’t mean that they’re saying they’re all pumped 
and ready for action – but, come to think of it, most of them probably are. Unless of 
course they’ve just finished the match or whatever, then they’ll probably be saying 
how they gave it their all or something … 

Yeah, nah. I mean they’re always saying, 
“Yeah, definitely!” Like, the interviewer 
will ask them if it was tough out there and 
they’ll say, “Yeah, definitely!” Or they’ll 
be asked if they’re looking forward to the 
finals next week and, no kidding, they’ll 
say it again, “Yeah, definitely!” For real. 
The answer to just about any question. 
That’s what those sports stars say,  
“Yeah, definitely!” You listen next time  
any of them are being interviewed, count 
the times they say it. It’ll be heaps, man! 
Yeah, definitely! 
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3. Spoken comedy

Public speaking: Littering
A public speech using comedy is also delivered to a live audience and relies on delivery 
skills similar to stand-up comedy. The content, however, is more likely to focus on just one 
topic. Its purpose is also usually more than only to entertain. The aim could be to encourage 
the audience to think about a relatively serious subject but the speech uses comedy to get 
them there. 

So it’s public speaking time of year again: that time when we’re given a topic and 
asked to prepare then deliver a speech to you, our captive audience. And this year 
the topic is – drum roll please, you know what’s coming, don’t you? It’s Littering! You 
were excited when you heard that was the topic, weren’t you? No? Well, I was and I’ll 
tell you why.

This year I get to talk about my favourite topic, even have a little rant about it, so settle 
in and get ready to listen. But don’t worry – I’m not going to talk about literal litter, like 
those floating islands of plastic waste taking over our oceans or the disgusting little 
messes lots of you naughty people leave round the playground after lunch. That stuff 
matters of course, but I’m sure plenty of other people will talk about it. No, I want to 
talk about litter in a literary sense, not a literal one. My concern is with the littering of 
words, written or spoken. Words that are throw-away, words that are pointless and 
sometimes poisonous and can leave a real mess for someone else to clear up, just 
like literal littering does. Let me explain. 
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Comprehension questions 

Content 
1.	 Explain, in your own words, what stand-up comedy means.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 Explain, in your own words, what public speaking (or giving a public speech) means.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

3.	 Explain, in your own words, what the stand-up example “Super-primed comedy machine” 
is about.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

4.	 Explain, in your own words, what angle the public speaking example is going to take 
within the general topic of littering.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Purpose 
1.	 Why would someone perform the stand-up example? How do you know?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 Why is the speaker making the “Littering” public speech? How do you know?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Audience 
1.	 Who would be listening to the stand-up example? How do you know?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 Who would be listening to the “Littering” public speech? How do you know? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

3. Spoken comedy
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Comedy-related language features

Written language 
1.	 In the chart below, next to each sample from “Super-primed comedy machine” or 

“Littering”, write one or more of the written language features from the box that 
describe it. Then discuss your choices with others to see if they have identified the same 
feature(s) for each sample.

Written language features

Colloquial language Alliteration Anecdote Appeal Repetition

Inclusive language Parallel structure Adjective Connotation Pronoun

Rhetorical question Incomplete sentence Exclamation Imagery Pun

Sample Matching feature(s)

(a)	Hope you’re all pumped and ready for action.

(b)	… drum roll please, you know what’s coming, 
don’t you? 

(c)	Check out my humerus! Pretty hilarious, right?

(d)	No? Well, I was and I’ll tell you why.

(e)	Nah, I don’t mean that they’re saying they’re all 
pumped and ready for action …

(f)	 I’m not going to talk about literal litter …

(g)	Yeah, nah.

(h)	… like those floating islands of plastic waste 
taking over our oceans …

(i)	 For real. The answer to just about any question.

(j)	 Words that are throw-away, words that are 
pointless and sometimes poisonous …

2.	 Choose a language sample from one of the spoken comedy examples that you think is 
clearly funny. It can be one of the samples used above or a different one.

(a)	 Copy your choice here.

_____________________________________________________________________________

(b)	 Explain why you think this sample is so funny. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

(c)	 Discuss your choice and explanation with others.

3. Spoken comedy
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Oral language 
The spoken comedy examples are presented as pieces of written language. However, like 
any kind of speech, they are meant to be spoken aloud to a live audience. In the chart below, 
explain how and when each of the oral language features could add to the humour of either 
delivery. Try reading the stand-up routine and/or the speech aloud to see what works best. 

Feature How and when this could add humour

Intonation

Pause

Volume

Pitch

Pace 

Visual language 
Think about the role of visual language if a speaker was delivering either of the spoken 
comedy examples live to an audience. In the next chart, explain how and when each visual 
language feature could add to the humour of either delivery. Try delivering the stand-up 
routine and/or the speech yourself to an audience to see what works best.

Feature How and when this could add humour

Facial 
expressions

Eye contact

Hand gestures

Stance

Movement

Props

Talk about it
Discuss your choice of humorous oral and visual language features with others. Do they 
agree with you about what would work best?

3. Spoken comedy
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Create your own spoken comedy

Use one of the spoken comedy examples to get some ideas about writing either a stand-up 
routine or a public speech yourself. Here are some more guidelines to get you started. 

•	 Choose a topic: The purpose of your stand-up routine will be to entertain the audience 
and make them laugh. Your public speech should likewise entertain the audience and make 
them laugh but it should have a message as well, such as about littering. To get some 
ideas, think about any stand-up performances or speeches that have appealed to your 
sense of humour. 

•	 Identify your audience: Know what kind of people you will be speaking to so that you 
can target your content to that particular group. Think in terms of age and interests. Make 
sure that the content and humour of your spoken comedy are suitable for the classroom.

•	 Research: Find out as much as you can about your chosen topic. Use books, the internet, 
experts and personal experience to gather material you can use in your stand-up routine 
or speech.

•	 Content: Many stand-up routines challenge ideas about what’s okay to say in public, 
often deliberately saying things that might shock or offend. You don’t need to go that 
far to make people laugh. Give your spoken comedy a good opening to hook people 
in, making them listen and hopefully smile and laugh. Also include enough interesting 
information and/or entertaining stories to keep people listening. For a speech, end with a 
clear message. You can end stand-up more abruptly. Write a brief outline of your spoken 
comedy, indicating what material you will use at each stage.

•	 Writing: As you write your spoken comedy, think about what features of written 
language could make it more humorous. Write a first draft and then revise it, introducing 
or replacing any sections to add to the comedy impact. Ask someone to read the written 
text of your spoken comedy and give feedback on your progress.

•	 Preparation: Practise delivering your spoken comedy. If possible, learn the text 
(especially the stand-up routine) by heart so you can make more eye contact with your 
audience as you speak. Think about what oral and visual language features would add to 
the comedy impact of your delivery.

•	 Delivery: Deliver your spoken comedy to an audience, using oral and visual features to 
make it as entertaining as you can. The delivery of a stand-up routine is usually more 
relaxed and casual than the delivery of a public speech.

•	 Evaluation: Consider how well your spoken comedy went, what you were happy with 
and what you would like to improve the next time you deliver a stand-up routine or 
speech. Ask for some oral or written feedback from your audience to find out how much 
they enjoyed the comedy you delivered. 

3. Spoken comedy
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4. Cartoon

Your choice: A single picture frame
Cartoons rely heavily on visual language to get their message across. Many also include 
some written text to create a stronger message. Cartoons often appear in newspapers 
and magazines, on posters and sometimes on walls as graffiti. They are normally just 
one picture. A story that consists of a number of picture frames, with some development 
between one frame and the next, is usually called a comic or a graphic novel (see Section 6).

The visual language in many cartoons is a simple black-and-white line drawing, although 
some have more detailed artwork and/or include colour. A cartoon tends to exaggerate some 
of the features of its subjects to make them more humorous. 

If you have a favourite cartoon or cartoon artist, choose one of their works to use for 
the activities on this topic. Alternatively, you could search for cartoons in the library, in 
newspapers, magazines or books, or online. Look for works that you find funny but make 
sure they are suitable for the classroom. Some cartoons, like some other forms of comedy, 
can push the limits to become offensive.

If you don’t have time to find a suitable cartoon, use one of the following examples.

SILLY GOOSE

HUG ME TIGHT
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Comprehension questions 

Use a suitable cartoon of your choice to answer these questions.

Cartoon author: _________________________ Source: ________________________________

Content 
1.	 Explain, in your own words, the message given in this cartoon.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 What written text is part of the content of this cartoon?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

3.	 What visual text is part of the content of this cartoon?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Purpose 
1.	 What is the purpose of this cartoon? How do you know?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 What makes this cartoon suit its purpose?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Audience 
The target audience for this cartoon is the people most likely to understand its message. 
Who is the target audience? How do you know?

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

4. Cartoon
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Comedy-related language features

Written language 
Although your cartoon is likely to contain very little written language, any written text it does 
have will be chosen for its comedic effect. 

1.	 Look in your chosen cartoon for each written language feature listed in the chart below 
and record any examples. If you can’t find one or more of these features in your cartoon, 
find some examples from other cartoons that do match. Then discuss your choices with 
others to see if they have found similar examples for each feature.

Language feature Cartoon text example

Pun

Cliché 

Metaphor

Alliteration

Allusion

2.	 If your cartoon contains a written text feature other than the ones listed above, what do 
you think it could be? Find another written language term from the Glossary of language 
features that appears in your chosen cartoon, giving it more comedy impact. Record your 
findings in the next chart.

Language feature Cartoon text example

3.	 Discuss your choices with others.

4. Cartoon
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Visual language 
1.	 Explain how your chosen cartoon uses each visual language feature in the chart to add to 

the comedy impact.

Feature How this adds to the comedy impact

Layout

Relative size

Perspective

Images

Symbols

2.	 If your chosen cartoon is presented in black and white, you can use it for this activity. If 
it isn’t, use one of the black-and-white examples provided. In the next chart, explain how 
colour could add to the comedy impact of each visual language feature in the cartoon. 

Feature How colour could add to its comedy impact

Layout

Lettering/fonts

Images

Symbols

3.	 Create a coloured version of the cartoon to test your ideas. Discuss your choices and 
explanations with others. 

4. Cartoon
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Create your own cartoon

Use your chosen cartoon to give you some ideas about creating a cartoon yourself. Here are 
some other guidelines to get you started. 

•	 Choose a topic: Your cartoon should be funny, but also appropriate for the classroom. 
It could be just a general silly joke or it could be satirical, like some political cartoons, 
commenting humorously on something that is happening locally, nationally or internationally.

•	 Identify your audience: Know what kind of people will be interested in your cartoon 
topic so that you can target your content to that particular group. Your topic/message may 
also help you to identify the best place to publish or display a cartoon like this.

•	 Research: Look at real cartoons with a similar comedic purpose in books, magazines 
or newspapers or on the internet for ideas you might use. Displays of graffiti in public 
spaces, galleries or books could also help to inspire you.

•	 Content: Your cartoon needs to have immediate impact to hook people in and make 
them look for longer. It must leave your audience with a clear message, even from a brief 
glance. A successful cartoon will stay in people’s minds and thoughts for a long time. 
And, as a comedy cartoon, the lasting impact should be one that makes the audience 
smile and laugh. Draw up a brief outline of your cartoon, indicating what images you will 
use and where.

•	 Writing: While your cartoon will not have much written text, you can use single words 
to add to its impact if you wish. Think about what written language features could make 
your cartoon more effective. 

•	 Layout: Refer back to your outline to check where you will place all the visual features and 
what images you will include. Think carefully about how you can add impact and increase 
the humorous effect by using relative size, style, colour, background and frame. Create a 
first draft and then revise it, introducing or replacing any details to add to the comic impact. 
Ask someone to look at your draft copy and give feedback on your progress.

•	 Publication: Create your cartoon by hand or on a computer. Make your final hard copy 
big enough for people to view all details easily. Display your cartoon on the wall of your 
classroom. It may also be suitable to publish in your school newsletter or magazine or on 
your school website. 

•	 Evaluation: Consider how effective your finished cartoon is, what you are happy with 
and what you would like to improve the next time you create a cartoon. Ask for some oral 
or written feedback from others to find out how well your cartoon entertained them and 
made them laugh. 

4. Cartoon
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A biography is the story of a person’s life written by someone else (whereas in an 
autobiography, someone writes their own life story). Some biographies are about comedy 
artists because they are well-known entertainers and readers are interested in that person 
or in people like them. A biography can be a full-length book about one person or several 
people, or a brief overview of a person’s life such as the one below, which might appear in a 
magazine or resource book.

It’s likely that you’ve already heard of Charlie Chaplin. You’ve probably seen pictures 
of him with his trademark hat, coat, trousers and boots, his toothbrush moustache, 
his walking stick and his famous funny walk. This Chaplin “look” was first seen on 
screen in a 1914 short film called Mabel’s Strange Predicament. It was so popular that 
Chaplin appeared as the same character in many other short and feature-length silent 
films. This character, often called “the little tramp”, has delighted audiences for years 
and became the best-known face of Charlie Chaplin, but the life story of this famous 
comedian involves more than belly-laughs. 

Charles Spencer Chaplin was born in London, 
England on 16 April 1889. His parents were 
both performers, well known for their singing 
and acting on stage. Tragically, his father died 
by the time Charlie was 10 years old and his 
mother also became ill. But by this time Charlie 
and his brother, Sydney, were already talented 
performers so they were able to use these skills 
to take care of themselves.

Charlie’s first paid performances were as a 
member of a group called The Eight Lancashire 
Lads. He soon gained a reputation as a great 
dancer and then, at around the age of 12, was 
given an acting role as Billy the page boy in 
a stage show of Sherlock Holmes. The next 
important step for Charlie was becoming a 
comedian on the vaudeville stage. As a member 
of the Fred Karno Repertoire Company, he 
travelled across the Atlantic to the United States 
of America in 1910, the year he turned 21. 
Charlie soon proved his popularity with American 
audiences. When he travelled there again with 
the Fred Karno performers in 1912, he was 
approached with an offer to appear in film.

5. Non-fiction – biography

Example: “Charlie Chaplin – silent  
screen superstar”
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It was his early film roles that made Charlie 
Chaplin so famous. The absence of sound in 
these films was another part of his special 
appeal. His comedy came from visual effects: 
costume, body language, facial expressions, 
props and sets. Watch some examples online 
(such as on YouTube, http://tinyurl.com/j3ljo9k). 
As this type of comedy had universal appeal, he 
became famous not only in the United States of 
America, where most of his films were made, 
and in England, where he was born, but also in 
any country with movie theatres where people 
could watch him on the silver screen. 

Chaplin himself was aware that much of the 
international comic appeal of his “little tramp” 
character could be lost once the talkies arrived. As he spoke English, a spoken 
performance would cut out all viewers who did not speak it. In addition, Charlie’s very 
British accent would distance him from many American viewers. Even when films 
could be made with recorded sound and dialogue, Chaplin chose to make pictures 
using music and sound effects rather than dialogue. Modern Times, the last film he 
made featuring “the little tramp”, was the only one in which the character was heard 
at all and even then he was not speaking but instead sang in French and Italian.  

Although Charlie Chaplin is usually remembered as a comic genius, his life story and 
accomplishments extend far beyond than that. With further research you could find 
out more about his family life, along with his ability to sing, perform and compose 
music, to write books, to direct and produce films, and to comment on world affairs. 
Charlie Chaplin died on 25 December 1977.

5. Non-fiction – biography
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Comprehension questions 

Content 
1.	 Explain, in your own words, what makes the example biography of Charlie Chaplin a story 

about comedy.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 The example biography is presented in six paragraphs. Explain, in your own words, what 
information each paragraph covers.

1st	 ____________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2nd	 ____________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

3rd	 ____________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

4th	 ____________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

5th	 ____________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

6th	 ____________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Purpose 
Why do you think Charlie Chaplin’s life story is worth telling?

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

Audience 
Who do you think would like to read Charlie Chaplin’s biography? Why?

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

5. Non-fiction – biography
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Comedy-related language features

Written language
1.	 In the chart below, next to each sample from “Charlie Chaplin – silent screen superstar”, 

write one or more of the written language features from the box that describe it. Then 
discuss your choices with others to see if they have identified the same feature(s) for 
each sample.

Written language features

Formal language Adjective Conjunction Metaphor Jargon

Inclusive language Parallel structure Alliteration Emotive language Evidence

Sample Matching feature(s) 

(a)	… feature-length … vaudeville … movie theatres … 
talkies …

(b)	Charles Spencer Chaplin was born in London, 
England on 16 April 1889.

(c)	… toothbrush moustache …

(d)	… popular … universal appeal … comic genius …

(e)	… and … but … Although …

(f)	 … delighted audiences … Tragically, his father died …

(g)	You’ve probably seen … 

(h)	… to sing … to write books … to direct …  
to comment …

(i)	 Chaplin himself was aware …

(g)	… famous funny walk … Lancashire Lads … proved 
his popularity …

2.	 Choose another language sample from the example biography that you think is effective 
language for a biography about a comedy artist. 

(a)	 Copy your choice here.

_____________________________________________________________________________

(b)	 Explain why you think this sample is effective language for a biography about a 
comedy artist. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

(c)	 Discuss your choice and explanation with others.

5. Non-fiction – biography
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Visual language 
Like other non-fiction books, many biographies include visual elements such as maps, 
diagrams and photographs to help make the story more real in the mind of the reader. 
The brief biography “Charlie Chaplin – silent screen superstar” contains only two visual 
elements. However, a longer biography of Charlie Chaplin would no doubt make good use of 
more visual language features. (You may be able to find a biography about him in your school 
or community library.)

1.	 Suggest some examples of each of the visual language features listed in the chart  
below and explain how they could be used to illustrate written information in Charlie 
Chaplin’s biography.  

Feature Examples How these could help tell Chaplin’s story

Photographs

Maps

Sketches

2.	 The cover of a book can be an effective way of hooking in readers. 

(a)	Think about what could be on the cover of a book titled Charlie Chaplin: Silent screen 
superstar to convince readers that the book is worth reading, especially for those who 
are interested in comedy. In the next chart, explain how you would use the following 
visual language features on this cover.

Feature How to use this feature effectively on the cover

Fonts

Images

Perspective

Colour

Layout

(b)	Sketch a draft of the book cover to illustrate your ideas. 

(c)	Discuss your ideas for the cover design with others. What works? What could  
be improved?

5. Non-fiction – biography
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Write your own biography of a  
comedy artist

Use the example biography “Charlie Chaplin – silent screen superstar” to get some ideas 
about writing a biography on a comedy artist yourself. Here are some more guidelines to get 
you started. 

•	 Choose a subject: You may already have a comedy artist in mind as a subject for your 
biography. If you’re stuck for ideas, try a library or Google search for famous comedy artists. 
Your subject could be someone who works in film, on stage, on radio or even as a comic or 
graphic novel artist. Target your search to the kind of people or type of comedy that you find 
most appealing – that way you should find a subject who will interest others as well. 

•	 Identify your audience: Target the content and language of this biography to a particular 
type of reader. The audience could be people of all ages. However, it is probably easier for 
you to target readers of your own age or younger as you are more likely to know what will 
work with them.

•	 Research: Find out as much as you can about your chosen subject. If it is a well-known 
person, you may find plenty of information available in books, articles, films and/or TV 
series. In researching, you will need to find accurate details because non-fiction must be 
factually correct. Warning – not all internet sites have accurate information! Use at least 
two different sources to cross-check facts.

•	 Content: 

–	 It is unlikely that you could write a whole book for this activity. Instead, write a brief 
biography of one to three pages, including an introduction or overview. 

–	 Plan how you will break up the biography, how many subheadings it will have and what 
part of the life story each section will cover. 

–	 Think about what visual elements you could add to your biography – such as 
photographs, sketches, copies of advertising posters – to bring the personality and 
their comedy work to life. List the elements you think you will use and explain where 
each one would appear in the biography and why it is there. 

–	 Decide what written language techniques could help make your biography more 
interesting and memorable.

•	 Writing: Write a first draft of your brief biography. Revise what you have written, 
introducing or replacing any sections to add to the impact. Ask someone to read your 
draft and give feedback. Make any necessary changes to content, language features, 
grammar, spelling and punctuation.

•	 Presentation: Whether you handwrite or word-process your biography, set it out clearly 
and neatly. Make your handwriting or chosen font easy to read in terms of style and size. 
Display the final copy of your biography on the classroom wall or a class web page. 

•	 Evaluation: Consider how effectively your biography tells the life story of your chosen 
comedy artist, what you are happy with and what you would like to improve. Ask for 
some oral or written feedback from your audience to find out how much they liked your 
biography idea – is it a story they would like to read?

5. Non-fiction – biography
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6. Comic or graphic novel

Your choice: Many picture frames

Note to teacher
Your classroom or school library may have a good collection of material to use for this topic. If not:
•	 for New Zealand teachers, try the National Library of New Zealand website (http://schools.natlib.

govt.nz/creating-readers/genres-and-read-alouds/graphic-novels) for some helpful suggestions about 
graphic novels for different age groups

•	 for Australian teachers, try the website of your state school or library service or search online 
for “Australian school libraries advice about graphic novels” or “humorous comics or graphic 
novels for younger readers”. 

Many comics and graphic novels explore comedy and aim to make people smile and laugh. 
As printed texts, they tell stories using static pictures (not video) and a limited amount of 
written text. Some of these publications have no written text at all, telling the story entirely 
through pictures. 

1.	 To complete the activities on this topic, choose a suitable comic or graphic novel that has 
comedy at its core. Look at home or in your school library for a good choice. Also ask your 
teacher to check that your choice is appropriate for classroom study.

2.	 Record the details about your chosen comic or graphic novel in the chart below.

My chosen comic or graphic novel

Title

Illustrator

Format (eg, comic 
or graphic novel)

Colour or black 
and white

Comedy style

3.	 Talk about your choice with others in your class. Sort all the chosen publications into 
different sets based on what they have in common. For example, you could group them 
by their length, illustration style, subject matter and/or type of comedy. 

Doing this will help you think more clearly about the activities on this topic. It may change 
your mind about which comedy-related comic or graphic novel you use as the basis for 
the different activities. 



© Essential Resources Educational Publishers Ltd
44

Comprehension questions 

Answer these questions using a suitable comic or graphic novel of your choice.

Content 
1.	 Explain, in your own words, the story that happens in your chosen publication.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 Your chosen publication is made up of a collection of visual frames. Choose five of its 
frames. In your own words, explain what information each of those frames gives. 

1st	 ____________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2nd	 ____________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

3rd	 ____________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

4th	 ____________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

5th	 ____________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Purpose 
Is this publication intended to educate or just to entertain? How do you know?

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

Audience 
What do the language features tell you about the target audience for this publication? Who is 
likely to enjoy it the most?

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

6. Comic or graphic novel
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Comedy-related language features

Answer these questions using your chosen comic or graphic novel. Your choice of 
publication here should include at least some examples of written text.

Written language 
1.	 The written language in most comics and graphic novels appears in captions, thought 

bubbles and/or speech bubbles. In the chart below, give examples of written language 
from your chosen publication and note whether each is a caption, thought or speech. 

Written language Caption, thought or speech?

2.	 The written language features in the next chart are used many in comics and graphic 
novels. Find an example of each one in your chosen publication and explain how using it 
adds to the comedy or humour.

Written language 
feature

Example How this adds to the comedy or humour

!

…

CAPITAL LETTERS

Incomplete 
sentences

3.	 Choose one piece of written language from your chosen publication – either a caption 
or a speech bubble – that you think clearly helps to add comedy or humour. Write your 
example and then explain why you think it works so well.

Example: _______________________________________________________________________

Impact: _________________________________________________________________________

4.	 Would your chosen publication have as much comedy if it used visual language only, 
without any written text? Why or why not? Discuss your ideas with a partner.

6. Comic or graphic novel
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Visual language 
1.	 In the chart below, explain how your chosen publication uses each visual language feature 

to add to the comedy or humour.

Feature How this adds to the comedy or humour

Layout

Perspective

Facial 
expressions of 
characters

Body language 
of characters

Symbols

2.	 Some comics and graphic novels are presented in black and white. In the next chart, 
explain how your chosen publication uses or could use colour to add to the comedy of its 
visual language features. 

Feature How colour could help this feature to add to the visual comedy

Layout

Lettering/fonts

Images

3.	 If your chosen publication is presented in black and white, create a coloured version of 
some of its frames to test your ideas. If the frames are already coloured, choose one 
of them and change colours in a way that you think will increase the comedy element. 
Discuss your choices and explanations with others. 

6. Comic or graphic novel
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Create your own comic 

Use your chosen comic or graphic novel, and those chosen by your classmates, to get some 
ideas about creating a comic yourself (or a graphic novel if you have time). Here are some 
more guidelines to get you started. 

•	 Choose a topic: Your comic novel should focus on comedy and humour but can also tell 
a story with a beginning, middle and end. Think about any stories you have read or heard 
before – would they work well in comic form?

•	 Identify your audience: Know what kind of people will be interested in your chosen 
story topic so that you can target your content to that particular group. The topic will 
influence the whole style of your work and its written and visual features.

•	 Research: Look at other comics and/or graphic novels with a similar comedy focus to find 
ideas you might use in your own work. Find out if your school library has any comics or 
graphic novels that you can refer to. 

•	 Content: Your comic needs to have immediate impact to hook people in, making them 
laugh and want to carry on reading and looking. A successful comic will stay in people’s 
minds and thoughts for a long time. Write a brief outline of your comic, indicating what 
text and images you will use in each frame.

•	 Writing: Although your comic will have little written text, think carefully about how to use 
the few words you include as captions, thought bubbles or speech bubbles so that they 
have the best effect. You can use single words as part of the impact if you wish – these 
often convey sound effects using onomatopoeia, for example, WHOOSH! BOOM!! Think 
about what other language features could add comedy and humour to your comic as well. 

•	 Layout: In choosing the visual features that you will use in your comic, think carefully about 
where you will place all the elements; what images you will include; how you can use 
relative size, style, colour, background and frame to add impact and increase the level of 
humour. Create a first draft and then revise it, introducing or replacing any details to add to 
the impact. Ask someone to look at your draft copy and give feedback on your progress.

•	 Publication: Produce your comic by hand or on a computer. Make your final hard copy big 
enough for people to view all details easily. Display your comic in your classroom or on a 
class web page.

•	 Evaluation: Consider how effective and humorous your 
finished comic is, what you are happy with and what you 
would like to improve the next time you create a comic or 
extend yourself by creating a graphic novel. Ask for some 
oral or written feedback from others to find out how well 
your comic entertained them. 

6. Comic or graphic novel
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7. Comedy play script

Example: “Cinderfella”

Theatre is one of the oldest forms of comedy, dating back to Classical Greece. Although 
stage comedy can be improvised, it usually starts with a written script. The extract below 
comes from a play. If you can read the full play script (see the details at the end of this 
script), it will help you to respond to the activities in more detail. Or you could use another 
suitable stage play script – which may be written, or one that is recorded as audio or video.

Cinderfella
Narrator: 	 Cinderfella lives with his stepfather and his two big, ugly stepbrothers. 

Right now, he’s not a very happy fella. His stepfather won’t let him go 
to the biggest game of the year.

Cinderfella:	 But why can’t I go to the big game? I really want to play and they’ll be 
picking the state team.

Stepfather:	 No way, Cinderfella! You just don’t measure up. Now, if you had my 
great genes like these two handsome lads do, it might be different. 
After all, I once played at state level.

Stepbrother 1:	 Yeah, and we’re going to be picked for the state team too, if we ever 
get to the game. 

Stepbrother 2:	 We’re not going to get there if you don’t hurry up, Cinderfella. Have 
you finished cleaning our boots?

Narrator: 	 Cinderfella watches glumly as the rest of the family set off for the big 
game without him. They’ve told him he has to have a big feed ready 
when they return.
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Cinderfella:	 It’s not fair. I’m a better player than either 
of those two. I’m sure I’d get picked for 
the state team if only I could play. But I 
can’t even go to the game.

Narrator: 	 Cinderfella hears a knock at the door. He 
answers it. A girl is standing there.

Fay:	 Hi, I’m Fay. Are you Cinderfella?

Cinderfella:	 Yes, that’s me. What do you want?

Fay:	 I called by to check if you’re going to the 
big game. Someone told me you’re a 
pretty good player.

Cinderfella:	 I’d love to go and play in the game, but 
it’s too late now.

Fay:	 Never too late, mate. Let me guess, you 
haven’t got any kit and you haven’t got 
a way to get there? No worries, I’ve got 
all the gear you need in my car. It’s out at 
the gate waiting to take you to the game.

Cinderfella:	 Thank you so much! But why are you helping me?

Fay:	 Just think of me as your fairy godmother.

Source: “Cinderfella”, in Marie Langley, 2007, Readers Theatre, Book 4 (Essential Resources). © Marie Langley and 
Essential Resources. Reproduced with permission.

7. Comedy play script
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Comprehension questions 

Content 
1.	 Who are the characters in this play? (Note: Only some of the characters are named in the 

script extract. Name them and try to predict what other characters might appear later. If 
you can read the full script, you will be able to record the full character list here.)

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 Explain, in your own words, what is happening in this play. Can you see any pattern 
emerging that might predict what will happen?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

3.	 A play script can include some lines from a narrator (as in the example) and/or some stage 
instructions to be performed rather than heard. The rest of the script is dialogue, which 
will be spoken aloud. In your own words, explain what each of these methods adds to  
the story.

Narrator and/or stage instructions: _________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Dialogue: _______________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Purpose 
What do you think this play aims to make you think and feel? How do you know?

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

Audience 
Who do you think is the target audience for this play? Explain how you know.

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

7. Comedy play script
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Comedy-related language features 

1.	 In the chart below, next to each sample from “Cinderfella”, write one or more of the 
written language features from the box that describe it. Then discuss your choices with 
others to see if they have identified the same feature(s) for each sample.

Written language features

Exclamation Understatement Punctuation Parallel structure Repetition

Pun Colloquial language Metaphor Emotive language Rhyme

Adjective Allusion Alliteration Appeal Connotation

Sample Matching feature(s)

(a)	… he has to have a big feed ready …

(b)	Never too late, mate. 

(c)	You just don’t measure up.

(d)	… you haven’t got any kit and you haven’t 
got a way to get there?

(e)	… two big, ugly stepbrothers …

(f)	 No worries …

(g)	… a pretty good player.

(h)	Cinderfella watches glumly …

(i)	 No way, Cinderfella!

(j)	 Just think of me as your fairy godmother.

2.	 Choose one of the language samples above or another one from “Cinderfella” or another 
play script that you think is effective comedy. 

(a)	 Copy your choice here.

_____________________________________________________________________________

(b)	 Explain why you think this sample is so effective as comedy for the theatre. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

(c)	 Discuss your choice and explanation with others. 

7. Comedy play script
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Visual language 
Explain how and when each of the following visual language features could add to the 
comedy in “Cinderfella”.

Feature How and when this could add to the comedy 

Facial 
expressions

Body language

Costume  
and props

Background / 
stage set

Oral language 
Explain how and when each of the following oral language features could add to the comedy 
in “Cinderfella”.

Feature How and when this could add to the comedy

Intonation

Pause

Volume

Pitch

Pace

Music

Sound effects

Perform it
Use the script of “Cinderfella” to perform the play, either on stage or as a radio play. Add 
extra visual and oral effects if you wish. Record the performance and discuss with others 
how well you think it works as a comedy play. 

7. Comedy play script
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7. Comedy play script

Write your own comedy play script

Use “Cinderfella” and/or other comedy play scripts to get some ideas about writing a 
comedy play script yourself. Here are some more guidelines to get you started. 

•	 Choose a topic: If you wish (and especially if you haven’t read the whole play script), 
write the rest of “Cinderfella” based on the script opening provided. It is up to you to 
decide what happens next and how the whole story will pan out. As you’ve no doubt 
realised, “Cinderfella” is based on the well-known fairytale Cinderella, with a few 
changes and twists to the plot to make it more humorous. Alternatively, choose your own 
story that you think will make a good comedy play. Like “Cinderfella”, your play script 
could be a take-off of another well-known story.

•	 Identify your audience: Know the kind of people who would be likely to enjoy reading, 
watching or listening to this play so that you can target your content and language to that 
particular group. Aiming for people your own age may be easier as you know what will 
work for them.

•	 Research: If you are basing your script on Cinderella or another well-known story, 
brainstorm more details about the characters and plot, and how you can make the story 
different from and funnier than the original. Look for some already published plays, 
including in the library and on the internet, if you think you need more material.

•	 Content: 

–	 Make your play funny and entertaining so that it holds the attention of your audience. 
Keep the laughs going. 

–	 Think carefully about what will happen, how one crazy thing could lead to another crazy 
thing and how the whole story will end. 

–	 Consider what other characters you might need for the dialogue, what sound effects 
and music you will use and when each of your choices will add humour and make the 
story “laugh-out-loud” funny.

•	 Writing: As you write your script, think about what features of written language could 
make your play more effective as a comedy. Write a first draft and then revise it, 
introducing or replacing any sections to add to the humour. Ask someone to read your 
written copy and give feedback on your progress.

•	 Presentation: Your play could just be a written script, or it could include visual or oral 
features for a performance. You could perform your play live or record it to share with 
your class. Or you can just share the written play script.

•	 Evaluation: Consider how effective your finished play is, what you are happy with and 
what you would like to improve the next time you write a comedy play. Ask for some  
oral or written feedback from others to find out how much they enjoyed the humour in 
this play. 
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8. Comedy on screen

Your choice: Comedy programme

How popular is comedy on screen?
Many people enjoy watching comedy on television or on the internet through sites such as 
YouTube and Vimeo. Use one of the following methods to get an idea of how popular such 
on-screen programmes are:

•	 Check out the broadcasting schedule for all the channels available on your TV in your 
local newspaper or TV guide. Circle all the programmes that have something to do with 
comedy. Estimate how many hours of comedy-related viewing are offered across all the 
TV channels on any one day. And keep in mind that your total is just on TV. Imagine if you 
could add all the hours of comedy material available on the internet! Plus of course many 
full-length films at the cinema are comedies as well.

•	 Survey a group of people of all ages to find out how many of them like to watch comedy 
programmes. For more detailed findings, break your results down by age, gender and 
which types of comedy people prefer. Some comedy programmes are mainly watched 
by people of a particular age and gender. Some people only watch their preferred type of 
comedy such as certain series, animation, or comedy from a particular country. 

Your turn to choose
With the help of your teacher or another appropriate adult, choose a suitable comedy 
programme that you will use to complete the activities on this topic. It may be:

•	 a regular programme, using either cartoon animation or real actors

•	 a one-off production, such as a movie 

•	 a documentary about comedy in general or a specific comedy artist

•	 comedy used as a tool in advertising or some other kind of promotion designed to raise 
public awareness about an issue.

You may decide to make your choice as a class. Then your teacher may record a programme 
for you so that everyone in the class can watch and discuss the same language samples.

Alternatively each class member may choose to focus on a different comedy programme 
and then share the different features they discover. If possible, record the programme so 
that you can watch it more than once and pause and rewind if necessary to focus on its 
language of comedy features.

Record the details of the comedy programme you are studying.

Programme title: _________________________________________________________________

Source: __________________________________________________________________________

Type of comedy/humour: _________________________________________________________
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Comprehension questions 

Comedy programme: _______________________________________ (Write the name of the 
comedy programme you chose to study here.)

Content 
1.	 Explain, in your own words, what this comedy programme is about.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 This programme is made up of some written, some oral (sound) and some visual 
features. In your own words, explain how it shares comedy through each kind of feature. 

Written features:_________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Oral features:____________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Visual features:__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Purpose 
What is the reason for making and sharing this comedy programme? How do you know?

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

Audience 
Who do you think is the target audience for this comedy programme? Explain how you know.

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

8. Comedy on screen
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Comedy-related language features 

Comedy programme: _______________________________________ (Write the name of the 
comedy programme you chose to study here.)

1.	 Select 10 language samples from the programme you have chosen to study and write 
them in the chart below. Next to each sample, write one or more of the written language 
features from the box that describe it. If you find other written language features in your 
samples that are not mentioned in the box, you can add them to your chart too. Then 
discuss your choices with others to see if they agree with you.

Written language features

Adjective Simile Alliteration Bias Exclamation

Pun Hyperbole Colloquial language Allusion Rhetorical question 

Repetition Euphemism Emotive language Cliché Inclusive language

Sample Matching feature(s)

(a)	

(b)	

(c)	

(d)	

(e)	

(f)	

(g)	

(h)	

(i)	

(j)	

2.	 Choose the language sample from your list that you think is typical of comedy programmes.

(a)	 Copy your choice here.

_____________________________________________________________________________

(b)	 Explain what effect you think this sample has – how it keeps the audience entertained. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

(c)	 Discuss your choice and explanation with others.

8. Comedy on screen
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Oral language 
Explain how and when each of the oral language features in the chart below can be used in a 
comedy programme to provide more humour to entertain the audience. 

Feature How and when this could add to the humour

Pause

Volume

Pace 

Music 

Sound effects

Visual language 
Explain how and when each of the visual language features in the next chart can be used in 
a comedy programme to provide more humour to entertain the audience.  

Feature How and when this could add to the humour

Body language

Costume and 
make-up

Perspective/
camera angles

Props

Set 

Talk about it
When you have filled in the oral and visual language charts, share your ideas with others. 
You may find that different people have quite different ideas about what adds humour.

8. Comedy on screen



© Essential Resources Educational Publishers Ltd
58

Plan your own comedy programme

Use the comedy programme (or programmes) you studied to get some ideas for planning 
your own comedy programme. Here are some more guidelines to get you started.

•	 Choose a topic: Either model the idea for your comedy programme on the one you 
studied – using a similar format, content, style of presentation etc – or create your own 
variation if you think that will work better.

•	 Identify your audience: Know the kind of people who would be likely to enjoy watching 
this comedy programme so that you can target your content and language to that 
particular group. Aiming for people your own age may be easier as you know what will 
work for them.

•	 Research: Find out as much as you can about the topic you have chosen for your 
programme. For example, if you are setting it in a particular country at a particular time, 
and in a particular place such as a school, a shop, on a space station or on a farm, find out 
more details about the location and situation, as well as the characters who will feature 
in your programme. You could get your information from the internet, newspapers, 
magazines and/or the library.

•	 Content: Your programme needs to be funny and entertaining enough to hold viewers’ 
attention. Keep the action going. Think carefully about what storyline you will follow, 
and how much of the visual content will come through costume and acting skills and 
how much via the set and props. Consider what voices you might need for the spoken 
language, what sound effects and music you will use and when each will add the most 
humour. Also consider what different camera shots you could use and when you might 
add some special effects.

•	 Writing: Write at least some of the script for your comedy programme. If it is a half-hour 
programme or longer, you may not have time to script the whole thing. Think about 
what features of written language could make your programme more effective. Refer to 
the Glossary of language features for more ideas. Write a first draft and then revise it, 
introducing or replacing any sections that will add to the impact. Ask someone to read 
your script sample and give feedback.

•	 Presentation: The way you present your ideas will depend partly on how much time you 
have to spend on this activity. For example, you could:

–	 write a summary of all the ideas you have for your programme, including a sample of 
the script

–	 use a storyboard to show what at least part of the programme would look like – 
include script plus visual and oral features

–	 talk about your ideas to a group or your whole class

–	 film at least part of your programme and show it to your group or class.

•	 Evaluation: Consider how effective the comedy is for your programme idea, what 
you are happy with and what you would like to improve. Ask for some oral or written 
feedback from others to find out how keen they would be to watch this whole 
programme on screen.

8. Comedy on screen
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9. Comedy fiction  
	 (short and long)

Your choice: Favourite funny fiction 
Many people who enjoy comedy like reading humorous fiction stories. Remember that 
fiction means stories that are made up or that are not true. The story may have some 
elements of real life but it is not about real people and totally real events. Comedy fiction can 
be short stories or longer chapter books or novels. 

You probably have a favourite story or book that you like because it makes you laugh, smile 
and feel good when you read it. You may also have a favourite author who writes stories full 
of your kind of humour. But the fiction that you find funny is likely to change over time as 
your taste and interests change. Because different people can also differ in their sense of 
humour, some other people may not necessarily find the same fictional story funny.

1.	 What are your favourite comedy fiction stories? Brainstorm favourites with a group of 
classmates. Record everyone’s ideas on a whiteboard or large piece of paper. Then record 
your three favourites in the chart below.

Comedy fiction 
title and author

Summary of the story What is funny about it – why does 
it make you smile and laugh?

2.	 Choose one of the comedy fiction titles from the chart to use as you complete the 
activities on this topic. Alternatively decide on one title for everyone in your class to focus 
on – then you can have plenty of discussion about the activities. Read the story again 
before you begin the activities, if possible.

3.	 Write the name of your chosen story and explain why you chose it. 

Story title: _____________________________________________________________________

I chose it because: ______________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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Comprehension questions 

Comedy fiction: ______________________________________ (Write the title of the comedy 
story you chose to study here.)

Content 
1.	 Explain, in one sentence, what this story is about.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 In general, a short story has paragraphs whereas a novel has chapters. But both have 
a beginning, a middle and an end. For each of these parts of the story, identify a key 
chapter or paragraph that fits in this part. Write the chapter title, or the first few words of 
the paragraph, below.

At the beginning of the story:______________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

In the middle of the story:_________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

At the end of the story:___________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Purpose 
What do you think the writer wants you to think and feel when you read this story? How do 
you know?

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

Audience 
1.	 Who is likely to read this story? Identify the audience with details that might apply such 

as age and gender. 

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 What makes you think this is the target audience for the story?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

9. Comedy fiction (short and long)
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9. Comedy fiction (short and long)

Comedy-related language features 

Comedy fiction: ______________________________________ (Write the title of the comedy 
story you chose to study here.)

Written language 
1.	 Choose at least 10 of the written language features from the box and match each one to 

an example from the comedy story you have chosen to study. Record your choices in the 
chart below. Then discuss your choices with others to see if they agree with you.

Written language features

Adverb Foreshadowing Subjective viewpoint Direct speech Neologism 

Cliché Exclamation Incomplete sentence Metaphor Personification

Alliteration Adjective Descriptive language Euphemism Colloquial language

Language feature Example from my chosen comedy story

2.	 Choose a language sample from your comedy story that you think is effective comedy 
fiction writing. It can be one of the examples above or a different one from the same story. 

(a)	 Copy your choice here.

_ ___________________________________________________________________________

(b)	 Explain why you think this sample is effective comedy fiction writing. 

_ ___________________________________________________________________________

_ ___________________________________________________________________________

(c)	 Discuss your choice and explanation with others.
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Comedy fiction critique

Comedy fiction: ______________________________________ (Write the title of the comedy 
story you chose to study here.)

You have read your chosen comedy story and completed several activities that required you 
to look more closely at its features. Your challenge now is to apply some critical thinking 
skills and assess the story in terms of effective comedy writing. 

1.	 Focus on any aspects of this story that did not interest or entertain you. Write one 
example here.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 Describe what you believe is the weakness in this part of the story and explain why it did 
not interest or entertain you. 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

3.	 How would you change this part of the story to make it more entertaining?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

4.	 Explain how you would rewrite this part of story to make it more entertaining or amusing. 
If you have time, write a sample of your suggested text on another sheet of paper or  
a computer.

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

5.	 Share all the answers you have given for this activity with at least one other person who 
has completed the same activity. Talk about any further ideas you have for improving the 
comedy or entertainment value of this story. 

9. Comedy fiction (short and long)
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Write your own comedy short story 

Use the comedy story you identified in the earlier brainstorm to get some ideas for writing a 
comedy short story yourself. If your short story turns out well, you might turn it into a novel 
later! Here are some more guidelines to get you started.

•	 Choose a topic: Think carefully about the short stories and novels that you find funny. 
They may be about ordinary people, similar to you, who find themselves in really weird 
situations. Or they could use completely bizarre characters and situations to create that 
sense of the ridiculous. Based on the comedy scenarios you are familiar with, choose a 
topic that you think will work well for your short story. 

•	 Identify your audience: Know who will be reading your story so that you can target your 
content and language to that particular group. Aiming at your own age group and interests 
may make it easier for you to connect with the target audience.

•	 Research: Find out as much as you can about anything related to your topic that you’re 
not sure about. What details do you need to check about the setting or events in your 
story? Use books, the internet and personal experience to gather material you can use.

•	 Content: Your story needs a clear structure:

–	 Beginning: The opening sentence should hook in readers and make them want to 
continue reading. The first few paragraphs identify where and when the story is set. 
They also introduce the main character(s).

–	 Middle: Something will happen that triggers a series of events. This keeps readers 
involved, wanting to know what happens next. You should move smoothly from one 
paragraph to the next, such as by using linking words or phrases. And remember to 
include plenty of laugh-out-loud moments.

–	 Conclusion: The final couple of paragraphs usually resolve any issues raised during the 
story. But sometimes there is a final surprise, a twist at the end of the tale – a really 
hilarious one!

•	 Writing: As you write your story, think about what written language features could make 
your writing more effective. For example, you could use direct speech, recording exactly 
what the characters say to one another. Refer to the Glossary of language features for 
more ideas. Write a first draft and then revise it, introducing or replacing any sections to 
add to the humour and checking for anything that might make it boring or difficult for a 
reader to follow your story. Ask someone to read your story and give feedback. Make any 
necessary changes to content, language features, grammar, spelling and punctuation.

•	 Publication: When you’re happy with your writing, handwrite or word-process the final 
copy. Display your work on your classroom wall or on the school intranet.

•	 Evaluation: Consider how effectively your story works, what you are happy with and 
what you would like to improve the next time you write a comedy story. Ask for some 
oral or written feedback from your audience to find out how much they liked your story 
and what parts they found funniest.  

9. Comedy fiction (short and long)
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