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Introduction
Thank you for attending my presentation on October 10, 2009, at the TYCA Pacific Northwest conference. Here is an overview of my presentation, including material I didn’t have time to present.  I hope you can use these activities with your students, or that they can give you ideas for similar activities that meet your students’ needs and fit your teaching style.
If you have any questions about anything here, please contact me. 
Purpose of Presentation:
My purpose is to share some activities and assignments I have used that incorporate humor into writing classes (with an example or two from other classes, also).  I’ll look at this in two ways:

1. Show how I have used humorous texts to illustrate concepts that are important to writing.
2. Show how I have used humorous texts to help students incorporate humor in their writing. 

These two points get at the “engagement” part of my presentation title.  As I was planning it, I knew I would not have time to say much about “renewal.”  I was thinking about renewal in relation to the conference theme of renewing our sense of purpose, and I have some ideas about that which I’ve included at the end of this handout. 

Why Teach Humor?
There are a number of reasons why I incorporate activities and assignments that use humor in my classes: 
· Many students are interested in it.

· As comic relief (it is a nice break from “regular” academic writing). 

· It is a writing skill that students can learn.

· Writing something that gets a positive reaction from classmates helps students develop confidence.

· It is a characteristic of writing (and language) students can understand better. (How does humor work? What makes something funny?)

· It is useful to explore the rhetorical potential of humor. (What can humor help a writer do? What makes humor effective?)
In the past, some people have reacted negatively to my ideas about incorporating humor in classes, arguing that it is too informal and not relevant for college writing.  My response to that is that humor is a writing strategy that may be used in any writing situation, regardless of how formal it is.  Humor is an effective way to engage an audience, whoever that audience may be.  For that reason, humor is also good pedagogy.  Teaching is, after all, a rhetorical situation, and we ought to be looking for new ways to communicate effectively with our audience.  Humor is not the only way to do that, but it can be a good strategy. 
I also would argue that humor for its own sake isn’t what I’m recommending.  Just showing students something they can laugh at and then going on to something else would be a purely gratuitous use of humor that isn’t connected to pedagogy or that expects students to make the connections themselves.  Anything we do in a classroom, whether funny or not, should have connections to the objectives of the course, and we should, by means of class discussion, group activities, or assignments, make those connections. 
	COMIC RELIEF: I work with a guy who has very strict policies for his students.  The other day I overheard him reading a student the riot act for being an hour late to class.  When the student said he had a good reason for being late, my colleague demanded to know what it was.  “I was sideswiped on my way to class this morning,” the student said. 

   “That took an hour?” 




Humorous Text that Illustrate Important Writing Concepts: #1
Here are 6 examples of funny stuff I use to help students understand key ideas about writing.  
	TEXT
	Victor Borge’s “Phonetic Punctuation”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lF4qii8S3gw
In this sketch from his stage act, Borge reads a story and inserts sound effects to represent punctuation marks.



	CLASS
	I use this in developmental writing classes, although it could also be used in lessons about punctuation with any class. 


	PURPOSE
	To introduce and illustrate the idea that punctuation is a convention of written language, not spoken language, as part of my initial instruction about punctuation editing. 
 

	ACTIVITY / ASSIGNMENT
	This is typically a 5-10 minute discussion activity. I show the video clip and ask students to respond to what they see.  Then we discuss the functions punctuation has for writing. 


	COMIC RELIEF: At my college, the board of trustees has hired a consulting firm to recommend ways to improve the institution.  The other day I overheard my dean talking to one of the consultants. 

   “How many people work in your department,” the consultant asked.  
   “About half of them,” the dean replied. 




	COMIC RELIEF: At campus-wide meetings, you can always tell who our college president is.  He’s the one who gets the cringing ovation. 




	COMIC RELIEF: The last time I went to a conference, I flew on one of those new, no-frills airlines.  Twenty minutes before the flight, the passengers got together to elect a pilot. 




Humorous Text that Illustrate Important Writing Concepts: #2
	TEXT
	Caitlin Upton, Miss Teen South Carolina

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lj3iNxZ8Dww 

At the 2007 Miss Teen USA Pageant, Upton has trouble answering a judge’s question. 


	CLASS
	I use this in developmental writing and first-year composition classes. 



	PURPOSE
	To introduce the importance of writing process, and to show the importance of planning and revision.  


	ACTIVITY / ASSIGNMENT
	This is typically a 5-10 minute discussion activity.  I show the video clip and get students’ reactions, eventually asking them for ideas about the kind of planning needed to respond to the question or topic.  


	FOLLOW-UP
	Caitin Upton on NBC’s Today Show (August 28, 2007)

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pnv0FTQiVIQ
After her case of stage fright at the pageant, Upton appeared on the Today Show and answered the same question flawlessly. 

I show this video clip to students and ask their reactions to it.  Students tend to be dismissive of it, criticizing Upton for trying to save face.  Then I ask if what we’re seeing here is an example of good revision.  I ask students to compare Upton’s experience with their own writing.  I ask if any of them begin a writing project with something as rough and (dare we say?) incoherent as Upton’s initial response.  Students’ responses and the subsequent discussion are often very good.  I’ve found this an effective way to illustrate the kind of dramatic changes that should occur with good revision. 


	COMIC RELIEF: 

   Did you hear about the unemployed college professor? 

   He has no class. 




Humorous Text that Illustrate Important Writing Concepts: #3
	TEXT
	Geraldo Rivera vs. Bill O’Reilly

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FhwwbNA3hjg 

In this excerpt from O’Reilly’s Fox News program The O’Reilly Factor, a conversation about a drunk driving case in Virginia degenerates into a shouting match.  The content of this video clip is serious, but the humor comes from the way Rivera and O’Reilly treat each other, and then try to recover and be civil to each other at the end.


	CLASS
	I use this in first-year composition and advanced composition. 



	PURPOSE
	To distinguish “arguing” from “argument.”

 

	ACTIVITY / ASSIGNMENT
	This is usually a 10-15 minute discussion activity.  I show the video clip, and then ask students to list things that Rivera and O’Reilly do wrong.  
Time permitting, I ask students to discuss how they agree with Rivera’s or O’Reilly’s view of the Virginia case.


	FOLLOW UP
	Jean Kilbourne’s 

“Killing Us Softly 3: Advertising’s Image of Women”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_FpyGwP3yzE 

This excerpt from one of Kilbourne’s excellent (and witty) documentaries about the effects of advertising on women illustrates the kind of well-organized, specific argument that I want students to write. After showing the clip, I ask students to describe how Kilbourne’s approach is different from Rivera and O’Reilly’s.
Although I haven’t done this, another good follow-up to Rivera and O’Reilly’s knuckle-dragging would be a video clip of two people who disagree nevertheless engaging each other in polite, respectful, and productive debate. 

Monty Python’s “Argument Clinic” sketch is also good for showing differences between “arguing” and “argument”:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kQFKtI6gn9Y


Humorous Text that Illustrate Important Writing Concepts: #4
	TEXT
	Harlan Ellison’s 

“’Repent, Harlequin!’ Said the Tick-tock Man” (1965)
This widely-anthologized science fiction story is about a rebellious “Harlequin” who disrupts a society obsessed with time-management.  The story is an excellent example of Ellison at his grouchy, indignant best, but it is also very funny.  The Harlequin’s protests against the social order take the form of elaborate practical jokes. 


	CLASS
	I use this in advanced composition, introductory literature classes, and science fiction classes.  



	PURPOSE
	I use this in a reading and writing unit on “resistance.”  


	ACTIVITY / ASSIGNMENT
	After students read the story, I have them describe how the Harlequin’s resistance is unconventional, and the role humor plays in it.  I show students similar examples of social protest from the time the story was written (some of Abbie Hoffman’s stunts, for example), and ask students to think of example of ways humor is used for resistance and social protest today.  They suggest and discuss examples such as The Daily Show and “TheTruth.com” anti-smoking advertisements.  
I also have students compare this story to other works that present different views of resistance, such as:
· Ursula K. LeGuin’s “The Ones Who Walk away from Omelas”

· Auldous Huxley’s Brave New World
· Cordwainer Smith’s “Scanners Live in Vain”

· Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House
· Kate Chopin’s “Desiree’s Baby”

· Herman Melville’s “Bartleby the Scrivener”

· Henry David Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience”

· Alan Moore’s V for Vendetta


	COMIC RELIEF: Our college’s new assessment rules and regulations are like salad dressing--you get too much or too little!




Humorous Text that Illustrate Important Writing Concepts: #5
	TEXT
	Instructions from The Simpsons chess set (see next page). 
These instructions are unintentionally funny because they are so badly written.



	CLASS
	I use this in advanced technical writing classes.


	PURPOSE
	To show a really bad set of instructions as part of a unit about instruction-writing or as general discussion about meeting the needs of readers. 


	ACTIVITY / ASSIGNMENT
	This is a 10-15 minute discussion activity.  I project the instructions on the screen, or give each student a copy, and we read through it together.  Then I ask students to identify problems with the instructions.  If students know how to play chess, they tend to focus on ways the rules of chess aren’t clear or complete.  If students don’t know how to play chess, they are even more confused by the instructions.  
After we identify problems with the document, I ask students to list ways that the instructions could be revised so that they would be more effective.  
I often have a student who says “everyone knows how to play chess already, so no one reads these instructions anyway.”  That opens up the possibility of discussing the role of instructions and how they should be written. 

	
	

	COMIC RELIEF: The other day I asked a student who wasn’t doing well in class to come see me.  When he arrived at my office, we talked about the problems he was having with assignments.  I asked how he was doing in his other classes.  He admitted that he was having problems in those, too, and had, in fact, just learned that he failed a test in his math class.  “On the bright side,” he added, “it was a high F.” 
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Humorous Text that Illustrate Important Writing Concepts: #6
	TEXT
	Comic strips



	CLASS
	Introductory linguistics class for education majors. 



	PURPOSE
	To help students understand the difference between structural and lexical ambiguity. 



	ACTIVITY / ASSIGNMENT
	I have collected a file of comic strips that use humor based on ambiguity.  Here are two examples:
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I show students a number of comic strips like this, and ask them to 

1. find the ambiguity in each 

2. identify whether the ambiguity is structural or lexical

I’ve done this as an entire class discussion, and also put students in pairs to work on these. 

Many students have trouble recognizing that something is ambiguous, so this gives them practice doing that and then figuring out what causes the ambiguity.  After they do a dozen of these, I give them ambiguous statements from other contexts (written or spoken passages), and they seem to be better at recognizing the ambiguity in those.  




Humorous Text to Help Students Use Humor in Writing: #1
Now I’ll describe five activities and assignments that have students write humor of their own.  Note that these activities still help students understand some important concept about writing as well. 
	TEXT
	Raymond Queneau’s Exercises in Style (1947)
Translated by Barbara Wright (1958)

Queneau tells an anecdote about two men getting in an argument on a bus.  Then he re-tells the anecdote 99 different ways, many of which are hilarious.


	CLASS
	First year composition.



	PURPOSE
	To help students understand the concept of “writing style” and give them practice writing in different styles. 



	ACTIVITY / ASSIGNMENT
	I give students an excerpt of 12-15 of Queneau’s versions of the anecdote.  Students tend to be rather perplexed by this, so I use 15-20 minutes of class time to discuss what Queneau is doing.  We read some versions together, and discuss how Queneau’s choice of words and syntax create different styles.  Often, I introduce concepts such as figurative writing during this discussion.  Students catch on, and most of them enjoy the reading and discussion. 

Then (as homework or in a computer lab) I have students write some exercises in style of their own.  I first have them write a 1-2 paragraph description of an event involving at least two people.  It can be any event.  I tell students that it helps to have some conflict between the people.  After students have their description (what Queneau calls “Notation”), I ask them to re-write it in 5-8 different styles.  I let them use some of Queneau’s styles, but we also brainstorm other styles.  Then I have them do further revision to make the styles as distinctive as possible.  Sometimes these lead to flights of exaggeration, but since that’s what Queneau does, I don’t mind if students do it.  Some students really get into this, and it is their favorite writing from the class. 
After doing this, students understand concepts like “tone,” “word choice,” “style,” and “sentence variation” much better.    


Humorous Text to Help Students Use Humor in Writing: #2
	TEXT
	Eminem’s “Lose Yourself” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xFYQQPAOz7Y
Weird Al Yankovic’s “Couch Potato”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HaoL43teHAg&feature=PlayList&p=A94E24E4E0E5B99D&playnext=1&playnext_from=PL&index=24 

Besides watching the videos, I provide students handouts that have the text of each song. 



	CLASS
	Developmental writing and first year composition. 


	PURPOSE
	To help students understand “parody” and write their own parody. 



	ACTIVITY / ASSIGNMENT
	I usually don’t have to show students the Eminem song, because nearly all of them know it.  So, I’ll often begin just by asking students what kinds of things Eminem has to say.  Then we watch Yankovic’s parody of Eminem’s song and I provide handouts with the words from both songs.  I define parody, and we talk about what Yankovic does to make the song funny.    
Then I ask students to find a popular song and write a parody of their own.  This is a good assignment for a class period in a computer lab, but I’ve given it as homework, too.  After they write their own parody, I have them get in groups and share.  Then we discuss other examples of parody and the purpose of parody.  I ask students to consider how parody could be used in other situations. 

I’ve done this assignment with other Weird Al songs (you can find other examples on YouTube).  Weird Al offers an endless treasure trove of educational possibilities.


	COMIC RELIEF: At an annual faculty-appreciation luncheon sponsored by our college’s board of trustees, one of the trustees proposed a toast with his iced tea.  “Long live teachers!” he said.  

   A math instructor in the back of the room replied, “on what?”




Humorous Text to Help Students Use Humor in Writing: #3
	TEXT
	Dorothy Parker’s 

“From the Diary of a New York Lady” (1944)
The “lady” in question is shallow and vain.  



	CLASS
	Developmental writing classes. 



	PURPOSE
	To teach parody writing and give students opportunities to experiment with voice. 


	ACTIVITY / ASSIGNMENT
	We read Parker’s “From the Diary of a New York Lady” and discuss it.  Then, in the computer lab, I ask students to write “From the Diary of a _______________ Lady or Gentleman.”  They fill in the blank with their hometown or some other town.  Students get the idea very quickly that this is their opportunity to make fun of someone.  So, students write about ex-boyfriends or -girlfriends, former rivals, and so forth.  Some students really get into this, and, in fact, it is sometimes difficult to get them to stop writing it (which is always a nice thing to have happen in a developmental writing class).  
Students also enjoy reading each others’ diaries and talking about them. 


	COMIC RELIEF: 

   Did you hear about the adjunct English instructor who was injured in a terrible accident? 

   She was grading papers on a curve. 




	COMIC RELIEF: Pay at my college is so low that a colleague couldn't afford to fix the brakes on his car. All he could afford to do was make the horn louder.



	COMIC RELIEF: I like my students.  Many of them show sparks of genius.  Of course, I also have a few who have ignition trouble.  




Humorous Text to Help Students Use Humor in Writing: #4
	TEXT
	“Ask Dr. Science,” a humorous radio piece that plays daily on many public radio stations and is made by the comedy performance group Duck’s Breath Mystery Theatre.  Dr. Science has a website (http://www.drscience.com) where you can sign up to receive via e-mail a daily question and answer that is much like ones done on the radio piece.  Dr. Science “answers” questions sent in by listeners and readers in a self-important, know-it-all fashion.  Here is a typical example from the October 13, 2009, Ask Dr. Science e-mail:

Dear Dr. Science,
How does eating crow differ from eating humble pie? 
       from Erik and Mark of Boise, ID
Humble pies were pies made from road kill. The pie served to disguise the nature of its contents and poor people would often bake them after scouring the highway for the ingredients. Crows also eat road kill, and those preparing humble pie had to compete with the arrogant black birds for sustenance. Often the crow lost the contest, and ended up in the pie. So to answer your question...check your data.


	CLASS
	First year composition classes. 



	PURPOSE
	To teach parody and parody writing.  


	ACTIVITY / ASSIGNMENT
	I play some recorded examples of the radio pieces for students, or give them copies of e-mail Q&As. We read and discuss them.  Then I give students copies of listener and reader questions to “Ask Dr. Science,” and have them (individually or in pairs) respond to them as if they were Dr. Science. Time permitting, I also have students write crazy questions for each other to answer.  I plan this activity for half to a full class period.  


	COMIC RELIEF: After 35 years of dedicated work and frugal living, a colleague of mine recently retired with a personal retirement fund of $700,000.  Her rich uncle had died and left her $695,000. 




Humorous Text to Help Students Use Humor in Writing: #5
	TEXT
	Articles about public restrooms.
The articles tend to be about the cleanliness of public restrooms, offering advice to readers about washing their hands and so forth.  The articles usually aren’t funny, but what we do with them is.  There are a lot of articles like this now that the cloud of H1N1 looms over us.



	CLASS
	Advanced technical writing.  



	PURPOSE
	To teach evaluation, report writing, and collaborative writing.  


	ACTIVITY / ASSIGNMENT
	I have students each find a couple articles about public restrooms in the library or online and ask them to report what they found to the class.  Then I ask them to list the qualities of a good public rest room.  Then we talk about organizing the list (grouping similar items together).  
After we do this, I have students organize themselves into groups of 3-4.  I give them the following assignment:

1. Working from the list we brainstormed, make an inspection form to use to make cleanliness and safety inspections of public restrooms. 

2. Using your group’s inspection form, inspect at least two public restrooms.  The inspection should be during normal working hours.  The inspection should fully document the condition of the rest room. 
3. Using data collected during the inspection, write a report (in standard business report format) of findings with recommended action to Gomer C. Potty, President and CEO of Public Flush, a non-profit public restroom watchdog group. Cite sources from the initial research and include at least one visual of your own design (table or figure). 

I give students 2-3 days of class time in the computer lab to complete this report.
In the interest of full disclosure, I got the idea for this assignment from a text book years ago, and have radically modified it since then.  I don’t remember the book, unfortunately.  If you do, please let me know.


Humor for Renewal
We all need renewal from time to time, in all aspects of our lives, not just in our professional lives.  Without renewal, we can succumb to despair and cynicism. 

The need for renewal in our jobs seems to me to stem from two sources.  First is a frustration with students when they are unprepared or unmotivated.  We also need renewal because of frustrations about our working conditions: We are required to teach classes that are too large, to deal with problems caused by incompetent coworkers, or jump through administrative hoops not of our own design.  No matter the source of the need for renewal, humor can help us renew ourselves.  
As I’ve suggested throughout this handout, humorous assignments can be a good way to engage and challenge students.  One way to keep students’ interest is to surprise them, and humor is a good element of surprise.  Humor can also help us connect with students on an individual level, which can be essential to helping them develop confidence and motivating them to work harder. Finding funny assignments, however, is something that also helps keep us interested as instructors.  You and I both know how difficult it can be to get through a boring set of papers.  When I teach technical writing, though, I never dread reading the public restroom inspections.  
Humor is essential to helping us deal with the headaches of higher education bureaucracies, as well.  Ours is not the first generation of college teachers to undergo shifts in our profession that we find unreasonable and unwise.  Humor can remind us that much of what we face is not new.  As an example, go read about Mr. Gradgrind in Dickens’ novel Hard Times, and compare Gradgrind’s approach what many people propose for education reform today (granted, Gradgrind isn’t a college teacher, but the parallels are a bit creepy).  Or read Nabakov’s Pnin or Smiley’s Moo for clever satires of the foibles of academe.  There are many such texts that allow us to laugh at ourselves, which is always a healthy thing to do, especially if we start to take ourselves too seriously.  
Humor also provides a means of effective resistance and argument for change (as I suggested above in my discussion of Ellison’s “’Repent! Harlequin,’ Said the Tick-tock Man”).  I know of no better guide for such an approach than Laurence J. Peter and Raymond Hull’s The Peter Principle: Why Things Always Go Wrong.  Peter and Hull’s “Peter Principle” is a theory that accounts for incompetence in organizations: Everybody rises to their level of incompetence and then stays there.  If you’ve ever had an incompetent supervisor, college president, or member of a board of trustees, Peter and Hull provide an interesting theory for how that happened.  
Peter and Hull’s explanation for incompetence is fairly well known.  What isn’t as well known, however, are their wry descriptions of people who find renewal by bucking the system, as described in their chapter “Creative Incompetence.”  I know of no better pattern for subversive, humorous resistance.  Pick up a copy of the book, read it, have a good laugh, and begin being creatively incompetent for fun and resistance. 
	COMIC RELIEF: One night a colleague of mine was working late in his office. When he finally left to go home, he saw our vice president of student relations in the department office, holding a document and staring at a paper shredder with a puzzled look on his face.  When the vice president saw my colleague, he said, "quick, this is a very important document. How do you work this thing?" My colleague turned on the shredder and put in the document. "Great!" the vice president said, "I only need one copy."
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