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T he Point of Humor 
(Comic Strips, 
Anecdotes, & Jokes) 

Many kinds of reading material include humor.       
There’s humor in symbols, pictures, titles, and one-
liners (like proverbs and quotes). There’s humor in non-
fiction (true stories and factual information). There’s 
wit or playfulness in stories, articles, and books.  

Humor is meant to be funny—or at least amusing. People 
usually laugh at comedy. That’s the point. But not everyone 
is amused at the same kinds of humor. A joke can seem 
funny to one person but not to another. And no one notices,  
understands, or enjoys every attempt to make people laugh.  

When writers are trying to be funny, their attempts at humor 
often take one of these forms: 
 A one-panel cartoon is a humorous drawing. Its frame may 

or may not include a title, speech balloon, caption, or quote.  
 A comic strip contains two or more frames (pictures) in time 

order. The order of the panels shows the order of the events 
of a short, funny “story.” In “balloons,” a comic strip often 
shows the thoughts or words of its cartoon characters.  

 An anecdote is a short, amusing story about one event or 
person. It may be based on a real happening. It may be only        
half true. Or it may be just a “modern legend”—believable 
but not real. Like a fable, an anecdote can have a moral or a 
lesson. The message of the story is the point of the humor.  

 A short, made-up story is a common kind of joke. Its purpose 
is to make people laugh. The joke writer or joke teller hopes                    
the story comes off funny. A story of this kind begins with a    
“set up”—an introduction of a situation. It should end with 
an effective “punch line”—the point of the humor. 

 Some very short, minor kinds of humor are “formula jokes,” 
puns, quips, riddles, “daffinitions,” silly or (il)logical 
questions (+ answers), and a few others.   

A single-frame cartoon 
can have words in it 

and/or under it—or not.  

Stand-up comics tell 
jokes or have comical 

routines.  

A comic strip
 te

lls     
     

  

a fu
nny story with

 

pictures & words. 
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COMIC STRIP 1: WHAT’S THE POINT OF THE HUMOR?   
SAMPLE ANSWER:  There’s a fly in his food, so a restaurant customer complains to                                  
the waiter.  He expects an apology and a fresh bowl of soup or a free meal.   Instead,  
the waiter sprays insecticide (poison) to kill the fly.  That’s a surprise, so it’s funny.                              

(By the way, “Waiter, there’s a fly in my soup” is a common line in “Formula Jokes.”)  

1 

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:  

What makes  
a joke funny? 

People that study the 
nature of humor agree 

that a funny story or 
joke usually has one or 

more of these elements: 

 Surprise. A  joke often 
ends with something 

unexpected. 

 Unexpected 
connections.                            

Do actions or words 
seem “out of place?” 
Strange associations 

can seem funny.  

 Illogical “reasoning.”     
Lack of logic or 

common sense in                      
a story can create 

laughter.  

 Exaggeration. Is 
something in the joke 
much larger or much 

smaller than in real 
life? Overstatement or 

understatement 
creates humor.  

 Repetition.  Does the 
same thing happen 

again and again? 
Because of a change, 

the last time may get a 
laugh.  

 Relevance to readers’ 
own situations, 

moods,  or attitudes.  

Comic Strips 
Following are some comic strips with 
the frames in mixed-up order.  
1. For each cartoon “story,” look at     

the pictures and read the words in 
the thought and speech balloons. 
With numbers, put the frames in time 
order. Write 1, 2, 3, and sometimes 4 in the circles.   

2. In a few sentences, retell the “story” in your own words. 
Include only the necessary information about the events 
in order, but don’t leave out anything related to the point.  

3. To the side of the comic strips are some possible 
explanations of the point of the humor. Which of the        
sentences best explain the joke? In the box, write their 
letter a-g. Tell the reasons for your choice. The correct 
frame numbering and matching letters are on page 49                   
of the WTP? Answer Key.  

4. Can you explain the point of the humor in your own 
words? For Comic Strip 1, a sample answer is given.                   
Do you think the comic strip is funny? Why or why not?  

5. Look at comic strips in a local or national newspaper                       
or other print matter. Do you get the point of the humor? 
Show the comic strips to other people. Can they retell 
the stories simply? Can they explain the jokes? 

6. Repeat Step 5 with comic strips online.  

 

2 There’s 
a fly in 
my soup!  

WAITER!   

1 I can take 
care of that 
for you, Sir.   

3 

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 6-A 

e 
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  Number the frames of each comic strip in time order. 
               Can you retell “the story” and explain the joke?   

This is 
even 

better! 

C’Mon, Look 
at me! 

Hey, Cutie, 
watch this!  

 

A common element of humor                     
is surprise!  

 

COMIC 
STRIP 3:  

WHAT’S 
THE 

POINT                
OF THE 

HUMOR?      
 

I sure 
hope 

she’ll go 
out with 

me.  

She’s beautiful 
and talented 

too! I’m in love! 

Over 
here, 
Dear! 

What’s 
wrong 

with him? 
What 
should  
we do?   

Thanks, 
Honey. We’ve 
got the best 
parking spot 

in town.  

COMIC STRIP  5:  

WHAT’S THE POINT 
OF THE HUMOR? 
 

 

Oh, my God! A 
man is down! 

Call for help!  

Possible Answers 
What’s the point of the 
humor of each Comic 

Strip 1-5? Here are               
some possible answers,                

not in order. You can     
write the letters a-e               
in the empty boxes. 

a.  How do people fall in 
love? Cupid’s arrow can 
hit at any time. There’s                  
no logic or reason.   

b.  Everyone wants 
attention, but it hardly 
ever works to show off.                      
It can even create trouble 
and pain.  

c.  Some people will do 
anything for a convenient 
parking space. It doesn’t 
matter what others think.  

d. In matters of physical 
attraction, what you get               
is what you see. Don’t 
expect a change later.   

e. Customers expect to 
get satisfaction if there’s 
a problem with their order, 
not a ridiculous,  
exaggerated response.  

 

...in just a 
moment...  

What 
the...?  

COMIC STRIP 4: WHAT’S THE POINT OF THE HUMOR? 

Darling, I have 
something important 

to ask you...  

COMIC STRIP 2: WHAT’S THE POINT OF THE HUMOR? 
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Anecdotes & Jokes 
On the next pages are some short, 
amusing anecdotes or jokes. Some                         
of the stories are true, and some are                      
fictitious (made-up). Each has an amusing point. 
The point of the humor is in the “punch line.” 
1. Read each anecdote or joke for meaning. After the                    

story is part of a possible explanation of the point of                  
the humor. Finish those sentences. Or explain why                    
the punch line is funny in your own words. You can 
compare your explanation of the point with the 
suggestions on page 49 of the Answer Key.  

2. Answer these questions: Do you think the story is                            
a true (real) anecdote, a half-true narrative based on 
reality, or a completely made-up joke? Why do you                    
think so? Have you read or do you know similar ones? 

3. Try to retell one or more of the anecdotes or jokes in 
your own words. Be sure to include all the relevant 
information—the details important to the point or                        
punch line. Leave out unnecessary words or details.                 
Pay attention to the “timing” of your retelling.  
Do your listeners “get the joke?” Do they laugh at                       
the humor? Then you’ve told the story well. But if                    
your listeners don’t understand the point, then you 
should try to retell it again. Or they can help you tell it.  

Do you have one or two favorite anecdotes or funny 
stories? Or have you read or heard any good (clean) jokes 
recently? Tell one or more amusing tales to the group.      
Don’t leave out important information, but don’t talk too 
much. If your listeners don’t “get it,” try again—or tell 
another (different) story.  

Listen to others’ anecdotes, funny stories, satires, or jokes.                     
Do you get the point of the humor? Can you explain it?   

Do you enjoy joking around? Or is verbal humor a problem 
for you? Do you feel left out when others tell jokes or 
uncomfortable telling or writing your own? If so, it                        
might be helpful or fun to do some research—on sites                     
such as www.wikihow.com/Develop-a-Sense-of-Humor.   

“A snake walks 
into a bar, and...” 

“Did you hear the 
one about the 

traveling 

salesman?”  

I JUST heard 
the funniest 
joke. Let me 
tell you . . 

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 6-B 

“A man is not   

very good at 

fixing things.                    

So One day...” 
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1  A young girl is watching her mother make dinner.                   
She’s preparing roast beef.  Mommy,” says the curious      

daughter.  “Why do you always cut the ends off the roast 
before you put it in the oven?” 

“Because your grandmother always did it that way,”                     
says the housewife. “I don’t really know why. Let me                 
call her and ask. I bet it’s a long story.” 

The woman calls her  mother on the phone. “Ma, why                    
did you always cut the ends off the roast before you                         
put it in the roasting pan?” 

The grandmother answers, “Tradition, I guess.  My mother 
always did it that way. I’m sure there’s an important reason. 
Let me call her and find out.” 

The grandmother calls the great-grandmother.                             
“Mama, tell me. Why did you always slice the 
ends off the roast before you cooked it?” 

“Oh, that’s easy,” answers the old woman.                                          
“I had only one roasting pan. It wasn’t big 
enough for the roast, so I had to cut off the 
ends for it to fit.” 

Explain the point of the story. Write the missing words in the blanks.  

People keep doing things the same way even if ________________ 
_______________________________________________________  

2 An employment counselor describes her job search 
system to a group. A college graduate with a degree in 

science asks, “Why does it work?” 

The graduate with a degree in engineering 
asks, “How does it work?” 

The graduate with an accounting degree 
asks, “How much will it cost?” 

And the graduate with a liberal arts degree 
asks, “Do you want fries with that?”  

Explain the point of the story. Write the missing words in the blanks.  

___________________________________ think in different ways.    
But a liberal arts graduate _________________________________ 
______________________________________________________. 

Here are typical kinds 
of anecdotes and 

humorous stories with 
a point or punch line: 

 Mostly true stories 
about well-known  

personalities.                        
An anecdote may be 

about an event in a 
famous person’s life. 

But more often, it 
tells what the person 

once did or said—
something typical 

for that person's 
personality.  

 True or half-true 
accounts from real 
(but ordinary) life. 
Why do these tales 

make good stories? 
Because someone 

does or says 
something very 

wise, clever, foolish, 
funny, or helpful to 

others. And because 
people relate easily 

to their humor.  

 An untrue story  
that makes a point. 
Such tales succeed 

best when they fit 
naturally into a 

current situation                     
or conversation.                    

A “natural context” 
makes it easier to 

remember the point.  
And a humorous 
story is easier to 

remember than 
factual information 

or opinions.   

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:  

What are  
some kinds of 

funny stories? 
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Other Kinds of Humor 
In reading, the most common types                             
of intentional humor are single-panel 
cartoons and comic-strip sequences.  
In reading and conversation, the most 
common kinds are anecdotes and funny 
stories with punch lines. In addition, there are a few 
“specialized” kinds of humor. Here are examples: 

 a riddle—a puzzling question with a tricky answer.                
Some common riddles are “formula jokes” 

 a “silly question”—a logical question that amuses  
because there is no logical answer 

 a “daffinition”—a funny (half real or just very funny) 
explanation of a word meaning 

 a two-line conversation—In quotes or after the                  
names of the speakers, one person says something. 
The other gives a witty or clever response.  

 a quip—a bright one-line remark, often a wisecrack,                      
a good-natured insult, or a comical saying 

Many kinds of humor include puns (humorous uses of  
words with more than one meaning or pronunciation). 
1. On the following pages are some one– or two-line 

jokes. What kind of humor is each line or exchange? 
(Examples: a riddle, a conversation, a quip, etc.)     

2. Read each item for the point of the humor. If it includes 
a pun, explain the “double meaning.” (WTP? Answer Key   
page 50 includes additional hints that may help.)   

3. In turn, tell one of the jokes to one or more listeners. 
Speak clearly and pay attention to your skillful timing.                     
Does everyone get the joke or the point of the humor? 
Do they laugh? If not, try again. 

Do you have one or two favorite riddles, puns, or quips? 
Or have you read or heard any good (clean) jokes of               
these kinds recently? Try “delivering” them to the group.  
Listen to other people’s deliveries of short, short jokes. 
Who gets the biggest laughs? Why? 

 READING 
ABOUT 

READING:  

Where can we 
find different kinds of 

intentional humor? 

Do you want to read 
anecdotes, funny 

stories, and jokes? 
There are many good 
humor collections in 

libraries and book 
stores. Most popular 

magazines contain 
humor sections every 

week or month. And  
humor is widely 

available online. With 
e-mail or on social 

media, many computer 
users regularly send 

their favorite new 
pieces of humor to 

long lists of people. 
After a while, everyone 
knows the same jokes. 

Riddles are most 
popular with children. 
They appear in books 
or magazines and on 

the children’s page of 
local newspapers.  

To hear various kinds 
of humor, we can go   
to “comedy clubs.” 

watch TV shows and 
video, and hear radio, 
audio, CDs, podcasta.  

“Stand-up comics” tell 
different kinds of jokes 
in their routines. They 

include quips, puns,  
and one-liners.  

There are even classes 
that incorporate 

comedy and wittiness 
into language study.  

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 6-C 
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Why did the owner        
of a pretzel factory 
fire the manager? 

What's the                                   
difference between 
a fish and a  piano? 

 

When does a joke                
become a father? 

 
What's the best                    
thing for fleas? 

What question can  
no one answer with 
a truthful "yes?" 

 

What's the Chemical 
Formula for banana?   

Mother: You’ll never amount to 
anything! You always put 
everything off. 

Son: Oh, yeah?! Just wait... 

Math Teacher: You have 12 apples 
and 16 children. How 
can you divide up the 
apples equally? 

Student: Make applesauce.  

READING 
ABOUT 
READING:  

What’s a 
“formula joke?” 

A “formula joke” is a 
short piece of humor 
with a set form.                              
It always begins the 
same way, but there 
are many possible 
punch lines. Many very 
old and corny (silly,  
outdated) kinds of 
humor are formula 
jokes. Examples are: 

 “Waiter, there’s a fly 
in my soup.” 

 Jokes about animals 
that order drinks in 
bars 

 “Knock-knock” 
jokes 

 How many (. . .) 
does it take to screw 
in a lightbulb?”  

 Elephant jokes, 
banana jokes, grape 
jokes, and others of 
this kind 

For instance, here are 
jokes of the form 
“Doctor . . . Next!” 

 “Doctor, I  can’t 
sleep at night. What 
should I do?” “Sleep 
in the daytime. 
Next.” 

 Doctor, am I going 
to die?” “That’s the 
last thing you’re 
going to do. Next.” 

 “Doctor, nobody 
ever listens to me.” 
“Next.”    

Definition of 
ADVICE: What 
wise people don’t need 
and foolish people 
don’t want   

Definition of a 
PROFESSOR: 
Someone that talks in 
other people’s sleep 

Definition of an 
ARGUMENT: two 
people trying to get                   
the last word in first 

Definition of CITY 
LIFE: Millions of 
people being lonely 
together 

3 

I used to be a 
hypochondriac.  
But then I got 

sick of it.  

5 

6 

“I’m going to 
graduate on 
time—no 
matter how 
long it takes.”  

Senior-year 
basketball player at 

the University of 
Pittsburgh 

2 

4 

She tried to straighten 
things out.  

You can’t tuna fish. 

A nice dog 

CUSTOMER: “Hey, waiter, there’s a fly in 
my soup!” 
WAITER: “Shhh...The other customers 
will want one too.” 

CUSTOMER: “Waiter, there’s a fly in my 
soup!” 
WAITER: “That’s all right, Sir. We won’t 
charge extra.” 

CUSTOMER: “Waiter,  
there’s a fly in my soup!” 

WAITER:“That’s funny. 
There were two when I   
left the kitchen.” 

When you read aloud these lines, try to get a laugh. Can your listeners explain the point of the humor?.   

1 

What does n-o spell?               
OR: Are you asleep? 

 When the punch 
line becomes apparent.  

 
BaNa2 (Think n-a-n-a)  


