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KS3/4
Introduction
Comedy is a much-loved ingredient of teenage drama, both the planned and the 
unintentional kind of comedy. To be funny in performance is a discipline to be 
mastered. Humour can be both a great tool and a real problem in drama work. 
Either way, humour is very personal – one person’s tragedy is another’s joke.

This practical scheme is designed to teach KS3/4 learners the disciplines to 
use humour in a way that develops performance, characterisation, teamwork, 
physical theatre and devising skills.

Learning objectives
By the end of this scheme learners will have:

 f Explored a range of comic situations and characters
 f Considered ways of using humour to convey meaning to an audience
 f Developed performance, characterisation, teamwork, physical theatre and 
devising skills.

Scheme in summary
When comedy is well-devised and polished, appropriate, and when it strikes 
chords with the audience, then it has purpose in a wider drama context.

The seriousness arises in timing, mime, characters, juxtapositions, connecting 
with the audience, historical, social and cultural contexts, physicality, teamwork, 
concentration and self-confidence. The suggested lessons are an introduction, a 
taster of these requirements, for building drama skills/confidence during KS3 and 
developing them for the exam work of KS4.

Lesson 1: Call that funny?
An introduction to what makes people smile/laugh and experimenting in 
devised drama.

Lesson 2: If you’re serious ...
All drama needs discipline and concentration; and humour especially needs them.

Lesson 3: Give it some verbals
The spoken gag can be powerful when presented well with drama skills.

Lesson 4: Physicality is the key
Using commedia dell’arte as the vehicle, this lesson visits physical theatre and 
stock characters.

Lesson 5: Situation, setting and juxtaposition
The where, when, how and why of staging humour successfully for an audience.

Lesson 6: A seriously funny show
A final showcase performance of the learning from this scheme with teacher 
assessment.

David Porter is former Head of 
Performing Arts at Kirkley High School, 
Lowestoft, teacher and one-time 
children’s theatre performer. Freelance 
writer, blogger, editor he is a senior 
assessor for A level Performance Studies, 
IGSCE Drama moderator and GCSE 
Drama examiner.

Humour is a serious business
David Porter
KS3/4
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Lesson 1: Call that funny?
Learning objectives
By the end of this introductory lesson students will have:

 f Explored elements of humour within performance
 f Developed movement, mime and physical skills
 f Enhanced characterisation skills.

Warm-up (10 mins)
a. Solos. Different faces/expressions called by teacher in turn: surprised; 

disgusted; angry; disappointed; ‘look who’s an idiot’.
b. In pairs. A is tripped by B and falls. Make it comical.
c. Groups of 4/5. A is tripped by others and falls. Make it comical.
d. Same groups, same scenario, but this time make it unpleasant rather than 

amusing.

Discussion/questions and new learning (15 mins)
 f What is the difference between the funny trip and the unpleasant one? Is it 
intent?

 f Can practical jokes or pranking ever be funny? Examples from students?
 f What does ‘being a sport’ or ‘having a sense of humour’ mean?
 f Are clowns truly funny? Is the class joker really a laugh?
 f Is it possible that what one person finds funny, another will not?
 f Are physical attributes ever funny (short/tall; red hair)?
 f Is humour different now from what it was 100 years ago?
 f The three main planks of humour are slapstick, exaggeration and juxtaposition, 
with shades of meaning on top. Can it become cruel?

 f Person slips on banana skin (slapstick). Person is your teacher, so it’s funnier 
(in-joke).

 f Mocking that pompous person/greedy person/authority figure - making the 
most of worst features (exaggeration) is funny.

 f Sending someone up, especially if he/she ‘deserves’ it, is amusing.
 f We also have puns, satire, mimicry, double-entendres, black/gallows humour, 
stand-up comedy.

In the following lessons we will expand on and experiment with some of these 
terms. Humour is essentially human-bonding, people enjoy laughing collectively. 
It releases tension; it amuses children; it might attract a partner; it can put 
someone in their place.

Development (25 mins)
In groups of 4/5. Develop a scene in which A is the authority figure and is made 
the butt of a joke set up by the others. First choose credible characters. The scene 
needs a situation where the characters would be, an event that happens (accident, 
clumsiness, jealousy, revenge, misunderstanding, mishearing, repetition). This is 
an experiment to see what works, and what doesn’t. It’s not expected that a fully 
polished piece will be devised.

Share and show work in progress from all groups. Alternate teacher/learner 
comments.

Plenary and discussion (10 mins)
What have you learned about humour? What do you find funny/unfunny 
that others don’t/do? How did your improvisation explore that? What drama 
techniques did you use? How would you improve the scene given more time?

[MB][/MB]

Homework/follow up
Write or storyboard your scene as if it 
were part of a TV comedy show, marking 
where the humour is for an audience.

Resources for teachers/students:
‘Why Is That So Funny?’ by John Wright 
(2006)
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Why-
That-Funny-Practical-Exploration/
dp/1854597825/ref=sr_1_6?s=book
s&ie=UTF8&qid=1417425614&sr=1-
6&keywords=john+wright
A practical, systematic investigation of 
how comedy works, physical comedy 
and comedic techniques. Invaluable 
games/exercises for teachers and 
learners.

Slapstick
Often used to describe clowning and 
pie-in-face humour, it originated in the 
Italian commedia dell’arte from the 
hitting of someone with boards half-
stuck together which make a louder 
noise than the hit justifies. Commedia 
dell’arte http://italian.about.com/
library/weekly/aa110800a.htm explains.

Situation
We are familiar with sitcoms, where a 
group of characters share a common 
environment with humorous dialogue, 
such as TV’s Friends. The BBC’s sitcom 
writing tips site is useful:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/writersroom/
write-a-script/writing-tv-sitcoms.

Juxtaposition
Putting things together the audience 
doesn’t expect which works in a zany 
way. Also sometimes putting comedy 
and tragedy adjacent to each other to 
reinforce the one with the other. Crafty 
TV Writing is helpful: http://www.
craftyscreenwriting.com/excerpts/TV06.
html.

Dangers
Given that learners like teachers come in 
all shapes and sizes, with a multiplicity 
of racial, cultural, regional, generational, 
physical-ability, sexual-orientation and 
gender-based differences, teachers need 
to be aware of boundaries so no offence 
is caused.

Using everyone
Learners who are differently-abled and 
the gifted can frequently work together 
in groups. Physical and spoken humour 
need to be student-appropriate.
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Lesson 2: If you’re serious ...
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Explored elements of performance discipline
 f Developed movement, mime and physical skills
 f Enhanced further characterisation skills.

Warm-up (10 mins)
a. In pairs. A is telling a long, complex story about an event; B distracts them with 

irrelevancies.
b. Groups of 4/5. Repeat the exercise, but with greater distractions from the group.
c. Same groups. A attempts to distract the rest of group while they are telling 

a story.

Discussion/questions and new learning (15 mins)
How important is concentration in story telling/performing? Is it any more 
important in comedy? Are other skills needed to make people laugh?

Preparation (10 mins)
In groups of 4/5. Some of the skills needed to present humour in performance 
are the same as in any other form of presentation. Each group is asked to agree 
a collective skills audit as they plan to work up a scene involving stealth, quiet, 
trickery, a piece of slapstick and making a fool of someone who then turns the 
tables.

Skills: timing; miming; characterisation; connecting with audience; historical/social/
cultural contexts; physical fitness; teamwork; concentration; self-confidence.

Development (25 mins)
In same groups, develop scene and consider staging, proximity to audience, mime, 
voice, volume, space, gesture and what will come over as funny.

Share and show one group. Both teacher and some learners comment.

Plenary and discussion (10 mins)
Analyse the comedy. Did it work? Was it actually funny? Was it well presented? 
Were the performers really ready to share it? Would you choose to watch it again?

Homework/follow up:
Write your scene as a script or 
storyboard and explain how you could 
film it.

Resources for teachers/students:
 f How to perform stand-up comedy; 

useful hints for performers: 
http://www.wikihow.com/Perform-
Stand-Up-Comedy

 f How to act a monologue: a guide to 
solo performing with comic 
applications. 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=utE0MtWGPaU

 f The Guardian: Meera Syal on the 
addiction of making people laugh: 
http://www.theguardian.com/
stage/2009/may/09/meera-syal-
making-people-laugh

Corpsing
This is when a performer breaks out 
of character in often uncontrollable 
laughter. It can be annoying to 
an audience, though some laugh 
with the actor, infected, as in Daily 
Telegraph corpsing clips: http://www.
telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/
howaboutthat/6325358/Infectious-
laughter-20-best-corpsing-videos.html

Mime disciplines
Mime is essential in all drama, 
particularly in devised work. WikiHow 
has a simple, illustrated set of 
instructions to follow: http://www.
wikihow.com/Mime

Comic timing
Useful in making humour and in 
characterisation, comic timing is 
described at How to Develop Comic 
Timing: http://www.buzzle.com/articles/
how-to-develop-comic-timing.html

Contexts
Excellent BBC Bitesize site on what 
social, cultural and historical contexts 
to be aware of in drama, especially 
how things are created in their own 
times: http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/
gcsebitesize/drama/responding/schrev1.
shtml
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Lesson 3: Give it some verbals
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Explored verbal humour and language
 f Developed staging skills to maximise humour
 f Enhanced team work skills to relate to an audience.

Warm-up (10 mins)
a. Solos. Take a minute to think of something funny to tell that happened to 

someone you know, and then all tell it simultaneously.
b. In pairs. Share the story you just thought of. Decide which is funnier and why.
c. Groups of 4/5. Share the funniest; arrive at the best. Present it as a group.
d. Share the group telling of the funniest story with rest of class.

Discussion/questions and new learning (15 mins)
Something doesn’t have to be a ‘joke’ to be humorous and entertain other people, 
though it might be. What makes a story funny? Is it familiarity/sympathy with the 
situation or people involved? Do people recognise themselves, a friend or relative 
in a funny story?

Can we exaggerate and mock people in a situation to bring out the humour?

Development (25 mins)
In groups of 4/5. Take the funny story (not a joke as such) already started, and 
develop it into three short scenes: before the event, the event and after it. The 
middle scene doesn’t have to be where the comedy takes place; the scenes can be 
cross-cut to suit the story.

Do you need a narrator in or out of role to make the story work?
What characters will you need to make the story funny, credible and 

performable? Will you need physicality to make the verbal humour work?
Share and show a section from all groups. Alternate teacher/learner comments.

Plenary and discussion (10 mins)
Was the story funny and presented in a funny way? What drama techniques were 
used? Were the characters credible? Did it need more/less physicality? Was every 
member of the group fully committed and contributing?

Resources for teachers/students:
 f How to tell a joke – practical delivery 

advice: 
http://www.wikihow.com/Tell-a-Joke

 f Alternative advice on joke telling: 
http://www.ehow.com/
how_2278613_tell-joke.html

 f Toastmasters’ advice – on timing, 
rhythm and rule of threes: 
http://westsidetoastmasters.com/
article_reference/how_to_tell_jokes.
html

 f Kids’ jokes of the day – clean, often 
one-line gags: 
http://www.kidsjokesoftheday.com/
One-Liners-for-Kids_1.html

Gags
Dating from the late-eighteenth 
century, the term gag describes a joke 
in a script or inserted into a devised 
piece, a contrived piece of horseplay or 
wordplay, to play on another’s credulity 
by telling false, funny stories.

Serious plot, comic subplot
As a way of contrasting emotions, it’s 
often effective to run a serious (or mock 
serious) plot alongside comic subplot. 
Shakespeare’s fools serve this purpose.

Cartoons
The visual equivalent of gags and jokes, 
cartoons work on recognition of people 
and/or situations, satire, mockery, 
exaggeration and disrespect. They can 
be cruel and/or funny.

The wedding speech
People make speeches about the 
bride and/or groom full of anecdotes, 
memories and exaggerated stories from 
their youth which that audience finds 
hilarious. Does a wedding speech offer a 
rich vein of comic material delivered in 
character?

Homework/follow up:
Write or storyboard a funny scene at a 
big event that goes wrong, such as at a 
wedding, a school awards evening, The 
Oscars, a TV news programme, or when a 
politician is making a speech.
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Lesson 4: Physicality is the key
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Explored physicality as a means of conveying meaning
 f Developed character skills within physical theatre
 f Enhanced teamwork skills to produce physical performance.

Warm-up (15 mins)
a. Whole class line up, tallest to shortest, try the domino/ripple falling effect
b. Whole class in comic slo-mo race with cheating and ‘violence’.
c. In pairs. Two people in a tiny changing hut getting ready to go swimming.
d. Same pairs. A loses something of B’s, lies way out of it.
e. Same pairs. A is gross, greedy slob eating all of B’s chocolate.
f. Choose preferred scene and rework for mime only.
g. At the hairdressers, teacher talks through: all silent mime: customer enters, 

met extravagantly, seated with flourish, looks at style book, finally chooses, 
hairdresser cuts while jabbering or is distracted, makes disastrous mess, 
followed by altercation and customer storms out.[/alpha list]

Discussion/questions and new learning (10 mins)
I suggest the use of commedia for physical theatre, but it’s not mandatory. 
Introduce stock characters, explain obsessions with eating, bodily functions and 
status.

Slap-stick, physical/clowning humour needs to be exaggerated, almost so much 
that you think you are over the top. It must be polished. If working physically with 
two or more together, rehearsal must be even more.

Fighting must be non-contact, exaggerated, ridiculous, unevenly matched for 
comic effect. Other ingredients: mime of everything needed, including furniture; 
sound effects made with lips, creaking joints; simple setting; stock characters; 
ridiculous outcome; slo-mo and speeded up; improvised comic inserts.

One person must always be the butt of the humour, get ‘injured’ or be made a 
fool of.

Development (25 mins)
In groups of 2/3. Work on one scenario and create a mimed performance with 
sound effects involving everyone as one stock character:

 f At a dentist (dentist is mad/drunk and uses tools like hammers; patient has 
bad breath)

 f At a house where removal staff are carrying a wardrobe and/or a sheet of glass.
 f In a restaurant where customer changes order, eats disgustingly; waiter is old 
and  decrepit

 f In a room being decorated where a trainee is learning about wallpapering, 
taught by idiots

 f In a kitchen where a big cake is being made, but instructions make no sense 
and the oven goes wrong.

Share and show work in progress of all groups. Alternate teacher/learner 
comments.

Plenary and discussion (10 mins)
Was the scene beginning to be humorous? What could have improved it? Did 
everyone play to his/her strengths? Did the physical theatre work, add more 
comedy? Is physical theatre useful in other drama scenarios?

Resources for teachers/students:
 f TES resources, commedia characters - 

PowerPoint, games, activities: 
https://www.tes.co.uk/teaching-
resource/Commedia-Dell-
Arte-6096019/

 f Teaching Commedia dell’Arte – 
character features, classroom comedy 
ideas: http://broadwayeducators.
com/?p=1821

 f Share My Lesson, Commedia dell’Arte 
- lesson plans and activities: 
http://www.sharemylesson.com/
teaching-resource/Commedia-Dell-
and-39-arte-6139743/

 f Physical Theatre: commedia dell’arte 
– article on using the genre for 
physical theatre: https://suite.io/
david-porter/37ns21n

 f Drama Works: Exploring Physical 
Theatre - excellent resource book: 
http://www.dramaworks.co.uk/
exploringphysicaltheatre.html

 f TES resources, Scheme of Work in 
Physical Theatre for KS3/: https://
www.tes.co.uk/teaching-resource/
Scheme-of-work-in-Physical-Theatre-
for-KS3-KS4-6001386/

 f The Plank, 1967 film in comic style 
about workmen. Dated but effective.

Circus clowning
Circus clowning arose from the stock 
characters, simple situations of the 
commedia. Often the Ringmaster or 
other authority figure is the butt of 
the humour. It’s slapstick, knock-about 
comedy with minimal basic props and 
possibly done in the round.

Pantomime
British panto is a tradition that grew 
from commedia with the original central 
characters from adapted familiar stories, 
sometimes non-gendered, using absurd, 
knock-about, exaggerated humour, 
music and audience involvement.

Punch and Judy
Traceable from commedia, the stock 
characters play a basic, violent, non-
PC story with local, contemporary 
or unusual variations. Sometimes 
frightening to children it has been used 
for dark-side drama, but still has comic 
potential students can exploit.

Stock characters
In most comic situations common 
characters include a villain, villain’s 
assistant who can be evil or stupid, a 
duped hero, a pretty girl/boy, a cunning 
servant, a pompous know-all, absent-
minded wise person, a dominating older 
(wo)man, an anti-hero, a macho bad boy/
girl and a hard-boiled detective type.

Homework/follow up:
Write or storyboard the scene you 
worked on showing improvements 
suggested by peers/teacher.
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Lesson 5: Situation, setting and juxtaposition
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Explored the mechanics of staging comedy
 f Developed character skills within staged comedy
 f Enhanced team work skills in developing drama ideas.

Warm-up (10 mins)
a. In pairs. In a retail setting (shop, garage, market) A is serving B. There’s no 

common language between them.
b. Groups of 4/5. Choose retail setting preferred and set up scene where one 

character likes/dislikes another with a mad outcome.
c. Same groups. Repeat the scene adding in an authority figure and an idiot. What 

is the outcome now?

Discussion/questions and new learning (15 mins)
Juxtaposition is putting the incongruous next to each other to contrast them – 
the tallest person in the world with the smallest, such as in the film Junior (1994) 
with Arnold Swarzenegger and Danny DeVito. Juxtaposed images, situations or 
characters are usually polar opposites.

Or it can be putting tragedy and comedy side by side. In Macbeth Shakespeare 
puts the gate-keeper’s speech about the effects of drink on his body immediately 
before Duncan’s murder, making it more ghastly. Even horror needs light relief at 
some point to act as contrast.

Situation and setting give us the place that the comedy will play out. It might 
be quite helpful, such as in a shop or place with lots of props and weird people.

Development (25 mins)
In groups of 4/5. Take one character each, one setting, one situation and two 
contrasting elements from the list. Put together in a short sketch with some 
outcome/ending. There must be mime, words only if necessary and exaggerated 
physical theatre.

People Setting Situation Comic elements
teachers staffroom birthday injured hand
nurses kitchen engagement different language
mums caravan divorce bad breath
teenagers play area pay rise sneezing attack
dogs pub toothache clumsiness
cleaners traffic jam worried old-fashioned

Share and show work in progress from all groups. Alternate teacher/learner 
comments.

Plenary and discussion (10 mins)
How successful was the humour? Did it help the devising to have a grid on which 
to build the scenario? Did everyone contribute? What could have been done to 
improve it?

Resources for teachers/students:
 f Shakespeare’s clowns; All About 

Clowns – shows how his fools were 
not like our contemporary clowns: 
http://www.allaboutclowns.com/
shakespeares_clowns.html

 f Shakespeare’s Clowns and Fools - 
essay on his comic creations: 
http://www.enotes.com/topics/
william-shakespeare/critical-essays/
shakespeares-clowns-and-fools

 f Street and public pranking: 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=9A9JCVpqC50

Situation
The sitcom is a staple diet of 
entertainment. It’s useful to set up a 
situation of characters who know each 
other in a setting that fits them (or 
not) telling a story where mistakes, 
mischances, misunderstandings have 
opportunities galore. British Comedy 
Guide http://www.comedy.co.uk is 
useful.

Setting
Received wisdom for humour is a 
recognisable setting as opposed to the 
situation. However, somewhere unusual 
or random can trigger zany, left-field 
ideas. About Education http://plays.
about.com/od/actvities/a/improvsetting.
htm has ideas for settings to start off 
devising.

Homework/follow up:
Write as a script or storyboard the scene 
of another group.

Juxtaposition
Placing in close proximity two concepts, 
characters, ideas, events, timeframes, 
words, images brings about comic 
impact, develops characters or events. 
There may be shades of grey, but for 
comedy at this level they should be clear 
and contrasting elements.
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http://www.enotes.com/topics/william-shakespeare/critical-essays/shakespeares-clowns-and-fools
http://www.enotes.com/topics/william-shakespeare/critical-essays/shakespeares-clowns-and-fools
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9A9JCVpqC50
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9A9JCVpqC50
http://www.comedy.co.uk
http://plays.about.com/od/actvities/a/improvsetting.htm
http://plays.about.com/od/actvities/a/improvsetting.htm
http://plays.about.com/od/actvities/a/improvsetting.htm
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Scheme of work|KS3/4
Lesson 6: A seriously funny show
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Explored ideas for staging comedy to an audience
 f Developed characterisation skills within a performance
 f Enhanced team work skills to prepare and execute a performance.

Recap (10 mins)
The lessons have considered what humour is, how serious you have to be to 
perform it, how verbal humour works with or without physical theatre, how 
physical theatre itself can be the mainstay of staged comedy and how situations, 
settings and juxtapositioning drives comedy forward. We have also looked at 
stock characters.

Development (40 mins)
In groups of 4/5. Look back at any scenario you worked on and revisit it in 
the light of additional learning and with a requirement to perform a 5 minute 
(maximum) piece to the class.

Share and show all groups. Teacher and learner assessments.

Plenary and discussion (10 mins)
How did it work? What still didn’t work and why? What further improvements 
could be made? Were criticisms of the first attempt treated properly? Does 
performed humour need polishing?

Resources for teachers/students:
 f Told By an Idiot’ – theatre site full of 

shows and ways of working for comic 
(and other styles) of performance: 
http://www.toldbyanidiot.org/

 f The Drama Teacher history of comedy 
and links: 
http://www.thedramateacher.com/
comedy/ 

A mixture
Comedy is verbal, physical or a mix. 
Decide what each group prefers. You can 
have serious plots and comic subplots. 
You can have ‘lazzis’ – or unplanned 
comic interventions thrown in. You can 
have words and/or mime. Graphic art 
work can be added/projected. You can 
use narrators comically.

Unintentional humour
This is in two forms:

 f That which the audience finds funny 
but nobody in the group does till 
then.

 f That which is unplanned activity from 
a minority used to disrupt a lesson.

 f Teachers will know how to tackle 
both forms professionally.

Black humour
This is dark materials approach which 
often covers inappropriate, shocking, 
controversial or not outwardly funny 
ideas and issues. Teachers will use 
discretion in allowing this, though many 
older teenagers enjoy it. There are links 
on The Drama Teacher http://www.
thedramateacher.com/black-comedy/

Schadenfreude
A German word meaning literally ‘harm-
joy’ or the enjoyment of the misfortunes 
of others, usually applied when there is 
a sense of come-uppance.

Homework/follow up:
Write or storyboard a review of key 
features of the piece you liked the most 
(yours or others) explaining why.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
http://www.toldbyanidiot.org
http://www.thedramateacher.com/comedy/
http://www.thedramateacher.com/comedy/
http://www.thedramateacher.com/black-comedy/
http://www.thedramateacher.com/black-comedy/

