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[JL]: This is BUT WHY, a podcast for curious kids from Vermont Public Radio.  

 

 I’m Jane Lindholm. On this show we take questions from curious kids around the world. 

And it's my job and the job of the show's co-producer, Melody Bodette, to find interesting 

people to help answer them. 

 

 If you want to send a question of your own, have an adult record you. If someone in your 

family has a smartphone they can do it by using the built in voice memo app.  Tell us your 

first name, where you live, and how old you are, and what it is you want us to find out for 

you.  

 

[JL]: Today's episode is sure to tickle your funny bone. We've been asking you to send us 

your favorite jokes and you have sent us some great ones.  

 

[EMILY]:  My name is Emily. I'm 9 and I’m from Essex, Vermont.  My favorite joke is, Why 

did lollipop cross the road?   Because they were stuck to the chicken’s back.  

 

[JL]:   Good one Emily! That one's funny. If you already know the many, many versions of 

the Why Did the Chicken Cross the Road Jokes.   We are putting this episode out just a 

few days before an American tradition that happens every April 1st. You know what it is?  

Yeah, April Fools Day.  No pranks from us today, I promise. But we did think it would be 

good timing to talk about humor, and what makes us laugh, and a little bit about why we 

laugh. Before we get to that,  did you know that other parts of the world also have 

traditions that involve some funny business on the 1st of April?  We ask those of you who 

live in French speaking countries to tell us about something we've heard of called,  

Poisson D’Avril and a couple of you took us up on it.  

 

[French speaking child]:  This is mainly from Nice, France. On the first of April,  we stick a 

fish on the back of people and they don't know.   

 

https://www.vpr.org/post/why-do-we-laugh#stream/0


[JL]:  Wait, what? You stick fish on the back of people without them knowing about it?  

Here is Yael to tell us a little bit more about this tradition.  

 

[YA-EL]:   Hi,  my name is Yael and I am 8 years old. I go to a French School in Cambodia.  

 

 I don't call it April Fools Day. I call it Poisson D’Avril, that means the Fish of April.  It's like 

a really funny day, at home or at school.  We take papers and we draw fish and we color 

them and then we cut them out and put scotch pieces on them and then we need to put it 

on someone's back without him knowing.  And then we need to write on the fish something 

like , Kiss my back! Or like things like that! 

 

[JL]:   So, in France and Quebec and some other countries there's an April 1st tradition of  

Poisson D’Avril, where you stick paper fishes on people's backs. That sounds both fun and 

silly. In the United States people often pull pranks on one another on April fools day. When 

they're done right , it can be surprising and fun. When they're done wrong, they're a little 

too scary or they make the person experiencing the prank, feel bad. We don't want to do 

that.  

 

Here's Lyla talking about her favorite prank.  

 

[LYLA]:   Hi, I’m Lyla.  I’m 9 years old and I live in Garrison, New York.   And I am sending 

in this  for the April Fool’s Day episode and since it’s on Easter this year,  one of my 

favorite pranks to do especially Easter Pranks or April Fools Day Pranks, is have a bucket 

of peeps over my sleeping mom, or my sleeping family members that are visiting, or 

whoever,  I put a bucket of peeps.  And when they wake up, I dump the  peeps on their 

head. It is so amazing!  Also, one of my favorite jokes is,  What you give a pig to make a 

cut feel better?  Oink-mint!  [Laughter] 

 

[JL]:  Oink-mint! Get it?  But, why do we find things funny?  And how does our sense of 

humor develop as we grow older? I want to introduce you to someone whose work totally 

fascinates me.  

 

[GM]:  You could say, Dr. Gina Mireault or you could say Professor Gina Mireault.  

 



[JL:]  Gina Mireault runs something called The Infant Laughter Project at Northern Vermont 

University.  

 

[GM]:  I study babies, and how babies grow and develop, and what babies think about.  

 

[JL]:  How do you know what babies think about if they can't tell you?   

 

[GM]:  It is very tricky to figure that out. So we use some really creative approaches to try 

to figure out what babies are thinking about and usually what we do is we give them 

different things to look at, where they can make a choice for example, or we time how long 

they look at one thing versus another, and if they look at one thing longer then another 

thing, then we know they're more interested in that one thing.  

 

[JL]: You run The Infant Laughter Project.  

What do you do?  You don't just tickle babies all day.  

 

[GM]:  We actually don't tickle babies at all. We do research studies so these are like little 

science projects, where we are trying to figure out one thing and that one thing is how 

babies figure out what's funny. How do they know when something is funny? 

 

[JL]:  We have been getting a lot of great jokes from our listeners around the world who've 

been telling us what they think is funny.  But you have learned the basics of when we 

develop a sense of humor as babies and what kinds of things we find funny at different 

stages as we get older. Can you talk a little bit about what you know? 

 

[GM]:  Yes. Yeah. The first thing I would say is that there isn't one thing that makes all 

babies laugh. And what makes one baby laugh today, they might not find so funny 

tomorrow. 

 

 So we actually don't look at the specific thing that babies find funny. We don't look for a 

specific joke, for example, that all babies would find funny.  

 

What we do know, is that very young babies around four to six months, tend to find sounds 

really funny. So, unusual sounds, like popping your lips or sometimes an ordinary sound 



that's just surprising to them. Like a sneeze will make them start laughing. I don't mean 

surprising in terms of loud, I just mean an unusual sound like popping your lips or blowing 

raspberries.  

 

They also tend to like very light tickling or any kind of sensation on their skin on the 

sensitive areas like their tummy for example or their armpits or maybe the bottom of their 

feet.  You know, that tends to be enough to get them to at least smile. And then when they 

go, when they get closer to their first birthday, they tend to start to like funny sights and 

particularly something that we call clowning. So clowning, it means some sort of unusual, 

silly behavior like yeah when an older sibling throws themselves on the ground or maybe 

when you put a stuffed animal on your head because we know that's not we're stuffed 

animals go and babies at that age know that as well. So they start to understand that those 

silly behaviors are not typical and that what you're doing is telling a little bit of a joke to 

them.  

 

[JL]:   We got several voice memos from kids who would like to know,  why people actually 

physically laugh?  

 

[EMI TAI]:  Hi. My name is Emily.  I live in Toronto, Ontario Canada. I am 8 years old. I 

want to know why do we laugh? 

 

[KENDALL]:   Hi, my name is Kendall. And I am 9 years old and I live in Bethesda 

Maryland. My question is , why is it when you hear something funny that you start to 

laugh?  

 

[LIA]:   My name is Lia,  I am 8 years old.  I live in Ohio.  And my question is why do 

people laugh?  Do you know the answer to that?  

 

[GM]:  Well there's a few different guesses, pretty good guesses about why that is. And 

laughter as it turns out is really a lovely way to be together. So it seems that laughter is 

more about being with other people, than it is about something being funny and what we 

know is that people are a lot less likely to laugh when they're by themselves. Even if 

they're reading something funny or watching something funny. They're much more likely to 

laugh when there are other people around. 

 

 And that's true about smiling too, that people are much more likely to smile when they're 

with other people. So, that tells us something. It tells us that laughter is a way of sharing 



something, of being with people in a way that feels really, really good. And it's also part of 

play. It’s part of the way we play. Especially when we're younger.  Kids are particularly 

good at playing. Adults are not as good at playing. But kids are natural at playing. It's one 

of their superpowers and when we play, we're much more likely to be laughing or smiling 

and we're much more likely to be doing that with others. So smiling and laughter really 

seem to be a way to say to each other, “I like you. I trust you. I enjoy being with you. You 

make me happy!” and that's good for all of us.  Being together is kind of how people are 

designed. We’re designed to be together not to be alone.  

 

[JL]:  So you're sort of getting to another question that we've gotten.   

 

[ANNABELLE]:  My name is Annabelle, I am six years old. I’m from Yarmouth, Maine. My 

question is, “Why does someone tickle you and you feel ticklish? ” . 

 

[ALAN]:  Hi, my name is Alan. I am seven years old. I live in Prosper Texas. My question 

is, “Why can't you tickle yourself? ” 

 

[ANNE]:  I’m Anne, from Portland, Oregon. And I am 6 years old.  My questions is, “Why 

can’t you tickle yourself? When other people tickle you, you laugh and laugh and laugh. 

But why can’t I tickle myself?   Why?”   

 

[JL]: They want to know, why you don't laugh when you tickle yourself? 

 

[GM]:   Oh, that's such a great question and it's such a good observation. To just to even 

notice that you can't tickle yourself into laughter. And scientists tend to think that tickling is 

something that came up through evolution.  If you know what that is.  So,  it's probably a 

little way that our bodies protect ourselves from, bugs crawling on us or from big mean 

predators trying to get at us. And that is, that if you think about tickling, tickling really 

happens on very sensitive parts of the body, like the tummy or the armpits or behind the 

knees or something with the bottom of your feet. 

 

 [JL]: Ahh, the bottom of your feet, that I don’t like. 

 

[GM]:  Right. Right . Right.  So tickling, scientists think probably evolved as a protection 

because it only works on sensitive parts of the body and because the overwhelming 



response when you get tickled is to get away from it. So we try to huddle against it or we 

try to run away from it or we try to, you know, keep the get the tickler away from us. So 

scientists have generally guess that this evolved as something protective.  

 

[JL]:   OK. That might explain why we laugh when we are tickled, but why doesn't it work 

when we do it ourselves? Now don't you just want to become a scientist and researcher so 

you can answer fun questions like that?  Maybe your whole job would be finding the 

answer!   

 

Researchers at University College London looked into that very question and what they've 

come up with is,  that you laugh when you're tickled because you're surprised. Even if you 

know that someone is going to tickle you, you don't know exactly what it's going to feel 

like,  or how it's going to happen? or when?  So, your laughter is in response to an 

unexpected sensation,  the tickling,  but when you tickle yourself, it's your brain telling your 

hand to touch another part of your body. So your brain already knows what you're doing 

and you can't really trick your own brain in that way. So you don't laugh because your 

brain already knew what you were going to do. There's no unexpected sensation. 

 

 But here's what I want to know, how come some times you start laughing before someone 

else tickles you?  And it almost feels like your skin is electric. Even when they haven't 

touched you yet.  It's anticipatory laughter, you start laughing because you know you're 

about to be tickled. Now that's an experiment I want to run.  

 

Here's a question from Max . 

 

[MAX]:  and I am eight years old and I live in Brookline Massachusetts. And my question 

is, why don't grownups think the word poop is funny? 

 

[GM]:  I think I can take a little bit of a guess at it. So, one of the reasons that what I call 

potty humor is funny when we're young, and you know, it really is funny! When you get 

older as well too, we just don't really, I think adults don't admit that they like potty humor. 

Adults are just maybe more embarrassed by it. So kids tend to be less likely to become 

embarrassed.  Kids also when they use potty humor,  they're really trying to get other 

people to laugh for the most part. And they know that this kind of behavior is unacceptable, 

but it's harmless. It's not going to scare somebody, but it's just enough to tease someone 

and provoke them just a little bit into playing. They know that it will get mom or dad's 

attention for example and probably mom or dad has laughed in the past when when 



someone's used a potty joke. So kids know maybe that's a way I can get mom or dad to 

play with me or too, to laugh with me really.  

 

So I think that's why and then as we get to be adults just as we're not as good at just 

playing spontaneously. We tend to follow the rules a little more closely around what's 

appropriate to talk about and what isn't in certain circles. 

 

 And moms and dads might discourage potty humor because they want to make sure their 

kids know the rules about that. So that's my guess about it.  

 

[JL]:  What do you think the secret of humor is? 

 

[GM]:  Well, I think the secret is being with others. That's where real joy and real humor 

comes from. It's from connecting with somebody over something funny.  

 

[JL]:  In just a minute we'll be hearing more of your jokes and thinking more about what 

makes something funny.  

 

[JL]:  This is BUT WHY, a podcast for curious kids. I'm Jane Lindholm. Today we're talking 

about laughter and humor and what we find funny. A while back we did a math episode 

and we actually asked you to send your favorite math jokes our away. Here's one of them.  

 

[SHANA:]  Hi, my name is Shana from Raleigh, North Carolina and I’m 8 years old.  I have 

two math jokes.   

The first one is,  “Why was 6 afraid of 7?”  

[JL]: Why? 

[SHANA]:  “Because 7 , 8, 9!” 

 

[SHANA]:  And the second one is:  “what did the triangle say to the circle?   

[JL]:  What did it say? 

[SHANA]:  “Your life is so pointless!”  

 



[JL]:  Get it? Pointless?   Because it's a circle,  and a circle has no points! I love it!  

 

[JL]:  We want to go a little deeper into what is funny and how we make people laugh. So 

we found someone who knows a thing or two about comedy. 

 

[Josie]:   I’m Josie Leavitt, Vermont Comedy Diva and regular standup comic. 

 

[JL]:  Josie has even taught standup comedy. That's when someone stands in front of a 

crowd. I guess they could sit too, with a microphone and makes people laugh by telling 

funny stories or jokes.  

I had a theory I wanted to run by Josie. So I asked her to ask me about the secret to 

humor.  

 

[Josie]: What is the secret of humor?.. 

[JL]: TIMING!!  

Laughter 

 

[Josie]:  Yes, it is,  sometimes it isn't. And timing is important as you will all come to know. 

Timing also is finding your own rhythm. So don't let anyone else's timing affect you. How 

you tell a joke or how you tell the story, is how that's going to work innately for you. So 

stick to that and then work around it.  

 

[JL]: So how do we know what's funny and what is funny. I mean, is there a definition of 

what's funny?  Does it depend who we are? 

 

[Josie]: No, To me, what I told my comedy students was if whatever you're talking about 

makes you laugh. It's almost always going to make the audience laugh. So if you don't find 

joy in what you're talking about or delight in your Knock, Knock Joke. My grandfather was 

a great Knock, Knock Joke artist and he would start giggling before we even get to the 

second Who's there. And because he loved it so much we were laughing right there with 

him. And don't try to be funny for the sake of being funny. Be funny because it's already 

striking you as funny.  

 



[JL]: So, don't try to show off so that other people will laugh, but you don't actually think it's 

funny.  

 

[Josie]:  Right. And you have to find it funny otherwise. I mean people can use humor for 

mean and it's easy to make fun of people with humor. If you're quick and someone comes 

in and gets a bad haircut and you make fun of them. Well you know what? They already 

know they have a bad haircut and your role as a humorist, especially in school, is to use 

humor kindly.  

 

[JL]: Can we listen to some of the jokes that our listeners have been sending?  

Josie: Yes, yes! Oh, my god,  I'd love to. Yes!  

 

[JL]: We've been getting some fabulous jokes, so I'm just going to go through a few of 

them and we'll listen to a few of them here.  

 

[ARTHUR]:  Hi, my name is Arthur and I'm 6. I'm from Portland Oregon. And my favorite 

joke is Knock knock. Who's there? Banana. Banana who? 

Knock knock. Who's there? Banana. Banana who? 

Knock knock. Who's there?  Orange.  Orange who?  Orange, aren't you glad I didn't say 

banana again? 

[laughter] 

 

[JL]:  That's a classic.  

[Josie]: I love that one. And God bless children who do Knock, Knock Jokes. Because 

that's where you learn timing.  

[JL]: Yes. Yeah.  And that one,  I mean, the reason that one always works for me is like,  

Heck yes. I'm really glad you didn't say banana.  

 

[Josie]:  Right, right, you’re thrilled.  Exactly.  

[JL]:  All right. Here's another Knock, knock. 

 



[JUDAH]:  OK. My name is Judah. I'm eight years old. I live in Centerton, Arkansas. And 

this is my joke,  Knock knock. Who's there?  2.  

2- who?.  

2-whom!!!  

[Laughter] 

 [JL]: Now I want to explain for some young listeners who may think, I don't get it. You 

expect him to say to who. But the proper grammar is to whom. To whom am I speaking? 

 

[Josie]:  That is fabulous.  

[JL]:  I love the jokes about language and how we use it. 

[Josie]:  And that's a sophisticated joke for an 8 year old.  

[JL]:  Yeah I agree.  

 

[JL]: And yeah we've been laughing about that one here at BUT WHY.  

[Josie]:  I’m sure.  

[JL]:  Here's another one.  

  

[EMMY]:  My name is Emmy, and I am four years old and I live in Chicago. and  

What time is when an elephant sits on your fence?  Time to get a new fence. 

 

[ALLIE]:  My name is Allie.  I live in Chicago.  I am four years old.  Pikachu lives in a 

farm…. 

 

[JL]:   All right. So if you couldn't hear those,  The first one was, What time is it when an 

elephant sits on your fence? Time to get a new fence! 

And the second joke is about Pikachu. And we ask now,  what is this joke ? And Pikachu 

lives on a farm and Allie's parents said,  the joke here is that's ridiculous! Pikachu would 

never live on a farm. So she's trying out different ideas about what's normal and what we 

expect. And then funny things are often what we don't expect.  

 



[Josie]: Right, And that's called miss- direction. So we have a joke that's going like boom, 

boom, boom, straight in a straight line one way and then you veer off into something 

completely different that is utterly unexpected. This is a total surprise , that can get a 

bigger laugh. So sometimes if you're telegraphing your ending, especially with a Knock 

Knock Joke which is like good Knock Knock Jokes can be so disarmingly hilarious 

because you're doing something unexpected.  

 

[Josie]:  I love she's four and she's sending in a joke! 

[ JL]:  And apparently they have been thinking, they've been talking a lot since they are 

two  sisters said they've been talking a lot about humor and how to craft humor and what is 

actually funny. So obviously  

[Josie]: I love that. That's wonderful.  

[JL]:  Already thinking about it. Alright here's another.  

 

[LOGAN]:  Hi my name is Logan I'm from Clearwater Florida. I am eight years old and my 

best joke is that,  

 Why were all the people looking at the ceiling and cheering? 

Answer:  Because they were ceiling fans. hee-hee-hee. hee-hee-hee 

 

[JL/Josie]: ba-bum-bump.  

[Josie]:  He's here all week.  

[JL]: So that's another one where you're using words but the meaning of the words 

changes and so again it's not what you expect. 

[Josie]:  That’s a riddle.  

So what happens for kids is they start with you can track the progression. They start with 

knock knock jokes , easy convention then they shift to riddles because that's what they 

can read about and learn and then they take all of that and then they start molding it when 

they're. My guess is the kids I've seen like 9, 10, 11 that's when they start sort of working 

on their own jokes.  

 

[JL]:  Hum, All right. So we got a couple more jokes, do you mind hearing more? 

Josie:  yeah, I would love to hear more.  

[JL]:  Here's Lulu.  



 

[LULU]:  My name is Lulu,  and I am from Virginia, and I am four years old. 

Knock, knock.  Who’s there?  Cow.  Cow who?  Cows don’t say whoo, they say moo! 

[laughter] 

 

 [JL]: I like that, good one Lulu!  Alright, here’s another. 

 

[PRESTON]:  My name is Preston and I am from North Carolina and I am five years old.  

And my joke is, What’s a cows favorite holiday?  Moo-year’s eve! 

 

[Josie:] That’s sweet! 

[JL]:  We were all about cows here in Vermont. 

[Josie]: they are and they're picking the right state, yeah. 

[JL]:  That's right. All right.  

 

[RYLO]:  Hi, my name is Rylo. And I am five years old. And this is my joke. 

What’s a ghost’s favorite ride at the carnival? 

A Roller Ghoster! 

 

[JL/Josie]: ohhh-good one! 

  

[JL]:   So Josie anything else that you think we should know about it and young people 

should know about, about cultivating humor and thinking about how to be funny but not 

trying too hard? 

 

[Josie]:  I think for younger kids especially kids who aren't teenagers yet.  

One of the best things to do is take improv classes. And they have improv classes now for 

kids from like 5 on up. And that's what's lovely about improv,  that you have to work 

together and you learn how to you learn how to just you train your mind how to be quick 

and think in a funny way but you're not. It's not you alone on a stage and you learn how to 

work collaboratively with other people which I think is lovely. And then you learn how to 



quickly get in and out of things which as a as a comic is it going to be a very, very useful 

skill. 

 

[JL]: Timing ! 

 

[Josie]:  Exactly! And then just keep writing if you think things are funny keep a journal and 

make that just your journal for comedy thoughts . It can be comedy thoughts,  comedy 

drawings, jokes and just keep writing and keep laughing and be kind. Use your humor with 

kindness and it will serve you well . And keep laughing your jokes are amazing.  It has 

been so much fun to hear.  

 

[JL]: That was Vermont comedian and standup comedy teacher ,Josie Levitt. And we have 

one more math joke for you today.  

 

[BRENDAN]:  My name is Brendan,  My math joke and it is,  What is one times banana?  

One banana! 

 

[JL ]: I think it's a given that a good joke should always have a banana in it. Thanks 

Brendan.  

 

[JL]: And thanks to all the rest of you who sent us jokes too.  Thanks as well,  to the adults 

who helped you with your Knock Knock Jokes.  

 

That's it for today. If you have a question about anything,  have an adult record it on a 

smartphone and send it to: questions@Butwhykids.org. Don't forget to tell us your first 

name and where you live and how old you are. We'll do our best to get an answer for you.  

 

Oh, before we go have some exciting news to share about how you can come see But 

Why live. But Why is doing a live show all about owls and other birds. On Sunday, April 29, 

2018 in Boston. It's part of WBUR’s mega, awesome, super huge, wicked fun, podcast 

playdate on April 28 and 29 at the Coolidge Corner Theatre in Boston.  

 

[JL:]  You can find more information and how to get tickets to see us on the 29th. At 

Butwhykids.org. We hope to see you there.  



 

JL:  BUT WHY is produced by me. Jane Lindholm and Melody Bodette at Vermont Public 

Radio. Our theme music is by Luke Reynolds. We had additional music today from 

Paddington Bear. We'll be back in two weeks with an all new episode. Until then. Stay 

curious.  

 


