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What’s So Funny

WHAT DO YOU CALL A SICK BIRD? - AN ILL EAGLE

What’s so funny about this? This is a classic riddle. A definition of riddle that 
I like is: “a mystifying, misleading, or puzzling question posed as a problem 
to be solved or guessed; a conundrum, an enigma.” What this definition 
misses is that there are two basic kinds of riddles. The first is where you 
don’t expect an answer. The second is when you are posing a challenge and 
sincerely inviting someone to respond.  The latter usually involves a 
relatively complex puzzle, math or logical problem and if one has the skills 
and time, it can be solved.  But the kinds of riddles I, and most kids, like to 
tell involve a “false question”. As the definition states, the question is 
deliberately misleading. In fact the correct response to these kinds of 
riddles is, “I don’t know”, or “I give up”. This is the expectation of the person 
asking the riddle. She or he really doesn’t want you to figure it out, because 
the fun of these riddles is to reveal the answer which is usually a pretty 
stupid pun designed to get groans more than laughs. Even if you figure out 
the answer or have heard the riddle before, it’s better to pretend that you 
didn’t because you don’t want to spoil the fun.  That said, let’s look at today’s 
riddle, asking for another way to describe a sick bird. The answer, an ill eagle, 
is technically incorrect because it’s only one kind of bird whereas the 
question implies all and any kind of sick bird. But an ill eagle is a great pun, 
because, when said quickly it is a homophone of the adjective illegal, 
meaning breaking the law. In recent times, “illegal” has also been used as a 
noun specifically referring to illegal immigrants. Of course, if this bird had a 
passport it would be a legal illegal. And THAT’s what’s so funny!

To listen to this as a podcast, click here
https://audioboom.com/boos/2641114-dirty-bird
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Illegal Eagle - Worksheet

Fun with homophones: A homophone is a word a short group of word, or even 
a part of a word that has the same sound as another word with a different 
meaning and spelling. They are a great source of jokes, puns and riddles in English.

Define the three words or phrases using homophones in this joke:
•   Eagle    ____________________________________________________
•   Ill eagle ___________________________________________________
•   Illegal    ___________________________________________________
•   Illegal eagle ________________________________________________
•   Legal Eagle  a. Literal  definition _______________________________              
                    b. Slang definition  ________________________________                                              

Prefixes: 
1) “IL” is a negative prefix. When you add it to the front of a word, it gives the 
word a negative meaning, sense, or connotation. Add the prefix to these 
words and provide a definition

•   Legal ______________________________________________________
•   Licit _______________________________________________________
•   Advised____________________________________________________
•   Literate ____________________________________________________
•   Conceived __________________________________________________

2) “IM” and “EM” and “EX” are prefixes too. IM has a sense  of entering, 
while EM and EX have a sense of leaving. “Immigrate” , “Emmigrate” and  
“Explode” are three good examples. Find your own examples and provide 
definitions:
Em _________________      _________________      _________________
Im  _________________      _________________      _________________
Ex  _________________      _________________      _________________

Discussion: Should Immigration and Emigration be legal or illegal in the US 
and your country?  Provide examples and reasons in your answer
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Riddles and Puns: How are riddles and puns constructed in your language? 
Provide one example of each
Riddle __________________________________________________________
Pun ____________________________________________________________
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