
 ACTIVITY

3.19
Writing a Parody

LEARNING STRATEGIES:
Marking the Text, Oral 
Reading, Drafting

Learning Targets
• Examine how parody is used to critique a subject.

• Craft an original parody of a mass-media program.

Before Reading 
A parody is a specific technique that imitates an author or a work for the purpose 
of humor. The parodist exploits the peculiarities of an author’s expression or the 
characteristics of a typical format.

1. Based on your discussion of this definition, brainstorm a list of parodies you’re 
familiar with. Think of popular music, television, movies, print sources, etc.  

2. As you watch the news excerpt provided by your teacher, make a list of things 
in the show that might be ripe for parody. Think about the people you see, the 
show’s style, the graphics used, the stories reported, etc., that are typical of this 
show and of news broadcasts in general.

During Reading
3. As you read Dave Barry’s parody, mark the text to identify specific aspects of 

news shows that Barry is parodying. Be prepared to discuss your findings. In the 
My Notes space, make a list of the different things that Barry is parodying. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Dave Barry is a writer and journalist who wrote a weekly humor column for 
more than 25 years. He won a Pulitzer Prize for commentary in 1988 and is the 
only humor writer to win this prestigious award.

Parody

In Depth, but Shallowly
by Dave Barry

If you want to take your mind off the troubles of the real world, you should watch 
local TV news shows. I know of no better way to escape reality, except perhaps heavy 
drinking.

Local TV news programs have given a whole new definition to the word news. To 
most people, news means information about events that affect a lot of people. On local 
TV news shows, news means anything that you can take a picture of, especially if a local 
TV News Personality can stand in front of it. This is why they are so fond of accidents, 
burning buildings, and crowds: these are good for standing in front of. 

My Notes

 

 

KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS
Barry says that “news 
means anything that you 
can take a picture of, 
especially if a local TV News 
Personality can stand in 
front of it.” Although this 
is an exaggeration, how is 
there a kernel of truth in 
the hyperbole? 
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 ACTIVITY 3.19
continued

Writing a Parody

On the other hand, local TV news shows tend to avoid stories about things that local 
TV News Personalities cannot stand in front of, such as budgets and taxes and the 
economy. If you want to get a local TV news show to do a story on the budget, your best 
bet is to involve it in a car crash.

I travel around the country a lot, and as far as I can tell, virtually all local TV news 
shows follow the same format. First you hear some exciting music, the kind you hear in 
space movies, while the screen shows local TV News Personalities standing in front of 
various News Events. Then you hear the announcer:

ANNOUNCER:  From the On-the-Spot Action Eyewitness News Studios, this is the 
On-The-Spot Action Eyewitness News, featuring Anchorman Wilson Westbrook, Co-
Anchor-person Stella Snape, Minority-Group Member James Edwards, Genial Sports 
Personality Jim Johnson, Humorous Weatherperson Dr. Reed Stevens, and Norm 
Perkins on drums. And now, here’s Wilson Westbrook.

WESTBROOK:  Good evening. Tonight from the On-the-Spot Action Eyewitness News 
Studios we have actual color film of a burning building, actual color film of two cars 
after they ran into each other, actual color film of the front of a building in which one 
person shot another person, actual color film of another burning building, and special 
reports on roller-skating and child abuse. But for the big story tonight, we go to City 
Hall, where On-the-Spot Reporter Reese Kernel is standing live.

KERNEL:  I am standing here live in front of City Hall being televised by the On-the-
Spot Action Eyewitness News minicam with Mayor Bryce Hallbread.

MAYOR:  That’s “Hallwood.”

KERNEL:  What?

MAYOR:  My name is “Hallwood.”  You said “Hallbread.”

KERNEL:  Look, Hallbread, do you want to be on the news or don’t you?

MAYOR:  Yes, of course, it’s just that my name is—

KERNEL  Listen, this is the top-rated news show in the three-county area, and if you 
think I have time to memorize every stupid detail, you’d better think again.

MAYOR:  I’m sorry. “Hallbread” is just fine, really.

KERNEL:  Thank you, Mayor Hallbread. And now back to Wilson Westbrook in the 
On-the-Spot Action Eyewitness News Studios.

WESTBROOK:  Thank you, Reese; keep us posted if anything further develops on that 
important story. And now, as I promised earlier, we have actual color film of various 
objects that either burned or crashed, which we will project on the screen behind me 
while I talk about them. Here is a building on fire. Here is another building on fire. 
Here is a car crash. This film was shot years ago, but you can safely assume that objects 
just like these crashed or burned in the three-county area today. And now we go to 
my Co-Anchorperson, Stella Snape, for a Special Report on her exhaustive three-week 
investigation into the problem of child abuse in the three-county area. Well, Stella, what 
did you find?

SNAPE:  Wilson, I found that child abuse is very sad. What happens is that people 
abuse children. It’s just awful. Here you see some actual color film of me standing in 
front of a house. Most of your child abuse occurs in houses. Note that I am wearing 
subdued colors.

My Notes

 

KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS
Here, Dave Barry uses 
characters’ dialogue to paint 
a satirical picture of those 
characters. Given the picture 
he paints, what does Dave 
Barry seem to be saying about 
local TV news personalities?
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 ACTIVITY 3.19
continued

WESTBROOK (reading from a script):  Are any efforts under way here in the 
three-county area to combat child abuse?

SNAPE:  Yes.

WESTBROOK:  Thank you, Stella, for that informative report. On the lighter side, On-
the-Spot Action Eyewitness Reporter Terri Tompkins has prepared a three-part series 
on roller-skating in the three-county area.

TOMPKINS:  Roller-skating has become a major craze in California and the three-
county area, as you can see by this actual color film of me on roller skates outside the 
On-the-Spot Action Eyewitness News Studio. This certainly is a fun craze. Tomorrow, 
in Part Two of this series, we’ll see actual film color film of me falling down. On 
Wednesday we’ll see me getting up.

WESTBROOK:  We’ll look forward to those reports. Our next story is from Minority-
Group Reporter James Edwards, who, as he has for the last 324 consecutive broadcasts, 
spent the day in the minority-group sector of the three-county area finding out what 
minorities think.

EDWARDS:  Wilson, I’m standing in front of a crowd of minority-group members, and 
as you can see, their mood is troubled. (The crowd smiles and waves at the camera.)

WESTBROOK:  Good report, James. Well, we certainly had a sunny day here in the 
three-county area, didn’t we, Humorous Weatherperson Dr. Reed Stevens?

STEVENS:  Ha ha. We sure did, though I’m certainly troubled by that very troubling 
report Stella did on child abuse. But we should see continued warm weather through 
Wednesday. Here are a bunch of charts showing the relative humidity and stuff like that. 
Ha ha.

WESTBROOK:  Ha ha. Well, things weren’t nearly as bright on the sports scene, were 
they Genial Sports Personality Jim Johnson?

JOHNSON:  No, Wilson, they certainly weren’t. The Three-County Community College 
Cutlasses lost their fourth consecutive game today. Here you see actual color footage of 
me watching the game from the sidelines. The disgust is evident on my face. I intended 
to have actual color film of me interviewing the coach after the game, but the team bus 
crashed and everyone was killed.

WESTBROOK:  Thank you, Jim. And now, here is Basil Holp, the General Manager of 
KUSP-TV, to present an Editorial Viewpoint:

HOLP:  The management of KUSP-TV firmly believes that something ought to be done 
about earthquakes. From time to time we read in the papers that an earthquake has hit 
some wretched little country and knocked houses down and killed people. This should 
not be allowed to continue. Maybe we should have a tax or something. What the heck, 
we can afford it. The management of KUSP-TV is rolling in money.

ANNOUNCER:  The preceding was the opinion of the management of KUSP-TV. 
People with opposing points of view are probably in the vast majority.

WESTBROOK:  Well, that wraps up tonight’s version of the On-the-Spot Action 
Eyewitness News. Tune in tonight to see essentially the same stories.

My Notes

 

 

KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS
Here Barry uses the video 
footage to contrast with 
what the reporter is saying 
(“their mood is troubled”). 
What is the effect of that 
contradiction?

KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS
How is the editorial 
delivered by Basil Holp 
a parody? 
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Writing a Parody
 ACTIVITY 3.19
continued

After Reading
4. Rank Barry’s satirical intent on the scale below. Be prepared to justify your 

rankings.

 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10

 Just Plain Silly Biting Sarcasm/Criticism

 (Horatian)  (Juvenalian)

Writing Prompt: Write a parody of some aspect of TV programming. Choose a 
partner and a subject (a genre like soap operas, sports broadcasts, reality shows, 
children’s television programs; or a specific show like Oprah or CSI or 60 Minutes, 
etc.). Next, write your parody, using the format of a script. Use the following 
questions as a basis for planning your parody.

Details: What images should you include? What images should you avoid?  Put 
your subject in the middle of a circle, and then brainstorm a list of conventions and 
features that might be good parody material. Think about what things in the show 
are just a little annoying. 

Tone/purpose: How critical should you be? Is it time for brutal sarcasm or playful 
wit? Is the show an offense to good taste or just a silly waste of time? Are you out 
to destroy or merely to tease?  

Audience: How familiar is your audience with the show? What is their attitude 
toward the show? How will these answers affect what you should and should 
not do in your script? How will the use of irony, overt sarcasm, or ridicule affect 
your audience’s response to your parody? You will present your script to your 
classmates in a reader’s theater, so keep that audience in mind.

Organization: Focusing on the formulas of your subject, how should you start, 
develop, and end your script?

Diction: What patterns of speech can you identify that would be easy to parody? 
How stupid or cliché do you want to make your characters/personalities appear?

Syntax: What about the pacing of the script? Where should it read the most 
quickly? Where should the reader hang on every word? How can you accomplish 
this?

My Notes
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