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Short Stories By
Paul Jennings

The Enduring Magic of Short
Stories By Paul Jennings

For millions of  readers around the world,  the
name  Paul  Jennings  is  synonymous  with
childhood  mischief,  unexpected  twists,  and  a
unique brand of hilarious horror. If you grew up
in  the  1990s  or  early  2000s,  his  books  were
likely a staple on your school library shelf, dog-
eared  from  constant  borrowing.  The  short
stories  by  Paul  Jennings  are  not  merely
children's literature; they are masterclasses in
narrative  economy,  surprise  endings,  and
authentic voice. They captured the imagination
of a generation, and decades later, they continue
to  resonate  with  young readers  and nostalgic
adults  alike.  What  is  the  secret  behind  the
enduring  appeal  of  these  tales?  It  lies  in
Jennings' profound understanding of the child's
perspective, his masterful pacing, and his ability
to find the extraordinary lurking within the most



ordinary of circumstances.

Born in 1943 in England and later relocating to
Australia, Jennings worked as a teacher and a
speech pathologist before becoming a full-time
writer .  This  background  is  crucial  to
understanding his success. He didn't just write
for children; he wrote from within their world.
His stories are told with a child's logic, a child's
fears, and a child's sense of justice. The adults in
his stories are often bumbling, oblivious, or even
the  source  of  the  problem,  while  the  young
protagonists  must  navigate  bizarre  situations
using their wits. This perspective establishes an
immediate  and  powerful  connection  with  the
reader,  making  the  short  stories  by  Paul
Jennings feel less like a lesson and more like a
secret shared between friends.

The Signature Style:
Unpredictability and
Empathy

One cannot  discuss  the  short  stories  by  Paul
Jennings without highlighting their most famous
characteristic:  the  twist  ending.  However,
Jennings' twists are not cheap tricks. They are
carefully  constructed  logical  conclusions  (or
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illogical, in the best way) to the absurd premises
he  sets  up.  A  boy  who can't  stop  burping,  a
ghost who haunts a school toilet, a pair of shoes
that make you dance uncontrollably—each story
starts with a relatable childhood problem and
amplifies it into a fantastical dilemma. The twist
is the moment where the entire story reframes
itself,  often  delivering  a  powerful  emotional
punch or a laugh-out-loud revelation.

The Art of the Unexpected: Why the
Twists Work

The brilliance of these plot devices is that they
are never random. In a story like "Lucky Lips,"
a boy with magical lips that grant wishes learns
a  profound lesson  about  the  consequences  of
getting exactly what you want. In "Squirrelly,"
a story beloved for its sheer weirdness, a boy's
jealousy  and  frustration  are  physically
manifested in  a  bizarre  transformation.  These
are not just funny stories; they are moral tales
without being preachy. The short stories by Paul
Jennings  teach  empathy  by  putting  young
characters  in  impossible  situations,  forcing
them—and the reader—to consider the impact of
their choices. The ending is the final piece of the
puzzle, and when it clicks into place, it satisfies
a deep narrative need for order and meaning.



Voice and Dialogue: Speaking the
Language of Kids

Another  hallmark  of  Jennings'  work  is  his
authentic  dialogue.  The  language  is  crisp,
colloquial, and utterly believable. He avoids the
saccharine,  overly  polite  tone that  plagues so
much children's literature. His characters speak
in  exclamations,  groans,  and  bursts  of
excitement. They use slang that feels timeless.
This  linguistic  authenticity  makes  the  stories
incredibly easy to read aloud, which was a key
factor  in  their  popularity  in  classrooms.
Teachers  loved  them  because  they  could
captivate a room full of restless students with
just one story. The short stories by Paul Jennings
are  built  for  performance,  with  punchy
sentences and dramatic pauses built right into
the prose.

Notable Collections and
Iconic Stories

To fully appreciate the scope of the short stories
by  Paul  Jennings,  one  must  look  at  his  key
collections.  Each  book  is  a  treasure  trove  of
bizarre and wonderful narratives. He didn't just
publish  one  hit;  he  produced  a  decade  of
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bestsellers that defined a genre.

Unreal! (1985): This was the book that
started it all. It contains some of his most
famous tales, including "The Gobbler,"
which deals with a boy who eats everything
in sight, and "The Ghost in the Attic." The
collection established his signature blend
of horror and humor.
Unbelievable! (1987): Featuring classics
like "Lucky Lips" and "Cow Dung Custard,"
this collection pushed the boundaries of
gross-out humor while maintaining strong
emotional cores. These stories are a
testament to how bodily functions can be a
source of great literary comedy.
The Cabbage Patch Fib (1988): This
collection includes the unforgettable
"Squirrelly" and "A Good Tip." The stories
here often focus on family dynamics and
the wild lies children tell to get out of
trouble—lies that come true in the most
unexpected ways.
Quirky Tails (1989): A collection that
leans into the weird and wonderful,
showing Jennings' range and willingness to
experiment with different narrative
structures.
The Paw Thing (1990): One of his darker
collections, featuring stories about



monstrous possessions and eerie
coincidences. It shows that the short
stories by Paul Jennings could be genuinely
unsettling.

Beyond  these  core  collections,  Jennings  also
compiled  "Uncollected"  volumes  and  mega-
bundles  that  became  bestsel lers.  The
"Unbearable!"  series  further  cemented  his
status.  His  stories  were  also  adapted  into  a
wildly popular television series called Round the
Twist, which brought his characters to life and
introduced his work to an even wider audience.
The theme song alone is  enough to trigger a
wave of nostalgia for anyone who grew up in
that era.

Themes That Resonate: More
Than Just Gross-Out Humor

While  the  short  stories  by  Paul  Jennings  are
famous  for  their  gross-out  elements—snot,
v o m i t ,  b u r p s ,  a n d  b i z a r r e  b o d i l y
transformations—this  is  not  the  core  of  their
appeal. These elements are the Trojan horse for
deeper themes. They are the hook that gets kids
reading, but the substance is what keeps them
turning pages.
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Justice and Fair Play

Almost  every  story  features  a  child  who  is
wronged  in  some  way  and  seeks,  often
accidentally, a form of justice. Bullies get their
comeuppance,  mean  teachers  are  humiliated,
and  unfair  rules  are  broken.  This  is  deeply
satisfying for  a  young reader  who often feels
powerless. Jennings gives them a world where
the  little  guy  can  win,  even  if  the  victory  is
strange  or  messy.  The  short  stories  by  Paul
Jennings  consistently  champion  the  underdog,
promoting a sense of fairness and moral clarity.

Fear and Courage

Many of the stories deal with common childhood
fears:  the  dark,  the  school  bully,  being
embarrassed  in  front  of  peers,  or  losing  a
parent. Jennings confronts these fears head-on.
The protagonist is often terrified, but they must
act.  They must find courage they didn't  know
they had. This is a powerful lesson for children.
The short  stories  by  Paul  Jennings  show that
being brave doesn't mean you aren't scared; it
means you do the right thing despite the fear.

The Power of Imagination

Ultimately, these stories are a celebration of the



imagination.  They  validate  the  inner  life  of  a
child. In a world that often tells children to be
quiet, to be neat, and to be sensible, Jennings
tells them it is okay to be weird, to ask "what if?"
and to let their minds run wild. His stories are
permission slips for creativity. They suggest that
the mundane world of school and homework is
just a thin veneer over a universe of magic and
wonder. You just have to look for it—or trip over
it, as his characters often do.

Literary Legacy and Modern
Relevance

The  influence  of  the  short  stories  by  Paul
Jennings  on  modern  children's  literature  is
undeniable. He paved the way for authors like
Andy  Griffiths  and  Dav  Pilkey,  who  also  use
humor,  grossness,  and  visual  elements  to
engage reluctant readers. Griffiths, in particular,
has often cited Jennings as a major influence.
The  fast-paced,  high-concept,  plot-driven  style
that  Jennings  perfected  is  now  a  staple  of
middle-grade fiction.

Even today, in an age of screens and streaming,
these  stories  hold  up  remarkably  well.  The
technology may be dated (no smartphones, no
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internet), but the human emotions are timeless.
A  child  worrying  about  a  school  competition,
feeling jealous of a sibling, or standing up to a
bully is a universal experience. The short stories
by Paul Jennings do not rely on trends or pop
culture references that age poorly. They rely on
fundamental storytelling principles: a relatable
protagonist, a clear goal, a formidable obstacle,
and a satisfying, surprising resolution.

For parents looking to get their children away
from screens and into books, Jennings is a sure
bet.  His  collections  are  perfect  for  bedtime
reading, car trips, or independent reading. The
chapters are short, the action is immediate, and
the rewards come quickly. They are literary fast
food in the best sense: delicious, satisfying, and
leaving you wanting more. However, unlike fast
food, they offer real nutritional value in the form
of  vocabulary,  narrative  structure,  and
emotional  intelligence.

Conclusion

The  short  stories  by  Paul  Jennings  are  a
phenomenon  that  transcends  their  time  and
place.  They  are  a  testament  to  the  power  of
reading for pleasure. Jennings understood that
to create lifelong readers, you must first make



reading a joy. He did this by writing with a rare
blend  of  intelligence,  silliness,  and  profound
respect for his audience. He never talked down
to children; he invited them into a world where
the bizarre was normal and the impossible was
just  a  page  turn  away.  Whether  you  are
revisit ing  "The  Cabbage  Patch  Fib"  or
discovering  "Unreal!"  for  the  first  time,  the
magic  remains.  These  stories  are  a  gift—a
reminder that the world is a strange, funny, and
wonderful place, especially when seen through
the eyes of a child. They are, and will remain, a
cornerstone of childhood reading.


