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Lessons from a Sick Mule Joke 
Or; just because you received information doesn’t mean you know what’s going on 

By JT (Jerry) Fest 
 

The two words “information” and “communication” are often used interchangeably, but they signify quite different things. 
Information is giving out; communication is getting through. 

~ Sydney J. Harris 
 

 
I heard a joke the other day that is relevant to effective youth work. A farmer’s mule got sick, and his neighbor stopped 
by and suggested that his mule had the colic. 
 
“The colic?” The farmer asked. “Well, what am I supposed to do about that?” 
“I dunno,” replied the neighbor, “but old Joe down the road, his mule had the colic once … you might wanna’ ask him.” 
 
So the farmer went down the road to talk to old Joe. 
 
“Hey Joe, I hear your mule once had the colic.” 
“Sure did.” Said old Joe. 
“Well, Howdja’ treat it?” 
Old Joe explained, “I got me a gallon o’ cola and poured it down the mule’s throat. It wasn’t easy, that mule kicked and 
put up a fuss, but I just held its head and rubbed its throat and eventually got that gallon o’ cola down its gullet.” 
“Thanks, Joe. I appreciate the info.” 
 
So the farmer stopped by the general store, bought a gallon of cola and took it to his mule. Just as old Joe warned, the 
farmer’s mule kicked and put up a fuss, but the farmer held its head and rubbed its throat until he finally got that gallon 
of cola down. 
 
An hour later, the farmer’s mule was dead. So the next time the farmer saw old Joe, he went up to him and told him 
what happened … 
 
“Hey Joe, I tried that cola remedy on my mule, and my mule up an’ died.” 
“I’m not surprised,” said old Joe, “my mule died too.” 
 
This joke speaks to some of the problems that adults encounter when working with young people, particularly if they are 
in the role of advocate, case manager, or parent. Adults and young people represent and exist in different cultures, and 
one of the greatest barriers to cross-cultural work is paying attention to communication issues. The farmer was focused 
on getting information, and in so doing made three specific mistakes that prevented communication -- and they’re the same 
mistakes that adults often make when working with young people. 
 
Mistake #1: Assuming Information: While the farmer was seeking information on how to cure his mule, he based his 
search on a foundation of information which he assumed to be true. Specifically, the farmer assumed that old Joe had 
cured his mule of the colic, but a simple re-reading of the joke confirms that neither the neighbor nor old Joe ever stated 
that old Joe’s mule had been cured. The neighbor just helpfully pointed out the old Joe’s mule once had the colic, and old 
Joe only said what he did about it … he didn’t say a word about what the result was. But because the farmer assumed that 
old Joe’s mule had been cured, he succeeded in getting information without effectively communicating. 
 
Adults do this all of the time. We assume content, we assume motives, we assume intentions, we assume histories, and 
we assume the effects of those histories. In fact, we assume information based on the information we are given. It’s part 
of the way adults communicate … kind of a form of verbal shorthand. If we were out of milk and I asked you if you 
went to the store, you will assume that I want to know if you shopped and bought milk, and if you reply yes, I will 
assume that we have milk. But young people, particularly trauma-impacted young people, tend to communicate literally. 
They will only assume that I want to know if they traveled to the store, and if they say yes, they are only confirming the 
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travel, not the purchase of milk. Just as the farmer asked old Joe how he treated his mule and old Joe gave him that 
information without assuming that the farmer wanted to know how to cure a mule of colic, working with young people 
requires actively not assuming information. 
 
Mistake #2: Asking the Wrong Question: Because the farmer was operating on assumed information, he ended up 
asking the wrong question. Specifically, he asked old Joe how he had treated his sick mule … which would have been fine 
had the treatment worked. But remember, the farmer’s assumption that the mule had been cured was not correct, so the 
question he asked wasn’t correct, either. If he hadn’t assumed that information, he might have asked a different question, 
like “were you able to cure it?” That question would have given him different information which would have better 
communicated what the farmer was seeking. 
 
When we form our questions based on information that we assume, we will eventually be asking the wrong questions, 
and this is particularly true when we are working with young people who have traumatic histories. Why? Because trauma 
is a very personal thing, and we have all experienced it to some degree. When exploring another’s trauma we tend to 
assume that it is similar to our own, both in the experience and in its effect, but nothing could be further from the truth. 
What is traumatic to one may not be traumatic to another, and the neural pathways created by a traumatic experience 
also differ from person to person. This is another area where, particularly in the helping profession, we tend to use 
verbal shorthand, but in this case our short-hand has a name … jargon. One definition of jargon is “special words or 
expressions that are used by a particular profession or group and are difficult for others to understand,” but the danger 
of jargon is not in the difficulty of other’s understanding; it is in the vast amount of assumptions they represent. When a 
youth is described by jargon, or you start labeling a youth with jargon, your mind begins to form a picture of the youth 
based on assumptions that may or may not be true, but that affect your line of inquiry when seeking information. You 
may end up with a lot of information that you later learn was about as helpful as using cola to cure a mule’s colic. If you 
remember that another definition of jargon is “a form of language regarded as barbarous, debased, or hybrid,” you begin 
to see the potential problems jargon may have for communication. 
 
Mistake #3: Failing to Confirm: Even the most honest person can only guarantee that they are telling you what they 
believe. That doesn’t mean that they are always telling you the truth. I’m not saying that they’re necessarily lying to you; 
all I’m pointing out is that what people believe is not always true. As Mark Twain once insightfully stated “It ain’t what 
you don't know that gets you into trouble. It’s what you know for sure that just ain’t so.” The fact is that the farmer didn’t even know 
if his mule had the colic. His neighbor isn’t a vet, and neither is old Joe. And old Joe knew nothing about the farmer’s 
mule; he only acknowledged that his own mule had the colic -- and who knows? Maybe it did, maybe it didn’t. As I said, 
old Joe isn’t a vet. And the farmer certainly didn’t know if pouring a gallon of cola down the mule’s throat was a good 
treatment for colic; all he knew is that that’s what old Joe had done (which he assumed worked). The farmer based his 
actions on the truth as his neighbor and old Joe knew it. But their knowledge alone didn’t equate to any of their 
information being the truth, and therefore it didn’t result in the communication the farmer was seeking. 
 
You do not need to assume that young people are lying to you or in any way question their integrity to justify 
confirmation of the information that they are providing, and failing to do so can lead you to the wrong conclusions as 
quickly as can assuming information and asking the wrong questions. No one ever gives you facts about their history and 
experience; they can only give you their interpretation of the facts. You are dealing with what is called the Rashomon 
Effect … derived from the 1950 Japanese film Rashomon, which details the accounts of 4 witnesses to a brutal rape and 
murder. Each of the witnesses is telling the truth as they know it, but their accounts are not only different, they are 
contradictory. It is entirely possible for a young person to be completely honest with you, and yet be giving you false or 
incomplete information. Confirming, double-checking, and revisiting information or seeking it in multiple ways are all 
necessary skills to employ if you want to make certain that the information you are getting actually communicates a 
youth’s needs. 
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