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ABSTRACT

WHAT ROLE DOES HUMOR IN THE HIGHER EDUCATION CLASSBOM
PLAY IN STUDENT-PERCEIVED INSTRUCTOR EFFECTIVENESS?

Stephen Paul Halula

Marquette University. 2013

Everyone has had college instructors who they thbwgre excellent and those
who were not. In pondering what attributes mightehemade the difference between
these groups, the idea of “humor” came to mindjrggthe researcher on course to study
the research question “What role does humor irhibleer education classroom play in
student-perceived instructor effectiveness?”

A qualitative approach to acquiring data was chos®m entry-level history class
led by a college instructor at a major Midwestenivarsity known for his sense of
humor was selected. Nine students were givenwegun instructor effectiveness; five
of the survey respondents were chosen for a sefriasee, 30-45 minute interviews to
discuss the research question topic, i.e., thelmaheor plays in the higher education
classroom. The goal was to hear what studentslchzal to say about the importance
of humor in their classrooms.

In reviewing the extant literature, it was foundttmany books and articles wrote
about humor and education but were typically aneddmd prescriptive in nature with
little or no research backing. While studies albounor and education could be found, a
large number of them were concerned with primax segcondary school settings. Of all
the studies a very small number of these listeadtd voice of the student. As a majority
of the extant literature focused on a lecture-batather-centric, large-classroom
educational paradigm, this study chose that masleladl as a basis for analysis to be
able to be able to compare and contrast findingsdata points with this literature.

A number of studies showed affirmatively the lirktlween humor and education,
pointing out that that humor helps create a legrmonducive environment helping
students retain classroom subject matter, i.emn lpatter.

The results of the survey and interviews alignetth\@imajority of the extant
literature that humor did indeed play an importai¢ in the efficacy of their instructors
by creating this learning-conducive environmenterehthe atmosphere was less
stressful, where questions could be asked witheart and information would be better
and longer retained.
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Chapter 1 Laughing and Learning?

"WHODUNIT?"

“Story problems”--two of the most feared wordsalgebra classes around the
world! Just how was Mr. Halula going to get thasd to avoid AA (Algebraic Anxiety),
to say nothing about helping them understand hosolee such problems! As usual as
the bell rang, Mr. Halula entered the room, onlg time with a deerstalker (hat) on his
head, wearing an Inverness cape, and carrying aifgeng glass. His “SH” initials
today seemed to mean Sherlock Holmes. “In classytbthe said, “we are going to solve
some mysteries!”

The rest of the hour was spent solving (or attémgb solve) very short
vignettes from a book entitled “Minute MysterieBYy the end of the hour, with more
laughing than usual occurring, the class became mdept at identifying the “crime,
clues, and guilty party;” they also enjoyed theenfhumorous missteps taken by class
members attempting to become amateur sleuths.

The next day’s assignment was to write one’s owmutei mystery, which that
day proved to be somewhat humorous at times beih aftpressive as well. THEN, one
day later, began the dreaded first class on staylems; amazingly enough, most
students successfully looked at the story problasnsiysteries waiting to be solved and
applied the sleuthing techniques they had seeddfidefore such as determining what is
the context, what is happening, what do | knowahdt do | need to find out. They even

demonstrated the ability to ferret out “red hertipgeces of data not germane to the



solving of the problem which oftentimes can disttae student in solving such
problems.

Humor in the classroom?

Can taking a light-hearted, humor-linked approtactiassroom instruction help
create an environment in which the students feslttrey can learn more and
consequently feel that their teachers are moreesstal? More specifically, what impact
does humor have on learning and retention of inédion? These questions are addressed
both in the literature review and the study data.

The purpose of this study was to determine howdrumight be useful in making
a more student-centric, learning-conducive envireninfor the student and ultimately
making the instructor more effective in the eyethefstudent.

| found two common concepts in the extant literatthe first was the positive
impact that a caring classroom environment is etie¢o have on learning. The second
was how humor can help create such a caring ermiean While not specifically
connected in the literature, one could syllogidtycaut these concepts together then, that
humor can create a caring, classroom environmerwhtimately has a positive impact
on student learning.

A study that started me down this path was coretliby Pedde (1996). She
discusses the relationship between a caring classemd how students become more
engaged, ultimately improving the learning proc®sxide continues to build a case
showing the link between a classroom with humoraedring and learning

environment. While the domain for her study wastiddle-school (and | focused on



higher education), her research helped nudge roghetpotential humor-caring-learning
relationship.

In looking at this study from 1996 by Kathleen Bedh more depth, we find that
she examined the use of humor in middle schootaasns as the subject of her master's
thesis. At various points of her thesis, Pedde dosse some far-reaching statements that
did not seem to be specifically supported by hedstAn example would be "Humor, an
important tool, can be used in any classroom bytaagher of any subject for the benefit
of any student, no matter the age level, subjettamar ethnic background.” (Pedde,
1996, p. 5)

Nevertheless, this document was useful to me ahtale conclusions
meaningful (to me) that were indeed supported lsydhé&a. This study involved 64
students and four teachers in an urban schoohgettnere observations were made;
Pedde did not offer how these participants weresehoThe students and teachers were
surveyed and interviewed to discover what they iclemed to be the effects of humor in
their classrooms. This was a school in an ethryi@atd economically diverse community
with a transient nature thrown in due to severadshts with a parent in the armed
forces. The school itself was near a nude dandg ghocery store, strip mall (no pun
intended) and in an area with some gang and driigtgc Viewing through an ethnic
lens, the area had a Hispanic, African-Americana@d#merican and Caucasian makeup
with some of the population possibly being congdeo be financially comfortable.

To begin with, Pedde defined humor to be "an actwent, verbal statement or
exchange that produces or attempts to produce taugfPedde, 1996, p. 7) She

continues to define laughter as "the vocalizatiat ts often the result of the use of



humor." (Pedde, 1996, p. 7) (While definitions eo@ered in more detail later in this
document, | feel it is important to provide Pedasinition to help build the proper
context).

Pedde systematically observed four classroomsaperiod of two days per
class, interviewing the related teachers as to theent, purpose and awareness of their
use of humor." (Pedde, 1996, p. 9) The studentghtam humor was directed were also
interviewed primarily to see if their reaction whe same as intended by their teacher.
These student interviews were somewhat more infiottmaa the teacher interviews
where the students were asked about the use ofrramddchow it made them feel.
(Pedde, 1996, p. 35)

The student interviews showed that a majorityhefdtudents felt more
comfortable in a classroom with a teacher who hs@sor and learned more from these
teachers using humor. Pedde continued to citeelied theory of humor (discussed later
in detail) that humor was successful in these otagss because humor can “break the
ice’ in a (classroom) setting (and that) stressamdety are reduced and the class
becomes a more open learning environment." (P98, p 18)

All'in all she found humor "to be beneficial taadishing caring relationships
between teachers and students. Such relationsleigsfaund to be critical to the
engagement of students in the classroom and theref@lso benefit students in their
learning." (Pedde, 1996, p. iii) Using her studhg tlassroom with humor being used as a

tool can successfully have a caring and learningpaphere.



This classroom environment would not just be hguarfsafe haven" at school.
This is an atmosphere different from Alisa Harf8X0) in quoting the CEO of a charter
school corporation in Los Angeles,

Kids were just looking behind their shoulders, thest didn’t feel safe. There

was a very toxic atmosphere...Even when you had smrees among the

teaching staff who really tried to make a differerntcreally wasn’t enough to

change the entire culture. (Harris, 2010, p. 46)

No, this is making the classroom a @labere the students can feel they are safe
but also a place where they can learn: a placeenher want to learn. This would be the
classroom in which the student is engaged and dared

The reader might be wondering just how the teromibr” is defined. As a patrtial
response | found that "What 'humor' means?" to beeralusive than | had expected.
Not only is there noa consensus of how humor can be or is definedhrotithe
literature which | read offered no definition, witiese authors relying on the a priori
knowledge/opinion of what their readers would cdashumor to be. Some authors did
offer single definitions, while others offered mplé definitions; some of these
definitions were also circular relying on "laughirfgr part of the definition of humor,
and then defining "humor" using the term laughter.

| would ask the reader to use his/her own "dedinf' of the term until | return to
this topic later as | do believe this is a key @pic Please note that | pursue how
"humor" is treated in the extant literature as \aslits meaning for the participants in my
study to follow.

Fun, laughter, motivation and learning?



Angela Valenzuela (1999) wro&ubtractive Schooling three-year study of a
Houston area high school using both quantitativevgsys/questionnaires and analyzing
records of the school district) and qualitativeg@tvations and interviews) approaches.
During this study, she developed the trust andidente of students in the school
comprised mainly of Mexican and Mexican-Americamdgnts; it was this trust that
helped her ferret out many of the dynamics of tttesl. Valenzuela (1999) discussed
how immigrantstudents regardless of gender or track placenaentiseir teachers as

being more caring and accessible. This was natdke in general for second- and third-

generationas opposed to immigrant) students. She progbsésan authentically
caring pedagogy would not only cease subtractindestts' cultural identities, it would
also reverse its effects” (p. 266) and that botmignant and second- and third-
generation students would see teachers as morggcard ultimately be in a better
learning environment. Can teachers be more sueddssbuilding a meaningful and
caring relationship with the students? In what wayght humor function as a tool to
utilize to help build such a caring environment?

In listening to the voices of Valenzuela's (1998brmants, the following
comments by a number of students seemed to reitématcaring relationship theme:

Ms. Novak is the best teacher | ever had. The steylaughs at us makes us

happy, you know like sheeally likes us. | learn easier that way. (Valenzuela,

1999, p. 101)

Ms. Aranda is the best teacher | had. | nevebgotd in her class. And | learned

so much. (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 101)

In response to a question about whether there argrelasses that interested

them...they described the teachers...as making theeddan and interesting.

(Valenzuela, 1999, p. 234)

No...if they (teachers) really cared, they wouldrétboring and they would show
in other ways, too, that they cared. (Valenzut®®9, p. 235)



“Learning easier,” “never got bored,” “fun andeng¢sting” and “not boring"
equals caring —what do that mean? First of @bntend that this mentioning of fun and
laughing implies the use of humor. It would notrade be a leap of faith to assume that
a classroom with humor might be the "fun" classraond | believe that Valenzuela's
work points us in this direction.

One might respond that "fun" is different thanimgy but the study by Pedde
mentioned above determined that there is a relgltiprbetween a classroom with humor
and a caring classroom. Thus, whether "fun” or that,classroom with humor would
typically be a caring classroom.

Her study further pointed out how a caring classraets students engaged,
ultimately creating a beneficial result for learmpihile one could possibly have a
caring classroom atmosphere without fun, and aclassroom without humor, Pedde
points out that using humor provides a caring ctass, which one could then infer
would be a fun classroom as well.

Continuing with this thought, in a recent articd@e reads "The way we teach our
children history has undermined our chances focesg” It continues pointing out that a
leading Harvard historian and NEWSWEEK columnigtsgnted ways to make it fun and
a better classroom. (Ferguson, 2011. p. 62)

One can infer from Ferguson that fun in the clamsravill improve our chance for
success (at least in history---but why limit itstocial studies.)

In a similar vein, the students in the Valenzuaakbassociate liking school and

being motivated to learn. This seems to be echated in an article by Samuelson (2010)



when he writes: “Motivation has weakened becausersiudents (of all races and
economic classes let it be added [Samuelson's Watads't like school, don’'t work hard,
and don’'t do well.” (Samuelson 2010, p. 2) Studevito are not motivated will not do
as well. So, while motivation is not all that iseded in the classroom, Mr. Samuelson
does feel it plays a big role in classroom suceses= not motivating the students is, in
his opinion, resulting in the failure of schoolagh.

One can argue that the caring, learning atmospireeted by the use of humor,
also is a motivated student environment; that beaid, | don’t ascribe to such a
simplistic reason for “school failure" (or that scs are necessarily "failing" for that
matter). | would further suggest that the concétudents needing to “like school” can
be problematic on its own; however, what might¢benection be between a teacher’s
use of humor, the resulting student motivation o the student perceives the
instructor’s success (where this "success" mightdimed as where students learn, not
merely "having fun" or "liking school" or liking thteacher personally?) The Irish poet
William Butler Yeats wrote that "education is nbéffilling of a pot, but the lighting of a
fire." (Pritchard, 2008, p. 1) Instructors needdous on motivating their students,
lighting the fire initially and keeping the flamenming as well.

Consequently, one could reasonably, (returningnth) auilding on Pedde (1996),
defend the case that fun and laughing (. and "nob@9 can be linked to humor, and be
associated with a caring environment and ultimadelyaged, successfully learning
students. This caring environment makes learnasiee and more successful and

ultimately improves the efficacy of the teachetttinstor in the eyes of the student.



Along with Pedde, I believe that humor in the ctaes can create a caring and
engaging environment, which will help motivate #tedent to learn and ultimately
consider the instructor to be successful or effigithe connections between humor, a
caring and engaging environment and instructocadfy were the focus of my study.

Engaging and motivating students through the useiofor

By now, the reader can see my contention that humasm@n important role in the
classroom and can be used as a tool to providajagable, non-boring successful
learning environment. | can recollect in my prevgm teacher preparation program,
seeing humor mentioned in one teaching methods blmoést as an afterthought, as a
form of classroom motivation mixed in with seven#ter techniques of motivation also
listed at the same time. This was a fruit cockthilpu will, of approaches where all
looked different, but "tasted" the same. | could emen find a single mention of “humor”
in Ken Bain’s (2004) “What the Best College Teash@o.” | suppose my surprise was
again based on my personal expectation that a segesarrow in a "best college
teacher's" quiver would be humor. That was noctse. The topic of what has been
published and discussed regarding humor and edudataddressed in much more detail
in the literature review section below.

In another study, Buckman (2010) selected tengssafrs known as performers
and having a reputation of using humor in theisstaoms. Buckman uses the term
"performer” as the professors whom she chose werevik for a presentation style which
often had a dramatic flair utilizing "techniquesatloften reflect theatrical styles or
approaches that make them feel like performers.ivffsome of her informants

considered teaching to be a performance to thenettiat they "identified their classes as
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'the audience,’ their learning tools as 'propsl,tarir behaviors as 'just like a stand-up
comedian." (p. 133)

Of particular interest was the definition of humdrich Buckman presented that
humor is "anything that people say or do that ie@eed as funny and tends to make
others laugh, as well as the mental processegthato both creating and perceiving
such an amusing stimulus and the affective respioséved in the enjoyment of it." (p.
9)

Through a series of interviews Buckman inferreat these professors had humor
as a part of their basic nature and identity. Assalt of using this humor, they seemed to
create a student-centered learning environmentitkgéipe subjects which they taught
"fresh and fun." Perhaps having humor as part obmg nature and identity is why |
feel so strongly about its usefulness in the ctassr Buckman discovered that in
general using humor that was student-centered utith®ing student-deprecating worked
well for this group. Members of this group also iaeal what they considered to be
inappropriate humor, avoiding sensitive topics saglsex, religion, and race and
avoiding the use of bad language as well.

From a personal standpoint, humor has been thdlveay have been able to
endure the “downs” of the “ups and downs” of litaus, my belief in the importance of
humor in the classroom. The source of own my sehkemor (or lack thereof
depending upon who is judging) may be genetic, feating itself at an early age, as |
have been told that whenever my mother was tratisgane by stroller in the city, |

would reach out for every adult male (regardlessobfial age, race, or dress) and yell
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“Daddy!” the more “upset” my mother became, the enpassionately | would yell
“Daddy!” and then laugh more each time.

| have a first cousin, Wes Halula, who is ownerdlurcer/director/writer for
HappyFunTime located in the Los Angeles akappyFunTime is a full-service
production house, known for (according to the Ha&ppylime website) "taking complex,
heady content and turning it into something hilasionsightful, emotional and
memorable." (http://happyfuntime.com/) So, comesdgiefinitely part of the Halula clan's
makeup.

The source of my sense of humor may be environrhastaell. A day after my
mother had a malignant brain tumor removed, shé&edmieakly at us and said, in
somber voice that matched her bandaged presentatiorher hospital bed, “I'm afraid
they removed my brain and left the tumor!” (Thisranent was then followed by an
albeit weak, big smile.)

When the times seem the bleakest (losing my jadirfg out that | had an
unanticipated, additional six months of wearingatcand others) it has been my humor
(along with my religion and family) that has kepé going.

As a math teacher/instructor, (high school and ensity night school,) | found
that humor interspersed during the classroom Hedpp things rolling. | have similarly
found in the business world that humor can levelglaying field, take the edge off
negotiations and make a presentation more enjoyableoth the audience and the
presenter.

Am | on the right track in my assumption regardmgnor being needed or at

least useful as a tool for the teacher to be effeand the student's eyes? When does a
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teacher become a stand-up comic and lose sighs/ieh educational goal? Can humor
be dispensed in the classroom only by those instrsigvith an innate bend toward
humor? What role in class humor does the studeypMWhen is (attempts at) humor
inappropriate? Is there a one-size-fits-all appndachumor that would work for all
(humorous and non-humorous) professors, instrucani teachers? Are there different
types of humor? Can a teacher try to be too fuartiie point where he/she is no longer
viewed by the students as an education profes§loéhat does the term “humor” really
mean? Does it mean the same to everyone?

While this list of questions could be considereddwer far too much territory to
address in a single, focused study, in my mind #reycomponents of if/how the
instructor is successful in the opinion of the stutd The central, underlying questions
are: 1. what is humor? and 2. Can the use of hunadie us better teachers in the eyes of
our students? This research project is a firgt gstethe journey to seeking the answer
through the opinions of others and extant liteetéddmittedly, | also needed to keep my
personal “humor in the classroom is a good thingstn check and not let this
predisposition distort my interpretation of datdexted from my informants, as thaye
the center of my inquiry, i.e., the students' pptioe regarding the efficacy of their
professor and what is humor.

Research Question

After having spent much time pondering the cotegghich | have illustrated
thus far, | chose as my research question:

What role does student-deter mined humor in the higher education classr oom play

in student-perceived instructor effectiveness?
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As | stated above, | believe that humor helps niakestudent feel more
motivated to learn. | base this in part on persemgkerience having used humor in the
classroom as a teacher and having been exposed trs¢ of humor in the classroom as a
student. It was interesting to see how the voi¢eseinformants aligned with my
perception.

Definition of Terms

Humor

Jonas (2004, p. 11) notes that “the definitionwhbr has several variables. It
can hit different people in different ways, depe@gdon the circumstances.” He continues
that

In the movielLittle Big Man the Native American grandfather, played by Chief
Dan George, determines it is a good day to diemidkes his arrangements, calls
for his buffalo robes, goes out onto the praiies down, and waits. Time passes;
it begins to rain. Another character mournfully @smo check on him and
discovers Grandfather is still alive. Chief Dan @goarises with great dignity,
gathers his belongings, and says to his compatSmmetime the magic happens,
sometimes it doesn’t.” It is the same with humadon@s, 2004, p. 21)

Loomans writes:
There are two very distinct sides of the humor cthe comic and the tragic.
Humor can act as a social lubricant or social detar in the educational setting. It

can educate or denigrate, heal or harm, embradeface. It's a powerful
communication tool, no matter which side is chogeoomans, 1993, p. 14)

As | began my research, | expected that | would & single definition used by
everyone or at least by a majority; that was netdise. Having two master's degrees in

abstract mathematics, | had learned to build ldgigstems based on defined terms;
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however, in rethinking about my system building slahere were always Wifined

terms used as building blocks as well. Concepth 88 point, line and plane in geometry
and the concepts of element and set were not defieieuseful in building logical
systems; but, do | want to leave the term "humodaiined? | attempt to unpack how

the extant literature handles the term huihater in the literature review.

Instructor Effectiveness

As for the term “instructor effectiveness,” thatitself would be a topic for a
series of books; even the author of “What the Bedlege Teachers Do” had
difficulty defining what “best” meant, which one gt extrapolate to be closely
related to "effective." It does seem to be sonavpinoblematic, almost ironic, when
a book about "best" teachers never defines the tleest."

Garner notes similar to what Valenzuela's studentslized, "Effective college
teachers were often described as ‘enthusiastichasé who use humor in their
instruction were rated more highly." (Garner, 20052) Quoting Bergen (1992)) St.
Pierre (2001) points out the "lack of consensugiwithe literature on the relevant

characteristics of successful teachers.” (St. @001, p. 24)

For my research purposes my defining the concepistructor effectiveness
was not germane for | was seeking how the use wiohuesonates for the student
and how the student responds in considering whetheot the instructor is
effective; the definitions of "hnumor" and "effeativess" are theirs. | compared and
contrasted the informant definitions with thosenirthe extant literature which

follows.
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Chapter 2 Laughter and Learning in Literature

Having chosen higher education, in my review ofékiant literature | found a
large number of the studies dealt with humor andcation at the elementary and
secondary level. That was not necessarily a bag) ths the Pedde (1996) study did help
point me in the right direction. It should alsored up front that | found no
information using the voice of the student whetaiine to the perceived success of the
student's instructor. As the university studeny imave a better appreciation for what
helps them learn as they will have had over twgbars in the education system, this
student voice becomes worthy of hearing and stiidly also important to determine
what the student voice has to say regarding whaionus.

Working with the opinions of informants in highetueation across gender, social
class and race was interesting in a number of wdysesearch started with the goal to
seek out the similarities and differences across/éirious groups as well as the
individual students themselves. Unfortunately, thuthe lack of diversity across gender,
class and race with my informants, | was not ablendertake such an analysis. Thus,
such an analysis must await future research.

| had foreseen no shortage of literature with respethe topic of humor but |
had expected that publications about humor angl#gionship to education would be
difficult to find. As | dug deeper, there were @k surprises in my literature search as
there were indeed a number of books, articlesed@tsons, and other publications on
humor. | was somewhat surprised, however, that widte documents linking humor
and education were relatively recent in nature, fitem the late 1990’s and thereatfter. |

further found that a majority of the extant litena focused on a lecture-based, teacher-
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centric, large-classroom educational paradigm. ridptinis, 1 also chose this model as a
basis for my study. | later raise some questioagidver, concerning the need to examine
the impact of humor in other instructional configtions (e.g., smaller classes, seminars,
or on-line.)

The results of my literature research grouped a#ijuinto three areas each of
which will be discussed in turn:

1. (Continuing to seek THE/A) Definition of Humor,

2. General (non-study) Literature about Humor and B&tlan and

3. Studies about Humor and Education

Why did | feel that continuing to search for aideion of humor was important
when | plan on seeking what the informant belidgwasior to be? First of all, as | read
through the articles, studies and books, a keyntterstanding what is being presented is
having a grasp of the concepts being used anduthteeies and nuances that converge in
the author's message.

Much like the blind men describing the elephamakghe tail and it's snakelike,
touch a leg and it's a strong and sturdy creaturepeed to have our "eyes wide open”
(pun intended) in order to focus on the tapestnyl (@e message) that the author is
weaving. While it might be tempting to consolidataumber of such documents, one
needs to be ever vigilant in this action for if thefinitions are too different, unsound
inferences could be drawn. Another point to considl@ search for a definition is to see
the similarities or common traits across the daéns.

In moving to the topic of humor and education @meral, | found that there was

a plethora of books, articles and so on makingstahts about the utility of humor in the
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classroom, but, other than opinions, experiencédeas not linked to specific studies or
references, on their own they were standing onakWgupport) foundation.

Finally, the third of the list of three is lookirag actual studies that are applicable
for or related to my research question. Also tedasidered is how my research question
and area of study will complement and not merghjicate previous efforts.

1. (Continuing to Seekhe/A) Definition of Humor

Boverie (1990) notes that it is difficult to dedi humor, but then quotes Davis
and Farina (1970) that humor consists of multiplé ao single behaviors and to explain
any of these facets individually would come up skiefining the term “humor” itself.
The more | read, the concept of humor was so stigethat no universal definition was
forthcoming; the various "theories" of humor, irgilg relief, superiority and
incongruity (discussed in detail below) had theunoviews of humor and in the case of
relief theory did not even propose a definition.

As | continued looking at the various definitiasfshumor, or documents offering
no such definition, | found that the Bible discuskemor (mirth) in Ecclesiastes 8:15
stating “Then | commended mirth because a maniathetter thing under the sun than
to eat, and to drink, and to be merry.” A questiwat would come to mind would be
whether "merry" involves humor and laughing, andvring one step further does
laughing require humor--all topics on which | coned to seek more detalils.

While such well-respected books such as the Bialee high opinions of humor,
this positive opinion of humor was not held by gegre. Cornett (1986, p. 19) writes

that the Pilgrim Fathers believed laughter (and dro be a “low form of behavior.”
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As noted above, Pedde defines humor to be "anmaeie@nt, verbal statement or
exchange that produces, or attempts to producghtad’ where "laughter is the
vocalization that is often the result of humor.e@@e, 1996, p. 7) These definitions are
definitely circular in nature with humor being lied to laughter and laughter being
linked to humor as each is defined, almost a "dmnosr the egg” conundrum. Such
difficulties persisted in my search for a definitiof humor.

But, one can always turn to the dictionary to fendefinition. The Merriam-
Webster online dictionary defines humor as:

1 a: a normal functioning bodily semifluid or fluidgahe blood or lymphd: a
secretion as a hormone) that is an excitant obiacti

2 a: in medieval physiologya fluid or juice of an animal or plargpecifically

one of the four fluids entering into the constibatiof the body and determining
by their relative proportions a person's health temaperamen : characteristic

or habitual disposition or bentreMPERAMENT <of cheerfulhumor ¢ : an often
temporary state of mind imposed especially by orstances <was in faumor

to listen>d : a sudden, unpredictable, or unreasoning inclinatigHim <the
uncertainhumorsof nature>

3 a: that quality which appeals to a sense of thechadis or absurdly incongruous
b: the mental faculty of discovering, expressingappreciating the ludicrous or

absurdly incongruous something that is or is designed to be comicamusing
— out of humor: out of sorts

This dictionary definition does indeed cover margws of humor, from
physiology (current day to medieval) to what is enof the mainstream notion. Yet,
this mainstream attempt seemed to come up shoméddior does humor require
something to be ludicrous or absurd? The statefsentething that is or is designed

to be comical or amusing" also seemed to come ag.sh

Continuing on with my search, as previously statédve found no

consensus regarding the definition of “humor” in rayiew of the literature. In fact,
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most of the books do not even attempt to defineetimeept. Huss (2007) offers no
definition of humor when discussing the use of humahe middle school, referring
to humor as a "communicative attitude." (Huss, 2@02)

It needs to be pointed out here that omittingfand®n of humor in the books
and articles | accessed is not the same as leawmnglefined (as in mathematics), which
is a purposeful, deliberate and announced activity.

It is easy to see that my search for somethirgimaple as a definition of “humor”
was not an easy one; however, Morreall (1983, perhjnds us that “In the first century,
the Roman Quintilian complained that no one haceyetained what laughter is, though
many had tried.” To avoid such a quandary, mangastof my research documents did
not even attempt to answer this seemingly centali@sinanswered question.

Aboudan describes humor as referring to "simpladmistic remarks that
naturally occur in the communicative teaching skaond language.”" (Aboudan, 2009, p.
2) While coming from the context of the act of telag a second language (discussed
later), again we end up in a loop defining humarhein terms of itself, i.e., "humorous"
and only within the realm of teaching a second legg.

My findings or search for information seemedemforce that finding a
definition of "humor" is problematic: some authofter no such definition, some writers
define the term poorly (e.g. a circuitous defimfipand other researchers present a more
concise definition but while more concise, therstib no consensus. Humor, like art or
taste, is a personal, subjective thing.

Buckman defines humor as "anything that peopleosalp that is perceived as

funny and tends to make others laugh, as well@aswntal processes that go into both
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creating and perceiving such an amusing stimuldslaa affective response involved in
the enjoyment of it." (Buckman, 2010, p. 9)

Without delving too deeply in traversing from hunto “being funny”, a famous
home-spun philosopher, Will Rogers is quoted byrhans (1993, p. 14) that
“Everything is funny as long as it is happeningtmebody else.” With respect to being
honest with humor, Louvish (2007, p. 13) quotestla@mophilosopher invoking a quest
for truth and honesty in humor, quoting Marx th@hé secret of life is honesty and fair
dealing. If you can fake that, you’ve got it mad&’the spirit of full disclosure, the Marx
that was quoted was Groucho not Karl!

So far | believe the reader would agree that tieeneuch more to humor than one
might initially expect, especially when it comegdfining the concept; like the many
views of the blind men in describing based on towbhat an elephant looks like, there
are many approaches to defining humor. As | prdeedo look at descriptions and
definitions of humor, | found a number using thertélaughter.”

Is Humor Laughter? Is Laughter Humor? How Are TReyated?

Several authors (Sheppard (2002), Williams (20844, Buckman (2010)) define
humor as the action that makes people laugh oiglsgten as being funny or amusing.
This definition seemed to be more in line with whatuld consider humor to be, but
something seemed to be missing that seemed haetdamnine; my search continued.

Buckman (2010, p. 9) continues to add to the dedimthe concept of “mental
processes that go into both creating and percesuie) an amusing stimulus and the
affective response involved in the enjoyment éMthile Buckman's definition was non-

circular, like many definitions | encountered, latgy was invoked or referred to in the
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definition. Bostina-Bratu (2007) when discussimgmor and laughter nearly treats the
terms as synonyms. Smuts in theernet Encyclopedia of Philosopbtates "The
philosophical study of humor has been focused erddvelopment of a satisfactory
definition of humor, which until recently has beesated as roughly co-extensive with
laughter.” (Smuts, 2009, p. 1) This source consmgoting John Dewey's opinion that
"The laugh is by no means to be viewed from thedyaint of humor; its connection
with humor is only secondary. It marks the endingf.a period of suspense, or
expectation, all ending which is sharp and secontdgSmuts, 2009, p. 1)

Going further, this encyclopedia makes this datton: laughter results from a
pleasant psychologicahift, whereas, humor arises from a pleasant twgrshift. This
did pique my interest and seemed to link humohiioking/learning, but it seemed to also
too severely segregate humor and laughter whictyreamrces use synonymously.

Another proclamation found is that "Laughter i$ pomarily about humor but
about social relationships." (Provine, 2000, p. @bstina-Bratu writes "Laughter is, first
and foremost, a social signal--it disappears wheretis no audience, which may be
small as one other person--and it binds peoplehege.. Laughter establishes--or
restores--a positive emotional climate and a sehsennection between people.”
(Bostina-Bratu, 2007, p. 1)

While referring to laughter as a "social signaf'lioked to "social relationships,"
the delineation between humor and laughter remagnayl at best. | would disagree with
the author that laughter cannot occur without atience, recollecting reading something
or remembering a situation and laughing by my$atles that make me some type of

"laugh-aholic?"
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While the citations above show a connection betweenor and laughter as well
as some difference between them, the humor/laugglgronship is noted and was
useful as I continued to look for a better defontion which to build my own.

Some of the Philosophical Theories of Humor-How ey View Humor?

In digging deeper into the concept of humor, thiauet literature, such as the
Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Morreall (1D&8&d others, presents various
philosophical theories of humor. While there hagerba number of these theories of
humor, three main theories continued to surfageesarity, incongruity and relief
theories. How might each of these theories définenor?”

In considering the different theories, | read "Whhe task of defining humor is a
seemingly simple one, it has proven quite difficeach theory attempts to provide a
characterization of what is at least at the corleushor. However, these theories are not
necessarily competing; they may be seen as siroplysfng on different aspects of
humor, treating certain aspects as more fundamtrgalothers.” (Smuts, 2009, p. 1)
Taking this citation to heart, it behooved me tocto upon these theories and my
thoughts about them. By reviewing these theoriés,hd differing views of what
constitutes "humor."

The Superiority Theory of Humor

A definition of laughter to a proponent of thigsuority theory of humor would
be "an expression of a person's feelings of supsriaver other people.” (Morreall,
1983, p. 4) Continuing on this line of thought, Tites Hobbes was quoted by the

encyclopedia that "humor arises from a 'suddenygtelt when we recognize our
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supremacy over others." (Smuts, 2009, p. 3) Halddeag with Plato and Aristotle
thought that humor fed on aggressive feeling rexylin this sense of superiority. This is
the oldest and debatably the most widespread thefdayighter. As an explanation of
humor using this theory, Plato wrote that "What ezl person laughable...is self-
ignorance." (Morreall, 1983, p.4)

Does this theory accommodate all forms of humaklanghter? | think not as
there are too many examples of laughter assocratachumor and "non-humor" that do
not relate to feelings of superiority. Such exasphight include tickling someone (a
child or even an adult) which would/could resultitaugh not linked to superiority. In
seeming to concur with this opinion that laughteechnot be in a superiority vein,
Voltaire stated "Laughter always arises from atyadé disposition, absolutely
incompatible with contempt and indignation.” (Maile 1983, p. 8)

So while we found a definition of humor, since theory does not generalize
across all laughter, the search continued to tbengruity theory; moreover, | felt there
was much more to humor than a feeling of supeyi@wer others, and furthermore such
a concept of humor would truly have difficultiesdreating a caring environment.

The Incongruity Theory of Humor

A definition of humor to the follower of the incgruity theory of humor might be
"an intellectual reaction to something that is yreoted, illogical, or inappropriate in
some other way" (Morreall, 1983, p. 15) Morrealhtioues to contextualize this theory
by pointing out that "We live in an orderly worldhere we have come to expect certain
patterns among things, their properties, events Vée laugh when we experience

something that doesn't fit into these patterns.6riigall, 1983, pp. 15-16)
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In comparing this theory to the superiority theofynumor, "there is a certain
duality or contrast that triggers laughter, butsheeriority theory makes the overly
restricted claim that this duality must be betwd#enlaugher's evaluation of his own
importance and his evaluation of someone else'sritapce” unlike humor as defined
above for this theory while the "incongruity theorythough it does not deny that
feelings of superiority may be involved in laughtédoes not see the duality in laughter
as necessarily taking the form of a contrast betvtke laugher's sense of importance and
his evaluation of someone else." (Morreall, 19835p

This theory has been supported by such renowgede such as Immanuel Kant,
Soren Kierkegaard, possibly finding its roots inséatle’'sRhetoric."Primarily focusing
on the object of humor, this school sees humorras@onse to an incongruity, a term
broadly used to include ambiguity, logical impodsgyg irrelevance and
inappropriateness.” (Smuts, 2009, p. 1) This théas/such a large number of supporters
as it seems to account for most cases of percéiveness, which is partly because
"incongruity” is something of an umbrella termSnjuts, 2009, p. 3)

Aristotle supposedly thought the best way to makaudience laugh was to "set
up an expectation and deliver something ‘that giviegist." (Smuts, 2009) Regardless of
whether Aristotle as a "set-up" man, it seemed ¢ég@amd as noted above) the term
incongruity was vague enough to apply to a numbsiteations, and while it may give
humor additional depth, a well-articulated defmitidid not seem to be forthcoming.

Plato, according to Morreall (1983, p. 99), belidvthat reacting to humorous
incongruity was against our nature—something umahtit does seem that the Greek

philosophers were not of a single mind, for, ag&axl in Mitchell (2005, p. 1) that
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Aristotle believed “There is a foolish corner irethrain of the wisest man.” In a more
negative view again, another well-known philosop&antayana speaks of an
“undertone of disgust' that mingles with amusenagtumor.” (Morreall, 1983, p. 99)

In considering the universality of the incongruitgory of humor, we can see that
every instance of incongruity does not trigger lateg or be considered humorous. An
example might be for me to reach into my lunch sawdk find a rattlesnake. This would
be definitely incongruous but not humorous--to nieast! Hence, the incongruity theory
did not universally address humor.

The Relief Theory of Humor

Those ascribing to the relief theory would defiaEleast partially, humor as
being a venting of nervous energy. "While the sigpity theory focuses on emotions
involved in laughter, and the incongruity theoryaijects or ideas causing laughter, the
relief theory addresses...why does laughter tagkiysical form it does, and what is its
biological function.” (Morreall, 1983, p. 20) #sense, this theory is more of a different
way of looking at laughter than the other theoard could co-exist with either.

Notables such as Sigmund Freud and Herbert Spanedypically associated
with this theory. This group "saw humor as fundataiyna way to release energy
generated by repression (Smuts, 2009, p. 1) Mendéehss school of thought, rather
than truly defining humor, choose to point out imtpat or necessary characteristics of
humor and "the essential structures and psychabgrocesses that produce laughter.”
(Smuts, 2009, p. 3) Those who ascribe to thisfrieory seem to have difficulties
distinguishing between humorous and non-humoraughier. Here we end up with no

definition of humor and a return to linking laughte humor.
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Hill (1998, p. 6) points out that FreudWiit and its Relation to the Unconscious
“related sense of humor to different stages of pegexual development” such as
children laughing about taboo topics such as sebo#mer bodily functions not typically
discussed in mixed company. There was no surpes h

In looking back at the superiority, incongruitydarelief theories, again | did not
find a universal definition of humor, due in partdach of the theories not addressing all
aspects of humor.

Still No Definition of Humor? Possible Reasons?

Thus far we have seen Biblical references, aystiidtionary and "encyclopedia”
definitions, been looking through a historical pastive, introduced to the concept of
laughter and its relationship to humor an thredogbphical views of humor, but still no
"suitable” definition.

Our lack of success in finding a definition seerteetle reiterated when we read
"It is rare to find a philosophical topic that bsusich direct relevance to our daily lives,
our social interactions, and our nature as humg8siuts, 2009, p. 1) Why do we
continue to have such difficulty finding the meanwf humor? The encyclopedia states
"Almost every major figure in the history of phitgghy has proposed a theory, but after
2500 years there has been little consensus abaitashstitutes humor” (Smuts, 2009)

One reason for no such definition, is that there @ly a few philosophers
currently focused on humor-related research, wisichost likely due to two factors: the
problems in the field have proved incredibly diffi; inviting repeated failures, and the
subject is erroneously dismissed as an insignificancern.” (Smuts, 2009, p. 1) One

could say, | suppose, that philosophers are justakong humor seriously!
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Another reason for the lack of a definition migletthe subjective and cognitive
nature of humor. Cornett, for example, writes "Tydafinitions of humor focus mainly
on cognitive aspects of what makes us laugh (laggpéy and unlikely visual and
auditory images. Yet remaining with us is the idéAumor as something that is
ludicrous, incongruous, abnormal, and out-of-théirary." (Cornett, 1986, p, 24)

How can one come up with a definition for suchahstract, subjective and
personal concept?

What Is ASense Of Humor? Can There Be A Definition Of Humor?

Lundberg (2002, p. 7) states that “Humor is vemspeal. What individuals find
humorous varies greatly from one person to anotlsersuch so, in fact, that it often
amazes us.”

Humor is personal! We often hear and read abotuihba "sense of humor.”
Garner points out that "As with any sense, howsueh as taste or smell--individuals
may have differing levels of receptivity; similaflyumor can be highly personal,
contextual and subjective.” (Garner, 2005, p. Bn Gne universally define what art is
and what is not art? Does one's "taste” in musie o be the same for others? Salty-
tasting food to some is normal-tasting food to mthe

Mitchell (2005) writes that humor is differentrfdifferent individuals; we all
don’t laugh at the same things, again linking “lamg” to “humor” but still not
providing a definition. By taking a similar appraeio St. Pierre (2001, p. 1) who states
that it is a" term difficult to precisely defineytostill possible to examine its effects”

Hence, the definitions of humor and teacher effeaess of each the informants

were more important in my study. The terms “stuedgtermined” and “student-
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perceived” in my research question “What role deiesent-determined humor in the
higher education classroom play in student-perckinstructor effectiveness?” echoed
this importance. How did the extant literature Harile concept of humor and its link to
education?

2. General (non-study) Literature about Humor and B&tan

Education is too important to be taken seriously!

Table | Education is too Important to be Takendely (Loomans-,' 1993, p. 6)

As stated above, when researching the topic ofdnand education in general, |
found that there was a plethora of books, artiale® so on making statements about the
utility of humor in the classroom, but, other th@pinions, experiences or ideas not
linked to specific studies or references, on thain they stood on a weak (support)
foundation. Bryant writes "It has frequently beeggested that using humor in teaching
has most beneficial effects. Some of the allegerbtits of embellishing education with
levity have been vague and rather grandiose.” (Bry80, p. 511) While a number of

the citations in this section might fit into thiategory of "vague and rather grandiose;"
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the utility of these articles is more of an indioatof what is found in the extant
literature. These references are useful in givibgoad-brush view as to many of the
topics and opinions regarding humor and educabaiiding a context for subsequent

sections of this document.

With recent programs like No Child Left Behind ahé focus the press has had
on purported failures in education, there is a sfiead movement to improve the
education system; oftentimes, however, in the eye®me, changes that are made are

merely refurbished old perennial fads and ideasicoessfully tried before.

Higher education faces a number of upcoming chgéle as well, what with an
increase in the number of high school graduatestedeed to be prepared to provide
the education these students seek and need. Jameadied in 1998 that many colleges
and universities were coming up short when he pdiout “Far too many students from
all backgrounds leave higher education with thenspnal aspirations unrealized and

with society’s needs for them to learn and contelunmet.” (Hunt, 1998, p. 8)

The world of higher education is evolving. Donkldnna, when offering his
eleven strategies for higher education points loatt t
Colleges and universities are facing the challefgemoving the boundaries
between higher education institutions and theiemdl publics while at the same
time protecting the fundamental values and traaétiassociated with free
academic inquiry, independence of thought, andsighd responsibilities of the
faculty.
The world is indeed changing and higher educatiastrohange with it, or find itself

with buggy whips in a world with automobiles, eighdck music tapes in the digital,

MP3 environment, or fax machines in the Internevense.
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In considering how education has in the past neded to this need for change,
Jonas (2004, p. 51) points out that “Despite tlierdinces in levels of education, another
problem with learning and teaching is that theicutum and teaching style(s) have not
changed much over the years (or centuries)." Klser stated that “Well-respected
scholars such as Ernest Boyer, Alexander Astin,Syida Gride have highlighted the
need for instructional improvement in higher ediacain recent years." (Kher, 1999, p.
400) Kher continues pointing out that conceptsftgfative teaching and improving
student learning have become items of concernritveusity faculty and administrators.
(Kher, 1996) Might humor be useful in satisfying theed for instructional improvement
and address the concerns of the higher educatmmeys that be?" A vast majority of

articles believe this to be the case. Key artiakesreviewed here.

Regarding humor and education, Boverie (1990) nitiesibundance of
information pointing out the importance of humorettucation. She brings us (Boverie,
1990, p. 75) to Civikl who writes, “Humor is a majorce and [a] needed one for dealing
with the real world. The real world is filled wittumor but is often excluded from the
world of teaching and learning.”

Humor has been purported by many authors in maumtyes to have a positive
influence on education and learning. Dr. Nancy Smassociate Professor of Philosophy
at Marquette University noted that “Having a seolskumor is indispensable and it’s
important to use it in the classroom.” (Mueller080p. 24) While her comment is her
opinion based on her years of teaching experiear not supported here by study data,

it is noteworthy.
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Cornett and Lundberg both consider the link betwaenor and education.
Cornett (1986) proposes thirteen reasons why teacteed to get serious about
incorporating humor into their lessons. Interedtiranough, Lundberg (2002) provides
(also) thirteen reasons why humor and laughterldhmeia part of every classroom.
Cornett (1986, p. 9) provided the concepts of "Lales creative capacities...Develops a
positive attitude... (and) Humor makes class motereésting. Lundberg (2002, p. 9)
listed "Laughter reduces tension and anxiety...Humativates and energizes...Humor
encourages creativity...Humor helps students acoaptideas...Laughter helps show that
mistakes are a normal part of learning”

While I did not provide the entire list of twentikgopics, it is key to note that
both of these lists contain items proclaiming tigartance of humor to providing a
learning environment with no/less stress which ddod associated with the relief theory
as discussed above, especially by the Pedde stoidh wointed me in this direction.

Looking through a student lens, Garner writes “®tid indicate that humor can
increase their interests in learning, and reselaasrdemonstrated that students who have
teachers with a strong orientation to humor teni@daon more.” (Garner, 2006, p. 177)
(While this is a study, and details will be prowdater, it seemed noteworthy to mention
in this section.)

In considering the importance of humor to educatibaughts from Schwarz,

Kottler, and Shatz continue to be relevant. An etlug Schwarz writes

Seldom does the topic of humor appear in the psajeal literature or media
reports, and rarely can 'joking around' be founthassubject of an in-service
session or a conference...Yet humor remains ooerafost powerful tools--for
learning and teaching...Most important, our ownegignces tell us that laughter
can accomplish much. (Schwarz, 1989, p. 1)
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While Schwarz provides no real support for hermakgirelying only on "our own

experiences" nevertheless they do align with tleegdent opinion of the extant literature.

Kottler writes that "Of the personal dimension @d¢hing, humor is the most
human of them all. Teachers who value humor, whnty tolerate laughter and fun in
their classrooms, but even invite them in and eragrithem to stay, are perceived by
students as being more interesting and relevantttise who appear grim and

humorless." (Kottler, 2000, p. 16)

In moving from the concept of the "personal” dimengo more general
education and teaching, Shatz points out that

As a pedagogical device, humor can promote valbjectives, such as to

increase student interest and attention, facilita¢estudent-teacher relationship,

provide students with a "mental break" or promb&understanding and

retention of a concept. In contrast to humoristso \wauge success by laughter,

educators measure the effectiveness of humor byithawmotes learning...In the

traditional classroom, humor does not constitutiéced pedagogy, as educational

experts have long advocated its use. (Shatz, 20,

We have read about several ideas as to why husnaluable in education--but
why? More importantly, how does humor affect theessfoom environment and

ultimately learning?

Does Humor Build a Better Educational Atmosphere?

The Pedde study has been described above linkimghto building a caring
environment which in turns improves learning. Arestetudy, by Aboudan and as noted
before, is worth reviewing.

Aboudan studied the English as a Second Languagsroom in the United Arab

Emirates. She found that for such a subject taubeessfully taught, all students need to
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be relaxed and not concerned about making an ectoresponse or statement. She
further studied the utility of humor in such a gasom and how humor helps build this
atmosphere which could be viewed as an applicatidhe relief theory. (Details of this
study can be found below in the section with stsijlie

Bostina-Bratu posits that "laughter can createf@n atmosphere for learning,
get and hold students' attention, increase retetiovhat is learned, foster a constructive
attitude towards mistakes, and stimulate both sreaind critical thinking." (Bostina-
Bratu, 2007, p. 1) We again see the link of laughtel humor. Deiter writes that the
"positive psychological effects of laughter inclugeluced anxiety and stress, greater
self-esteem, and increased self-motivation... T¥eaf humor in the classroom can help
to create a more positive learning environmenti@aking down barriers to
communication between the professor and studertiglfvare also barriers to learning)"

(Deiter, 1998, p. 1)

Along the same lines, Dickmeyer claims that "l@agrcan become more
enjoyable and less stressful in a laugher-filledsl" Garner states that "Better
comprehension, increased retention of material,saamibre comfortable learning
environment have all been attributed to the eféectise of these (H.A.M.--humor,
analogy and metaphor) strategies." (Garner, 2005) He continues by stating that the
"use of humor as a pedagogical tool has been showeduce classroom anxiety, create a

more positive atmosphere, as well as facilitatdehening process." (Garner, 2005, p. 2)

All of these authors seem to be using the retiebty of humor in pointing how

humor helps build an environment conducive to etioca
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Impact on Retention of Information and Learning?

As a number of sources have been cited linkingueeof humor to a caring,
better educational atmosphere and enhanced leathesge seemed to be rather general
statements. Let's dig deeper specifically intoraay and retention of information.

Citing Casper (1999), Ziv (1988), Kaplan (1977hoidan states that "Research
suggests that general comprehension and reterftcassroom messages were
significantly improved by the use of humor..." ahdt "learning induced by humor

strengthens the learning memory." (Aboudan, 20092g3)

Deiter writes that the
one_mainreason for using humor in the classroom is to owerstudent
learning...Humor can help students retain subjexttan especially if the humor
reinforces the class material...My own surveystoflents indicate they tend to
agree they are more likely to remember materialisf presented with humor.
There are commons sense reasons that | have vath&ssbelieving that the use
of humor helps students. The main reason is tieatise of humor helps to gain
students' attention and keep their interest imtheerial being presented....Also, it
is physically impossible to laugh and snore atsidi@e time. (Deiter, 1998, pp. 1-
2)
In addressing how the inclusion of humorous elemensubject matter improves
information subject matter retention, Royse (20fdl)eves that this may occur since

boredom is being reduced by the utilization of humo

Dickmeyer points out that a study performed byd&din in 1988 found several
benefits of humor to learners. This study "conctutteat humor increases retention of
material, student-teacher rapport, attentivenedsraarest, and motivation towards and
satisfaction with learning...and that it decreaaseaidemic stress, anxiety toward subject

matter, dogmatism and class monotony." (Dickme}298, p. 8)
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Like most of the work in this section thus farking humor to improved
learning, Loomans and Kolberg continue to arguseflan their experience and perhaps
on uncited references, “we discovered that wheneeencluded humor, learning
occurred without fear, struggle, or self-depreaatio..You can feel a safety net of
caring spread as minds expand, hearts open, catiars heighten.” (Loomans, 1993, p.
xii) They sum up their belief that humor is a styaool for the classroom (leading to the
discovery of knowledge) by saying that when youplgighe principles of HA HA and
you will behold the most wonderful gift of all—tl&eat AHA!” (Loomans, 1993, p. 4)
Humor, they contend, opens the mind and improvés learning and retention of
information. In digging deeper into the backgroumaupporting evidence of their claims
(similar to other citations in this section), dhat was offered was that "we have designed
our seminars and workshops with the "funny facterhind, using ourselves as our
gauge...resources are listed in the back of th&too independent detailed follow-up.
(Loomans, 1993, p. xii)

As noted before, this lack of documented suppeetreed to be typical of many
books about the importance of humor to educatid&int® are made and common sense
is frequently decried as support of the statemenkss limitation aside, many of these

claims are sufficiently noteworthy, however, asytie present interesting ideas

One article (Kher, 1999), drawing on a number ofl&s, (Ferguson &

Campinha-Bacote 1989; Hill 1988; Schwarz, 1989; Mdak 1989; Walter 1990) states

teachers must be creative because of the crittaltiney play in creating an
environment conducive to optimal student learnkigmor is often identified as a
teaching technique for developing a positive leagrenvironment. (Kher, 1999,

p.1)
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The document continues purporting the conceptalsatpportive environment makes
learning become easier for the student. "Humordatalyst for classroom "magic,” when
all the educational elements converge and teacttestadent are positive and excited
about learning.” (Kher, 1999, p. 1) Humor they &gan be manifested as an ice-breaker
or to facilitate creativity. Additionally this adlie points to a study by Kaplan and Pasco
in 1977 that "found students were able to impratention of subject matter when
instructors used humorous examples by linking liearto the use of mnemonic devices
...Jokes and anecdotes seem to provide a memarabtext for student recall.” (Kher,

1999, p. 3)

In looking back, we have seen the potential usefgrof humor to help build a
learning environment. Is humor the answer to allleimges in the classroom? Obviously
this is not the case, but can humor be used tod#lschumor more effective if it is

more applicable to the subject matter being stidied

Humorous Elements in the Classroom--Can They beu@ed?--Is Relevancy

Important?

Ashkenazy (2000) on the Israel ministry of foregjfairs website posted that

He (Ziv—Tel Aviv University Professor of Psycholgguthor of over fifty
papers praising the use of humor in educationjradithat humor can
significantly increase recall, but it should bedisparingly. In a previous study,
Ziv had found that the optimal dosage of humormesio be effective was, at
most, three to four instances of humor per houusTih order to gain maximum
benefit, humor should be mobilized only to undersamre concepts.
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| have to admit, | struggle with this generalizates it is based on a one-size-fits-
all approach to teaching in general, a concepthvhaould never apply in my

experiences and which seems unsupported by otbeaneh and literature

Stambor (2006) quotes “...Berk, who suggests thaeteffective, comedy must
complement—and not distract from—course materifeére Berk is using "comedy"
and "humor" as synonyms.) They are pointing out thelief that humor should be
relevant to the subject matter, which can mean mausostories or examples related to
the subject material. While this remains a soméwha-size-fits-all concept, | would
argue that humor too irrelevant may be distracting;saying all humor must be relevant
could make it somewhat difficult coming up with to@ny humorous items for honors

trig class. Stambor (2006) p. 62) | explored tlsisuanption in my research study.

Boverie (1990) and Buckman (2010) point out thasstoom manifestations of
humor include humorous articles, cartoons, jokastajions, etc. Keeping the humor
relevant to the lesson will make the combinatiostaflent laughing and learning more
likely. So might one conclude with respect to tise of humor that it in general it should

be relevant while not in excess?

Teachers and Humor---Like Vinegar and Oil--Or Firsge a Glove?

While Buckman (2010, p. 7) reminds us that classrdomor seems to be both
spontaneous and random, Boverie (1990, p. 85)sssdbat in order to effectively use
humor in the classroom will require planning. Huptben, will need to be built into (but

seem natural therein) in our lesson content, ingbnal methods and techniques. While
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these topics are seemingly antithetical, humor$katns contrived and too-well planned

is many times not considered humorous.

Continuing on in that vein, Berk goes into detaslcdissing high-risk and low-risk
humor, where we learn of the risk an instructoetaéf “bombing” when using humor.
Good planning should minimize the possibility ofiteg the proverbial egg in front of the

class and potentially maximize learning by the stitd-a definite “win-win!”

Are teachers ready for humor? We read in Roysel(20. 248), “If you find
yourself asking, ‘But is humor really appropriatethe classroom?’ you need only to
think back to the worst lectures, the worst spesaleu can recall. The odds are that
many of them attempted to keep your interest bysionally injecting a joke or relating

an amusing story."

As is the case so many times, Loomans (1993) resnisdhat teachers need to
remember that if the material is not interestirgsabing or fun for ygt’s probably not
interesting or fun for our studerggther. If we aren’t interested, neither wileth
students, and the students will notice this lacintdrest.

Starting out a class with humor is a good ideanotita new one. Friedman (2002)
describes this technique of using humor to enlieetures being as ancient as the
Babylonian Talmud. Rabbah (Babylonian Talmud, SbhabB0b), a Talmudic sage who
lived 1700 years ago, would say something humobedfisre starting a lecture to the
scholars, and they would laugh; after that, he @daggin his lecture. Might this be
considered to be an ICE (age) BREAKER? In spitthefattempt at humor, one could

view this as an application of the relief theoryhofmor before it existed
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Jonas (2004) explains how

Experts say that as a leader you have thirty sectinget the tone of the meeting,
class or presentation. This is not a long timgy@aomust come out with passion
and purpose. ... Your best bet is to quickly geghtpoint, explain the mission

or purpose, or grab the audience’s attention witlkeréinent joke. The joke will
set the tone of the meeting while addressing thet¢Jonas, 2004, p. 36)

It should be easy to agree on the concept thahéea@re indeed leaders. Using
humor in the classroom, perhaps as a startup iakérecan set the tone to the rest of the
class. Again, we are returning to the use of hulnedping build an educational-

beneficial environment.

There might be some “old-school”, “hard-liner” edtars (labels like disparaging
humor can be hurtful and need to be used mostudbrefam applying these labels with
my tongue firmly planted in my cheek) who feel gshrumor in a classroom setting is
tantamount to giving up control in a “no smilingthre classroom until Thanksgiving”
way of getting the students “under control.” P&&arnock notes “It is really difficult
for a student or colleague to turn off and becowsile when they are regularly enjoying
a good laugh or chuckle with their teacher/lead€éWarnock, 1989, p. 22) Most
students, if they are in a welcoming environmerili, vot try to change the setting which
they like; that being said, there are stories abihwise classes” for which there seems to
be no answer other than surviving until the nesthteOnce again, we return to the

concept of humor and the learning atmosphere.

Taking a different view, however, Lundberg (20023rms,

Students sometimes look at laughter as a sigrggttout of hand. Or they may
lose control easily when a highly structured enwinent becomes more relaxed.
You may need to guide students in learning thaethee boundaries with humor
as there are with anything else...We teach studentstt behave in so many
other areas of life; it should not be surprisingttve need to teach them how to



40

behave sensibly with humor, as well. They canlg&sarn that laughter and
learning can work together, side by side. (Lundpb2e92, p. 11)

Humor not the Panacea

In a similar vein to the Lundberg citation just abpraising the proverbial red
flag that using humor in the classroom will needécapplied with vigilance. Using
humor is not the answer without planning and irsallations. In continuing with this
thought, so as to not be viewed as a believerhiator does not have its limits or is a
panacea to all educational challenges and a solbtiaging about world peace, a few of
the authors did point out some considerations gpke mind as one might be using
humor. Stambor writes that “Humor can be overdorthe point that students are so

busy awaiting the next gag that they miss the te€lmessage.” (Stambor, 2006, p. 64)

Bostina-Bratu notes that "Humour alone cannot sepeorly planned class, and
sometimes, too much humour can work against studamnting.” (Bostina-Bratu, 2009,
p. 2) In a similar vein, Dickmeyer points out thia "misuses of humor in the classroom
may be more devastating than the advantages ghinectating an open environment”
(Dickmeyer, 1993, p. 1) continuing that instructorsome cases might be considered to
be frustrated comics and not teachers or usingeess of non-germane humor and
derail the classic proverbial train of thought loé class.

Garner (2005) believed that "Humor is most eftectivhen it is appropriate to the
audience, targeted to the topic, and placed icdméext of the learning experience. In
the same light, Shatz (2006) notes that while ana#ie expect comedians to be funny,
they do not have the same expectations for instrsictVhat might "work" for a

comedian would probably "bomb" in the classroont, that being said, attempts at
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humor in a classroom, being judged using a diffenegtric than a comedian, very well
might be appreciated by the student as an effothéyeacher to make the class more
interesting.

In summarizing this section, we have seen how huralps build an atmosphere
conducive for education with a positive impact earhing and student opinion of their
teachers. This section ended with a warning, whedms to be captured in the words
written by Shatz when he notes "humor is not a ged&al panacea... However, the
judicious, appropriate and timely use of humor aagment teaching by increasing
students' interest and attention." (Shatz, 2008) p.

As previously noted, this section consists of@alrbrush look at what is being
said about humor and education in the prepondemaintew-to", "what makes sense"
books and articles written with little or no supjooy evidence (with a few studies

covered on a high-level). The next section travens® the region looking at academic

studies that have been conducted regarding hunabeduncation.
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3. STUDIES ABOUT HUMOR AND EDUCATION

“Quick, Batman,” Robin yelled as the super-crintiraan toward them laughing
loudly, “it’s time to load the Subjective Multidimsional Interactive Laughter
Evaluation,” the Coping Humor Scale and Svebakiss8@f Humor Questionnaire to
find out how funny the Joker really is!” (In ordeSMILE from Berk, (Buckman, 2010,
p. 4), "Coping" from Martin and Lefcourt (Talbot996, p .4) and Svebak Questionnaire
(Talbot, 1996, p. 4.)) | will readily admit the Dgmic Duo would probably NOT be
using these tests and approaches; | will also atiaitjust the existence of such
seemingly scientific tools surprised me when thgextt upon which they are focused is
humor--seemingly adding gravity to levity.

| did not use any of these tools in my approaleht being said, | thought they
should be noted because they are useful to framygtudy. The quantitative studies did
provide a number of results of interest when loglkahthemes such as the connection
between humor and a successful classroom, spotyafi¢iumor, the impact humor in
the classroom has on subject matter retentionAetcimber of these concepts will be
reviewed below.

This section will review in detail studies that¢ @pecifically related to my
research question. In considering my research igueshd comparing it to those used in
these other studies, | found that my efforts commglieted while not replicating these
previous efforts. My approach was mixed methodsaiture and focused on higher
education; the studies reviewed below are in gémoeiantitative in nature when
considering higher education. While a few studiesenqualitative, these were focused

on K-12 students.
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My research also listened to the voice of the sttdad their constructed views
of not only what humor was, but what makes up teaeffectiveness as well; this was
not done by any of these previous studies. Sirtoléine other studies, however, and in
order to keep comparisons more straightforwardcu$ed on a lecture-based, teacher-
centric, large-classroom educational paradigm ed#sis for analysis. Finally, it should
be noted that | found no qualitative studies reg@tiumor and the students' perception
of teacher effectiveness which, of course, is toei$ of my research.

As seen in the previous section, there has beeh mtitten about humor as well
as the potential relationship between humor andadn; however, unlike the previous
section which was light on supporting evidencehia segment | will be focusing on
research linking humor and higher education. Hemeplack the details and supporting
evidence behind the theories regarding humor andagabn.

As noted above, the study by Pedde (1996) helpedriginally decide on a
direction in which to head; her work discussesréiationship between a caring
classroom and how students become more engagmdataly improving the learning
process. Continuing in this vein, this section wégin with a study by Tribble where he
researched the topic of student self-efficacy gsaicted by humor in the classroom.
While seemingly very close to my research topifirst blush, there are a number of
differences as well as open questions | have re@gathis study. These are discussed
below.

Other studies reviewed in this section | sorteéd amnumber of groups which are
listed below:

a. Student self-efficacy as impacted by humor endlassroom
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b. The importance of humor in building a learnirmgprducive environment
(revisiting the topic researched by Pedde--Abojdan

c. The impact humor has on comprehension, reteatortest performance
(moving from the environment to the actual "leag process--Kaplan,
Casper, Torok)

d. The effect on higher education and adult stiglergated by the use of humor
in the classroom (focusing more on the higher atioc student--
Williams)

e. The effects determined by the use of differgpés$ of humor (looking at the
application of humor itself regarding appropriass, self- deprecating
and student-deprecating humor--St. Pierre)

f. The role that gender and race plays in the fiseimor in the classroom (how is
the effectiveness of the of humor impacted by genaihd race variables--
Garner, Bryant and Prosser) and finally

g. How dean and faculty see the role humor playkerclassroom.

(Bolinger)

As the discussion traverses across these diffetadies and topics, it is
important to keep focused on a number of ideas#oh:

I. How is humor defined--by the researcher?tHgyinformant? (As |

have noted above, if questions are built usingi$égpotentially

with a number of definitions, what can truly néeirred from the

responses?)

ii. Is the study qualitative or quantitative8 (he voice of the informant
really being heard?)

iii. How is the voice of the student been heartligeed/collected? (Can a
survey truly capture the voice of the student?)

Iv. If retention of knowledge or learning is "tedt upon what concepts
are the questions based?

v. When was humor used in conjunction with thads being
interrogated by the questions/researcher?

Student Self-Efficacy As Impacted by Humor in tHagSroom
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How do students feel their self-efficacy is imgatby humor? This topic seemed
to be close to my research question. One can camnsiddent self-efficacy as a partial
measure of instructor efficacy as perceived bysthident, that is to say if the student
believes he/she is a successful/efficacious stutigtbelief can in a large part be
attributed to the teacher and how efficacious ey

Tribble (2001) surveyed 100 undergraduate stud@nestotal of six general
education classes) regarding their perceptionstdeatning from humor and non-humor.
Three of the classes viewed a humorous versioneolecture, while the other classes
viewed nonhumorous video treatments. After viewimgvideo, each student was given a
guestionnaire measuring their self-reports of AlfMEmounts of Invested Mental Effort)
in comprehending the video. After the questioreain achievement test was given
designed to measure problem-solving and factualgmton. Finally, an attitude/interest
test was administered to determine the differencegerest and attitude toward the
video viewed.

Tribble found that there was a "high level ofrgtst and positive attitude™
resulting from the use of humor; however, conttarywhat he had expected (and what |
would have been looking for), Tribble's efforts diot show any direct influences that
humor has on AIME or perceptions of self-efficacyearning. Additionally participants
rated humorous presentations as less believaldmisgly contradictory, even though
the general opinion was that humor was "generalggived as an easier, better way to
learn, while also requiring more effort to compnetieontent.” (Tribble, 2001, p. iii)

At first | was somewhat perplexed by Tribble'sutess so | looked at his study

through a more critical lens. First of all, becabsestudy was in the quantitative
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paradigm, it is evident that his focus was not xpl@ing the individual voices of the
student. Another factor when using quantitativelmods is that a term such as humor can
either be defined singularly or left undefined ast pf the data collection methodology. |
would argue that this prevents the quantitative\sfoom unpacking the student’s
constructed definition of humor.

Another idea to consider as part of the data ctile process was that when
testing for comprehension, was humor used neaoydef after the specific topic or
concept to be interrogated? For example, if huwwas used right before a topic that
would be tested, would humor work? But, if humoswaed just after a topic that would
be tested, would the student remember the topie alistracted by the humor?

All of that being said, the results that accordimghe opinions of the students
found that humor in the classroom made the clase interesting yet at the same time
less believable seemed to be antithetical concdptshifting our focus to the classroom
and its associated environment, what effect miginhdr have on this setting?

The Importance of Humor in Building a Learning-Canonve Environment

Aboudan studied the English as a Second Languagsroom in the United Arab
Emirates. Based on her three studies of a populafiapproximately 200 female
students studying English as a required seconditagegat the United Arab Emirates
University, 80% reported that "jokes help them payre attention during class time and
70% pointed out that humor helps learning difficulterial...99% indicated that jokes
help them pay more attention during class timeinotases their level of

concentration.” (Aboudan, 2009, p. 1)
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The first of her studies dealt with 200 studemt®ss introductory, intermediate
and advanced English classes which surveyed therstision the effect of humor on
learning, attention and concentration. The sectudlysvorked with 160 students about
the influence of humor on the classroom environneeitmosphere. 80 were placed in
classes which allowed linguistic humor, with thbest80 being exposed to little or no
humor. The groups later answered questions abeudftact of humor and its effect on

classroom atmosphere. Her findings were that

(71%) of all students found humor to be contribgtio positive atmosphere in the
classroom, rather than losing control. Interestinglsubstantial number of students
favoured having humor as part of their everydayliShglassroom learning (65%), and
quite a high proportion of all students - (85%} teht humor even encourages them to
express their opinions freely, using the targegleage.

The third study dealt with the effect of using harnm teaching on student
learning. Exams were given the same or next dégstaimmediate recall. Some six to
nine weeks later, tests and quizzes were giveretsore learning and recall and
comparing the test groups. As noted before, afsignt difference emerged between
test scores measuring learning and recall betwiasseas with humor and without humor
pointing out that humor facilitates retention ofiommation significantly. Again, similar to
my comments regarding Tribble's study above, weaskrnwhen was humor applied--

by/near the topics that the questions were based on

Aboudan found that for such a subject to be susfalhg taught, all students need
to be relaxed and not concerned about making anriect response or statement—a
seemingly key concept for a language class. Shiedustudied the utility of humor in
such a classroom and its usefulness as an eff@¢otivén creating this relaxed, learning-

conducive environment
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So consistent with Pedde, Aboudan posits theyuafihumor in creating a
learning atmosphere continuing the theme that hurasra positive impact on the

classroom and ultimately on student learning.

Moving from the concept of humor creating a stifess, relaxed environment,
we come to the concept of humor facilitating retmmbf information. Studies by

Kaplan, Casper and Torok focused on this topic.

The impact humor has on comprehension and reteatioriormation and test

performance

Kaplan and Pascoe (1977) conducted an experimaestaidly the effect of humor
and humorous examples upon the comprehension terdion of lecture material.
Introductory psychology classes of university siidéN=508) viewed either a serious
lecture or one of three versions of humorous lestt. humorous examples related to
concepts in the lecture (concept humor), 2. uredl& the concepts (nonconcept humor)
or 3. a combination of both). This took place ag patheir regular instruction.

A test of comprehension was given twice--immedyadéter the lecture and 6
weeks later. Kaplan and Pascoe found that whileathate comprehension was not
facilitated by the use of humorous examples, bonugtesting later, subject matter
retention was significantly improved by having vesha lecture with humorous
examples illustrating the concepts. Similar to ah@ne wonders when humor was
"applied” during the lecture in relation to theittspbeing tested. In a similar study,
Casper believed that laughter only because ofaisseng quality would enhance long-

term memory (basing her opinion on a study by Aptet Smith (Apter and Smith,
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1976.) While Casper does not provide a definitibhuomor, the concept of humor's
"arousing quality" was proclaimed.

This arousing quality of humor was linked by Cadpeaeversal theory conceived
by psychologist Dr. Michael J. Apter and psychsitbr. Ken Smith in the mid-1970s.

Reversal theory "explains behavior in terms of mmeenological processes,
providing an explanation for different kinds of Amtional behavior such as sports,
overeating, smoking, etc.” (Casper, 1999, p. 4) @mtinued to apply reversal theory to
her study, even though reversal theory was "natipally a theory of humor, reversal
theory has been utilized to explore the procestbamor.” (Casper, 1999, p. 4) All of
this seemed to fit as she didn't define humor eithe

Again referring to Apter and Smith (1976) and teacept of arousal, Casper
writes "In applying reversal theory to humor, thaimway that humor increases arousal
is through the use of what reversal theory caligdore synergies. A synergy indicates a
'bringing together of two cognitive opposites saasnhance each other’s
phenomenological qualities.” (Apter and Smith, 197.806) Humorous situations
involve an “identity synergy” in that the opposita®g seen as two aspects of the same
situation.” For example one might view a rolleaster ride as exhilarating at one time
and something to fear at another time; a childnggkis mother could be happy (it's
supper time) or bad (you just misbehaved and waungltt.) Might one consider these
"opposites” could be seen as similar to the incaitgtheory of humor?

A sixteen multiple-choice question instrument wdministered to 87 males and
123 females across two introductory psychologysgdasEach student was exposed once

to each of four lectures/humor manipulation comtsames:
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Humor relevant to the subject matter,

Irrelevant humor,

Laughter only and

No laughter and them a test consisting of sixteattiple-choice
gquestions was administered.

PowpbdPE

Casper determined that the literature suggestachtimor would have a positive
impact on long-term memory and she hypothesizethigwas the case as well. That
being said, her research showed no significantioelships between this sense of arousal
and learning. In general, test performance wasigaificantly different between the
various humor conditions.

In looking at the role that gender played in gtisdy, males performed better on a
test over material that was presented with lauglarthe other hand, females performed
better on a test over material that was presentédne laughter.

Casper does venture somewhat into the area okegetodbe considered below, as
well as the appropriateness and relevance of thehualso considered below. All of that
being said, she did demonstrate the utility of humomproving test performance, she
just found no significant difference between the akdifferent types of humor and the
use of laughter.

Another researcher Torok (2004) conducted a sivdgh consisted of thirteen
professors who were teaching two sections of theesaourse across three undergraduate
disciplines (biology, educational psychology anekaiine) from which 124 students
participated. These students were asked at thefiegiof the class to participate--all of
the students who were approached volunteered éosttity.

. 73% of the study group strongly agreed that théypfesitively toward a
professor who uses humor constructively (or useniior as a tool in their
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instruction, relating most of their jocularity ttee primary educational
message." Torok (2004, p. 14)

o 59% strongly agreed that humor builds a strongesehsommunity.

o 80% of the participants stated that they learnedreept better when a

teacher used humor.

Thus, Torok shows how students believed they lebthetter” in a classroom
with humor, even though she never defines what mymag to her or to each student.
Torok gives us an inkling as to what the studerghinhave been thinking--within the
confines of a written survey, i.e., that studeetsthat humor does help learning.

This section discussed studies with mixed resGlite showed the efficacy of
humor on longer term retention of information. Amert study, while finding no
significant results regarding humor on learningréhwere two interesting trends. The
former was that males did earn better test scoitbsalasses using humor, while the
latter showed no such results for females. Whiésé "trends” do have me scratching
my head a little, this study did pique my inteti@strying to unpack the role that gender
plays, resulting in my putting this concept on nsy of items to interrogate during my
data collection. The last study showed the posrtselts of humor on learning concepts.
Hence, the common theme is that based on thesesthdmor does have a positive
impact on learning.

The Effect on Higher Education and Adult Studentsafzd by the Use of Humor in the
Classroom

Williams (2001) conducted a study with 36 studathtetes from 15 sports teams;

all of the students were expecting to graduate.rébearch took place at a NCAA

Division 1, predominantly white, Mid-eastern schaath the participants characterized

as:
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Male---13, female---23

Black---17, white---13, Hispanic---2, other---4.

Participants ranged from 18 to 24 years of age.

Early in the study, Williams conjectured that tlee of humor would show a
significant and positive impact on the learninghisytest groups. He further considered
that "humor can play an important role in learniintipe learner employs a particular type
of strategy or tactic...If the content materiahisnorous, then the student can relate or
appreciate the nature of the material...and ldsgmtaterial much faster.” (Williams,
2001, p. 29) As part of his theory, Williams délsed humor as being comprised of a
three step process: arousal, problem solving, esalution; he then presents information
showing the potential positive cognitive benefityaded by humor. (This is the
"arousal” concept linking somewhat Williams' stwdyh Torok's research and use of
reversal theory

Williams broke his test population into two groupsth receiving instruction
using the same material but with one of the grdwgsng humor interspersed in the
classroom. Using pre- and post-test approachediffeoences were found between the
groups other than the nonhumor participants wetas@adept at using key words used in
the lecture. Thus, while there was an improveméngtention of key words, humor
provided no statistically significant change.

Williams uses "anything that an individual deemsrfy” (Williams, 2001, p. 4)
as the definition of humor, but does not seek thdent definition of this term. He also
uses the concept of "mentoring" as the topic "téuighthe students, a topic they were in
general already motivated to study and may haveetfesomewhat the examination of

retention of information.
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In this section, studies have been cited showiegbsitive impact humor has on
comprehension, retention of material, and testoperdnce. But, the last study brings up
the idea, is the relevance of the humor importamtiproving learning and helping build
a learning-conducive atmosphere? This is a corodp revisited in the next section.

The Effects Determined by the Use of Different Typé& Humor

James St. Pierre posited that while "relatively &mpirically testable
generalizations have been developed concerning hum® still possible to examine its
effects.” (St. Pierre, 2001, p. 1) So did St. Rieet out to test this effect of something he
had trouble defining?

The author used 367 students (251 females, 11és)naith a mean age of 19.5
years. They were selected from a pool of availedgearch participants in the College of
Communications & Information Systems as designhtethe Committee for the
Allocation of Research Patrticipants (CARP.) Whideng of the students received extra
credit for their efforts, and others received dréalivard a college introductory course
research requirement, no student received monetanpensation.

The students were broken into three groups eauizh watched a ten-minute
video. At first blush, one would wonder how (or Wlayyone could believe that ten a
minute video would be sufficient upon which to basgtudy? That being said, perhaps
based on the extensive time the students speheioldassroom over the years, their
judgments seemed to be "right on!"

But returning to the details of the study, oneug¥s video contained an unknown
teacher using student-disparaging humor while therayroups watched self-disparaging

humor or no humor at all. The participants werd tbhat as part of the study they were
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going to evaluate the universities teachers amdesits. In actuality the study was to
examine the effects of a teacher's use of humanglarlecture and information acquired
from the video lecture.

The study by St. Pierre (2001) was also one ofdhestudies that considered
gender regarding the use of humor in the classr&@nRierre's (2001) findings
supported previous studies that showed that femeggonded more favorably toward
the use of self-disparaging humor by their inswtgtregardless of gender, than to humor
that disparages others. Additionally, the appea f#male instructor to females was
enhanced by the use of self-disparaging humor écredised by the use of others-
disparaging humor. On the other hand, male studedso preference regarding a

teacher's humor.

Providing additional detail on this study, professl actors were used in lieu of
professors, and a lecture was given on good hdaltie. students had been told the
purpose of the study was to evaluate the univesdyachers and students.) The mixed
gender student population was randomly assignedéeaoof six experimental

combinations:

. male teacher/student-disparaging humor;

o male teacher/self-disparaging humor;

J male teacher/no humor;

. female teacher/student-disparaging humor;
o female teacher/self-deprecating humor; and

. female teacher/no humor.
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St. Pierre used a pre-test on 367 incoming stsdenpart of a new student
orientation to determine the desired charactessifan ideal teacher, from which four
components were to be used later. These chardicterigere Affective Character Traits,
Humor-Related Traits, Intelligence Character Trand Interactive Character Traits and
across the groups there were 36 adjective scates, Were used for headings/categories
into which to sort the responses, and then to endieanalyze. For example, "the first
component, labeledffective Character Traifsshowed high component loadings on the
following 7 adjective scales: warm (.72), politél(), pleasant (.67), nice 26 sensitive
(.cheerful (.60) and friendly (.57.)" (St. Pierpe,2), and were helpful in analyzing the

various data points.

After viewing the video, the participants comptethe Characteristics questions
(using the adjective scale), answered four questiomeasure their evaluation of the
teacher, and finally eight additional questionsenanswered to ascertain information

acquisition from the lecture.

Of particular interest to me, and not stressedrbyof my readings was that even
though higher education students are still attemdliass and (hopefully) learning, they
could be considered to be expert/mature/experiesttetbnts having had a minimum
exposure to twelve years of teachers--good, balyand otherwise. This study showed
that based on a short video, (I did not use videey quickly were able to evaluate/agree

with the general consensus of the instructors'gpeed effectiveness.

Also of interest was the role that gender playhestudy here both of the student

population and the instructors themselves. | carsd gender as a factor in my study.
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Will females have a different view of what congtsihumor and its importance to how

they perceive the effectiveness of their instrugor

In continuing on, we move from this group consigr'general” humor in the
classroom, to self- and student-deprecating humaevedl as viewing the results through
a gender lens as well. As with gender, | considénedype of humor the students
perceive being utilized in their classroom.

The Role that Gender and Race Plays in the Useunfdd in the Classroom

While still being a study in the world of higherusation, Garner focused for his
study in an on-line environment somewhat diffeffeorin the traditional classroom but
still a classroom. While seemingly out of placéhis section, and straying from the
lecture-based, teacher-centric, large-classroomagiunal paradigm, Garner in a sense
extrapolates from these other studies still resglin the same/similar conclusion as the
other studied, i.e., the importance of humor tocation.

Garner's study (Garner, 2006) took place in a f@ar university and initially
consisted of 117 undergraduates studying reseagtiatis and statistics in an on-line
environment.

This topic was chosen due to the prevalent "dréadgidion they believed to be held
by many students for the subject matter. The wekmpopulation was randomly placed
into one of two groups and told that they wereetdew three video-taped lectures, each
containing different lecture formats being consadeby the university. The groups that
were actually used for statistical analysis coesigtf forty-two participants in the humor

group and fifty-two in the control, non-humor group
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While many other studies are cited in this sectibis, quantitative study showed the
significance relating humor to a "successful" dlasm. The study concluded that while
there were no significant results based on gendexoce, statistically significant results
that were determined included (all for the humaugy) their lectures received higher
ratings, believed that their lectures better comigatad the information to be covered,
they rated the instructor higher and most impolyahe humor group recalled and
retained more of the topical information. Theselltsavere not surprising to the
researchers as they believed that humor would &aasitive impact on the classroom.

Bryant (1980) conducted a study which also lookeauanor in education and its
relationship to gender. In this research a randampée of 70 separate undergraduate
courses was selected in which students in an inttody course in communications were
enrolled. One person from each of these 70 clagsasshosen and told they were to tape
record one-day's presentation in their course,endddo noting the teacher's gender (49
male, 21 female). It should be further noted thase recorders did not know the purpose
of their assignments. After their taping was congalethese (unknowing) participants
completed a questionnaire evaluating their (recaydinstructor on a number of criteria.

Bryant surfaced some interesting results. Malehtegs using humor were
generally considered to be positively related tpesb, delivery and teacher effectiveness;
however, for female instructors, the use of nontitbumor resulted in a loss of appeal.
These findings suggested that male professors dloulsider levity in their classrooms

while noting that it is doubtful that "lighteninig'ctures with levity has much effect on

students’ perceptions of their professors’ competen(Bryant, 1980, p. 517)
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The results of this study are in opposition to@aner study above which
concluded that while there were no significant ltsdoased on gender; however, even
Bryant's results had a contradictory feel to theewway the results split on gender It
would be interesting to have the authors of thés#iess compare and contrast their
results in a public forum.

In a similar study, Prosser (1997) built a studgda on responses from 210
members of the Commission of Professors of Aduitdatbrs (CPAE) who taught in a
formal class setting. (Prosser, 1997) Prossersstd#eimor can be defined by ‘any event
that is characterized by a sensitivity to or apgtémn of ludicrous, incongruous, or
comical events.™ (Prosser, 1997, p. 16) Eighty ftems about the use of humor in
teaching adults comprised the study's questionnélire questions themselves were
comprised of some Likert scale types with otherstjoas looking for specific opinions
regarding the use of humor, its appropriatenesshamdmuch humor might be used per
class.

His findings showed that humor does indeed mattdre instruction of adults
with over 90% responding that humor was importantéaching adults for a number of
reasons including to create interest, to increlsesmom participation, to keep lectures
from being boring, to relax students, and to maéearning.

Prosser (1997) concludes that, “This writer bedgestrongly that humor aids the
adult educator in accepting the challenge fromtddalners to “Teach ME!” (Prosser,
1997, p. 9) He continues by pointing out, "As wegaye the learner from the beginning

of the teaching session with the use of humor hadrnportance of interpersonal
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relationships, we communicate a readiness to teadla caring attitude toward the
learner.” (Prosser (1997, p. 9)

Other findings of interest coming out of Prossexsk was that nearly 70% said
humor was important to motivating learning; howetkere was no statistical
significance linking the use of humor in the clagsn to gender, age and ethnicity.

In considering race, Prosser points out that thexg a statistically significant
difference between ethnicity and the use of huméren comparing Caucasians to the
other represented races (each as separate "groimasyiduals in the "other" group
tended to "prefer the use of jokes related to thgest.” (Prosser, 1997, p 110) It should
be noted that of the 153 respondents, 140 weredS&ut four were African Americans,
one was of Asian descent and one was Native Anrer(&even respondents did not
provide racial information.) So, based on six i@aucasians the author noted
"statistically significant” results. This is a gtienable finding: one should be very
cautious in making any statements about race Wiogser's study due to the small non-
Caucasian number of informants.

According to Prosser, why might the use of hunmembportant? "Humor builds
unity, relieves stress, and enhances creativitynétihelps the instructor enjoy teaching
and empowers the learner to participate in thegptdjProsser, 1997, p. 2)

How Dean and Faculty See the Role Humor PlaysarCllassroom

Up to this point, we have seen studies regardurgdr in the classroom
(quantitatively) through the eyes of the studentile seemingly unrelated to the
research question at hand, similar to the on-liasscoom study by Gartner above,

Bollinger’s (2001) looked at humor’s utility in tleéassroom through the lens of deans
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and faculty. What would the opinions and thougtitéhe teachers/instructors be with
respect to humor in the classroom? Bolinger (280tveyed deans and faculty of a
number of college schools of business (the speaifraber was not given--"multiplicity”
was used) and obtained a positive correlation betwilee use of humor and faculty
effectiveness (as viewed by faculty.) He found @relation between the attribute of
humor and effectiveness in faculty members close40 percent gain in effectiveness."

(Jonas, 2010, p. 12)

Surveying the deans and faculty regarding thehuseor in the classroom seems
to close the loop and provide another view in addito the students and teachers in this
regard. The positive responses regarding theyudfihumor in the classroom was no

surprise when compared to the other studies.

Where Do We Go From Here?

This section looked at studies about:

. Humor in the classroom creates a relaxed/ learaimgpsphere

o Humor's effect on comprehension and retention fofimation

o The use of humor and its impact on student-perdeieacher
effectiveness

. Student evaluation of student-disparaging anddisffaraging humor in
the classroom

o Humor in education and the relationship to gengere and age

. The arousing quality of laughter (humor) effectiomg-term
memory

. Humor and faculty

The studies above show the use of humor to ceeeteing, learning, stress-

less/less-stress environment and ultimately b&tggning environment is a common
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theme. This concept of a caring environment has laden extended to being an integral
part of an effective learning environment.

Both student- and faculty-perception of profegastfuctor effectiveness has
been seen to be enhanced by the use of humor. Vekileted above, some of the studies
did not find any significant correlation betweese tise of humor and learning, this could
be attributed to the design of each study itsk#,way students were selected, the
discrepancy between the views of the researchethenithfformant as to what humor is
and perhaps timing itself, (e.g. where was humtarapersed in the study and what
topics were tested). Timing is important to a cdiae. | am not in any way comparing
teachers to comedians, but | am ranging in onithieg concept as a key idea to
consider.

It appears that any study on humor and educatithmave difficulties addressing
these questions:

a. During the data collection period, how often apdcifically when was humor

utilized?

b. During the post-test, interview or survey, wsubject matter topics that

were queried before or after the use of humor? ko before or after.

c. Was what was considered to be humorous to tiy stesigner, considered to

be humorous by the informant?

It should be noted that | found no qualitatived#s regarding humor and the
students' perception of teacher effectivenessightie said by some that it is
"dangerous” or "problematic" to use student opisiona study of humor and education.
| would counter why not interrogate student pencgst, especially in the higher

education domain, where these students could b&dermed to be experienced

"consumers?"
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As the discussion traversed across these diffstadies and topics, as | built my
study, | kept the following questions in mind:
I.  How is humor defined by the informant?

ii. What does the voice of the student tell me?

| worked to unpack the concepts of:

o The theories of humor (especially relief and inquoitg,)

. How gender and race are involved in the impactuohdr on the
classroom, and

. Are other variables such as age, religion and bolzas also

pertinent in this study based on the data | ctflec

In review, before moving to the methods sectiamiy study, | would like to

reiterate my research questidihat role does student-deter mined humor in the

higher education classroom play in student-per ceived instructor effectiveness? This

guestion seems to be a natural extension of whaté found in my research. The
concepts of determining what the student sees htortwe, what the student believes
makes up instructor effectiveness and determirtiegé by listening to the voice of the

student are lacking in the extant literature; ngesech will strive to "fill the gap.”
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CHAPTER 3  Looking for a Link between Laughingdd_earning

A Humanitarian Study

The rabbit with the eye patch turned to the fragcautches and asked about his
condition. The frog said, "It was all for a dinredrfrog legs, Mr. Rabbit. And you?" The
rabbit responded, "Laboratory testing using 'wiité- But you know, we're pretty lucky
we're not human...have you seen how they treat ethen?"

Let it be stated that no animals, including thosthe human kind were harmed
by this study; that being said, | do have to adhat | did try to get between the ears of
my respondents/informants to see what they wenkitihg and feeling. Unlike a
professor of mine whose goal was to access thematker of his students and stir things
up by having them consider new concepts, my missi@asnto only observe what is going
on there.

Using a Qualitative Approach

As Glesne argues, "Quantitative and qualitatiseaechers do use similar
elements in their work... They state a purposee @ogroblem or raise a question, define
a research population, develop a time frame, dodled analyze data and present
outcomes. " (Glesne, 1992, p.5) Inlooking attbsearch process, as Glesne points out,
| understood that the social interaction would beplex, but it was my goal to ferret out
some of this complexity looking through a qualitatresearch lens. If | were to seek an
answer to my research question, | needed to deterwinat each student feels humor to
be as well as what they believe determines a ssftdesstructor. In reconsidering the

previous sentence, perhaps seeking ans@ersnot the singular "answer") was most
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appropriate for each student may, indeed, havfexelt answer for | am looking into
the reality which they have constructed over time.

| chose to incorporate a qualitative approachafaumber of reasons, one being
that | found no studies that interrogated the sttitteemselves (other than via statistical
surveys) as to how they feel about humor in thestlzom and its effect, in their
opinions, on the effectiveness of their profesd@ought the meanings that students have
constructed as to what humor is, when it is appatg@ or not), and when its use creates
in their minds an effective learning environment.

Buckman cites Psathas (1973, p. 37) saying thahsking people questions we
discover what they are experiencing, how they prertheir experiences and how they
themselves structure the social world in which ties." (Buckman, 2010, p. 64) In this
vein | asked the students questions in an atteongeé what they see, to be able to view
their world that they have constructed.

Continuing in the spirit of qualitative researtigllowed where my study led me
as | spoke with my informants, and as | observedrteraction between the students and
professor in a classroom setting. | looked for nerbal behavior and communication,
class setting and so forth, while observing thé&rusor (and students) in action.

While | conducted my research and compared itrdatively common theme |
found during my literature review, i.e., the im@orte of a caring, learning-friendly
environment, | used the relief and incongruity tie®as backdrops for comparison
where either, both or neither were applicable dsage'fun” being a basic need per
Glasser's Choice Theory. As pointed out by Gle§&ieghe, 1992), | used the theories to

which | have been exposed and utilized them tadbmy questions as | conducted the
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study itself. As she suggested, "Interpretiviststhe goal of theorizing as providing
understanding of direct "lived experience" insteédbstract generalizations...
Interpretive scholars consider that every humarasin is novel, emergent, and filled
with multiple, often conflicting meanings and irgegtations.” (Glesne, 1992, p. 19)
Moreover, "Qualitative researchers avoid simplifysocial phenomena and instead
explore the range of behavior and expand their tataleding of the resulting
interactions." (Glesne, 1992, p. 7)

My goal, then, was to find out how important hurieoin the classroom in the
eyes of the student. What does each student perbhamor to be? How important, if at
all, does each student feel humor is in the classras related to the efficacy of their
instructor? What does each student believe instr@gficacy to be?

Thus as pointed out by Glesne, | immersed mysdlie setting of the lives of
others, in a sense | became citizens of their cocted worlds, and used a number of
techniques to gather data. (Glesne, 1992) | btutlent surveys, conducted face-to-face
interviews with both students and instructor, abhdesved a number of classes.

Base of Study

Undergraduate students at a Midwestern univewgtye chosen as the source of
my study. Keeping in mind that | wanted to havdéas<that was an entry-level
prerequisite course, | began asking teachers aests on campus to identify
instructors known for the use of humor in theirssieom. | quickly obtained three names
to consider and prioritized this list of three takinto consideration the class level being

taught and anecdotal information | had receivedrttig with the first candidate on my
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list, | scheduled a meeting to determine if he wiauktch my requirements and fulfill my
vision.

We discussed my research project and my goalsehsasvhis views on teaching
and the use of humor in the class. We agreed thatld visit one of his classes to
determine how he and the class itself would matghiequirements. This class
observation demonstrated that this instructor areddlass would be highly suitable for
my purposes.

His classroom satisfied my other criteria that bwargeting:
e the classroom should consist of a diverse popuratio
e be alecture-based, teacher-centric, large classfoomat and

e be conducted by a teacher known for the use of himite classroom.

The discipline/subject | ended up ultimately chagsivia my professor of choice)
was an introductory history class—a core/preretpiigpe course—having students from
a number of colleges at the university itself. Thass consisted of approximately 80
students.

Above the obvious humor-centricity, | was also iasted in perceived
differences in the members of their respectiveesttidodies. Will engineers or business
majors, for example, think less of humor and it msthe classroom? Will Arts and
Science majors be less "serious" than their engimeginess counterparts?

In meeting with this instructor, my agreement witin was based on the proviso
that | would minimize class interruption. This wacomplished by explaining my study

to the students in a few minutes at two differdass meetings as to how | was interested
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in what students considered to be the traits nebgeah instructor to be effective in their
eyes--BUT | did not mention humor at this time; n@ntioning humor was an attempt to
avoid creating a bias for my study. | then desdribew this study would consist of a
survey, interviews and classroom observations.

Use of Survey

While a survey is typically associated with a gitative study, | used this
approach to acquire as much information as quiaklpossible about my topic.

As | originally spoke with the class, | provideath with my email address and
asked them to send me their email address if theg mterested in participating in the
survey. Upon receiving this email, | responded i survey form. (See Appendix B)

All respondents to the survey were registered faraaving for a Kindle Fire. As
part of the survey, five of the nine respondenteed to participate in the interview
process. It should be noted that an additionatik€irfrire drawing was conducted for
those who actually participated in a face-to-fadernviews. (Names for the drawing were
chosen by the class instructor.)

Disappointedly, | had only nine respondents from8&0 students in the class
interested in taking the survey. Of these niney @ime were interested in being
interviewed. Later in the interviews, | queried wihiguld | have received such a low
response rate? It was suggested that due toltbkthé activities already being pursued
by the students, it was highly likely that the nasiunteers felt their schedules could not
accommodate additional activities.

Of those nine willing survey respondents (all ofomhcompleted an IRB form)

five were agreeable to be interviewed--detailsubsed below. (The survey itself can be
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found in Appendix B.) The items included in thevay were the result of looking at a
number of key items across several websites, estahd publications. Major sources
included Hildebrand (1971), Ramsden (1995), Smx€@i1), and UNESCO (2002) from
which key items were reviewed with a number of tHeemg chosen to build my survey.

While the use of the survey was important to mygtoy acquiring a relatively
large amount of research data quickly and providitggh-level canvass of the
prevailing feelings of the class, interviews playee key role in my study. Mitchell tells
us that, "The power of a qualitative presentaties in the words of the participants and
the analysis of the researcher.” (Mitchell, 20056@) He continues discussing that
traditionally researchers have used interviewdstaia the feelings, beliefs and thoughts
of a "well-placed informant--the village chief ¢rettown thief" (Mitchell, 2005, p. 64)
whose feelings, etc. would be highly detailed arcbigate portrayals of what is actually
occurring in the domain being studied. My goal wagquery the students on their
opinions about what makes up humor and the relstiiprbetween humor and an
effective instructor.

| began by asking similar questions to the sutugtyattempted to delve more into
the personal side of the responses. The interviexgtgpns themselves naturally were
fine-tuned after reviewing a number of the survieysee what gaps there might be and
opportunities for further exploration, but includadminimum:

"What traits do you believe an instructor shoudédto be effective?"

"How would you define an 'effective’ instructor?"

"How would you define humor?"

"In what ways does humor affect (positively andiegatively) the

classroom?"

"What teachers should/should not use humor? (@aje, female, young, old,
etc.)
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"What types of humor are not effective/ or inagprate in the

classroom?"

"Are you able to retain class material longerlasses using humor?"

"How successful do you see your instructor indlass | am observing?"

"Do feel your class has a real learning atmospgtiere

"Do you feel less stress in this class? Why oy wbit?"

"Do you feel like you can speak up more easilthis class? Why or why

not?"

"Is it OK to make mistakes in this class?

"If you were a teacher, what methods would youassan instructor?"

"Are you able to retain class matdoaler in classes using humor?"

As stated above, five informants from the classdsnteered to be interviewed
for a minimum of three 30-45 minute, face-to-fackeiviews. (Details about these
informants and the chosen instructor can be foarileé next chapter.)

As there were a number of different results foumthe studies | had read with
respect to race, gender and age, | had hopedaouee any differences along these
lines from my interviews. (Any adult who has tolgb&e to a teenager knows that the
concept of humor is not always the same; it cogldtgued that this is also true for race
and gender.) That being said, the interview popaiatended up with did not have
enough diversity across race, gender and age fdo rmealyze across these factors.

| have found that the interviews for my past clasgects have always been
enjoyable experiences. Glesne writes that "Rekess@et more than data from their
interviews. They speak of the exhilaration of cortthg interviews, and of the rewards
of meeting new people and of coming to understamaesthey thought they might not
want to meet." (Glesne, 1992, p. 91)

| recorded (audiotape) each interview and lagardcribed the interviews in their

entirety. As a site for the interviews, | used coomareas that were quiet enough to
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successfully record the interviews yet at the same where conducting my interviews
would not be disruptive in the environment.

Classroom Observations

The classroom which | observed would accommodafestudents with some 15
rows with ten seats each. Each row was highertti@now in front of it similar to
stadium seating found in many cinemas. It was @ bkemd looking/decorated room with
no decorations or pictures (the instructor latestto address that shortcoming). The
bottom, front teacher area had a large chalk b@alef;tern, and a desk. The basic
atmosphere of the room seemed to be old and depgess

| observed three classes conducted by the instrucen attempt to build a
framework or context for the class which might Iseful in which to place each of my
respondents. | observed three times specificaltghwag for the use of humor as well as
the teacher-student interaction. This might be ictemed similar to sighting a gun or
adjusting an instrument, where | will look to sEedan determine the context and
atmosphere of the classroom. | saw this as impboitaoe used later when | reviewed the
surveys and consider the interviews, placing thethé context of the classroom.

Analysis Approach

Gathering data, analyzing, coding it and comingwvith findings can be a
daunting task if one doesn't work through the taslesat a time for even as one
progresses, at times it can be difficult to recagrsuch progress.

Unlike the systematic progression of selectingréiqdar design and following

the formulas for generating significance, the imafprogress in qualitative

research is more like one of those crazy cloclkshtbur and minute hands of
which revolve sometimes clockwise, sometimes caultekwise, sometimes
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together, and most often in opposition, so thatenoent forward is not

comfortingly, logically visible. (Meloy, 2002, p45)

| collected data via the survey, interviews arasslobservations. | continued to
search for information until | found nothing newssgurfacing. Also while collecting
these data, | continued to pore over my notes asdreations to fully "steep myself in
the information.” (Meloy, 2002, p. 142) Glesneesms when stating "Data analysis done
simultaneously with data collection enables yototus and shape the study as it
proceeds."” (Glesne, 1992, p. 127)

As | collected my data, | transcribed the key powof my interviews all of which
had been audio-taped. My goal was to have mynmition in such a form that | would
be able to work with it in the analysis and codomgse.

In coding my interview information, I first groug&ll transcribed information for
each interviewee together and uniquely color-cdtiede data. | then performed a key-
word (phrase) search for the fifteen attributeg/gaties; for each of these data points, |
built a section of cut-and-pasted, color-codednmiation. Upon reading through these
sections, at times | found new topics and built tie@mes; an example of such a theme
might be humor and spontaneity. In other caseggoking at the other themes, | could
collapse them into a single theme; an example df suconsolidation might be use of
powerpoint presentations and drawing funny diagramghe board.

| did this coding taking into consideration only atlwas presented by my data
and ignored taking background information wherxis&d so as to have the data help me
build my "story." This approach allowed me latekeep close to the "standard of

inference" described by Foss who writes:
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A good test whether you are bringing too much afryarevious knowledge into
your coding is to ask yourself if you would be atdeexplain to someone else
how you came up with a particular code using ohé/excerpts in a transcript or
article. This is the standard of reasonable infege(Foss, 2007, p. 190)

All the while, of course, | kept my research guestn mind so as to not stray too
far from my task at hand which was to sort theaasidata points and classify them by
category. After | was satisfied with the categoontents, it was time to draw inferences
from the data. | also knew that | had conductedughanterviews as during the final
round of interviews, | found myself returning tedussions and concepts from previous
interviews.

| looked for similarities and differences acrosg cases. This process included

comparing and contrasting the responses from thegsiand interviews across topics

such as
o definition of humor,
o student opinion of the efficacy of their professor,
o their opinion as to iffhow humor affects the clagssn learning
environment and the retention of classroom melteri
. differences in responses based on gender, aghrocigy.

| also compared and contrasted responses takiongamsideration responses
from members from different colleges, e.g., didsmg students have a different view of
humor from engineers? Do all students feel humargsod thing for the classroom? |
considered gender as much as | was able: Do ferhalesa different definition of humor
from males?

Based on this work, | built the results of my @sh in addressing my research
guestion, "What role does humor in the higher etlocalassroom play in student-

perceived instructor effectiveness?" | presentamglysis in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 4 Leaning toward a Link between Laughing heaarning

If you were asked which of the following would prde the better metaphor for
an efficient learning environment—CIRCUS or FILINEGABINET—which would you
choose? When one of the informants shared her eid@arning with me and asked
which | would prefer for a classroom environmerital’e to admit she got me thinking.
Naturally | rejected the circus environment (ofieewed metaphorically, potentially
chaotic and out-of-control) and honed in on thersegly organized and fact-packed
filing cabinet. While seemingly an easy answer, ti@aply too quickly on your own for
there is more in play than one might considerrat blush—please read on.

This chapter provides details about the inform#émesnselves which includes
both students and the instructor. Analysis of theey results, classroom observations
and interviews are also contained in this chapter.

A. Information about the Informants—Students and uttar

As noted before, an introductory history class alagsen for the domain from
which to choose informants. After speaking to tlaesg of eighty requesting that they
consider participating in my study, | had nine st responding in the affirmative to
participate in the survey, with five of that groagreeing to be interviewed. As noted
before, nine of eighty was a low response rategbuty respondents noted this was
likely due to the non-volunteers feeling that tregihedules could not accommodate
additional activities.

In order to provide anonymity of these informantsed the following names:

Steph, Michele, Marcia, Wilma and Lyndon particgzhin the survey as well as the
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series of interviews. Paula, Rose, Winnie and damames used for those informants
who only participated in the survey. The classroonstructor will be referred to as
“DOC.”

“The Students”

Self-
reported
NAME GENDER | Aqge M ajor GPA
STEPH F 19 Nursing 3.5
*
Education (post-
MICHELLE F 36 grad) 3.97
*
LYNDON M 18 Accounting 3.5
*
MARCIA F 19 Nursing 2.9
*
Clinical Lab
Science (Pre-
WILMA F 18 Med) N/A
*
PAULA F 18 Elem Education N/A
**
ROSE F 21 Criminology 3.69
**
WINNIE F 21 Journalism 2.891
**
Exercise
JEAN F 19 Physiology 3.5
**

Table II---Details of the Students Involved in theidy
(* participated in both survey and interview. participated in the survey only)

In summarizing, there were eight females and orle nesponding to the survey

Participating in the interviewsere four females and one male. All students wérie,
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with all but two students having attended collegiol®e; this was the first semester for
two students who naturally had no GPA'’s.

All but one student (Michelle) were in their laé=ns/early twenties, with that
other student being 36 and the mother of two candrShe was also the only married
participant and was returning post-graduation ke tducation courses.

With respect to majors, this is the area of thetndoversity. Four (Steph, Marcia,
Wilma and Jean) were involved in medical-relategonsa(nursing, pre-med and exercise
physiology), two (Michelle and Paula) in educationg (Winnie) in journalism, one
(Rose) in criminology, and one (Lyndon) in accongti

Other details include the fact that Lyndon is amber of one of the university’s
successful sports teams, while Wilma is pushingnsely to get a 4.0, believing her goal
to be truly attainable.

HDOCH

Doc, an adjunct professor, was described by a suwistudents as Indiana
Jones mixed with the absent-minded professor. Qftessed in a tie with a rolled-up
long-sleeved shirt, he would use different voicéslevhe lectured. He would look at his
notes to keep on course, all the while maintaimyg contact with his students.

Doc earned his Ph.D. in history from a large Midiges university. He is in his
mid-to-late-50’s, and has a slight build with whatcalls a “bad hip.” His hair is
relatively long and he uses a walking stick, likgodf club, to assist his walking;
nevertheless, he frequently moves around in frbhisoclassroom, typically with a smile
on his face and varying volume when he speaks. Metails are discussed below in the

class observation section.
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B. Analysis of the Survey

Keeping in mind that from the very beginning loststudy humor was the focal
point, the survey was used for a number of reaséirst, the views of the entire class
would be useful to determine in quick measure étative importance of humor as it
relates to student perception of instructor effyic&af interest as well were the concepts
of a learning-conducive environment, student irgéoa (and the ease in asking
guestions), and a fun classroom as all were showimel extant literature to be clearly
affected by/ associated with humor. The other iterase used as a backdrop against
which to compare humor and to determine its redaitiwportance regarding instructor
efficacy.

After having established the perceived importarfdeumor in the context of the
classroom, the survey data were used to generastigus used in the interviews. As the
planned approach taken during the interviews wdistien for the importance of humor
and to let the discussion address a number obatés without pushing the discussions
toward humor, this assisted in having the studenteaat the importance of humor
without being nudged in that direction.

Finally, it was of interest to see how the survesutts would compare to the
analysis of the interviews. In short, | wanted xplere in what ways the interview data

might be different from the survey data.

There were three separate components in the susaty

1. Rating from 1 (the lowest or least important) t(ile highest or most
important) traits/attributes/qualifications foatier effectiveness. (Data in
Table Il and categorized in Table IV.)
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2. Ranking from MOST to LEAST important the top fivéérdoutes from the
list in (1) above. (Data in Table Il and categed in Table VI,) and

3. Providing a personal definition of “humor” (Apperdh)

Table Il which follows on the next page contaihe tesponses for the survey.
(Please refer to Appendix B for the survey). The tcethe columnar abbreviations can
be found in Table IV. For example, “KNOWL" is thgmsbol for “Subject Matter

Knowledge.”)

1. Rating the Traits/Attributes/Qualifications of agbher

In considering how the students deemed the impecetahthe various traits, the
overall mean rating of each attribute is calculdigdotaling the number assigned for
each topic by each student and dividing by thd tatenber of respondents; for example,

in obtaining data from Table |lthe topic “humor” had two five’s, two four’s, affige

three’s for a total “33;” divided by the numberrespondents (“9”) would give a score of
3.67. This mean value by itself has mearonly that it gives an overall ranking among
the various topics. Using this calculus, Subjectt®taKnowledge was rated as most
important. Humor was rated a tie for fifth, and Raeas rated last. It should be noted
again that these numbers only have a meaning aegieedo rank the attributes. (Please
refer to Table IV for more details.)

In looking at these data after conducting the iné&svs, the interviews brought
out implications many of which did not match wittetanalysis above.
For example, the highest ranking topic in the syr&uibject Matter Knowledge, while

important in the interviews did not seem to be thggortant. Subject Matter Knowledge
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(1) having a high ranking, on the other hand, sthottbe a surprise as this is nearly the
only “requirement” for higher education instructofssurprise was Teacher Possesses
Advanced Degree (12) which could logically be lidke Subject Matter Knowledge was
several steps down the list. Similarly, but in &f&tent direction” the topic, a “Fun”
Classroom, (10) was slightly below the middle & gack, but was indicated via the
interviews to be higher in importance.

Three topics, Environment Conducive for Learning &hswering
Questions/Interaction with Students (4), and Sefns¢éumor, (5) were ranked in
the top grouping in the survey and also judgedlantgiduring the interviews. The high
ranking of Environment (2) in this component of fugvey again is no revelation since,
as pointed out in the literature section aboveais considered to have a significant
impact on learning and teacher efficacy. Senseushét (5) being highly regarded in the
survey also closely shadows the rank of Environn@nagreeing with both the literature
position and interview results linking Humor (5)tiva successful learning environment
(2). Traits such as teacher gender (14), teacker(ficb) and teacher age (13) were ranked

by far the least important.
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NAME |Age|Race| Sex| DEG| DISC |[KNOWL [HUM ORlHandouthNTER TESTSERADESHWORK'DIFFLN?I ENV
STEPH| 1 1 1 3 5 5 4 3 4 4 4 4 3 4 5
TWO | ONE FIVE FOUR THRERE

AICHELL| 1 1 1 5 5 5 3 3 4 4 4 3 3 2 5
TWO| FOUR| THREE ONE FIVE

LYNDON 1 1 1 2 4 5 3 3 4 3 3 2 3 4 5
FOUR| TWO THRE-H FIVH ONE

MARCIA| 1 1 1 4 5 5 3 5 4 4 4 4 4 4
TWO ONE THRERE FIVE] FOUR

WILMA'| 2 1 1 2 S 5 5 4 5 5 4 4 4 3 5
FOUR| TWO FIVE ONE THREE

PAULA| 2 1 1 2 4 5 5 5 5 4 5 4 5 5 5
TWO | THREE ONE FIVEH FOUR

ROSE| 1 1 2 2 5 5 3 4 4 3 3 2 3 2 5
THREH ONE FIVE | FOUR TWO

WINNIE| 2 1 3 2 3 5 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 2 4
FIVE | ONE | THREE| FOUR TWO

JEAN | 2 1 1 4 4 5 3 2 5 3 4 2 3 3 4
TWO ONE | FOUR FIVE THREE

Table Il Individual Rating (“1” highest to “5” loast) and Ranking (“ONE” highest to “FIVE” lowest) Deacher Traits
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Details of the “numeric importance” of each topddw:

TOPIC “IMPORTANCE”| RANK
Subject Matter Knowledge (KNOWL) 5.00 1
Environment Conducive for Learning (ENV) 4.67 2
Discipline/Classroom Management (DISG) 4.44 3
Answering Questions/Interaction with 4
Students (INTER) 4.22
Sense of Humor (HUMOR) 3.67 5 (tied)
Test Construction (TESTS) 3.67 5 (tied)
Handout Materials (Amount/Quality) 7
(Handouts) 3.56
Difficulty of Classroom Material (DIFF) 3.44 8
Grading (GRADES) 3.33 9
A "Fun" Classroom (FUN?) 3.22 10
Homework Assignments (Number/Difficulty) 11
(HWORK) 3.11
Teacher Possesses Advanced Degree (DEG) 2.89 12
Teacher Age (AGE) 1.44 13
Teacher Gender (SEX) 1.33 14
Teacher Race (RACE) 1.00 15

Table IV Overall Mean Respondent Ratings of Teaéigibutes
(“1” least important to “5” most important)

If only survey results had been used, | would haterred that Subject Matter (1)
was the most important trait for an effective atass. During the interviews, however,
while Subject Matter (1) was indeed an importatitkatte, analyzing the interviews
pointed out that Humor (5) was at least equallyartgnt as Subject Matter. The
emergence of differences in student responses betthie survey and interview points
out the importance of exploring thinking in depgtlsing both survey and interview data,
in short, provide for a richer analysis than usargjngle data collection strategy.

2. Ranking from Most to Least Important--Their Top €&ikttributes
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While the previous survey question rankedélihe topics in numeric order (“1”
being most important, “5” least important), | thég would be informative to ask the
informants to choose and rank only their top fittelautes. The top five attributes for
each of the respondents (e.g. ONE, TWO, etc., WO&E is most important and FIVE
is least) are displayed in Table Il and Table IMe$e attributes are ranked from top (1)
to bottom (10), taking into consideration that thesere ten attributes from which to
choose. (Please note, these ONE, TWO, THREE,retwvidual rankings can be seen in
Table V).
Similar to my defining “importance” for the ratirige
traits/attributes/qualifications of a teacher, itn@ortance for ranking the top five
attributes was determined as well. Again, this edaresult has no value on its own
other than assisting in ranking the attributes.
First of all, if an attribute was not in any of ttogp five lists, it was not
considered. The importance of the remaining atteé was then calculated by
a. Assigning numeric values to each of the rankinggs, ©NE was assigned 1,
TWO was assigned 2 and so on.

b. If an attribute was not selected by a specificlimfant, yet assigned a value
by another informant, a non-response was assidregedumeric value of 6

c. The numeric assignments were totaled and divided (lye number of

informants). This result was the “importance” loé @attribute.
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For example in looking at FUN there are six norpogses (or 6 x 6=36) and
three FIVES (or 3 x 5=15), giving FUN a (rankindgygrscore of 51.

Similar to the comparison of the survey componentatand the interviews,
only three respondents ranked the topic, Subjectaviknowledge (1), as most
important, while the trait, Answering Questions/matgion with Students (2), had four
“most important” votes while it came in “fourth pkl’ just before the topic, Humor (5).
All of that being said, the attribute, Subject Matknowledge (1), along with
Environment Conducive for Learning (2), were inrgome’s top five. While the topic of
most interest to me, Humor (5), fell in the middfele proverbial pack, it was deemed
more important during the interviews and highlyatet! to the other topics such as
learning environment and fun. In considering why thight be the case, what comes to
mind first is that the interviews may have brougiht what the students were actually

thinking, (the “voice” of the student) rather thahat a survey was able to elicit.

TOPIC RANK
Subject Matter Knowledge 1
Environment Conducive for Learning 2 (tie)
Answering Questions/Interaction with Students 2 (tie)
Discipline/Classroom Management 4
Sense of Humor 5
Grading 6 (tie)
Teacher Possesses Advanced Degree 6 (tie)
A "Fun" Classroom 8 (tie)
Handout Materials (Amount/Quality) 8 (tie)
Test Construction 10

Table V Pick top five attributes of a teacher aakrthem
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Comparing the Two Survey Measures

In looking at the similarities and differencesvibeen the two survey measures,
(Table V1), all topics seemed to align similarlyoihe of the topics
Difficulty of Classroom Material, Homework Assignnits (Number/Difficulty),
Teacher Age, Teacher Gender and Teacher Race wkezl by any of the respondents
in their top five, reinforcing their lack of imparce as determined in the interviews as
well. Grading was rated (9) and (6) respectivelyn Elassroom was rated (10) and (8)
respectively, and Test Construction, rated (6) (@) respectively. Even though the
rankings were not exactly the same, the two tabiesrate that the traits remained in the
general area (top, middle, and bottom) of the nagxki

Using the Survey Results

As noted before, results from the surveys weré tséelp build the questions for
the initial interviews. After the interviews wetenducted, the analysis of the interviews
was compared and contrasted with the survey retsuttstermine similarities,
differences. In performing this review of the résuf the survey and interviews, the list
of topics needed to be changed. Topics such as WorkeéAssignments, Difficulty of
Classroom Material, Test Construction and Gradiegamot considered and in a sense
“deleted” from further analysis. Subject Matter Kledge became consolidated into the
former title with Teacher Possesses Advanced Degheswering Questions/Interaction
with Students and Environment Conducive for Leagmirere merged as well. The

concept of “Favorite Teacher” was added and astsatiaith Teacher Effectiveness.
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RATE ALL PICK 5
TOPIC 14 AND
ATTRIBUTES | RANK
Subject Matter Knowledge 1 1
Environment Conducive for Learning 2 2 (tie)
Answering Questions/Interaction with Students 4 2 (tie)
Discipline/Classroom Management 3 4
Sense of Humor 5 5
Grading 9 6 (tie)
Teacher Possesses Advanced Degree 12 6 (tie)
A "Fun" Classroom 10 8 (tie)
Handout Materials (Amount/Quality) 7 8 (tie)
Test Construction 6 10
Difficulty of Classroom Material 8 N/A
Homework Assignments (Number/Difficulty) 11 N/A
Teacher Age 13 N/A
Teacher Gender 14 N/A
Teacher Race 15 N/A

Table VI. The top five attributes fotemcher—COMPARISON

There were a number of topics considered in Ch&ptieat resulted from the

review of extant literature. These topics alonghwitose concepts and ideas that came

out of the survey and interviews noted above bedhmeventory of areas to consider.

In further consideration of these themes and cenisig the interdependencies and

associations, my catalog of themes to consider became

A.

Teacher Efficacy

a. Student concept of instructor effectiveness—"farmdrieachers

b. The impact humor has on comprehension and reteatiomformation
Environment

a. What would constitute the better classroom enviremm

b. Learning-Conducive Environment

C. Humor and discipline in the classroom

Humor



85

The effects determined by different types of humor
Humor and spontaneity

Relevance of humor

Gender and humor

Humor not the panacea

PO T®

These themes will also be used as a guidelinehéomterview analysis below.

3. Individual Definitions of “Humor”

In the literature review above, it was shown thdeanition of humor can be
elusive for a number of reasons...one main reasonlb@alge concept of SENSE of
humor—and that a single definition does not exiBersonal connotation defies a true
denotative definition.

The question “How would you define the term “huiria a sentence or two,”
while seemingly simple is relatively difficult toaxawer. As | noted above in this
document, even the extant literature has no conmuhedinition. Defining a term with
which everyone is familiar and might be consideetde “common knowledge” can be
difficult as all are more cognizant of the connmtatrather than the denotation of the
term.

In surveying the definitions there were similastibut differences nevertheless as
well. Words such as “laugh”/”"laughter,” “joke,”dh” and “comical” were scattered
throughout the definitions. Other concepts suctaagay to relax,” “a connection,”
“bring a livelihood to conversations,” “I am moikdly to learn” while being not
majority opinions, did seem to match up well withat/was discussed in the interviews.

Humor in the interviews was discussed as being riae laughing and joke-telling,
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being linked to a successful learning environmenwas done in the extant literature.
(Each of the definitions of humor can be foundnea Appendix A for this document.)

It is the differences that worry me. A number o&qgtitative studies which via
surveys asked about “humor” of a group of respotsderre cited above. Due to the
attributes of a quantitative study (singular deifoms, etc.), which were noted above,
these respondents may not have had the same wefiortpotentially even the same
connotation of humor; consequently, while all gaesihad identical wording, they were
highly likely asking different questions dependorgthe person’s definition.

To support this thought of having multiple viewshaimor in play for a single
survey, one need not look any further than thestyaif definitions used by the authors |
cited in the literature review section. Aboudarersfto humor as “humoristic remarks”
(Aboudan, 2009, p. 2), while Buckman defines hunsdtamything people say or do that
is perceived as funny and tends to make other pdapgh.” (Buckman, 2010, p. 9)
Sheppard (2002), Williams (2001) are similar-mintleking humor to “funny” and
laughter. On the other hand, Smuts (2009) pointeédhat John Dewey did not link
humor and laughter, while Bostina-Bratu (2007) Bnolvine (2000) associated laughter
with social relationships and not humor.

The definitions in Appendix A from the participamtsthis study have a variety of
ideas relating to humor as well such as linking buto laughing, to being funny to
lightheartedness and looking at events in an alteaeanner. One can conclude that if
the authors studying humor as well as my informaaise such a disparate view of
humor, those taking the surveys will similarly tatin agreement.

D. Analysis from Classroom Observations
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| visited Doc’s classroom three times, taking naash time. (Much of what is
noted below comes from those notes.) At each ofithes | visited Doc showed up a few
minutes late. At first | thought this was not a ddhing, | guess, based on my somewhat
proverbial “Germanic” background of “lateness detsdrom greatness;” that being said,
his timing ended up working out to be a great sdgues icebreaking phase, getting the
class to settle down and mentally be preparedl&sscSuch a task of getting the class
ready to go is important if you have over 80 stusl@mthe same room with you and your
goal is to teach them history!

When he would start up the class, he would makamemts such as

“Good morning again! Any good stories to share?”

“Today we have lots to do!”

“I think we should stay to 11:15 today!” (Classlerat 10:45) “Just

kidding!”
“You quieted down on your own. Thank you.”

As part of his classroom management, Doc stahtedirnst class meeting with the

DQO’s and DON'T’s of his classroom.

DO’s included:

Show up
OK to eat—bring food and share

while DON'T’s included:

Read papers noticeably

Sleep noticeably—with eyes open OK

Take calls in class

Velcroing (the act of closing binders, notebooks, with Velcro—making a
distinct noise (i.e., Velcroing))
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In watching and listening (and as confirmed byingrview participants), Doc
brought stories to class, making history real amdenthan just a group of facts. He
brought connections to history, linking what isg@stly relevant to what happened in the
past. He stated that history matters because Httens---and history can make you
angry—Bess Truman won’t make you mad, but the Kgate shootings will make you
angry—hearing about the 146 who died in the 191anbte Shirtwaist Factory fire with
the owners not being held responsible will make ad!

Above and beyond his mandate to teach history,dieted, “I care a great deal
about how your write. | want you to leave thisuamsity as a good writer.” During one
visit he discussed rewrites and their impact ndg on the class grade but also on
improving their writing skills. He seemed to reatigre for his students, wanting to pass

on his passion of history to them, but to make thetter writers at the same time.

Other examples of Doc’s approach to teaching histariude:

1. He thought the classroom was drab and asked the taring in
posters, fake flowers or a palm tree to dress upldee. (A poster and
plastic flowers did appear later.)

2. In discussing the Pullman strike, he described Phglinan was so
despised, that when he died his body was burieératon of
concrete to protect the integrity of his corpse.

3. At the beginning of class he had a Halloween cammhyest with
guestions such as:

i. The height of Mt. Everest
ii. Hitler's birthday

4, In explaining the Korean conflict, he drew a “mag"Korea, which he
pointed out looked more like Indiana---but he thegriously” showed
that the communists were pushed back, almostlikebe of toothpaste.”
(The message was received by the students.)
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5. With an eye for irony he talked about Ed Sullivaimém he called
a “living corpse”) stating that Elvis Presley waa%good boy” even
though they didn’t want to show more of Elvis tiesm the waist up as
they didn’t want to shock the audience.

6. Keeping the eye on Elvis and irony, Doc showedcéupe of Elvis being
presented an honorary drug enforcement documeRidhard Nixon. (Of
course, Doc added the fact how Elvis DID die dfag overdose)

7. When talking about the post-war years, he pointédtaat, via
television, marketing showed us how bad breathdamdiruff could ruin
our lives, making us lose our jobs and our wives.

8. How FDR died while getting a portrait painted fas mistress’s mother

9. How Molotov had a first name that couldn’t be pronced, was called a
liar by Truman, and how he had a bomb named hitter

10. Before it was a music group, U2 was a spy plane,a which, piloted
by Francis Gary Powers for the U.S. was shot dopiné Russians.
Powers later died in a traffic helicopter accidan$an Diego.

11. What “duck and cover” meant in A-Bomb drills andahbe never
understood why the boys were instructed to shireddyirls in the hall with
their bodies.

While this list may seem to be a little long, pleasmember that they are the
result of only classroom observations; the poirtigdaken is that they are indicative of
the class atmosphere and environment. More detadst Doc’s approach to teaching
and his (obvious) use of humor will be discusseth@interview section. Looking back,
| only wish | had had Doc for my college historysdas.

D Interview Analysis

As discussed above, | chose to include a qualitaipypeoach for a number of
reasons, the most important the most importamigoiat | found no studies that
interrogated the student themselves as to howfdgedyabout humor in the classroom and

its effect, in their opinion, on the effectivenesheir professors.



90

As noted in the above section, “Using the SurveyuR&$ a thematic list was
constructed using topics considered in ChapteaBrésulted from the review of extant
literature along with those concepts and ideasdaiate out of the survey and
interviews. Those themes along with the interdepecide and associations (i.e., how
some topics should be grouped together, while sthecome subheadings to a major
heading) are the bases of how the findings wilbtgganized; again, this thematic list is:

A. Teacher Efficacy
i. Student concept of instructor effectiveness—*"fat&drieachers
ii. The impact humor has on comprehension and reteafion information
B. Environment
I. What would constitute the better classroom enviremm
ii. Learning-Conducive Environment
iii. Humor and discipline in the classroom
C. Humor
i. The effects determined by different types of humor
ii. Humor and spontaneity
iii. Relevance of humor
iv. Gender and humor
v. Humor not the panacea
A. Teacher Efficacy

I. Student Concept of Instructor Effectiveness—"FaediTeachers

Returning to my research question, “What role dagsdr in the higher
education classroom play in student-perceivedunttr effectiveness?” before
continuing deeper into the findings, it is intenegtto note how two of the interviewees
looked at teacher effectiveness. Lyndon offeredview that an effective instructor
not only gets the student interested in the sulbpatter at hand, but has them leaving
the class understanding more about the subjedteéogrid of the class:

| think an effective teacher is someone who cangoin a student who is either
interested or not interested in a subject ...and tdm understand it more, help
them understand it better. And even if a studentein knowing 90% of the
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subject matter or 0%, | think what an effectivectesr does is progresses them
along the way, helps them understand more of thgesy even if they don’t
know everything. So if you come in knowing or nabkving anything and leave
knowing half the stuff, | think that's an effectit@acher. | think if you come in
knowing half the stuff and leave knowing 75%, hthithat's an effective teacher
because over the term of the semester or howengtrthe class is, you've
progressed and he or she has helped you learnahotg the subject, so | think
that's an effective teacher.

Wilma was highly simplistic in her approach to dfee€tive teacher when she

stated, “Well if | enjoy a teacher, | am more ljké&b want to learn in that class.”

On the other hand, Michele posits the idea thatilrex is being invested in the
class, with a key outcome being her grade. A ‘tlads” was deemed to be a waste of
her time. “Ineffective” would include being disorgaed. "I find it stressful to put my
grade in the hands of somebody that is disorganesedi off topic. Because you don’t

know should you be sucking up, or like did you dellwn the test...l don't like that.”

While considering efficacy, one could quite natiyraktend that concept to
include one’s favorite teacher, i.e., that memoraidé&uctor in whose class you both
enjoyed and learned. Wilma linked humor to heofde teachers when she stated, “My
favorite teachers definitely had a good sense ofdrand were really interactive and my
favorite teachers were ones that | really conredike yeah (Doc) is cool and

everything.”

Michelle, responded somewhat self-contradictoribyew she noted that she could
not think of any of her favorite teachers who didréve any humor, yet when asked

about common traits about her favorite teachess psimted out,
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| don’t think about sense of humor, | think aboettieus, organized... Well | am
not saying that they didn’t have a sense of huilmatrthey were more on task ...
the fact that | remember about them was that thengwn task, not drifting.”

She did note that she did enjoy Doc’s class aradllithe way he presented stuff

and he had a sense of humor.”

Marcia stated that she understands that beinggs&linded in the subject matter

area is important, but

students remember the teachers that make jokegrgturemember the teachers
that have fun in their classes, and like, you ¢dinget the material, you don’t
have to do stupid stuff all of the time, you mayback a joke here and there and
you relate to the people you're teaching to, yocobee a kid’s favorite teacher
they talk about you all the time.

Teacher efficacy and teachers favorably-remembaredinked to their
knowledge of the subject matter, in some casegldecused, but all students stressed
the possession of a sense of humor; but, how muotvting around” is required—nbut
how does this impact learning—and could learningdiesidered to be a component of

teacher efficacy?

ii. The Impact Humor Has on Comprehension and Rieteiof Information

In considering teacher efficacy, it would not licllt to build the case that if a
student learns, the teacher is efficacious; of @ureasuring that learning can be
problematic. Thus we can ask directly, How doesdwuhelp improve learning and

consequently teacher efficacy?
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Deiter (1998) writes that “one main reason for gdwmor in the classroom is to
improve student learning...My own surveys of studémdécate they tend to agree they
are more likely to remember material if it is pnetsel with humor.” Royse (2001)

believes that this may occur since boredom is besdgced by the utilization of humor.

Wilma points out that

| don’t want to go to a class that is a drag whkesprofessor just sits there and
monotones through class and just talks, theredhae some kind of variety that
keeps it interesting otherwise | am going to zoaeamd just write down what is
on the screen rather than listen to what they ai@gawhich then doesn’t make
me learn it as well.

Linking humor to learning, Wilma continues talkiagout the

different learning styles and there is a differemctaking notes and making notes
so that when there is humor for me, then | candigteially interact with the notes
that | am taking and try to understand as | goerathan just writing down and
being like a robot.

Wilma then talks about a biology teacher she hddarpast that took a popular
Christmas song about the days of Christmas and mgether with the characteristics of
a fly. She can still remember those fly charast&s based on the humor and the song
approach. (Not being well versed in biology, | vias able to verify the veracity of the
fly characteristics, but | do have to admit sheréishember them as evidenced by her

singing that song.)

Steph links humor, stress reduction and learningnaghe points out that if she is
more relaxed in a class she will be able to retannformation longer. Lyndon
continues that thought noting that “I think if adbar provides a nice environment for

learning, it helps the student learn the subjedtenaetter.”
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The interviews showed that the students linkedtfutdor efficacy” to concepts
such as knowledge of the subject matter, improvémestudent learning as well as
longer retention of material. The informants nateat the instructor’'s use of humor
helped reduce stress and help build a learningtcowe environment. Those teachers
who were labeled as “favorite teachers” by thernmfants all used humor in their
classroom; considering the favorite teacher torbefficacious instructor, the informants

were strongly linking humor to classroom efficacy.

The topic of reducing stress and building a nicégrenment for learning moves

us into our next group of topics, environment.

B. Environment

i. What Would Constitute the Better Classroom Enviromme\ Circus or a Filing
Cabinet?

The environment of a classroom has many compomecitgling the physical
room, the temperature and lighting, the white baaifdont, the instructor’s lectern, and
on. The environment we are considering in thiglgig the atmosphere or feeling that
the student (and instructor) has. Is there a relaxéense mood in the room? Can
students ask questions? Do the students havepepared to be called on with a

subject-matter question?

When one thinks of a circus, concepts such as ¢li&msganization, audio/visual
overload and littldeing truly accomplished all might come to mind; allhave heard,

when finding ourselves in a situation aboundindhwibnfusion, someone mutter “What a
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circus!” On the other hand, a filing cabinet isened and packed with information. All

of that being said, a circus is exciting and adjlcabinet---well, is relatively boring!

During one interview with Marcia, (totally on hewo and new to me, | have to
admit, I had not thought of, or even heard of,ittea of a circus and filing cabinet as
classroom metaphors) she presented her own segmoinginal view of these two
concepts. She described how they might relateg@léssroom, learning and the

connections made between the subject matter angstimore personal:

...sometimes you’ll write something down, like whia¢ thistory teacher said,
about some sort of situation, you can put on asale where you have a
personal situation that is kind of similar, or sdihmeg like that. You add little
personal touches to your notes which help (yougtain the information. It's
kind of like a filing cabinet versus something lwe say like more like a circus.
So the filing cabinet is something like informatitsom school, like stuff that you
have to memorize, stuff that you've learned argbés into a certain place. But
it's cold on the outside. It can sit by itself. @giou can kind of push it to the
back, or in the corner and nobody really knows thigtthere vs. the circus,
where everything is happy, everybody is talkingterybody. There’s a
connection between the clown that is dancing orptige stick, and the guy who
is selling the huge stuffed animals for throwingrg on a little bottle. Like there
is more of a group cohesiveness, you can conneariziness, and it’s all kind
of the balloons, and the guy selling the popcdimkind of there. In the filing
cabinet, is (are) most of the notes that you diadgavs. adding all these little
personal touches which is the circus. Every time go to the circus, everybody
has a personal experience. So the connectionsrat®khaphazard, and all over
the place. It doesn’t look there is much ordeargthing, but, at the same time
there is. There is an order. Things are connecidungs are connected to each
other, and it works cohesively. And so that iswitag that | think, there are really
two different ways to memorize things, keep thimggour brain, for a certain
period of time...So you have a filing cabinet, whislthings you have to know.
Things like people, or dates. For example, in [sofasses]... you have to know
various ... [facts], so | have to know it. So yoweopt up and it's got a file, like a
note card, it's got all this stuff, but it is blaokg the way. It's pretty much like
that is it, and then | can put it back, and it ddieeally have any other place
inside my head.
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Whereas, for history, like the light bulb examplaomas Edison created the light
bulb, well cool. But | remember when | was a ladd | electrocuted myself, or
my sister put a Christmas light in her mouth anagykit up for a second. And |
make personal connections to it, and it caus@shatve more of an assignment, so
I'll remember it longer, because it’'s like Thomadigbn has the light bulb, or |
remember that one time for Christmas. You haveagelittle memories, certain
little instances that have occurred to you perdgnal

Well I've definitely heard of the filing cabinet ik definitely what is in your

brain. How do you keep things? Because | knowttiafiling cabinet works.

But at the same time, | also know that, in my héddyve a filing cabinet, like ...
[class one], and another filing cabinet that sayslass two]. Whereas for
history, | have kind of like the circus going ofif iny head. Granted, not
everything will have a personal effect, personaligguation, something that | can
connect it to that will help me remember it long&ometimes, I'll have a circus
for history, but at the same time, I'll also havenaaller filing cabinet for things
that | need to know, that | can’t make a persoitahton.

...sometimes the connection is so thin, or in suduadabout way, it's so
roundabout that it doesn’t really make sense, tgis0 roundabout that you're
actually going to remember it.

... you're definitely going to remember the circuyou go to the circus, you're
going to remember something strange that happéradappened at the circus
vs. if you work in an office and you have to putfsin filing cabinets all day.

While Marcia does personally use both mental apgires to learning (circus and

filing cabinet), she believed the circus (linkedatolass with humor or fun) was the more

effective. In asking the other respondents abauttncept of “Circus vs. Filing

Cabinet” as examples of learning environments, titialimesponse was that the circus

would provide little gain.

Wilma noted that “I would assume like the circsidike everyone is doing their

own thing, nothing like focused, but like in arfidj cabinet you are so organized and
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everything like flows so then it is really easygeet through the class if everyone is like
paying attention in the same spot, but like a ciisweverything, like all over the place.”

Lyndon takes the circus metaphor and appliesathgstory class (not Doc’s):

| could see how it could be a circus just becauseuld assume a circus would

be complete chaos thing—that's what I'm thinkingaafircus, with multiple acts

going on at the same time so he could be talkimgtthe Korean war and then
all of a sudden jump back to the Civil War or tatikiabout just two completely
different things back to back and you’re takingasoind writing everything down
but you're thinking to yourself what what'’s the cmation?

Michelle stated a similar idea, but also introdutiezlconcept that the circus is
more entertaining and amusing than a filing cabamet could be considered to be the in
vogue teacher approach:

Ignoring the animal rights issues, circus just sisulike such an over the top,

comical, connotation. But it’s like that is the néving, to be entertaining, you

can’t just teach, you have to entertain, you haveetamusing...it makes you a

better teacher. But in time it puts all the pressur you as the teacher rather than

the student. At some point you [the students] hayeay attention and not sleep
in class.

In a sense Michelle reminds us that while a teasheuld continue to hone
his/her instructing skills, there is indeed a lesfetesponsibility held by the student as
well. At the same time, Michelle, like the othdisks the concept of circus to

amusement/humor.

While this is an interesting concept, one mustdrefal of developing a binary
view of the classroom---a class could be like ausror like a filing cabinet; but why not
a combination? Aren’t these concepts merely efidsspectrum and a classroom could
be a blend of both? A teacher is not just “funay®not funny;” he could be one or the

other depending on what is going on in the clasgsgtpoint in time.
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Much like considering the concept of humor, defgnihe “circus” environment is
a challenge, but in considering the connotatioesgmted to us by Marcia above, we
could consider attributes such as energetic, nglesithreaded (e.g., having only a
powerpoint being read), and entertaining (whichhmhlge considered by some to be
problematic approaching the “Sage on the Stagefosgh to education) being led by the

ringmaster (teacher) who is engaging, enthusiastichumorous at times.

After further discussion with the informants of wihdarcia’s concept of what a
circus was, both Steph (“I guess | really didnibkhabout that, | think circus is like
everywhere, all over the place, | never think afamized”) and Michelle (“Well |
actually have a circus and | have a filing cabar@d | like the circus a lot better*)
changed their vote from filing cabinet to circugndon also changed to a pro-“circus”

position as well.

While seemingly off the wall, Marcia’s circus idaad as supported by the rest of
the informants, showed how effectively humor hefpgrove the classroom environment
by making it “easier” to learn—a learning-conduceresironment, addressed in the next
section. It should be noted that applying the cphoéfull disclosure, that none of the
informants, associated teachers or instructors wer&lowns even though they did

prefer the circus concept.

ii. Learning-Conducive Environment

A learning environment is so very important foe tlassroom—sounding like a
truism this conceptual link to humor was validaltgthe Pedde study (discussed in the

literature section above) which connected humdauitding a caring environment which
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in turn improved learning. Garner stated that tlee“of humor as a pedagogical tool has
been shown to reduce classroom anxiety, createra positive atmosphere, as well as
facilitate the learning process. (Garner, 2002)p.

Having an environment conducive to learning scdrigt in both ways of ranking
the attributes (“list all attributes in order ofpartance” and “picking the top five and
ranking them”). In the interviews, the informantsatlissed similar ideas. Lyndon tells us
that “I think if a teacher provides a nice envir@mhfor learning, it helps the student
learn the subject matter better because withottettaronment the student is not going
to pay attention...he is not going to want to listehe teacher if he doesn’t have that
special environment.”

How does a teacher build such a learning-condwamv@onment? Lyndon
continues, starting with the concept of teachehesiasm.

That enthusiasm really brings the subject mattéifddoecause if they have that

enthusiasm and you're taking that class, why neehhat same enthusiasm (that)

they have? Why not want to learn it and do whay thre doing? Why not want

to be able to understand it even more? That erabmsieally brings the subject

matter to life ... in this teaching environment.

Wilma talked about Doc’s classroom and how he Isudldearning environment
when she opines,

Well | like (Doc), his little funny quips, in theiddle of his like long string of

words, and it just lightens it up and (gives ugpant to focus on. You can kind of

break up the information instead of just a longhgtand kind of
compartmentalize...but then having the little funhings in the middle, is “like

OH, click on your brain it's time to learn!

Lyndon continues (going beyond his “enthusiasm” gent) that

| think without that humor it's kind of like a dglass it’s kind of, you know, why

am | here? This is so boring. | think that hunitoadds a bit of extra spice to it, it

adds a little more interesting about it. The teashgoing to make funny jokes or
have a sense of humor on the subject matter ygoireg to be more inclined to
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go to class because you're going to be more inegiegou’re going to want to

see if the teacher’s going to do something thdtmalke you really laugh or

something. | mean it does have a lot to do widt (building a learning)
environment.

Marcia mentioned during the interviews how Doc vaopiovide interesting
tidbits and facts in a humorous way and while “gan really impress people with these
factoids,” you built personal connections to thdemnal at hand. She continued to
mention that she will always remember (from Doa&dry class) the strikes at Pullman
and how Mr. Pullman had to be buried under feetooicrete thereafter to protect his
corpse!

Returning to Lyndon’s thoughts, we hear that in Batass it's more than being
presented with facts. “You can actually throw kelsomeone’s personal experiences or
actual knowledge about it instead of just fact,jost like the what but the how, the why.
| think that is also important than just the what.”

Lyndon then continues to present his own metaphdearning (similar to the
circus and filing cabinet above.)

| think that (humor) helps the students learn aglgp$the students remember

because | compare learning to like learning sorigdyall the time. Kids can learn

the song lyrics after listening to a song thre@ar times, but they will read a

passage in a book four or five times and they wieritember it. So | think with

that humor...that makes it interesting is like thagstyrics. If they like the song
they are going to remember it, if they like whagttare learning they are going to
remember it better.

So we now have two metaphors between which tosgedhe circus and filing
cabinet or learning song lyrics. Funny to me, haaveis the fact that | really am not

convinced that today’s songs even have lyrics—lwander from the path. (The topic of

wandering minds will be covered soon.)
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Wilma gives an example of a NON-learning condu@wagironment when she
described a lecture hall with the lights out andimg the instructor reading every word
of her PowerPoint to the class. “I remember lookipcat the PowerPoint and then |
remember everyone packing up; there’s about a yweirtute gap in there where | don't
remember anything and | was just taking notes.”

Yes, the interviewees did agree that humor playeonportant role in building
the learning environment. Michele points out thatteacher jokes, he or she is going to
be jovial and they “are setting a mode of the ctasbhis atmosphere can start as class
itself begins. Wilma notes that “when you walk ithe classroom, there’s so much going
on, then all of a sudden the lecture starts andg@upposed to shut it all out. Laughter
helps me ... focus on what is in front of me instefdorrying about the test | have next

hour or something like that.”

All of that being said, is it possible for a lengrconducive environment to exist
without humor? Lyndon posits in a qualified affative response when he says “I think
there are some classes where you can have thainga@&nvironment without humor, but

| don’t think it will be as interesting of a leang environment”.

Learning-Conducive Environment without Humor?

Is it possible to be an effective instructor withbumor? Wilma addresses this
guestion when she notes,

For sure, | think you can...for example, my Englishdher doesn't really do
much to make us laugh, but certain things thatlwe'lwill make us laugh, she
stumbles on a word, it's not like we’re trying t@ake fun of her, it's just —she’s a
really open person and that works...It's like we wialking about technology,
some link wasn’t working and she got mad at herpmater, that was funny but
we were still paying attention to what was going on
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When talking about a successful classroom withoutor, Michelle pondered,

| don’t know, that's a good question. | mean | laagkally serious professor,
really, | mean he would see things oddly and helavtaugh or we would see
things different from him and we would laugh sotttiere was humor there , but
| don’t think anyone would say that he was humoréleswas, | don’t know?

Arriving at a more definite answer, Marcia stilipted out the power of humor

but continued positing,

| think the humor is the quickest and easiest pathaking, and kind of easing
the tension in the room, and having good atmosplaeict getting your point
across. And, at the same time, even if they dawvethumor, they’re not serious,
they‘re not mean, they include the relevance fadtot they need to have a nice
blend between the two. My study style, if you ¢aalate it to what | have to do
later in life, or if you're not going to make angrmection to me, or to my general
peers, or where I'm at or something like that, ta#it is a little piece of
information that is going to go in the filing cabinthen I'm not going to look at

it again.

Interesting—without humor it’s a filing cabinettiNO circus (written with
tongue firmly in cheek!) While reiterating the &that the circus and filing cabinet are
ends of a spectrum and not the only manifestatidrumor in the classroom, all
informants agreed that while a student CAN leara alassroom without humor, it would

be harder for them and they would not retain tii@rmation as long.

If a classroom is not interesting, all of the imf@nts felt that it will be easy to

lose focus, not pay attention or the dreaded “zZpout” process.

Entering the DMZ (De-Mentalized Zone)!
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When | asked Wilma if she “zoned-out” in Doc’s dahe said, “because of his
pace and because of the information, no, | am usjut thinking about everything he is
saying and how bad my hand hurts from writing sb.faln talking about another
teacher, Wilma continues that “She’s not very funmyery once in a while a funny
thing will happen but then | tend to zone out maréhier class) than in
history...Sometimes | can’t focus on her becausesdile getting boring—it’s time to

say something funny—she has sort of a monotoneesvoic

Michelle tells about a situation that one of heerfids experienced, where her
friend mentally strayed during a class and themchizaughing in the classroom around
her. She perked up and wondered what she haddniBlsereafter she tried to stay more
focused so as to not miss out on anything againm#dgreed with Michelle that using
humor is was almost like tricking students to p#grdion, inducing them to want to

listen so they aren’t missing something fun orreséing.

Doc must have figured how to keep his studentobtite DMZ. The various
respondents agreed that Doc’s using humor from tariene, all the while staying
focused and having the factoids thrown in thereyewace in a while, kept them from
zoning out, plus with his pace, the time went glyicthe students enjoyed the class and

learned as well.

In a similar vein, Steph explains that

| start out really good, and then fade away. sifuldy by myself, it would be like
sitting in the class for me. So it’s like | starit, and I'm paying attention, and
understanding it, and eventually, my mind is wamdgrand I'm thinking about
other things.” So how can the teacher and learamgronment help to keep her
focused? “l don’t think that teachers have to dertainers, | mean | am easily
distracted sometimes, or like | have a problenmgjtstill for a very long time, |
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get antsy, | am like | have got keep moving, sgoif are like, like if you can't
entertain me and | get really bored in class thisrike | don’t even want to go |
am so bored sitting there.

Marcia opines that to help students stay focusedhtrs “really need to get
(their) students a little more interested, and ihisne way, humor is a really big
connection across all fields.” Teachers need ta ‘@adlttle more substance so that the

kids want to be there rather than like being olne lvee go!”

OK to Ask Questions? A More Level Playing Field

In the literature review, the concept of theaklheory of humor discussed with
Freud and Spencer seeing the usefulness of hunmay akle to release energy generated
by repression. If we were to change the word froepression” to “stress” again we

would find a topic agreed upon by the interviewees.

Michelle talked about how Doc keeps the classraited and relaxed and
comfortable enough to ask questions. (This feelorgfortable to ask questions could be
viewed as a result of the aforementioned learnmudacive environment.) A main
challenge in Doc’s class is that there are ovestB8@ents and the setting doesn’t lend
itself to question-and-answer due to the room l#gounstruct, the lecture approach being
taken and the number of students. Yet, they dlkiely could ask a question of Doc,

most likely after class or during office hours etlthan in front of so many people.

Continuing with that thought whether she felt stoaild ask questions, Michelle

noted,
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No, it's just the class size...I think he is verycgre, and | think that he
appreciates it, | really think he does, | thinkvinielcomes the dialog, interactions,
he, | think, he just gets into the class. | thinktthfeel more comfortable asking
after, not during office hours but after class llask for clarification, yeah, he is
very open to it and the TA too, | feel comfortalllejean it's a 100 kids in class
so it’s just like | don’t want to stop class beaalislidn’t understand something or
I’'m missing something you know.

Wilma did talk about some professors (not Doc)sstireg the classroom hierarchy

creating a gap between the teacher and the stuM@dnta describes this gap as

like well I am the professor and you’re the studeamd you are automatically
wrong so just like shut up... (The professors) asti¢should) respect us enough
to try and answer our questions at the end. Wenligi you, you can listen to us
right back. There has to be like some connectioreftherwise it’s like | am not
going to listen to a word you say

and consequently not learn.

In the same vein as the level playing field andifgerelaxed/comfortable in the
classroom, Lyndon points out that

| think when there is humor in the classroom with teacher making you feel
more relaxed, it makes the student feel that tearet a hierarchy. (The playing
field is made more level.) The teacher is nohape and you're down here. |
think it makes you feel on even terms because hwalgng fun with you not at
you, he is talking at you he is talking with youhink that humor does make the
student feel more relaxed and feel the teachemsegyod or goddess, it makes
them feel they are both human beings on the samdasth

Steph discusses how the use of humor helped to make

a more relaxed state | guess, because if the temchptight about everything,
and just straight through it this and that, theun fe®el like you have to be worried
about it at all times, but if they can joke arouwith it, | am more relaxed in my
taking notes and | am not all like | cannot misa thne point because | am going
to fail if I don’t get that one question or whateve
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Humor can be introduced in the classroom by telinmorous, subject-related
stories (such as Doc telling about the circumstsuoéé-DR’s death, the burial of
Pullman or making Elvis an honorary drug-enforcenag@nt) but via visual presentation
as well.

Another theory about humor, the incongruity theevizich was supported by
Kant, Kierkegaard, and Aristotle, was based orptin&ciple of setting up an expectation
and delivering something with a twist. If one wéresee any of Doc’s diagrams which
he often draws on the board, the incongruity wdagdabvious.

Talking about how he would draw a map of Koreaghded up with a map which
Doc stated looked a lot more like Indiana; that baiaig, these diagrams were definitely
like no other diagram or map they had seen befor-tyey were both appreciated and
effective. Wilma pointed out that

| like the pictures that he draws on the board...Y&&hlike he is so bad it's

funny, like when you know he is going to the bodhere is obviously something

going on that you need to pay attention to aneifike even if it is chicken
scratch...It is an easy visual even if it is not gaiteurate,
yet the points he wanted to make are successfudbjem

Steph points out that if the teacher becomes artaiter rather than an
instructor, there will be a negative impact ond¢lass. She then pointed out that Doc “has
a nice balance (between being a teacher and entzjta. He takes out trinkets and
things that are just strange. Pictures every aneewhile, just random pictures. So it's
like at the beginning, he gets your attention.”

In a similar vein, Michelle noted that “I don’t reeéo be entertained; | don’t need

to be laughing to learn. | mean it can help.” 8betinued that with Doc’s approach “the

class flew by.”
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iii. Humor and Discipline in the Classroom—A Ha-Xgnon?

Can humor and discipline coexist in the same alass?

Wilma in discussing the possibility of humor in ttlassroom still having
discipline, points out that in a sense by keepivegstudents focused on the class the
classroom is under control as well.

The humor actually works the best when people ettgally paying attention so if like
you are all paying attention and everyone is likg,oh, | get it and then laughs, you
won't be that one person that’s looking around isgyike why is everyone laughing, so
you have to have everyone focused to get the joke.

Steph told about one of her teachers who used hyetdnad a disciplined

classroom.

My sociology teacher is probably the most outgogagher that | have right now,
maybe because it is sociology and there are so stangs that you can put along
with it, but like it is still a very disciplined aks, it's not like she is very animated
up there, and everyone in class, like there arplpeawre still talking in the
background, but like she has order to the clasbkesaf we start talking, it’s like
be quiet, and you know that she means it.

Lyndon in a pensive and agreeable moment pointethatitoo much humor

could negatively impact discipline.

Up to this point, humor has been considered to $iagle entity; however, there
are different types of humor. Are some types ohbuless effective, or even not
effective with respect to the higher educationsiiasm? James St. Pierre (2001)
conducted a study to see how different types ofdrusuch as self-disparaging and
sarcastic) affect the classroom and how thesetefége different for the different types.
Thus | was interested in learning how my informahtsuight about some of these

different types of humor and how they affecteddlassroom environment?
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C. Humor

i. The Effects Determined by Different Types of Humor

With respect to types of humor and its applicatidichelle points out that “you
should be careful with humor, because there areréiit people with different senses of
humor. You don’'t want to say something offensiv&ilma said in a similar vein, “If
people start like poking fun of students, if inlicious, then it's not ok and I'm kind of
like shut off and tune out. It's like if they areigg to mean, then | am not going to
listen.”

In looking at a specific type humor, sarcasm té@her needs to be careful of its
potential adverse effects in the classroom. Wilohéh about one of her past teachers. “
He did try to be funny one day, but he ended jukihgaus all stupid again, because he
like opened up the lecture with a picture of a chighkeecause apparently this chicken
can count to five by tapping on the shapes on amjasard.” She continued to
remember that he was trying to be funny, but “indidvork!” “I still think there should
be some respect there because they're teachingmmetising that is consequential to my
future.”

The potential danger in using sarcasm seems ¢ensigith the superiority
theory of humor discussed in the literature sectibove. Sarcasm can be considered to
be a condescending type of humor; Hobbes, alorntgMato and Aristotle thought that
humor fed on aggressive feeling resulting in teelihg of superiority. Terms such as

aggressive and superiority are inconsistent widh fpinoverbial level playing field which
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was addressed above; consequently, only in raeseasuld they foster a learning-
conducive environment. Wilma, outspoken about sancld about “Twinkie Boy!”

He called one of the kids in my class TWINKIE Bbécause he saw him eating

a Twinkie the first day of school—I didn’t like &t first...| mean he never did

make fun of me personally, when | saw him doingd,thkind of shrunk in the

corner and | didn’t want to have that focus/attmti I'm not the type of person
that wants attention all of the time, kind of do own thing and observe others.

... | probably talked to the teacher once or twictsinie of class the whole year

because he did it so much.”

Yes, sarcasm is seen as a definite detriment tkeé#neing-conducive
environment. Wilma above described that the teastigtent gap is increased by
emphasizing the classroom hierarchy. Studentshaillery concerned about staying
under the radar, for if one is noticed or calledtbe odds of being picked on increase as

well. It would seem that if a student is concerabdut NOT making eye contact with the

instructor, his/her focus will not totally be oretlecture material at hand.

il. Humor and Spontaneity

Buckman (2010, p. 7) wrote that classroom humodsié¢e be both spontaneous
and random. Boverie (1990, p. 85) stresses thatder to effectively use humor in the
classroom will require planning-but how much plarga~wouldn’t too much planning
erode any spontaneity?

What do the interviewees think about spontaneity? ifiterviewees believed that
if humor seems too scripted, it will seem artifi@ad deter the relaxed nature of the
learning-conducive learning environment; spontamfeisters this learning environment.

On one occasion, Wilma was able to see the leciotess of one of her professors.

She noted, “They were actually paragraphs, theg idly written paragraphs and he
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will use it when he is trying to read a quote bilteowise they are so old, because you
can really tell that they are old.” She noted tuhile the jokes/aka humor were written
down, they felt spontaneous and worked well.

When asked if Doc was spontaneous, Wilma responiddink some of his notes
are written because from sitting in the front, h éand of see his lecture notes and they

are written all over, but it does feel spontan€ous.

Michelle also had a teacher who wrote his jokes $ridtdture notes. “The idea
that he really writes it in his notes, and gradda joke) if it works or if it needs
updating.” Nevertheless, “It seemed spontaneoudidiitt seem scripted. Like | said,
none of us picked up that it was scripted, unslhiA. told us.” (Is a lesson here to NOT
trust the TA?)

Is there another source of spontaneous humor ioldssroom other than the
teacher?

It seems that humor may manifest itself from stislenVilma describes that

Like today in the debate, we were debating somgthiith age and | asked the
other group like are you even legal and then ahad | usually have the quips

with responded are you even legal, so that was &iwehat she was picking on
me for because it was the random comments, shetviasmg malicious it’s just
that everyone just laughed because this kid aneré Wwantering back and forth
across the class room.

Michelle continued that thought about an idea thate are certain students in her
classes who almost have a natural reflex to berffifaka humor) when the class gets

too slow-moving.

Other than kinds of humor and timing, need humeagt be applicable or

germane to the subject at hand?
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ii. Relevance of Humor (What's So Funny about BelRelevant—Or Can It Be

Relevant If It's Not Relevant)

How effective would humor in the classroom be ias not related to the subject
matter at hand? Would an off-subject (not off-chlshort humorous discussion at the
beginning of class be acceptable? Could commémti&'s off task be distracting during

the class itself?

Wilma squarely votes for relevance in the humoembkhe proclaims,

| guess for me the most effective humor is whenjdke is about the material
itself, like Doc will like start on a random tandgexbout some person and make it
funny. But then you remember it because it is alaoudctual history topic it's not
like he goes off and says a random joke about mrdg®mething in the middle of
history class. So | mean if you use completelylerrant humor then people are
not going to be paying attention because they airgggo be thinking about the
irrelevant humor and not pay any attention to tped you are presenting but if it
is a funny quip about some historical figure or sguan about a certain
physiological process in biology and then that';\gdo make more sense and
people are going to remember it because it's wigt are actually doing it's not
taking their mind and putting it in a differenttion, it is looking at the same
material from a different angle.

Similarly, Lyndon states,

| think humor based on the subject matter is goodarl't think that humor
outside the subject matter all the time, | meanlmeaynce here or there, but you
don’t want a teacher who going to tell jokes abmath when you're in history, or
history while you're in math..(Irrelevant humorthink ...takes away from the
learning environment.

Wilma says that if the subject did not lend itdelhumor, an interesting fact

would be the next best thing.

You would probably focus more on interesting thibgsause | know in my
biology class, we read the book, and she tellshet v8 in the book, but then she
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also pulls other things that are interesting likat tare relevant so we pay attention
and then it is kind of cool to see why everythiig fogether and we all pay
attention.

Michelle told about a teacher she had who wouldehmaople tell personal
stories; these were stories that were totally NElated to the material at hand. She
considered these stories to be distractions. RegpRbc’s class, Michelle continues
remembering the circumstances of FDR'’s death. @ad that FDR died while getting

his picture painted for his mistress’ mother.)

| think it helps me yeah because it helps to baddnections and it helps me
remember but again, you can’t be so extraneousnathepth to spend six pages
talking about FDR'’s affairs...l had a sociology psxer, and still to this day |
remember him, it was so irrelevant like | mean parny dislike is sociology,
when people say sociology | grunt just cause it gt because he was so off
topic and it felt like such a waste of my time. atleven now that | know that he
is not the discipline, | have it like, | have sucheaction!

While considering irrelevance, Steph talked abowet @her teachers who, while

attempting to be funny, really wasn't. In furtltkscussing this instructor,

| don’t know if he had a poor sense of humor, os weally trying hard, but he
made a joke one day about how he loves his chil@mea then he followed it up
with not in a sexual way. And it caught everybadfyguard, and we were all like
that is not a joke.

Such an attempt at humor can not only disruptdbagtis class, it can damage the

learning-conducive environment for the rest of téren.

The informants believed that being relevant is irntgd to the learning-conducive
environment, but if a teacher MUST stray, staylasecto topic as possible and return as

soon as possible.
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In looking at the informants in this study, thereled up being four females and

one male, all Caucasians; what role might gendsripléhe use of humor?

iv. Gender and Humor

In recollecting the survey results, while the stbghySt. Pierre (2001) was one of
the few studies that considered gender regardingg@ef humor in the classroom, St.
Pierre's (2001) findings supported previous stuthasshowed that females responded
more favorably toward the use of self-disparagiambr by their instructors, regardless
of gender, than to humor that disparages otherditiddally, the appeal of a female
instructor to females was enhanced by the uselfeflisparaging humor but decreased by
the use of others-disparaging humor. On the otaerdhmale students had no preference

regarding a teacher's humor.

Another study (Garner, 2006) concluded that whikre were no significant
results based on gender, which seemed to refleat Wiad found in other studies. This
finding matched the opinions of my informant domiadrth via conversation and via their
filling out the survey.

There was one interesting topic with respect talgethat was discussed during
the interview. Michelle pointed out that Doc’s waup conversations with the class
often involved the Bears and Packers. “Footbafiegms so sexist and | am not from
Wisconsin.” She felt that talking sports couldyerell alienate 50% or more (females?)

of the class. In other words, Doc’s ICE BREAKER Icbat times be an ICE MAKER.
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Lyndon when considering gender stated “I think tiglo my experiences, my
male teachers have been better overall. | havdobtidr experiences with male teachers
than female teachers.” In continuing back to gk lschool days, he noted that he had
had two female teachers who just didn’t care muduttheir classes.

It seemed like with male teachers they used hunwenThe female teachers just

wanted to teach...maybe they will have humor herth@re kind of but I think

that the male teachers have that sense humor rfterein, which keeps me

focused more, brings my attention back . But | hage had male teachers that

who aren’t very good either so | don’t want to #&/because of gender, but |
want to say that I think that male teachers hasegsbnse of humor more which
helps them keep their students more attentive.

Overall, gender, race and age were deemed norrdantteacher efficacy by the
respondents in the surveys. While gender was st&clia little in the interviews by one
informant who felt alienated by the instructor'sasxples, other than that, the discussions

themselves seemed to have little or no bearindgnemformant’s view of teacher

effectiveness.

v. Humor is not a Panaceal!

Stambor (2006) quotes “...Berk...suggests that toffleetere, comedy (humor)
must complement—and not distract from—course nmalteCioncepts that would get in
the way of being “complementary” could be lack elevance or no spontaneity—both
topics covered above. Can there be too much humibeiclassroom? Can a classroom
be a learning-conducive environment without (anyiobs) humor?

Too Much Humor?
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Stambor also writes that “Humor can be overdonbeqgooint that students are so
busy awaiting the next gag that they miss the éslmessage.” (Stambor, 2006, p64)

Lyndon concurred when he stated ” | think with tooam humor it would bring, |
think it would bring the ethos of the teacher doWis,credibility, | think his credibility it
would also go down with that because if he is nat@do teach seriously and just tell
jokes, what'’s the point of listening, how do yowlnthat he is being serious about what
he is actually saying...You need to be serious, yeedrto crack down when you need to
get going on stuff and when you see a chance fuick little thing go ahead and add it
as long as it is not all the time

Steph was quoted before that if too much humorimasved in the classroom,
where the teacher seems to be trying to be moae ehtertainer and less of an instructor,
this would be detrimental the classroom setting.

Humor Works---But It Won't Solve Everything

While an effective tool for teaching, humor is tloé panacea—it does not solve
all problems—it is one of the arrows in the teathquiver for being on target in his/her
profession. Again, the informants pointed out thate are limitations and considerations
when it comes to using humor; concepts such asus&rnot being relevant or
spontaneous, being mean-spirited may make thefusexor detrimental to the efficacy
of the teacher. Lundberg (2002, p.11) points oat, thYou may need to guide students in
learning that there are boundaries with humor asethre with anything else.”

While more “conclusions” are discussed in the rérepter, the interviews did
indeed point out their belief in the importancehamor helping create a learning-

conducive environment and improve retention of miate-all in all, helping an
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instructor become more effective in his/her classrod here was a consensus that a
classroom setting utilizing humor was preferabld arost efficient.

It was noted before that humor was considered éytformants in the interviews
to be a trait associated with an efficacious irdtruhelping relieve stress, and making
the students feel comfortable enough to ask questend in general creating a learning-
conducive environment.

At the same time, the surveys showed humor to @lafe but not a very
important role in teacher efficacy; however, ottiean knowledge of the classroom
subject matter, having an environment conduciedaming and student
interaction/answering questions were ranked higfiésn, remembering that humor was
shown by extant literature to help create suctamlag-conducive environment and

reduce stress, the inferences one could draw fiatimlnethods are consistent.
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CHAPTER 5 The Lesson—There Does Seem to balabdatween Laughing and
Learning

Everyone has had college instructors whom theyghowere excellent and those
who were not. | began to wonder what attributeshiniigive made the difference between
these groups. During this reflection, the topittoimor came to the forefront.

Humor has been important to me in part being dribeoways | approach life in
general and something | “used” as a higher edutatnnl secondary school teacher as
well as a salesperson. While | did feel humor wasygortant tool in the teacher’s
proverbial toolbox, | began to wonder what actuairection might there be between the
efficacy of an instructor and the use of humotia tlassroom.

Consequently, | found myself setting course to stin/idea which transformed
into my research question “What role does humahénhigher education classroom play
in student-perceived instructor effectiveness?”

| chose a mixed methods (qualitative and quantgatapproach to acquiring data
in order to better hear the voices of the studentsbe able to discuss their classroom
experiences in thegontext with respect to what humor is, what detees an effective
instructor and so on. An entry-level history cléssl by a college instructor known for
his sense of humor) at a major Midwestern univemsds selected as the domain for my
study.

A number of students were given a survey on icgtreffectiveness; some of
the survey respondents were chosen for a seritbsesf, 30-45 minute interviews to
discuss the research question topic, i.e., thelnateor plays in the higher education
classroom. The goal was to hear what studentslchaal to say about the importance

of humor in their classrooms. While the use of ey in my study may seem to be anti-
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gualitative, | felt it was the best approach towa personal data about the respondents,
upon which | would be able to base my selectiothefmost diverse sub-domain (for the
interviews) possible as well as being able to obtiaeir own definition of the term

humor to say nothing about acquiring a contexttierclassroom.

In reviewing the extant literature, it was foundttmany books and articles
written about humor and education were typicallgaotal and prescriptive in nature
with little or no research backing. Examples of 1stundy thoughts are Cornett (1986),
Lundberg (2002) and Schatz (2006).

Cornett (1986) and Lundberg (2002) both considat lmmor plays an important
role in providing a learning environment due intgarthe minimizing or elimination of
stress in the classroom. Such an atmosphere wad foy all of the informants (in the
surveys and the interviews) to be a key reasohdaror’s utilization by teachers.

Similarly, Shatz (2006) purports that humor hetpseighten and maintain
student interest and improve both the compreheraidretention of the concept by
having the proverbial “break in the action.” Thsuse was noted by Wilma when she
remarked that by breaking up the information wilngthing humorous thrown in,
learning and interest were increased, or as Wilamiss “like OH, click on your brain
it’s time to learn!” The interviewees all felt thisental break was key to helping them
say focused and not zoning out.

| also determined that a large number of studiasdid exist were concerned
with K-12 school settings. Additionally | could nfatd any of these studies that actually

listenedto the voice of the student; rather they acquitaid via surveys and pre-class
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and post-class exams, testing for the change éocdhtrol groups in knowledge
retention.

This (no-student-voice) approach to acquiring rinfation/data was problematic
to me for a number of reasons. While all in the donwere asked about humor, in a
sense they were each being asked different questhos to the lack of a singular
definition of the concept, “humor,” which could a#ributed to the paradigm of a
guantitative study. My research led me to the ttied humor nearly defies a restrictive,
singular definition similar to asking a number pleogbout how well-seasoned a food
dish was or should be.

In short, everyone would have their own opinionitdigbn. | think this can be
extended to the idea of humor as everyone hasdheirsensef humor, much like
everyone has their own sense of taste; in a wayphunight be viewed as the “sixth
sense.” (This is no way alluding to the movie “T3igth Sense” by M. Night Shyamalan
where a boy could see “dead people” that being $&idbw there are times when
instructors look out at their classrooms and seaddoeople!” My interest, however, is
to see why some professors only have classesigéaparticipating “live” students.)

Returning from this tangential path, the approdalsong pre- and post-tests to
determine learning might miss the mark in testhmgeffect of humor on learning and
retention of information. The actual timing of themorous doses in the class might
actually hurt learning inadvertently; for exammdact to be queried may fall right
immediately after a planned humorous occurrencaraadgsense ndie learned due to

the distraction caused by finding itself in the wa$ a joke or quip.
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The results of the survey and interviews alignetth whe extant literature, namely
that humor did indeed play an important role in¢ffecacy of their instructors by
creating this learning-conducive environment, whbeatmosphere was less stressful,
where questions could be asked without fear, afwrmmation would be better and longer
retained.

The Pedde (1996) study, which helped point meeamndihection | chose to take,
showed how humor can help create a caring classvaduoh better engaged the students
and ultimately improving the learning process. Shealent survey which | conducted

resulted in this idea of a learning environment capgecond in the rankings to

Knowledge of the Subject Mattérhe latter was discussed as probably the most

important trait of an efficacious instructor.
Along the same lines, Aboudan (2009) showed thigywof humor in creating
this learning atmosphere ultimately having a pesigffect on student learning.
Similarly, Kaplan and Pascoe (1977) found thatectiynatter retention was significantly
improved by having viewed a lecture with humoroxaneples illustrating the concepts.
While humor was consistently in the middle of tlzelpin ways of ranking
attributes, the interviews showed a higher levehgdortance. Steph linked humor, stress
reduction and learning when she pointed out thstéf is more relaxed in a class she will
be able to retain the information longer. Lyndomtmued with that thought noting that
“I think if a teacher provides a nice environmemt learning, it helps the student learn

the subject matter better.”

Of note is that while my analysis did mesh wellhtihe extant literature, my

efforts added to it as well in a number of areastFmy research listened to the voice of
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the higher education student. Listening to the @@tany student was nearly non-
existent in the studies which | found; when studemte washeard in those few cases, it

was in the K-12 arena.

My efforts also focused on the concept of humor t@agdher effectiveness
through the lens of the student. No studies consititte student opinion in what makes
an effective instructor, even though the studerdgdypically surveyed at the end of a
term to evaluate their instructors. In this studyher than using before-and-after testing
as utilized to a large extent in the studies whiicited, students were given the chance to
tell what THEY believed constituted an efficacidaacher. This is a much different
approach to the semester-end surveys where theddsiits/attributes were mainly pre-

defined and student responses are compared todbesed traits/attributes.

My discussions surfaced the link between the caisoadpa “favorite teacher” and
an efficient teacher which | had not seen befdriee extant literature addressed the
concept of a favorite teacher as one whose clasewnjayable, but did not link being a

favorite teacher to being an efficacious teacher.

Partly due to the tenets of quantitative studiesns are singularly defined or left
undefined; yet, many findings of note were deteadiby such studies. My work
incorporating a qualitative approach, made theestudiew of the various concepts,
including but not limited to the definition of humaisible to the reader. Additionally,
my qualitative efforts in tandem with the quantitatworks provided a more complete

picture of the higher education (teacher-basedi ledype classroom.)
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Leveling the playing field by the use of humor whio turn made a more
learning-conducive environment had not been preshopresented. This was so
important to one informant (Wilma) who said she ldouot listen if she felt she were
being looked down by an instructor, in which cas@sany-times seen teacher-student
hierarchy was being applied. In her mind, humopéeélto remove this teacher/student

tension and aid in learning.

Finally as an offshoot of my efforts, | heard abth& NON-efficacious teachers
and their methods or lack thereof, again throughetyes of the student experiencing such
classroom environments. This in turn motivated eneansider higher education
instructors and possible ways to address thesécsinoings by way of seminars, in-
service classes and the like, potentially using truas a way to help make a more

learning-conducive environment.

Interpretation of Findings

The purpose of this section is to interpret thdifigs from my research. Having
shown how my findings related to the extant literatin the previous section, | will
continue with this interpretation by building ading based on my findings and providing

a possible application of concepts arising fromrdeearch.

Build a Theory
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The first task is to build a theory based on thenmiation found in this document.
My theory is that the use of humor can have a pesdffect on how students perceive

the effectiveness of their instructors.

All of my discussions with my informants lead mettie same place that the best,
most effective learning-conducive environment imeal an instructor using humor of
some sort and in some carefully-dosed amount (ict.too much of the proverbial good

thing) but, first of all, is humor required foraing?

The consensus (and a unanimous one at that) ofifmymants was that one can
indeed learn in a classroom withdwtmor; that being said, such classes were also
described as potentially “painful,” “more work,” @dportrayed with other negative
descriptions of the classroom environment. Suchdilass classrooms were deemed by
this group as not resulting in the learning andrimfation retention levels as high as a

class with humor.

Returning to my research question, “What role doesor in the higher
education classroom play in student-perceived iogireffectiveness?” | find myself
focusing on the phrase “student-perceived instrueffectiveness.” As all of the
comments in this paper (unless clearly noted asrgpfrom me) came from my

informants, one should focus, then, on the meaoirigffectiveness.”

It is difficult to believe that a classroom refett® as “painful” or requiring
“more work” would be associated with the concepeetiive. | would suggest then, that a
classroom WITHOUT humor is not effective or is ireffive; but how does the use of

humor provide this effectiveness?
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Throughout the interviews, | heard from my inforrtsaa number of ways that
humor helps the classroom. Humor helps make tldestunore engaged during the
entire class session, which in turn motivates thdeant to be involved and stay involved.
By being motivated and involved, the mind of thedsint will stay better focused on the
subject material at hand. Consequently, by stafpngsed the student will learn more
and retain the material longer.

The use of humor will also provide the environm&here the student will free
comfortable enough to ask questions; even focuselksts at times will need
clarification and explanation of the material. Asiquestions will provide the student
with a more complete understanding, and consequbketter learning of the material.
Furthermore, if the student is fully engaged indleess, they will want to attend class
regardless of whether roll is taken or not.

Remembering that all of the informants, upon reitgcthe utility of humor in
the classroom, discussed the concepts just dedaik how they were put to use by
their favorite, and most efficacious teachers, cmdd view these concepts as traits of an
effective classroom. | would propose that basetheropinions of my informants, one
could make the statement that humor highly incre#ise probability of an effective
classroom. In other words, humor plays a very irtgydrrole in the higher education
classroom in student-perceived instructor effectess.

Implications from the Study

An obvious take-away is that humor does indeed imeprove the efficacy of the
higher education instructor. If one were to (ardyabonsider this to be factual, how

could one apply such a fact? | would note thatevhdt a focus of my interviews, an
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emerging theme was that some of the instructorsittbet discussed, (kindly offered) left
much to be desired.

In considering the field of education in gener@ichers must be very well-
prepared via pre-determined and defined certificagirocesses before they are permitted
to teach in K-12 schools; that is typically not theecan higher education. The only
prerequisite to be an instructor in higher educasaisupposed) knowledge of the
subject matter to be taught and an advanced degthe particular discipline.

In hearing throughout the interviews and elsewlbéfpainful,” humor-less
classes, of classes where the lights were turnedralthe instructor readiseir
powerpoints to the students who are already ingss$sn of the documents and are there
only because attendance will be taken, even agreefoeducator, | feel embarrassed.
When we subject our higher education studentstédligent instructors who do not have
a mastery of the classroom’s predominant langudggethe students have more
difficulty understanding the instructor than thetemel, | am saddened. Hearing of
instances where students are belittled by egaististructors with a bent for the
sarcastic, | am disappointed. Upon consideringtti@students could learn more and
actually enjoy a class at the same time, but ar@msented with such an option, what
can be done? The institution(s) of higher learmagd to recognize this as the problem
that it is and address it, perhaps by developiggired professional development classes
for faculty including courses in pedagogy in athduate degree programs to improve the
pedagogy in their classrooms (utilizing humor &sa, naturally), and conducting
instructor evaluations and classroom observatibad prospective instructors and

current faculty in action.
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Admitting that all of the items on the list (ofg®ible, higher education
shortcomings) above are not all repairable oradtladdressable by me, | do think some
things could be done. In business, one tries ¢ép kdfering better products and services
through what is called “continuous improvement.”cefforts result from a number of
steps and processes, one being an ongoing asseésgrarroffering to keep making the
product or service better.

Consequently, | would like to see courses, ivises, on-line offerings, call
them what you will, to help the higher educatiostinctor hone his/her skills. | have
thought of this to the extent that, tongue-in-ché®le come up with two program
names:

LAphdR™ (teaching humor/laughter to PhDs or higher edocanstructors),
and

HUMORX™ (curing the “painful” classroom with humor)

Admittedly, the programs about which | write may&dumor-centered titles,
based in part on my feelings (and those of my méorts as well) of the important role
that humor plays in any classroom, such program&ladso cover topics as “leave the
lights on and talk WITH your students, not TO thér8uch a “program” could be
conducted by the universities and colleges theraseds part of a pre-term, pre-requisite
to teaching via in-sessions (a term arguably owedun secondary education) via face-
to-face or online methods.

The American Association of University Profess@iates teacher evaluation to

the measurement of the effectiveness of instruclibie typical approach, and as seen in
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many of the studies from the extant literaturguaging student learning. It should be
noted that the difficulty with measuring studerarl@ng is that there are many more
factors in this learning process than just theréeffof the teacher taking part in student
learning. In addition, “measures of ‘beforeandaftgic) learning are difficult to find,
control or compare.” (AAUP 2006, p. 2).

Difficulties notwithstanding, measurement of a teaxts performance (including
but not limited to classroom performance, advising interaction with the students)
ultimately rests in larger part on the student goi@ his student viewpoint becomes more
of an important means of measurement as thereeas but still a “variety of ways are
available to gather student opinion, ranging froferimal questioning of individual
students about details of a specific course to camyde questionnaires.” AAUP (2006,
p. 3)

Mission Accomplished?

This section it often called the “limitations of teeidy” but | feel that while there
is always room for improvement, all in all, theults were more than satisfactory. It was
a conscious decision from the beginning to chocs®all number of people to interview;
that being said, it would have been desirable te@Mmaore respondents to the survey to
perhaps obtain a larger class perspective. Howavendsight, | don’t consider my
findings to be diminished in any way by the smalvey response.

The results from choosing a qualitative approachusing interviews as the main
“data collection tool” with ancillary data beingtgared via a separate survey met and/or
exceeded my goals of this research. As noted puslyipby listening to the voice of the

student the relative importance of a number oftattes were different than those
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obtained from the survey. If only survey resultd baen used, | would have inferred that
Subject Matter was the most important trait fore#fiective classroom. On the other hand,
the interviews showed that Humor (lower ranked) atdeast equally important as
Subject Matter. Obtaining such new details fromubke of interviews seems to justify

my choice of using a qualitative approach for gattgedata.

The voice of the student also provided a descrptiowhat the students felt
constituted an efficacious teacher. This extenddté linkage between the concept of a
“favorite” teacher and an effective teacher.

This study demonstrated through the voice of thdesit the importance of humor
in the higher education classroom regarding legreimvironment and retention of
knowledge. The student perception of what constitunistructor efficacy was also heard.
The extant literature as noted before did not aerghis perception, did not focus on
higher education and the teacher-centric, largesotem, lecture environment which
remains in prevalent use in this level.

The concept of leveling the playing field by the w$ humor in turn providing a
more learning-conducive environment had not beesgnted heretofore. Finally
considering the antithesis of the efficacious undtior, the informants spoke at length
about those instructors who they considered to hegad This in turn motivated me to
consider what can be done to help the higher ertuncaistructor.

Suggestions for Future Research

In considering suggestions for future researcteareh should be conducted to
determine if the importance of humor differs acrags, gender and racial categories.

My older informant Michelle did have a more matuigyen outlook with respect to the
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classroom. As noted above, some topics/commentgifoumorous by one age group
may very well be deemed old (or too young), weirgust not funny to others; in what
areas would these discrepancies be found—sports,roasic (a good bet here),
entertainment in general or where?

Would gender demonstrate differing viewpoints on bdsrole? Admittedly,
some topics of discussion may be considered oftdidepending on the class
demographics with respect to gender; what mighgetsgeas be and should an instructor
enter the Sargasso Sea of sunken, potentiallyieastpkes and comments how would
they be received?

In looking at raceye should explore to what degree might backgroumid an
context hinder or enhance the effectiveness of mumite classroom? Again, similar to
gender, some areas might be considered verbotehpbuwould class demographics
change this? For example, if a class consistedsofgle race, would some jokes be
deemed acceptable for this class but not in a miaed class? Naturally, this begs the
guestion as to why even use such a type of hummame group and not another in the
classroom? What about religion?

Another area of possible research would be theedfiethe home environment on
the importance of humor. Would a person from a&evith an environment with humor
be more or less affected by humor in the classroéfo® would a person from a more
serious home consider humor’s role in the classrodwight the student be distracted by
a light-hearted environment? The same ideas dmikektended to looking at

“humorous” versus more “serious” students.
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By design, this study has focused from the begmoimthe teacher-centric,
lecture-based large classroom. This raises an tapoguestion, how would humor
affect less teacher-centric environments? Woutthee interactive instructional setting
(which on-line instruction would be a subset) gatera differential impact with the use
of humor? How would class size be a factor in theeptial success of humor?

Across all these variations we must ask to whatebeglass size might be a
factor. Yet another important area of investigataight be to determine if students from
differing disciplines had different views and ogns on humor. While | had hoped to
see obvious differences in my efforts, | found nddewever, how might engineers and
business majors be similar? How different? Wauwldsing and pre-med students be
more similar than different? Would a graduate sttideajoring in law be that different
from a student in law enforcement?

Finally, a topic of particular interest for furthesearch would be looking for
what group of students, if any, believes that hudaes NOT play an important role in
the classroom. While personally considering sughiops to be anomalies, what might
be the common traits from such a rebel group? Jleas have a large future agenda for

investigating the role of humor in the higher edisraclassroom.
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Appendix A

Individual Definitions of Humor

STEPH
“Humor to me is the ability to make someone laugttp laugh at oneself. It's a way to relax
and just have a good time while making jokes alsoutething.”

MICHELLE

“Humor is the ability to look at events in altereahanner that causes some enjoyment and
possibly laughter to either the individual speakattjng or the audience (the students). It can be
applied to subject matter, individuals or events.”

LYNDON
“Humor is making someone laugh in your own way withoffending someone or hurting
someone’s feelings.”

MARCIA
“Humor is the ability to laugh and make jokes abawariety of subjects and situations. It's a
connection made regardless of age, race, or culiackground.”

WILMA
“Humor is being able to make someone laugh andytaitivelihood to conversations that make
topic interesting to the audience.”

PAULA
“Being funny and being able to joke around and Hawe’

ROSE
“Humor is the ability of a person to incorporat&gs or be amusing in any given setting.”

WINNIE
“Humor is applying the material to a more casual&tre. If a professor’s jokes are
intellectually based on the subject area, | am rfikedy to learn.”

JEAN
“Humor is when someone is comical and acts lightieedy.”
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Appendix B

Spring Semester, 2012

To Students of (Instructor, Class, Date/Time)

My name is Steve Halula, stephen.halula@marqudtigaedoctorate student at
Marquette University. | am doing a qualitative stuh what attributes students feel
make an instructor effective in the classroom.

My study consists of an initial survey found beldlaree 30-45 minute follow-up
interviews with selected respondents as well aetbtassroom observations.

If you respond to the survey below by completinig gurvey and providing your contact
information, you will be eligible for a drawing ferKindle Fire. Additionally, if you are
involved in the follow-up interviews you will aldme eligible for a separate drawing for a
Kindle Fire.

For each of these activities:

a. Your real name will not be used in the writtepon.

b. All materials, such as completed surveys, tnapison notes, as well as observation
and field notes will be kept secured until they @estroyed.

c. Your participation is voluntary and you have tight to withdraw at any point in this
study without any penalty to you.

By responding to this email, you grant permissiannie to use your completed survey if
selected to be interviewed and for this intervievb¢ audio-taped. Please email me your
completed survey to my email address, stephend@lolarquette.edu.

If you have any questions, please email me at stephlula@marquette.edu or call my
cell phone (414.745.4438).

Thank you.

Steve Halula
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SURVEY
DATE

ON A SCALE FROM 1 (lowest or least important) t¢righest or most important)
PLEASE RATE THE IMPORTANCE EACH OF THE FOLLOWING HHER
TRAITS/ATTRIBUTES/QUALIFICATIONS FOR TEACHER EFFEAQVENESS FOR

Teacher Age

Teacher Race

Teacher Gender

Teacher Possesses Advanced Degree

Discipline/Classroom Management

Knowledge of the Subject Material

Sense of Humor

Handout Materials (Amount/Quality)

Answering Questions/Interaction with Students

Test Construction

Grading

Homework Assignments (Number/Difficulty)

Difficulty of Classroom Material

A "Fun" Classroom

Environment Conducive for Learning
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Of all the topics above, please choose (rankingelieom MOST to LEAST
important) the top five attributes of an effectteacher:

1.

2.

Would you be agreeable to be interviewed approxaigdhree times for an average of
30-45 minutes per interview?

NAME

EMAIL ADDRESS

GENDER

AGE

MAJOR

RACE

GPA

How would you define the term "humor” in a senteacénvo?
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