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Abstract

Although the appropriateness of humor in the college classroom
has been debated for much of the 20th century, little research
exists as to what benefit humor actually plays in the context of a
college classroom. To address these gaps in literature, 13 students
were selected at random from a regional institution in Northeastern
Oklahoma to be interviewed at depth regarding professors’ use of
humor in the college classroom. The research team found that the
use of humor in the college classroom can lighten mood, provide
a welcome space for a mental break, promote social cohesion, and
serve to increase the retention of information.

Introduction

The appropriateness of humor in the classroom has been debated
among researchers and educators alike for the majority of the 20th
century [1]. Research has discussed the potential of laughter in the
curriculum, specifically if it possesses the ability to promote or
hinder the learning process [2]. Much research proposes that humor
does indeed enhance the learning experience [3]. While perhaps not
affecting learning directly, it promotes cohesion and community
among students and instructor while also diminishing conflict. It
also makes students feel more comfortable, thus making them more
receptive to instruction [1].

However, one cannot immediately jump to the conclusion that all
instructors also need to simultaneously embrace their inner comics.
Other studiesput forward that the type of humor matters in regard to
establishing this rapport among faculty and learners [1, 4, 5]. One
such study suggested that the use of appropriate, instructional humor
did promote learning. However, the use of disparaging and offensive
humor did just the opposite, failing to promote learning in the
classroom, and ultimately resulting in derision [2]. Another potential
hindrance to the use of humor in the classroom is the generational
differences in what is considered funny. In other words, the humor
of the older professor is ultimately lost on the younger student [6].

These, however, are not the only potential downsides to humor
in the classroom. Another possible issue exists when the humor is
simply not understood, for reasons beyond generational differences.
Students who don’t find a professor’s particular brand of humor to
be entertaining has a greater likelihood of not paying attention or
gaining the knowledge necessary for completion of the course. This
often happens when a joke is aimed towards a student with a certain
level of competency that has yet to be reached by the current class.
For example, a higher level chemistry joke, may be completely over
the head of the usual Introduction to Chemistry student.

Other students are often offended by humor in the classroom. This

is most common when a professor is rude, deprecating to other
students or simply trying too hard to be funny [7].

Garner [7] does go on to point out that important lessons exist here
in regard to humor in the classroom. Teachers should be cognizant
of their own humor. For example, are the students laughing? Self-
awareness is key. Teachers should be careful to avoid embarrassing
humor or humor that goes over the head of their students for any
reason. Inappropriate humor serves to be a distraction and a hindrance
to the learning process, and students report feeling like their time was
wasted, rather than utilized appropriately [8-12].

Research does seem to suggest that humor carries more benefits
than detriments in regards to learning. Not only does it promote
a sense of community, but it also allows for a plethora of health
benefits including reduced anxiety [6, 13, 14], improved respiration
and circulation [6, 7], and also can reduce stress and increase mental
acuity [6, 15].

From a biological standpoint, humor can even activate parts of
your brain that are otherwise not utilized within the confines of a
classroom. In one particular study, researcher and educator, Mary
Kay Morrison, utilized brain scans to determine if brain activity was
affected when humor was infused into the classroom curriculum.
Not only did she find increased activity, she found it in multiple
areas of the brain. She concluded that this increased activity not only
maximized learning potential, but also strengthened memories [16].

Additional research suggests that humor builds confidence in the
self-esteem lacking student, while simultaneously alleviating the
common classroom problems of anxiety and boredom. This study
went to far as to encourage educators to plan humor, by intentionally
infusing it into your classroom curriculum, suggesting that the
intention was just as important as the actual humor [17].

As Garner [7] astutely — and humorously — observed, “When
properly used, humor can be an effective tool to make a class more
enjoyable, reduce anxiety and improve the learning setting. The ‘ha
ha’ of humor in the classroom may indeed contribute to the ‘aha’ of
learning from the student.”

In this manuscript, we set out to explore the use of humor in the
college classroom. Specifically does the use of a professor’s humor in
the college classroom foster learning or detract from it?

Methods and Results

No previously designed survey existed to explore the use of
professors’ humor in college classrooms. Therefore, the research
team designed a survey based on the research question and prior
literature on the subject. Three additional researchers reviewed the
survey and evaluated the appropriateness of each survey question.
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Does the use of a professor’s humor in the college classroom foster learning or detract from it?

~

~

Students (N= 13)

Gender

Female

Male

Race/Ethnicity

White/Caucasian

Native American

Hispanic/Latino

Other

Age

18-22

—

23-27

28-32

33+

Student Status

Freshman

Sophomore

Junior

Senior

Major

Psychology

Nursing

Community Counseling

Social Science

Sociology
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Cybersecurity

J—

Accounting

1

\ Table 1: Demographics of Students Participating in Humor Research Y,

appropriately, humor in the college classroom can lighten the mood
of the class, provide a welcome space for a mental break, promote
social cohesion, and serve to increase retention of information.

Students reported that the use of humor is beneficial in the college
classroom, particularly when is humor that is not perceived as
aggressive or politically insensitive. Students agreed that when utilized

~

~

Theme

Description of Theme

Example Student Quote

Example Student Quote

Humor lightens mood

Makes students feel more
comfortable

“It keeps you thinking and
it makes lecture a lot less
dull”

“When there is humor it
just makes the class more
enjoyable to be in”

for a mental break

Provides a welcome space

Enlivens dry content and
decreases stress levels in
difficult classes

“There are some subjects
that need to be kept more
light-hearted”

“It doesn’t feel like a
lecture, it feels like they are
having a conversation with

2

me.

Promotes social cohesion

Professor humor may
represent socially
supportive instructor, one
who thinks teaching is

more than just a job

“I believe it does support
community and help with
learning.”

“If someone is cracking a
joke it just relaxes everyone
and allows everybody to
come out of their shell a
little bit and talk more.”

Serve to increase retention

Funny mnemonic devices,

“Humor helps me

“If they make a funny thing

of information jokes related to class | remember things and keeps | or say a funny thing for you
content, puns me more on the ball” to remember something,
like we’ll remember it
because she made this
joke.”
k Table 2: Students’ Reasons as to Why They Appreciate Humor in the College Classroom j
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Conclusions

The majority of participants in this study appear to appreciate
when instructors use humor in college classrooms. They enjoyed the
lightened mood, particularly regarding lecture containing sensitive
subject matter. The students also enjoyed the cohesion that humor
brought to the classroom experience. While professor humor tended
to positively affect classroom mood, this was only when humor
used was deemed “appropriate” rather than “politically incorrect,”
“sarcastic, or distracting.

The majority of students interviewed also stated that humor provided
a space for mental breaks, again particularly when subject matter
was considered sensitive or serious. These mental breaks provided
students with an opportunity to bond with classmates and instructor
alike and also seemed to make the professor more supportive.

Classroom humor also seemed to assist with retention of
information, it was also stated that some “inappropriate” humor may
be considered an unwelcome intrusion. Specifically when the humor
was interpreted as politically incorrect, sarcastic, or distracting.
Otherwise, it actually helped the students to learn and remember the
information presented in classroom lecture.

Limitations

This research was conducted through the recruitment across
multiple classes at one school in Northeastern Oklahoma. Since,
sense of humor and what is considered funny can be highly dependent
on culture, these finding may not be applicable in other countries,
states or even regions. This research was solely dependent on
student’s perceptions of the humor utilized by their professors within
the context of the college classroom, which could be influenced by
other variables including past experiences with the professor and
specifically, past experiences with that particular professor’s sense
of humor. Therefore, generalizations from this study should only be
made with caution.
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