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ABSTRACT

Humor is a fundamental pedogical tool that EFL teachers can utilize in the classroom to maximize
their effectiveness. Furthermore, humor in pedagogy is a basic tool that can help teachers to create a
motivating atmosphere in class to enhance student learning. For years, educational researchers have
tried to investigate humor implementation in the classroom context and humor has been viewed as a
classroom learning and teaching catalyzer. In this study, a questionnaire adapted from Morrison
(2008), Askildson (2005), Pham (2014) was administered to 110 English preparatory program students
at a developing state university located in the Aegean region of Turkey to collect data on their
perceptions on teachers’ using humor in the EFL classroom. The interpretation of the findings in this
study indicated that the use of humor had positive effects (e.g. creating a more comfortable and
conducive learning environment, making students feel more relaxed) in the classroom. All in all, the
results showed that humor was important in the EFL classroom and that students indicated a high
level of agreement on the positive role of humor in classroom teaching.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, humor has emerged as a powerful tool in education in general and L2 learning in
particular (Latiff & Daud, 2013) by changing how teachers teach and deliver information in the EFL
classroom. As Chiasson (2002) indicates, humor maximizes students’” motivation to the lesson by
eliminating stress, providing a more appealing classroom climate, enhancing learning enjoyment,
promoting students’ interaction with their peers or teachers and facilitating learning. Ziyaeemehr,
Kumar & Abdullah (2011) state that the use of humor in the classroom increases instructional
effectiveness, provides a non-threatening classroom context, increases students’ motivation and

contributes to clarifying the course material.
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The reason why the researchers in this paper have focused on Turkish EFL learners’ perceptions on
teachers’ use of humor in the classroom is that very little research (e.g. Antilla, 2008; Zhang & Xu,
2011) has been conducted on Turkish EFL context. Therefore, this paper aims at investigating Turkish
EFL learners’ perceptions on teachers’ using humor in the EFL classroom. It defines the concept of
humor, gives the classification of humor types made by several researchers, expounds the benefits of
humor, summarizes the previous research on using humor in L2 learning and teaching and finally
presents the findings of a research study and relates the findings to those of previously conducted
studies.

2. Definition of Humor

The concept of humor has been defined by a number of researchers. Leung (2004) defines humour as
‘the ability to understand, enjoy, and express what is amusing’ (p.1). Wanzer, Frymier, Wojtaszczyk &
Smith (2006) indicate that humour is ‘anything that the teacher and/or students find funny or
amusing’ (p.182). According to Faulkner (2011), humor is ‘any physical action or spoken statement

intentionally or otherwise that causes students to react by laughing, giggling, smiling, etc.”
2.1. Classification of humor types

Various researchers (e.g., Shade, 1996; Chee, 2003; Ziyaeemehr & Kumar; 2014) have made different
categorizations of humor forms. Shade (1996) has categorized humor into four main sub-categories as
(i) figural humor (e.g. comic strips, cartoons and caricatures), (ii) verbal humor (e.g., jokes, anecdote,
parody, limerick, riddles, satire, puns, irony), (iii) visual humor (e.g., impersonation impressions,
clowning, practical jokes, etc.) and (iv) auditory humor (e.g., impersonations, impressions, noises and
sounds). Chee (2003) has sorted humor forms into four main groups as (i) textual forms (e.g., stories,
jokes), (ii) pictorial forms (e.g., cartoons, comics), (iii) verbal forms (e.g., puns, word games and
acronyms) and (iv) action/games (e.g., theater, video, role play, contests). Ziyaeemehr & Kumar (2014)
have identified humor as verbal humor, nonverbal humor and combined verbal and nonverbal
humor. Puns, funny examples/stories, riddles, comic irony, word plays, hyperbole, content related
jokes comprise verbal humor. Examples of non-verbal humor are gestures, making faces and funny
facial expressions. Combined verbal and nonverbal humor comprise skit, parody, impersonation,
satire and monologue. Turkish EFL teachers who aim to establish a positive classroom environment
for their students should be familiar with these different classifications of humor. The concept of
humor does not only include funny jokes and comics and cartoons as it seems to be on the surface. It
has a number of forms ranging from riddles to puns, word games and theater, etc. In this vein, the
present study stresses that Turkish EFL teachers should develop their humor competence by

familiarizing themselves with numerous forms of humor.
2.2. Benefits of humor in the language classroom

Humor provides a number of benefits for EFL learners. Humor is socially and psychologically
beneficial to learners in that it contributes to relaxing learners, establishing a friendly classroom
environment, creating ties among peers, increasing student interest, and making language learning
more entertaining (Medgyes, 2001; 2002; Schmitz, 2002; Senior, 2001). Humor is instructionally
beneficial to learners since it enhances comprehension and learning of L2 and develops the retention
of the learning materials (Ziyaeemehr, Kumar & Abdullah (2011).
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As Ravichand (2013) states, using humor can decrease tension, minimize boredom and arouse interest
due to its relaxing and tension reducing effect, its humanizing effect on teacher image and its student
interest and enjoyment increasing effect. In Munoz’s (2005) view, the use of humor in the classroom
forms a cultural frame to language by offering a tone, expression and context to the material and
hence it enhances students’ cultural knowledge. In this vein, the use of humor can be viewed as a
useful tool that can develop students’ sociolinguistic and sociocultural competence (Ziyaeemehr et al.,
2011).

Deneire (1995) stresses that the use of humor can sensitize students to microlinguistic differences
(phonological, morphological, syntactic, semantic and lexical) between a student’s L1 and the target
language. Munoz (2005) highlights (a) that humor paves the way for building vocabulary, (b) that
humor helps students to distinguish figurative meaning from literal meaning, (c) that humor
contributes to developing students’ visual memory and (d) that humor promotes students’ ability to

sort out linguistic problems.

Morrison (2008) indicates that the benefits of the use of humor in the classroom are creating optimal
learning environment, supporting the change process, contributing to healthy mind/body balance,
maximizing brain power, enhancing creativity and facilitating communication. Figure 1 below shows

the benefits of humor in the classroom clearly:
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Figure 1. Benefits of Humor in Classroom (Morrison, 2008, p. 10)
3. Literature Review

Language teachers can utilize humor as an effective teaching tool when doing teaching in the
classroom. Since the use of humor can provide a more positive learning environment for students,
students feel comfortable and secure and they become more inclined to interact with their peers and
the teacher (Aboudan, 2009; Ocon, 2015; Poirier & Wilhelm, 2014). Using humor in instruction can
make the teacher more approachable, improve student-teacher relationships and develop student
involvement in the lesson. If the EFL teacher uses humor effectively, it paves the way for the

enhancement of student learning (Berk, 2007).
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Researchers have mostly attempted to investigate (a) the effects of humor on learning, (b) the benefits
of using humor, (c) the subject of incorporating humor into the language classroom, (d) the effects of
the teacher’s using humor on improving the four language skills such as listening, speaking, reading,
writing and the language components such as vocabulary, pronunciation and grammar, e) the types of
humor and f) L2 learners’/teachers’ perceptions of humor implementation. Related to the effects of
humor on learning, while some researchers have found that the use of humor develops learning (e.g.,
Kelley & Gorham, 1988; Wanzer & Frymier, 1999; Ziv, 1988), others have not found enhancement of

learning with humor (e.g., Houser, Cowan, West, 2007).

With respect to the benefits of using humor, researchers have found that humor positively affects EFL
learners in four aspects. Psychologically, it relaxes learners, creates a friendly classroom environment
and makes language learning more entertaining. Socially, it increases students’ interest, creates strong
bonds between peers as well as with the teacher, enhances students’ cultural knowledge.
Instructionally, it develops comprehension and learning of L2 and enhances the retention of the
learning materials (Medgyes, 2001; 2002; Munoz, 2005; Schmitz, 2002; Senior, 2001; Ziyaeemehr et al.,
2011). Linguistically, it sensitizes students to microlinguistic differences (phonological, morphological,
syntactic, semantic and lexical) between a student’s L1 and the target language (Deneire, 1995; Munoz,
2005).

Relevant to the subject of incorporating humor into the language classroom, a number of studies have
shown positive effects of incorporating humor into the classroom (e.g., Askildon, 2005; Bell, 2005,
2009, Berk, 2000; Pollack & Freda, 1997). Researchers have shown that incorporating humor into the
language maximizes instructional effectiveness (e.g., Deiter, 2000; Wanzer, 2002), maximizes students’
motivation to the lesson (McCroskey, Richmond, Bennett, 2006) and enhances student learning (e.g.
Baringer & McCroskey, 2000). However, Deneire (1995) indicates that humor is still not utilized at the

desirable level in the EFL classroom.

Related to the effects of the teacher’s using humor on improving the four language skills such as
listening, speaking, reading, writing and the language components such as vocabulary, pronunciation
and grammar, researchers have found that humor improves EFL learners’ listening comprehension
(e.g., Rafiee, Kassaian, Dastjerdi, 2010), speaking ability (e.g., Sunani, 2012; Syafiq & Saleh, 2012),
reading comprehension (e.g., Hayati, Shooshtari, Shakeri, 2011; Motlagh, Motallebzade, Fatemi, 2014;
Piaw, 2012), writing ability (e.g. Latiff & Daud, 2013), vocabulary comprehension and retention (Blyth
and Ohyama, 2011; Zabidin, 2015), grammatical ability (e.g. Salehi & Hesabi, 2014), pronunciation
ability (e.g., Syafiq & Saleh, 2012).

With respect to the types of humor, various researchers (e.g. Shade, 1996; Ziyaeemehr & Kumar, 2014)
have provided different classifications for humor in the classroom. To illustrate, Shade (1996)
categorized humor into four main sub-categories as (i) figural humor (e.g. comic strips, cartoons and
caricatures), (ii) verbal humor (e.g., jokes, anecdote, parody, limerick, riddles, satire, puns, irony), (iii)
visual humor (e.g., impersonation impressions, clowning, practical jokes, etc.), (iv) auditory humor
(e.g., impersonations, impressions, noises and sounds). Ziyaeemehr & Kumar (2014) have identified
humor as verbal humor (e.g., puns, funny examples/stories, riddles, comic irony, word plays,
hyperbole, content related jokes), nonverbal humor (e.g., gestures, making faces and funny facial
expressions) and combined verbal and nonverbal humor (e.g., skit, parody, impersonation, satire and

monologue).
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Relevant to L2 learners’/teachers’ perceptions of humor implementation, very few researchers (e.g.,
Bryant, Comisky, Crane & Zillmann, 1980; Pollak & Freda, 1997; Zhang & Xu, 2011) have found that
learners/teachers have positive perceptions of humor implementation for L2 learning and teaching.
For instance, Zhang & Xu (2011) investigated Chinese EFL learners’ perceptions of humor in EFL
teaching and learning. The results of the study indicated that al the participants had positive attitudes
toward the use of humor by EFL teachers in class and that the use of humor in the EFL classroom had

the power to humanize, stimulate, reduce anxiety, and ease the L2 learning process.

In spite of the focus on studying (a) the effects of humor on learning, (b) the benefits of using humor,
(c) the subject of incorporating humor into the language classroom, (d) the effects of the teacher’s
using humor on improving the four language skills such as listening, speaking, reading, writing and
the language components such as vocabulary, pronunciation and grammar, e) the types of humor,
there is insufficient research into L2 learners’/teachers’ perceptions of humor implementation. Such
research can have a striking effect on language practitioners who wish to do effective teaching in a

stress free classroom environment by infusing humor into their teaching.
4. Methodology

4.1 Sample characteristics

The study was conducted with the participation of 110 EFL learners getting English preparatory
education in the Foreign Languages School of a state university in Turkey. The age of the students
ranged from 18 to 23. Fifty-one were males and fifty-nine were females. All of the students were in

their English preparatory year.

Table 1: ”Demographic Properties of the Participants’’

Frequency Percentage (%)
Age 18-20 89 81
21-23 21 19
Gender Male 51 46
Female 59 54
Year English preparatory year 110 100
Total 110 100

4.2 Instrument and data collection

A questionnaire adapted from Morrison (2008), Askildson (2005) and Pham (2014) was administered
to English preparatory program students to collect data on their perceptions on teachers’ using humor
in the EFL classroom. The questionnaire consisted of two parts. In the first part, teachers were asked to
complete demographic data such as age and gender. In the second part, there were nineteen items on
Turkish EFL learners’ perceptions on teachers’ using humor in the EFL classroom based on a 5-point

Likert scale (from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree).
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Two native EFL teachers and three non-native EFL teachers evaluated the adapted questionnaire for
content and face validity and they indicated that the questionnaire was suitable and comprehensive
for the context of the study. To check reliability, the questionnaire was analyzed via the Cronbach’s
Alpha Coefficient o= 0.67, which indicated a sufficient level of reliability. The questionnaire was
administered to 110 English preparatory program EFL learners at one state university located in a

rural area in Turkey during May 2015 and the return rate from these EFL teachers was 100 % (N=110).

5. Results

5.1 Students’ scores on questionnaire

As seen in table 2, the results of the questionnaire indicated that although English preparatory
program students agreed that (a) humor was important to foreign language learning (item 1, M=4.65;
SD=0.63), (b) they could learn better when their foreign language teacher used humor (item 2, M=4.45;
SD=0.69), (c) humor was an important characteristic in a teacher (item 3, M=4.38; SD=0.87), (d) humor
made them feel more relaxed (i.e. less anxious) in their language classroom (item 8, M=4.41; SD=0.77),
(e) their teacher’s use of humor made them feel closer to him/her (item 17, M=4.28; SD=0.87), (f) humor
generally improved their ability to learn a foreign language by creating a more comfortable and
conducive learning environment overall (item 19, M=4.23; SD=0.91), (g) they learned more about the
culture of the foreign language by being exposed to native humour of that language and culture (item
18, M=4.18; SD=0.84), (h) humor in the foreign language increased their interest in learnin that
language (item 7, M=4.16; SD=0.93), (i) humor in the classroom helped them to concentrate better on
the lesson (item 9, M=4.14; SD=0.88), some of them were undecided about whether or not (a) they
would like their teacher to use English humour in their English class (item 16, M=3.84; SD=1.00), (b) a
student initiating humour in class was usually perceived as being a disruption to learning in Turkish
education (item 6, M=3.59; SD=1.24), (c) they would like their teacher to use Turkish humour in their
English class (item 15, M=3.55; SD=1.20), (d) they found it difficult to understand English humour in
the classroom (item 14, M=3.10; SD=1.16), (e) learning required a serious work environment with little

time for humor while humor was important (item 4, M=3.06; SD=1.35).

The results of the questionnaire also revealed that English preparatory program students disagreed
that (a) humour was not a measurable characteristic and therefore had a questionable role in language
learning (item 13, M=2.80; SD=1.08), (b) they would think he/she was not professional if a teacher used
humor a lot (item 11, M=2.50; SD=1.41), (c) the use of humour during a lesson was distracting (item 12,
M=2.24; SD=1.33), (d) humor was a waste of precious learning time in the classroom (item 10, M=2.18;
SD=1.31), (e) they were not learning if their class was laughing and joking (item 5, M=2.14; SD=1.39).
Overall, the results of the study showed that humor was important in the EFL classroom and that

students indicated a high level of agreement on the positive role of humor in classroom teaching.
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Table 2: “’Distribution of Mean Scores on Turkish EFL learners’ Perceptions on Teachers” Using Humor in the
EFL Classroom”

Items M SD
1.Humour is important to foreign language learning. 4.65 0.63
2. I can learn better when my foreign language teacher uses humour. 4.45 0.69
3. Humour is an important characteristic in a teacher. 4.38 0.87
4. While humour is important, learning requires a serious work environment 3.06 1.35
with little time for humour.

5. If my class is laughing and joking, we are not learning. 2.14 1.39
6. In Turkish education, a student initiating humour in class is 3.59 1.24
usually perceived as being a disruption to learning.

7. Humour in the foreign language increases my interest in learning 4.16 0.93
that language.

8. Humour makes me feel more relaxed (i.e. less anxious) in my language classroom. 441 0.77
9. Humour in the classroom helps me to concentrate better on the lesson. 4.14 0.88
10. Humour is a waste of precious learning time in the classroom. 2.18 1.31
11. If a teacher uses humour a lot, I will think he/ she is not professional. 2.50 1.41
12. The use of humour during a lesson is distracting. 2.24 1.33
13. Humour is not a measurable characteristic and therefore has 2.80 1.08
a questionable role in language learning.

14. 1 find it difficult to understand English humour in the classroom. 3.10 1.16
15. I would like my teacher to use Turkish humour in my English class. 3.55 1.20
16. I would like my teacher to use English humour in my English class. 3.84 1.00
17. My teacher’s use of humour makes me feel closer to him/her. 4.28 0.87
18. I learn more about the culture of the foreign language by being 4.18 0.84
exposed to native humour of that language and culture.

19. Humour generally improves my ability to learn a foreign 423 091

language by creating a more comfortable and conducive learning
environment overall.

Overall score 2.59 1.18

6. Conclusion

Humor in pedagogy is a basic tool that can help teachers to create a motivating atmosphere in class to
enhance the students’ learning. For years, educational researchers have tried to investigate humor
implementation in the classroom context and humor has been viewed as classroom learning and
teaching catalyzer (Rochmawati, 2011). When the findings of this study are interpreted, it can be
indicated that the use of humor had positive effects (e.g. creating a more comfortable and conducive
learning environment, making students feel more relaxed) in the classroom. This result was in line
with the results of previous studies conducted by Medgyes (2001, 2002), Munoz (2005), Schmitz (2002),
Senior (2001) and Ziyaeemehr et al. (2011).

The results of previous studies conducted by Antilla (2008) and Zebila (2012) showed the negative
effects of humor in the classroom (e.g. the use of humor during a lesson being distracting, humor
being a waste of precious learning time in the classroom). However, the current study found the
positive effects of humor in the classroom (e.g. the use of humor increasing students’ interest in
learning a foreign language, humor making students feel more relaxed in the classroom and humor

helping students to better concentrate on the lesson).
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Relevant to EFL learners’ perceptions of teachers’ using humor in the EFL classroom, this study
provided evidence in support of previously conducted studies (e.g. Bryant, Comisky, Crane &
Zillmann, 1980; Pollak & Freda, 1997; Zhang & Xu, 2011) that indicated that EFL learners had positive
perceptions of their teacher’s using humor in the EFL classroom for L2 learning and teaching. More
specifically, the present study found (a) that humor was important to foreign language learning, (b)
that students could learn better when their foreign language teacher used humour, (c) that their
teacher’s use of humor made them feel closer to him/her, (d) that they learned more about the culture
of the foreign language by being exposed to native humour of that language and culture, (e) that
humour generally improved their ability to learn a foreign language by creating a more comfortable
and conducive learning environment overall. Undoubtedly, a motivating, non-threatening and
relaxing learning environment positively affects student learning. However, a demotivating, boring
and frustrating classroom environment may give rise to students’ getting bored, frustrated or stressed,
which may affect their learning negatively. At this juncture, it is the teacher’s use of humor in the EFL

classroom that can really work to provide effective learning and teaching process.

7. Future Directions

In future studies, Turkish EFL teachers’ perceptions of humor implementation in the classroom can be
compared and contrasted with international EFL teachers’ perceptions of humor implementation to
find out cross cultural differences among EFL teachers in terms of their perceptions of humor
implementation. Studies that focus on classroom observation of humor oriented activities can also be
conducted in the future to reveal whether or not humor oriented activities can maximize EFL learners’
motivation to learn English as a foreign language. Furthermore, studies can be conducted to investigate
the effects of EFL teachers’ using humor on reducing anxiety and developing students’ L2 speaking
skill.
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