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Abstract 

The present paper deals with the perception of Iranian EFL teachers and learners in using humor in 

language classrooms. To this end, 10 English classes with a population of 70 female and male students 

and 5 male and female teachers in English language institutes in Esfahan were observed during spring 

and summer 2019. Using an ethnographic approach, the data were collected through observation and 

interview. The results showed that both teachers and learners had a positive attitude towards the use of 

L2 humor in the classroom. Language learners reasoned that having a sense of humor is one of the 

important qualities a language teacher should possess. The teachers and language learners 

acknowledged the positive effects of humor such as reducing the distance between teachers and learners, 

lowering learners' anxiety, boosting learners' retention of the lesson, as well as increasing their 

concentration and motivation. Moreover, language learners showed a preference for the use L2 humor, 

course-related humor, and L1 norm-oriented types of humor in their classroom.  

© 2021 EJAL & the Authors. Published by Eurasian Journal of Applied Linguistics (EJAL). This is an open-access 

article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license (CC BY-NC-ND) 

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/). 
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1. Introduction 

Greetings and interacting with friends, laughter, and humor are integral parts of 

our everyday lives. From a pedagogical vantage point, laughter may be conceived of as 

the universal language of basic emotion which can help improve health and enhance 

teaching and learning since instruction is not only concerned with teaching content 

but also forming and strengthening human connections (Savage, Lujan, Thipparthi, & 

DiCarlo, 2017, p. 361). Many research attempts have shown a positive relation 

between using humor and facilitating the teaching and learning process. These 
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studies have shown, inter alia, that the use of humor is beneficial in that it can 

increase learners' attention, relieve their anxiety, encourage them to take part in 

class activities, establish a positive class atmosphere, and help them to focus on 

lessons and recall them more effectively (Powell & Andresen, 1985). 

Studies on the pedagogical implications of humor in foreign language classrooms 

are abundant (e.g., Bilokcuoglu & Debreli, 2018; Bolkan, Griffin, & Goodboy, 2018, to 

name but a few). However, the observation and investigation of humor across diverse 

languages and learner cultures and their interaction in the target language and 

culture can definitely offer valuable insights into understanding humor in world 

language classrooms (Wagner & Urios-Aparisi, 2011). In addition, as stated by Baker 

(2019), "despite the importance of the appropriateness and relevance of humor in 

educational contexts, very little has been dedicated to understanding what counts as 

appropriate and relevant humor for the purpose of teaching and learning" (p.137). In 

the light of what was pointed out above, this study was developed to delve into the use 

of humor in English language classrooms in an Iranian EFL context. A close 

observation of humor can not only benefit language learners in strengthening 

language competence at both communicative and pragmatic level (Hempelmann, 

2016), but also assess language learners' mastery of intercultural pragmatics 

(Ishihara & Cohen, 2010). As Bell and Pomerantz (2016) state, "humor does have 

something very important to teach us about how language is used and to contribute to 

how it is taught and learned in classrooms" (p. 197). To this aim, the investigation is 

geared towards exploring EFL learners' perception of humor use as well as teachers' 

use and perception of humor in the classroom. The key variables under study were 

appropriate/inappropriate humor, relevant/irrelevant humor, and the role and 

language of humor in EFL classroom 

2. Theoretical Background: Humor in Language Classroom 

To date, several research endeavours  have demonstrated the efficacy of using 

humor in classroom such as enhancing learning speed (Shibinski, & Martin, 2010), 

improving the quality of teacher-student relationship (Praag, Stevens, & Houtte, 

2017), improving problem-solving (Klavir & Gorodetsky, 2001; Shibinski, & Martin, 

2010), relieving stress (White, 2001), improving ratings of  teachers’ performance 

(Bryant, Comisky, Crane, & Zillmann, 1980), reducing test anxiety (Newton & Dowd, 

1990), and increasing perceptions of teacher credibility (Frymier & Thompson, 1992). 

Despite this, some teachers refrain from using humor in classroom for reasons such as 

not being funny or unable to tell a joke, or believing that using humor equals 

classroom disorder and chaos, or losing class control (Chiasson, 2002; Morrison, 2008). 

However, in some cases the resistance to use humor stems simply from not knowing 

how to use it effectively in classroom (Chiasson, 2002).  

Several studies have investigated humor production in the classroom (e.g., Shively, 

2013); however, a review of the literature reveals that studies on perception of humor 

are rather scanty and methodologically diverse, and, consequently the reported 
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findings are inconsistent (Chen & Dewaele, 2018). Research into humor in 

second/foreign language classrooms has investigated, among other issues, the use of 

humor in relation to the appropriate/inappropriate type of L2 humor (e.g., Bakar, 

2019; Wanzer, Frymier, Wojtaszczyk, & Smith, 2006), teachers' and learners’ attitude 

toward L2 humor use (e.g., Hįşmanoğlu, Ersan, & Turan, 2018), and 

relevant/irrelevant types of humor (e.g., Nussbaum, Holladay & Comadena, 1987). 

These three issues are discussed below.  

With regard to the appropriate/inappropriate type of L2 humor, Lei, Cohen, and 

Russler (2010) reported that having a sense of humor is an important teacher 

characteristic which, if used appropriately, could act as an effective pedagogic tool. 

Wanzer et al. (2006) investigated teachers' and students' perception of appropriate 

and inappropriate humor in classroom. The results showed four appropriate humor 

and four inappropriate humor categories. The appropriate categories included related 

humor (e.g., jokes, stories, teacher performance, teasing), humor unrelated to course 

material (e.g., college life stereotypes), self-disparaging humor (e.g., making fun of 

him/herself, making fun of mistakes in the class), and unintentional humor.  The 

inappropriate humor category included disparaging humor targeting 7others (e.g., 

targeting ethnicity/racial groups, a given sexual orientation), disparaging humor 

targeting student (e.g., based on gender, intelligence, appearance, religion), offensive 

humor (e.g., sarcasm, inappropriate jokes), and self-disparaging humor. 

In an analysis of teachers' and students' perception of appropriate humor, Baker 

(2019) reported four types of appropriate humor. To his participants, appropriate 

humor is relevant, happens at a suitable time and in a suitable manner, and improves 

teachers' credibility. Baker also found that inappropriate humor is disrespectful 

humor (p.137).  Hellman (2007) suggested that using humor in classrooms makes for a 

comfortable class atmosphere and sparks learners' interest. Hellman emphasized 

appropriate and moderate use of humor with regard to audience age, gender, level of 

language proficiency, and not resorting to offensive and inappropriate humor. Also, 

Martin, Preiss, Gayle, and Allen (2006) reported positive effects of giving humorous 

lectures on learning and establishing an enjoyable class atmosphere. Analyzing 

students’ perception of their teachers' use of humor in lecture suggested that they 

regarded it as a tool used to assist learning, create a more relaxing class environment, 

and make lectures more interesting. 

Relevant to the second issue, teachers and learners' attitude toward L2 humor use, 

Auerbach (1993) believed that in a context where students do not speak English as an 

L1, to use "English only in the classroom is neither conclusive nor pedagogically 

sound" (p.9). Some researchers found a relationship between learners' proficiency 

level and preference for using L1 or L2 language. In their survey on learners' 

preference for the use of L1 and L2 humor in classroom, Ayçiçeği-Dinn, Şişman-Bal, 

and Caldwell-Harris (2017) reported that learners at a low proficiency level perceived 

jokes in their native language as funnier, while high proficiency learners preferred 

the use of L2 humor to learn more about different aspects of an L2. Among the 

number of reasons  which are assumed to make jokes sound less funny in a foreign 

https://www.ingentaconnect.com/search;jsessionid=4pvu6cr271641.x-ic-live-03?option2=author&value2=Dewaele,+Jean-Marc
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language, these researcher mentioned factors such as "comprehension difficulties, 

altered timing characteristics (because of slower processing in a foreign language) and 

emotional blunting (reduced emotional resonances in foreign language)" (Ayçiçeği-

Dinn, Şişman-Bal, & Caldwell-Harris, 2017, p.8). 

Touching the third L2 humor use, relevant/irrelevant types of humor, Nussbaum, 

Holladay, and Comadena (1987) identified two types of humor in classroom: relevant 

to course content, and not relevant to course content. According to Baker (2019), 

relevant humor is "related to daily experiences in life; and irrelevant humor is humor 

that students do not understand" (p.137). Several studies have confirmed that 

students perceive humor as relevant if it is related to learning content (e.g., Bieg & 

Dresel, 2018; Sidelinger, 2014). Deiter's (2000) study of the role of humor in classroom 

showed that using content-relevant and spontaneous humor had positive effects on 

learners' attention and promoted learning. 

Following the theoretical background, this study was conducted to examine Iranian 

EFL teachers’ and learners' perceptions of L2 humor in classroom in terms of the 

variables of appropriate/inappropriate humor, relevant/irrelevant humor, and the role 

and language of humor in classroom.  

3. Method 

To obtain more valid and robust findings, different methods of data collection, i.e., 

observation and interviews were employed. The details are provided below. 

3.1. Participants 

The data were obtained from 10 classes with 70 English language learners, and 5 

language teachers who agreed to participate in the research. The data were collected 

during spring and summer 2019. The participant teachers included three women and 

two men with an average age of 25, all holding MA in English language teaching, and 

Teacher Training Certificate. The teachers had a minimum teaching experience of 3 

years. The language learners were 32 males and 38 females with an age range of 16 to 

22 who were at lower to upper intermediate levels of language proficiency. It needs to 

be pointed out that as giving an independent placement was impractical (the reason 

being failure in getting the institute's consent, as well as learners' unwillingness to 

participate in a test out of their class schedule), the researchers had to rely on the 

institute’s locally administered language placement test, the proficiency levels 

students were assigned to, and language learners' self-evaluation report. Gender and 

language proficiency were not among the variables under investigation. 

3.2. Instruments  

To collect and analyze the data, a concurrent triangulation was employed. The 

instruments are discussed below. 

3.2.1. Observations 
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Following Seaman (2017) and Hempelmann (2016), 7 sessions of 10 English classes 

held within the span of spring and summer 2019, overall 70 sessions with an average 

observation rate of 40 minutes, were observed. Due to ethical issues, the researchers 

were only allowed to voice-record the classes. The researchers adopted an 

unstructured observation sheet, jotting down any types of humor the teachers used in 

the classroom. The results of observation sections were used in an interview with 

teachers and students, too.  

3.2.2. Interviews 

A semi-structured interview was conducted at the end of observation sessions. Each 

observed class was given a code, and the language learners in each class were 

interviewed using observation and notes made in their respective classes. The main 

interview questions attempted to elicit learners and teachers' perception of 

appropriate/inappropriate humor, relevant/irrelevant humor, and the role and 

language of humor in classroom. Eleven females and seven males voluntarily 

participated in the interview. All 5 teachers also agreed to be interviewed. 

3.3. Data Collection Procedures  

We adopted an intensive periods of naturalistic observations for more than six 

months.  Ten classes were observed during spring and summer 2019. As mentioned 

earlier, 7 sessions of 10 classes were observed for a semester of 16 sessions. To 

minimize the observer's effect, the researchers decided to ignore the first three 

sessions, and analyzed the remaining seven sessions of every class. A total of 70 

sessions were observed. In doing so, having obtained the respective teachers’ and 

institute’s consent, the researchers managed to record the whole class time for 7 

sessions. After each session, the collected audios were carefully analyzed to pinpoint 

humor instances by teachers and language learners. The observers' notes were also 

analyzed to better understand the type and use of humor in the classroom. Finally, a 

semi-structured interview in the form of a focus group was conducted at the end of the 

semester. The focus-group interviews with 2 or 3 volunteer classmates were conducted 

in each interview session so that more interviews could be carried out and language 

learners could express their attitude in case of agreement or disagreement with their 

classmates. 

3.4. Data Analysis 

To analyze the data, observations were coded, making use of tentative codes such as 

appropriate/inappropriate humor, relevant/irrelevant humor, and the 

effective/ineffective humor types in the classroom. To ensure the reliability of data 

interpretation and to minimize the level of subjective judgment, the encoded data sample was 

reviewed by the second researcher for a consistency check. As the next step, the results were 

used in the interview session with both teachers and learners. Finally, the results 

elicited through the two methods were compared and contrasted.  

4. Results 
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In this section, the results pertaining to the interviews with teachers and learners 

and researchers’ class observations are reported. 

4.1. The Results of the Observation Sections 

To observe the journal's word limit, the results of analyzing observation sessions of 

only three out of five teachers are briefly reported in this section.  Ten classes were 

observed for 7 sessions out of 16 sessions of a language course. To this end, an 

observation sheet and a voice recorder were used. 

4.1.1. The Class of Teacher 1 (T1) 

Teacher 1 had a very friendly and funny class. She was energetic with a great sense 

of humor. She used different types of humor such as attention grabber via physical 

intervention, funny memories, cute comments, etc. To illustrate, when a student 

answered a question incorrectly or did not pay attention to the lesson, she tapped on 

student's head very gently just as a hint. Students' positively responded to this type of 

humor as they laughed a lot. Furthermore, they tried to correct their answers or paid 

closer attention to the class.  Also, when the teacher made a mistake herself, e.g., 

when she mispronounced a word or got her tongue twisted, she hit on her head with a 

pen and smiled. She corrected herself and allowed students to laugh too.  

Sometimes her humor was related to the lesson which was very exciting for 

students. Once she was teaching a grammar part on the use of must and mustn't. 

After teaching the structure, she made some funny sentences with students' names 

explaining what they must or must not do. Students smiled and tried to make some 

other funny sentences about their friends using this structure. In this way, students 

learned the grammar structure in a hilarious way. 

Examples: 

A must not send a message in class when I am teaching. 

B must do her homework on time. 

C must come to class before the teacher.  

This makes for a congenital class atmosphere where students could freely exchange 

their opinions and ask their questions.  

4.1.2. The Class of Teacher 2 (T2) 

T2 was a serious and strict teacher who used humor mostly when directly related to 

the content of the lesson. Once she hit on a student's head softly to bring her attention 

back to the class and although the student smiled, it was completely obvious that she 

got somewhat demoralized and felt embarrassed among her classmates. T2 often used 

humor related to the lesson. For example, prior to teaching a reading section, she 

started telling a funny story related to the topic of reading, and then asked the 

students to share their funny experiences too. Students showed great interest to 

contribute to this topic and laughed a lot. As a result, once the teacher wanted to start 

the reading part, they were so curious to know what the reading was about.  
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What was quite conspicuous in this class was the healthy atmosphere where 

students and teacher interacted; however, it was the teacher who was the sole 

authority in class and students were not as close to their teacher as those who were in 

classes of teacher 1.  

4.1.3. The Class of Teacher 4 (T4) 

T4 was really talkative, energetic with a high sense of humor. He used humor a lot 

both in break time and during teaching. He actually used all sorts of humor, both 

relevant and irrelevant to the context of the lesson such as attention grabber via 

physical intervention, funny stories, and memories, funny comments on students' 

responses, body gestures and facial expressions. Language learners seemed to be 

relaxed, were eager to participate in class activity without inhibition and were by no 

means afraid to give wrong answers or mispronounce a word. However, sometimes the 

overuse of humor or making humor on certain topics, e.g., politics, seemed to bother 

the language learners. In such cases, the language learners asked the teacher politely 

to stop talking off the subject and go back to the lesson. One such example was an 

occasion when the teacher started to share his opinion on political issues followed by 

some humorous remarks on one of the political parties in Iran, which sparked further 

jokes from its opponents and proponents. This act actually split the class over the 

issue of politics. The teacher did not do anything to control the class because he took it 

as humor while students were still frantically discussing it. The class atmosphere was 

really fine and students felt greatly relieved and comfortable; even so, it was obvious 

that sometimes the students' reaction was a little negative.  

4.2. The Results for Language Learners' Interviews 

In this section, the results vis-a-vis interviews with 18 language learners are 

presented. 

4.2.1. Language learners' opinion about the use of humor by their teacher in general 

In the first question, the researcher asked language learners to talk about their 

opinion about their teachers' use of humor in general. All interviewees agreed with 

the use of humor. On the whole, their answers to this question were related to the 

usefulness of using humor in the classroom. All 18 students mentioned that the use of 

humor in classrooms decreases their anxiety and stress by creating a healthy 

atmosphere between language learners and the teacher and among their classmates.  

A male interviewee (aged 16) said that anything changes these days. The new 

generation's needs are different from the past, stating:  

Teachers themselves know that if they do not prepare a funny and an amusing 

environment, students cannot tolerate the class atmosphere and do not pay attention to 

the lesson. Students really want to experience an attractive and energetic teaching 

environment and to have a close relationship with their teacher; so, using humor can 

be one of the important features of teachers which can help students and teachers to 

find this connection. 
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4.2.2. Students' reactions and feelings towards their teachers' use of humor and its 

effects on teaching 

The second question asked students to talk about their feelings and reactions 

toward their teacher's use of humor. The participants did not provide any negative 

response to this question and, on the contrary, said that the use of humor resulted in 

an atmosphere of camaraderie. Besides, they generally conceded that when they felt 

more relaxed, they could concentrate on the lesson and express their opinion and 

more actively take part in class activities which, in turn, facilitated their learning. 

Participants' responses to this question confirmed the responses in question one in the 

survey which sought their general opinion of the use of humor in class.  

Despite this, the majority of the interviewees agreed that the type of humor which 

is used by the teacher should be more related to the lesson. One of the female 

interviewees (aged 21) said:  

I really enjoy it when my teacher uses humor in class, but when she uses humor 

which is not related to lesson, I feel that it is sort of wasting the class time, because 

most of the time students start to continue that humor and we really get behind the 

lesson. 

However, few respondents considered humor irrelevant to the lesson as wasting the 

time of the class. Therefore, while the majority responded positively and assumed that 

the use of humor mostly relevant to the lesson actually facilitates learning, few 

students, as noticed in the observations, felt inconvenient. 

4.2.3. Students' Opinion of Appropriate and Inappropriate Humor in Classrooms 

The interviewees reported that humor which addressed students' behavior or 

ethnicity is totally unwelcome. Also, the majority of the interviewees stated that using 

humor related to nationality, ethnicity, religion, gender and even political issues is 

inappropriate. They posited that some of these issues are quite personal and people 

have strong prejudice or belief in them. In effect, they believed, inappropriate use of 

humor stretches the gap between teachers and language learners. 

They pointed out that sometimes an appropriate humor might turn to be 

inappropriate if it is used in a wrong context. A male student (aged 18) said that: 

I am a funny person. I use humor a lot among my friends and they know me very 

well, but in some situations where my friends are not in a good mood my sense of 

humor annoys them and they say it. In our class, everyone loves our teacher. He is so 

energetic and he has a sense of humor. He mostly used appropriate humor such as 

funny stories and memories, humorous comments, and cute facial expressions and 

gestures too, but sometimes they were annoying for some other students. Because they 

were not in a good situation, they got bored, upset or sick. I think the teacher should 

consider these situations, too. 

4.2.4. Students' Experience of Using Effective Humor by Teacher 
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Most language learners had positive experiences of using humor by their teacher. 

One of the female interviewees (aged 18) and one of the male interviewees (aged 22), 

who had the same teacher, explained that their teacher uses humor when explaining 

new words in reading sections. By way of illustration, the teacher used a funny story 

or anecdotes in Persian to explain the word superstitious, and then explained the 

same story in English. As a result, they felt so relaxed and became curious to know 

what the reading is about. One of the effective uses of humor mentioned by some 

interviewees is when their teacher made a mistake him/herself. One of the 

interviewees said that: 

When our teacher made a mistake while pronouncing a word or even when he 

tripped on a chair or a table as he was walking in class, he started to laugh and made 

a joke about himself or corrected himself. In this way, we feel really good and 

immensely relieved; so, we can express our ideas and take part in class activities 

without fear of being embarrassed. The teacher showed them it is neither strange nor 

unusual to make a mistake or anything else, because we all are humans. 

In general, the interviewees agreed that a humor is more effective when related to 

the lesson. They stated that they really liked their teacher and classroom when their 

teacher used any kinds of humor, but they preferred those instances of humor which 

were related to the lesson. In this way, not only did the environment of the class 

change into a more comfortable situation, but also the humor did not act as a 

distractor. 

4.2.5. Students' Experience of Using Ineffective Humor by Teacher 

In line with the idea of inappropriate types of humor, the majority of the 

interviewees also believed that the use of humor related to nationality, ethnicity, 

religion, gender, or political issues is ineffective since this type of humor made the 

learners uneasy and ashamed. They reported that saying humorous things about 

learners' outfit, appearance, or accent are truly not effective. However, 5 male 

interviewees said that the degree of judging these topics as ineffective or 

inappropriate depends on learners' personality and their relationship with their 

teacher. 

Among other types of ineffective humor is when language learners make a mistake 

and the teacher uses humor over the mistake. Overuse of humor in a class was 

another issue the learners regarded as ineffective. They believed that whenever the 

teacher used too much humor, it could have negative effects. As some of them had 

experienced, they really felt bored when their teacher overused humor. They believed 

that the valuable time that should have been allotted  to teaching and learning was 

actually wasted by using that much humor.  

4.2.6. Language Learners' Preference for Using L1 or L2 Humor 

The immediate answer to this question was 'absolutely L2' for the purpose of 

learning. They said that they learn more vocabulary items in English. One 

interviewee reported that now that they are in upper levels of language proficiency, 
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they prefer to be exposed to more English humor to learn more about the target 

language and culture. However, in lower level classes, the use of English humor 

proved a bit puzzling due to their rudimentary familiarity with English culture and 

language. However, some language learners mentioned, “using L2 humor is always 

preferable to L1 humor even if we do not fully understand it, because it could be a 

challenge for us to find new words and sometimes various meanings of each word, 

which might have a different meaning in humor context; moreover, as learners of 

English we are supposed to know about different aspects of this language”. They 

actually perceived it as a chance to be get exposure to authentic language use and 

learn more. 

4.3. Interview with the Teachers 

Some questions were extracted from the results of observations to be asked in a 

round of interviews with teachers.  

4.3.1. Question #1: Effects of Humor in Teaching 

In response to the first question "What is your opinion about the effects of using 

humor during teaching?, all teachers conceded that using humor in classrooms is 

really important. In fact, they considered it a useful teaching tool. They believed that 

using humor in classrooms results in a more comfortable atmosphere where language 

learners' stress is to a great extent relieved. 

T1, T2, and T4 claimed that based on their experiences, using humor always 

worked as a beneficial and effective tool for teaching. They said that the serious class 

atmosphere makes learners feel bored and apprehensive. They added that using 

humor by teachers somewhat bridges the social distance between the teacher and 

learners, which, they assumed, was common in the educational system in Iran. Three 

of them stated that oftentimes learners are willing to participate in class activity but 

the fear of making mistakes hinders their participation.  Establishing a comfortable 

and friendly class environment, by contrast, helps alleviate this feeling. Moreover, 

they pointed out that using humor relevant to the content of the lesson also helps 

learners’ retention of the content.  

The other two teachers (i.e., T3 and T5) added something a little different. Teacher 

3, a female with 3 years of teaching experiences, said: 

I agree with the use of humor in class a lot, and I think it really encourages learners 

to focus on lessons and remember it better. But I think the amount and the type of 

humor are so important. 

Teachers believed that students' reactions to their use of humor were always 

positive. Teachers claimed that as long as they have experienced during teaching no 

one showed a negative reaction to their use of humor and no one complained. 

Although in some situations, learners' reactions to the teachers' use of humor were 

not completely positive as they showed strange and confusing feedback at first. Once 

they got to know their teachers better, they showed signs of approving his/her humor.  
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T2, who was a female with a four year teaching experience, , explained that she had 

never received any negative reaction or compliment from students regarding her use 

of humor in classes, but she admitted that sometimes her use of humor during 

teaching was out of place in some contexts and she realized  it herself.  

4.3.2. Question #2: Learners' Willingness to Hear Humor in Class 

In response to the second question, "Do the learners want teachers to use humor 

during teaching? Why or why not?”, all the teachers responded Yes. They believed 

that learners always prefer to experience a funny and friendly atmosphere in the 

classroom. Furthermore, they wish to learn English in a comfortable and 

nonthreatening environment where they have a close mutual friendship with their 

teacher and their classmates. One of the teachers said that: 

I remember once I had a problem which made me sad and I was not in a good mood. 

All my students told me they really loved me more when I was funny and used humor.  

4.3.3. Question #3: Humor in English or Persian 

In response to the third question, "Do you prefer English or Persian humor?", the 

teachers said both. They stated that their preference for English or Persian humor 

well depended on a number of factors including learners' proficiency level, age, and 

the topic. 

They added that whenever they use Persian humor and in Persian, students 

generally understand better and take it more efficiently as it makes learning fun. 

When they used English humor in English, they try to make sense of it and learn 

more about English culture, too. When they used Persian humor but in English 

students can learn some new English words or structures.  

4.3.4. Question#4: Inappropriate Humor? 

In response to the fourth interview question, "What is your opinion of inappropriate 

humor in class?", all interviewees believed that making jokes on learners' outfit and 

appearance is an inappropriate type of humor because this seems to be a sensitive 

issue to learners. Other inappropriate types of humor, according to the teachers, are 

humor related to ethnicity and gender. On the other hand, some of them stated that 

using attention grabber via physical intervention is not appropriate because students 

feel embarrassed in presence of their fellow classmates. T4 who was a male with a 

four year teaching experience believed that humor is just humor and for fun only. 

He said:  

  If you made a close relationship with your students and they accept you as one of 

their friends, they do not become sad or feel uncomfortable when you use any types of 

humor. His view about using humor related to students' appearance and behavior was 

different too. 

He mentioned that when a teacher tries to act like a close friend of students, they 

accept the humor and do not feel embarrassed. In this study from among all 

interviewed teachers whose classes were observed in some sections the majority 
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argued for the use of humor in classes and showed great interest in using it in their 

classes. Generally, the beneficial effects of humor mentioned by teachers were more 

than its probable detrimental effects in classes. Teachers' perception of using humor 

in classes during the teaching and learning process was in line with the direct and 

indirect benefits of using humor explained in the literature review above. 

5. Discussion  

In response to the first research question which addressed Iranian EFL teachers' 

perceptions of L2 humor, the interview results showed that all teachers used humor 

in their classes, even those who are not often recognized as a funny teacher, a finding 

which was consistent with the researchers' observation report. Overall, teachers 

agreed that the use of humor can facilitate teaching by easing learners' tension while 

learning or using an L2. They added that the use of humor can turn the class 

atmosphere into a more active and comfortable environment, substantially reduce 

learners' anxiety, and bridge the distance between teacher and students. This chimes 

with studies which lent support to the positive effects of  using humor on improving 

the quality of teacher-student interaction (Praag, et al., 2017), relieving language 

learners' stress (White, 2001), and enhancing the efficacy of language teaching 

(Kehr,Molstad, & Donahue, 1999). Teachers reported that building  humor  into 

teaching not only helped learners to comprehend and grasp the lessons more 

efficiently, as Lucas (2005) claimed, but also enabled them to remember and recall the 

lessons better, a result which upholds Garner (2006) and Kaplan and Pascoe's (1977) 

research findings.  

The results of analyzing teachers' interviews revealed that resorting to humor is 

capable of improving the quality of teacher and learner relationship and easing 

learners' stress and test anxiety as well as encouraging learners to express 

themselves freely and take part in class activity eagerly. This is in keeping with 

Goodboy, Booth-Butterfield, Bolkan and Griffin’s (2015) findings indicating that the 

use of humor can exert a significant beneficial effect on students' learning, class 

participation, extra effort, and relation with their teacher in and out of the 

classrooms.  Similarly, Powers's (2008) findings showed that using humor is a tool in 

teaching that could help teachers to establish an intimate connection with students, 

alleviate their stress, and manage the class better.   

Teachers' reports also suggested that language learners welcome the use of humor 

in the class which in turn encourages the teachers to incorporate more humor into 

their teaching in the classroom. This replicated previous studies (e.g., Bryant et al., 

1980; Powell & Andresen, 1985) which reported that from the students’ point of view, 

teachers' use of humor is one of the most influential factors contributing to the quality 

of the educational system. As observed in interviews with the learners, the use of 

inappropriate humor might have unfavourable effects on the class atmosphere. It is 

argued that an appropriate humor conforms to the learners' expectations and norms 

of the class (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984). The inappropriate humor, on the other hand, 
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is against learners' norms (Levine et al., 2000). According to Steele (1998), both 

learners and teachers believed that inappropriate humor could have negative effects 

on the class. To them, using any type of humor based on learners' outfit and 

appearance, politics, and ethnicity is inappropriate and should be avoided. This is in 

line with Wanzer et al.'s (2006) study where participants reported that making fun of 

students' appearance, outfit, religion, etc. is a clear example for inappropriate humor. 

Viewed from the language learners’ perspective, the overuse of humor in language 

classroom somewhat wastes the class time, and does not lead to desirable results, an 

observation which replicated Benjelloun's (2009) findings.   

In response to the second objective that concerned Iranian EFL learners' 

perceptions of L2 humor, results of learners' interviews clinched the positive role of 

using humor. Learners mentioned that using humor in class environment leads to 

creating a more relaxing and comfortable class environment, encouraging students to 

assume a more active role in class activities and streamlining their learning and 

retention process. Learners' views supported Martin et al., (2006), and Hellman's 

(2007) studies which mentioned that using humor in class environment prepares a 

comfortable and friendly atmosphere thereby galvanizing learners' interest. This is 

also accordance with Powell and Andresen's (1985) study which showed that using 

humor in classes not only creates a more comfortable atmosphere, but also captures 

learners' attention, decreases their anxiety, and prompts them to take part in class 

activities. Learners considered having a sense of humor as an essential quality a good 

teacher must possess. This finding confirmed Lei, Cohen, and Russler (2010) who also 

observed that students perceived having a sense of humor as an important teacher 

characteristic.  

According to Cook (2000), learning a language is not just learning the rules and 

doing the exercises but how to interact and communicate in the language. Results of 

learners' interviews demonstrated that they prefer to have more interaction in a class 

where humor is built into activities. The appropriate humor, according to them, lets 

them enjoy the class and helps them handle conversations with less anxiety. 

Results of interview and observation analyses showed that teachers sometimes use 

L1 Persian to tell a joke, give a funny feedback/story with the purpose of helping 

learners understand the lesson. The teachers reported that when making a choice 

between using L1 or L2 humor, they take into consideration learners' proficiency level 

and the topic of the lesson. The results of teachers' interview and the learners' survey 

analyses were in line with Schweers (1999) and Tang (2002) who highlighted the 

importance of using L1 as a supportive and facilitative strategy to provide a sense of 

security in foreign language classrooms. According to Auerbach (1993, p. 19), 

"Starting with the L1 provides a sense of security and validates the learners’ lived 

experiences, allowing them to express themselves. The learner is then willing to 

experiment and take risks with English". In their experiment, Ayçiçeği-Dinn, Şişman-

Bal, and Caldwell-Harris (2017) considered learner's proficiency level when using L1 

or L2 humor. The findings of this research are in line with those previously reported 

by Ayçiçeği-Dinn, Şişman-Bal, and Caldwell-Harris (2017) suggesting  that learners 
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at high proficiency levels preferred to learn more about different aspects of the second 

language through humor. A reverse tendency was observed among learners with a 

lower level of proficiency.  

Humor orientation or a predisposition to be funny (Booth-Butterfield & Booth-

Butterfield, 1991) is the ability to create humorous messages. Often, more types of 

humor such as relevant/irrelevant, appropriate/inappropriate, self- or other-

disparaging are found in classes with teachers who have a high- humor  orientation 

(Wanzer, Frymier & Irwin, 2010). In other words, there is a positive correlation 

between teachers' humor orientation and the number of inappropriate humor they use 

(Frymier, Wanzer, &Wojtaszczyk., 2008). The findings of the observations revealed 

that teachers who conceived of themselves as being funny or had a high humor 

orientation used different types of humor including those which learners might deem 

inappropriate. 

Generally speaking, the findings showed that using humor in classes helped set up 

a more comfortable atmosphere where the distance between teacher and learners was 

reduced and learners' motivation was enhanced.The majority of learners agreed that 

the use of humor in foreign language learning is important as it positively impacts 

their motivation and concentration. A healthy classroom environment is pivotal to 

effective learning and focused attention because it removes learners’ psychological 

barriers. It also arouses learners' interest and acts as a facilitative factor significantly 

promoting their learning. Using humor in classes not only has beneficial effects on 

learners' learning but also improves their' performance and helps them remember and 

retain the materials they learnt.  

6. Conclusion   

The present research examined English language teachers' and learners' perception 

of humor in English language classroom. All in all, the results spoke to both teachers' 

and learners' positive attitude towards the use of humor in L2 classes.  The findings of 

this study have pedagogical implications for foreign language teaching classes. The 

results reveal that the use of humor in class is considered effective and beneficial, and 

has both direct and indirect contributions to language classroom such as easing 

students' anxiety, bridging the distance between teacher and learners, and creating a 

comfortable atmosphere for language learners. Nevertheless, the teachers should be 

cognizant of the type and frequency of use of humor they use so as to avoid 

inappropriate or overuse of humor in the classroom.  

This research has some limitations which should be acknowledged. First, for 

reasons of availability and practicality, the researchers managed to observe only one 

English institute. Second, gender and learners' age were not taken into consideration 

as independent variables. Hence, examining female and male students' perception of 

humor, the effects of teacher’s gender on students' perception of his/her use of humor, 

and even the probable differences regarding female and male learners' perception of 

humor, coeducational or segregated classes, or even variation in humor perception 
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due to age differences could be avenues for future research. Moreover, because it was 

impractical to administer a placement test, the language proficiency criteria were 

limited to students’ self-reports and the classes they were assigned to at the institute. 

Thus, future studies are also needed to explore the potential linkage between 

variation in language proficiency and learners' perception of humor. 
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