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Abstract: Instructors often use humor in teaching their classes. Research suggests that humor can affect
how instructors and their teaching are perceived. The current study examined whether the type of humor
used by a hypothetical instructor and instructor gender affected the perceived likelihood of engaging with
the instructor. College students read a vignette describing the teaching and humor used by a ypothetical
instructor. The likelihood that students would engage with the instructor was highest when the
instructor’s humor style was good-natured and lowest when it was hostile and sarcastic. Instructor
gender had no effect on students’ likelihood of engaging with the instructor.
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Instructors are often encouraged to incorporate humor into their teaching and frequently do so
(Martin, 2007; Torok, McMorris, & Linn, 2004). Multiple authors have reviewed the literature on the
use and effect of humor in the college classroom (see Banas, Dunbar, Rodriguez, & Liu, 2011; Martin,
2007; Martin, Preiss, Gayle, & Allen, 2006; Oppliger, 2003; Powers, 2008; Segrist & Hupp, 2015).
Proponents of the use of humor suggest that humor can have positive effects on students, the
retention of material, and the learning environment (e.g., Berk, 2002; Deitar, 2000; Garner, 2000).
Torok, McMorris, and Lin (2004) point out that, “Humor, appropriately used, has the potential to
humanize, illustrate, defuse, encourage, reduce anxiety, and keep people thinking” (p. 14).

Professors who incorporate humor in their teaching may be more positively evaluated by
students (e.g., Bryant, Comisky, Crane, & Zillmann, 1980; Garner, 2006; Van Giffen, 1990; Wanzer &
Frymier, 1999). Increased use of humor has also been associated with increased instructor immediacy
(Gorham & Christophel, 1990; Wanzer & Frymier, 1999). Wilson and Taylor (2001) found that
instructor humor positively related to students’ perceptions that instructor “wanted them to succeed”
and had a “genuine concern” for and “positive attitude toward” them (pp. 136-137). Instructor humor
can even affect students’ willingness to engage an instructor outside of class. Aylor and Oppliger
(2003) found that instructors’ use of humor in the classroom predicted the frequency of students’ out-
of-class communication with those instructors. More recently, Goodboy and colleagues (2015)
demonstrated that college students’ ratings of the frequency and effectiveness of an instructor’s humor
predicted both in-class participation and out-of-class communication with that instructor.

Hackathorn and colleagues (2011) found that when instructors used humor to teach material,
students demonstrated better knowledge and comprehension of the material than when instructors
did not use humor. Although research evidence demonstrates that humor can augment teaching
efforts, it is not a magic bullet. In fact, the effects of instructor humor are not always positive or
appreciated. For example, in general students consider it inappropriate for teachers to use hostile
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humor, disparaging humor, sexual humor, or humor that targets students individually or collectively
(e.g., humor targeting sex, sexual orientation, ethnicity, or religion; Torok, McMorris, & Lin, 2004;
Wanzer, Frymier, Wojtaszczyk, & Smith, 2006). Furthermore, hostile humor can create an adverse
classroom milieu (Stuart & Rosenfeld, 1994).

Research on the use of humor in teaching has suggested that students’ perceptions of
instructor humor, as well as the effect of that humor, may be influenced by the gender of the
instructor. For example, Van Giffen (1990) found that for female instructors, but not male instructors,
the use of humor was predictive of perceived instructor effectiveness. Gorham and Christophel
(1990), however, found that although male and female instructors in their study used similar forms of
humor, only use of humor by male instructors related to students’ self-reported learning. Bryant,
Commiskey, Crane, and Zillman (1980) found that the use of humor was positively related to the
perceived effectiveness and appeal of male instructors. For female instructors, no forms of humor
were positively related to perceived effectiveness but some (i.e., puns, distracted humor) were
negatively associated with perceived effectiveness and appeal. Hostile humor was positively related to
the perceived effectiveness of male instructors while aggressive and sexual/hostile humor were
associated with increased appeal for female instructors. In her review of the literature on humor and
learning, Oppliger (2003) called for more research examining humor in instructor gender and the use
of humor in teaching.

The present study examined the effect of the type of humor used by a hypothetical professor
on students’ perceived likelihood of engaging with that professor. Because previous research suggests
that the perception of instructor humor may be affected by instructor gender as well as the interaction
of instructor gender and humor type, the present study included both humor type and instructor
gender as variables. We also speculated that introversion might affect students’ comfort with
interacting with a professor in or out of class, (regardless of that professor’s use of humor). As a result,
we included introversion as a control variable.

Method
Participants

The sample included 157 undergraduate students attending a Midwestern public university and was
comprised primarily of freshmen (53.5%) and sophomores (27.4%) with a mean age of 19.79 years
(§D = 2.58). The majority of participants identified as female (75.2%) and ethnically as Caucasian
(61.1%) or African American (32.5%).

Materials and Procedure

Participants who signed up for this study were provided with a Survey Monkey link through which
they could access the study. After providing consent, participants completed demographic questions.
In order to randomly assign vignette condition, participants also indicated their birth month. Based
on birth month, the survey directed participants to one of six possible vignettes briefly describing a
hypothetical college professor and his or her teaching style and use of humor in the classroom.
Subsequently participants rated a series of items about the likelihood of engaging and comfort level
with the instructor. Participants also completed an introversion measure.
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Vignettes

The vignettes (Appendix 1) briefly described “Professor Morgan” who is teaching Psychology 101. The
vignette included information about Professor Morgan’s teaching style and use of humor in teaching.
Six vignettes were created and varied by professor gender and the professor’s use of humor in teaching
(i.e., affiliative humot, aggressive humot, little/no humor). For the vignettes that depicted Professor
Morgan using humor in teaching, descriptions of the professor’s style of humor were drawn from
items comprising two of the four subscales included in the Humor Styles Questionnaire (Martin et al.,
2003). Affiliative humor is, “an essentially non-hostile, tolerant form of humor that is affirming of
others and presumably enhances interpersonal attraction and cohesion” (Martin et al., 2003, p. 53).
Aggressive humor includes sarcasm and using humor to “ridicule and manipulate others” (Martin,
2003, p. 23). As can be seen in Appendix A, the “little/no” humor vignette is shorter than the
“affiliative” and “aggressive” humor vignettes. Although all three vignettes would ideally be the same
length, we felt it was important to keep the content of the vignettes focused on the humor style.

Engaging with Professor Scale

Participants’ likelithood of engaging and comfort level with the hypothetical professor was assessed
through nine items based loosely on original item pool for the Professor-Student Rapport Scale
(Wilson, Ryan, & Pugh, 2010) and tailored to the vignette character (i.e., Professor Morgan; see Table
1). Items encompassed potential student behaviors and attitudes reflecting willingness to engage and
comfort level with the instructor and the instructor’s class (e.g., I would feel comfortable asking a question
dnring class; 1 would enjoy having this professor; I would participate in class discussions in Professor Morgan’s class) as
well as the likelihood of contacting the professor outside of class (e.g., I would go to Professor Morgan’s
office honrs; 1 wonld email Professor Morgan with a question or concern about class; I would feel comfortable letting
Professor Morgan know I need help with class material). Items were rated on a five-point Likert scale
(1=strongly disagree...5=strongly agree). Total scores could range from 9 to 45, with higher scores
reflecting increased likelihood of engagement. Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .94.

Table 1: Items comprising the Engaging with Professor Scale
I would go to Professor Morgan’s office hours
I would participate in class discussions in Professor Morgan's class
I would be motivated to attend Professor Morgan's class
I would feel comfortable in Professor Morgan's class
I would email Professor Morgan with a question or concern about class
I would feel comfortable letting Professor Morgan know I need help with class material
I would point out a mistake on Professor Morgan's slides/lecture during class
I would feel comfortable asking a question during class
I would enjoy having this professor

Introversion

Introversion was assessed through a 10-item International Personality Item Pool (Goldberg, et al.,
2000) scale based on the California Psychological Inventory (Gough & Bradley, 1996). In the present
study, Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .75.
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Results

We intended to analyze data using a 2 X 3 between groups ANCOVA in order to control for
participant introversion; however, there was not a significant relationship between introversion scores
and the perceived comfort level with the professor (r= .04, p = .604). Consequently, introversion was
not used as a covariate and a 2 X 3 between groups ANOVA was conducted to assess the effect of
professor humor style and professor gender on students’ comfort level and likelihood of engaging
with the professor. The independent variables were gender of the hypothetical professor and style
humor of used - affiliative, aggressive, or little/no humor. The dependent variable was likelihood of
engaging with the professor.

The interaction between professor gender and humor style was not significant, F(2, 146) =
.65, p = .525. The main effect for instructor humor style was significant, F(2, 146) = 71.37, p < .01,
= .49. Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated significant differences at the p <.05
level among all three humor conditions (Figure 1). Students were more likely to engage with a
professor portrayed as using affiliative humor (M = 38.10, SD = 5.61) compared to little/no humor
(M = 26.19, SD = 6.27) and aggressive humor (M = 21.70, §D = 7.70). There was not a significant
main effect for professor gender, F(1, 146) = .11, p = .738.
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Figure 1: Likelihood of Engaging with Professor based on Type of Humor Used
Discussion

The results of the present study suggest that students are more likely to engage and feel comfortable
with an instructor who uses affiliative humor as opposed to hostile humor or no humor at all. The
difference between the likelihood of engagement ratings for affiliative humor and aggressive humor
or no humor are striking. In the affiliative humor condition, comfort ratings are well above the scale
median (almost two standard deviations above the median). Research has demonstrated a relationship
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between instructor humor and immediacy (e.g., Gorham & Christophel, 1990; Wanzer & Frymier,
1999; Wilson & Taylor, 2001). The present study extends this research by demonstrating that different
types of humor have different effects on the likelihood of engaging with a professor. Specifically,
students were more likely to engage with a professor whose classroom humor was affiliative. This type
of humor is a non-threatening form of humor that fosters social bonding (Martin, 2003). Yip and
Martin (2000) found that affiliative humor was positively associated with social competence, more
specifically initiating relationships and disclosing personal information. Although further research
would be needed to test this assertion, the present results suggest that students may have associated
the use of affiliative humor with an increased level of social competence and, consequently, imagined
feeling more comfortable with “Professor Morgan”.

Findings also indicated that students felt more comfortable engaging a professor who used no
humor in the classroom than one who used aggressive humor. In fact, in the aggressive humor
condition, ratings of perceived comfort with “Professor Morgan” were well below the median of the
scale. Wanzer, Frymier, and Irwin (2010) found that a professor’s use of disparaging humor was not
related to student learning. However, research also indicates that students perceive instructor humor
that demeans students as inappropriate (Frymier, Wanzer, & Wojtaszczyk, 2008). Although humor
that ridicules might not adversely affect learning, the results of the present study suggest that
disparaging humor affects students’ comfort with a professor and could, consequently, become a
barrier preventing students from seeking help from an instructor. Yip and Martin (2006) found that
the use of aggressive humor was negatively associated with emotional perception, emotional support,
and conflict management. Perhaps students’ low likelihood of engaging with an instructor who used
aggressive humor reflects students’ assumptions that such an instructor would lack empathy or
understanding. Students might understandably be less comfortable approaching or interacting with a
professor who uses humor to ridicule and does not seem emotionally supportive.

Interestingly, instructor gender did not interact with type of humor to influence students’
comfort level with “Professor Morgan”. Much of the research on gender and instructor humor is
somewhat dated. It may be that perceptions of instructor humor are not affected by an instructor’s
gender to the degree or in the same way they were 20 to 30 years ago. However, we concur with
Oppliger’s (2003) suggestion that more research examining the interaction of instructor gender and
instructor humor is warranted.

The current study has a few important limitations. In this study participants were asked to rate
items asking about their comfort level with a hypothetical professor. The vignettes provide little
information beyond professor gender, course, general teaching style, and type of humor used while
teaching. This means that participants lacked other contextual cues (e.g., the specific jokes, delivery,
situation). Humor, however, is largely a social experience (Martin, 2007) that is context dependent
(Lampert & Ervin-Tripp, 1998 as cited in Crawford, 2003). For example, people tend to laugh more
often when they are with others (Martin & Kuiper, 1999). Because participants read about a professor’s
style of humor, but did not experience an actual professor using humor in a classroom setting the
present results should be interpreted with some caution. Future studies might address this
methodological issue by showing groups of participants video clips of a professor using humor while
teaching.

The majority of participants in this study were first year college students. As a result, their
exposure to college professors was fairly limited. As students matriculate they may experience a greater
variety of instructors as well as a greater diversity in how humor is used in the classroom.
Consequently, the influence of instructor humor on students may change as the student becomes a
more seasoned college student. Future studies could explore whether the effect of instructor humor
varies as a function of students’ matriculation level.
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Appendix
Appendix 1. Vignettes.

No Humor

Professor Morgan teaches Psychology 101. Colleagues would describe her as being highly knowledgeable
in course subject matter. During lectures, Professor Morgan is very serious. For example, she rarely if
ever makes a joke during class. In general, Dr. Morgan can be described as serious and thorough.

Aggressive Humor

Professor Morgan teaches Psychology 101. Colleagues and students would describe her as being highly
knowledgeable in the course subject matter. During lectures, Professor Morgan is very thorough and
uses a lot of humor to maintain students’ attention. For example, if a student makes a mistake in class,
Professor Morgan often teases them about it, without showing concern about how others are taking
her jokes. If something is really funny she will not hesitate to laugh and joke about it, even if someone
might be offended. At times Professor Morgan also uses humor at the expense of others. Professor
Morgan teases and puts down students she dislikes. Some students are offended by her sense of
humor. In general, Dr. Morgan’s humor would be considered sarcastic, insensitive, and at times
offensive.

Affiliative Humor

Professor Morgan teaches Psychology 101. Colleagues and students would describe her as being highly
knowledgeable in the course subject matter. During lectures, Professor Morgan is very thorough and
uses a lot of humor to maintain students’ attention. For example, Professor Morgan often jokes around
and laughs with other students during class. Most students consider her to be a naturally humorous,
witty, and an amusing person. During lectures, Dr. Morgan uses humor that revolves around funny
stories in her life. Dr. Morgan finds enjoyment in making students, colleagues, and friends laugh. In
general, Dr. Morgan’s humor would be considered light-hearted, amusing, charming, and cheerful.
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