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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

The aim of this study was to find out the teachers’ and students’ views on the use of 
humour in the ESL classroom. The study was conducted in 14 Secondary schools (7 
urban, 7 rural) in the Larut, Matang and Selama District. 130 English teachers and 420 
Form 4 students participated in this study. Two sets of survey questionnaires were 
used to collect data. The first set was given to the teachers and the other to the 
students. Nonetheless, items used for both the questionnaire were similar. Then the 
collected data was analysed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 
Windows 11.5 Version. Descriptive statistics such as frequency, percentage and 
crosstabs were used to describe the data. The findings showed 95% of the English 
teachers and 97.6% of responded positively to the use of humour in the ESL 
classroom. Teachers and students agreed to15 out of 16 reasons for using humour 
whereby the percentage of agreement was above 80%. The reasons include the use of 
humour to provoke thinking, relieve stress, motivate, gain attention, reduce anxiety, 
increase confidence, create excitement, create healthy environment, enhance 
communication, reinforce knowledge, help understand other cultures, increase interest, 
encourage participation, retention and explain complicated topics. On the other hand, 
teachers and students disagreed to the use of humour to embarrass students. From the 
findings, it is evident that teachers had used humour in their English classrooms and 
students viewed it to the same extent. The responses to the questionnaires showed that 
humour helps students in learning the English Language. Therefore, humour should be 
included in the teaching and learning process.  
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ABSTRAK 
 
 
 

Kajian ini bertujuan untuk mengenalpasti pandangan guru dan pelajar terhadap 
penggunaan humor dalam pembelajaran Bahasa Inggeris sebagai bahasa kedua. Kajian 
ini telah dijalankan di 14 buah sekolah menengah (7 bandar, 7 luar bandar) di daerah 
Larut Matang dan Selama. Seramai 130 orang guru bahasa Inggeris dan 420 orang 
pelajar Tingkatan 4 telah menyertai kajian ini. Dua set soal selidik telah digunakan 
untuk mengumpul data. Set pertama telah diedarkan kepada guru bahasa Inggeris dan 
yang kedua kepada pelajar Tingkatan 4. Item yang digunakan dalam kedua-dua soal 
selidik adalah sama. Data yang diperolehi kemudiannya dianalisis dengan 
menggunakan Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) Windows Versi 11.5.  
Statistik deskriptif seperti frekuensi, peratusan dan ‘crosstabs’ telah digunakan dalam 
menghuraikan data. Hasil kajian mendapati 95% guru dan 97.6% pelajar memberikan 
pandangan positif terhadap penggunaan humor dalam kelas bahasa Inggeris. Guru-
guru dan pelajar menyokong 15 daripada 16 sebab menggunakan humor yang mana 
nilai peratus setiap item tersebut melebihi 80%. Sebab-sebab yang dimaksudkan 
adalah penggunaan humor untuk mencetuskan pemikiran, mengurangkan stress, 
memotivasikan pelajar, menarik perhatian pelajar, meningkat keyakinan, mewujudkan 
suasana yang seronok, mewujudkan suasana pembelajaran yang sihat, meningkatkan 
komunikasi, mengukuhkan pemahaman, membantu memahami budaya lain, 
meningkatkan minat, menggalakkan penglibatan, mengingati pelajaran dan 
menerangkan topik yang sukar. Walaupun demikian, kedua-dua kumpulan responden 
tidak bersetuju terhadap penggunaan humor untuk memalukan pelajar. Hasil kajian 
juga telah menunjukkan dengan jelas bahawa guru bahasa Inggeris sememangnya 
menggunakan humor dalam kelas mereka dan pelajar juga mengakui penggunaannya. 
Respon mereka melalui borang soalselidik menunjukkan bahawa unsur humor juga 
dapat membantu pelajar dalam pembelajaran Bahasa Inggeris sebagai bahasa kedua. 
Oleh yang demikian unsur humor perlu disisipkan dalam proses pengajaran dan 
pembelajaran.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 

1.0 Introduction 

 
Learning a language is considered a daunting task for many students. It needs hard 

work and a great deal of effort on the part of the learners as well as the educators. In 

Malaysian schools, English is taught as a Second Language. The English Language is 

viewed as a critical subject recently due to the declining standard of English among 

students (Chee Choy & Troudi, 2006). Various approaches and methods are employed 

in order to improve the standard of English among students. 

 
 Several pedagogical tools were also developed to fulfil this task. These 

pedagogical tools include instructional practices such as journal writing or using daily 

oral language exercises; or resources such as textbooks, ICT or curriculum materials 

that provide such instructional practices. In doing so, there may be a tendency for 

many teachers to be rigid in their teaching whereby their aim is to complete the 

syllabus and prepare the students for the examination. This is because many teachers 

view language learning as a serious business and the methods adopted only emphasize 
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the development of the language skills such as listening, speaking, reading and writing.  

 
 Teachers tend to look at one side of enhancing language learning and forget 

another important aspect that is the element of fun in the classroom. An American 

educationist, Associate Professor Dr. Lee Mullally, claims that educators must know 

how to loosen up and make a classroom lively as students are more motivated to learn 

when they are in a happy mood (Arni Abdul Razak, 2004, New Sunday Times). 

Teachers who can make their classroom livelier will be able to attract their students’ 

attention successfully. One of the pedagogical tools suggested is the use of humour in 

the ESL classroom.  

 
A lot of researches have been conducted in Western countries on humour in 

various fields such as education, medicine and others (Collins, 1997; Vadillo, 1998; 

Whisonant, 1998; Tatum, 1999). However, very little research has been conducted in 

Malaysia on how students and teachers view humour as a teaching tool in ESL 

classroom. 

 
 

1.1 Background of the Study 

 
Humour was not viewed as a pedagogical tool until the middle of this century 

(Loomax & Moosavi, 1998). This was largely due to the view of education as a 

serious formal endeavour. But then, as time passed, educators started to search for 

effective methods which could help students to learn. Although teachers are equipped 

with various strategies, they still need to figure out the best way to present the 

information to their students. One of the strategies which is believed to produce results 
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is the use of humour as a pedagogical tool in the classroom. The use of humour in the 

educational field is a rather recent phenomenon. 

 
Studies from several researchers (Rhem, 1998; Derks, Gardner & Agarwal 

(1998); Kher, Molstad & Donahue, 1999) indicated supportive results towards the use 

of humour in teaching. Humour not only lowers students’ anxiety but also enhances 

learning on a purely cognitive level (Rhem, 1998). Besides that, humour is also 

identified as a teaching technique for developing a positive learning environment 

(Kher, Molstad & Donahue, 1999).  It is crucial for the teachers to create a conducive 

environment for learning as they play a critical role in the classroom. When teachers 

establish a supportive social climate, students’ minds are stimulated and they become 

more attentive (Kher, Molstad & Donahue, 1999).  

 
Other researchers explored the perception of students towards the use of 

humour in the classroom. Students, in a study by Bryant, Comisky, Crane & Zillmann 

(1980), feel that professors who used humour are better teachers than those who did 

not use humour. Similar results were gained through a study conducted by Pollak & 

Freda (1997) whereby students preferred teachers who have a sense of humour. They 

also pointed out that their favourite teachers are the teachers who made the class fun 

in a variety of ways. Most of the researches conducted are focussed on learning and 

very little research has been carried out to examine the effectiveness of using humour 

in the ESL classroom in particular.  

 
Vadillo (1998) stated that he has been using humour as a way of promoting 

students interaction in his English Language classroom. He found that students’ 

interaction increased and they were more motivated to learn the language. According 



 

 

4

to another researcher Province (2000), cited by Chiasson (2002) agrees that humour 

can allow the shy and timid students in the class to participate with the group 

especially in the EFL/ ESL classroom. Apart from increasing student interaction, 

humour could also facilitate retention. Derks, Gardner & Agarwal (1998), in their 

study looking at differences in sentences recall between those that were shown 

humorous sentences and non-humorous sentences, found that humorous sentences 

were better remembered than non-humorous sentences. This clearly indicates that 

humour has positive effect on cognitive processing. 

 
Although, the above studies found humour to be an effective teaching tool, the 

use of humour still depends on the teachers. In reality, there are of course, many 

possible reasons given by teachers for not using humour in a language classroom. 

Sinclair (2002) asserted that teachers are frequently unwilling to take a perceived risk, 

protesting that they are ‘unable to tell a joke’, or that they might lose control as this 

would lead to disruptive behaviour among students. Although teachers give all kinds 

of excuses for not incorporating humour in their teaching, the reason behind this 

attitude is that the teachers simply do not know how to use humour effectively in the 

classroom (Sinclair, 2002). Teachers need to come out from this ‘cocoon’ and try out 

humour in their teaching. 

 
Although there are negative feedbacks (Sinclair, 2002) from the teachers 

regarding humour, many studies (Whisonant, 1998; Williams, 2001; White, 2001; 

Torok, et al 2005) showed positive results. Malaysian teachers could utilize humour in 

their teaching to create a healthy learning environment in their English lessons. 

Humour could be a new and innovative approach to teaching English in Malaysia. In 

fact, Datuk Seri Hishammudin Tun Hussein, the Minister of Education stressed that 
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teachers should be creative and innovative in their teaching (The Star, 12 December 

2004). So, teachers can try out using humour as a new technique in their classroom 

and hopefully the results would be fruitful in the Malaysian setting. 

 
 

1.2 Statement of the Problem 

 
English is taught as a second language in Malaysia but it is more perceived by 

students as a foreign language. They learn the language because they have to, not 

because of a love for or an interest in it (Choy & Troudi, 2006). This has contributed 

to the declining standard of the English Language in Malaysia (Norrizan Razali, 1992; 

Choy & Troudi, 2006) 

 
 Although students receive six years of formal classroom instruction in primary 

schools and five years in secondary schools, they still develop a kind of anxiety 

toward the English Language (Nor Shidrah Mat Daud, Nuraihan Mat Daud & Noor 

Lide Abu Kassim, 2004; Shahrier Pawanchik, 2006). This language anxiety further 

impedes their learning whereby it affects the development of their language skills. 

Another problem which exists in students is their unwillingness to participate and to 

take risks in using the English Language in the classroom (Chandrasegaran, 1981; 

Sinclair, 2002). Besides that, students also do not have the confidence to speak in 

English (Shahrier Pawanchik, 2006). These are a few reasons which contribute to the 

deteriorating standard of English among students. 

 
 In order to overcome these issues, students need to see learning English as fun 

and interesting. Humour can be an element which could play an important role in 

language learning. Therefore, the teachers’ and students’ views on the use of humour 
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in the ESL classroom in the secondary schools need to be examined. There were 

several studies (Whisonant, 1998; Williams, 2001; White, 2001; Torok, et al 2005) 

which were carried out in the Western setting regarding the role of humour in 

education. Most of the studies focused on the use of humour in the higher learning 

institutions such as universities and colleges. The findings from these studies showed 

positive results. However, in the Malaysian setting, such studies have not been carried 

out especially on humour and language learning. This provides a need for the 

researcher to pursue this study. 

 
 
1.3 Purpose of the Study 

 
This study aims to examine the teachers’ and students’ views particularly on the 

reasons for using humour in the ESL classroom. Besides that, the researcher intends to 

find out to what extent English teachers use humour in their lessons.  

 
 
1.4 Research Questions 

 
This study is aimed at finding the answers to the following questions: 

1. To what extent do ESL teachers use humour in their language classroom? 

2. What are ESL teachers’ views on the use of humour in the ESL classroom? 

3. What are ESL students’ views on the use of humour by their teachers in the 

ESL classroom? 

4. Are there differences between urban and rural students’ views on the use of 

humour in the ESL classroom? 
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1.5 Significance of the Study 

 
Teaching the English Language is very challenging particularly when it is in the 

context of the second language. Teachers often venture into various strategies to 

enhance language learning among students in the ESL classroom. However, teachers 

may not have realized that humour could be an effective tool which can be used in 

their classroom. It is the intent of the study to provide teachers with clear information 

on the use of humour in the ESL classroom. Besides that, the study would determine 

to what extent English teachers use humour in the classroom.  

 
The findings from this study would provide some insights pertaining to 

teachers’ and students’ views on the use of humour in the ESL classroom. The 

information gained from this study would facilitate language learning as well as to 

help teachers in their instruction. It also would aid teachers in making rational 

decisions in incorporating humour in the ESL classroom. Furthermore, the findings 

provide an understanding on when and why humour should or should not be used. On 

top of that, the study would provide a basis for other educators, who may have 

overlooked humour as an important element in teaching. The new ideas and 

suggestions might be a major step in assisting teachers to improvise their teaching 

methods in order to enhance language learning among the ESL students. 

 
 
1.6 Conceptual Framework 

 
This study is to examine the views of teachers and students on the use of humour in 

the English Language classroom. The conceptual framework (see Figure 1) for this 
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research is based on a study done by White (2001), theories of humour and related 

studies in the field of humour.  

 
The reasons for using humour in the ESL classroom were derived mainly from 

White’s (2001) study and the other reasons were sourced from the related studies to 

suit the present study. Eight of these reasons which were taken from White’s (2001) 

study  include the use of humour to provoke thinking, relieve stress, motivate, gain 

attention, create healthy learning environment, embarrass students, reinforce 

knowledge and help understand other cultures. The other eight reasons were derived 

from the related studies (Torok et.al, 2005; Chik & Wan, 2001; Check, 1997; Collins, 

1997; Berk, 1996 & Ellemeier, 1991) were the use of humour to reduce anxiety, 

increase confidence, create excitement, enhance communication, increase interest, 

encourage participation, retention (remember lesson) and explain complicated topics.  

 
Three theories on humour; Superiority theory, Incongruity theory and Relief 

theory act as a basis for this study. These theories revealed how humour actually 

works and supports the reasons listed by the researcher from the studies in the field of 

humour. 

 
These reasons set up a basis for the researcher to examine the views of 

teachers and students on the use of humour in the ESL classroom. The comparisons 

between the responses given by both the respondents are examined to determine the 

use of humour in the language classroom. All these will bring to light whether the use 

of humour in the language classroom is viewed positively or not.  

 
 
 
 




