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Abstract 

 
Social constructivism, known as Vygotskian theory, has been implicated in improving spoken 
language skills of upper-secondary school students. This qualitative study aims to investigate the 
perspectives of students regarding the teachers’ use of humour in ESL lessons both in Italy and 
Sweden. A secondary aspect of the study was to assess the use of humour in second language 
acquisition related to language learning and communicative competence based on dialogism and 
interaction. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 participants (5 males and 5 
females from each of the respective countries). After analysis using phenomenography, results 
indicate that humorous dialogic instruction and interaction, as well as non-verbal forms of humour 
such as gesticulation and facial expression, have the possibility to dramatically increase the focus 
and interest in lesson content which facilitates better communicative understanding of English. 
Immediacy is perceived to improve feelings of well-being and harmony within the classroom. 
Humour and openness are considered important and necessary factors in improving motivation 
and self-belief during oral tasks as facilitated an effective, communicative learning climate. The 
study also proposes that there are four factors (teacher, student, subject and task) which affect 
learning processes, and moderation of humour, the fifth factor, acts as a scaffold to assist in 
stretching students’ knowledge within the ZPD. 
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1. Introduction 

The thesis being presented focuses on the theoretical perspective of Vygotsky’s Sociocultural 
Theory (SCT) which is concerned with how knowledge can be constructed between individuals in 
an interactive and dialogic process. The reason for investigating this particular theory is that there 
is a perceived lack of literature regarding the association of humour as a form of support to the 
SCT, and it is the aim of the present research study to improve understanding as to the relation of 
humour, dialogue and interaction in pedagogical processes linked to learning English as a second 
language (ESL). Also, in the relatively new upper-secondary school curriculum documentation, 
Gy11 (2011), there is no mention as to how English language pedagogues should teach i.e. which 
teaching styles to use. Instead, there is information pertaining only to which criteria need to be met 
by students in order to gain a particular grade at the end of the course. It is of major interest to the 
present study that educators have to consider how to teach, not solely on what is required to be 
taught according to the curriculum.    

The association of dialogue and interaction in second language learning (SLL) has been of great 
interest to anthropologists, sociologists, and psychologists such as Vygotsky, but the effects of 
both concepts have only recently been researched due to improved, modern translations of 
Vygotsky’s research which he performed before his death aged thirty-eight. In neo-Vygotskian 
studies, none of the research has adequately explained the utilisation of pedagogical humour in 
relation to interactive language learning, nor has any research been found which involves a 
comparison of two European countries – Italy and Sweden – as to how humorous dialogue and 
interaction are possibly used to scaffold upper-secondary school ESL learning processes.  

1.1 Disposition of the thesis 

The sociocultural theory (SCT) has generated a great amount of interest since its conception and 
the extensive translation of Vygotsky’s research (1978). Proposing that students learn best 
collaboratively and with another more knowledgeable individual, otherwise known as a more 
knowledgeable other (MKO), the worldwide educational implications of the theory in how 
children, teenagers and adults learn ESL could affect the perspective of educational institutions 
implementing a more traditional, grammar, repetition-based method of language teaching. Interest 
in the SCT and humour has not resulted in a large number of empirical research studies, but 
enthusiasm for the three separate components per se is increasing with regards to pedagogical 
processes and classroom discourse. It is the view of the present study that no other research has 
previously been undertaken with regards to the relation of humour and the SCT.  

According to the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (Hornby, 2010), dialogue is defined as 
“a formal discussion between two groups, especially when they are trying to solve a problem or 
end a dispute”, whereas to interact means “to communicate with somebody, especially while you 
work, play or spend time with them”.  Both definitions are concerned with communication 
processes and considered to be social phenomena. Humour is also uniquely social as a 
communicative process regarded as one which cuts across all aspects of language and is an 
inextricable part of the human experience and identity (Shiyab, 2009). The use of pedagogical 
humour itself is rarely discussed among educators and seldom employed consciously in the 
classroom (Askildson, 2005). If humour is as unique to each individual as a fingerprint (Martin, 
2007), how can a language teacher utilize humour as scaffolding for dialogic and interactive 
learning of ESL? Are jokes and laughter during lessons conducive for effective language learning 
and increased understanding?  
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This study will focus on the perspectives of twenty students as to how humour and dialogue are 
incorporated during English lessons in upper-secondary schools in two European countries: Italy 
and Sweden. Similarities and differences between how educational facilities regard the subject of 
English will be included as well as an analysis as to what students perceive to be the optimal 
methods for language learning with English in focus. The main reason as to the choice of research 
subject stems from personal curiosity of how English, my native tongue, is taught in different 
European countries. As part of the teacher training course at the University of Halmstad, Sweden, 
students are required to participate on several practical placements (known in Sweden as 
verksamhetsförlagd utbildning, or VFU) in order to improve teaching skills and gain better 
understanding with regards to subjects, such as Special Pedagogy and social interaction during 
classroom discourse. It was during my several practical placements when I observed humour 
being utilised very differently, or even not at all, by language pedagogues and I became intrigued 
as to the reasons why this occurred. 

A second source of inspiration for the present study involved reading a report released by 
Education First (Bell, Feng, McCormick, Chen, Chung & Hult, 2011) compares the results of over 
two million ESL learners in 44 countries, and the results indicate that there is a marked difference 
between the EPI (English Proficiency Test) scores of participants from Italy and Sweden. The 
research study, which focuses on communicative competence, ranks Sweden as having a very high 
proficiency of English (66.82) and fourth highest worldwide, whereas the results for Italy indicate 
a low level of proficiency (49.05) and ranked 23rd in the table of participating countries.  

Thus, I questioned why the proficiency levels of ESL of a Nordic country such as Sweden, and a 
southern European country such as Italy, would vary so much according to the study? Bell et al. 
(ibid.) propose one possible explanation which could be that all of the participants were adults. 
Even though globalization, urbanisation and the internet have dramatically changed over the last 
two decades, governmental reforms regarding education have only come into effect in Italy’s 
upper-secondary (high school) system since 20052, and it may possibly take several decades 
before an increase in communicative performance is observed in the adult population. In Sweden, 
on the other hand, all students are required to study English as one of three compulsory core 
subjects from primary school (seven years of age) to upper-secondary school level of education 
(16-19 years). Therefore, it could be perceived that this system of enforced bilingualism has given 
rise to students having the possibility of achieving high levels of English proficiency after the 
educational changes in the 1950s.    

According to Bell et al. (ibid.), there is strong correlation between countries that require English 
for all students as the first foreign language and high proficiency of English. It is considered by 
the study that Sweden has required English as the first foreign language for students definitely 
since 1982, whereas in Italy students were required to learn another language first, such as Latin 
or French. Other socio-economic factors such as limited hours of English tuition, poor linguistic 
quality of instructors, availability of decent, modern teaching materials, and methods of teaching 
can also be treated as factors affecting the level of ESL amongst students. Therefore, one of the 
main foci of this present study includes interviewing upper-secondary school students in both Italy 
and Sweden to gain further understanding as to how they perceive and experience the use of 
humour and dialogic interaction in the classroom.  

A third reason for this present research study in studying interaction and dialogue began when I 
was introduced on the teacher training course to the works of the Russian psychologist Lev 

2 According to the Education Information Network in Europe Socrates Programme (EURYDICE) database website 
http://www.ibe.unesco.org/International/ICE47/English/Natreps/reports/italy.pdf (accessed on 25 November 2012). 
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Vygotsky, especially as to how social interaction can assist in second language acquisition (SLA). 
Vygotsky’s theory views interaction as essential for the genesis of language and, as reported by 
Saville-Troike (2012), has received a renewed surge (which this present study will term as neo-
Vygotskian) of interest in the late 1990s with intensive research as to the role of interaction in SLA 
within the tradition of sociolinguistics. The notions of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) 
and more knowledgeable other (MKO) acted as the foundation as to my own personal method of 
teaching English in a Scandinavian country such as Sweden. With this in mind, I also had the 
opportunity to teach in a southern European country, Italy, during my final practical placement in 
September 2012, which offered the opportunity to research how students’ perspectives may differ 
between the respective countries regarding the use of classroom humour and dialogic interaction 
during English lessons.          

Over the last four decades, language teachers have been increasingly encouraged to use humour in 
the classroom due to the many social and psychological benefits to learners to help students relax, 
create stronger bonds between classmates as well as with the educator, increase motivation and 
focus levels in the classroom as well as permitting an atmosphere conducive to facilitating 
learning (Torok, McMorris & Lin, 2004). Therefore, as a precursor to the present study, I 
conducted a qualitative pilot study of pedagogical humour in Sweden (Blackmore, 2011), which 
indicated that openness and moderation of pedagogical humour were important factors in SLL at 
upper-secondary school level. Bell (2009) states that humour can be used by pedagogues to simply 
make second language learning more enjoyable, whereas Golchi and Jamali (2011) demonstrate 
that a teacher’s verbal humour positively reduces the anxiety felt by advanced EFL learners. There 
is a lack of research regarding the effects of pedagogical humour during language learning at 
upper-secondary school as well as if social and cultural interaction – based on humorous 
classroom discourse - facilitates the retention of knowledge. Thus, this study will also attempt to 
give more of an explanation as to how Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, in relation to language 
learning, can be affected by elements of pedagogical humour.    

Finally, what is Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (SCT)? According to Saville-Troike (2012), SCT 
views interaction as an essential part of language learning. This form of interactionist framework 
has received a renewed interest over the past two decades and much of the revitalization is 
accredited to the in-depth translation and subsequent interpretation of the early work of Vygotsky. 
Therefore, research has been observed to have intensified regarding the role of interaction within 
the teaching of SLA. This study will incorporate different elements of the SCT such as the ZPD, 
scaffolding and collaborative learning, with a view to explain how humour may be utilised by 
educators to facilitate learning ESL.    

1.3 Aim & Research Questions 

As previously stated, the focus of this research paper is how humour affects upper-secondary 
schools’ teaching practices and how dialogic interaction facilitates learning of languages, 
especially ESL. The aim of this qualitative study to gain an increased understanding as to how 
twenty upper-secondary school students in Italy and Sweden, respectively, perceived and 
experienced teachers using humour and dialogue during English lesson discourse. The study was 
based on the following three questions: 

• What are the students’ conceptions of humour?  
• What are the various forms of humour utilized by educators, as expressed by the 

participants?  
• How is humour perceived to scaffold the social construction of knowledge during ESL 

classroom discourse?   
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2. Literature Review 

This section will include information pertaining to the main subject area of interest for the present 
study, including detailed descriptions of previous research. The first part will discuss the focus of 
the sociocultural theory, followed by individual sections relating to the zone of proximal 
development (otherwise known as the ZPD), collaborative learning, reciprocal learning, 
scaffolding, and finally dialogue and interaction in the classroom. The second section deals with 
the conception of pedagogical humour i.e. what it is perceived as in general terms, as well as a 
description of the the various functions and forms of humour within academia.  

2.1 Vygotskian Theory 

The sociocultural theory (SCT) devised by Russian developmentalist Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934), 
an active scholar in the 1920s and 1930s, views human development as a socially mediated 
process that may differ from culture to culture. His ideas have only recently been translated from 
Russian into English, and have begun to influence Western thinking in several ways. Due to his 
early death due to tuberculosis at the age of thirty-eight, Vygotsky did not fully manage to develop 
his theory, but he has evoked thoughts concerning human development occurring in a 
sociocultural context. Also, his ideas that many of a child’s personal characteristics and cognitive 
skills evolve from interactions with parents, peers, educators and other more competent associates 
have stimulated neo-Vygotskian research studies. The theory is a perspective on human 
development, in which children acquire their cultures, values, beliefs, and problem-solving 
strategies through collaborative dialogues with more knowledgeable members of society 
(Schaffer, 2009). 

Vygotsky focuses on the connections between people and the sociocultural context in which they 
act and interact in shared experiences, such as laughter during educational discourse. According to 
Vygotsky (1978), humans possess tools which develop from a particular culture, which includes 
both speaking and writing, to mediate their social environments. Initially, children develop skills 
which serve solely to function in a social context as ways to communicate specific needs. 
Vygotsky believed that the internalization of these tools eventually led to higher thinking skills 
and metacognition.  

2.1.1 Collaborative (guided) learning 

The socio-cultural theory (SCT) focuses on the role of talk (or dialogue) among both students and 
teachers and its association with enhanced cognitive development (Littleton & Howe, 2010). 
Studies of classroom discourse have indicated with some general evidence which suggests the 
existence of fairly standard and rigid speech genres in SLL (Wertsch, 1998). One indication is that 
teachers in both elementary and high school classrooms are reported as performing the majority of 
the talking during lessons, in the form of a monologue with no opportunity for interaction with 
students. Investigations have also reported that, in general, the amount of teachers’ speech 
accounts for two thirds to three quarters of the utterances during classroom discourse. In other 
words, teacher speech typically accounts for the majority of utterances during a lesson.  

According to Vygotsky (1930-31/1998e), collaboration in a school setting refers to the discourse 
occurring between pedagogue and student. He stated that “the process of teaching itself is always 
done in the form of the child’s cooperation with adults and represents a potential case of the 
intention of the ideal and the present form” (p. 204). In this instance, the present form relates to 
the stage or level of the child’s thinking, and the ideal form is the developed form of the adult 
thought processes the child should be able to achieve.  
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In the classroom, the teacher-student cooperation is an example of Vygotsky’s Second Law of 
Cognitive Development which states that higher mental functions emerge first on a social or 
interpsychological plane and then are imitated (reworked) by the student (intrapsychological 
plane). Vygotsky referred to the involvement of teachers in the learning process as “working with 
a school child on a given question, explains, informs, inquires, corrects and forces the child” to 
elicit an answer themselves (Vygotsky, 1934/1987b; ref in Gredler & Clayton-Shields, 2008, p. 
216). The importance of the teachers’ explanations and questions is that they become the basis of 
how the studying or revising student poses questions to themselves and attempts to explain 
concepts. Specifically, when a student tries to solve an academic problem, although the teacher is 
not present, he or she must make the independent use of an earlier collaboration which occurred in 
the classroom. Thus, if the use of humour can facilitate learning and retention of information, the 
greater recollection of assimilated material during examinations may result in achieving higher 
grade.    

The importance of teacher-learner exchanges is beginning to be recognised, as stated in Gredler 
and Clayton-Shields (2008), by educators who are reconfiguring the settings of educational 
facilities to provide additional opportunities for teacher-student interactions. Transactions which 
occur between tutor and tutee appear to be meaningful socialisation processes. Rogoff (1998) 
considers that children in western cultures often learn to work independently on educational 
puzzles and other intellectual challenges that adults (teachers) provide. These experiences are 
designed to prepare the pupils for the individual mastery of academic assignments in highly 
structured Western secondary school classrooms.  

Vygotsky’s emphasis on collaborative learning has influenced how educators view the role peers 
play as agents of socialisation. Research in educational settings reveals that children are often 
quicker to master content and enjoy the learning process when they collaborate with fellow 
students as opposed to working alone (Azmitia, 1992). The students who tend to gain the most 
from the collaborations were stated to be those who have the lesser competence and clearly 
profited from the guidance of more skilful peers in pair or small group work. Therefore, 
collaborative learning is considered to have several academic benefits such as fostering racial 
harmony, social standing and increasing self-esteem in children and teenagers with learning 
difficulties.   

Wood and O’Malley (1996) highlight in a review of various collaborative studies of small groups 
of young people – both in experimental and natural conditions – in schools, that due to the fact of 
differing experimental conditions, collaborative learning was both successful and not. The 
difficulty of a task seems to be a factor in whether small groups successfully tackled an exercise 
i.e. easier tasks are completed without the assistance of a teacher, whereas more difficult or 
unfamiliar tasks are less successful. If the teacher intervenes in order to scaffold or teach specific 
skills or information to the groups, Wood and O’Malley suggest that problems could be created to 
further complicate matters. If the scaffold were in the form of humorous dialogue, then the same 
issues may not be encountered.  

To summarize, over the past 20 years, research has consistently demonstrated and acknowledged 
that collaborative education helps students to learn (Littleton & Howe, 2010). If the collaboration 
between peers and/or the teacher is structured, the knowledge of students has been demonstrated 
to increase in a wide range of subjects (ibid.) Therefore, it is one of the aims of this research study 
to investigate how language students think about collaborative tasks when learning ESL at upper-
secondary school.   
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2.1.2 Reciprocal learning. 

Sharpe (1992) identifies what he called as “the four Cs” of successful modern language teaching. 
These are communication (the main purpose of learning a language is aural communication), 
culture (learning about the culture of the speakers of the language and de-emphasizing direct 
translation), context (providing comprehensible input), and confidence (to speak the language 
being learned). Even so, in language classes, it can be considered that the kinds of relationships 
which exist between pedagogues and students can possibly be described as asymmetrical 
(Littleton & Howe, 2010). Teachers are thought to have the right and responsibility to ask 
instructional questions and students have the obligation to answer them, but not vice versa. Test 
questions and I-R-E sequences (teacher initiates, student responds, teacher evaluates) are natural 
tools associated with a particular organization of power and authority i.e. students are generally 
not given significant roles in dialogic discourse on a daily basis. Nystrand (1997) proposes that 
students do not play serious or roles of any significance during classroom discourse. Instructional 
discourse is thought to be shaped by the influences of both students and teachers, but also 
authorities, which sometimes results in the formation of asymmetrical relationships. One answer 
to combat the issue of power relationships within the classroom is the concept of reciprocal 
learning.  

Originally developed by Palinscar and Brown (1984), students as well as the teacher can perform 
the role of guiding members of the group through a process required to understand written texts or 
oral production of some kind. The resulting discussions are organized, not open-ended in manner, 
and based on strategies utilized by expert readers (in this case, similar to Vygotsky’s MKO). 
During this process which usually involves groups of around two to seven students, the forms of 
dialogue produced are first modelled on the teacher who proceeds to coach students who, in turn, 
run group discussion sessions. The students are, therefore, introduced to the role of dialogue 
leader with the goal of taking on the active, dialogic position of posing questions to others in the 
classroom. 

The approach taken by Palinscar and Brown is opposed by Smidt (2009) and considered not to be 
appropriate, as one member of the formed group has to take on the role of ´teacher´, only to be 
replaced by another member of the group when analysing a particular text paragraph by paragraph. 
The roles played by the students are reciprocal in manner and could be regarded as beneficial for 
language students at upper-secondary school level, peer teaching could also result due to members 
of the group verbalising more expert information when adopting the role of the teacher, and also 
when trying to explain certain concepts which could prove to be more complex and difficult for 
others to understand. The roles of teacher and students are, therefore, shifted as a educator should 
have the ability to collaborate with his/her students in order to help facilitate meaningful 
construction of knowledge. Learning, therefore, becomes a reciprocal and multifaceted experience 
for both pedagogue and students. The learning process has a form of fluidity with everyone in the 
classroom becoming socially involved. These points may seem to be obvious but they are often 
neglected in traditional, grammar-based methods of English teaching.  

2.1.3 Scaffolding.  

Swain, Kinnear and Steinman (2011) state that the first meaning of scaffolding, even though not 
referring to original Vygotskian research, was mentioned by Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) who 
define scaffolding as: 

A kind of process that enables a child or novice to solve a problem, carry out a task, or achieve a goal 
which would be beyond unassisted efforts. (p. 90). 
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This is a definition which can be evaluated as explaining a concept very similar to that of 
Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD). Scaffolding is thought to occur between peers 
or student-teacher interactions, but the metaphor is in essence the co-construction of knowledge 
and relates to the quality and quantity of assistance given to an individual. Swain et al. (2011) 
speculate that the scaffold can be gradually dismantled when the student can mediate, or regulate, 
the information themselves. Bruner (1996) advises that teachers need to be “willing and prepared 
to give and share aid, to comfort and to scaffold” (p. 84). He concludes that school cultures 
function as communities of learners mutually involved in problem solving activities, and this 
contributes to educating one another in a supported process. It is the role of the educator to 
provide the means of strengthening and enabling the enhancement of higher mental functions, as 
stated by Vygotsky (1978). The concept gives credence to the idea that communities of learners 
work best in participatory, proactive, communal and collaborative environments where meaning is 
constructed socially instead of solely being received. 

As Vygotsky advocates his treatment of the development of writing solely on younger children 
rather than upper-secondary school students as in the present study, in that children will gradually 
pass through the various stages in the development of writing (including spontaneous scribbles, 
organised drawings pictograms and letter-like shapes to characterise specific words), then what 
about the process of SLL from seven years to adulthood? Langford (2005) states that “the case of 
scaffolding has been less intensively researched” (p. 128) and it is the view of this study that the 
use of humour can possibly provide the necessary historical and cultural scaffolding to increase 
understanding of the target language. As Saville-Troike (2012) explains: 

  Very importantly, scaffolding is not something that happens to a leaner as a passive recipient, but happens 
  with a learner as an active participant. (p. 120).     

Chaiklin (2003) suggests that the term scaffolding should be reserved in teaching specific skills 
and concepts and not for the development of explicit knowledge (p. 59; ref. in Daniels, 2008, p. 
22). He considers that “the term scaffolding could be taken to infer a ‘one-way’ process within 
which the ‘scaffolder’ constructs a scaffold alone and presents it for use to the novice”. An 
important issue to be contemplated is that if teaching assists the performance of language students 
to stretch knowledge in the ZPD, what are the hints, supports or scaffolds which facilitate 
learning? It is one of the interests of this study to consider humour as a potential scaffold to 
support and improve language learning at upper-secondary school level.      

2.1.4 Zone of Proximal Development 

The role of the teacher, according to Vygotsky, was a dynamic one. For him, dialogue and 
collaboration are central concepts and the root of all learning processes. It is important to note that 
Vygotsky did not just stress that solely interaction was the key between the child and adult, but 
that interaction in the form of dialogue occurs between pairs (Björklid & Fischbein, 2012).  
Considering that actively directed learning played a definite role in the maturation of human 
beings as well as the history of human culture. Vygotsky argued that, with respect to the SCT, 
social interaction precedes development with consciousness and cognition becoming the end 
products of socialization and social behaviour. The theory is based on constructivism and asserts 
three major themes: social interaction, the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and the More 
Knowledgeable Other (MKO). Social interaction, states Vygotsky, plays a fundamental role in the 
process of cognitive development: 

 Every function in a child’s natural development appears twice: first on a social level, and later, on the 
  individual level; first, between people (intrapsychological) and then from the child     
  (interpsychosocial).  (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57)  
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Even though the goals of education may intentionally attempt to accelerate individual 
psychological development, there is a mechanism proposed to enable learning called the “zone of 
proximal development” (ZPD, see figure 1). Vygotsky defined the process as: 

the distance between the actual development level as determined by independent problem solving and the 
level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in 
collaboration with more capable peers. (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).  

The ZPD, or zoped as termed by Holquist (1990), defines the cognitive functions that have not yet 
matured but are in the process of maturation i.e. currently in an embryonic state. The natural 
developmental level of the individual characterises mental development retrospectively, whereas 
the ZPD postulates mental development prospectively. Vygotsky maintains that school instruction 
and learning processes advanced the cognitive development of children, and proposed a parallel 
between play and instruction so that children can elaborate both social skills and knowledge, 
which later become internalised (Vygotsky, 1978). Thus, the ZPD reveals the constructive role the 
Vygotsky attributes to the occurrence of social interaction in education and the progression of a 
child’s intellectual understanding (Tryphon and Vonèche, 1996).  

Figure 1 

An interpretation of the Zone of Proximal Development, according to Vygotsky (1978). 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In educational institutions, the context of the lesson content as well as the role of the specially-
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narrowly focused. The MKO refers to another individual who has better understanding or higher 
ability than the learner with respect to a particular task, process or concept. Normally, the MKO is 
thought to be played by the role of an educator, coach or older adult, but this category can also 
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• The scope of public education. 
• The use of standardized tests to assess the educational potential or progress of children. 
• The effective models of teaching and curriculum. 

Vygotsky viewed learning as a profoundly social process, therefore emphasizing dialogue as a 
vehicle of understanding. With regards to the second point, the ZPD has been viewed as a method 
to practically measure the competence of a student (Tryphon & Vonèche, 1996). As Vygotsky 
actively criticises testing methods which were designed to determine a child’s intellectual 
development based on their abilities to solve problem solving on their own, the ZPD provides a 
method to distinguish between the autonomous and potential capacity for knowledge of a single 
student. Unfortunately, Vygotsky concentrates a large proportion of his studies on younger 
children which complicate issues when comparing to upper-secondary school students, but an 
example can be used to illustrate this point. Vygotsky (1985; ref. in Tryphon & Vonèche, 1996,   
p. 174) points out that two seven year olds with similar autonomous behaviour can differ in their 
potential to develop mentally when guided by an adult educator. Thus, the individualisation of the 
ZPD for upper-secondary school language learners of ESL could prove to be effective in the 
assessment of students’ cognitive abilities.    

To summarize, the ZPD is described by Vygotsky as the distance between a student’s ability to 
perform a task while under adult guidance and supervision of the MKO, and/or with peer 
collaboration, and the student’s ability to independently solve the problem themselves (the 
classical stance of assessment). Vygotsky states that the learning process occurs within the created 
zone (Smith, 2001).  

2.1.5 Dialogue & Interaction in ESL 

According to Langford (2005), Vygotsky’s view or slogan was that education is dialogue. First 
and foremost, the main idea regarding dialogism derives from pain-free first language (L1) 
acquisition, but in relation to second language (L2) acquisition it is considered that the entire 
process is arduous and results in failure. Therefore, it is proposed that foreign languages and other 
school subjects can be taught using dialogue as a tool to scaffold the learning process.  

In teaching a second or foreign language, Vygotsky proposes that the language is taught mainly as 
a spoken language so that the teaching would become similar in context as to how children learn 
their mother tongues. But Vygotsky does not solely rely on dialogism as a principle of learning 
languages, even though it can be interpreted that education is just a conversation – or dialogue – 
between student and teacher. As in large, modern language classes in today’s upper-secondary 
school institutions, classes consist commonly of approximately thirty students in total. This would 
equate to each individual student receiving just two minutes of the teacher’s undivided attention 
during a one-hour lesson, which inevitably will result in reducing the educator’s input 
considerably per student.  

Therefore, is the best method of choice to change completely from transmitting information to 
constant discussion group work and collaborative tasks? It could be speculated that by depriving 
the students of the teacher’s expert input, they would not be able to have their present mental 
abilities stretched within the ZPD. One major element for discussion is the fact that, as stated by 
Langford (2005), research suggests that dialogism is an unproved teaching method so far. 
Therefore, a suggestion from this present study would be to investigate dialogism further as a sole 
teaching method for second or foreign language learning.   

Second language (L2) learning, by studying grammar, phonetics, linguistics, etc., can be 
ascertained as being completely different from how we acquire our mother tongue. In a recent 
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article, Höglund (2012) quotes a female headmaster at a Swedish lower-secondary school who 
states that the classroom climate must include “mutual learning between teacher and pupil”. She 
continues: 

  I always learn in meetings with teenagers from their own horizons. The world is in constant change  
  and so are the teenagers. As a pedagogue, I must be open to their realities and keep to this to build a  
  good relationship with them. (Höglund, 2012)    

Educators (speakers) interact with classes (audiences) and English acts as a shared system of 
language in upper-secondary schools. Thus, teachers who want to educate language students and 
improve their class’s higher mental activities in a dialogic environment have to both recognise and 
realise how each and every individual student responds to a question or situation requiring 
dialogue as a means of communication. This can be viewed as a necessary precondition for 
understanding.  Also, teachers who wish to create bonds with their listeners need to take the 
initiative to join the audience so that what is being said creates a shared territory or “bridge” to 
understanding. Before this can occur, the teacher has to know who their audience is and where the 
listeners (students) are with regards to their understanding of lesson content.     

The role of interaction is based on the SCT (see previous). Saville-Troike (2012) considers that 
interaction during SLA is a key concept as it not only facilitates language learning but acts as the 
cause of language acquisition. Furthermore, the process of learning is considered to be a social 
learning activity which has its foundations in the sociocultural setting of the classroom. If 
educational facilities do not incorporate and/or emphasize learner activity and involvement during 
language lessons, in providing a form of teaching which follows the linguistic approach of 
channelling attention to the structural patterns of English, they will be ignoring the fact that 
interaction could be “an essential force rather than [as] merely a helpful condition for learning” 
(p. 118).   

The vast majority of research has been noted to concentrate on the expectations of teachers, 
especially on the instructional environment of the classroom in relation to student outcomes, as 
well as the behaviour of instructors (Rubie-Davies, 2011, p.136). The classroom itself can be 
viewed as a micro-community in which children do not just learn but interact with others to learn 
social skills and develop self-esteem. The feeling of wellbeing, or socio-emotional climate, in the 
classroom has been highlighted as providing a link between the interpersonal relationships 
teachers enjoy with their students and student motivation (Noddings, 1992). Wentzel (1997) and 
Blackmore (2011) report that there is strong evidence to support that if students feel valued and 
supported by their teachers, they are more enthusiastic to focus on lesson content and hand in 
homework.      

2.2 Pedagogical Humour 

This section will introduce the concept of humour with a number of definitions as to educational 
humour, followed by the social utilization of humour in education, especially language learning. 
The function of humour will also be described and, finally, there is a section with regards to the 
various forms of pedagogical humour as stated by previous research studies.   

2.2.1 Social Humour in Academia 

What is humour? Schmitz (2002) defines humour as being part of virtually every social encounter 
and the actual use of humour is ultimately related to human nature. Wanzer (2002) takes the 
pedagogical perspective that “humour is one of instructional tool that teachers can use in the 
classroom to increase their effectiveness” (p. 116). According to Sev’er and Ungar (1997), 
humour has the possible effect of lightening “what might otherwise be dull, tense, or tedious 
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situations” (p. 87). The process of telling a joke, for example, is one which is socially interactive 
where the characteristics of the teller of the joke (the educator) and the audience (the class) 
become involved in a dynamic form of discourse which includes an interaction with both the 
cultural and historical aspects of the meaning of the joke begin spoken if the teacher fully 
understands the context of what is to be mediated.  

The sociological use of humour by pedagogues in academic institutions involves an alleviation of 
tension or mood which moves from the serious to the playful. Shiyab (2011) regards humour to be 
a social phenomenon and a form of communication which should not be disregarded in any 
learning or teaching environment. Skinner (2010) admits that even though humour has not always 
been viewed as favourable in academia, the potential positive effects of humour, in a college 
classroom, are becoming more widely acknowledged. He states that students retain more 
information with humour which creates a positive learning environment, maintains student 
attention, and reduces anxiety when learning difficult topics. The incorporation of various forms 
of humour, including puns, witticisms, sarcasm, irony and mimicry to name but a few, have been 
acknowledged to produce social amusement in classes which, in turn, allows an opportunity for 
the teachers to address specific taboo subjects (Forman, 2011). It has been suggested that humour 
in the classroom has many advantageous assets attached, for example to reduce stress and 
“lubricate social interaction” (Sev’er & Ungar, 1997), but inappropriate forms of humour need to 
be avoided as they do not assist in facilitating learning and lessen the impact of teaching. 
Therefore, a question can be asked as to how and why humour can be effectively utilised by 
teachers to promote learning? 

It has been proposed by several research studies that humour may be useful as a functional tool for 
teachers as a strategy for successfully projecting a more approachable, or affable, image of 
themselves before the class members. Wanzer (2002) and Blackmore (2011) conclude that 
teachers have to know their class i.e. the individual students, as well as their unique senses of 
humour, before attempting to use humour to promote learning. The studies also state that an open, 
more humane demeanour is favoured by upper-secondary students as it tends to result in a greater 
feeling of well-being and security which positively affects focus and possibly improves the recall 
of material learned.            

2.2.2 The Function of Humour 

Acting as extremely complex personality attributes which can be affected by both cultural and 
historical processes; humour and laughter are considered to be as unique as a human fingerprint 
(Martin, 2007).  Rules of communication are challenged as interpersonal communication follows 
particular conventions. Through social interaction individuals create relations with their 
surroundings by using several different forms of communication, including verbal/non-verbal, 
written, mass media (internet-based), informal/formal, indirect/direct and one-way/two-way/multi-
way processes.  

Humour acts as both an important trait and social phenomenon which stimulates humoristic 
reactions in other individuals. Assessments made by both the sender and receiver in the 
communication of a message can give rise to both positive and negative responses. Prejudices, 
mannerisms, objectives, beliefs and behaviours differ immensely from one individual to another, 
and these different aspects of a personality act to form connection and understanding our inner and 
outer worlds.  When students learn about the relationship between humour and culture, humour 
can be deemed as a playful way of human expectation connected to norms, rules, roles and other 
cultural artefacts. According to Olsson, Backe and Sörensen (2003), there are four main 
communicative functions of humour: social, expressive, information and control.  
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The social function is to create companionship and togetherness, as well as forming a strong sense 
of safety within a group – a kind of “homely feeling” where an individual feels accepted and 
thought of. The exchange of personal thoughts and experiences provides an outlet for expressions 
of wishes. Both age and genus can affect the social function of humour. The expressive function 
aims to provide a method of conscious and semi-conscious expression of emotion and includes 
tone of voice, facial expressions and gestures to mediate messages of humour. Coupled with the 
social function of humour, the expressive function allows for developing greater understanding of 
information. A sense of “comfortable safety” and harmonious camaraderie between sender and 
receiver can give rise to expressions of fantasy, experience and acknowledgement which are all 
imperative for the point of humour (be it linguistic, cultural or historical) to be successful.  

The informational function of humour, related to the mediation of diverse knowledge, can be 
linked to the other functions in the process of communication. Humour often plays a pivotal role 
in the process and provides the opportunity to make others more receptive to both information and 
knowledge. The control function of humour comes into importance when related to content 
learned by an individual. In other words, whether or not information taught has actually been 
assimilated and understood. This control often gives the receiver (student) an opportunity to 
express their understanding via constructive comments, or silence if the context of the witty 
remark has not been comprehended. To fully understand a language allows for increased social 
competency and a feeling of safety in different situations. Martin (2007) states that humour is 
quite simply a way in which we process the humour impulses which are activated within us as an 
answer to the humour stimuli we are interested in.  

2.2.3 Forms of Pedagogical Humour 

Over the past 30 years, there has been a promotion of the use of humour in teaching in educational 
facilities to create more relaxed learning climates with the emphasis on making learning an 
enjoyable process. In other words, it is thought that children are more likely to learn and retain 
information if they are happy and feel secure rather than feel threatened or anxious in the 
classroom. Cornett (1986; ref. in Martin, 2007, p. 350) describes humour as being one of the 
educator’s “most powerful instructional resources” claiming that it can be effective in teaching 
vocabulary. Hellman (2007) advises that “humor should be used as a tool for learning, never as a 
distraction” (p. 37), and humour during lessons not only keeps students interested but creates an 
atmosphere conducive to learning, if used appropriately. He also states that it is important to know 
the class i.e. to understand the individual student personalities and specific class dynamics.   

It has been recommended in previous studies that language teachers can introduce humour into 
classroom discourse by frequent telling of relevant, funny, personal anecdotes, but what are the 
advantages of using humour as a pedagogical tool? Previous research studies by Ahern (2008), 
Martin (2007), Garner (2006), and Torok et al. (2004) are in agreement that utilising humour helps 
to reduce stress and boredom in the classroom, makes learning more enjoyable by creating 
positive attitudes to the subject content, enhances teacher-student and student-student 
relationships, increases comprehension as well as facilitating improved retention and recall. Bell 
(2009) argues that the classroom can be an appropriate environment for L2 humour due to the fact 
that many learners desire it, and also that L2 learners frequently experience humour with native 
speakers outside educational contexts. Furthermore, recent studies of SLA suggest that playing 
with language may facilitate learning of the target language. Forman (2011) conducted a study 
examining humorous language play in an EFL Thai low-level, post-beginner university class. Nine 
English language teachers were individually interviewed several times, and nineteen hours of 
classroom data revealed that the students enjoyed interaction immensely but stated that 
precautionary measures need to be adhered to so that the humour does not become counter-
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productive i.e. to create a feeling of discomfort which negatively affects the students’ safety and 
wellbeing. Therefore, as there are cognitive, emotional, social and psychological benefits from 
using humour, it could be inferred that a goal for upper-secondary schools could be to facilitate an 
effective sense of humour in each and every student.  

Are there any reasons why educators avoid using pedagogical humour? Ziyaeemehr, Kumar and 
Faiz Abdullah (2011) conducted a study in Malaysia where 195 university students from different 
language and cultural backgrounds validated assumptions that even though lecturers may have a 
lack of competence with humour and feel uncomfortable with using it, implementing humour in 
L2 instruction was considered to be important. This was especially evident when attempting to 
mediate linguistic and cultural knowledge within texts.   

With each classroom having its own individual personality, or groups of personalities, as well as a 
developed collective memory of specific occurrences happening within that particular class 
dynamic during discourse, teachers are confronted with complex micro-communities comprising 
of students with different values, beliefs, attitudes, religions, social skills, opinions and views of 
global issues, which constitute to the culture of the school as a whole. Eriksson (1987) stated that, 
regarding the social aspect of schools and teaching, school culture has three main considerations: 
(1) culture as pieces of information, (2) culture as a set of symbols and concepts, and (3) culture as 
an arena of different meanings resulting from both political and social struggles. Even though 
humour can be perceived as holding a definite place in education as it in multi-facetted and in 
most instances relates to culture, Lei, Cohen and Russler (2010) recommend that humour is used 
with cautionary undertones. Possible misunderstandings of the context of “jokey” material may 
create the undesired feeling of alienation amongst particular students and result in producing 
negativity towards both the teacher and the foreign language itself. This can possibly create 
difficulties in the relationships between the teacher and the students, as well as affecting issues of 
trust and well-being.        

Based on the eleven categories of humour as proposed by Long and Graesser (1988), Schmitz 
(2002) devises three categories of humorous discourse in language teaching: contextual humour 
and general global functioning (reality-based), culture-based humour, and linguistic humour 
(based on phrenology, morphology and syntax). In general, ESL class members are of mixed 
language ability which, therefore, limits the use of the more complex cultural and linguistic types 
of humour. These two types are considered by Schmitz (2002) to require either an intermediate or 
advanced level of English knowledge. Therefore, caution and care must be exercised by educators 
when selecting material of a humorous nature to be consciously included during language lessons. 
Due to these three groups of humorous discourse, it is vitally important that teachers consider the 
ESL proficiencies of their students first so as to avoid any embarrassing misunderstanding because 
of the choice of text or topic area. 

Lei et al. (2010) evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of pedagogical humour, and the results 
indicated many psychological, cognitive and social (education-related) benefits of humour, but 
also indicated that only with an appropriate, constructive and moderate use of humour can it 
become an integral component for effective learning. Humour does not only encourage students to 
become risk takers and think creatively, which are considered to be important assets in language 
learning, but also that there are several drawbacks with the excessive use of humour. The negative 
aspects included the possible undermining of the educator’s professional credibility and a 
reduction in self-esteem if humour has been used to belittle students in any way. The study agrees 
with Torok et al. (2004) in that negative forms of humour, including sarcasm, metaphor, ignorance 
and poking fun at students, are inappropriate and have no place in the classroom. On the other 
hand, Wanzer (2002) identified sarcasm and forms of irrelevant humour as both appropriate and 
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inappropriate types of teacher humour. Wanzer and Frymier (1999; ref. in Wanzer, 2002) 
speculate that the differences in students’ perceptions of teacher humour may stem from the type 
of educator who is using the humour, as opposed to the style of humour being used.     

Even though it has been recommended that teachers avoid using sexism, ridicule, teasing or 
racism in the classroom, there is evidence that these aggressive forms of humour are commonplace 
in upper-secondary school educational facilities. Gorham and Christopel (1990) conducted a study 
of college students which indicated that over half of all instances of humour by instructors could 
be categorized as tendentious, or aggressive. The results were that the occurrences of different 
types of humour were: directed at individuals or class (20%), self-deprecating or self-defeating 
(12%), related to lecture topic (30%) and other tendentious (e.g. celebrities, state) or non-
tendentious (personal anecdotes) types of humour (38%).  

Neuliep (1991) performed a large-scale survey of high school teachers and asked respondents to 
describe their most recent use of humour in the classroom. The responses to the question were 
utilized to develop a taxonomy of teachers’ humour and consisted of the following categories: (1) 
Student-targeted (joking insult, teasing about mistakes), (2) Teacher-directed (embarrassing 
anecdotes, self-deprecating jokes), (3) Untargeted (joke-telling, puns, incongruities, exaggerated 
stories), (4) External sources (historical accounts, cartoons, demonstrations), and (5) Non-verbal 
(vocal styles, physical bodily gestures). From the study, it was concluded that teachers appear to 
use humour in a number of different ways from the aggressive (teasing and playful put-downs) to 
the non-aggressive (social and historical anecdotes). Used as a method of increasing social 
interaction and dialogue in a classroom, the inclusion of humour in teaching practices was viewed 
to add both levity and playfulness to the learning environment, and in doing so has the ability to 
make lessons more vivid and memorable. Neuliep stated: 

Teachers use of humour as a way of putting students at ease, as an attention getter, as a way of showing 
that the teacher is human, as a way to keep the class less formal, and to make learning more fun. (p. 354)       

To summarize, humour is a social phenomenon and a form of communication which should not be 
overlooked or disregarded in the classroom arena. According to Shiyab (2011), there is a growing 
body of research which states the positive effects of pedagogical humour in both teaching and 
learning practices which can result in increasing student focus, reducing anxiety levels and 
boosting self-confidence. Moreover, humour has been associated with helping students understand 
better new or complicated concepts which are language or literature based, as well as possibly 
facilitating greater retention of content.    

3. Method 

This section of methodology will describe the scientific research process of the present study, 
providing insight into various methodological aspects such as the advantages and disadvantages 
of phenomenography, a description of the selection of the participants, the interview procedure, 
how the qualitative data was collected and analysed, as well as several ethical considerations 
regarding the methodology.   

3.1 Choice of Method 

The method chosen for the present study was to be qualitative instead of quantitative. Denzin and 
Lincoln (2003) propose a general definition of qualitative research: 

  [Qualitative research] is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of 
  interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These practices transform the world…  
    Qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that  
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  qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or to   
  interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 4;  
  ref. in Nylén, 2005, p. 11) 

This definition illustrates that the researcher takes on an active role in the process which often 
involves forms of interpretation of raw data. According to Marton (1981) and Stukát (2011), an 
effective qualitative research methodological approach is phenomenography. With its origins in 
the 1970s as a reaction to positivistic methods, phenomenography focuses on how a phenomenon 
is comprehended and understood by individuals, which involves the researcher looking for 
significance in what is being said, or observed, instead of providing explanations, relationships or 
frequencies as can occur with quantitative research methods. In relation to the present study, one 
of the areas of interest include how students think about classroom humour, thus the question 
enquires about opinion and is qualitative in nature.  

Marton (1981), the founder of the phenomenography methodology, states that the method itself is 
utilised to facilitate a description of the variation of conception3, therefore describing how 
something seems or appears to seem (termed as “the second order perspective”) and not how 
something actually is (termed “the first order perspective”). Stukát (2011) considers 
phenomenography to be the commonest method to be used by researchers. Open interviews are 
performed where the respondent describes their understanding of a particular phenomenon (in this 
case humour, interaction and dialogue) in their own words.  

Renström (1988) indicates that phenomenography consists of two elements which are essential. 
Firstly, to discover various conceptions, and secondly, to study, delimit, and systematize those 
conceptions in qualitatively different categories of description. By forming concept categories of 
description, a phenomenographer obtains conceptions which are the objects of study.  As a 
definition, a conception occurs as a result of learning i.e. learning can be seen as “a changed 
individual-world relation” (p. 82). Therefore, the goal of phenomenographic research, such as the 
present study, is to find relations between varying conceptions which may be grouped in 
categories of description.     

3.2 Participants 

The target population for this study consists of upper-secondary school students from different 
disciplines and year courses in Italy and Sweden. The Swedish students were all enrolled on the 
Da Vinci programme, which is a variation of the Natural Sciences programme and includes 
collaborative learning processes with inspiration taken from the concept of the dialogic classroom, 
where the teacher and materials are only one of the many learning resources to assist and extend 
knowledge (Dysthe, 1996). Dialogue, collaborative learning, individualisation and “write-to-learn-
pedagogy” are keywords in the teaching and learning process. The Italian students attended a state 
run school termed Liceo Scientifico which specifically concentrates on subjects such as the Natural 
Sciences, Mathematics and languages. This Italian high school was chosen for the present study as 
it works collaboratively with the Swedish upper-secondary school in exchange projects, and 
offered an opportunity of comparing and contrasting different perspectives of students from two 
European countries  

From the accessible populations attending schools in the Halland and Piedmont regions 
respectively, the participants were strategically selected for the study consisted of twenty students 
- five males and five females from each school – and aged between 16 and 19 years old. The 

3 Marton (1981) termed conceptions of reality as ”categories of description” due to phenomena (aspects of reality) 
being experienced-or conceptualized-in a relatively limited number of qualitative ways.  
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students were contacted based on the pre-requisite that they were studying English at least level 
six (Sweden) and year four level (Italy), and interested in willingly divulging information about 
their experiences and perspectives. Once these criteria had been met, a random sample of twenty 
students was selected.  

3.3 Data Collection 

In this study, the researcher was the instrument for data collection, striving to give assistance to 
the respondents without leading the in-depth discussion. A semi-structured interview guide was 
constructed consisting of seventeen relevant, open-ended questions (appendix B) and several 
follow-on questions to assess the students’ experiences and perceptions of the use of humour in 
the classroom as well as their opinions regarding spoken interaction and dialogue related to 
language learning strategies. No specific types of humour or learning strategy were intentionally 
included in the questioning as this could have been misconstrued as directing the respondent to a 
desired answer. Open-ended questions were included to encourage the respondents to discuss their 
experiences in detail.  

3.4 Procedure 

After consent forms (appendix A) were signed and returned, potential participants were contacted 
directly by the researcher. A mutually convenient time was planned for each face-to-face 
interview to take place. Participants were informed that they were being questioned about humour 
and second language learning, and briefed on issues regarding confidentiality, the minimal risk of 
harm during the process, and his or her right to refuse participation at any time. All of the 
interviews were informal in style and the participants were allowed to speak freely, appearing both 
comfortable and relaxed during the whole interview process. The interviews lasted between 20 to 
35 minutes. After the interviews had been digitally recorded, each participant was fully debriefed 
(according to the guidelines described by Maykut & Morehouse, 2003). They were also informed 
that a summary of the research findings would be made available upon request.  

The process of the semi-structured, or half-structured, interview attempts to understand the 
everyday world from the personal perspectives of the respondents, thus the interview seeks to 
contain descriptions of the interviewees experiences from interpretations of the meaning of the 
described phenomenon (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2010). Being similar to an everyday conversation, 
the interview is also a professional method as it contains a particular aim or purpose and involves 
a specific technique (Maykut & Morehouse, 2003). The semi-structured interview is neither a fully 
open (unstructured) conversation nor a predetermined (rigidly structured) closed questionnaire. 
The interview was performed according to the seventeen question interview guide which focused 
on particular themes and proposed questions to be asked. The interview procedure attempted to 
adhere as closely to Kvale and Brinkmann’s twelve aspects of a qualitative research interview 
(ibid.).           

3.5 Analysis of Data 

For the purpose of this study, the process of analysis followed the guidelines as stated in Marton 
(1981) and Stukát (2011). All interviews were transcribed verbatim and read several times by the 
researcher so as to acquire a sense of familiarity of the context of the data. The consent forms, 
digital recordings, transcripts and notes were kept in the researcher’s office, with the consent 
documents being kept separate from the other forms of data collected.  

Quotations pertaining to the research questions were extracted from the texts, and several themes 
from within each individual interview, as well as in comparison with other participants, were 
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noted. This procedure was performed in accordance with the constant comparative method of 
qualitative data guidelines in Glaser and Strauss (1967). Similarities and differences were searched 
for in the respondent’s statements which were read and sorted to develop patterns. The observed 
patterns were then categorized in order to form groups of conceptions. The categories did not 
overlap and were organised in an obvious, clear-cut manner as to which category of description a 
particular statement, or set of statements, related to (appendix C). Several limitations of the 
methodological process were taken into consideration. These included the relatively small sample 
size, the geographical areas being limited to the regions of Halland, Sweden, and Piedmont, Italy, 
and the reliance of the students’ cognitive recall of previous tasks as well as their experiences of 
humour in ESL.    

3.5 Ethical considerations 

The phenomenographical, quantitative, investigative procedure followed the ethical guidelines as 
proposed by Stukát (2011), Hassmén and Hassmén (2008), Mitchell and Jolley (2010), and 
Denscombe (2004). The informed consent form (appendix A) intricately described the study and 
was signed by the participants as an indication of their involvement with the research. If the 
participants were under 18 years of age, a parent or guardian was also needed to sign the 
document. Several important ethical points were included such as the possibility of any expected 
risks or discomfort caused by the procedure (none in this case), a statement of voluntary 
participation, contact details of both researcher and supervisors, as well as a statement indicating 
that no penalties would be incurred due to refusal to take part in the research at any phase. The 
consent form also included a section pertaining to the confidentiality of personal information in 
that the researcher would not talk about the participants in public. This meant maintaining the 
anonymity of the twenty students, therefore a coding system was incorporated and numbers were 
assigned to each participant and stored in a different area to the data that was produced from the 
study: IS (Italian student) and SS (Swedish student). 

3.7 Criticism of methodology 

Stukát (2011) advises that there is a caveat which is linked to phenomenography as a research 
method of choice. The processes of transcription and analysis can prove to be time consuming, so 
the number of informants may need to be minimal if compared to other qualitative methods. One 
factor which needs to be contemplated is that the aim of qualitative research is not to discover and 
describe the phenomena in a particular studied area, but to provide inspiration so as to further 
study and quantify the phenomenon in question. Phenomenography does not demand 
generalizability of the results to the population, if compared to quantitative research methods, 
from which the respondents are derived from. The research interest does not revolve around the 
formulation of estimates, but to gain better understanding of a phenomenon through comparison of 
behaviour or text.   

Another criticism of the methodology relates to the semi-structured interview process. By using a 
questionnaire as an instrument for each of the twenty participants, a disadvantage of using 
different spontaneous follow-up questions for each participant possibly evoked different responses 
and thus reduces the standardization of the procedure. On the other hand, the different follow-up 
questions posed to the participants resulted in what could be considered as highly authentic texts 
for analysis. A third criticism lies with the low number of participants. Shiyab (2011) states that 
much of the literature regarding humour suffers from a limited number of participants being 
involved. This criticism holds true for the present study, but due to time constraints the n-value 
was stringently reduced to twenty participants. Therefore, in order to further investigate the 
conception of humour and dialogic interaction in upper-secondary schools, further international 

   
 
 

21 



qualitative and quantitative studies need to be conducted before generalization of results can 
occur.         

4. Results 

The following section will present the various results of the study after analysis of transcripts and 
categorisation of conceptions. Firstly, the conception of humour will be discussed, and then the 
forms of pedagogical humour perceived to exist in the participants’ classroom discourse. A 
diagrammatical representation of four interdependent elements will be presented as well as the 
meaning of humour and dialogue in language learning processes. Scaffolding will be discussed 
along with the ESL learning strategies the students use to promote knowledge both in and out of 
the classroom. 
  
4.1 What is the conception of humour? 

All of the personal conceptions, or definitions, given as to the concept of humour and what it 
means to them as individuals were positive in nature, and tended to relate to two main definitive 
areas: the importance of humour, and evidence of humour as a social phenomenon. However, 
many of the participants considered describing the concept of humour to be problematic and 
difficult, but each student regarded humour as important. One Swedish male participant stated: 

It is much funnier to live with humour [laughs]. Yeah, it’s probably one of the most important things in life 
because without humour, you’re bored! (SS2)   

For one male Italian student, however, humour was described to be a way to express affection and 
related to relationships: 

I think that humour is the way to express your happiness, your love, and this is important in a person due 
to that every person has a different humour, and a different way to have a relationship with other people 
(IS10).  

Humour was indicated, in all cases, to be a social phenomenon involving language or actions 
between two or more individuals, with different forms of humour being used with friends, family 
and school personnel. Nine Swedish and eight Italian participants specifically stressed that humour 
involves a particular form of social interaction where “it could be jokes or teasing your friends” 
(SS4), “to make someone happy” (IS3), and “something you say if you want to be funny with other 
people” (IS8). One male Italian participant added that “humour is the capacity to make someone 
laugh and interested in what you are saying” (IS1). All of the participants described humour as 
being a positive phenomenon, and in many cases involving the physical vocal action of laughter, 
but also when using facial expressions to mediate a specific message. Also, humour was perceived 
to be related to human nature and an attribute which every human being possesses, as well as a 
social and necessary element of life. Even if a form of humour could be regarded to be negatively 
charged, a female Swedish student stated that “bad humour can be good humour if you are in the 
right company” (SS6) which reinforces the notion that the phenomenon of humour involves social 
interaction, no matter what the form of humour is itself.        

4.2 Forms of Humour in the Classroom 

There was a common consensus by the respondents that humour was utilized by the majority of 
upper-secondary school educators, but the frequency and type of pedagogical humour used by 
teachers seemed to vary immensely. Table 1 consists of the appropriate and inappropriate forms of 
humour which are listed for both sets of students. It can be observed that the respondents had 
similar conceptions as to what is deemed to be categorized as either fitting or offensive humour 

   
 
 

22 



for an upper-secondary school learning environment. The frequencies of the types of pedagogical 
humour utilized by teachers ranged from too much regularly (i.e. every lesson) to not at all, so 
seemingly the perceptions regarding frequency were as unique as the indiviual conceptions of 
humour itself.    

Table 1 

Different forms of teacher humour experienced by students in this study 

Appropriate humour Inappropriate humour 
Italy Sweden Italy Sweden 
Sarcasm (agreed)  
Irony 
Physical (slapstick) 
Facial expressions 
Smiling 
Related/unrelated 
jokes 
Gesticulation 

Personal anecdotes 
Sarcasm (consensus) 
Funny voices/dialects 
Irony 
Body language 
Physical (slapstick) 
Self-deprecating jokes 
Related/unrelated 
humour 

Sarcasm (intelligence) 
Personally directed 
Socioeconomic status 
Cultural background 
Physical appearance 
“Bad day” behaviour 
Religion 

Ethnicity 
Intelligence (grades) 
Cultural background 
Socioeconomic status 
Gender (sexism and 
orientation) 

 

It was evident that Italian or Swedish students viewed humour as forming an intricate and 
necessary part of the learning process. Humour was also acknowledged to be utilized by educators 
of other subjects such as Biology, Chemistry, Leadership, Mathematics, Philosophy, Psychology 
and Rhetoric. Popular types of appropriate positive humour was observed to be similar for both 
Italian and Swedish students, and included: irony, slapstick, related or unrelated to a topic, 
speaking in a funny accent or dialect, and effective use of body language and gestures (including 
facial expressions). When describing the behaviour of a Physics teacher who was teaching 
international students in English, one female respondent explained: 

It was a lot of fun, cos she just said, ´Oh, google it!` She is always funny, drawing figures and laughing 
about, yeah. So, it’s fun. She can do like she’s explaining a task and someone is driving a car, and she 
draw’s it really funny. 

The student continued with another example regarding the same teacher: 

Yeah, like when we talked about friction, she was like pushing on things and making it funny…..it is more 
 fun to see that than when she’s just explaining, “OK, if I push this, this happens”. (SS7) 

Due to the animated gestures and body movement of the teacher, coupled with the type of verbal 
tone used, the student distinctly remembered the actions and changes in vocal pitch utilized by the 
educator in order increase the students’ interest in both the task and subject. The types of humour 
deemed inappropriate for an upper-secondary school environment included disparagement humour 
which may degrade a student’s intelligence, appearance, ethnicity, gender, socio-economic status, 
and religious or cultural background, as well as the negative use of sarcasm specifically directed 
towards belittling a student’s intelligence or making derogatory quips about grades in front of the 
entire class. It was also stated by the respondents that excessive jokes with distasteful adult 
undertones related to sex, or gender orientation, have no rightful place in language classrooms.     

Sarcasm is a form of humour which was considered to be both appropriate and inappropriate in 
upper-secondary schools. This, along with irrelevant humour, was thought to be acceptable during 
regular classroom discourse as long as there was an understanding reached, and mutually agreed 
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upon by both teacher and students that sarcasm would be used only in a constructive, tongue-in-
cheek manner which will not, in any way, offend certain individuals or the class as a whole. In 
other words, an educator must fully understand and appreciate the plethora of individual humour 
styles which exist within a classroom before utilizing sarcasm, otherwise contextual 
misunderstandings can occur resulting in feelings of mistrust and disrespect towards the teacher.     

4.3 The Four Factors: Teacher, Student, Subject and Task 

With both sets of participants, there was a common consensus that humour is utilized by upper-
secondary school teachers, but the occurrence of classroom humour varied immensely due to four 
main factors: class, teacher, subject and task. These four elements were viewed by the participants 
to immensely affect the type and frequency of humour used by educators. Figure 2 is a 
diagrammatical representation of the four interdependent factors which all mutually affect one 
another depending on the particular educational situation. 

Teacher. Acknowledged as taking on a role as a pedagogue in the classroom, language teachers 
were perceived as influential characters in mediating knowledge to students. The amount and 
types of humour utilized during discourse was considered to be dependent on the teacher’s mood 
on entering the classroom which seems to affect the following lesson significantly. If the teacher is 
“having a bad day” (IS1), then the class may not gain the opportunity for light-hearted laughter, 
therefore a tense atmosphere would remain for the duration of the lesson. Alternatively, if the 
teacher begins a lesson by smiling (IS6) or talking about a personal anecdote (SS3) then this 
behaviour was favored to positively affect the learning climate of the classroom by reducing 
anxiety levels, increasing focus, and maintaining a feeling of safety and well-being amongst 
students.  

Figure 2 

Diagram demonstrating the four elements which were viewed by the participants of the study to 
affect the use of pedagogical humour during classroom discourse in ESL lessons at upper-
secondary school.  

                       

Teachers, by interactively conversing with students on a regular basis, are perceived to have the 
opportunity to “get to know” (IS1, SS7) and understand the individual members of language 
classes, but this was not considered to occur in either Italy or Sweden. One male Italian student 
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(IS2) commented that his father had attended the same school and divulged a personal anecdote 
regarding a conversation about relationships between students and teachers: 

  [He] said that once in a period of time, he went out with his teachers and talk with them, and they went 
  eating together. And, this type of relationship is impossible now. I can’t imagine someone who’s going out 
  with his teacher because it’s too different from other situations. 

The student continued: 

  The teachers are too serious to try to make some jokes in class or to use humour during the lesson or a 
  conversation…..I cannot find a common point where you can be, where you can have a personal  
  conversation with them. 

Both of these statements infer that students have a different type of relationship with their 
teachers, in general, than compared to the previous generation, and that the teaching situation is 
deemed too serious to include any form of humour. This non-humorous style of language teaching 
is echoed by several Swedish students, to quote one female student:  

  Some teachers are open and you can have a laugh with them, and other teachers aren’t open at all and  
  there’s no laughter at all. I don’t know if they try to be fun sometimes, but they don’t succeed because 
  no-one laughs at them. (SS6).     

Therefore, this statement suggests that those teachers who are not personally open as individuals 
with language classes, do not adopt a humorous teaching style in ESL, or if they do then the 
humour is ignored as there is no mutual understanding as to the styles of humour, or limits to 
forms of humour, which are socially acceptable within the realms of the language lesson 
discourse. Thus, educators are required to demonstrate a level of personal openness by including 
personal anecdotes, relevant to the course material or otherwise, which students welcome as an 
academic “breather” or break, as well as showing that the teacher is also a human being and not 
just taking on a role in the classroom. Students understand that pedagogues have possibly more 
life experience than them, and so relish new information about personal experiences.  

As a strategy for immediacy, one male Swedish participant (SS1) commented about a method 
utilized by a particular male educator teaching Rhetoric, which involved sitting down with 
students on an individual basis at the start of each term. The dialogic interaction between 
pedagogue and learner instantly created an opportunity for effective immediacy and understanding 
humour limits in the classroom. The teacher posed questions regarding if it was acceptable that he 
use specific types of humour during lessons, as well as if he could utilize the student’s own sense 
of humour for reciprocal and interactive discussion. This method was considered to be a welcome 
one: 

   ..before like the first lesson when we started, he had, like he sat down with each one of us and asked us if 
  you do, can you take jokes, can you, is it OK if I like joke with you? Is it OK if I, you know, use you to be 
  funny and so on? And I said, “Yeah, of course”. And I believe that some students said no…..yeah, he tells 
  jokes at the cost of me. Yeah, and everybody laughs, and so do I. So, it’s funny. (SS1) 

This form of premeditated action by the teacher acts to immediately glean useful information from 
the individuals in the class as to their attitudes regarding humour, but also indicates how teaching 
may ensue during the upcoming course. The student felt as if the class felt secure enough to 
openly answer questions designed to create instances of collaborative discussion.    

Student. Not only is the mood of the teacher an important factor in maintaining harmonious 
relationships in the classroom, but how the students feel from day-to-day is another aspect to be 
included. If students are affected in some way mentally, physically or psychologically, then it is 
expected that a teacher recognizes the fact that the particular student is not fully herself or himself 
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and acts accordingly to their needs. This is appreciated not to be an easy assumption to make, but 
if educators “know the class” by maintaining a dialogue with the students, it may be easier to spot 
the instances where emotional support is required. One female student actually wanted to improve 
her relationship with teachers as she felt as if that support was presently lacking: 

  I would like to have a closer relationship cos then you know that you can really rely on the teacher you 
  know that for sure he knows me. And he knows that maybe if, he can feel that I, I don’t feel so good or 
  something, and I may do a bad test or something, he knows that I am better than this and he can ask and 
  talk about it to me. But it doesn’t feel like that. (SS7)   

In comparison with the Swedish students, none of the Italian students commented upon forging a 
closer relationship with teachers in any way. As previously stated, IS2 inferred that pedagogues 
and students used to have a better relationship in the classroom, as now it seemed as if “the only 
relationship we have is between studying and the person” i.e. between the task, or subject, and the 
student. It was perceived that the teachers did not have any inclination to deepen their 
understanding of the students, or vice versa. Even though, more interactive dialogue between 
teacher and students was contemplated to be helpful in practicing language skills.  

Subject.  Statements regarding the third element distinctly indicated that pedagogical humour 
exists in subjects other than ESL, but the numbers of different subjects which incorporate 
instances of humour differ according to the participants of this study. It was noted that the Italian 
students commented about three subjects (Science, Philosophy & History, and Italian), whereas 
the Swedish students gave numerous examples from Mathematics, the Arts and Natural Sciences, 
including Psychology. Therefore, the frequency and type of humour used in the teaching of 
particular subjects was indicated to be intrinsically linked to the personality and behaviour of the 
educator.  For example, one male Italian student commented about an occasion when his Science 
teacher attempted to relate an inanimate object to a living organism: 

  For example, when the Science teacher made a comparison between [laughs] the desk and the rabbit to 
  explain the body of a rabbit were parts of the body, and all the things connected to science. And that  
  comparison is very strange. So, I think that everyone in the class remembers the things. (IS5).    

A similar example was divulged by a female Swedish student regarding a Biology teacher who 
attempted to explain about different organelles in a human cell: 

He talks about things around it, what can happen if it goes wrong, this a mitochondria and this is….and 
 then he’ll compare it to a city and the mitochondria is a some kind of house in the city. And we can’t grasp 
 it, house in a city? (SS9) 

Both of these examples indicate that the two particular Science teachers attempted to illustrate two 
specific scientific concepts – herbivorous, mammalian anatomy and cellular biology, respectively 
– by formulating what they considered to be examples to effectively explain what they wanted to 
mediate to the class. By trying to do so in – what they perceived to be - a modern fashion, the 
result was simply confusion and misunderstanding on behalf of the students. Nevertheless, the 
students recognize the reason for such explanations, which is “to make it easier for students to 
understand” (SS10).  

The Swedish students were in differing opinions regarding humour and Mathematics. One male 
student explained that when his Mathematics teacher was asked about a particular hobby the class 
knew he participated in, the resulting behaviour produced a humorous response: 

  My Maths teacher, we asked him about his hunting experiences because he has been a hunter for a long 
  time, and then suddenly he became like another person and started to talk about the biggest animals he had 
  shot and we laughed, you know. (SS3)   
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Another male student proposed: 

  ..in Mathematics for example you can’t show your humorous side, in my opinion, because you have to be 
  very focused on things I that subject because it can be very, very hard [laughs]. But in lessons like  
  Leadership, for example, my teacher there always use humour…it was very fun to go to lessons. (SS2)  

This second comment stands in agreement with that of a female student who compared 
Mathematics to Psychology where she considered that “you can’t make jokes that much because 
you need to focus on Math, and not analyze things that you say” (SS6). Therefore, upper-
secondary school students have varying perceptions and experiences of classroom humour which 
they can recall and relate to particular subjects, due to the personalities of the pedagogues teaching 
them. But, it was noted that teachers who are too active in talking about irrelevant, personal 
experiences or over-frivolous with humour in certain subjects, were prone to assist in diminishing 
the students’ enthusiasm and focus for a particular topic. Generally, relevant and personal 
anecdotes in specific subjects were viewed to help students connect the teacher’s examples, to 
their own lives and, hence, the subject being taught. In Psychology, a female student relayed an 
example of how the teacher attempts to communicate effectively with the class using humorous 
personal anecdotes: 

  And she says, “huh, soon you will know everything about me”. It’s funny when she talks about her private 
  life, and her brother and his children and so on. Cos you get to know the teacher more personally and then 
  you can like, understand the problem she’s talking about or the situation she’s trying to make us  
  understand. (SS10)  

Task. The fourth, and final, factor which is related to pedagogical humour in language learning is 
the type of task set by the educator for class members to complete. It became quite clear that there 
were distinct differences between the perceptions of the two sets of participants with regards to the 
types of exercises which are enjoyed most by second language learners at upper-secondary school. 
Firstly, the Italian students did not express any remarks about group-based work, for example in 
the form of projects or collaborative exercises. It seems as if discussions about various topics such 
as British History, Geography, Drama and Literature only occur between the entire class and not 
in small groups:  

  In class we don’t discuss so much, it’s different. We most of the time sit with a book in front of us and we 
  learn from the book or from what the teacher is saying. (IS6) 

From this quotation, the female Italian student indicates that dialogic interaction occurs mainly 
between the students and texts, and not between the pedagogue and themselves or between peers. 
Three out of ten Italian students mentioned that they require more support with pronunciation and 
general speaking exercises as, in comparison to students of the same age in other European 
countries. They consciously understand that even though they can communicate in grammatically 
correct writing, the Italian students are not as fluent when speaking English. Students explained 
their perceptions of the importance of gaining support in pronunciation and speaking, but were 
also aware of the lack of time allocated to this type of exercise in the curriculum: 

  We studied drama, literature, and other things, for example the Geography of England and other facts of 
  living in the USA. And I think these are the most interesting subjects and the facts connected to the  
  lifestyle of English people of USA, and something else connected to sports, the news, lifestyle. Also  
  literature is very useful and interesting, but speaking everyday about Shakespeare and other things  
  connected to literature is boring…I think in our school, our teachers are the only ones we can ask, but 
  sometimes, very often, we don’t have enough time to learn pronunciation or speaking. (IS5)       

The students also commented that they would like to be challenged with tasks which are 
connected to modern history and culture of the English-speaking world, a point which was echoed 
by the Swedish students. Tasks were thought to, at times, not be relevant to the cultural or social 
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lives of the students, and so the enjoyment was apparently removed when attempting to complete 
them. In contrast to the Italian participants, eight out of ten Swedish respondents exclaimed that 
they prefer working collaboratively in groups as “every time we do something in small groups I 
think we laugh, cos someone will say something fun” (SS9). The types of task relished most 
ranged from presentations and projects to debates and discussions, but it was acknowledged that 
analyzing text individually does not produce much laughter in the classroom. As one male student 
explained: 

  Like when you’re divided into groups and you’re going through like a project, say, cos then it’s free to do 
  almost whatever you want…it’s not so much when you get a text and you read it for two lessons, there’s 
  no laughter. You’re just stone-faced. (SS8) 

Having the opportunity to talk freely and creatively was a point of commonality between four 
students. For example, paradoxical variations of a political event, such as the latest US presidential 
election, produced an opportunity to creatively approach controversial issues like abortion as “you 
can take opinions that are very wrong, or to say not wrong but not normal. And then you can 
make a fun thing about it” (SS6). On the same subject of debates, a male student mentioned the 
reason why he enjoyed the particular task: 

  I think it’s when we made debates about not real subjects because you can do something serious without 
  being serious. You can joke about it and still be correct. (SS5) 

Creativity and relevance were two factors which are considered important for teachers to 
contemplate when producing tasks for ESL lessons. Group tasks which allow students the 
opportunity to talk freely are different than those involving a planned performance of a speech, for 
example PowerPoint presentations in front of the whole class. Spontaneity, fantasy as well as 
concentration are necessary during improvised conversations as students are required to “think on 
their feet” to communicate naturally and effectively:  

   I like to talk freely because it improves my English a lot more than when you are training in scripts, cos 
  then you’re…it’s more like you’re talking English in a real situation…You have to formulate you sentence 
  in your head, very fast, and if you have a debate you have to do that, So, it’s good to practice. (SS8) 

Small group work tends to make students not feel coerced into speaking in front of a large 
audience, but instead creates a harmonious situation with reduced anxiety and less stress. In 
discussing topics in small groups, students have the chance to talk about specific ideas in a relaxed 
learning atmosphere. Free-talk gives an opportunity for free expression, as illustrated by a female 
student: 

  Cos I learn to express myself more. My goal in English is to express myself like I do in Swedish. I feel like 
  when I talk I can’t express it as good as in Swedish, but I want to achieve that. I will achieve it if I start 
  discussing and talking. (SS7) 

Collaborative group tasks should be relevant, contain elements of free-talk, and also consist of 
information which the students can possibly use in the future. The fun, usable elements of 
collaborative tasks create enthusiasm and motivation amongst participating class members, and 
are considered to be the catalysts for learning ESL: 

  But I want it to be fun. I want it to be interesting because you want to learn it more than if you just do it 
  because you need to do it. If I will have some use for it later I think it’s better to do it, because I learn  
  something I can use…that’s the point of doing it I think. To communicate with other countries and people 
  that don’t speak the same language that I do from the beginning. So, English will be the common thing 
  between us. (SS6) 
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4.4 The Meaning of Humour in Learning Processes 

Humour was regarded to be an important factor in teaching processes as it created a positive 
learning climate due to reduction of anxiety and creation of trust between the class and language 
teacher. It was considered to be necessary, when creating tasks for language students, teachers 
must be able to use relevant humour in order to, firstly, create interest and curiosity about the topic 
(for example Shakespeare) if new or difficult, and, secondly, to provide the opportunity for 
students to use their ample creativity i.e. to “let go of the educational reigns” and allow the 
students to play with language in group tasks: 

You can dress up in very odd clothes, and you can be funny and you can scream and you can jump 
around…and I think I learned more about that because I had a fun time during working (SS1).  

Oral tasks which generated discussion were thought to be “fun” (SS4). The benefits of the use of 
educational humour are listed in table 2 regarding the cognitive, psychological and social effects 
which are perceived and/or experienced by the twenty participants of this present study.  

Table 2 

Benefits of humour on learning from students’ perspectives (following analysis of interview data) 

Psychological effects 
 
Increases listening and focus 
Increases motivation 
Increases enthusiasm 
Reduces boredom 
Facilitates improved learning 
Captures interest in subject matter 
Supports comprehension of difficult 
concepts 

Cognitive (educational) 
 
Increases feeling of wellbeing  
Acknowledgement elevates self-
esteem of students 
Enhances secure feeling in 
classroom  
Facilitates trust 
Reduces anxiety and tension 

Social (relation to teacher) 
 
Increases mutual respect 
Creates relaxed atmosphere 
Positive learning climate 
Encourages cooperation 
Increases teacher humanness 
Increases teacher approachability 
Reduces academic gap 

 

The psychological benefits of humour included reducing boredom of topics or subjects which 
students may regard as difficult or complicated. If the teacher uses humour effectively, the 
students acknowledge that they have a tendency to listen more attentively as the teaching captures 
their interest and maintains their focus. According to one of the male Swedish students: 

Some of the teachers are very lame, they just do what they have to do and nothing else exactly, but some 
of the teachers are very funny actually, and it makes you want to go to the lesson (SS2).  

The use of pedagogical humour and individual acknowledgement was perceived to improve the 
self-confidence of ESL students as feeling secure in knowing that they can trust the pedagogue. In 
an open learning environment, students experience that they “dare” (SS6, SS10) to speak more 
English during lessons if they feel comfortable in the presence of their teacher and peers:  

           Well, I tend to speak more. You dare to do more stuff that if you were uncomfortable. (SS6)     

There are several social benefits of humour which were mentioned by students to create a relaxed, 
positive climate conducive to learning. By increasing the amount of mutual respect between the 
teacher and students, an open type of demeanor increases the apparent humaneness and 
approachability of en educator, which in turn reduces the academic gap which is sometimes 
perceived to exist in upper-secondary school classrooms. A seemingly more symmetrical 
relationship a class and pedagogue create, the increasingly willing students are to socially interact 
and cooperate during oral tasks. 
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Feeling safe and secure during classroom discourse was a factor only mentioned by the Swedish 
participants. By teachers behaving in a personally open manner about themselves, the students 
experience a safe atmosphere and feel comfortable in their surroundings, which stands in stark 
contrast to an authoritative, stringent style of language teaching which does not allow for regular 
humour utilization. All three categories of benefits related to the use of humour in ESL interact to 
promote positive attitudes to SLL.         

4.5 Vygotskian Scaffolding of Humour 

Just as a supporting structure can be erected to give support to a building, humour can be used as a 
well-accepted form of assistance by an educator to help students understand difficult concepts 
related to language learning. But, in order for students to fully trust their teachers, the educator 
(speaker) has to join the class (audience) if the teachers are to become an effective and trustworthy 
form of support that the class know they can fully rely on. Therefore, the use of humour creates a 
feeling of security in the classroom and facilitates an effective climate for learning. The Swedish 
students implied that the academic distance between the teacher and students’ narrows, therefore 
the teacher becomes more of a dependable friend than a pedagogue. A male Swedish student 
(SS3) explained that his female English teacher had a dual role in order to create a relationship 
between her and the class: 

She is serious in her work, but meanwhile she can be nice to the pupils and she makes me feel like her 
friend and her pupil. (SS3). 

It was even stated that the relationship between pedagogue and student should continue even out 
of the confines of the classroom walls. The duality of the role of a teacher in Sweden was 
commented upon as to how it affects the relation between student and educator:  

I think the teachers, they kind of go into a role when they stand in front of the class in the classroom, but if 
I meet someone in the corridor then they are like my friend. (SS3)  

This role, as in interaction outside of the classroom, was seldom commented upon by any of the 
Italian students, but there was a common consensus that interaction was only confined to the 
classroom and that there were distinct differences in roles between student and teacher. As 
teachers have very little time allocated to move between lessons (as the teachers move from room 
to room, the students remain in the same classroom for all lessons), it was acknowledged that 
possibly the teachers “had better things to do with their time that converse with the students” 
(IS6).   

Humour itself was acknowledged by all of the students as a means to catch the students’ attention 
and increased focus in the classroom. But as a caveat, the overuse of humorous dialogue was 
acknowledged as damaging to learning processes as it had the negative effect of reducing the 
professional respect the teacher receives from the class members as they (the students) do not 
realise what parts of the content of the lesson are important or not. Therefore, moderation of 
humour was considered by all of the students who participated in the study as being one of the 
most important factors to think about if wanting to use humour in ESL teaching. If the teacher 
does not use any humour, nor attentive to the individual students he or she is confronted with 
regarding their personal lives (i.e. socioeconomic status, familial background, religious beliefs, 
sexual orientation), they will never be able to establish close contact with the class. So, empathy 
must be used in order to fully understand where and when and to whom one can use humour. 
Therefore, due to the complexity of the situation of teaching languages, with interdependent 
factors such as the teacher, student, subject and task or concept being taught, the pedagogue must 
adapt their method of communication to their audience. 
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If teachers pose difficult hypothetical life situations or attempt to guide students through 
complicated literature (such as Shakespeare), in order to stimulate students into actively thinking 
and becoming involved in the lesson, humour can be used to scaffold the processes for 
understanding. By adapting to each and every class member, the teacher can possibly find an 
effective method to reach each student and stretch their level of knowledge regarding a particular 
concept or subject.     

4.6 Stretching the ZPD with Humour 

Mainly, the Italian students mentioned that humour is or should be utilized in order to simplify 
explanations of complicated theories or concepts to facilitate better understanding amongst the 
class members, whereas the Swedish students commented that humour is used to create an 
environment conducive to effective language learning. Therefore, humour was perceived to help 
in both mediation and assimilation of difficult course material. For example, a male Italian student 
commented upon specific lessons when they were taught about Shakespeare: 

…teachers who use humour, use it very often and they use it to make lessons more interesting and also to 
help us understand subjects which are very difficult. (IS3) 

Another student specifically mentioned the importance of humour, such as exaggeration, to 
increase the focus and interest of students in specific literary material: 

…sometimes studying Shakespeare was quite boring because we studied lots of pages in really deep in the 
subject. And our teachers sometimes used a lot of humour or exaggerate something to make us more 
interested in the lesson, to make us understand the principle, the most important themes of Shakespeare. 
(IS5).  

Possibly not related to humour as much as familiarity, various students mentioned that they 
converse or interact with older individuals in order to solve linguistic issues or just to practice 
speaking skills:  

For example, I have a friend who is an American mother who phones, so when I have to study something 
that is difficult she helps me. (IS7). 

In the same light, a second female student explained that speaking with relatives from English-
speaking countries helps to improve her language skills:  

I have lots of American cousins and relatives, in general, and so usually, I chat with them using social 
networks or sms, etc. And so I think that’s very useful for me. But it is very difficult to write English than 
to speak English, because speaking English is not very easy but if you speak English more and more, you 
can really improve in it and become better. (IS4). 

Other Italian students stated that they regularly converse with parents or relatives in English if a 
problem arises in trying to understand material from lessons. Unfortunately, in several cases, 
students did not have the availability of a more knowledgeable family member when it comes to 
English, and so have to search for language support elsewhere, for example the internet. 
Nevertheless, it was acknowledged that the internet itself is not an exhaustive source for helping to 
learn aspects of the English language. In order to assist in expanding and extending knowledge out 
of the classroom, one male Swedish student used a recent example which occurred at home:  

Yesterday, I sat with my brother at home for some reason playing English word games on the website. It 
was quite interesting the words they used there….I dare say that we know as much English, so we usually 
help each other out though he might know more advanced words than I do. (SS4).  

In this instance, the MKO is the male participant’s brother who was 18 months older, but 
interaction between the two facilitated in creating an effective learning strategy. Therefore, as 
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Vygotsky´s perspective states that the MKO should be an adult, the older brother was eighteen 
years and, in the eyes of the law, classed as a lawful adult. The participant also inferred that he 
advises his brother about issues regarding text structure or phrasing, for example, so he then takes 
on the role of the MKO in other aspects of language learning. So, dialogic interaction was noted to 
facilitate learning with a MKO.    

During formal instruction, four Italian students described a particular strategy employed by an 
English teacher. A question was posed to the class regarding Shakespearian plays, in the hope to 
elicit a correct and comprehensive response from a particular student. On hearing an incorrect 
answer, the teacher raised her eyebrows to indicate the error to the class and signal non-verbally to 
the student that the answer was incorrect. The teacher then sarcastically verbalized that the student 
“may not wish to gain a good grade in English” (IS3). This “playing with errors” using sarcastic 
remarks occurred as each party understands the specific humour limits of that particular class 
dynamic. Thus, sarcasm is accepted by both students and teacher as lies within acceptable humour 
boundaries. The verbal and non-verbal communication scaffolded the learning of the student and 
class as a whole.   

4.8 Language Learning Strategies 

The students participating in the study commented that they use various strategies with which to 
expand their knowledge of the English language. Table 3 contains information regarding the 
different methods of learning for each group of students. 

Table 3 

Individual language learning strategies of students in this study (following analysis) 

Italy Sweden 
YouTube film clips  
Dictionary (paper form) 
Chatting via Social Networks (e.g. Skype) 
Computer games 
Reading English text 
Conversations with multinational relatives 
Watching non-dubbed English films 

Extra curricula speaking with friends 
Consult dictionary (digital form) 
Computer games 
Reading English novels 
Social networking websites 
Watching movies in English (no subtitles) 

 

It was acknowledged by several Italian students that physical problems exist when attempting to 
check written or spoken English homework, or revising material learned in class. One female 
student explained that she had severe difficulties in finding English language programs or texts, 
both online and in society as a whole. The dubbing of English, American and Australian films into 
Italian was criticized as it was thought to reduce the amount of receptive input students receive 
when not at school. She stated: 

I think it’s not good cos it’s important to speak in English and listen in English to improve. And, but I 
sometimes watch in the internet English films, English and or American music, and sometimes I write to 
some people which I know in USA or in England. (IS5).  

This quotation indicates that the student actively seeks extra forms of input of the English 
language to further her skills in speaking and writing. Two other female Italian students 
considered that just by listening to native English speakers using different dialects would improve 
their language skills. The language teacher, parents and friends were all noted as being useful 
sources for practicing and supporting spoken English both in and out of school. By listening to the 
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pronunciation of English words with an Italian accent may be easier to understand – due to 
possibly connecting with their own levels of knowledge – but not be as effective as listening or 
conversing with native speakers. Support in improving spoken English was thought to be 
necessary but deemed difficult during school hours due to lack of time available to learn 
pronunciation or speaking: 

…my personal view is that we have too less dialogues with the teacher and my friends in class…I see that 
English is used in my life, not at school. It’s used for the relationships, and when I come to class, I see that 
the only relationship I have is between studying and the person//now we are studying and making exercises 
with less dialogues , I think you learn English better if you do really with your language. (IS2).     

The importance of learning English was noted by several Italian students as being a common 
element of communication which forms a way of mediating information between individuals of 
different nationalities. One male student uses English with his father’s Dutch friends who do not 
know any Italian, and a female student stated that she has used English in both the USA and UK 
effectively. Even though she was conscious of making grammatical errors, the local native 
speakers put her mind at ease by informing her that errors were not of major importance but 
communication was the main factor: 

I think that there is a big difference between the English that I study at school and the English I can use 
when I am outside when I speak with my friend. For example, I went to America and they say that they 
just wanted to know you and you have to speak. And don’t be worried about mistakes when you speak. 
Instead, when I’m at school, I have not the possibility to talk with, to joke and say things, because maybe 
the teacher says, “No, this is wrong”, or repeat the things, and so you don’t learn to speak for a long time 
and so I think this is not something good because we have not the possibility to talk a lot in English in the 
classroom. (IS3).  

Thus, the female student learned freely as she communicated with native speakers without the 
enforced strict grammar boundaries she has to adhere to in the classroom. As she was afforded the 
possibility of making errors which were not commented upon in any way, this could have 
psychologically provided a grammatical breathing space and resulted in the production of 
effective communication. Finally, with regards to the essence of learning English, one male Italian 
student eloquently stated his view: 

…in my opinion English is one of the most useful matters that are teacher because it gives you the chance 
to go everywhere, be with everyone. And of course, to speak it during the lesson is a must, because I know 
a lot of teachers who teach grammar but never speaks it. (IS1). 

4.9 Interaction in the classroom 

Teaching and learning are considered to involve interaction between fellow students or educator 
and students, with the participants using words, or language, to conceptualise information i.e. the 
content of the lesson. The teacher has to acknowledge each and every class member by listening to 
individual responses and opinions. As a form of support, the students in both Sweden and Italy, 
recognise the teacher as a primary source of help when assistance is required if the students do not 
understand the full meaning of a task. Therefore, the approachability and openness of the teacher, 
as well as that of the students, was considered to be important factors regarding how interaction 
and dialogue between teacher and students occurred.  

The mood of the teacher was inferred by six Italian students to have incredible impact on 
classroom discourse and the relationship they experienced with language teachers. For example, 
one female Italian student explained: 
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It’s important how thee teacher instructs us, if she is angry for example you must shut up, bring your 
homework and be careful for the whole lesson. Meanwhile, if she is happy you can joke with her maybe 
even if you have not done her homework. (IS10).  

This observation was not divulged by any of the Swedish participants, but a male student did state 
that, even if an educator is having a bad day, that is no reason to bring negativity into the realms of 
a language lesson as the class with become affected by the change in atmosphere. Therefore, the 
teacher should be a role model and has a positive role to perform, i.e. to teach, to guide, to inform 
and to dialogically interact with students, and not to utilize a readily-available audience to vent 
one’s views and opinions about society. Personal anecdotes, related or otherwise to the planned 
content of a lesson, were considered to be acceptable to the Swedish students, otherwise the whole 
essence of the lesson will be lost when they become confused and just “switch off” due to 
boredom – a result from becoming unfocused and unenthusiastic: 

I think that joking about yourself will make students feel more comfortable because when a teacher is open 
you can be as well. // If you have a balance between joking and serious, it would be like you are paying 
attention all of the time because you are not aware of what is going to happen and you want to know what 
they are saying. But, if they only make jokes, you will know that “ahh, it’s not that important”. (SS6). 

Another male Swedish student mentioned a scenario where the students interacted with a 
Mathematics teacher: 

..we asked him about his hunting experiences because he has been a hunter for a long time, and then he 
suddenly became like another person and started to talk about the biggest animals that he had shot and we 
laughed you know….Everybody turned on, what can I say, everyone pretty much felt more comfortable 
with the situation, and they felt it was more soft, more relaxed in the classroom. (SS3). 

Personal anecdotes were deemed to be an effective way of the teacher opening up to the class to 
show a more humane side of their personality. Due to the story-telling, the academic gap is 
perceived to shorten and students feel “motivated to do better work” (SS3) as anxiety levels are 
reduced and feelings of well-being increase. If the students realise that they can trust both the class 
members and the teacher, then they may feel obliged to attempt to use spoken English during 
lessons as well as taking risks which may result in errors: 

You feel more, not like teacher-student, but more friendly, and then it gets more comfortable because it’s 
not so strict….I tend to speak more. You dare to do more stuff than if you were uncomfortable. (SS6) 

This feeling of openness was not broached upon by the Italian students, but several of them did 
mention that they dialogically interact with their English teachers, albeit only minimally during 
the lesson. There were conflicting views as to how much interaction exists between the teacher 
and students, but eight of the Italian participants stated that there are too few opportunities for 
discussion during lesson time. It seemed as if the only times the students were engaged in 
speaking English dialogically was during oral examinations: 

In lessons not very often because in English we only speak English during the oral test…Last year, we 
did the DPT test of Cambridge, so but that’s it. (IS6) 

The level of interaction between the Italian students and language teachers was indicated to vary 
from constant to non-existent, but dialogic interaction was viewed to occur within certain rules. 
Mutual respect was viewed to be necessary when the teacher is explaining the content at the 
beginning of the lesson, so the students have to passively assimilate what is being mediated to 
them by listening. One male student commented on the rules his language class follow during 
classroom discourse: 
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We can interact with teachers, and everyone in the school has to respect some rules, very much rules, for 
example when the teacher asks you to talk, the others should not speak. They should be quiet. And if they 
say something to complain or to ask something, they have to raise their hand. (IS5).  

Therefore, dialogic interaction is acknowledged to occur during ESL lessons, according to most of 
the Italian students, but with limitations attached. The classroom is not truly dialogic as the teacher 
has to deliver monologues of instruction or explanation of content. In Sweden, it was the view of 
one female student that dialogue does exist with the language teacher, but only sometimes: 

Yes and no, but it’s mostly the teacher speaks and then like a student maybe asks something or-yeah-it 
isn’t very often that you get a discussion. The teacher is saying what they’re supposed to and we’re 
listening, so we may talk about it to each other but not out loud in the classroom. (SS6). 

With regards to the languages spoken during dialogic discourse, a question to consider is that do 
ESL lessons contain learning solely in spoken English? The answer to this question, from the 
respondents of this study, is a resounding no. In Italy, it was commented by five students that 
language teachers often use the mother tongue of the students if wanting to explain a particularly 
difficult or new concept, or by speaking in Italian after talking in English in order to be confident 
that every student fully comprehends the lesson content or the task at hand. Half of the Italian 
interviewees mentioned that Italian is used this way, whereas four of the Swedish students 
commented on their mother tongue being used to reinforce the understanding of a particular 
concept. When asked if English is the primary language used during lessons, one female Italian 
student replied: 

Not always. When she explains something concerning grammar or literature, she speaks Italian. She tries 
to speak English all the time she can, but when she wants us to understand the concept of the things of an 
argument, she speaks in Italian. Or sometimes, before, she says it in English and then repeats in 
Italian….at school in the classroom we are not the same level, so if she speaks only in English maybe 
someone don’t understand. (IS9). 

Therefore, the use of Italian or Swedish during English lessons can be considered to be a method 
of ensuring that all students understand the lesson material in their L1. By repeating the 
information in another language, or understanding that weaker students use answering in their 
mother tongue as a learning defence mechanism, the teacher creates an opportunity to reach and 
improve the knowledge of each and every individual student in the class.  

5. Discussion 

The aim of this qualitative study was to attain an increased understanding as to how some Italian 
and Swedish upper-secondary school students perceived and experienced pedagogical humour 
and dialogic interaction during ESL lessons. The study was based on the following questions: 
What are the students’ conceptions of humour? What are the various forms of humour utilized by 
educators, as expressed by the participants? How is humour perceived to scaffold the social 
construction of knowledge during ESL classroom discourse? A discussion of the perceived 
relevance of the method of phenomenography is included, as well as the four main themes which 
arose from categorization of conceptions from the resulting transcriptions of the semi-structured 
interviews. The themes included openness, moderation of humour, limited collaboration and the 
necessity of classroom dialogue. The didactic implications and consequences of each sub-topic 
are described. 

5.1 Relevance of Methodology 

According to Marton and Booth (1997), phenomenography characterizes a research “with a strong 
educational interest” (p. 135). The approach offers a method to qualitatively research the various 
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ways in which individuals are capable of experiencing various phenomena. Unlike 
phenomenology which attempts to describe how a person experiences his/her existence, 
phenomenography has prime interest in seeking to find ways in which individuals experience the 
object of interest (in this case, pedagogical humour and interactive dialogue in ESL) and interpret 
it in terms if distinctly different categories. This was performed with the present study to capture 
the essence of the variation of conceptions (Marton & Booth, 1997). From the transcriptions of the 
interviews, the conceptions of the participants were distinctly categorized, and four main themes 
were noted: openness, moderation of humour, limited collaboration, and the necessity of 
classroom dialogue.  

The four demands, or principles, stated as the ethical requirements for scientific research were 
adhered to at all times, following the guidelines as stated by Vetenskapsrådet (www.vr.se) and 
Hassmén and Hassmén (2008). The four main principles are known as the demand for information 
(Swe. Informationskravet), the demand for informed-consent (Swe. Samtyckekravet), the demand 
for confidentiality and privacy (Swe. Konfidentialitetskravet), and the demand for use of personal 
information (Swe. Nyttjandekravet). The study complied with the research principles due to the 
formulation of the consent form (appendix A) which all participants read and signed. The consent 
form was devised to explain issues regarding confidentiality and storage of personal information, 
as well as the right to decline participation at any time.     

5.2 Openness 

Without openness on behalf of the teacher, communication becomes ineffective and eventually 
breaks down with individual class members. It is the perspective of this present study that 
openness is an important aspect in creating relationships with a class and a decisive factor in the 
formation of effective learning climates within ESL upper-secondary school classrooms. Not only 
are teachers required to consider the type of humour or behaviour they use during classroom 
discourse, but also how they conduct themselves with students in the corridors:  

A very good start is that to have a good relationship with the students outside the class, so that you, when 
you meet them you say, “Hello”, then in that way you get a more open relation. And that is the key, an 
open relationship. I think that is the key to be able to tell jokes to each other and to be more relaxed….to 
improve the chance to use humour [laughs]. (SS1). 

With this statement, the Swedish male student implies that immediacy creates the opportunity to 
have an open relationship with a class, as well as feeling relaxed and secure in the presence of the 
educator. These factors, in turn, were considered to generate further future instances of humorous 
interaction. By being more open, teachers are perceived more as caring, trustworthy individuals 
and not as educational robots. To talk about personal anecdotes and allow students a glimpse into 
who teachers are out of the classroom is interpreted by students as an effective method to reduce 
the academic gap, so that the teacher becomes more of a friend instead of an authority figure. 
However, eight of the Swedish students mentioned that the familiarity of teacher-student 
relationships cannot afford to be too close as could result in students losing respect for the 
educator. It was acknowledged that there has to be some academic distancing, even though the 
students would prefer to have a closer relationship with their language teachers.  

In Italy, the students mentioned that relationships, where pedagogical humour is deemed 
appropriate to be utilized, do not occur between a teacher and class until the second year at upper-
secondary school. The reasons for this were noted to be two-fold. Firstly, due to the high level of 
academia at the participatory school, the students stated that they needed sufficient time in order to 
familiarize themselves as to the method of studying at that educational level i.e. to fully 
understand how the school functions as an academic institution. Secondly, this twelve month 
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period provides the English teachers ample opportunity to assess not only the levels of language 
knowledge in the class, but also to form a feeling of mutual understanding as to the types of 
humour to use so as not to offend specific individuals. Even so, the humour is normally relevant 
and linked to the lesson material being mediated with specific, modern explanations being used to 
connect to the students’ cultural and social understanding of concepts. This lag, or waiting period, 
suggests that Italian language teachers are cautious before using pedagogical humour in order to 
maintain respect from the students, maintain order in the classroom, assess individual humour 
styles, and project an image of a professional educator. Openness, in this sense, does not mean that 
the teacher includes personal anecdotes during explanations of topics, but uses non-verbal forms 
of humour such as smiling in order to demonstrate a more humane side of their nature.      

This study indicates that the reason for non-use, or overuse, of humour in some language 
classrooms predominantly revolves around the personality of the instructor and their attitudes 
towards the process of humour in teaching. Therefore, this study is in agreement with Ziyaeemehr 
et al. (2011), but adds that there are three other factors governing the use of humour in language 
discourse: students, subject and task.      

5.3 The Fifth Factor: Moderation of Humour 

All of the students who participated in the present study commented upon the optimal amount of 
humour a teacher is recommended to use during ESL lessons, and the amount was to be in 
moderation. As observed in figure 3 (see below), moderation of humour is assessed to be the fifth 
factor linking the other four – teacher, student, subject and task. From the results of the study, 
humour can act to create harmony and focus during lessons if kept in moderation, regardless of the 
subject matter. Mathematics was the only subject where both sets of students mentioned there was 
no room for humour as focus was required at all times. Examples of humour being used in other 
subjects ranged from Physics, Biology and Psychology, to languages (both Italian and Swedish), 
Leadership and Rhetoric.   

Figure 3 

A model demonstrating moderation of humour to be the linking factor between the previous four 
(teacher, student, subject and task) in a climate of interactive dialogue for ESL. 
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Agreeably, it was noted that judging what a moderate degree of joke telling and joviality is could 
prove to be problematic, but by knowing all of the individuals in the class better, the ability to 
assess which types of humour functions effectively for a particular group of students then 
improves with time. To know more personal information about the students demonstrates a true 
interest for them as individuals, and this caring nature can be reciprocated if the teacher has an 
open demeanour, as well as having the willingness to mention personal anecdotes during lesson 
time This creates a conscious learning climate where all members – both students and pedagogue 
– are in agreement as to which types of humour are acceptable, and which are not.  

Both sets of students mentioned that sarcasm was appropriate if it was acknowledged that the 
particular teacher used that type of humour and was not over-zealous with its use. In Sweden, it 
was stated that teachers tend to be more immediate in attempting to “get to know” individual 
students better and, thus, paving the way for effective relationship building in the future. In Italy, 
language pedagogues tend to use humour in the classroom after the first year of knowing a 
particular class, as they seem to be more cautious as to the humour limits which exist in a 
classroom. The roles played by teacher and student are fixed, with the educator being seen as the 
more knowledgeable other (MKO). It is only after the first twelve months of forming acceptable 
boundaries with students that English teachers dare to introduce humour, such as sarcasm and 
facial expressions, into teaching. However, immediacy is considered to facilitate positive elements 
of trust, harmony, well-being, focus, interest and curiosity amongst students as they feel that the 
teacher actually cares for their welfare whilst in the classroom. Thus, the results of this study 
support Garner (2006) in the notion that appropriate humour helps to promote cognitive breaks 
which allow time to assimilate learned material.  

Unlike Ziv (1988, ref. in Garner, 2006) who states that only the use of suitable, content-specific 
humorous anecdotes may provide students with novel insights on lesson content, this present study 
suggests that the participants in both Italy and Sweden accepted that both appropriate and 
inappropriate humour can be utilized by teachers, as long as both parties are in agreement as to the 
types of humour which can be used during classroom discourse. However, it was the view of the 
participants that some teachers do not engage in humour as they did not possess an effective 
capacity to use humour, or the fact that the subject, such as Mathematics, requires students to 
focus on complicated and intricate concepts, and so there is no place for humour during these 
particular lessons.  

Nevertheless, in language learning, humour is welcomed by upper-secondary school students. 
There is a saturation point if humour is used too often in teaching (Wanzer, 2002), therefore 
students do not want their teachers to routinely use excessive amounts of humour as it could have 
a negative impact on learning and students are aware that they just “switch off”. Instead, the 
moderate use of humour has been indicated to be effective in creating a calm, harmonious 
classroom environment conducive for learning and dialogic interaction, even though the 
opportunities for dialogue did not arise on a regular basis.      

5.4 Limit Collaboration 

It has been proposed in previous research that teachers may use collaborative grouping as an 
antidote to boredom rather than an effective tool for practicing language (Smith, 2001). Non-
native English students are sometimes split into groups which, according to the participant, are 
formed without any clear purpose but just for the fact of forming groups. The Swedish students are 
often split into collaborative groups which are then set to work on various tasks or projects as a 
unit, whereas the Italian students tend to work on their own or in pairs, seldom in small groups. 
This method of working is considered by six students not to function as an efficient form of task 

   
 
 

38 



as the teacher does not seem to consider the dynamics of the groups. In the words of one male 
student: 

But I can say that I do not like and that’s when you sit down in a group in the class and then you have to, 
 and then when you’ve done you have to tell everyone what you were like, what you figured out. I don’t 
 like that because…..I don’t like being unprepared and, well it night be good sometimes, but I don’t think I 
 learn. (SS1) 

This feeling was repeated by several female students who continued to discuss the actual 
dynamics of the groups. If the teacher chooses the members of each group, they have to fully 
understand how each individual functions in close proximity to the others so as to continue a 
harmonious learning climate. The groups need to be thoroughly thought out so that students dare 
to speak and feel that they can make verbal errors (grammatical, phonetic and linguistic) in front 
of their peers: 

I like it more when we sit in small groups and talk cos then you feel more comfortable and dare to talk…I 
prefer to sit with my friends and talk English because I can express myself, not like being laughed at or 
something. (SS10)  

Therefore, the student felt as if she had the self-confidence to speak in English in the company of a 
small group consisting of other students she socialized with in the knowing that they would not 
ridicule her for saying erroneous words or phrases. So, teachers are required to consider the 
communicative competence of each member of the group as well as how they function with other 
students in order to effectively increase their knowledge of English during a collaborative task.  

If the students are placed with others which are considered to be on an equivalent level of English 
knowledge, no extension of learning ensues. Alternatively, if the groups consist of mixed levels of 
experience and knowledge, an unequal distribution of work may occur which may facilitate a 
feeling of resentment between group members. In the words of one male Swedish respondent:   

…when I speak I use the same words all the time….and when you speak to a classmate maybe he’s using 
the same words all the time as well, so then it’s just like repeating itself all the time. But of you speak to a, 
someone with other use of words or something, you get a better vocabulary. (SS1)  

This statement clearly demonstrates that the student is consciously aware that collaborating with 
another student, who has supposedly a similar level of spoken language as they do, does not 
always stretch their current level of understanding of English. The suggestion of conversing with 
another individual to improve vocabulary implies a MKO, for example the teacher or possibly a 
native speaker. It is to be acknowledged that, in order for peers to function as a group, 
collaborative tasks may not prove to be effective, therefore the teacher is required to assess the 
specific dynamics of a language class to allow for effective extension of the ZPD for each and 
every student. Thus, it is the proposal of this study that educators utilize collaboration, in the form 
of pair and group work, in conjunction with individual tasks to gain a balance in language 
learning. Upper-secondary school students seemingly require variation in language learning tasks 
so as not to consciously become the less knowledgeable other (LKO).        

Not only is the dynamic of a group important, but the actual type of task itself. As stated by a 
female Swedish respondent, “I don’t feel that we are doing anything that supports my learning in 
English because [of] the assignments, I don’t find them fun so I just do it and I don’t think so 
much about them” (SS6). This quote indicates that the student does not reflect on the collaborative 
tasks which the class are challenged with, therefore there is a danger that cognitive internalization 
of language structures would not occur. The student seems to infer that she receives a task and 
completes it without any conscious reflection upon the content, but when forced into a situation 
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where she has to speak in English, the student uses metacognition to think about the language she 
needs to use in order to communicate effectively with native English speakers.   

5.5 The Necessity of Collaborative Dialogue 

Language is a form of shared cognition, and in order for students to be able to solve complex 
problems during a specific task, teachers need to create opportunities for students to be able to 
discuss with their peers to come to a solution that they may not have arrived at individually i.e. the 
solution was derived due to collaborative dialogue. In both Italy and Sweden, students 
acknowledged that classroom dialogue does exist but not in large amounts. Also, the perceptions 
of both groups of students as to what constituted a “large amount of dialogue and interaction” 
varied quite substantially from a few conversations to taking up the entire lesson. The main point 
to be noted is that there needs to be more time allocated to the active and interactive use of spoken 
English during lessons. Monologic dominance of the educator’s voice was considered only to be a 
necessity to inspire students when explaining about a new task. By listening to students as they 
engage in meaning-making during social activities such as role-plays, debates, and small group 
discussions, teachers can discover the emerging ZPDs for each student, and the resulting 
collaborative dialogue may provide better insight into the current levels of knowledge in the class 
i.e. what the students know, what they don’t know, and what they need to know. Swain et al. 
(2011) suggest that teachers should encourage classes to play with language, of which Vygotsky 
(1978) considered imagination to be important in developing cognitive abilities. 

Second language teaching methods, especially the grammar-translation method, do not 
accommodate playing with language, but focus is placed on the constraints that the target language 
imposes (Swain et al., 2011). If teachers create oral tasks which allow for language students to 
“interact and talk more freely” (SS7), students feel that they will obtain an outlet with which to 
expand their communicative repertoire. This, in turn, may serve as a communicative tool to bridge 
differences when conversing with individuals from different nationalities. Scaffolding and 
reciprocal teaching are considered to be effective strategies to access the ZPDs of language 
students (Riddle & Dabbagh, 1999). The teacher is required to provide students with the 
opportunity to extend their current skills and knowledge. In order to engage students’ interest, 
humour can be used to simplify, or scaffold, tasks so that they become more manageable. 
Elements of play are much welcomed by upper-secondary students as it provides an outlet to let 
off academic steam and allow for free, collaborative creativity.  

Niche in the research community. Moderation of humour serves to reduce classroom anxiety and 
facilitate the opportunity for positive human interaction; therefore it can be viewed as a powerful 
pedagogical, interactive tool. In creating better relationships with elements of trust and security, 
there are a plethora of reasons why this present study promotes the inclusion of humour in 
teaching ESL in European countries such as Italy and Sweden. Previous research has provided 
valuable insight and further understanding as to the advantages and disadvantages of the 
incorporation of humour in language learning discourse (Ahern, 2008; Garner, 2006; Torok et al., 
2004). Also, as humour has been proved to be such a complicated issue with individuals having 
unique senses of humour which differ in culture, socioeconomic status, and language in their 
understanding of the context of humorous material utilised by educators,   

Further/future work. Further research is necessary to improve the understanding of the perceived 
benefits of pedagogical humour and dialogic interaction on English language learning processes, 
as well as comparing teaching practices internationally to gain a wider perspective as to the 
effectiveness of collaborative tasks and play in language learning. Pedagogical humour as a 
scaffold to learning English in upper-secondary schools requires further investigation to increase 
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understanding as to how to effectively stretch the ZPDs of students and promote the retention of 
knowledge.    

6. Conclusion 

In this qualitative study to gain an increased understanding as to how some Italian and Swedish 
upper-secondary school students perceive and experience humour and dialogic interaction in the 
classroom, the semi-structured interview technique – as part of the phenomenography method of 
scientific research – facilitated in the disclosure of the main common themes of moderation of 
humour, openness and the necessity of collaborative dialogue. Therefore, the results of this study 
suggest the importance of educators adopting an open style of personality in teaching, to utilize 
humour moderately, and increase dialogical interaction with students whilst teaching in English. 
Spoken interaction, possibly with native language speakers with various English dialects 
(Australian, American, British, and Irish being mentioned), was considered by several students as 
a strategy to create the opportunity for obtaining valuable vocal input by personal dialogic 
interaction. Interacting with non-native speaking educators who do not possess a native-like 
English accent or dialect, can be regarded as a hinder to language learners as knowledge is not 
properly stretched as effectively in each individual’s ZPD than with a native-speaking pedagogue.      

The integration and availability of computer technology has, according to Riddle and Dannagh 
(1999), increased the opportunities for social interaction. Peer instruction and collaboration on 
tasks used to be shared in the physical space of a classroom, but learning relationships are now 
formed via social networking in cyberspace. It is a finding of this present study that, in order to 
stretch their ZPDs, students in both Italy and Sweden actively seek support for learning English on 
the internet, utilizing it as a cultural tool to practice language and, ultimately, internalize new 
knowledge. Vygotsky (1978) perceived that collaborative tasks would structure learning to 
promote and encourage student interaction in a community for learning. The present study suggest 
that, before setting collaborative tasks with students in small groups, educators are required to 
initially consider the dynamics of the groups. If the dynamic is not optimal, i.e. that the students 
are not adequately familiar with one another, the participants may not function well as a group, 
which may result in some members not participating at all. Daring not to make verbal mistakes, 
the students would rather not speak in fear of being ridiculed by their peers. Therefore, teachers 
need to consider placing students in the same group so as to promote well-being and self-
confidence with ESL, to create tasks with significant relevance to students’ experiences of culture 
and society, and to allow for non-collaboration within the classroom so that individual students 
may reflect and use metacognition when internalizing material learned.  

Vygotsky proposed that social interaction profoundly influences cognitive development, and that 
biological and cultural development does not occur in isolation. Social learning may be a life-long 
process, but it is the perspective of this study that it is not fully dependent on learning in a social 
environment with a MKO in order to stretch the ZPD – to bridge the gap between what is already 
known and the potential of what can be known. Language learning can occur with passive 
collaboration strategies, such as internet dictionaries and online language courses, where mass 
media helps the individual internalize new concepts, but without the involvement of humour or 
active dialogic interaction (even though it is acknowledged that a reader does interact with a text 
when reading). Therefore, all three aspects of humour, dialogue and interaction can be 
acknowledged as educational tools in ESL at upper-secondary school, but optimal usage of them is 
considered to vary depending on the teacher, class, subject and task at hand. Humour in 
moderation has been indicated to be the fifth interdependent factor which combines the previous 
four and, coupled with dialogic interaction, may promote greater levels of communicative 
competence in both Italy and Sweden.            
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8. Appendices 

A. Consent form 

INFORMATION LETTER TO PARTICIPANTS 
 

TITLE OF PROJECT:  If humour be the food of learning, joke on: several  
      upper-secondary school students’ perspectives of  
      classroom humour and dialogism. 
 
PRINCIPAL RESEARCHER: Ashley Blackmore 
 
PROGRAMME:    Master of Education 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
I am a graduate student teacher enrolled on the Master of Education programme at the University 
of Halmstad and am conducting a study to investigate English students’ experiences of the use of 
humour in the classroom setting as well as their perspectives and strategies of second language 
learning. You are invited to take part in this research project which is to be conducted as part of 
the requirement for the completion of my teaching course. The study will be conducted by myself, 
Ashley Blackmore, under the supervision of Ingrid Nilsson and Catrine Brödje. Your participation 
would be greatly appreciated and may help in improving understanding of how humour and 
dialogue can be used to facilitate learning processes. 
 
Should you agree to participate, you would be asked to contribute by taking part in an interview 
which will occur on site at school at a convenient time. The interview process will last for a 
maximum of 30 minutes and will not take place during lesson time. I will be asking you about 
your experiences, thoughts and feelings related to your perceptions of humour and dialogue in the 
classroom.  
 
With your permission, the interview will be digitally recorded so that I can make an accurate 
record of what you say. When the recording has been transcribed (written down in full), it will be 
analysed for themes which describe the impact of humour and dialogue on students. A copy of the 
transcript can be provided after transcription so that you can verify that the information is correct. 
If you wish, any part of the information can be deleted from the text if you disagree in any way 
with what has been written.  
 
I intend to protect your anonymity and the confidentiality of your responses to the fullest possible 
extent. Your name will be kept in a separate, password-protected computer file from any data that 
you supply. In the final report, you will be referred to by a pseudonym (in this case in the form of 
a code). Even though the number of students sought to be interviewed is quite small (a maximum 
of twenty), no-one will be able to identify you even on publication of the results. 
 
Once the thesis arising from this study has been completed, a brief summary of the findings will 
be made available to you on application to myself via e-mail.    
 
Please be advised that your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may wish 
to decline altogether. Also, if you wish to withdraw at any stage, or to withdraw any data you have 
supplied, you are free to do so without any form of prejudice. There are no foreseeable personal or 

  
 



social risks associated with this research study. It is not anticipated that you will be at risk or 
discomfort; there will only be an inconvenience of your time. 
 
If you wish to participate, please indicate that you have read and understood this information by 
signing the consent form below. For participants under 18 years of age, you are requested to ask a 
parent or guardian to sign the form as well. After returning the form to me, I will then contact you 
to arrange a mutually convenient time for the interview to take place.  
 
Thank you for your future assistance in this study.  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
Ashley Blackmore  
 
Ingrid Nilsson & Catrine Brödje, Department of Education, University of Halmstad. 
 
 
Signatures 
 
Participant: 
I have been satisfactorily informed about the purposes and procedures of the research study and 
agree to take part as a participant. I understand that I am free to end my participation at any time 
and the researcher will attempt to answer any questions I may have as the study progresses. 
 
________________________________  ________________________________ 
Signature of Participant   Date 
 
Parent/Guardian: 
I have read the information and agree for my son/daughter to participate in the detailed research 
study. I am over 18 years of age. 
 
________________________________  ________________________________ 
Signature of Parent/Guardian  Date 
 
Researcher: 
I have discussed the research process with the participant. I have asked whether they have any 
questions and answered them to the best of my ability. 
 
________________________________  ________________________________ 
Signature of Researcher   Date 
 
Contacts & Questions 
 
If you have any questions regarding this study, please do not hesitate to contact me on 0763 
405979 or send an email to ashbla08@student.hh.se. If you have any further concerns about the 
research itself or the process of the interview, you may contact the Ingrid Nilsson 
(Ingrid.Nilsson@hh.se) or Catrine Brödje (Catrine.Brodje@hh.se) via e-mail.  
(Please sign this copy and hand it to me as soon as possible.) 
 

  
 

mailto:Ingrid.Nilsson@hh.se
mailto:Catrine.Brodje@hh.se


B. Semi-structured interview guide for students’ perspectives on humour and second language 
learning. 
 

1. Tell me about your background (ice-breaker to get the students speaking English). 

2. What does humour mean to you? 

3. What is your view about your teachers’ use of humour (both in and out of the 

classroom)? 

4. To what extent to teachers use humour? 

5. What types/forms of humour have you experienced during ESL lessons? 

6. Which types of tasks generate the most humorous situations? 

7. Describe how often you get a chance to speak English both in and out of lessons. 

8. Which strategies do you have for learning English? 

9. What type of oral task do you prefer and why? 

10. Describe an oral task when humour has facilitated your learning. Why? 

11. Describe an oral task when humour has failed your learning. Why? 

12. Do you have any recommendations as to the use of humour in spoken English tasks? 

13. What would you consider to be the limitations or cautions of educators using humour 

in the classroom? 

14. Please explain how much interactive discussion occurs during lessons. 

15. What form(s) of support do you receive when learning and speaking English? 

16. What form(s) of support would you like to receive when learning and speaking 

English? 

17. Do you have any other information you wish to add? 

 
The interview is concluded. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 



C. The phenomenographic process of categorizing conceptions from interview transcriptions. 

The process of phenomenographic analysis of qualitative data obtained from the semi-structured 
interview transcripts from the present study was performed following the guidelines in Marton 
(1981) and Marton & Booth (1997): 

 

 

 

Transcripts from 20 interviews 
read several times and 

meaningful units of expression 
extracted from the text 

Similar meanings are grouped 
into several, non-overlapping 

categories 

Categories, or sub-categories, are 
obtained to form categories of 

description 

The meanings of units are 
compared with each other to 

find elements of commonality or 
variation 

Categories of description 
considered as the results of the 

qualitative study 

Classroom 
interaction 

Dialogue in 
English 

Learning 
strategies 

Forms of 
humour 

Conceptions 
of humour 

Interdependent 
factors  

Humour 
scaffold 

Stretching 
knowledge 

Openness 
Amount of 

humour Immediacy 
Appropriate 

humour 
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