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With respect to very limited literature on the impact of verbal humor on Iranian female students’ 
learning, the present action research, with a semi experimental approach, was conducted to explore the 
impact of verbal humor on female college students’ learning. The participants were 341 female social 
science college students who were recruited by convenient sampling. They were divided into eight 
groups and by simple sampling experimental and control groups were determined. Four academic 
achievement tests were measurement tools. The analysis method was descriptive statistics such as 
mean and standard deviation, and inferential statistics such as a one-way ANOVA. Findings reveal that 
there is a statistically significant difference in learning scores for the eight groups. Using the Tukey 
HSD post hoc test shows that only one group do not contribute to the differences. It is concluded that 
applying verbal humor has a positive effect on female college students’ learning. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Any permanent change in behavior, skills, knowledge, or 
attitudes resulting from identifiable psychological or social 
experiences is defined as learning (Seifert and Sutton, 
2011). Learning by nature is a complex process with 
many factors, including teacher’s approaches to learning, 
and her/his practices in teaching, may influence 
outcomes (Virtanen and Lindblom-Ylänne, 2010). 
Academic achievement is a learning process (Miller, 
Klinger, and Shulha, 2006) that its results are assessed 
by standardized academic achievement tests (Kelly, 
2008). One of the most important factors relating to 
learning is its strategies (Bakhtiarvand et al., 2011), and 
verbal humor is one of them (Hativa, 2000) that the 
present study focuses on.  

In the general sense of humor, negative humor may 
cause negative changes in the behavior. In this negative 
view, usage of humor in teaching is considered as an 
improper tool in teaching (Juchniewicz, 2006; Kuiper, 
Grimshaw, Leite, and Kirsh, 2004; Onofrey, 2006). In a 
positive view, wise application of humor facilitates 
students’ learning and is implied as a useful tool (Berk 
and Nanda, 1998; Deiter, 2000; Lovorn, 2008; Mesmer-
Magnus,    Glew,  and  Viswesvaran,  2012;  Ziyaeemehr,  

Kumar, and Faiz Abdullah, 2011). Verbal humor is a 
construct embodied in humor (Mohammadi Golchi and 
Jamali, 2011). Humor itself is defined as a habitual 
behavior pattern of an individual who has a tendency 
towards laughing or telling funny stories (Leist and Müller, 
2012). Verbal humor is defined as any behavior that 
involves using jokes, puns, riddles, satire, parody, irony, 
wit, limerick and anecdote (Whisonant, 1998).  

To apply verbal humor in learning, Shade suggested a 
classification for using humor in classroom identified into 
four basic, four forms of figural, verbal, visual, and 
auditory humors. Figural humors include comic strips, 
cartoons, caricatures, and drawings that deliver humor (a 
variety of instructional media). Verbal humor consists of 
anecdote (based on language that often depends on the 
usage of incongruity as demonstrated through 
contradiction, understatement and exaggeration), irony, 
jokes, limerick, parody, puns, riddles, satire, and wit. 
Visual humor includes sight gags, practical jokes, 
clowning, impersonation, impressions, etc. (having visual 
cues). Auditory humor includes impersonations, 
impressions, noises, and sounds (having auditory cues) 
(Shade, 1996). Hativa (2000) as cited in  Nadeem  (2012)  
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presented a similar classification and categories of humor 
in teaching; the first is using verbal humor such as jokes, 
anecdotes, language, play, etc. The second is using non-
verbal humor such as cartoon, caricature, photon and 
visual pun. The third is integrating verbal and nonverbal 
humor, including impersonation, parody, satire, 
monologue and skit.  

Chee (2006) as cited in Mohammadi Golchi and Jamali 
(2011) also classified humor in teaching into four major 
categories: Textural, such as stories and jokes; pictorial, 
such as cartoons and comics; action/games, such as 
theatre, video, role-play, simulation, and contests; verbal, 
such as puns, word games, and acronym. Jeong (2006) 
has explained that in Borje Holmberg's theory of 
interaction and communication, humor is considered as a 
communicational/conversational style by which pleasure 
is brought to students; pleasure supports students’ 
motivation and strong students’ motivation facilitates 
learning.   

Not only within instructional settings around the world, 
applying humor is usually ignored in teaching (Benjelloun, 
2009; Chen and Jiang, 2004; Lefrancois, 2000; 
Gashmard, Moaetamed, and Vahedparast, 2010), but 
also results of conducted researches on humor over 40 
years conflict one another. When comparing one to 
another, each has focused either on similar features or 
on different aspects of humor, yet, all in all researches 
ended up with controversial findings. So far, investigators 
have not reached a definite answer in terms of impact of 
verbal humor on learning to see whether it is useful or not 
(Weimer, 2011). On the one hand, verbally expressed 
humor is known to have negative connotations (Simon, 
2012; Raskin, 2008), on the other hand, it may create 
positive judgments (Balirano and Corduas, 2006; Wrench 
and Punyanunt-Carter, 2005), and or both, based on the 
situation, may have positive and negative depiction 
(Mihalcea and Strapparava, 2006; Whisonant, 1998; 
Wolfe, 2012). In either case there is little research in the 
field (Mulder & Nijholt, 2002), and if there are any, they 
are mostly related to the field of learning English as a 
second (Foreign) language (EFL/ESL). In a study on an 
EFL, using computer-based instruction (CBI), findings 
showed that verbal humor contributed to enhancement of 
language learning (listening and reading) (Teslow, 1995).  

A survey was done on humor, verbal and non-verbal, in 
a classroom of 35 students, in microeconomic theory 
class: (39 students in the fall of 1997; and 53 students in 
the spring of 1998). The findings revealed increased 
comprehension, and students were more likely to learn or 
to remember the presented materials (Deiter, 2000). In 
an observational case study on students of three 
colleges, the results showed that there was a positive 
correlation between a professor’s use of verbal humor and 
the students’ earned scores in tests (Frymier and Wesser, 
2001). In a research, results showed a positive corre-
lation between the uses of verbal humor in studying a 
second language (Chiasson, 2002). In another  research,  

 
 
 
 
on the effects of humor-mostly verbal- in a language 
classroom, 236 foreign/second language learners and 11 
foreign/ second language instructors were used. The 
analysis showed that verbal humor reduced barriers to 
learning (Askildson, 2005). Findings of a research on 195 
ESL students showed that the use of appropriate verbal 
humor in classrooms enhanced their learning of the 
second language (Ziyaeemehr, Vijay Kumar, and Faiz 
Abdullah, 2011). In a research on 60 EFL students, 
findings showed that humor was beneficial to learning 
(Mohammadi Golchi and Jamali, 2011). 

In general, it is clear that investigating humor (including 
verbal humor) academically have been overlooked 
(Kostovčík, 2009) and, specifically, there is a very limited 
research in the domain of social science disciplines. 
Based on some researches, Iranian educators-similar to 
their colleagues around the world tend not to use humor in 
their classes either (Gashmard, Moaetamed, and 
Vahedparast, 2010; Gorji, 2012; Hossainali, 2009-2010). 
With respect to little and paradoxical findings, the question 
of present research is whether humor will have an impact 
on learning.  
 
 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
The present research was an action research with a 
semi-experimental design and was conducted based on 
Shade's 1996 classification of verbal humor.  

The participants were 341 female undergraduate social 
science students that were recruited based on the 
convenient sampling and by randomized sampling within 
given groups. Professors' ages ranged from 47.00 to 49.00 
(M = 48.00) and their teaching experiences ranged from 
22.00 to 24.00 years (M = 23.00). Participants ages 
ranged were from 18 to 23 (M = 20.50) at sophomore 
level.  

To measure students’ learning, four summative 
academic achievement tests were used. The tests were 
prepared and administrated by the author of the present 
study to measure the students’ learning. The tests were 
of multiple choice types (four choices) and were scored 
from zero to 20. The score 20 is equivalent to a 100 (or 
an A) system; a score of 10 is a pass, and a score below 
10 is a fail. The reliabilities were calculated based on 
Cronbach’s alpha and the validities were estimated by 
content validity (criterion-related) using the panel of 
experts. The tests’ content validity and the Cronbach’s 
alpha reliability of the four tests were reported as: the 
reliability of .96 and the validity of .76; the reliability of 
0.96 and the validity of .74; and the reliability of .82 and 
the validity of .70; the reliability of .89 and the validity of 
0.72 respectively.  

Before conducting the research, professors’ sense of 
humor was measured by a sense of humor questionnaire 
(SHQ) (Khoshouei, Oreizy, and Aghaei in the year of 
2009 constructed SHQ  questionnaire  and  normalized  it  



 
 

 
 
 
 
for Iranians) and it showed that professor A (M = 5.96, 
SD = 1.48) and professor B (M = 5.96, SD = 1.30) had 
similar sense of humor.  

The subjects were taught in eight groups by two female 
professors. To control any possible bias effect of 
professors’ characteristics professor A taught four groups 
(humor and non- humor) and Professor B also taught four 
groups (humor and non- humor). After recruiting groups, 
experimental and control groups were randomly selected. 
An identical post-test achievement test was administered 
(after the 17

th
 session of each teaching subject) to the 

experimental groups and control groups.  
In the humor groups, the instruction included humorous 

stories, telling jokes, witty commentary, and laughter from 
the professor, and anything that would produce laughing 
and smiling (65%-70% or, in other words 60-63 minutes 
out of 90 minutes of the class time was spent teaching 
with humor). The groups were only lectured by two 
female professors named A and B. Professor A taught 
four groups (n = 171): two experimental (Teaching 
Sciences and Psychology Text) and two control groups 
(Teaching Sciences and Psychology Text). Professor B 
also taught four groups (n = 170): two experimental (Child 
Care and An Introduction to Reading Skills) and two 
control groups (Child Care and An Introduction to Reading 
Skills. In the non- humor groups, the instruction 
intentionally and specifically excluded these humorous 
contents without using any form of non-verbal humor. A 
one hundred percent serious teaching with no humor was 
applied in the non-humorous groups. In each pair of 
humor and non- humor groups, the same contents were 
taught by the same professors.  

The same teaching methods (combination of lecture 
and question-answer), the same teaching media 
(whiteboard, pictures, and textbooks), and the same 
amount of time (45 minutes) were utilized in all eight 
groups. At the end of the experimentation, there were no 
feedbacks from participants in terms of having 
inappropriate humor in classes by professors. After the 
end of the 17

th
 sessions, post-academic achievement 

tests were conducted and participants had 30 minutes to 
answer the tests. By the aid of SPSS 19, a one-way 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to analyze the 
data.  
 
 
RESULTS 
 
Descriptive comparisons of teachings outcome of 
Professors A and professor B is presented in Table 1. 
Based on Table 1, it was concluded that the first highest 
group in average means was professor A’s experimental 
group, humor 2 (M = 1.22, SD = 6.47). The other groups 
in the rank respectively are: professor A’s control group, 
non- humor 1 (M = 1.21, SD = 6.43); professor A’s control 
group non- humor 2 (M = 1.18, SD = 7.31), professor A’s 
experimental group, humor 1 (M = 1.18,  SD = 8.66),  and  
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Professor B’s control group, non- humor 2 (M = 1.18, SD 
= 8.58); professor B’s experimental group, humor 1 (M = 
1.17, SD = 5.33); professor B’s control group, non- humor 
1 (M = 1.16, SD = 7.74); professor B’s experimental 
group, humor 2 (M =1.12, SD = 7.50) respectively. It is 
necessary to mention that prior to the analyses, the 
Kolmogorov–Smirnov tests of normality were applied and 
since the data were not normal, the given data were 
transformed to obtain normal distributions. 

The tests for homogeneity of variances were also 
conducted to test the equality of variances and the 
normality and homogeneity of variance for the normality 
and homogeneity of variance met thereafter.  

Inferential comparisons of teachings outcome of using 
a one- way analysis of variance (ANOVA), is presented in 
Table 2.  

Based on Table 2, for multiple comparisons at the 0.05 
level of significance, results shows that there is a 
statistically significant difference in learning scores for the 
eight groups [F (7, 333) = 7.90, p <.05]. The effect size of 
eta-square was .14 (d = 0.14). Tukey HSD post hoc test, 
was conducted to show which group has made the 
difference. It was concluded that professor A’s 
experimental group, humor 1 was not statistically 
significant (MD = 3.83, SE= 1.55, p = .20); professor A’s 
control group, non-humor 1 was not statistically 
significant (MD = 2.37, SE = 1.49, p = .76); professor A’s 
experimental group, humor 2 was not statistically 
significant (MD = 3.60, SE = 1.47, p = .22); professor A’s 
control group, non-humor 2 was not statistically significant 
(MD = 6.98, SE= 1.49, p = 1.00); professor B’s 
experimental group, humor 1 was not statistically 
significant (MD = 1.46, SE = 1.49, p = .97); professor B’s 
control group, non-humor 1 was not statistically 
significant (MD = 2.41, SE = 1.46, p = .72); professor B’s 
experimental group, humor 2 was statistically significant 
(MD = 6.13, SE = 1.43, p= .00); professor B’s control 
group, non-humor 2 was not statistically significant (MD = 
2.21, SE = 1.49, p = 1.00).  

It is concluded that among eight groups only one group 
had not contributed to the differences.  
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
The primary goal of this study was to examine the impact 
of verbal humor on female social science college 
students’ learning based on Shade's classification of 
verbal humor. In this regard, the hypothesis was 
confirmed and the usage of professors’ verbal humor had 
a positive effect on learning and it is derived that humor 
can have an impact on female social science college 
students’ learning. Despite having very limited literature 
on the impact of verbal humor on Iranian female social 
science students’ learning, these results seem to be 
consistent with the previous studies on applying humor in 
its general sense. An explanation for the findings may  lie  
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Table 1. Descriptive analysis of impact of verbal humor on learning (achievement tests). 
 

Professor Group n M SD Min. Max. 

A 

1 humor 1 Experimental group 49 1.18 8.66 1.00 1.30 

2 non-humor 1 Control group 40 1.21 6.43 1.05 1.30 

3 humor 2 Experimental group 42 1.22 6.47 1.06 1.30 

4 non-humor 2 Control group 40 1.18 7.31 1.04 1.30 

         

B 

5 humor 1 Experimental group 40 1.17 5.33 1.01 1.24 

6 non-humor 1 Control group 43 1.16 7.74 1.00 1.30 

7 humor 2 Experimental group 47 1.12 4.41 1.00 1.20 

8 non-humor 2 Control group 40 1.18 8.58 .88 1.27 

N    341 1.18 7.50 .88 1.30 

 
 

Table 2. One way analysis of variance (ANOVA) of impact of humor on learning based on transformed data. 
 

Groups SS df MS F Sig. d 

Between Groups .27 7 3.89 7.90 .00 .14 

Within Groups 1.64 333 4.93    

Total 1.91 340     
 

p< .05,    p < .01 (one-tailed) 
 

 
in the nature of humor. Humor acts as a psychological 
function (James, 2001) and acts as a learning 
enhancement (Deiter, 2000; Juchniewicz, 2006). Deiter 
(2000), Cooper (1994), and Graban (2001) confirm that 
applying humor is an effective strategy to enhance 
learning in all instructional settings. Also Lovorn (2008), 
Frymier and Wesser (2001) confirmed that humor 
promots learning. Findings are consistent with Chiasson 
(2002), Deiter (2000), and Teslow (1995) who realize that 
humor is a useful and powerful pedagogical tool. Findings 
are also consistent with Askildson (2005) who showed 
that humor was a beneficial tool to reduce learning 
barriers and this was consistent with Berk and Nanda 
(1998) who showed that using humor was an appropriate 
strategy to increase achievement of statistics students.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The results of present study on female college students’ 
learning regardless to differences between the two 
professors whole sense of humor or the verbal humor 
they employed show that all experimental groups 
demonstrated positive learning effects except one group. 
This means the high impact of humor on learning.  

For the convenience of sampling, this study was limited 
to sophomore female college students with ages ranging 
from ages 18 to 20 and female professors. The other 
limitation was that there was no way of determining 
exactly how different the professors treated their classes 
in terms of verbal humor. It is suggested to study the 

issue of effectiveness of humor on male students as well 
as using male professors, and the comparison of their 
effectiveness based on gender has to be considered. It is 
recommended that the tests of the effectiveness of verbal 
humor on other subjects other than social sciences, in 
other social settings such as formal instructional 
environments, be conducted. It is also suggested that a 
study be conducted on the impact of non-verbal humor 
on learning. The implication of this study is that it firmly 
points to the literature specifically in regards to gender 
and verbal humor. 
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