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ABSTRACT 

The study of specific communication patterns of Graduate Teaching Assistants' 

(GTA) has been overlooked in communication literature, focusing instead upon GTAs 

socialization and culture forming strategies, as well as their basic concerns and the 

training of GTAs to be instructors. This study hypothesizes that an academic department 

cannot adequately train its GTAs without first understanding how GTAs communicate 

with their students. To date, GTAs are being trained using literature that has been tested 

upon full-time and adjunct faculty members. The argument is made that independent 

research must be done on the communication patterns of GTAs if they are to be 

adequately trained to be college instructors. The specific communication pattern of GTA 

humor use in the classroom was examined to find what effects it might have upon student 

behavior and student learning. The researcher theorizes that as humor use increases 

student misbehaviors will increase and student learning will decrease. Findings showed 

that the amount of humor a GTA uses in his/her class has no significant effect upon 

student behavior; however, GTAs humor use does significantly affect student affective 

and cognitive learning in a positive way. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

There is an ever-growing pressure upon tenure track faculty to teach a greater 

number of both undergraduate and graduate classes to meet the demands of a growing 

student population. Institutions simultaneously have increased the qualifications of 

tenure, amounting in increased research demands as well as demands upon the time of 

faculty (Shannon, Twale, & Moore, 1998). It is because of these factors that there is a 

growing need for instructors of basic level undergraduate courses. Graduate Teaching 

Assistants (GTAs) are becoming increasingly common among departmental staff, 

teaching the large number of basic level courses required across curricula (Shannon et al.; 

Roach, 1991, 1997; Buerkel-Rothfuss & Gray, 1990). Essentially, with the increasing 

cost of running a university, the ever mounting need for class instructors, and the growing 

demands placed on full-time faculty, it has become far more beneficial for university 

departments to train graduate students to teach many of the basic level courses required 

of undergraduates to graduate from academic institutions rather than pay another full-

time faculty member. It comes down to simple economics; one full-time faculty member 

costs more and can cover fewer classes than several graduate students for a reasonably 

similar amount of money. 

Much of the current research on GTAs centers upon three areas of teaching 

assistant life, International Teaching Assistants (ITAs), GTA training, and GTA 

socialization. The first area of research, ITAs and their assimilation into the American 



and university culture (Yook & Albert, 1999), consists of research based upon data 

gathered concerning graduate students fi'om other countries that are hired to teach in 

universities in the United States. The research states that students who are taught by 

ITAs experience anger and frustration at the differences in culture, and 

miscommunication because of language and/or dialect differences. Researchers have 

shown that by increasing the sensitivity training of students to other cultures the 

incidences of frustration towards ITAs can be decreased (Yook & Albert, 1999). The 

second area of GTA research falls under the training of the GTAs (Brandl, 2000; 

Lowman & Mathie, 1993; Buerkel-Rothfuss & Gray, 1990). Researchers have found that 

area knowledge, procedural knowledge, and teaching are among the list of concerns that 

GTAs face pertaining to their roles (Feezel & Myers, 1997). This is why training GTAs 

correctly in all aspects of their jobs is so important. Research has grown in recent years 

to not only include what GTAs need to learn to teach effectively (i.e., teacher roles, 

grading, lecturing), but also what GTAs need to learn to become effective teachers, 

students, and new additions to the university (i.e., time management, role conflict, self-

awareness) (Feezel & Myers, 1997). The third and final area of research focuses upon 

the socialization of GTAs into their new roles as teachers who are also still students 

(Myers, 1994, 1998; Feezel & Myers, 1997; Roach, 1997; Meyers, 1996). Research has 

uncovered that GTAs are "socialized into academic institutions.. .through interactions 

with faculty and peers" (Myers, 1994 p. 221). For example, it has been discovered that 

GTAs who interact with faculty are more likely to be more productive, have higher levels 

of commitment, and have a stronger sense of self-identity (Weiss, 1981). The 



socialization of GTAs is important to understand because it is the unofficial training 

mechanism within the department of employment among faculty-graduate students and 

peers. 

However, the current research does not discuss specific problems that GTAs 

might experience in their new roles as educators. Rather the research generalizes the 

problems that GTAs experience, likening many of the classroom problems that GTAs 

experience to that experienced by seasoned faculty. The literature, however, supports the 

contention that GTAs are a culturally different group of educators fi-om full-time and 

adjunct faculty. This is shown in the level of teaching experience that GTAs have 

compared to other groups of faculty, combined with their status as students within the 

university. The commonality of experiences among the group of GTAs creates a 

subculture within the academic culture of faculty and staff GTAs are seen as a different 

type of teacher and are treated as such. Feezel and Myers (1997) acknowledge that GTAs 

are a group that has different experiences from others in academe and contend that they 

cannot be perceived in the same way as full time faculty. Yet despite this, the majority of 

training programs administered to GTAs are based upon what works for seasoned faculty 

and not what works for GTAs. Many training programs teach GTAs how they should 

grade, create lectures, deal with office procedure, and deal with general student behaviors 

(Beurkel-Rothfiiss & Gray, 1990); but are these training programs adequate? Is it 

possible that departments assume that because GTAs are trained to teach, and placed at 

the head of a classroom, undergraduates will automatically see them as professors and 

give them the same deference as tenured faculty? Is it fair to assume that because GTAs 



are given the knowledge of how to keep a grade book, and given the theoretical 

knowledge of classroom management, that they will be able to automatically implement 

that information? Because of these assumptions, there is the possibility of flaws in the 

training of these inexperienced teachers. What may work for experienced instructors 

may not generally work for GTAs. There are concerns GTAs have that full-time faculty 

do not have in their own classes. For example, a full-time or adjunct faculty member 

may not have students and/or parents questioning their credibility or content knowledge 

of the subject being taught. Another example, many GTAs since they are still students 

themselves hang out at local student hot spots making the possibility of fi-atemization 

more likely. Faculty may not have students inviting them to keg parties creating a 

conflict of ethics. One final example, most faculty members almost certainly have a 

higher sense of self-awareness and are not dealing with feelings of inadequacy when 

teaching their classes. Since most faculty have been through the process of graduate 

school, having possibly even been GTAs themselves, they may not be dealing with the 

same feelings of fear of failure that many GTAs may feel. 

GTAs are concerned with a complex set of variables ranging fi-om socializing 

with new people within the department to learning to give interesting lectures. A 

common thread that binds the communication aspect from the GTAs socialization to the 

GTAs teaching is the use of humor. Humor use among GTAs is also a form of 

communication that has not been addressed in the GTA literature. Especially significant 

to this study is the GTAs use of humorous messages in the classroom. Several studies to 

date have focused on teacher use of humor in college classrooms (Wanzer & Frymier, 



1999; Gorham & Christophel, 1990, 1992; Korobkin, 1988; Bryant, Comisky, & 

Zillmann, 1979), and on humor in high school classrooms (Conkell, Imwold, & Ratliffe, 

1999; King, 1999; Check, 1997; Neuliep, 1991). According to Myers (1994), however, 

GTAs are a socially distinct group from both college and high school instructors; 

therefore, it is reasonable that GTAs are perceived of and treated differently as instructors 

by both faculty in the department of employment and students they are teaching. Many 

graduate students who apply for teaching assistant positions are recent grads from their 

own undergraduate institutions. This can create, in some cases, a difference in age of only 

one to four years between the GTA and his/her students, as well as a possible perception 

of not necessarily being a real professor (Myers, 1998). Because of even the possibility 

of this perception, it should be assumed that the use of humor must be navigated 

tentatively by a GTA compared to a college or high school instructor. Problems 

potentially arise because the GTA may not be aware of the impact of his/her humor use in 

lectures or in general class discussion. For that matter, no one knows what students' 

perceptions of GTA humor is because it has not been studied. Humor is a diverse and 

difficult communication pattern to master in the education context for experienced high 

school teachers, and college faculty, yet we often train GTAs to use humor as a means of 

building immediacy (Kuhrik, Kuhrik, & Berry, 1997). Is it feasible to assume that GTAs 

can master humor when many experienced educators still have not? Feezel and Myers 

(1997) have already shown us that GTAs have a diverse set of concerns and challenges 

all their own. This being the case, why has the use of humor not been studied among 

GTAs, who are perceived as a completely different group in academia? 



Berwald (1992) believes that humor can animate the classroom environment, 

establish and maintain rapport, create motivation for learning, and enhance acquisition 

and retention. Additionally, Powell and Andersen (1985) report that humor is effective in 

the college classroom, creating a positive environment, promoting comprehension, 

encouraging student involvement, holding students' attention, fostering cognitive 

development, and managing desirable behavior. However, all of these assertions were 

tested in full-time and adjunct faculty classrooms. There are no studies being done 

reporting the automatic questioning of faculty capability, only in research done on GTAs 

is there any question of their teaching abilities. It is necessary to research the effects of 

humor on student behavior and learning in GTA taught classes so that GTAs can increase 

immediacy, learning, and positive educational environments without damaging their 

credibility, decreasing student motivation, and/or increasing student misbehaviors. 

Additionally, GTAs teach a large portion of all the undergraduate students in most 

universities; it may be necessary to understand how GTA humor affects students so that 

learning is not hindered, but helped, across academe. 

The purpose of this study is to examine how humor use by GTAs in their classes 

affects student behavior, affective learning, and perceived cognitive learning. The intent 

of the research is to examine how attention might be specifically paid to the humor being 

used in GTA classrooms. Because of humor's ambiguous nature, and relatively universal 

communication use, there is potential for miscommunication, offense, and a loss of 

credibility for GTAs who are perceived by their students as using humor inappropriately. 

The oversight of communication scholars into the humor of GTAs is not egregious; 



however, there is a need for graduate students who teach undergraduate students to have 

proper training if the educational system is to be credible, and the training of many future 

educators can be put into greater focus. To clarify, it is not the intention of the researcher 

to demonstrate that humor should never be used in the GTA classroom, on the contrary, 

the researcher believes that would make a dull class, and harm the learning process. The 

intent of this research is to identify whether humorous communication influences student 

misbehaviors, and what the effect of this communication pattern is upon student learning. 

It is the researchers hope that this will be a springboard for future research into the area 

of GTA humor use and its impact upon students who enroll in GTA led classes. 



CHAPTER 11 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This chapter begins with a review of the literature on GTAs. This section will 

include an exploration of the research categories included in the GTA literature: 

concerns, training, and socialization. Then, the chapter will review the literature 

regarding humor, including the theories and functions of humor. The chapter will 

continue with an examination of studies on humor use in the classroom. Finally, the 

chapter will examine the concepts of affective and cognitive learning so that they will be 

better understood as dependant variables within the research method. 

Graduate Teaching Assistants 

The literature on GTAs falls into three main areas: concerns, socialization, and 

training. We will begin by examining the literature on GTA concerns, then move into the 

literature on GTA socialization, finally investigating the literature on GTA training. The 

goal of this section of the chapter is to gain an understanding of what is currently known 

about graduate teaching assistants within the context of empirical research. 

Graduate Teaching Assistant Concerns 

The literature on GTA concerns is the basis for the literature on training and 

socialization, because without the understanding of what GTAs are apprehensive about 

we cannot understand how training and socialization affect them in academia. The first 



major line of research on GTA concerns is the apprehension they have concerning their 

new roles as first time educators. According to Feezel and Myers (1997), the GTA plays 

a dual role of teacher and student and therefore, experiences role conflict. In other words, 

they experience anxiety over having to perform multiple tasks effectively. Because a 

GTA is a student and a teacher, many times the GTA is conflicted about which role 

should take precedence. Many times GTAs have little to no experience in education 

(Feezel & Myers, 1997; Roach, 1991). Most graduate students do not enter graduate 

school with a degree in education, and many do not plan on ever teaching again beyond 

their graduate school experience. The concerns of GTAs are broken into two categories: 

the concerns of being a GTA and the concerns of being a student (Feezel & Myers, 1997; 

Williams & Schaller, 1994; Williams & Roach, 1992). The concerns of being a GTA 

include concerns over student relationships, lecturing, credibility, and classroom behavior 

management. The concerns of being a student include relating to faculty and staff, peer 

relations, grades, graduate class assignments, research for recognition within the 

department, and their thesis or comprehensive exams. It is because of this dual-role 

perspective, that many first-year GTAs feel overwhelmed by graduate school. The 

pressure of graduate school combined with the pressures of a job that many GTAs have 

no experience in or education for and the dual role creates a tension that few individuals 

are prepared to handle. 

The concerns of GTAs pertaining to their role as a novice instructor are 

problematic for the graduate student who is ill-equipped to handle these issues, namely 

because GTAs are not perceived in the same way as faculty; therefore, their classroom 



performance and credibility hang by a more tenuous thread. According to Roach (1997), 

"student misbehaviors pose problems for any instructor, but especially for 

GTAs.. .instructional research suggests that it may be teacher 'misbehaviors' that foster 

or invite student misbehavior" (p. 126). According to this assertion, that teacher 

misbehaviors invite student misbehavior, a GTA must be careful not to misbehave, 

otherwise she/he may invite the students to misbehave as well. If a GTA uses humor in a 

lecture, for example, will the students perceive the humorous cormnunication as 

misbehavior; and will the students in turn interpret that as a signal that misbehavior is 

tolerable in the GTAs class? Frequently, GTAs rely on their experiences with their own 

undergraduate instructors as models of good teaching. They have the desire to emulate 

the professors who have that miraculous blend of intellect, enthusiasm, and humor 

(Drake, 1997). Therefore, GTAs may copy the teaching styles of experienced faculty in 

order to appear credible to their students. However, since the GTA is not experienced, 

their attempts may be made in vain, and they may end up looking incompetent to their 

students. 

What about the impact of the GTA's age upon his/her teaching concerns? Roach 

(1991) states that many GTAs enter graduate programs immediately following the 

completion of their B.A. or B.S. degree, he speculates that due to this there is a "small 

age and maturation differential between the GTAs and the students they are teaching" (p. 

179). This differential can lead to problems in classroom management. Additionally, 

problems emerge because they do not possess the same level of legitimate control over 

their classes that full-time professors have. The relatively small difference in age and 
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educational experience between the GTAs and their students can cause the perception of 

a peer led classroom environment. This could cause the students to perceive that certain 

unacceptable behaviors are now acceptable because they do not have a "real" professor. 

In addition to adaptation to the role of classroom instructor, GTAs must also adapt 

to their new roles as graduate students. Many GTAs are not trained in fundamental 

instructional tasks such as grading, lecturing, and facilitating discussion (Diamond & 

Gray, 1987). Because of this, many times GTAs must use each other for informational 

and support systems (Myers, 1998). This can create the potential for misinformation 

between inexperienced individuals. Techniques that work for one GTA in his/her 

classroom may not work for another. Take this scenario, for example: GTA X is 

experiencing behavior problems in his class. He berates his students for the first ten 

minutes of class about three weeks into the semester. The misbehavior decreases, so he 

passes this information on to GTA Y. We know from the literature on compliance 

gaining, specifically behavior alteration techniques that berating students does not 

effectively help the problem of misbehavior, and can hinder learning and student 

motivation (McCroskey & Richmond, 1983; Richmond, 1990). This trend can become 

especially detrimental to student learning and the development of good teaching skills in 

departments where there is little to no training of GTAs. The dissemination of 

misinformation can cause a hindrance in student learning and motivation, thereby 

increasing the GTA's fhastration with teaching. 

Essentially, whether GTAs are trained or not, they end sometimes up 

overwhelmed by their dual roles. First, GTAs are responsible for their academic 
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performance, after all that is the chief reason they are in graduate school. Second, GTAs 

have a responsibility towards their students, and balancing the two can become an 

enormous task. Add to this the pressures of trying to maintain a social life within and 

outside of their academic department, while maintaining the full-time job of being a 

GTA. Some GTAs may not feel ready to accept the amount of pressure that comes along 

with the demands of school and work as a GTA. In fact, time management is listed as a 

chief area of concern to GTAs in the literature (Feezel & Myers, 1997). Functionally, the 

concerns of GTAs amount to more than just, "Will 1 pass my research methods class?" 

Graduate Teaching Assistants and Socialization 

The current literature regarding GTAs and their socialization into academia paints 

an almost dry and mechanical view of GTA acculturation. The research to date focuses 

solely on the academic and procedural socialization of GTAs. Researchers ignore the 

social component of GTA socialization entirely. Graduate students experience two types 

of socialization during their process of integration into an academic department (a) 

occupational (or role) socialization and (b) organizational (or school) socialization 

(Stanton, 1990). What this means is that GTAs are socialized into both their role as an 

educator and into the academic department through interaction with others (i.e., faculty 

and peers) and training. However, according to Stanton and Darling (1989), cultural 

socialization is left to the GTA's awareness of social practices and cultural understanding 

of their particular department. GTAs must form relationships among peers and among 

faculty and mirror the behavior of individuals who are more knowledgeable of the 
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system. Essentially, GTAs are left on their own to figure out the cultural norms within 

the department, the university, and academia at large. 

Three stages of GTA socialization are identified in the literature (Jablin, 1987). 

The first stage, called the anticipatory stage, is generally the stage at which individuals 

begin to mentally prepare for their organizational careers. This is when students prepare 

for and take the Graduate Record Exam, apply to graduate schools, and apply for 

graduate assistantships. This is also the time when individuals mentally prepare for the 

realization that they could soon become GTAs, and a part of a new culture. 

The second stage is the assimilation stage. During this stage, the organizational 

newcomer confronts the reality of becoming a part of the organization and decides 

whether or not to accept it (Wanous, 1992). This usually occurs within the first weeks up 

to and including the first months of the first semester of a new GTAs employment and 

can be characterized as the period of orientation and training a GTA goes through when 

they become a part of an academic department. According to Jablin and Krone (1987), 

this is the point where a mutual influence occurs between the individual and the 

organization. According to Meyers (1996), faculty "have a responsibility to be mentors 

and models for those who will form the future professoriate," and they should do their 

best to form mentor-protege relationships with GTAs to help develop superior teaching 

skills (p. 755). Assimilation occurs when faculty and peers exert influence over the 

newcomer, integrating the newcomer into a system of similar norms and values. 

The third stage is the exit stage where individuals disengage from the organization 

for one of three reasons: (a) retirement, (b) job transfer, and (c) organizational change 
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(Jablin, 1987). Typically, in the case of GTAs the exit stage comes when they graduate 

from the academic institution or for whatever reason may be terminated from their post of 

teaching assistant. Additionally, there are special cases where GTAs stay on in a 

department and become adjunct or part-time faculty. In these cases, the exit stage would 

occur due to reasons of retirement, finding a job elsewhere, or the possibility that the 

individual may not be rehired for the next semester. However, the end of the 

socialization process comes, it is a termination of a GTAs intimate association with a 

particular culture (i.e., the academic department). 

In order to understand the organizational or procedural socialization that occurs 

amongst GTAs, we must examine the two relational groups that influence them. First, 

there is the mentor-protege relationship, characterized by a faculty member acting as a 

mentor to a GTA. According to Hill, Bahniuk, and Dobos (1989), mentoring occurs in "a 

communication relationship in which a senior person supports, tutors, guides, and 

facilitates a junior person's career development" (p. 15). Ostroff and Kozlowski (1993) 

found that mentors help GTAs develop technical, interpersonal, and political skills, all of 

which are necessary in the academic culture that the GTAs are being immersed in during 

their graduate careers. Furthermore, mentors offer professional guidance and sponsorship 

for graduate students (Kalbfleisch & Davis, 1993) especially important in academia 

where faculty is responsible for graduate program design (Myers, 1994). 

The second relationship that is of great importance is the peer relationship. This 

relationship can be further broken down into two main groups-the newcomer GTA and 

the experienced GTA. While both have varying levels of education and experience, in 
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graduate programs, they are still considered peer because they are all GTAs. Studies 

show that as many as half of GTAs in non-communication departments do not receive 

fraining of any type, covering subjects such as lecturing, grading, and basic classroom 

management (Buerkel-Rothftiss & Gray, 1990). Hence, many GTAs must rely upon each 

other heavily for advice and training. A primary concern for GTAs is acquiring 

knowledge concerning their new assistantship duties (Williams & Roach, 1992). These 

duties include how to grade, office procedures, how to create a lecture, and whether or 

not they are required to create a syllabus. With a lack of formal training available, many 

GTAs seek out information through each other regarding their departmental duties, 

procedures, and policies (Darling, 1987; Dariing & Stanton, 1989; Williams & Roach, 

1992). Williams and Roach (1992) reported, "GTAs found interactions with other GTAs 

while working as being the most available and helpfial socialization activities.. .because 

GTAs are concerned about being able to interact with other GTAs" (p. 225). In other 

words, not only is it important for GTAs to build social relationships with their peers, 

they find it easy to do so by communicating with them about their concerns pertaining to 

the job they are doing as a teacher. They do not feel that their peer is going to judge them 

critically about mistakes, or misinformation, but rather listen to them or laugh with them 

and become a network that helps to guide and support each other through the process of 

graduate school and teaching. 

While socialization among GTAs can be a worthwhile pursuit, especially when 

training is not available, there can be harms that come about when information is 

disseminated without proper research to support assumptions. First, if a GTA relies upon 
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the peer-mentor relationship for information, there is a possibility that the specific needs 

of the GTA may be forgotten. According to Meyers (1996), "instructors are seldom 

given guidance for optimizing their working relationships with assistants" (p. 755). What 

this means is that faculty may be unsure about what advice to give their protege, 

especially in departments where training is not specifically laid out in a program based on 

evaluating GTA progress. What Meyers is also saying is that these faculty members who 

GTAs are looking to as mentors are not given any structure with which to temper their 

advice about teaching against. Additionally, many college professors had experiences as 

GTAs themselves; however, depending upon when the professor was a GTA him/herself, 

they may be too far removed from the GTAs experience to effectively help them; or they 

may not be fully caught up on the latest teaching techniques outlined within the research. 

This unfortunately can happen if the faculty member is getting close to retirement more 

often than with those faculty members who are still in the thick of teaching and research 

themselves. Secondly, if a GTA decides to use the peer-peer relationship to address his 

or her concerns or problems, there is a risk of the blind leading the blind. GTAs can go 

to each other and discuss what works in classroom situations; however, they have all had 

the same type and amount of training and experience. They are not experts at teaching 

and can easily spread misinformation. A common scenario among GTAs is that not 

every GTA teaches the same way, so what works for one GTA may not necessarily work 

for another. Take the use of humor for example. Some GTAs may not be as comfortable 

using humor as others. If a GTA tells another that humor has worked really well with his 

or her class, the individual who is less comfortable using humor may lose credibility with 
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their class by using it. Essentially, since there is no firm research on specific classroom 

management problems for GTAs, and the information they are given does not adequately 

address their unique position, the use of mentors and peers for information has the 

potential to increase the problems of student misbehavior. 

Graduate Teaching Assistants and Training 

In order to gain a clear understanding of GTA training, it is important to not only 

examine older evidence to see where some departments may still be struggling, but to 

also become better informed on the most recent accounts of GTA training so that we can 

see how GTAs are being prepared for the job of classroom instructor. 

In order for the GTA to become an effective instructor, training on how to 

manage and teach a class is of the utmost importance. However, it is possible that some 

GTAs do not receive the training they need. According to Diamond and Gray's (1987) 

study, 25% of GTAs are not trained in fundamental tasks such as grading, lecturing, and 

facilitating discussion. Of course, Diamond and Gray's study was roughly seventeen 

years ago so the current situation in GTA training may not be so bleak. In a more recent 

study, Bomotti (1994) found that nearly half of the GTAs surveyed had attended no 

teacher preparation courses or workshops. These statistics show a positive increase in the 

trend toward GTA training just ten years ago. As research enters the new millennium, 

there tends to be debate over whether we as an academic community really have made 

the leaps and bounds in GTA training that many would like to believe versus a belief that 

many positive training methods have been implemented to advance the knowledge of 
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these novice instructors. Davis and Kring (2001) still contend that as a community, 

academic "authorities...express concern about the training and support of graduate 

teaching assistants, (however) their involvement typically begins and ends with concern" 

(p. 45). Additionally, Meyers and Prieto (2000) argue that many faculty and 

administrators are committed to the development of their teaching assistants but are still 

unsure about how to proceed. Others are not so pessimistic. Brandl (2000) believes that 

there is support to contend that a number of various training activities have been enacted 

at universities in the United States as "widely accepted practices" in order to aide in the 

development of better GTAs (p. 355). 

There are a number of different activities that academics have agreed upon for a 

number of years, all of which appear in their empirical glory year after year. Some 

schools undertake pre-service and in-service workshops generally taking the form of a 

one or two day seminar either the week before classes start or a weekend workshop that 

GTAs must attend during the semester (Brandl, 2000; Davis & Kring, 2001; Lumsden, 

Grosslight, Loveland, & Williams, 1988; Savage & Sharpe, 1998). Another popular 

training method is quarter', semester', or year-long methods courses required by the 

department (Brandl, 2000; Buerkel-Rothfiiss & Gray, 1990; Meyers & Prieto, 2000). The 

methods class focuses not only upon the basics of teaching, i.e., grades, behavior 

alteration, immediacy, etc.; but the class is also an arena where the GTAs feel free to air 

concerns about their teaching, or conversely share when something incredibly positive 

happens in class. Some more recent suggestions made within the literature concerning 

GTA training are supervisory elements within the training such as visitations by faculty 
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advisors, end-of-course evaluations, self-evaluations, peer observations, and videotaping 

(Brandl, 2000). Many researchers in disciplines outside of communication studies have 

suggested creating open atmospheres of discussion and peer evaluation where the more 

experienced GTAs mentor the less experienced GTAs (Davis & Kring, 2001). However, 

I think it can be agreed upon that a modicum of faculty supervision must be enacted even 

in peer mentoring. Finally, one set of researchers seems to think that observation is the 

key to successfial GTA training. Whether it involves watching GTAs on videotape, in the 

classroom, or in role-play situations, they believe that the best way for individuals to 

learn to teach is by watching others perform the task (Savage & Sharpe, 1998). However, 

if observation was all it took to become a great teacher, anyone who paid close attention 

to their first-class college or high school instructors could then be a good teacher. 

Unfortvmately, the literature just does not support that observation alone will train an 

individual to become an experienced instructor. 

The problem with some departments possibly still providing inadequate training 

for GTAs is that it creates a sink-or-swim atmosphere for them, leaving a lasting negative 

impact on their teaching skill. Additionally, it fosters the belief among graduate students, 

undergraduate students, and parents that GTAs are sub-standard instructors who are being 

exploited by universities (Lowman & Mathie, 1993). Because GTAs are being relied 

upon heavily to teach in the college classroom, the training they receive, as well as the 

type of fraining they receive, is of utmost concern. Buerkel-Rothfuss and Gray (1990) 

point out that many training programs for GTAs focus their content upon educational 

research; and until recently, the content was not patterned after research done upon 
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graduate students in teaching positions. In spite of the recent focus upon GTAs in the 

educational research, there is still a gap in the training of GTAs because they are being 

taught to be, in effect, little faculty members, and as has been stated previously they are 

just not perceived to be of the same stature as the faculty. 

To better understand the importance of GTA training, it might be necessary to 

investigate a key teaching concept within methods courses. The concept of immediacy is 

one of the most important concepts being trained to GTAs, according to researchers 

(Vangalisti, Daly, & Friedrich, 1999). Gorham and Christophel (1990) revealed that 

more immediate teachers use more humor in their classes that enhances student learning. 

GTAs are being taught that to be effective teachers they must be immediate teachers and 

they are being told that humor is an effective part of immediacy. Immediacy is defined 

as perceptions of physical and psychological closeness and typically includes nonverbal 

behaviors such as smiling, eye contact, vocal expressiveness, open gestures, and body 

movement (Mehrahian, 1967, 1968, 1969). Researchers agree that one of the most 

important teacher characteristics to impact student behavior and learning is immediacy 

(Vangelisti, Daly, & Friedrich, 1999). Teachers who are adept at immediate behaviors 

influence positive perceptions of interpersonal closeness, liking, and friendship from their 

students. The argument that GTAs are insecure about the pressure to perform in then-

classes and being liked by their students has already been established. Furthermore, 

GTAs are being trained to use immediacy, which according to Gorham and Christophel 

includes humor. These inexperienced, untested teachers might overuse humor or become 

inappropriate with their humorous remarks in an attempt to gain the liking of their 
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students. Therefore, you cannot teach them to use humor to gain immediacy without first 

trying to understand what the effects of that perceived humor use by a GTA is. If the 

research community only has an understanding of how humor will impact students when 

used by faculty members, how can you train someone who is inherently a different kind 

of instructor? Additionally, according to Roach (1991), "many of the issues and 

criticisms arising out of GTA instruction stem from the fact that most graduate students 

have little or no experience and/or formal instruction in teaching.. .(and) often GTAs are 

expected to be able to teach merely because they are graduate students and have been 

exposed to the material" (p. 178). 

There might be some speculation as to how much training is being done on the 

subject of humor in GTA orientation meetings or method classes. To be honest, it is 

mainly a periphery subject that is covered when subjects like immediacy or presentation 

of materials are discussed. In the teaching methods textbook Teaching Communication: 

Theorv, Research, and Methods, Vangelisti, Daly, and Friedrich (1999) have a section 

called "Using humor in the lecture" (p. 341). In the pages of the humor section, the 

editors have included material from credible communication education research which 

shows that teachers who use humor are ranked high on evaluations by their students, they 

are seen as more immediate by their students, and they are seen as more credible by their 

students. This textbook was used for at least four semesters in the Communication 

Sttidies Department at Texas Tech University, making it a credible teaching aid in the 

training of future teachers. A second textbook. Communication for Teachers (Chesebro 

& McCroskey, 2002) argues in not one chapter subheading, but in numerous chapters the 
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importance of "using appropriate humor" to, as the subheading says, "Improve your 

teaching" (p. 90). The researchers do have a section in the textbook explaining the 

"mixed support of the humor-learning relationship" (p. 118). They explain that while it is 

usually a good idea to use humor sometimes it backfires due to the teacher's other 

conununication fraits, then goes on to explain Humor Orientation (HO) and how that is 

linked to student perceptions of teachers and teacher humor. 

While no direct connection can be made between this textbook and a departmental 

methods course, it is giving instruction to clearly use humor in the classroom, a message 

that GTAs cannot help but hear and take to heart. Who does not want to be liked on their 

first day of school? Even the instructor wants to be popular. Ultimately, this is what is 

being examined in this study, how can we tell inexperienced instructors to simply follow 

what has always been done concerning humor when (a) most researchers themselves will 

tell you that not enough is known to this day about the communicative aspects/impacts of 

humor, and (b) we as a research/education community have no idea how the use of humor 

will impact the students who are in the classrooms of the GTAs too inexperienced to 

know how their communication will impact their students? Since the research currently 

supports the position that humor increases student learning (Neuliep, 1991; Gorham & 

Christophel, 1990) in high school and college classrooms, it is necessary to understand 

the effect of humorous communication in a GTA led classroom. The distinct group of 

instiiictors that make up the culture of GTAs could have a communication pattern that 

differs from other groups of instructors. If GTA communication is distinct from other 

22 



groups of instt-uctors, then GTA humor will also be distinct. Therefore, the GTA led 

classroom could have a distinctly different communicative atmosphere. 

Humor in Education 

Humor is a pervasive form of communication, yet there are as many different 

explanations for humor as there are researchers who study it, and contexts that it is used 

in. In order to understand the importance of humor in communication, this portion of the 

chapter will explore first the functions of humor in the social context, building a 

foundation for the examination of humor in the educational context. 

What is Humor? 

The first question to explore is what is humor? In order to understand how humor 

has become such an important part of our communication it is necessary to examine what 

humor is. Meyer (2000) outlines the major theories on humor and infroduces some 

rhetorical functions of humor. The theories are the relief theory, the incongruity theory, 

and the superiority theory. Each of these theories explores the psychological reasons 

behind why we find people, actions and situations humorous. 

The relief theory comes from the perspective that people experience humor and 

laugh because they have a sense that the stress of the experience, or the stress within the 

individual, has been reduced in a particular way (Berlyne, 1972; Morreall, 1983; 

Shurcliff, 1968). It is important to understand the physiological manifestations or 

"symptoms" that are inherent in this perspective of humor. It holds that the humor comes 
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out of the relief that is experienced when tension is created and then released from an 

individual. The perception of humor is then a result of a release of nervous energy. 

Humor that reduces the state of arousal (the "jag" theory) or humor that increases the 

state of arousal (the "boost" theory), depending upon the perspective, will then release 

the tension within the situation/communicator, according to Berlyne (1972). The release 

does not depend upon fraditional symbols or signals of humor, but apparently is created 

by the existence of tension, which in some cases may be manipulated by the speaker. A 

communicator may use a joke at the beginning of his/her remarks to diffuse the tension of 

communication anxiety, or difftise the tension within the audience resulting from the 

setting or reason for the speech. Examples of this may include a student who tells a joke 

at the beginning of his public speaking presentation because he is nervous about giving 

his speech; or in the case where a certain situation is tense in the middle of an argument 

someone might make a humorous remark in order to ease tensions and relax the 

combatants. "Tension results from the dissonance people experience after making a 

decision or sensing the approach of incompatible and undesirable thoughts or actions" 

(Meyer, 2000, p. 312). Therefore, the use of humor reduces the dissonance, creating a 

less tense atmosphere for speaker and receiver. Even awkward laughter during tense 

conversations has been found to relieve stress between the two parties and facilitate 

further interaction between them (O'Donnell-Trujillo & Adams, 1983). 

The next theory is incongruity theory, which comes from the perspective that 

people laugh at what is unexpected, surprises them, or may be odd in a nonthreatening 

way (Berger, 1976; Deckers & Devine, 1981; Meyer, 2000). In incongruous humor, an 
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acceptable social pattern is violated, or a difference in the pattern is noted; however, the 

difference is close enough to the accepted pattern to be non-threatening. It is this 

difference, which is neither too extreme nor too commonplace, that triggers the 

perception of humor in the receiver's mind. Instead of physiological or emotional 

differences, this perspective focuses upon the individual's capacity for cognition. 

Individuals must have rationally come to understand normal patterns of reality before 

they can notice the differences the communicator is trying to make in incongruous 

humor. An individual must be able to note, understand, and categorize incongruous 

changes in reality to understand the humorous communication. This is why children 

cannot understand adult humor; they have not yet come to comprehend the world around 

them, or developed the mental cognition necessary, to understand the minute incongruity 

that takes place in this form of humor. 

The key to incongruity is the element of svirprise (Shurcliff, 1968). A riddle or 

joke that the receiver already knows the punch line to becomes less funny to the receiver. 

The surprise element is gone because the joke is too familiar. Yet individuals still laugh 

at jokes they have heard before, or at comedians whom they have previously viewed. 

This is what Veatch (1992) calls incongruity through "affective absurdity" (as cited in 

Meyer, 2000), or that a humorous situation must involve a perceiver simultaneously 

having in mind one view of the situation that seems normal, and one view where there is 

a violation of that order. In other words, if a receiver laughs at a humorous message that 

they have already heard, then they view the humorous message from a different 

perspective each time they receive the humorous message. They perceive something else 
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as being funny about the message; different from the previous time(s) they received the 

message. This suggests that a complex set of expectations must be violated in order for 

humor to be present, and why a certain amount of mental sophistication is required for 

incongruous humor to be effective. 

The final theory of humor is the superiority theory, which comes from the 

perspective that people tend to laugh inwardly or outwardly because there is a perceived 

victory over another individual or group (Meyer, 2000). Laughing at the antics of 

children is one example of superiority theory. Another form of superior humor is 

ridicule, such as taunting. It is thought that hostile laughter is explained by superiority 

theory, due to the feelings of mirth derived from dominance and expressed by laughter. 

An example of hostile laughter is the type of laughter expressed when something 

negative happens to someone, and an individual cannot help but laugh out of a feeling of 

supremacy, or "thank God that is not me," feeling. This type of humor is used as a social 

corrective for those who individuals see as stepping out of social norms. Meyer (2000) 

reveals that "from a superiority theory perspective, humor results, not just from 

something irrational or unexpected, but from seeing oneself as superior, right, or 

triumphant in confrast to one who is inferior, wrong, or defeated" (pp. 314-315). Often 

superior humor forms an in-group and an out-group. The object of the humor is in the 

out-group, and many times superior humor results in an unpleasant type of humor for 

those who are made a part of the out-group. From this perspective we can see how 

humor can reinforce social norms, and unity among group members. The members of the 

in-group or those laughing at the subject of the humor can feel a cohesive bond with one 
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another because of the combined act of laughing at the out-group. The in-group feels 

superior to the out-group and therefore feels that they have the right to laugh at the out-

group, thereby correcting the out-groups socially incorrect behavior. An example of this 

is when individuals from urban areas laugh at what they would term "hillbillies" or 

"rednecks," inferring that anyone who lives in a rural part of the country is inferior, and 

therefore open to ridicule. Meyer (2000) observes that "two important effects of 

superiority theory follow: Human society is kept in order as those who disobey are 

censured by laughter, and people are made to feel a part of a group by laughing at some 

ridiculed others" (p. 315). 

Meyer finds a rhetorical flaw in the use of these theories to explain humor. The 

flaw is that people tend to use one specific theory to try to explain all instances of humor. 

Additionally, some types of humor can be viewed by more than one perspective. This 

causes some relative dissonance, and might cause one to laugh. However, Meyer has 

created four rhetorical fiinctions of humor, based on the theories of humor, which serve to 

alleviate the difficulty caused by theoretical disputes. The rhetorical fiinctions of humor 

are as follows: identification, clarification, enforcement, and differentiation. Each of 

these fiinctions further clarifies what the function of humor is in a rhetorical situation. 

The function of identification aids speakers in building a rapport between parties 

through connecting speakers with their audiences, enhancing speaker credibility and 

building group cohesiveness (Meyer, 2000). A speaker tries to identify with his/her 

audience by using tension-relieving humor that at the same time makes the audience feel 

superior, bringing everyone to the same level. A speaker's use of self-deprecating humor 
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IS one example of how a speaker may try to identify with his/her audience. "Humor that 

reduces tensions or makes a speaker seem a part of the group serves to identify the 

audience with the communicator," because the mutual laughter brings the speaker and 

audience together (Meyer, 2000, p. 319). The purpose of this fiinction of humor is to get 

the communicator and audience to laugh together. Only once the speaker has been able 

to identify with the audience, and shared laughter with the audience, has the fiinction of 

identification been successful. 

The second rhetorical function is that of clarification. The function of 

clarification blends the unexpectedness of the incongruous concept, while deriving humor 

from the reinforcement of social norms. To illustrate, a speaker may encapsulate their 

ideas or points into memorable phrases or anecdotes, resulting in the illumination of the 

issue or position. This function creates better recall by the receiver, as well as giving the 

speaker a creative and memorable way to present their position. Clarification makes use 

of incongruity because the anecdotes or quips are presented unexpectedly. The humor 

also results in the violation of a social norm, or some unique and benign presentation of 

the message. Instead of the sfressor being the norm, the stress is placed upon the 

violation of the norm and as a result the incongruity of the message results in humor. The 

function of clarification also serves to unite speaker and audience in mutual enjoyment of 

the message through the violation of norms. One such example of this function is humor 

that comes in the form of play on words. An example is when now-Califomia governor 

Arnold Swartzenegger gave a speech while campaigning for the recall of former 

California governor Grey Davis. Swartzenegger said "oh, how embarrassing, but I have 
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forgotten the name of the [governor], hopefully you will help me recall him." The 

breaking of the social norm was forgetting the name of the governor during an important 

speech, but using the play on words "recall" as a double meaning created humor within 

the audience. Swartzenegger's remarks had the desired effect, and he received laughter 

from the audience. The humor illuminates a social norm because a norm has been 

violated; however the blooper is incongruous and creates an unexpected rise in mirth. 

However, the humor of the clarification function does not ridicule in the manner that is 

suggested in the superiority theory. Meyer (2000) theorizes, "no specific party is 

corrected or differentiated in such humor, as it seeks to unify receivers of such messages 

in mutual enjoyment of a mild violation of normal messages or norms" (p. 320). 

The third rhetorical function of humor is enforcement. The messages are 

incongruous, deviating from the social norm and invoking humor; however, the messages 

are also endeavoring to enforce a type of social norm. Unlike clarification, which gently 

unifies the parties, enforcement "allows for stress on the violation of norms, which, 

although engendering mirth, requires correction" by laughing at the person responsible 

for the violation (Meyer, 2000 p. 321). This type of humor allows a communicator to 

enforce norms delicately, while leveling criticism, and still maintaining a degree of 

identification with the audience. The goal of enforcement humor is not to scold or 

ridicule, but its function is to lightheartedly correct someone. Many times adults use 

humor to enforce social norms with children so as not to hurt their fragile egos, but rather 

to make light of the situation. Another example of this type of function of humor is when 

students answer questions with humorous answers on an exam, which are ultimately 
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wrong. The teacher may find the answers fiinny, but realizes that corrections need to be 

made in the learning habits of the student. 

The final rhetorical fiinction of humor is differentiation. Communicators use 

differentiation to create both distinctions and alliances. We may make fun of outsiders so 

we are not associated with them. Meyer (2000) seems to theorize that the main concept 

within this fiinction is the idea of contrast: an us versus them distinction. This is different 

from the other functions, which are built around the idea of inclusion and mutual 

identification of humor. Differentiation can come in the form of jokes that are racist, 

sexist, classist, and about the handicapped. Additionally, differentiation can be sarcastic 

quips aimed at unifying the intended audience with the communicator against another 

group. Politicians are famous for using differentiating humor against their opponents. 

According to Meyer (2000), this is the harshest fiinction of humor in rhetoric, due to the 

fact that the speaker is labeling an out-group, and/or opposing the target of the humor. 

The opposition can come in the form of political or social issues, or in the form of 

prejudices towards another individual or group. The goal of differentiation is to use 

humor to unite one group against an intended target. The communicator creates in and 

out groups with his/her humor. The in-group clearly agrees on what the expected 

violations of norms are within the humor, and would be "expected to object if an 

'outsider' told the same deprecatory jokes about their group" (Meyer, 2000 p. 323). 

With an understanding of the theoretical fiinctions of humor, according to Meyer 

(2000), it is important to understand some comparable social functions of humor within 

the research. Ziv (1984) investigates why people enjoy humor and offers five functions 
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in human interactions: Aggression, Sexual, Social Functioning, Defense Mechanism, and 

Intellectual. Aggressive humor allows an individual to take revenge upon their target of 

the humor and gives the sender of the aggressive humorous message a sense of 

superiority over the target. Sexual humor refers to lower forms of humor and allows 

individuals to deal with sexuality unreservedly. Humor that is social functioning in 

nature assists in improving society, achieving social acceptance, attaining status, or 

reemphasizing group cohesiveness. Individuals who use humor as a defense mechanism 

are handling anxiety or fear, or covering their true emotions with humorous quips. 

Intellectual humor assists in solving problems or dilemmas, such as in the case of using 

humor to persuade. Ziv (1984) adds that many different types of humor can fulfill one or 

more of these fiinctions. Additionally, these five social functions of humor compliment 

Meyer's (2000) rhetorical functions of humor. 

With an understanding of the theory behind humor, the focus of the review of 

literature must now be the examination of the empirical research done on humor. The 

research on humor lies along two different perspectives: source-orientation and receiver-

orientation. The difference between the two is the difference in where humor is based. 

Some researchers have recently directed humor research to look for who is funny, and 

how different people enact and encode humorous messages (Booth-Butterfield, & Booth-

Butterfield, 1991; Wanzer, Booth-Butterfield, & Booth-Butterfield, 1995, 1996; Wanzer 

& Frymier, 1999; Wrench & Richmond, 2000). Before Booth-Butterfield and Booth-

Butterfield (1991) conducted their source-oriented research, humor research involved 

how the receiver of a humorous message defined if it was humorous or not by the 
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reaction they had to the message (Darling & Civikly, 1984; Freud, 1960; Gorham & 

Christophel, 1990; Myers, 2000). A discussion of the impact of each of these 

perspectives is important to the understanding of humor, and humor's effect upon 

education. 

Source-oriented humor research was first attempted by Booth-Butterfield and 

Booth-Butterfield (1991), and this research opens a whole new doorway into the study of 

humorous messages. For the first time, research on humor was being done from the 

perspective of the source of a message, implying that individuals have control over the 

impact and creation of humorous messages. Humor orientation (HO) is a concept of 

humor that was developed by Booth-Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield (1991) to study 

individual differences in the communication of humorous messages from the source 

rather than the receiver. Humor Orientation (HO) measures an individual's propensity to 

enact humorous messages in a variety of situations. Individuals with high HO have a 

tendency to enact humorous messages more frequently and in a greater variety of forms 

and situations, including situations that may be considered traditionally inappropriate, 

like "college classrooms" (Booth-Butterfield & Booth-Butterfield, 1991). Additionally, 

according to the theory of HO, people with low HO have a low to none frequency of 

enacting humorous messages. They tend to feel uncomfortable using humor, and feel the 

need to practice humorous stories and/or jokes before telling them. This is not to say that 

high HO people are incessantly fiinny. They are just better able to sense a situation 

where humor would be appropriate and adapt their humorous message to fit within the 
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context of the situation. If humor is not appropriate in a situation, then high HO people 

can sense and adapt to that situation. 

Richmond (1999) took the source-orientation research a step fiirther by noting 

that HO identifies only comedic humor and does not specifically account for every 

instance of humor. The argument is that HO, while a worthwhile concept, is too broad to 

use as an indicator of humor enactment in every situation. Richmond developed a 

specific instrument called the Richmond Humor Assessment Instrument (RHAI). The 

RHAl is a 16-item, self-report measure that uses a 5-point Likert format, ranging from 

"sfrongly agree" to "strongly disagree." According to Wrench and Richmond (2000), the 

RHAI was developed by Richmond (1999) to "measure an individual's predisposition to 

enact humorous messages during an interaction" (p. 10). The measure was adjusted to fit 

the classroom context for Wrench and Richmond's (2000) research. 

The purpose behind source-oriented humor research is to discover the 

communication patterns of individuals who enact humorous messages. Researchers are 

looking for the link between personality types and the propensity to enact humorous 

messages. However, the receiver-oriented theories focus upon the response of the hearer 

of the message, and believe it is the receiver who dictates whether a message is humorous 

or not. Meyer (2000) outlines the three major receiver-oriented theories on humor. They 

are relief theory, which means people laugh at a verbal or nonverbal message because it 

lessens their sfress (Berlyne, 1972; Morreall, 1983; Shurcliff, 1968); incongruity theory, 

which means people laugh at messages that conflict with their world view or social norms 

(Berger, 1976; Deckers & Divine, 1981; McGhee, 1979); and finally superiority theory. 
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which states that we laugh at others because of a sense of triumph or victory (Gruner, 

1997, 1978; Morreall, 1983; Rapp, 1951; Ziv, 1984). All of these theories are receiver-

oriented because the source of the humor is another individual. The receiver is laughing, 

smirking, etc., at another person who is sending out a message that is perceived as 

humorous. Meyer (2000) conceived his four additional fiinctions of humor because, as 

he states, "applying the three major theories of humor origin to actual messages suggests 

that each can illuminate only partially the fiinctions of humor" (p. 315). Meyer claims 

that one humorous line can fall under more than one theory, making it hard to distinguish 

the intent of the message. Additionally, since the proponents of each theory claim that 

their theory can explain all instances, it falls to one's own theory of choice. Meyer 

(2000) argues that while each theory has merit, they cannot explain all instances of 

humor because humor is too varied a communication occurrence. These fiinctions serve 

as a guide by which we as communicators can categorize different types of humorous 

messages, making the research of humor easier to digest. Combined with Ziv's (1984) 

fiinctions we can see that there are numerous ways that an educator can use humor in 

his/her classroom; however, the questions that arise are (1) is the humor appropriate and 

(2) does the perception of the instructor have any bearing upon the humor use? 

Humor in Education 

Humor has been shown to be a behavioral element of immediacy in the 

classroom. It creates a positive classroom atmosphere, increasing student learning 

(Wanzer & Frymier, 1999), and positively influencing interpersonal relationships 
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between students and teachers (King, 1999; Wanzer & Frymier, 1999). Gorham and 

Christophel (1990) identified humor as an important immediacy behavior that can 

facilitate positive perceptions of instructors, as well as motivate students. Adversely, the 

lack of humor is recognized as a source of student demotivation. Civikly (1985) reported 

that there are five reasons teachers use humor in their classrooms: "(1) to make students 

feel comfortable, (2) to relieve tensions in class, (3) create interest and maintain student 

attention, (4) relieve boredom in class, and finally (5) to have a good time" (p. 7). 

Teachers use eye contact, positive feedback, pleasant tone of voice, touching, and humor 

all to create a positive learning environment. Ultimately, the use of humor is an 

important component of immediacy in the classroom because it is a communication 

behavior that enhances physical or psychological closeness. 

Booth-Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield (1991) present six categories of humor 

employed by individuals who are comfortable with their HO, or frequently enact 

humorous messages. The first category is low humor or stupid, lowbrow types of humor. 

This type of humor placates to the base nature of an audience, relying on the lower 

functions of intelligence to make the receiver laugh. Examples would be mooning a 

passing car or bathroom humor. Low humor is not an appropriate type of humor in the 

classroom due to certain educational and moral standards we have in our society. Not to 

mention the mere fact that it is inappropriate and highly likely to be humor that is off 

topic. The second category is referred to as language humor, or the use of scatagorical or 

foul language as a means of humor. Comedians use scatagorical language in their acts as 

a way to punch up the humor, or add another element of realism to the humor. Of course. 
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this is not appropriate in the classroom because the classroom is a place for learning and 

not a nightclub lounge. Impersonation is the third type of humor identified by Booth-

Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield (1991); it is humor that acts out other people or 

situations. Impersonation can be appropriate if it is not used as a way to single out an 

individual because of the potential for misunderstanding. A student may perceive that 

you are making fun of him/her and then your attempts at immediacy may be lost on them. 

If the impersonation is done tastefully, and it is an individual who is not a part of the 

class, the impersonation can have a positive impact. The fourth type of humor is 

nonverbal. This type of humor is characterized by gestures or vocalizations that are not 

verbal in nature, which are intended to be perceived as humorous. The audience of 

humorous communication can perceive the raising of one eyebrow, hand gestures, or 

even certain vocal inflections as humorous. The use of this type of humor in class can be 

useful in the classroom context because it has less chance for miscommunication, less 

chance for inappropriateness, and generally is a quick type of gesture with the resulting 

laughter not lasting very long. This means that the instructor is better able to bring the 

class back on task after the use of nonverbal humor than with the use of some verbal 

types of humor. The fifth type of humor is expressiveness. This is more of a humorous 

state of mind than an actual style of joke or story telling. It is described as being 

outgoing, enthusiastic, and having a positive demeanor. Expressiveness has the potential 

to be the most appropriate form of humor a teacher can use because it requires no need to 

say anything particularly funny; an instructor merely needs a positive and upbeat attitude. 

The final type of humor, according to Booth-Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield (1991), is 
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other orientation, which takes into consideration the concept of timing, or noticing the 

reactions of others to the communication of humorous messages and adapting the 

messages to the audience's responses. A person who is high HO and extremely 

comfortable using humor is adept at perceiving the reaction of the receiver to the 

humorous communication and taking one of two steps. First, if the receiver is offended, 

the sender will mend his/her comments by adapting the humorous message in a way that 

could be more palatable to the tastes of the receiver, thereby lessening the offense and not 

repeating the communication error. Second, if the humorous communication is taken 

positively, the sender may repeat this pattern of communication in order to keep the 

receiver laughing, or to make the receiver laugh in the fiiture. It is upon the other 

orientation that Humor Orientation is founded because with other orientation the sender 

senses through the communication model what effect their humor is having upon the 

receiver and adjusts the humorous message to elicit the desired response. Other 

orientation takes the position that humor is an occurrence of nature, instead of nurture 

because this type of adjustment in message construction seems to be intuitive within the 

sender. 

Using humor in the classroom should not be perceived as coming into class 

everyday to perform an act; a teacher should not try to be a comedian. King (1999) 

defines humor in the classroom as "simply creating a positive atmosphere where students 

are not afraid to make mistakes" (p. 34). He goes on to state that humor in the classroom 

can increase student attention spans, encourage discussion, improve morale and 

communication skills, increase retention, and make learning more enjoyable. Kuhrik, 
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Kuhrik, and Berry (1997) state that, in the classroom, a major function of humor is to 

create a positive learning environment for the students. They note that if the students are 

laughing, then the students are learning. However, the most effective humor used in the 

classroom is when jokes or anecdotes are related to the material, this way the students can 

associate the information with a pleasant experience. 

The top three reasons that teachers use humor in their classes is to put students at 

ease, to gain student's attention, and to show that the teacher is human (Neuliep, 1991). 

This idea of the teacher showing humanity scares some instructors because they think 

that (a) their use of humor will create a chaotic situation in the class, and (b) they will 

lose credibility with their students. First, the use of humor does not facilitate chaos; bad 

teaching facilitates chaos. Second, the use of humor has been shown to promote 

classroom learning without endangering the teachers' professional credibility (Kuhrik, 

Kuhrik, & Berry, 1997). According to Rawlins (2000), there is a thin line that a teacher 

and student must walk in their dichotomous relationship. It is how humor is used, and 

how the teacher is perceived that dictates whether the line will be crossed. Humor alone 

cannot teach students, but humor is an "additional strategy for teachers to use in 

accomplishing their learning objectives" (Wanzer & Frymier, 1999 p. 59). Essentially, 

while a teacher cannot base all of their instruction on jokes and anecdotes, they can use 

humorous messages as a way of involving their students, creating a healthy learning 

climate, and stimulating interaction. 
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Humor, Affective Learning and Cognitive Learning 

It is important to understand how humor impacts student affective and cognitive 

learning in order to comprehend how the use of humor will affect student learning in 

GTA taught classes. According to Sprague (as cited in Vangelisti, Daly, & Friedrich, 

eds., 1999), the cognitive learning domain entails the knowledge and intellectual skills 

acquired by an individual; whereas the affective learning domain deals with the attitudes, 

interests, values, and feelings of individuals in the environment. In this section the 

researcher will briefly outline cognitive learning and affective learning, finally ending 

with the literature on how humor has impacted both domains in college and high school 

classes. 

Cognitive learning emphasizes the comprehension and retention of knowledge 

gained in a learning environment (Christophel, 1990). Educators can measure student's 

retention and knowledge of a subject by administering periodic testing instruments. This 

is generally thought to be the best method to gain an understanding of how much a 

student has learned. An instructor simply can look at the cumulation of measures 

administered in class to get an idea of how much information the individual has acquired 

from begirming of a semester to the end. Christophel (1990) found that both verbal and 

nonverbal immediacy increased student motivation and learning, both cognitive and 

affective. Humor, being a frait that is positively associated with verbal and nonverbal 

immediacy, would then be considered a positive indicator of increased student learning. 

Affective learning refers to student attitudes, beliefs, and values towards a subject 

matter and the learning experience in general (Bloom, Englehart, Furst, Hill, & 
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Krathwohl, 1956 cited in Peterson, Kearney, & Plax, 1997). Affective learning is 

important in as far as the extent to which instructors are able to encourage positive 

attitudes towards a course, the content within a course, and the likelihood of the student 

to take additional courses in the subject matter (McCroskey, Richmond, Plax, & Kearney, 

1985). Gorham (1990) characterizes affective learning as the overall classroom climate, 

and how the student feels about the class in general. Student affect ranges from student 

attention and emotional response to material in the lower order levels to adaptation of 

concepts and internalization of those concepts as values (Kearney, Plax, & Wendt-

Wasco, 1985). The importance of affective learning is that the creation of positive 

attitudes in the students and a positive classroom climate increases student motivation to 

behave in class and increases student motivation to further interact with the material in 

the present class or in fiiture classes. 

Humor has been shown to have different effects depending on the age of the 

students. Neuliep (1991) found that high school teachers use significantly less humor 

than college instructors; however, the humor that was used increases the positive 

atmosphere of their classes and if the humor was used to stress a concept then the concept 

was better retained by the students. However, simply using humor in a classroom does 

not necessarily increase cognitive learning, or subject comprehension, or does it increase 

affect. In the college classroom, Bryant, Comisky, and Zillmann (1979) found that it is 

the type of humor and its relevance to the content that affects student cognitive and 

affective learning. If an instructor uses humor that is not relevant to the content of the 

subject being taught, the students may laugh, but Bryant et al. (1979) found that students 
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do not learn more, or necessarily perceive a more positive learning environment. It is the 

content relevance of humor that increases student affective and cognitive learning. This 

is important, because an instructor, including GTAs, cannot simply be funny to motivate 

and increase student learning. Additionally, if a GTA uses humor that is not content 

relevant, how will that humor then affect motivation and learning? 

Summary 

This chapter has summarized the relevant literature for this study. The research 

conducted to date on Graduate Teaching Assistants, as well as humor was analyzed. The 

literature on GTAs has shown that a good percentage of GTAs are either not trained or 

under frained; however, there is a considerable trend towards many departments training 

their GTAs. Furthermore, the literature on GTAs shows that GTAs are a separate group 

within the academic community. GTAs are a group that has their own concerns and 

culture, and should be treated as such. The literature on humor shows that it is a complex 

communication pattern that cannot be dismissed lightly. Differing theories ranging 

between receiver-oriented patterns of humor communication and sender oriented patterns 

of communication keep the discussion concerning the communication of humorous 

messages a lively one. The literature on humor in education shows a positive link 

between the use of humorous messages and increasing student involvement in class, 

higher levels of cognitive and affective learning, as well as decreasing student 

misbehaviors. 
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CHAPTER III 

RATIONALE 

The purpose of this study will be to examine how GTA's use of humor affects 

student misbehavior, as well as student cognitive and affective learning. The researcher 

would like to examine how the GTAs unique position in the university, as well as the 

perception of GTAs differing from full-time and adjunct faculty, might impact the factors 

of learning and behavior when studied with the communication of humorous messages 

within the education context. The difference between a respected faculty member and a 

GTA, who may or may not have training, can be tremendous. To understand how 

humorous messages impact the behavior, cognitive learning, and affective learning of 

students in GTA taught classes, research must be done. 

The study of GTAs is significant in communication research due to the cultural 

and organizational differences between GTAs and other groups of instructors, i.e. fiill 

time and adjunct college faculty and high school faculty, which are the two main research 

populations of humor research to date. Myers (1994) and Meyers (1996) both show that 

the GTA is a distinct cultural group with their own set of norms and ways of interacting 

among each other. Additionally, GTAs have set norms in their relationships with faculty 

and staff within their departments. As organizational newcomers, Myers (1998) argues 

that GTAs have to navigate the existing organizational culture that exists within the 

department. Second-year GTAs have a better understanding of how to successfully 

navigate the system, and they can be a great help to first-year GTAs; however. Darling 
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and Stanton (1989) point out that the majority of information seeking among first-year 

GTAs is done amongst each other. Therefore, incoming GTAs create their own social 

culture through infonnation seeking strategies. They become each other's support 

system, and primary information exchange system. It is because of this organizational 

distinction that GTAs are studied as a cultural and organizational group of their own. 

Additionally, it is this information-seeking strategy within the group that warrants the 

necessity for independent research to be done on the use of humorous messages and their 

effect on the GTA taught classes. An argument can be made that GTAs may be sharing 

misinformation about the ways in which humor would be most beneficial in the 

classroom, especially in those departments where GTA training is little to none. 

The fraining of GTAs is either non-existent in some departments (Buerkel-

Rothfiiss & Gray, 1990) or as the researcher has shown through the literature, is slanted 

to teach GTAs what works in classes where the instructor has perceived credibility. 

Researchers have shown that a significant percentage of GTAs across university 

departments do not receive any basic fraining on classroom policy or management before 

the first day of classes. If students are being taught by GTAs who have had relatively 

little to no training in instruction of college classrooms, the potential for misbehavior and 

consequently, decreased learning, increases. The researcher believes that among a 

percentage of GTAs who have under developed skills of classroom management, their 

use of humor can become inappropriate, thus their students will likely perceive them as 

less credible and be more apt to act out passive aggression, i.e., misbehave in class. Even 

if a department gives training in instructional communication to its GTAs, the GTAs are 
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being given fraining from research that has been tested on fiill-time and adjunct faculty 

from the areas of the college and high school classroom. The methods that are employed 

by a distinct instructional group could have different impacts upon students in those 

classes from the students in the GTA led classroom. Very little training is spent 

addressing specific concerns of GTAs, and if those concerns are addressed it is met with 

the tried-and-true methods tested on experienced faculty. It is assumed that if the GTA 

follows steps A, B, and C, the students will perceive them as credible and in turn behave 

and learn. Since many methods of classroom management and teaching are tested upon 

experienced faculty we have no idea how a communication pattern such as humor will 

affect students in the GTAs classroom. It is important to understand the connection 

between humor and the possibility of student misbehavior because without understanding 

this specific communication pattern instructors cannot understand the impact that their 

humorous communication has upon the behavior of their students. Humor is such a 

complex type of communication that until research is specifically done to weigh the 

impact of humorous messages upon student misbehavior, researchers should not say with 

certainty what student misbehavior will be in the GTA classroom. 

Roach (1997) argues that the attire the GTA chooses to wear to teach his/her class 

can impact student perceptions of the GTA. Essentially, if a GTA dresses in more 

professional attire, they are seen as more credible than if they come dressed in more 

casual attire. While the GTA may think that they are building an immediate relationship 

with their students by dressing comfortably, and in clothes that the students relate to; the 

GTA is actually reducing their credibility as an instructor and increasing student 
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misbehavior. The same might be said about the humor that a GTA uses in his/her 

lectures and discussion. If a GTA is flippant or uses humor that is non-topical, the 

students may perceive the GTA as being unprofessional, having a lackadaisical attitude 

about teaching and/or the content, or has no respect for the class. Therefore, the students 

interpret this attitude as the GTA not caring about the content she/he is teaching, so why 

should they. If dress is an important nonverbal factor in instructional communication, it 

is logical to assume that verbal communication is likewise just as important. It has been 

proven that immediacy (Vangelisti, Daly, & Friedrich, 1999) and BATs (McCroskey & 

Richmond, 1983; Richmond, 1990) effectively create positive learning environments. 

What if, by using humor as an immediacy tactic, a GTA is inadvertently creating an 

environment where students perceive the content and class are unimportant? It is this 

perception that can lead to decreased learning and increased student misbehaviors like 

missing class and turning in assignments late or not at all. The argument can be made 

that a GTA who uses humor might be inviting student misbehavior because of a 

perceived atmosphere of equality between GTA and student, rather than a perception of 

instructor teaching student with effective humor. Humor works in education, the 

researcher acknowledges that, even embraces humor in the classroom, it is an effective 

teaching aid; however, what if the combination of variables of the GTAs relative youth, 

student and parent perception, and the GTAs own level of training/socialization create a 

situation where the addition of humor could be potentially deteriorating to the GTA led 

classroom? This is the question that has not been asked to date, how does the 

combination of this distinct cultural and organizational group of teacher-students and the 
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use of humorous messages affect student learning and student behavior? The use of 

humorous messages may have completely different effects from the humor used in 

experienced faculty's classes. Perhaps, GTAs can use more risque types of humor, more 

generation-based references that experienced faculty cannot use because of the age 

difference. However, could that age difference be the factor that creates more of a 

problem for the GTA, than bridging a gap? The problem that no one has examined to this 

point is whether or not by throwing a relatively young and inexperienced instructor into a 

leadership role in the classroom, and expecting them to teach like a seasoned 

professional, the academic community places not only undue burden upon the GTA, but 

also increases the risk of student misbehavior when the GTA uses an unpredictable 

communication pattern (like some types of humor). 

Humor is an unpredictable communication pattern. If humor does lie in the 

receiver then the affect that humor's use upon an audience, or in this case a class, is 

important to understand from the GTAs perspective. If humor is sender based, then it is 

important for GTAs to understand what types of humor are most effective in their classes. 

Communication and psychology scholars cannot agree upon humors definition or origins; 

however, this researcher intends to shed some light upon the affect that humor has upon 

the perception of one specific organizational culture in academia. Therefore, the 

researcher proposes the following research questions: 

RQl: How does the level of Humor Orientation among the GTAs relate to the level of 
Humor Orientation among their students? 

RQ2: To what degree is student misbehavior related to GTA humor use in class? 
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RQ3: To what degree is GTA humor use related to student cognitive learning and 
student affective learning? 

The researcher will attempt to ascertain if the GTAs use of humor increases or 

may interfere with the level of student learning; as well as whether the GTAs use of 

humor increases the potential for student misbehavior. With an understanding of how 

humorous communication affects students in the classroom, the potential quality of the 

GTAs teaching and their student's education will increase. The findings of this research 

can aide in increasing the positive perceptions of GTAs to undergraduates and parents, 

and hopefully the results will become a catalyst for a positive educational experience, and 

further research into GTA communication. 
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CHAPTER IV 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter will discuss the methods that were employed for the study. This will 

include a discussion of the participants in the study, the instruments used to measure 

results, and the procedures applied. This study has been formulated to determine if there 

is a relationship between GTA humor use and student humor use; more specifically, the 

study hopes to determine the effect that humor use has on the students in GTA taught 

classes. Results will be gained using a sample of both GTAs and university students. 

Participants 

Subjects included a sample of GTAs (n=13) and their students (n=520) at a large 

southwestern university. Of the surveys that were handed out, all thirteen of the GTA 

surveys were completed correctly and regarded as valid for the study, of the 560 student 

surveys that were completed 455 were used for the study. Sixty-five (65) of the student 

surveys had to be disregarded due to errors found on the surveys committed by the 

students, making them invalid for the study. These errors ranged from not giving an age 

to not completing the reverse side of the survey. The latter was the most common error 

among the sixty-five student surveys that were discarded. The survey was given to GTAs 

who were employed for various semesters by the communication studies department to 

teach the Basic Public Speaking course or the Business and Professional Speaking 

course. The surveys were handed out during the spring semester of 2001. The GTAs 
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were given a survey to complete and a set of surveys for their students to complete. The 

GTAs were given the time period of one week to hand out the student surveys and 

complete their own survey and return the set to the researcher. The GTAs were given no 

incentive to complete the task; the students however, were given extra credit points by 

their GTA towards their final grade point total for their completed survey. The exact 

amount of the exfra credit was determined by each individual GTA. 

The GTAs survey consisted of a self-report instrument rating Humor Orientation, 

and an instrument rating their student's misbehavior. The undergraduate students survey 

included a self-report instrument measuring their Humor Orientation, an instrument 

measuring their GTAs humor use in class (the RHAI), and instruments measuring their 

cognitive and affective learning. Students were instructed to base the survey information 

on the GTA who taught them at that time for that communication class. Explanation in 

greater detail will be given to each instrument in the following pages. 

The mean age of the GTAs is 23 and the mean number of semesters employed is 

four. There is a heavily disproportionate skew in gender with 11 (84.6%) female GTA 

respondents and two male (15.4%) respondents. The mean age of the student 

respondents was 19. The gender of the respondents is more proportionate with 215 

(47.2%) female respondents and 240 (52.8%) male respondents; whether the gender of 

the students had an impact upon the statistical information is unknown. Overwhelmingly, 

the mean class rank of the respondents was freshmen, but there were a large number of 

sophomore respondents as well. Finally, the two basic level courses that GTAs teach in 

the communication studies department at the university that the survey was taken are 
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Public Speaking (73.5%) and Business and Professional Speaking (23.6%). Overall, 

more students from Public Speaking took the survey because more classes are offered in 

this subject than the Business and Professional Speaking class. This would also explain 

the higher number of freshmen and sophomore respondents because Business and 

Professional Speaking is an upper level class and is generally only taken by junior and 

senior level students, whereas Public Speaking is offered to any level of student but most 

students opt to take it during their freshman or sophomore year. 

Instruments 

GTAs completed a survey consisting of two instruments, the first concerning their 

own Humor Orientation (HO) (Booth-Butterfield & Booth-Butterfield, 1991). The HO 

scale has a total of 17 items in the form of statements conceming the respondents' 

attitude about their own humor use. The respondent must rate his/her humor use on a 

scale of one (1), being strongly agree, through five (5), being strongly disagree. To 

assure the accuracy of the individual's answers, statements 3, 6,7,9,10,13, and 14 are 

reflexive (see Appendix A). The HO scale measures how comfortable an individual 

perceives him/herself using humor as an everyday communication tool. It is important to 

understand if the GTA sees him/herself as comfortable using humor in the classroom so 

that we can compare the GTAs impression of him/herself using humor with that of the 

students own impression of the GTA using humor in class as well as the students' own 

humor orientation. 
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The second instrument is an adaptation of the Kearney, Plax, Sorensen, and Smith 

(1986) measure of student misbehavior. The instrument included four scenarios 

describing representative student misbehaviors. Each scenario slighfly increases the 

student misbehavior described in the previous scenario. The respondents were asked to 

rate their students' behavior on a Likert scale describing the frequency of the behavior, 

one (1) being never happens, and five (5) being happens frequentiy (see Appendix B). 

Kearney, Plax, Sorensen, and Smith intended the scenario's to measure instructors' use of 

Behavior Alteration Techniques (BATs) in class. The researcher simply is using the 

same technique of implementing scenarios to measure the frequency of misbehaviors 

within the GTAs classroom. 

The student's took a survey consisting of four instruments, the first was designed 

to measure student Humor Orientation (HO), the second was designed to measure GTA 

humor use, the third measured cognitive learning, and the final instrument measured 

affective learning. The first instrument was Humor Orientation (HO), which like the 

GTAs surveys measured how the students perceive their humor use in everyday 

situations. The HO scale has a total of seventeen items in the form of statements 

conceming the respondents' attitude about their own humor use. The respondent must 

rate his/her humor use on a scale of one (1), being strongly agree, through five (5), being 

strongly disagree. To assure the accuracy of the individual's answers, statements 3, 6, 7, 

9, 10, 13, and 14 are reflexive (see Appendix A). The students were given a second 

instrument; an adaptation of the Richmond Humor Assessment Instrument (RHAI) to 

assess the frequency of humor used in class by their GTA (Wrench & Richmond, 2000). 
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The RHAI is a fifteen-item instrument consisting of statements conceming the humor use 

of the instmctor. The respondent must rate his/her instmctors humorous communication 

on a scale of one (1) being never uses humor, through five (5) always uses humor. In 

order to better insure the accuracy of the respondents' answers, the statements 3, 6, 8, 9, 

11, and 12 are reflexive (see Appendix C). By reflexive, what is meant is that the 

statement is then the negative of the statements that are intended to describe the 

humorous context. Wrench and Richmond (2000) adapted the current RHAI to use in the 

classroom context from the original RHAI developed by Richmond (1999). Wrench and 

Richmond (2000) argue that HO does not fully enable the researcher to view an 

individual's humor communication pattern because HO only asks its respondents about 

jokes and anecdotal humor; whereas the RHAI consists of broad statements of humor, 

becoming more inclusive of many differing types of humor. Therefore, in addition to the 

students completing the HO instrument it was decided that they would also complete the 

RHAI instmment in order to comprehend the GTAs humor use in the classroom from the 

student perspective. 

To measure cognitive learning the students completed the Richmond, Gorham, 

and McCroskey (1987) scale (in Christophel, 1990). The students were asked to respond 

to two statements. The statements asked students to rate their level of leaming in the 

class that they were taking on a scale of zero (0) through nine (9), 0 being nothing and 9 

being everything (see Appendix D). Normally, a leaming loss score is computed by 

subtracting the score on the first scale from the score on the second scale, indicating the 

students' overall cognitive leaming score. Ultimately, in order to answer the research 
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question, it was decided to be unnecessary to compute leaming loss. Only the first 

response from each instmment was analyzed to indicate the students' cognitive leaming 

in their GTA led class. Finally, students filled out an instmment measuring their 

affective leaming (Plax, Keamey, McCroskey, & Richmond, 1986). The instmment 

consists of five open-ended statements. The first three statements are followed by 

converse values of good/bad, worthless/valuable, fair/unfair, and positive/negative. The 

last two statements are followed by the converse values of likely/unlikely, 

impossible/possible, probable/improbable, would not/would. In between the converse 

values the students were asked to rate each statement one (1) through seven (7), 1 being 

the most positive and 7 being the most negative. In each statement positive and negative 

values were kept at differing ends of the scale to assure some level of accuracy (see 

Appendix E). The survey is designed to parallel the "hierarchical objectives of the 

affective domain within the Krathwohl, Bloom, and Masia (1956) leaming taxonomy" 

(Plax et al., 1986, p. 48). The survey for the GTAs consisted of no more than one page in 

length, and respondents were completed in roughly five minutes. The student surveys 

consisted of no more than two pages in length and respondents were completed in 

roughly fifteen minutes. 

Procedures 

Before data was collected, the university's Use of Human Subjects Committee 

approved the study. Next, verbal agreements of compliance were obtained from every 

GTA by the researcher, as well as verbal compliance by the course directors for Public 
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Speaking and Business and Professional Speaking to use the students and GTAs for 

research purposes. After the data was collected the researcher sorted the student's 

surveys into files according to GTA number. Each GTA was given a code number one 

through thirteen so that the code on the GTA survey would be separate from the student 

surveys. The GTA code was labeled "TAl, TA2, TA3," and so on up to "TA13." The 

students were labeled not only with their GTA code, but also with a student number code. 

For example, GTA one had forty surveys handed in between two public speaking classes, 

therefore, the code on the first student survey of GTA one's class would read "TAl" and 

directly underneath it would read "stuOOl." The students were labeled each with a TA 

number and a student identification number from 001 through 455. If an error was found 

on a student survey the TA number was recorded and an "x" was placed above the TA 

number. After coding all of the surveys, and sorting them by GTA, the data was entered 

into the SPSS version 11.5 for analysis. SPSS is a statistical analysis program built for 

and operated on the personal computer. The researcher created a "GTA" file on SPSS to 

store the GTA survey information and a "Student" SPSS file to store the student survey 

information. Once all of the statistical information was entered into the SPSS program 

the student and GTA files were merged into one large information file named "Merged 

file" in order to compare the GTA information with the student information with more 

ease. 
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CHAPTER V 

RESULTS 

This chapter will discuss individually each of the research questions; then observe 

the relationships between the instmments, and how the results were evaluated to answer 

the research question; and finally investigate the quantitative results obtained and their 

significance to the answering of the research question. 

Research Question One 

The first research question asked how the level of HO among the GTAs related to 

the level of HO among their students. The Booth-Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield 

(1990) humor orientation (HO) scale was designed to measure an individual's level of 

humorous story and joke telling. When computed for an individual, the continuum of HO 

can be anywhere between 17 and 85; 17 being extremely low HO and 85 being extremely 

high HO. When a mean analysis was mn on the two individual research groups, the 

GTAs and their students, the results are as follows: GTA HO M=60.30, SD=13.43 and 

student HO M=62.50, SD=2.08. Using the Pearson's r, a positive correlation can be seen 

between GTA HO and sttident HO with r= .209, p> .493. However, even with a positive 

correlation, the value is not significant. 
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Research Question Two 

The second research question was concemed with the degree of the relationship 

between student misbehaviors and GTA humor use in class. The data of the RHAI and 

the Student Misbehavior Instmments were correlated using the Pearson's r. The RHAI is 

an insfi-ument that was developed by Richmond (1999) in order to combat what she 

argues is a convergent validity problem, which creates problems with the results of the 

HO instmment. As Richmond argues, since the HO was designed to only study those 

instances of joking humor and anecdotal humor it does not account for all types of humor 

within the realm of possibility in any given context (Wrench & Richmond, 2000). The 

RHAI was developed to combat the convergent validity problem by creating openness to 

the possibility to all types of humor within the respondents thought process. The Student 

Misbehavior Instrument is a variation of the Plax, Sorensen, and Smith (1986) instmment 

measuring behavior alteration techniques. There was a positive correlation between the 

RHAI, completed by the students conceming their GTAs, and the student misbehavior 

instmment, completed by the GTAs conceming their students, r= .196, p> .521. 

However, the results are not significant for the second research question. 

Research Question Three 

The third research question examined the degree of the relationship between the 

GTAs humor use and the student's cognitive and affective leaming. In order to 

understand the relationship between GTA humor use and cognitive leaming, the RHAI 

was compared with the first statement from the student cognitive leaming instmment that 
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was created by Richmond, Gorham, and McCroskey (1987) (in Christophel, 1990). 

Using Pearson's r, a positive correlation was seen between student cognitive leaming and 

GTA humor use (RHAI), r= .692, p< .009. The results of the comparison of the cognitive 

student leaming scale with the RHAI are significant. In order to understand the 

relationship between GTA humor use and student affective leaming, the RHAI was 

compared with the affective leaming scale created by Plax, Keamey, McCroskey and 

Richmond (1986). Using the Pearson's r, a positive correlation was seen between student 

affective leaming and GTA humor use (RHAI), r= .620, p< .024. The results of the 

comparison of the affective leaming scale with the RHAI are significant. 

An interesting derivative not directly covered by any of the research questions, is 

the correlation of sttident RHAI with GTA HO, r= .659, p< .041. It is still important to 

note this significance however, because it shows that students are paying attention to the 

communication, more specific to this study, the humor of the GTAs that are teaching 

them. The students are listening. It seems that as the GTAs self-report the increase of 

their own use of humor, the students who they teach correspondingly attest to this and 

report high humor use in the RHAI. While this is not a direct causal link made by the 

research questions, the significance of the correlation between the RHAI and GTA HO 

points toward the important effect that student perception plays in the causal link between 

humor and leaming. The link between HO and RHAI will be further reviewed in the 

discussion section. 
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CHAPTER VI 

DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, a discussion of the impacts of the quantitative results gathered in 

the research questions upon current communication research in the area of teaching 

assistants and humor will be dissected. Next, an examination of some of the limitations 

to the research will be assessed. The final section in this chapter will scmtinize the future 

of research in the area of humorous communication; more importantly, by speculating 

how it might be used by graduate teaching assistants and the possible impacts that the 

furtherance of such research might have upon the academic community. 

Graduate Teaching Assistant Humor Use 

The current study was undertaken to determine whether GTAs, who use humor in 

their classes, are creating more instances of misbehavior amongst their students; with the 

additional constmct of determining how the humor use affects student cognitive and 

affective leaming. The following will be a discussion of the results of the study, as well 

as their impact upon the current body of GTA research. 

Student versus GTA Humor Orientation 

The first research question was concemed with the relationship between the 

student's level of HO and the GTAs level of HO. This was a necessary component to the 

research because the researcher needed to understand how each individual participant in 
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the study perceived his/her own level of humorous communication. Whether or not an 

individual student perceived him/herself as humorous, might have an impact upon the 

perception that particular student had toward his/her GTAs' humor use in class. 

Additionally, the level of HO among the students as a whole could impact the report of 

the RHAI, and an affect upon their behavior in class. The students' own humor 

orientation was a cmcial part in understanding the makeup of the classes that were 

surveyed. From the GTAs' point of view, if they are teaching a "fiinny" group of 

students, their own level of HO is cmcial in understanding how much humor they might 

feel comfortable in using in a classroom situation. Did they feel that they can keep up 

with the witty banter in class, or did they shy away from participating in the humorous 

communication? A better understanding of the relationship between student and GTA 

HO levels, could have given the researcher a snapshot of the humorous communications 

that took place in class, and in tum, an understanding as to some of the misbehaviors that 

could have taken place in the GTA's class. 

First, a mean of each research sample was taken to assess their individual HO as a 

research group. If a score of 17 represents extremely low HO and a score of 85 

represents extremely high HO, then we should be able to determine if each group 

perceives itself as more or less "fiinny." The GTA HO score was M=60.30, with a 

SD= 13.43. This can be interpreted to mean that the GTAs scored relatively high as a 

group on the HO instmment; however, with a standard deviation of 13.43 this could mean 

that some GTAs perceived themselves as perhaps higher HO or lower HO than others 

within the group. With a higher sampling of GTAs, the standard deviation should 
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decrease. The student HO score was M=62.50, with a SD=2.08. This can be interpreted 

to mean that the students also perceived themselves as a relatively funny group of 

individuals; additionally, with a standard deviation of 2.08 we can interpret this to mean 

that the students generally responded to the statements conceming their humor use in the 

same way with few individual's responding that they perceived themselves as lower HO 

or higher HO than the rest of the group. Finally, the mean for the GTAs and the mean for 

the students were relatively close. This could be interpreted to mean that the GTAs and 

the students as research populations each perceive themselves to be moderately high HO, 

and would respond favorable to humor, as well as enact humorous messages on a regular 

basis without fear. Of course, how do the two populations match up against one another? 

The results of the Pearson's r showed a positive correlation, which could mean 

that the GTAs and students tend to see themselves as humorous communicators. 

However, the results were not significant, which means that no relationship can be 

inferred from the data. The self-perceptions of GTAs do not have any relationship to the 

self-perceptions of their students. The researcher cannot draw any conclusion from the 

data on HO as to the reasons for any sttident misbehavior, or any level of GTA humor use 

in class. However, if the RHAI was compared with GTA HO, the results are significant. 

From this we can infer that if the GTA rated him/herself as a humorous communicator, 

their students rated them as an equally humorous communicator. The GTA may have 

used humorous communication regulariy in class lecture and discussion and the students 

reinforced the research assumption by rating them as humorous communicators on the 

RHAI. It is interesting to compare the different approaches to gaining data on causal 
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relationships between GTA and student humor. Where the comparison of GTA and 

student HO results no significant data, the comparison of GTA HO and the student 

RHAI, completed conceming the GTA, results in significant data correlation conceming 

the humor of GTAs and their students. Therefore, while we cannot say definitively that 

students and GTAs are affecting one another's humor orientation, we can say that 

sttidents are taking notice of the GTAs humor use, and it could be affecting them in the 

classroom. 

Graduate Teaching Assistant Humor and Student Misbehavior 

The second research question was concemed with the degree of student 

misbehavior as it is related to the humorous communication used by GTAs in the 

classroom. It was hypothesized that as the amount of humorous communication 

increased, the amount of student misbehavior would increase. There was a positive 

correlation between the RHAI and the student behavior instmment; which means that as 

the student reports of their GTAs being humorous communicators increased, the amount 

of student misbehaviors increased. However, the quantitative data was not significant; 

therefore, it cannot be said with certainty that it was the humor the GTAs used which 

caused the misbehavior of the students. Additionally, the RHAI does not account for 

differences in the types of humorous communication; therefore, it cannot be said with any 

degree of certainty what types of humor might increase student misbehaviors. 
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Graduate Teaching Assistant Humor and Student Leaming 

The third research question was concemed with the degree of GTA humor use 

and its' relationship with student cognitive and affective leaming. It is essential to 

understand whether the amount of humor that the GTAs used impacted the leaming 

environment positively or negatively in order to understand if the perception of GTA 

humor is any different from other groups of faculty already compiled within the 

literature. The GTA's use of humor could create two different pattems of behavior 

within their classes. Either the students will see the humor use as a license for their own 

misbehavior in class, thereby dismpting the leaming environment; or the students will 

enjoy the humor and see it as an enhancement to the leaming environment. A positive 

correlation was seen between the RHAI and cognitive leaming; therefore, we can observe 

that as GTA humor use increases, the possibility that the students are retaining the 

information increases dramatically. The results were also significant meaning that we 

can definitively state that GTAs using humor in their classes is a positive leaming tool for 

cognitive leaming. The more the GTA uses appropriate and topical forms of humor in 

the classroom, the better it is for the leaming environment of the students. There was 

also a positive correlation seen between the RHAI and affective leaming. From this we 

can infer that as the GTAs humor use increases the student's ability to learn in a relaxed 

and creative leaming environment increases. Since the results were significant we can 

definitively state that GTA humor use in the classroom is also good for affective leaming. 

Therefore, not only does the humor use in the classroom create a positive leaming 

environment, it helps students retain the information more effectively. This is the goal of 
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every teacher, whether they are faculty or teaching assistant, to actually teach the 

students something of value that they will remember after they leave the classroom while 

making the information palatable. While GTAs may be a culturally distinct group of 

educators, with differing needs and concems from their more seasoned counterparts, it 

would seem that in the case of humor if a GTA is trained to use humor appropriately then 

it can be an affective teaching tool for the GTA. Since the instmments for this study 

focused upon the amount of humor a GTA used, and not the type of humor, we can say 

definitively that the amount of humor that a GTA uses is not creating any significant 

harm to the leaming process or environment. 

While student behavior does not seem to be significantiy impacted by the amount 

of GTA humor use, GTAs should still be mindful of their humor. Inappropriate humor, 

or off-topic humor, may create more misbehavior than humor that is kept on topic and 

within the appropriateness of the occasion. When used as a tool, it would seem that 

humor could be an effective teaching component for GTAs to use, if they are comfortable 

using humor as an everyday communication pattem. It is ironic; however, that how 

GTAs dress to teach would have more of a significant impact upon student misbehavior 

(Roach, 1997) than what the GTAs say in class. Perhaps it lends itself to the general 

adage that has become so popular among business classes today, that impressions tend to 

be 90% how you look and 10% what you say that influence your audience. 
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Limitations 

The first limitation to the study was the number of graduate teaching assistants 

that were used to gather statistical information. It was the impression of the researcher 

that at the time the surveys were being completed, the number of students would be more 

relevant than the number of actual GTAs. The ratio of students to GTAs was roughly 

thirty-five to one, and the thinking at the time was that the most useful data on GTA 

humor communication lay within the student surveys (RHAI). The researcher felt that 

there were enough student surveys to show a significant causal relationship between GTA 

humor and student leaming and behavior. However, when the GTA and student SPSS 

files were merged, the number of respondents did not equal the number of students, but 

the number of GTAs, of which there were only thirteen. Perhaps if more GTA classes 

had been surveyed the results of the HO and misbehavior research questions might have 

not only shown positive correlations, but would have shown significant quantitative data. 

However, the significance is so low that it is reasonable to assume that more data would 

not have given significant results, just more of them. Additionally, a significant reason 

the researcher used only the thirteen GTAs that were available was also because the 

researcher felt that the training given to the GTAs needed to be the same, otherwise a 

research question conceming training would need to be discussed, and that would change 

the focus of the study to GTA training rather than the communication within the 

classroom. 

A second limitation lies within the participants themselves. First, the graduate 

teaching assistants who participated in completing the surveys could have been a 
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limitation. Given that the GTAs were completing a self-report item, it is possible that 

they were less than completely honest about the misbehavior of their students. The 

GTAs are rehired each semester based upon their performance and evaluations made by 

students and faculty members. It is possible that the GTAs did not want to jeopardize 

their positions within the department, or perhaps did not want to seem like less than 

competent instmctors. Fear may have been a motivating factor in the back of some GTA 

minds when answering the questions about student misbehavior. If the GTAs are seeking 

approval from peers and faculty, then they do not want to seem inept at the job that they 

are performing. Additionally, the department in which the surveys were taken is one in 

which the GTAs are given a yearlong instmctional methods course. In departments 

where the training is little to none the causal relationship of GTA humor to student 

misbehavior might have been more significant if the research had been conducted among 

GTAs who were not as well trained in the methods of classroom management. The 

students also may have been limitations to the study as participants. The GTAs gave the 

students exfra credit points for completing the surveys, however; those few points do not 

necessarily give them incentive to fill out the forms to the best of their ability. Student 

laziness and ineptitude becomes a liability to the study results. There is a possibility that 

some students wanted to complete the survey as quickly as possible and circled numbers 

without fully reading the statements, making their statements invalid to the purpose of the 

study. 

A third limitation is in the type of analysis that was used to perform the study. 

Quantitative analysis is based upon the use of statistical analysis to gather information 
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about a given topic. However, using the statistics leaves room for different types of 

interpretations. The RHAI, and HO, for example, test whether or not a person is seen as 

humorous by others, as well as by him/herself, respectively. They do not account for the 

many different types of humor that may be used within any given situation. The 

statements within the surveys say "jokes" and "humor"; however, it may have been more 

beneficial if the surveys had specific types of non-topical or inappropriate humor listed. 

It is already known that appropriate humor can be useful, and now it can be definitely 

stated that appropriate humor is useful in GTA classrooms as well; however, the cmx of 

the research done on misbehavior should focus upon the types of humor communicated 

by the GTA. Does the GTA use dry humor? Is the GTA witty, sarcastic, or 

inappropriate? The type of humor may have more to do with the misbehavior of the 

class, then simply whether or not the GTA uses more or less humor. The instmments that 

were available to the researcher at the time of the study only survey amount of humor and 

do not take into consideration all of the different types of humor that could influence 

student behavior and leaming. 

It is impossible to know what kind of impact, if any, these limitations had upon 

the study. It is important, however, to keep them in mind when considering the validity 

of the information and the possibility for fiiture research. 

Future Research Possibilities 

The study of graduate teaching assistants' use of humor has been a limited issue 

within academic research in communication studies; therefore, the field of future research 
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possibilities may seem endless. Keep in mind that this study shows that even though 

GTAs are perceived as a distinct group of educators, their communication seems to be 

still perceived and accepted in the same way as any other faculty. This means we cannot 

presume to research the differences in GTA communication from other faculty without 

understanding that those results may be non significant. It may be more useful to 

research differences in GTA communication from their faculty counterparts in areas 

where their training has been less effective (or nonexistent), making them more 

vulnerable to communicative mistakes in instmction. 

With that being said, some fiiture research that can and should be done conceming 

GTAs and their humor use is first what types of humor do GTAs use in class? Perhaps it 

is not humor in general that incites misbehavior from students in classes led by GTAs, 

but certain types of humor that increases the propensity for misbehavior among students. 

Researchers must first isolate different types of humor and identify which types are 

considered beneficial to instmction and which are considered harmful to instmction. 

Additionally, a qualitative research study focusing on whether GTAs have a propensity 

towards using what may be deemed inappropriate or off-topic humor, and if the use of 

this humor in the classroom leads to a greater risk of student misbehavior. Anecdotal 

research may help to focus the key areas of humor and misbehavior that seem to arise in 

GTA classrooms. Special care may also be taken to distinguish the GTAs levels of 

training. As was stated earlier there are many levels of training that GTAs may 

experience, ranging from nonexistent training to a weekend seminar to a semester long 
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course. It could be beneficial to the research if it is known how much training a GTA has 

in addition to the GTAs propensity to use off color, or off topic humor. 

Another possibility is a study of GTA interaction with students outside of class. 

Many interactions take place outside of the classroom: in the hallways, in office hours, 

and at chance meetings around campus and town. It is possible that the GTA forgets to 

keep a professional demeanor in these out of class situations and acts more like a "friend" 

than an instmctor, blurring the boundaries between instmctor and student. Especially if 

the GTA is high HO, they may be more comfortable using humor and "joking around" 

with their students in common ways, for instance, the use of gutter humor may come into 

use. How do these interactions effect student perceptions of their GTA? 

It may be important to know if the age of the GTA compared to the age of the 

student has any impact upon how the humor is perceived. A study focusing upon GTAs 

who have all just recently graduated with their bachelor degrees, and are within the 21-

through 23-year-old age range, might yield some interesting results in student perception 

of the GTAs teaching abilities. The slight difference in age between the students and 

GTAs, combined with the propositioned study of humor types, could yield some 

beneficial information on classroom management that could then aid in the creation of 

fraining programs for GTAs. The goal of any research study using GTAs should be how 

the information can be used to further train them to be better teachers in the long mn. 

Finally, there are no studies within communication studies literature on how the 

gender of the individual impacts humorous messages. In the general population, outside 

of the pristine walls of academia, the assumption is that men are perceived as the funny 
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ones. Male comedians dominate the entertainment marketplace, and for a woman to 

enter that male dominated world, they must adopt a somewhat masculine technique to be 

approved of The incident of Johnny Carson inviting Ellen Degeneres to sit down on the 

couch with him after her set on The Tonight Show has become industry lore, since first it 

has been said that Carson rarely invited comics to sit after their sets, and second, 

Degeneres is a woman. In social situations, women sometimes laugh at men's jokes, 

possibly as a form of ego stroking. Whereas, women may not be perceived of as funny 

by men unless they are more masculine in their communication style, and if they are 

funny they may then be relegated to friend status in the relationship. The question is, 

could this really be tme from an academic standpoint? Could social morays really hold 

academic water when tested qualitatively or quantitatively? A research study could 

discover if sexism really exists in the perception of humor in social settings. 

Additionally, the research could be taken fiirther and examine if students find male 

instmctors to be more humorous than female instmctors. The research would have to be 

done in a way that the male and female instmctors would teach the same lecture, with the 

same humor included in the discussion, and students would have to be surveyed on which 

instmctor they found to be more humorous. An additional benefit to this research is the 

knowledge of what tmly masculine and feminine humor is, and do men and women react 

differently to different stimuli within humorous messages? 
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Summary 

The purpose of the current study has been to show a causal link between the 

humorous communication used by graduate teaching assistants in their classrooms, and 

the misbehavior and/or leaming of their students. The intent was to show that humorous 

communication, if used by an inexperienced instmctor, such as a GTA, could influence 

misbehavior among students within the college classroom. Further intention was to gain 

insight as to how that humorous communication affected the leaming environment, and 

therefore, the leaming retention of the students. While currently there is no quantitative 

way to test for the type of humor used to communicate with the students, the data shows 

that merely the use of humor within the classroom is not significant enough to warrant 

misbehavior among the students. Further research into this area may need to be done to 

develop this theory further along the lines of types of humor used, especially if the humor 

is inappropriate or non-topical. 

The data gave significant insight into the relationship between GTA humor use 

and student leaming. As with studies previously done in the area of humor in education 

(Rawlins, 2000; King, 1999; Wanzer & Frymier, 1999; Neuliep, 1991; Gorham & 

Christophel, 1990; Civikly, 1985) GTA humor use was shown to increase the students' 

cognitive and affective leaming, leading to the assertion that while it cannot be proven at 

this time whether humor has any significantly negative effects upon behavior, if humor is 

used intelligently by the GTA, it can be a helpful tool in the creation of a relaxed and fun 

leaming environment, as well as aiding in higher rates in retention of the material 

discussed in class. 
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Because of the growing commonality of GTAs among the ranks of college 

insttoictors (Shannon, Twale, & Moore, 1998), their specific training and socialization 

concems (Davis & Kring, 2001; Myers, 1998; Roach, 1997; Meyers, 1996; Lowman & 

Mathie, 1993; Buerkel-Rothftiss & Gray, 1990), and their culttiral differences (Feezel & 

Myers, 1997) from other members of college faculty; the study of specific 

communication pattems of GTAs is warranted. The research done on GTA humor may 

not yet show significant causality in student behavior pattems; however, it does show a 

positive correlation between the GTAs use of humor and student behavior. To discount 

the causal relationship entirely may be of detriment to the GTAs who are using humor. 

At this point in the research, there is still speculation as to a definitive causal link 

between GTA humor and student misbehavior; however, the positive correlation becomes 

a cautionary statement to GTAs who feel comfortable using humor to use it wisely. 

Additionally, the research shows that students are reacting positively in the way they 

retain information and respond to the leaming environment if the GTA uses humor. 

What we can infer from this is that first, with the number of GTAs seemingly increasing 

in the coming years, it is important to discuss every possible impact of relevant 

communication that occurs within a GTA led classroom, including humor. Second, with 

training and socialization being among the chief concems of GTAs the understanding of 

such a widespread, yet complex, communication pattem can only help to broaden the 

research context, not impede it. With a firm understanding of how humor impacts 

leaming in GTA classrooms those who design GTA training programs can say without 

hesitation that humor is a relevant, and quite possibly, a necessary element of teaching for 
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not only faculty but for GTAs. Finally, with GTAs being a significant culture within 

academe, the knowledge of how certain communication pattems affects those being 

taught by them can be of great asset to not only the GTA, but to advisors who are 

evaluating and giving advice to GTAs. Within communication research, it becomes 

necessary to study certain subcultures so that miscommunication is lessened and the 

communication process is enriched. In the case of GTAs, this is a subculture which 

needs others to understand how best to assist them in communication with their students, 

thereby increasing the credibility of the use of GTAs within the university as a whole. 

Understanding how this cultural group differs, or in the case of this research is similar, 

adds to our understanding of who GTAs are as a cultural group, and how to assist them 

while they are within this subculture of academe. 

Humorous communication in the GTA classroom is not the only pattem of 

communication that should be thoroughly thrashed out in academic research. There are 

many such concems within the context of GTA socialization and training that need to be 

put under a microscope. As an academic community, whose goal is the education of 

individuals in a chosen field, should we not then be critical of the education that we pass 

on to future generations of GTAs and researchers? To blindly teach GTAs what has been 

done in the past without considering what their specific concems, needs, and cultural 

differences are, means that we are tuming a blinds eye toward the very thing that we as 

an academic community hold utmost: tmth in scholarship. 
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APPENDIX A 

HUMOR ORIENTATION SCALE 

Sfrongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree 
1 2 3 4 5 

1. I regularly tell jokes and fiinny stories when I am with a group. 
2. People usually laugh when I tell a joke or story. 
3. I have no memory for jokes or fiinny stories. 
4. I can be fiinny without having to rehearse a joke. 
5. Being fiinny is a natural communication style with me. 
6. I cannot tell a joke well. 
7. People seldom ask me to tell stories. 
8. My friends would say that I am a funny person. 
9. People don't seem to pay close attention when I tell a joke. 
10. Even fiinny jokes seem flat when I tell them. 
11. 1 can easily remember jokes and stories. 
12. People often ask me to tell jokes or stories. 
13. My friends would not say that I am a funny person. 
14. I don't tell jokes or stories even when asked to. 
15. I tell stories and jokes very well. 
16. Of all the people I know, I'm on of the funniest. 
17. I use humor to communicate in a variety of situations. 

Source: Booth-Butterfield, S. & Booth-Butterfield, M. (1991). Individual differences in 
the communication of humorous messages. The Southern Communication Joumal. 56. 
205-218. 
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APPENDIX B 

STUDENT MISBEHAVIOR SCENARIOS 

Read the following scenarios and using the scale below rate how often each of the 
behaviors occurs in your class, 1 being the scenario never happens and 5 being the 
scenario happens frequently. 

Scenario I: Your students are completely tumed off by school. They sit passively in 
class day after day, making little or no effort at all to participate in class or do homework. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Scenario 2: Your students are somewhat social. They limit their conversations to breaks 
in the discussion, but there are times when students talk out of tum, or while you are 
lecturing. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Scenario 3: You have a few students who dominate your class, constantly talking out of 
tum or intermpting your lectures/discussion. At times these aggressive students seem to 
be trying to start arguments, challenging your authority in class. This behavior is 
disfracting to you and to other students, and takes away from class time on a regular 
basis. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Scenario 4: You have students who typically pay attention to lecture and participate in 
discussion; however, there are times when you catch students' daydreaming, doodling, 
resting their heads on their desks, etc. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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APPENDIX C 

THE RICHMOND HUMOR ASSESSMENT 

Richmond Humor Assessment Instrument (RHAI) Below are several descriptions of 
how your teacher may communicate. Please use the scale below to rate the degree to 
which each statement applies to your teacher's communication. Remember, we want you 
to be completely honest and we appreciate your cooperation. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 

? 
Your teacher regularly tells jokes and funny stories when in a group. 
People usually laugh when your teacher tells jokes or fiinny stories. 

3. Your teacher has no memory for jokes or funny stories. 
4. Your teacher can be funny without having to rehearse a joke. 
5. Being funny is a natural communication style for your teacher. 
6. Your teacher cannot tell a joke well. 
7. My friends would say that my teacher is a fiinny person. 
8. People don't seem to pay close attention when my teacher tells a joke. 
9. Even furmy jokes seem flat when my teacher tells them. 
10. My teacher can easily remember jokes and stories. 
11. My friends would not say that my teacher is a funny person. 
12. My teacher doesn't tell jokes or stories even when asked to. 
13. My teacher tells stories and jokes very well. 
14. Of all the people I know, my teacher is one of the funniest. 
15. My teacher uses humor to communicate in a variety of situations. 

Source: Wrench, J. S., & Richmond, V. P. (2000). The relationships between teacher 
humor assessment and motivation, credibility, verbal aggression, affective leaming, 
perceived leaming and leaming loss. A paper presented at the National Communication 
Association's annual conference. Seattle, WA November 8-12. 
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APPENDIX D 

COGNITIVE LEARNING SCALE 

On a scale of 0-9, how much are you leaming in the class you are in now, with 0 meaning 
you leamed nothing and 9 meaning you leamed more than in any other class you've had? 
(circle one) 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

How much do you think you could have leamed in the class you are in now had you had 
the ideal instmctor? (circle one) 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Source: Christophel, D. M. (1990). The relationships among teacher immediacy 
behaviors, student motivation, and leaming. Communication Education. 39. 323-340. 
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APPENDIX E 

AFFECTIVE LEARNING SCALE 

Part IV Using the following scales evaluate the same class. Please circle the number 
for each item which best represents your feelings at this point in the semester. 

The content of the course: 
Good 
Worthless 
Fair 
Positive 

1 
1 
1 
1 

2 
2 
2 
2 

3 
3 
3 
3 

4 
4 
4 
4 

5 
5 
5 
5 

6 
6 
6 
6 

7 
7 
7 
7 

Bad 
Valuable 
Unfair 
Negative 

The behaviors that I have leamed in the class are: 
Good 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Bad 
Worthless 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Valuable 
Fair 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unfair 
Positive 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Negative 

The instmctor of this course was: 
Good 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Bad 
Worthless 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Valuable 
Fair 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unfair 
Positive 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Negative 

In real-life situations; your likelihood of actually attempting to engage in the behaviors 
recommended in this course: 
Likely 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unlikely 
Impossible 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Possible 
Probable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Improbable 
Would not 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Would 

Your likelihood of actually enrolling in another course of related content if your schedule 
so permits. 
Likely 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unlikely 
Impossible 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Possible 
Probable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Improbable 
Would not 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Would 

Source: McCroskey, J. C , Richmond, V. P., Plax, T. G., & Keamey, P (1985) Power 
in the classroom V: Behavior alteration techniques, communication training and 
leaming. Communication Education. 34, 214-226. 
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