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This study seeks to explore, using an interpretivist phenomenological approach, how 

humor may impact rapport, engagement, and motivation in graduate online learning 

environments.  Through detailed qualitative analysis of semi-structured interviews, direct 

observation, and demographic survey data, emergent themes were identified that support the 

use of appropriate humor to create a positive online environment in which learning can take 

place. Evidence indicates that humor, when used purposefully and appropriately, is a valuable 

tool for promoting rapport and engagement amongst course members through community-

building and enhanced interpersonal connections. The results of this study reveal the 

importance of finding common ground and shared experiences to improve the overall social 

and communicative culture of an online course. The results also support the idea that online 

instructors should make a great effort in connecting with students in online courses and must 

make a greater effort to appropriately engage in their online courses.  Appropriate 

recommendations are made for practical application of humor to support pedagogy, as well as 

recommendations for future research on humor in educational environments. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

As human society evolved, the nature of how people learn and interact has evolved 

alongside it. With the rise of the Internet, and the rapid increase in the availability of high speed 

Internet access, the way humans were able to communicate was all but reinvented (Ball, 

Ogletree, Asunda, Miller, and Jurkowski, 2014). As this connected society grew, the use of 

internet-connected technology in educational and instructional environments became not just 

a possibility, but an opportunity to expand the reach of educational institutions, minimize cost 

and personnel constraints, and generate digitally-connected classroom environments.  

In light of an industry past, highlighted by the adoption and abandonment of different 

instructional technologies and/or media tools, researchers often seek longevity in technologies 

used in instructional delivery (Westera, 2012). Much like the “format wars” which saw the 

adoption of VHS and Blu-Ray and the abandonment of Betamax and HD-DVD, educational 

technology has changed rapidly in terms of adopted formats (Rushby, 2013). Thus, it is possible 

that the adoption of new media without proven instructional advantages may lead to a decline 

in widespread instructional application and adoption. In fact, one can recognize almost every 

large-scale innovation in media delivery to have a period of adoption for instructional purposes 

(Westera, 2012).  

 

Technology Adoption and Unified Support 

Westera’s study referenced major innovations in film, radio, television, audio tape, 

compact disc, video cassette, and microcomputers, and details how these media tools have 
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been used to deliver educational content to learners. The author argued that a lack of 

unification between technologies, educational research, and educational practitioners could be 

the cause of why the lifecycles of many technology or media tools are very brief: 

First, new media technologies go with great expectations and enthusiasm about the 
new avenues for educational innovation. Then, research fails to establish any 
appreciable differences between traditional classroom teaching and learning with new 
technologies. Gradually, it becomes clear that the technologies go along with some 
practical inconveniences and complications that hinder teaching rather than support it. 
Sometimes the learners or their parents express their objections. After a while it turns 
out that application of the new technology in educational practice remains quite limited. 
In the end, everything remains unchanged… (p. 351)  

Based on Westera’s view, if instructionally-supportive technology tools are supported both in 

practice and in research, the likelihood of that tool seeing continued use is higher than if 

research and practical application are not unified.  

In relation to unified interest and adoption of technologies that support learning, the 

research related to experiential learning with technology indicates a shift towards an industry-

wide focus on using technology to support learning. In Clark’s 1994 study, the author asserted 

that a commonly misguided practice in educational/instructional technology is to take a 

popular technology medium and seek a problem that the tool can solve (p. 28). This erroneous 

approach was common at the time of Clark’s article and has maintained momentum in the 21st 

century; however, Yu-Chen et al. (2012) demonstrated how educational research topics shifted 

during the latter half of the timespan from 2000-2009 towards student personalized learning 

and association with pedagogical practices (p. 359). Thus, over the course of the nine-year time 

period, researchers in the field of instructional/learning technologies placed increasingly more 

emphasis over time on studying how students can gain enhanced personal experiences with the 

use of technology to support existing instructional practices. Vogel and Klassen’s (2001) 
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supported this idea, crediting technology for creating an environment where:  

Learning need no longer occur in only one space and at one time; learning becomes 
barrier free. For the first time, students are being challenged with the responsibility and 
accountability for controlling their own educational discovery process. This, in turn, 
leads to greater motivation and interest as students determine the pace, direction and 
content of their learning and are able to match it with their real world needs, desires 
and expectations. (p. 106)  

Due to this shift towards individualized learning, Vogel and Klassen (2001) also suggested that 

increased access to technology creates a more enabled student that is likely to prefer a 

technology-centric curriculum as opposed to traditional classroom instruction.  

 

Technology as a Support Tool for Distance Education 

With a prevailing theme of technology being used to support sound instructional 

methodologies, an area that should not be left out of this discussion is instruction that is 

delivered to students outside of the traditional face-to-face model. Educational institutions and 

other entities across the world, especially the United States, have begun to offer courses, or 

entire instructional programs, via online or distance-based delivery. Thus, in many cases, 

existing curriculum is being adapted to be best suited for non-traditional delivery (Liang and 

Chen, 2012). Liang and Chen go on to argue that the previously generalized notion that distance 

education was secondary to face-to-face instruction is no longer true; adding that they are now 

viewed equally (p. 1332). As personal/consumer technology has increased in availability and 

decreased in cost, the demand for technologically accessible instruction has increased, as well 

(Strudler, 2010). Liang and Chen assert that this created an instructional problem in terms of 

delivering the content and creating the meaningful learning experiences that would typically 

occur in a face-to-face classroom. Using the historical, most specifically recent, developments in 
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technology-based distance education, Liang and Chen support, “that sound educational 

foundations, not cutting-edge technologies alone, should underpin the development of new 

approaches to learning” (p. 1332). Based on this, it can be said that distance education has 

appropriately evolved based on a mutual collaboration with technology and pedagogy, rather 

than as an uninformed response to the presence and/or availability of a new technology. 

 

Individualized and Self-Regulated Learning 

The concept of individualized learning, and more specifically self-regulated learning, is 

not entirely new. Over recent decades, there has been increased adoption and prevalence of 

instructional methods that place the learner in a perceived, or real, individualized setting. 

Research by Augustin, Hockemeyer, Kickmeier-Rust, & Albert (2011) suggests that it is of high 

importance to frame the delivery methods and learning experiences around a more 

individualized model for recent generations who were raised in the presence of personal 

computers, video games, and the internet. As mentioned previously, consumerism and 

personal technologies have an impact on the way people want to receive information (Strudler, 

2010). In this scenario, the learner effectively becomes a self-regulated learner and goes from 

being a passive recipient of information to one that controls their own exposure and shares 

roles that might commonly be played by an instructor (Ness and Middleton, 2011). The 

implication this has had on the field of educational/learning technologies has created an 

instructional problem; people want the ability to access information from anywhere so 

materials must be deliverable and accessible (Westera, 2012).  

In essence, the general public wants to be able to learn and receive instruction in non-
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traditional environments. So, from an instructional standpoint, researchers, designers, and 

instructors are tasked with developing or adapting technology tools so that they can effectively 

deliver instructional content to students who are not gathered in a physical classroom. 

Gogoulou, Gouli, Grigoriadou, Samarakou, and Chinou (2007) propose in their study that each 

learner who receives instruction via content accessed outside of a classroom is being placed in 

a role they are not used to. The learner is being placed in a self-regulating role that offers them 

control of when and how they access the instructional materials. So, in many cases, content is 

re-designed or tools are created that cater to this individualized style of education. Self-

regulation is a natural part of most all instructional environments, for most students, but 

distance-based education and accessibility outside of the classroom place the learner in a 

position where they must rely, at least to some degree, on their own self-regulatory abilities 

(Ness and Middleton, 2011). As Rushby (2013) pointed out in his study, self-regulated learning 

has consistently appeared in The British Journal of Educational Technology’s annual survey of 

the top ten key issues in the field of educational technology (p. 53-54). Rushby went on to 

support that in many cases, researchers and practitioners in the field tend to “focus too much 

on the technology and not enough on the learning” (p. 53). In light of these trends, it can be 

said that individualized learning is both a product of increased focus on enhancing instructional 

principles with technology, as well as an agent of change in the landscape of learning 

technologies.     

 

Humor as an Instructional Tool 

To appropriately frame how humor may be used in instruction, consider the examples 
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discussed previously regarding new media and technology adoption for instructional purposes. 

The case is made for integrating new technology tools only when they are used to support 

pedagogical practices. Furthermore, it is proposed that when practical application and research 

are unified toward the goal of effectively and appropriately integrating new tools, the likelihood 

of those tools being widely adopted and used for instructionally-sound purposes is improved. 

Using this same lens to view the use of humor in education, one should recognize how utilizing 

humor as a teaching tool could have a potentially negative result, if it is not used in a way that 

is meant to support pedagogy and if its use is not aligned with both research and best practices. 

In Torok, McMorris, and Lin’s (2004) study, the authors offered some historical perspective on 

how, in recent decades, humor has gone from being considered useless in effective education, 

to being both an effective tool and, in some cases, actually being an expected course element 

by students and instructors (p. 14). The authors’ study also found a positive correlation 

between humor used in a college-level course and perceived student satisfaction with course 

content and professors, themselves.  

As this recent period of humor adoption closely mirrors the numerous examples of 

media/technology adoption, a similar approach should be used to identify how humor can be 

used to support instruction and be integrated appropriately. As with the adoption of new 

technologies, the adoption of any new teaching tool must be handled carefully and with the 

best interest of learners in mind. If humor is used effectively in instructional environments, 

positive learning outcomes realized by students could be correlated with the use of humor in 

that environment. When viewing humor as a communicative action, social and instructional 

elements, specifically rapport, engagement, and motivation, may be particularly impacted. 
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Furthermore, when considering the nature of self-regulated/individualized learning, humor that 

is used in an online or distance-based instructional environment might serve to bridge the gap 

and promote a sense of community amongst learners that are not physically present in the 

same space.     

 

Introduction to the Problem 

As stated in Lei, Cohen, and Russler’s (2010) article, “the most effective instructors are 

those who engage their students in creative and interesting ways” (p. 326). In their study, they 

reach the following conclusion: 

Humor has psychological, social, and cognitive (educational) benefits. Humor has the 
power to make instructors more likable, approachable, facilitate comprehension, 
increase attentiveness, improve creativity, and promote social relationships. Humor is 
an appreciated teaching tool for instructors to facilitate student learning if using it 
appropriately, constructively, and in moderation (p. 326).  

Other research studies (Shatz, Loschiavo, 2006; Strean, 2011; Anderson, 2011; Vandergriff, 

Fuchs, 2012) also supported the idea that humor is an effective tool for establishing a sense of 

community and can improve learning outcomes and retention in learners.  

Despite a now-mostly-unified view of humor as a powerful tool in learning 

environments, limited research exists that focuses specifically on humor used in online and 

distance learning environments. Beyond that, a disproportionately small amount of research 

has been conducted which identifies humor being used in real-time in online learning 

environments and its effects on course members. Because humor is closely connected to 

elements of rapport, engagement, and motivation, the value of humor as a method for 

promoting these factors is all but assured. However, by focusing directly on how humor can 
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impact students in online learning environments, a more fully-formed view of humor as a 

communicative tool is likely to take shape.  

This specific area is an important topic of inquiry because students participating in 

online learning environments can oftentimes be at a communicative disadvantage due to the 

likelihood of missing out on the subtle nuances present in face-to-face communication. Tone of 

voice and facial features aid in carrying an intended message to an audience. These can be 

missing in online learning environments, placing the student at a disadvantage. Since some of 

these elements contribute to building rapport and facilitating motivation and engagement 

amongst course members, the use of humor can serve as a tool which might bolster these 

communicative elements and result in online students perceiving a heightened sense of 

rapport, motivation, and engagement; potentially resulting in improved learning outcomes.  

This study examined the following topics of inquiry: 

1. How does the use of humor by an instructor significantly impact the perceived sense 
of rapport, motivation, and engagement in post-secondary students enrolled in 
online learning courses? 

2. Can humor be utilized in an online learning environment to promote stronger 
learning outcomes?  

Based on recent trends in educational research, as well as practical application and 

learner demand, it may be likely that increased focus will be placed on incorporating humor 

into instructional initiatives for the purpose of creating a more comfortable learning 

environment where interpersonal relationships and trust can flourish. The key to a successful 

adoption, whether at the individual level or wide-spread, will be research that seeks to identify 

how and when humor is used and what effect it has on learners.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Communication and Tone in Various Learning Environments 

With online technologies’ advancement in recent decades, a large percentage of the 

online population has become familiar with effective methods of online communication 

(Lukaitis & Davey, 2010). The authors go on to assert that the loss of constant feedback, 

commonly present in face-to-face (F2F) education environments, can put instructors at a 

disadvantage for understanding students’ learning outcomes and levels of motivation. Germain 

(2011) shared a similar viewpoint on how an intended message is largely supported by the tone 

and expressions used to convey the message. She further said that these elements actually 

foster interpersonal trust as a psychological measure amongst members of a virtual team (p. 

31). For the sake of this research, a virtual team should be a good representation of the 

members of an online educational environment or course.  

Effective communication, in an educational sense, involves the delivery of an intended 

message amongst instructors and students (Vandergriff & Fuchs, 2012). But, conveying a 

message effectively via computer-mediated communication (CMC) can be different than 

attempting to convey the same message in a F2F environment. According to Kim, Sorcar, Um, 

Chung, and Lee (2009), “The tone and emotional appeal of an educational message, in addition 

to its pure content, has a significant impact on its internalization by learners” (p. 371). With the 

absence of visual cues, an individual’s ability to convey or interpret a message and understand 

its intended meaning is diminished (Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2012). Furthermore, 

when studying communicative actions in a context of online social interactions using social 
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media tools to foster learning, Wakefield and Warren (2011) found that by allowing students 

and instructors to communicate in ways that more closely mimicked real-world interactions, 

course participants were able to achieve more meaningful learning outcomes.     

 

Rapport, Engagement and Motivation in Educational Environments 

Rapport, engagement, and motivation can all be contributing factors to a student’s 

success in the classroom. Each of the three elements can exist independently, but oftentimes 

are interconnected in an effective educational environment. Frisby and Martin (2010) defined 

rapport as, “an overall feeling between two people encompassing a mutual, trusting, and 

prosocial bond” (p. 147). They further asserted that students have reported that rapport is not 

only an essential characteristic of an effective teacher, but is also an important quality amongst 

all members of a classroom. Frisby and Martin’s study ultimately found that perceived rapport 

resulted in an increased sense of connection amongst course members and, perhaps more 

importantly, that perceived rapport between instructors and students is directly correlated with 

affective and cognitive learning. 

Beyond rapport, the elements of engagement and motivation can be driving forces 

behind effective communication and, by extension, effective learning amongst students. 

Sansone, Fraughton, Zachary, Butner, and Heiner (2011) used the self-regulation of motivation 

(SRM) model to study the effects of motivation in online learning. The study supports that two 

types of motivation are essential to overall learning outcomes gained from positive motivation: 

goals-defined motivation and experience-defined motivation. The authors also found that while 

pre-existing interest in a topic may not yield higher engagement, itself; the pre-existing level of 
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individual interest may tend to influence the process by encouraging higher amounts of 

motivated activity (Sansone, et al., 2011, p. 208). In essence, students will seek more 

involvement in the lesson or content and find motivation in that process. Goals-defined 

motivation aided students in linking the lesson with their pre-existing interest, despite whether 

or not that was their initial intent. Overall, the study provided a foundation to support the use 

of prior experience to increase experiential learning opportunities for students in online 

learning environments, thus facilitating motivation and potentially positive learning outcomes.   

 

Face-to-Face Versus Online Students 

Generating and facilitating rapport, motivation, and engagement in online environments 

can be more difficult for instructors, due to the limited reach of things like visual cues, vocal 

intonations, physical presence, etc. As stated in Ryle and Cumming’s (2007) article,  

A student’s motivation to engage in online dialogue with fellow students initially relies 
upon intrinsic factors, but one extrinsic factor is the social climate created by the 
community of learners. The development of social climate is to make students consider 
themselves insiders in the learning community and therefore heightens their 
motivation, participation and satisfaction… (p. 36)  

So, with a limited set of resources that might contribute to the three elements discussed above, 

instructors and students in online learning environments are likely to take a more proactive 

approach to building a socially-driven and communicative online community. 

Lukaitis and Davey (2010) found that the most common time for online students to log 

into their online or hybrid courses was during office hours (p. 31). Furthermore, they identified 

the peak time of accessing course materials was in the days leading up to an assessment; 

indicating that students choosing online delivery might be more motivated by simply 
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completing a course rather than by seeking knowledge or positive learning outcomes. If this is a 

common motivator of online students, an important element to consider is to determine how 

knowledge gained in online courses is retained and synthesized to generate new ideas. 

Furthermore, Murphy and Rodriguez-Manzanares (2012) identified the value of face-to-

face online meetings to instill motivation in online students in the early weeks of a course. The 

authors assert that the visual cues and personal communication methods present in video 

conferencing tools support “naturalistic communication” in course members (p. 171). In the 

context of measuring the effectiveness of online vs. face-to-face courses, motivation that stems 

from visual communication might better support learners in online courses. 

Ryle and Cumming’s (2007) found that many students identified elements such as 

personal examples, feedback from others, and humanizing dialogue as the main factors which 

helped them experience a sense of social presence in their online courses (p. 37-38). The 

authors expand on these ideas by identifying the elements that seemed to aid the most in 

creating a comfortable learning environment, “Learning communities are nurtured by the 

rapport and trust that peers and the facilitator develop for one another which contributes to an 

ongoing willingness to engage with the community (p. 39).     

 

What is Humor? 

While most everyone has experienced humor in many aspects of their lives, few people 

may be able to define or even outline what constitutes humor. Humor, in the context of a 

phenomenological event, is interpreted individually by the listener and is subject to the 

recipient’s personal experiences, background, and mood (Robbins & Vandree, 2009). According 
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to Berger (2013), several different theories exist on what humor is and how it affects humans, 

but one theory is most commonly accepted. “The most widely accepted theory of humor is the 

“incongruity” theory which argues that humor is based on the difference between what we 

expect and what we get” (p. 210). Using this definition as a guide, it could be deduced that 

humor has an element of surprise at its foundation. Successful humor redirects a person’s 

thoughts to something unexpected and, oftentimes, to the absurd, shocking, and/or 

unpredictable. Berger (2013) suggested that humor is transmitted via a communicative vehicle, 

the joke, and successful humor is likely more complex than is commonly thought. The author 

also asserted that humor is a valuable psychological tool that deserves more investigation: 

Humor, I would suggest, is an important and somewhat neglected subject and one that 
psychologists would do well to investigate. It is all pervasive, it is fearless, it deals with 
every aspect of our lives and deaths, it varies from class to class and country to country 
in terms of the subjects that people find funny and the techniques they use in their 
jokes and other forms of humor, and it has the capacity to reveal all kinds of interesting 
things about people who create humor and those who delight in it. (p. 212) 

Therefore, humor may be considered a psychological element that exists within all humans and 

exists within most all facets of life. Furthermore, the author points out that because humor is 

highly personalized and dwells within any individual’s thoughts and emotions, what is 

considered humorous can vary widely and is highly subjective. This degree of subjectivity and 

individualization is likely to have far-reaching effects when humor is used as a method to 

facilitate a positive environment.   

 

Identifying Humor and Its Intended Purpose 

In an effort to provide a solid foundation on which to better understand how humor is 

used, research conducted by Martin, Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, Gray, and Weir (2003) will be 
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detailed to describe different types of humor styles and their typical uses and impacts on an 

audience. The authors posited that four distinct humor styles exist: 

• Affiliative humor – using humor to facilitate relationships, reduce interpersonal 
tensions, and put others at ease.  

• Self-enhancing humor – using humor to identify a humorous perspective or outlook 
on life and to cope with one’s surroundings or environment. 

• Aggressive humor – using humor to disparage or “put-down” others, usually by 
means of sarcasm, ridicule, or other method of finding humor in a person or 
circumstance without consideration of a potentially negative impact. 

• Self-defeating humor – using humor in a self-deprecating or self-disparaging way to 
ingratiate oneself or gain approval, oftentimes used a way of hiding one’s underlying 
feelings (pp. 53-54). 

Martin et al. validated the above humor styles using the Humor Styles Questionnaire 

(HSQ). The HSQ was developed with the intention of connecting distinct styles of humor with 

psychological well-being, “the data obtained thus far provide evidence that the HSQ assesses 

two dimensions of humor that are positively related to psychosocial health and well-being, and 

two dimensions that are negatively related to these variables (p. 72).  

Research on humor generally regards it as an intrinsic part of life, with very real impacts, 

both positive and negative, to recipients, “…humor is thought to be a fundamental, intrinsic 

part of human nature, experienced in nearly every type of interpersonal relationship and having 

a far-reaching impact on daily life” (Ford, Platt, and Richardson, 2016, p. 1). However, despite 

humor’s widespread acceptance as meaningful communication tool and psychological well-

being, a gap exists relating to effectively using humor intentionally for positive interventions.  
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Humor as a Tool 

Since humor is closely connected with human psychology and individuals’ perception of 

social climate, using it as part of a positive instructional intervention could be highly successful. 

If humor can instill positive emotions or instill a sense of community, it could also positively 

impact a person professionally or academically. In Cheng and Wang’s (2015) study, the authors 

found that humor was correlated with increased persistence behavior in their subjects and they 

hypothesized that momentary responses to humor cause the recipient to be “temporarily free 

and at leisure” (p. 762). During this time in the recipient’s mind, a person’s sense of ego-

depletion may halt and a brief period of replenishment sets in, re-energizing and engaging the 

recipient. The study confirmed this hypothesis by identifying via two separate tests that 

employees, “consistently showed that exposure to humor significantly increases individuals’ 

task persistence” (p. 768). Taking this phenomenon further, the authors found that, “individuals 

who watched a short humorous video subsequently demonstrated significantly more 

persistence on both a business task and a math task with those exposed to humor on average 

making almost double the number of attempts at assigned tasks and spending at least fifty 

percent longer than those who were not exposed to humor” (p. 768). In Cheng and Weng’s 

(2015) study, the discrete emotion most closely related to persistence behavior is amusement. 

Amusement is also the emotion most commonly linked to play and playful interactions (p. 768). 

Thus, amusement is a key factor and possibly a catalyst required to connect humor with 

persistence on assignments and tasks.     

But, the power of humor goes beyond just improving persistence and task completion, 

humor may actually be instrumental in bridging the gap between figures of power and those in 
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their presence. In Hughes’ (2009) study, the author identified the positive outcomes of leaders 

using humor to promote creativity and positive outcomes, “By using an appropriate display of 

humor a leader can elicit positive outcomes, such as positive emotion states and creativity and 

innovativeness, all of which have been empirically linked” (p. 426). The author posited that 

humor used by people in positions of power or leadership, “alleviated status differentials and 

workplace tension between organization members” (p. 426). In this study, the recipient, or 

individual not in a position of power or leadership, demonstrated the ability to synthesize 

humor in a way that allowed the individual to put psychological distance between themselves 

and complex problems. The study also indicated that employees’ perception of manager 

effectiveness when that manager utilized humor to humanize himself/herself and appear more 

closely related to the employees below him/her.    

As evident, humor is a psychological element that is closely connected with social 

interaction, emotional well-being, and increases in productivity and persistence. But, another 

area that can be positively influenced by the use of humor is group effectiveness. Romero and 

Pecosolido’s (2008) study focused on how humor contributes to social processes and overall 

performance of a group: 

When humor is used in groups, people experience positive affect which facilitates more 

efficient and effective social processes. Efficient social processes require less energy and effort 

to establish a social bond and effective social processes are more likely to achieve a social bond. 

Since social processes are an important precursor to group performance, we propose that 

humor contributes to group effectiveness through multiple variables (p. 396). 

Romero and Pecosolido (2008) found that humor can “foster a more open environment 
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and encourage all group members to speak their mind…[and] breaks down power structures” 

and “decreases the social distance between supervisors and subordinates” (p. 400-401). The 

authors made a case for utilizing humor due to its supportive nature and ability to generate 

comfort in groups.  

Edmonson (2004) argued that the concept of psychological safety is closely connected 

to how individuals learn in groups, “psychological safety has been shown to affect the 

performance of teams in numerous settings where learning is essential, including higher 

education, product innovation, service management, health care, and technology” (as cited in 

Romero and Pecosolido, 2008, p. 406). So, if humor can generate comfort and build individual 

perceptions of group cohesion, it could be a positive tool for creating a trusting group 

environment and facilitating social interaction. To extrapolate this further, humor has the 

capability to actually aid learners in a group in realizing their goals. Despite humor’s innate 

ability to bridge social gaps, instill confidence, and promote persistence, what constitutes 

successful humor and how it is used effectively remains a lingering concern.  

 

Affiliative vs. Aggressive Humor 

According to Cann, Cann, and Jordan’s (2016) research, the underlying intent behind 

humor greatly affects how the recipient perceives the person delivering it: 

The focus of the studies reported here has been on understanding how humor that 
reflects different social motives can have important social implications. Humor efforts 
that focus on goals consistent with an affiliative motive, inclusive and benign humor; 
and humor that reflects an aggressive motive, conveying intent to demean or divide, 
might be equally funny, but are they interpersonally and emotionally equivalent?... But, 
not all humor is the same and differences in humor can matter. (p. 265) 

The authors asserted that while a “good sense of humor has been repeatedly identified as a 
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highly valued quality” (p. 265), humor with a negative intent usually results in negative 

connotation by the recipient. Furthermore, study found that aggressive humor had very 

negative effects on the collective social implications of the group. They also found that all 

humor is not created equally. When aggressive humor was used, the social climate of the 

sample group changed for the worse: 

People expressing a personal preference for aggressive humor were judged more 
negatively than those preferring affiliative humor despite sharing equally funny jokes 
and being viewed as comparably humorous. The aggressive humor was not directed at 
the raters, so the humor’s personal impact was not a factor. Just knowing that a person 
enjoyed humor that reflected an aggressive motivation was a social ‘turn-off’ when 
forming a first impression. (p. 265) 

Mirroring Cann, Cann, and Jordan’s (2016) study, Maiolino and Kuiper (2014) found that 

psychological well-being was directly correlated to positive psychology tactics, supported by the 

use of humor. The authors focused heavily on positively-oriented humor, but noted that 

aggressive humor, which commonly carries a negative connotation, may also be able to 

facilitate positive psychological well-being, but with greater limitations concerning 

environment, audience, and individual humor styles.   

In a sociological and psychological sense, humor may bring people together and unite 

them under a common thought, feeling, or emotion. However, the common notion that all 

humor is meant to bring levity or positivity is not always true. Laineste (2013) noted that 

aggressive humor, or humor that borders on offensive, may have the intention of earning 

laughs or a positive response from the audience, but it can actually cause a great deal of 

damage; especially when delivered and received via CMC, due to the isolating nature of online 

interaction. Wanzer, et al., (2010) supported this and provide evidence to support the idea that 

the speaker’s intent when delivering humor usually coincided with a particular outcome, 
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“…when humor is used as a means of relating to others in a prosocial and positive way, it is 

adaptive; conversely, when humor is used to demean or harm others, it is maladaptive” (p. 2).  

 

Humor in Educational Settings 

Strean (2011) identified that, “with humor, students learn better and remember more; 

and absorb information more quickly and retain it longer” (p. 191). However, the misuse of 

humor in an educational setting can be detrimental. Shatz and Loschiavo (2006) discussed the 

value of planning the use of humor and identified the most important consideration of humor 

in education to be the particular educational purpose involved. Whether humor is used a 

“mental break” or to promote discussion, reflection, etc., the important factor to consider is 

why and how is it being used to improve the educational initiative being delivered. However, 

because humor creates a powerful emotional connection, it should never overshadow or 

negatively impact the intended educational message. Shatz and Loschiavo’s (2006) noted that 

instructors who focus heavily on the laughter that their humor promotes may damage the 

potential value of the lesson:   

the goal of pedagogical humor is not laughter, and there are two important reasons why 
instructors should not seek or expect big laughs. First, powerful humor can often 
overshadow an instructional objective. For example, if an instructor uses a very funny 
story to illustrate a concept, students are likely to remember the humor and forget the 
principle. Second, the structure of the typical joke (i.e., a setup followed by a punch line) 
limits the funniness of pedagogical humor. If instructors use humor that is related 
directly to course material, then they lose the flexibility of exaggerating or distorting the 
setup (i.e., modifying the factual information) to maximize the laugh. (p. 3) 

Although poorly planned or executed attempts at inserting humor into educational 

environments can have negative repercussions in a pedagogical sense, the use of humor in 

educational and professional settings is not wholly seen as unprofessional. Narula, Chaudhary, 
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Narula, and Narayan (2011) found that participants did not consider the use of humor to be 

unprofessional or detrimental to the professional environment.  

Cultural considerations are also highly important when using humor in an educational 

environment. When using humor in educational settings, one should consider any cultural 

differences that might cause a person to not understand the message or, in worst case, be 

offended. According to Kurtzberg, Naquin, and Belkin (2009), humor can serve as a relationship-

building tool but because of the emotional nature of humor, a failed attempt at humor can 

derail the intended message and result in actually damaging the relationship that is being built. 

Thus, while a well-executed use of humor may build rapport, create trust, and garner feelings of 

satisfaction, a failed attempt can also hinder some or all of these.   

  

Humor Used in Online Instruction 

Humor is often used in face-to-face (F2F) classrooms because it is a way for an instructor 

to build rapport with students and provide them with a glimpse of fun in what might be 

considered a serious environment. The student audience can actually contribute to the 

effectiveness of pedagogically employed humor because they are physically present and their 

visual and auditory responses help the instructor gauge the response and determine its effect. 

Laineste (2013) outlined the inherent difficulties in delivering humor online:  

Particularly typical of computer mediated communication (CMC) is the enhanced 
ambiguity of statements. The social cues that would normally inform the recipient(s) 
about the intentions of the sender are missing and thus the meanings of a statement 
multiply, escaping the control of the author, and the message is received depending on 
the interpretation of the (global) audience. For this reason, a statement originally 
intended as humorous may be misinterpreted as an aggressive one, which is an example 
of failed humour. (p. 30)  
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The author also discussed how the anonymous nature of the Internet yields itself to fostering 

an environment where people can say things that their social inhibitions or cultural 

backgrounds might normally keep them from saying for fear of hurting another person’s 

feelings or appearing aggressive or rude to the recipient of a message (p. 31). Benjelloun (2009) 

noted that students were more likely to enjoy a class and were less likely to miss or skip class if 

the instructor utilized humor in their lessons or discussions. Murphy and Rodriguez-Manzanares 

(2012) further identified similar motivating factors with online students. 

As discussed here, the use of humor can be a valuable tool for instructors, as well as 

students in promoting rapport, engagement, motivation, and a community atmosphere. Similar 

other successful instructional online elements, extra considerations must be made to ensure 

student support to reach desired learning outcomes. Kim and Frick (2011) noted instructional 

design can be a deciding factor in whether or not an online course is successful. The same can 

be said for the use of humor. To use humor beneficially, choosing delivery method context, 

timing, and tone play a role in how the intended message is delivered and received.  

 

Appropriate Delivery of Humor 

The delivery method chosen for pedagogical humor largely depends on the 

circumstances of the course or module (Vandergriff and Fuchs, 2012). In a synchronous course, 

an instructor may be likely to use the synchronous meeting time to insert humor via text in a 

chat window or vocally when lecturing online. In asynchronous courses, humor may be more 

difficult, because the instructor has little control over the timing of delivery. Therefore, 

delivering humor via discussion boards, emails, and course announcements may be the only 
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way to reach students. Despite these drawbacks, the issue may partially solve itself with time. 

Technological gaps may even exist between students of the technological generation and 

instructors/designers raised before it (Lukaitis & Davey, 2010, p. 27). As Germain discussed 

(2011), generations of students, and even newly formed instructors/teachers, are increasingly 

technologically savvy. This inherent comfort with online and text-based communication 

methods indicate that current and future students may be less likely to misconstrue 

pedagogical humor and may even expect it to be present in their online interactions.  

 

Summary 

The aforementioned literature supports the foundation of humor being used for positive 

instructional purposes.  Certain inherent factors related to the use of humor can also impact 

the effectiveness of a humorous message.   However, a comparative lack of existing research on 

how humor impacts online students’ perceptions of rapport, motivation, and engagement, 

exists.  By focusing specifically on how students perceive humor across three emotional 

components, trends may be identified which demonstrate the far-reaching and powerful nature 

of humor as a supportive communicative and instructional tool.      
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

Epistemology 

From an epistemological standpoint, this study will be grounded in interpretivism. 

Weber (2004) defined the foundational principles behind interpretivism: 

…interpretivists believe that reality and the individual who observes it cannot be 
separated. Often, they root their arguments in Husserl’s notion of life-world – in a 
nutshell, that our perceptions about the world are inextricably bound to a stream of 
experiences we have had throughout our lives. The life-world has both subjective and 
objective characteristics. The subjective characteristics reflect our perceptions about the 
meaning of some world. The objective characteristics reflect that we constantly 
negotiate this meaning with others with whom we interact. In other words, it is 
objective in the sense that it reflects an intersubjective reality. (p. 5) 

The success of humor in educational/instructional environments relies heavily on how the 

humorous message is received and interpreted. An individual’s unique background, cultural 

identity, or past experiences, along with the collective members of the course, form the life-

world to which each individual course member seeks to relate. In this example, if an 

interpretivist viewpoint is responsible for how knowledge originates, then a constructivist 

approach could explain how knowledge is actually acquired.  

Black (2006) further made a case for how even the textual presentation of interpretivist 

qualitative research can damage the way the data is viewed and interpreted by readers, due to 

the nature of qualitative research being, “contextually laden, subjective, and richly detailed” (p. 

320). As a metaphor, the author compared the reading of qualitative research studies to 

reading brush strokes on a painting. The inherent complexities of interpretivist qualitative 

research can be difficult to understand when they are translated into written text for 

presentation to readers. Interpretivist research involves more than an individual subject and 
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the collective consciousness of a group of learners builds and maintains the lifeworld they all 

inhabit.  This lifeworld, as defined by Habermas (1987), is a shared experiential environment 

where members interact and communicate to create meaning and attain understanding.  

Minimizing one’s presence in that life-world and presenting findings about it should be handled 

carefully. In keeping with an interpretivist/constructivist viewpoint, when humor is used in 

online learning environments, equal care should be taken in remembering that each individual 

student has a completely unique background and set of experiences which will guide and 

impact how they respond to humor in the learning environment.  

 

Methodology 

As Strean (2011) stated, “with humor, students learn better and remember more; and 

absorb information more quickly and retain it longer” (p. 191). He argued that instructors and 

designers should take on a more proactive role in injecting humor into online courses to 

promote increased retention and better learning outcomes. As knowledge is gained in online 

environments, the interpersonal limitations of that environment, coupled with a lack of 

situational or contextual elements, may deprive the student of certain communicative actions 

that could enhance their learning outcomes.  

Humor’s impact on learners is a phenomenological event. As described by Giles and 

Smythe (2012), phenomenology identifies and seeks to understand a shared experience: a 

discrete phenomenon with specific components that may be observed or understood through 

multiple means. Therefore, using humor pedagogically can be identified as a phenomenon and 

its effects can be studied using an exploratory approach using more than one data gathering 
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and analysis technique. Because it was humans under study, this mode was best suited, though 

the qualitative portion of the study is of primary importance for building understanding 

regarding how students perceive the use of humor in online learning. From those findings, an 

assessment can then be made about when and how humor is most often or best used in online 

courses.  

With this in mind, this study’s goal was to identify how humor impacts students at a 

social and communicative level. If the use of humor has a positive impact on students, the 

sense of rapport, engagement, and motivation may increase. By focusing directly on the social 

phenomenon associated with the use of humor, parallels may be drawn to demonstrate that 

positive social interactions (specifically humor) can be used proactively in a constructive way for 

the benefit of online course members.   

Humor, as a construct, is grounded in cultural and social realms. Therefore, a person’s 

socioeconomic background, cultural identity, native language, and/or personal experiences all 

impact what is considered to be humorous to an individual. The nature of qualitative research is 

to provide information relating to the complex relationships humans have with their 

environments, emotions, and communication (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2003). Thus, by 

focusing heavily on the qualitative approach, the abstract nature of humor in educational 

settings might be more easily identified, structured, and validated as a useful tool for 

instructors and students.   

Beyond that, Wanzer, Frymier, and Irwin’s (2010) instructional humor processing theory 

(IHPT) serves as a guide to discovering how instructional humor affects students’ learning 

outcomes. Similar to Martin and colleagues’ (2003) humor styles approach, we predict that 
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specific types of instructional humor should facilitate student learning, and other types will not. 

We utilize IHPT as a framework to understand how humorous messages are cognitively and 

affectively processed to potentially affect student learning in the classroom context (p. 6).  

The IHPT was validated in Wanzer, Frymier, and Irwin’s (2010) study and the authors 

were able to determine that humor, when used appropriately to support instruction, resulted in 

increased learning outcomes and retention. They found that related humor, humorous material 

related to course content, was the most successful type of humor used due to it being, 

“perceived as appropriate because it did not target liked others or in-group members and 

therefore did not generate negative affect” (p. 4). In Figure 1, IHPT is outlined as a visual chart.  

Figure 1. Visual display of instructional humor processing theory (IHPT; Wanzer et al., 2010).   
 

Courses Studied 

The courses that were studied were graduate level courses at a large research university 
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in North Central Texas. A total of five online courses were used for this study. Three courses 

were Master’s level and two were doctoral level, and all within degree programs focused on 

education and learning technologies. Each course included synchronous communication 

methods on at least a bi-weekly basis and all but one course included asynchronous 

communication in the form of discussion forums. However, a maximum of only three 

synchronous online course meetings and three weekly discussion forums per course were 

evaluated.  

 

Participants 

The target population was college-level learners who have experience participating in 

online learning environments in the role of a student. In order to maintain a reasonable sample 

size, the parameters for participants included: 

• Students must be over the age of 18.  

• Students must be enrolled in the Spring 2017 semester at a large research university 
in North Central Texas. 

• Students can be in any major, but should have completed at least one face-to-face 
and one fully online post-secondary level course. 

• The courses being studied will be delivered completely online using synchronous and 
asynchronous commination methods. 

Students were recruited who had registered for one of the predetermined online 

courses via an email sent to their university email addresses. This email also contained the 

required consent form and outlined the purpose and scope of the study, as well as the ability 

for students to voluntarily participate in the in-depth interview portion at the end of the study, 

conducted via phone call or web-conferencing tool.  
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Data Collection 

Quantitative Data 

Quantitative data was collected using a Likert-style survey to better understand 

students’ perceptions of rapport, engagement, and motivation in online courses through a lens 

focusing on humor and communicative actions. The survey also gathered relevant demographic 

information about the subjects and utilized a Likert-style response system to gather 

information relating to participants’ past experiences with online learning, instructional humor, 

and perceptions of rapport, engagement, and motivation. The survey was delivered using 

Qualtrics and results were gathered and accessed via Qualtrics, as well.   

 

Qualitative Data 

Because this topic represents a construct that is unique to every individual, qualitative 

data gathering occurred predominately via semi-structured interviews with course participants 

and direct observation of course participants as they interact and create discourse via 

synchronous and asynchronous online communication tools. The semi-structured interviews 

were conducted via phone and recorded using TapeACall, an iPhone-based phone call recording 

software. The goal for the direct observation portion was to identify when and how humor is 

used and what impact it had on students across three parameters: rapport, engagement, and 

motivation. It also served as a practical example of how humor was used in the context of the 

emergent themes developed from the semi-structured interviews. Audio and/or video 

recordings were used to observe any synchronous communications during the course, while 

online discussion transcripts and forum postings were used to observe the asynchronous group 

https://www.tapeacall.com/
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interactions. In all data types, subjects’ identifying information was coded to provide anonymity 

and all data was stored offline on a password-protected external hard drive.    

 

Data Analysis 

The quantitative data was analyzed using descriptive statistical tests. This was done to 

establish a baseline for overall student opinion of online learning environments and quantify 

students’ personal experiences and preferences with humor being used in online courses. It 

was also used to detect any impact on perceived rapport, engagement, or motivation.  

All qualitative data coding, including values coding and descriptive multi-level coding 

methods, was coded collaboratively with a team of four coders. All codes, categories, and 

themes were collaboratively discussed to reach collective agreement. Due to the very 

personalized nature of humor, descriptive coding was used during the first cycle in order to 

categorize comments or discourse grounded in opinion and shared by multiple subjects.  

Next, values coding was used to place an intended value or meaning to comments that 

were, by nature, subjective. Using recordings of synchronous communication and transcripts of 

asynchronous communication, moments where humor was inserted by a course member was 

identified and any relevant responses or indicators of effect brought on by intentionally 

humorous comments were collected and analyzed after conducting the semi-structured 

interviews.   

After the coding phase concluded, data was organized into categorical hierarchies to 

provide context and allow for accurate grouping of relevant individual pieces of data and larger 

multi-coded concepts. Coding the interview data was not conducted until all interviews were 
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complete. But, since some themes were also developed using the directly observed data, re-

categorizing the data was key to maintaining validity and identifying super-ordinate themes 

across data types. Then, fully categorized data was analyzed and larger thematic outcomes 

were identified. The largest challenge to this study was in gathering and analyzing the 

qualitative data. Because qualitative data was gathered using interviews, transcripts of course 

interactions, and observational methods, gathering and analyzing the data required a great deal 

of care to ensure that the data was gathered in a way that did not bias subjects and fostered a 

fair process.  

 

Materials 

For this study, the technological resources needed included the relevant technology 

tools that would be normally required for students enrolled in an online course. Since all 

students were already enrolled in online courses, each participant had the necessary 

computers, microphones, and webcams needed to participate in the fully online courses. In 

addition, a screen recording software, or other recording feature built into the course’s 

synchronous online tool, was necessary to record and archive synchronous online 

communication. To conduct both quantitative and qualitative analysis, the tools IBM SPSS, 

Microsoft Excel, and a desktop video player were also employed. To conduct semi-structured 

interviews, phone call recording software was used to create an audio file of each interview.   

 

Ethical Considerations 

There were no direct ethical issues present in this study. One area that required careful 
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consideration and a respectful approach was the concept of an intended message not reaching 

its audience effectively. When using humor, there is a chance that the message will be taken 

out of context or lost before reaching the intended audience. This was addressed in the initial 

semi-structured interview questions and some of the survey questions were designed to 

capture these types of responses, by focusing on humor appropriateness in educational and 

professional settings.     

 

Summary 

Utilizing an exploratory approach and viewing humor as a shared cultural phenomenon 

created a research platform that supported the overall interpretivist lens of the study.  By 

gathering data through three separate data tools, research could identify how online students’ 

perceived humor being used in the online classroom, as well as the purpose and effect of real-

time instances of humor used in the synchronous and asynchronous communication methods.  

Aside from the follow-up interviews, there was no contact between researcher and 

participants, minimizing threats to validity during course observation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings and analysis of two types of data taken from three 

different sources: 1.) quantitative data from a Likert-style survey instrument and 2.) qualitative 

data from semi-structured interviews, and 3.) direct observation of online course meetings and 

online discussion forums. The thematic elements derived during this study came mainly from 

the data gathered during the semi-structured interviews conducted with survey respondents 

who agreed to be contacted for a follow-up interview. In keeping with the methodology, the 

qualitative data was gathered and analyzed using an interpretivist phenomenological approach. 

The lifeworld created in the online courses being studied are subject to the interpretation and 

input of course members and is reflected in the interviews and in the direct observation of 

course participants. 

In order to study student perceptions of humor in online learning environments, the 

Likert-style survey results were analyzed using descriptive statistics to establish a baseline for 

overall student opinion of humor and its effect on rapport, motivation, and engagement. The 

survey data aided with gathering demographic information about the sample group.  

Data gathered during interviews was analyzed using first cycle descriptive coding and 

second-cycle values coding to prescribe meaning to codes. Then, codes were categorized 

hierarchically and code frequency was quantified to identify common themes. The emergent 

themes that were identified were then focused in through the lens of the study to identify only 

the major super-ordinate themes across all cases. Finally, direct observation of online 



33 

synchronous and asynchronous communication was conducted and events during the 

observation were analyzed with respect to the themes discovered during interviews and 

provided practical examples of humor being used to support rapport, engagement, and 

motivation online. Themes that emerged through direct observation were included when 

identifying emergent themes of the study, but the primary source of data was the semi-

structured interviews.  

 

Demographic Information 

There was a total of N = 20 survey responses for this study. Survey respondents had an 

average age of 38 years old, with an age range from 28 to 53. The respondents were 75% 

female and 25% male and were comprised of 55% master’s students and 45% doctoral 

students. Respondents were 60% White/Caucasian, 20% Black/African American, and 20% 

Hispanic/Latino. Each respondent was a graduate student enrolled in the Spring 2017 semester 

at a large research university in north-central Texas.   

 

Survey Results 

The tables that follow represent survey results divided into four separate categorical 

factors.  Results that indicate “were in agreement” indicate overall agreement by combining the 

two responses agree and strongly agree. The results that indicate “were not in agreement” 

indicate overall disagreement by combining the two responses disagree and strongly disagree. 

In some cases where 100% of respondents were unified, the total indicating strongly agree or 

strongly disagree responses is included.  In Table 1, the results indicate student opinion on 
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respondents’ personal feelings associated with humor.   

Table 1 
 
Likert-Style Survey Results – Personal Feelings on Humor 

 
Topic Area Question Results 
Personal 
Feelings on 
Humor 

The use of humor can be 
appropriate for educational 
environments. 

• 100% Were in Agreement 
• (75% Strongly Agree) 

I enjoy being around funny 
people. 

• 100% Were in Agreement 
•  (85% Strongly Agree) 

When other people use humor, I 
feel more comfortable using 
humor. 

• 95% Were in Agreement 
• 5% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 

Humor puts me at ease in 
situations where I am 
uncomfortable. 

• 85% Were in Agreement 
• 10% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 
• 5% Strongly Disagreed 

I find that humor can make social 
situations more enjoyable. 

• 95% Were in Agreement 
• 5% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 

I believe humor can negatively 
impact a class meeting or lecture. 

• 60% Were Not in Agreement 
• 10% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 
• 30% Were in Agreement  

 

Based on the survey results, it is evident that the vast majority of respondents held a 

positive opinion of humor and felt that humor was appropriate in educational and professional 

environments (100% were in agreement).  When focused on students’ personal perceptions of 

humor, the results were strongly indicative of a positive view of humor being used and 

students’ positive comfort level with humor. However, students were fairly divided on whether 

or not humor can negatively impact a class meeting (60% were not in agreement, while 30% 

were in agreement). This may indicate that students had conflicting views regarding the 

negative effect of humor on class meetings. It is also possible that background events and 

demographic factors in respondents’ personal histories swayed their opinion. 
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In Table 2, the survey results indicated that respondents held a strongly positive opinion 

about humor being used by instructors, especially in online environments. 

Table 2 
 
Likert-Style Survey Results – Instructor-Specific Humor 

 
Topic Area Question Results 
Instructor-
specific 
Humor  
 

I enjoy taking online courses 
where the instructor uses humor 
to make the course material more 
relatable. 

• 100% Were in Agreement 
• (60% Strongly Agree) 

Instructors who use humor in their 
courses are more approachable 
than those who do not. 

• 85% Were in Agreement 
• 10% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 
• 5% Disagreed  

 

Students indicated strongly that they enjoyed online courses where instructors used 

humor to make material relatable (100% were in agreement) and that instructors who used 

humor in class were more approachable than those who did not (85% were in agreement).  

In Table 3, the survey results relating to course delivery method and humor indicates 

that most respondents’ (80%) did not experience difficulty communicating effectively in online 

courses, but 70% of respondents were in agreement that using humor effectively is more 

difficult in online learning environments. This may be due to humor being used less frequently 

in online courses.  However, this might also indicate that while communicating online may not 

be difficult, communicating with humor may be more difficult due to the higher likelihood of 

one’s intended message being lost or misinterpreted.   

It is also important to note that while 95% of respondents believed that they learn as 

effectively in online courses as they do in F2F courses, 95% of respondents also felt more 

personally responsible for their own learning in online courses. This might indicate that there is 
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little difference in the instructional-soundness of online learning versus F2F learning, but that 

the student’s personal level of motivation and willingness to take ownership might be more of a 

determining factor in overall success.   

Table 3 
 
Likert-Style Survey Results – Delivery Method 

Topic Area Question Results 
Delivery 
Method 
 

I believe that I can learn as 
effectively in online courses as I 
can in face-to-face courses. 

• 95% Were in Agreement 
• 5% Strongly Disagreed  

I feel more personally responsible 
for my own learning in online 
courses. 

• 95% Were in Agreement 
• 5% Disagreed 

I enjoy making humorous 
comments in online course 
discussions. 

• 60% Were in Agreement 
• 30% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 
• 10% were not in agreement  

When online course meetings are 
humorous, I am less distracted. 

• 75% Were in Agreement, 
• 20% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 
• 5% Disagreed 

Using humor effectively is more 
difficult in online learning 
environments. 

• 70% Were in Agreement 
• 10% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 
• 20% Disagreed 

I have difficulty communicating 
effectively in online courses. 

• 80% Were Not in Agreement 
• 10% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 
• 10% Agreed 

 

In Table 4, survey results demonstrating respondents’ feelings on engagement, 

motivation, and rapport associated with humor are displayed. Students responding to the 

emotional component questions relating to rapport, motivation, and engagement, 

demonstrated strongly positive views of humor in building rapport, maintaining motivation, and 

perceiving rapport between themselves and an instructor. However, results were not as strong 

when asked if the student had trouble staying engaged in online courses or if they had trouble 

staying motivated in online courses (60% were in agreement and 70% were in agreement, 



37 

respectively.) This result may indicate that struggling to stay engaged or motivated is an 

intrinsic student factor, not impacted by external communicative actions. It may also be a result 

of a poorly-worded survey question and the ambiguous nature of the word “trouble” in the 

context of students’ self-reflection.  The results, generically, indicate that students enjoy using 

humor themselves and feel more connected to course members and instructors when humor is 

used to build rapport. 

Table 4 
 
Likert-Style Survey Results – Engagement, Motivation, and Rapport 

 
Topic Area Question Results 
Engagement, 
Motivation, 
and Rapport 
 

I believe that my learning can be 
enhanced when humor is used to 
build rapport. 

• 90% Were in Agreement 
• 5% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 
• 5% Strongly Disagreed 

I have trouble staying engaged in 
online courses. 

• 60% Were Not in Agreement 
• 10% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 
• 30% Agreed 

I feel more of a sense of rapport 
with instructors who use humor in 
their courses and/or lectures. 

• 90% Were in Agreement 
• 10% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 

I feel engaged during class 
meetings where instructors or 
classmates use humor. 

• 95% Were in Agreement 
• 5% Did Not Respond 

I have trouble staying motivated in 
online courses. 

• 70% Were Not in Agreement 
• 10% Neither Agreed nor Disagreed 
• 20% Agreed 

 

 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

The following section pertains to the one-on-one semi-structured interviews conducted 

with survey respondents. Each participant was assigned a random pseudonym that has no 

connection or relevance to the individual. These interviews were responsible for many of the 
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emergent themes and are most clearly explained and explored, due to the explanatory nature 

of the one-on-one interview.  

As stated throughout, humor is a phenomenological element that is highly 

individualized. Because of this, gaining insight from an individual in an interview setting was 

paramount in establishing the codes and categories. These would, in turn, be developed into 

themes, and those that would be evident in the direct observation portion of the study.  

 

Cardinal 

Cardinal is a 34-year-old female student pursuing a Master’s degree in the College of 

Information at the university. She considers herself experienced in online learning and 

describes herself as having taken numerous online courses in the past. She cites her preference 

for online learning to be its convenience and ability to fit into daily life: 

For me it’s the availability; when I can take the class. I work full time, I’m married and I 
have two kids, so I can't really do anything until everybody goes to bed at night. So 
that's why I have the preference for online. 

When asked about how humor can positively impact an online course, Cardinal felt that humor 

could increase interest in dull course material: 

So, for me it was to help make the class interesting. I was taking a course, I ended up 
needing to use InDesign to develop some materials for a class and it was rather dry 
material and so I decided to make a comic. Like, okay let’s have fun with this. I found the 
most random topic, how to make banana bread, and turned it into a comic strip. And it 
truly, my goal behind it was to make the material more interesting for me.  

This response, along with others, began to reveal an overarching theme of students seeing 

humor as a motivating tool that can re-engage a student in otherwise dull material. Cardinal 

also supported this by adding, “It was a mandatory course that I needed to take and I needed to 
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find a way to enjoy it and that makes the learning for me happen easier.”  

Throughout the interview the participant held a generally positive opinion of humor 

being used in educational environments, consistent with the survey findings. The participant 

felt that humor helped course participants open up and find common ground. She also believed 

that humor was able to establish a sense of community in course members. Overall, Cardinal 

mentioned that she would like to see humor used more often in online learning environments,  

As Cardinal responded to the questions, communication and interaction amongst course 

members became an emerging theme. She felt that it was more difficult to communicate in 

online environments, compared to F2F, and that this, oftentimes coupled with limited 

interaction from the instructor, made it very hard to stay motivated and engaged when learning 

online. Cardinal believed that the communication issues that exist naturally in an online 

educational environment can contribute to humor being misinterpreted or having a negative 

impact: 

The biggest challenges for online courses, you tend to have to teach yourself. The 
interaction with the instructor is limited. It’s emails or it’s discussion boards and you 
sometimes can't get your question across the same way written as you can verbally and 
sometimes you don't get the tone that they are trying to convey their response back to 
you in. So just that interaction piece it is very difficult. 

The thought was echoed again when responding to a question about what might cause humor 

to be perceived as negative or harmful: 

Yeah, I mean you have those times where somebody’s humor isn't quite understood by 
somebody else and it is taken offensively. And I've seen that more when it is attempted 
more in an online or electronic-type setting because you can't show the sarcasm in your 
voice when you're typing something that’s supposed to be funny…    

Interaction was a major factor of importance for Cardinal. Cardinal continuously mentioned 

interaction among course members and interactive course elements as items that she felt keep 



40 

her motivated and engaged in a course. She felt that being able to interact was the largest 

reason why she believed she experienced better learning outcomes in F2F courses. Cardinal 

was also the first interviewee to address an item that each subsequent interviewee would bring 

up without provocation; the idea that discussion forums might be ineffective learning tools, as 

they are currently being utilized. 

Cardinal believed that discussion forums as communication tools were causing students 

to perform the bare minimum number of associated tasks and never follow up to engage in 

discourse using discussion forums as the communication medium: 

Again, it goes back to the discussion boards being, often sometimes they're required to 
post once, reply once and then they move on. So, a discussion post doesn't lend itself to 
discussion very often unless it somehow finds that common ground and can develop 
that community. Later on in the semester, you tend to see that. But, discussion boards 
for me are definitely the part that I tend to not be as motivated, not get as much out of 
in the class.   

Cardinal also felt that the limiting nature of discussion forums caused humor to be seldom, if 

ever, used in discussion postings. She believed that engaging and fun elements might keep 

students returning to discussion forums to engage in discourse, but that in her experience, 

there was rarely an incentive to post at all, except for the grading requirement.  

 

Hawk 

Hawk is a 33-year-old male student pursuing a master’s degree in the College of 

Information at the university. He considers himself experienced with online learning and has 

completed courses both in F2F and online environments. He chooses online courses because 

that delivery method is more convenient and fits his work and life balance easier. Hawk also has 

professional experience as an online instructor and faculty member. 
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Early in the interview, Hawk admits that he hasn’t experienced a great deal of humor 

used in online courses, compared with F2F courses, but recalls most of its use being specific to 

synchronous video chat sessions. However, Hawk immediately connects humor to rapport-

building: 

I'm trying to think of a time that humor has been used in the first place in an online 
course. I suppose in the instructional systems design II course, where we have video 
synchronous chats, there have been some moments where humor comes into play as 
we're kind of talking to each other and those sorts of things, and that helps to build 
rapport and that's good.     

It is important to note that when Hawk mentioned humor being able to build rapport, this was 

at the beginning of the interview and rapport had not yet been mentioned in any questions or 

comments.  

In keeping with the collective opinion of the study participants, Hawk held a generally 

positive view of humor being used in educational environments, stating: “I think there are just 

all kinds of positive benefits. A kind of social presence element to are using humor, as well. And 

you know you definitely feel more connected to people that you can joke with.” When asked 

about humor having a negative impact in an educational environment, Hawk was only able to 

provide examples from F2F settings; citing an example of name-calling and remarking on how 

humor can be connected to harassment or bullying in some educational environments. Hawk 

had not personally experienced humor having a negative or harmful impact in online 

environments.  

Hawk quickly connected humor with not only rapport-building, but also in establishing a 

sense of community and developing personal relationships amongst course members. He said 

that humor, “helps build stronger relationships between students and between students and 
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the instructor.” Hawk felt that humor could break down barriers between course members and 

could aid in keeping course members engaged and on-task: 

I'll go back to the Instructional Systems Design II course. It's full of group projects, my 
group meets just about every week for synchronous video chat sessions with one 
another and you know humor in a classroom environment has the same function that it 
has outside of the classroom. It helps to bring people together and it helps to build 
rapport, helps them build relationships or reaffirm a relationship, all of those sorts of 
things. It helps people to get to know one another to break down barriers between one 
another. 

Hawk also believed that humor had a motivating characteristic: 

Absolutely, I think that sometimes when content gets heavy or material gets tough 
humor can be used to kind of facilitate a motivational aspect related to that. I mean if 
you can kind of break through the difficult task in front of you by cracking a joke with a 
colleague, your classmate, it, I don't know makes it seem a little less overbearing and a 
little easier to accomplish. 

As Hawk expanded on his thoughts concerning humor as a tool for engagement, he brought up 

another pervasive theme; instructor presence. Each interviewee mentioned the instructor’s 

level of presence and ongoing instructor feedback as major factors for effective communication 

and effective learning online. Hawk believed that when he has felt a lack of engagement in 

online courses, it was due to a lack of engagement on the part of the instructor or a lack of 

instructional alignment with course materials: 

I will say that the times that I feel less engaged, it's either because the instructor seems 
to be largely absent from the experience or it's because the assignments don't seem to 
connect to the material as well or are watered down sometimes. So, for example if we 
have a discussion prompt that is on a serious subject but we've been given less than 
rigorous materials to look at regarding that subject that's really demotivating. So, for 
example if we're taking on a topic and I'm in graduate school I want to have a rigorous 
take on that topic and sometimes if I’m assigned like a newspaper article to read instead 
of a peer-reviewed journal article that's really disappointing.   

Hawk repeated this thought when asked how an instructor might reengage and motivate a 

student in an online course: 
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I think synchronous chat helps a lot and I also think just the instructor being in contact 
with us regularly. I have had courses where they just disappear for weeks at a time and 
come back and that's really not the best, you know, ideal situation. But you know if 
we're having regular contact with the professor, not even necessarily just through 
synchronous chat those sorts of things, but that certainly helps, then you know that's a 
good thing.  

As with other interviews, the limiting nature of discussion forums was also discussed. When 

asked if he feels more or less connected to students in online or F2F classes, he answered that 

he felt more connected to other students in F2F classes because F2F students were able to 

interact with one another and communicate better: 

I definitely think it's that human contact factor. I mean yeah, we communicate on 
discussion forums and those sorts of things but it's not the same as the kind of rapport 
that you build in a face-to-face experience. The students that I feel the closest with are 
those that I've had the opportunity, through class assignments and so on, to have video 
chats with on a regular basis. And when I’m just interacting with students via discussion 
forum, sometimes you can get to know students, and that's cool, but it's not the same 
as you know meeting a person face-to-face. 

It was evident throughout Hawk’s interview that he felt as if instructor engagement is directly 

correlated with student engagement and that perhaps the importance of an instructor’s 

attitude and level of personal connection with the course may often be overlooked. 

 

Sparrow 

Sparrow is a 28-year-old female student pursuing a doctoral degree through the College 

of Information at the university. She prefers online courses because of the convenience of 

accessing the course from any location and at any time. She said that online courses fit her busy 

lifestyle better than F2F courses would.    

When Sparrow was asked about a time that she experienced humor being used 

positively in an online learning environment, her response addressed one of the primary 
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themes evident throughout interviews, building personal connections and establishing common 

ground: 

I’ve had several teachers, Dr. Texas is one of them that when he's going over an example 
he'll talk about something that happened in his own life that kind of like a funny 
story that relates to what we're actually learning in the class … rather than just having 
some abstract thing that you have no idea how this is actually similar your life. 

Sparrow directly states what other interviewees touched on, both directly and indirectly; 

students look to instructors as a guide for the information being taught. Sparrow echoes this 

thought at another point in the interview when asked how an instructor could reengage a 

student who was feeling not engaged: 

I think that it would have to be…they would have to talk about something that is more 
related to what's going on in life and like how I said earlier; talk to something 
that actually connects to what I'm going through or what I can see in my daily life. 
Because again, it's one thing to read it or have somebody read you something out of a 
book but it's completely different to have someone's experience. 

Sparrow relates these thoughts to the importance of a “personal connection” established 

amongst course members in an online course. The value of the personal network that is created 

in any course (online or F2F) goes beyond the immediate. For Sparrow, the importance of 

building a strong interpersonal network extends beyond a single course, degree, or education, 

as a whole:  

I think it's really just the interacting with the people in the course. So, getting to know 
them, building that network. Again, these are people that you're going to potentially 
reach out to in the future and work with. So, having that humor where you actually get 
to know the person is a little bit more beneficial than just learning the content of the 
class.  

While Sparrow believed strongly in humor’s ability to build rapport and engagement amongst 

course members, she believed that humor had little value in actually motivating students to 

complete tasks outside of class, “I don't really think humor motivates people… I think it has 
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more to do with them connecting with the other people in the course and teacher of the 

course. I don't know if it necessarily motivates you to get your work done.” When asked for 

more information on how humor affected engagement during class but not task completion 

outside of class, Sparrow said:  

I think it definitely can while you're in class. So, if you have a synchronous meeting and 
you're actually engaging with other classmates and the teacher, it'll help you stay, 
like, interested in what's going on in the class rather than going and doing other stuff 
during class but at the same time, I don't think it really helps when you have to actually 
do homework. 

Sparrow clarified that she believes humor is most effective at creating an “immediate personal 

connection” in a real-time environment. 

Sparrow felt, like others, that humor was an important tool in making a personal 

connection and establishing rapport amongst course members, and that those foundational 

communicative elements are what heavily impact learning outcomes. When asked whether she 

believes she learns better in online environments or in F2F environments, Sparrow replied:  

With me knowing my classmates, I think I'd learn just as well as I would in a face-to-face 
environment because I know them and I know how their personalities are, so it's easier 
for me to connect with them but when I didn't know them, it was a lot harder for me to 
connect with and realize what I need to do in the class and like focus and 
everything before I had that connection. 

Sparrow believed that her connection to other course members was less because she didn’t 

physically see or spend time with them. Since Sparrow already struggles with becoming 

distracted in online courses, losing visual contact is very detrimental to Sparrow’s ability to 

connect course material with her life and synthesize strong learning outcomes.  

As with each other interviewee, Sparrow voluntarily addressed the counterintuitive 

nature of discussion forums in online learning. When discussing humor as a tool for 
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engagement, Sparrow says:  

I do think humor really does help, so that's one thing that can help people to engage. 
Another thing is just speaking to their life experiences. We do a lot of discussions and 
blog posts. I don't know how great that is at engaging. It helps when you're working on 
the discussions but I don't know that too many people actually continue, keep up on the 
discussions. It's like, "Okay I have to get this assignment done. Let me do it and get out 
of it."  

Sparrow said, “when I didn’t know their personalities, it was a lot harder for me to connect with 

and realize, what I need to do in the class and like focus and everything.” 

Like other students, Sparrow had not witnessed humor having a negative or harmful 

impact in an online learning environment but believed that the cause for such a case would 

likely be humor that was misinterpreted or taken the wrong way: 

I don't think I really have any experience where humor was negative… the first 
thing that will pop into my mind was something that the teacher or someone else 
thought was funny but it wasn't actually funny. I haven't really had that experience. 

Sparrow thought that humor’s likelihood to be perceived positively or negatively may also be 

dependent on the subject matter being taught; adding that using humor to discuss a particular 

topic could cause an audience to take that subject lightly or consider it be somewhat trivial. 

However, the perception that humor can have a negative impact in an online learning 

environment remained something that none of the interviewees had experienced. Instead, they 

felt that a failed attempt at humor may simply fall flat or not resonate with an audience, at all. 

But, when this was the case, each interviewee offered the cause to be miscommunication or an 

attempt at humor that was not tailored to the particular audience. 

 

Eagle 

Eagle is a 52-year-old male student pursuing a doctoral degree in the College of 
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Information at the university. Eagle prefers F2F courses or, at minimum, synchronous online 

delivery.  Also, despite living close to campus, Eagle has chosen online delivered courses 

because they fit his life better.  

Eagle is part of a cohort model in his current degree program. The cohort model he is a 

part of allows him to take his courses and work alongside the same students for most of his 

four-year degree program. While other interviewees addressed the nature of online isolation, 

Eagle was the only interviewee who specifically mentioned the cohort model and felt that it 

helped to remedy many of the inherent online learning issues previously mentioned by other 

interviewees:     

You know, when you’re in the cohort model, I'm in the 2019 cohort, we are a very tight 
group. We spend a lot of time together even outside of class, not everybody of course 
because it’s a big cohort. But, there’s more critical mass and even within that we have 
you know back channels and Facebook groups and things like that. The point of saying 
all that is that we tend to know our personalities pretty well and we're pretty free with 
our humor and our sarcasm and, so, we’ve had a couple of years to blend.  

Eagle believed that the cohort model removes the need for the initial bonding period that the 

members of any new course must go through. He also asserted that an instructor who has not 

worked with a tight-knit cohort of students in the past may be at a disadvantage when 

attempting to join that group: 

Dr. [New Mexico] is teaching one of our classes online this semester. And though he was 
with us in New Jersey when we had our first meeting, the Summer Institute, he has not 
been heavily engaged with the cohort in the subsequent couple of years. So, he’s come 
into this class now and we’ve all gelled and bonded and we know each other's buttons 
and stuff. So, he was kind of taken aback by some of our interactions in the synchronous 
sessions and certainly on the forum posts where we've established our rapport, we've 
established our boundaries and you know he's an impartial kind of observer who’s not 
quite sure. Now you know when you have a face-to-face class with different people in 
the mix each semester… they have to go through a little bonding kind of period whereas 
our cohort has already done that, so when we get into a class, we're already in full 
sarcasm mode. 
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Throughout Eagle’s interview, he mentioned the cohort model and remarked positively on how 

the cohort model was able to positively impact the online learning environment. Eagle felt that 

students who were closely connected and were able to share common experiences together 

were able to learn better and communicate more effectively. 

Eagle believed that the challenges students face when learning online, such as time 

management and motivation, were ultimately the same challenges students face in a F2F 

environment, but that the isolation present in online learning environments simply magnified 

the challenges, “Time management and motivation are challenges whether you’re face-to-face 

or online. I think because you tend to be more isolated online, those challenges are a little 

magnified and that's why the cohort model has a lot of pluses.” 

As with other interviewees, Eagle had not experienced humor having a negative impact 

in an online learning environment but did recall moments when a humorous message needed 

to be clarified, “There are some things that were said that needed a little follow up explanation 

or something...no malice was intended or received but there was some misunderstanding that 

needed to be clarified.” Eagle also believed that cultural or language barriers are some of the 

most common reasons that humor is misunderstood or misinterpreted.   

Eagle focused heavily throughout the interview on how humor can humanize course 

participants. He felt that this humanizing factor was important in building personal connections 

between course members and establishing a sense of community: 

It’s more of a humanizing factor than a motivating factor. You know, you want to go to 
class if you like the teacher and you like your classmates. I think that appropriate use of 
appropriate humor will help you both like the teacher and the classmates. Especially 
when you're dealing with some of the topics that you’re dealing with in our program…  

For Eagle, it is important to enjoy time spent in class, with classmates and with instructors. 
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Eagle felt that enjoying course members on a personal level and sharing personal stories to 

support educational goals may be directly connected with humor, stating: 

Several people in my cohort work in a school, so we've got elementary school teachers, 
we've got a couple of librarians, I work at a high school, we've got a few in higher ed… so 
we're sharing stories of our classroom experience or our teacher experience, some of 
those are going to be funny. it's not “let me tell you a teacher joke,” its “oh, you 
wouldn’t believe what this kid said.” I mean it makes a point, it can serve to illustrate a 
point. 

Eagle also experienced the same struggles with engagement in online courses that other 

interviewees experienced. He felt that humor was instrumental in improving engagement:  

I mean if you have a teacher that is just you know dry, boring, monotone, even if the 
content is important, it’s hard to get up for that. Whereas, if you have a teacher that’s 
got some personality and humor plays a role in that multi-layered personality, it's all the 
better.  

Eagle then gave an example of his spouse attempting to use humor to support instruction in her 

own F2F classroom. He used this example to indicate that when humor is forced or not tailored 

to the audience or an instructional goal, it is likely to be misinterpreted or simply unnecessary. 

Eagle focused heavily on the idea of purposeful humor throughout the interview. He believed 

that humor needs to support a point or a counterpoint and should be tailored to the audience, 

specifically. 

Continuing with the idea of purposeful humor, Eagle felt strongly that instructors held a 

great deal of responsibility in creating an online environment that is comfortable and easy for 

students to understand: 

I think that, in general, good communication, good feedback is helpful and encourages 
engagement. Again, this is not unique to online classes, but it's more important, I 
believe, in online classes because you don't have that type of interaction before or after 
the class, “Hey how you doing?” You know that kind of stuff. It's an effort in an online 
class to have that communication, that makes it even more important.  
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Eagle discussed his personal experience in his current degree program and felt that he, and 

other classmates, were at a disadvantage at times due to instructors not being engaged 

themselves, “The class was more engaged than the instructor.” Eagle and his classmates 

perceived a negative effect overshadowing the course, as a whole, due to a lack of feedback on 

writing assignments.   

Eagle believed that individual student backgrounds might also impact how humor is 

used and interpreted, citing language, age, and cultural barriers as factors which might affect 

not only communication, but also may be factors in successful online learning, in general. Eagle 

felt that in order to learn effectively online, all course members should feel open and 

encouraged to participate in discussions. For Eagle, this most commonly occurs in synchronous 

video chat sessions in online courses: 

I actually like synchronous online courses. I think hearing the professor, engaging with 
them where we take turns coming off of mute, not just typing in the chat window you 
know I think that those are very helpful to have that dialogue. I think other students 
learn from the dialogue between a professor and an individual student. Many times, 
one student will ask a question that others have but don't feel comfortable asking for 
whatever reason. 

Eagle also went on to say that he believed the technology tools used to deliver online 

instruction can oftentimes cause the communication impairment that is responsible for 

misinterpreted or failed humor, as well as potential lack of engagement. Without some kind of 

technology intervention that allows course members to interact in real time, students may be 

more likely to disengage from a course or perceive diminished rapport with course members 

and instructors.   

Eagle ended his interview with an example of how humor had impacted him in a recent 

course.  A course instructor made an analogy about correlation and causation. Eagle retold the 
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humorous story and described the concept it was meant to support. Eagle felt that because the 

example used by the instructor was humorous and supported an instructional point, it resulted 

in better retention: 

And I remember it! Whereas, I’m sure there are other examples that were more 
academic in nature and I don’t remember them, but this one I remember because I 
thought it was a great way of illustrating correlation is not causation.   

Eagle felt that humor, when used appropriately, increased retention and resulted in better 

learning outcomes. In his personal experience, Eagle felt that humor is grounded in truth and 

philosophical ideologies. He believed that when course members, both students and 

instructors, connected on a personal level and shared common experiences, their ability to 

learn effectively online could be enhanced. Beyond that, Eagle felt that humor was 

instrumental in developing the personal connections and humanizing actions necessary to 

create that effective online learning environment 

 

Super-Ordinate Themes across Cases 

Codes and categories gathered throughout the interview process and direct observation 

were grouped into a table and focused coding methods were used to group similar codes into 

the most commonly occurring areas, resulting in six major categories, each with significant 

subcategories, represented in Table 5. Table 5 includes the categories, subcategories, and 

number of occurrences for individual codes in each category.  

From these categories several themes emerged that, when viewed within the bounds of 

this study, were representative of three super-ordinate themes: 

• Humanization through storytelling and shared experiences 
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• Community-building 

• Effective communication  

• Technology as a moderating variable for effective communication  

Table 5 
 
Frequency of Code Distribution 

 
Category Subcategory Frequency of Codes 
Course Elements Course Challenges  4 

Humor Impacts Course Material 8 
Humor Impacts Instructional Outcome  6 
Improved Learning Outcomes 9 
Responsibility for Learning/Course 
Expectations  

4 

Persistence/Going Beyond Minimum 7 
Communication and 
Interaction 

Course Member Interaction 8 
Instructor Presence 21 
Miscommunication in Online Environments 7 
Misunderstood/Misinterpreted Humor  14 

Instructional Delivery Delivery Method (Modality) Impact 30 
Instructional Tool/Technology Limitation  13 

Humor Nature of Humor 9 
Humor Appropriateness 18 
Humor Perceived Positively  11 
Humor Perceived Negatively  14 

Interpersonal Network Common Ground/Humanizing Actions 13 
Sense of Community 11 
Personal Connections 16 
In-Class Relationship Building 11 
Personal Stories – Pedagogical 5 
Personal Stories – Interpersonal Connection  5 

Emotional 
Components 

Engagement 33 
Motivation 13 
Student & Instructor Learning Rapport 8 

 

Each of these themes encompassed a large amount of qualitative data through which 

the themes emerged and evolved. Further studies should focus solely on one emotional 
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component or one variable relating to the interpersonal network established in online courses. 

However, for the purposes of this study, the broad super-ordinate themes will serve the 

purpose of representing each category and subcategory effectively for an exploratory study.  

 

Humanization through Storytelling and Shared Experiences 

All students who completed a follow-up interview mentioned the concept of feeling a 

personal connection to their class mates and their instructors. Students in educational 

environments have an innate desire to connect personally with one another. This personal 

connection generally comes from regular time spent in class together, participating in group 

projects, engaging in discourse, or any other instructional event that involves an individual 

attempting to relate to others and gain something from the educational experience. It is this 

humanization through personal connection that allows students to trust one another, their 

instructor, and generally makes up the social contract that exists among course members. 

Students in online environments may be at a disadvantage concerning how and when 

these humanizing actions take place. In online courses, the amount of time spent in class may 

be less than the amount of time for a F2F version of the same course. In some cases, an online 

course may have no synchronous element at all; in which case the amount of time spent in 

class could be considered none. But, even in synchronous online courses that meet on a regular 

basis for the same amount of class time, the students in this environment may be unable to 

build the relationships needed to find success. On multiple occasions throughout interviews, 

students mentioned that they felt isolated in online courses. One student specifically stated 

that the challenges present in any educational environment were not only also present in 
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online courses, but were actually amplified by the isolating nature of online learning.  

Overwhelmingly, when the topic of humor in online courses was addressed with 

interviewees, their first thoughts related to feelings of engagement or comfort with one 

another. Cardinal felt that humor “helps everybody find some common ground and be able to 

maybe open up some of those; like an icebreaker.” In this example, humor was the tool used to 

create a hospitable and comfortable environment for students who are learning online. 

Cardinal also believed that humor used in asynchronous environments, like discussion forums, 

could promote engagement amongst students, “The times that I’ve seen humor used in a 

discussion board, those discussion boards tend to have more responses and more back and 

forth discussion rather than when one person posts, one person replies.” According to the 

interviewees, becoming distracted and losing motivation are amongst the biggest challenges in 

online learning. When asked what an instructor might do to reengage them in an online course, 

the response was resounding; relate the course material to real life events and shared 

experiences. Stated more specifically, students sought personal stories from course members, 

predominately instructors, to connect course material to shared experiences and break down 

perceived barriers. It is possible that this method is so heavily favored by students because it 

can transcend the limitations of online learning environments. In an evolutionary sense, 

storytelling has been the predominant form of conveying information and teaching for 

centuries. Since storytelling does not require images, text, or any other accompanying media, it 

is able to immediately connect the audience and the speaker on the same page. In that 

moment, audience and speaker are part of the same world, the same phenomenon.   

Personal storytelling was found to serve dual purposes in this study: story-telling to 
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support a pedagogical point and storytelling to support interpersonal relationships. For the 

purposes of this study, pedagogical storytelling is identified as storytelling that supports course 

materials/content. The goal of pedagogical storytelling is to better explain concepts being 

studied or discussed in an educational environment. These stories may be analogous in nature 

or they may be focused on an event where the topic being discussed was used. The method of 

crafting a pedagogical story is different for every circumstance, but the purpose is the same: to 

tell a story that connects the audience with the larger concepts or themes being taught. In 

Sparrow’s interview, an example was given where an instructor told a humorous story about an 

occurrence in his personal life which connected to what was being taught in that class meeting. 

Sparrow described the story as having the ability to make abstract concepts more concrete and 

making the material feel relatable to his life.   

Storytelling to support interpersonal relationships is still a purposeful act, but it has less 

to do with learning course material and more to do with students and instructor learning about 

one another. The goal of storytelling that supports interpersonal relationships is to engage 

course members. This type of storytelling is used to engage learners and build rapport, through 

shared experiences or engaging, entertaining topics. An instructor would use this type of 

storytelling to align students with course material, but not necessarily teach course material. In 

Hawk’s interview, the student discussed how humorous stories from an instructor helped him 

engage in course material, an example of pedagogical storytelling, and also helped him to feel 

comfortable with the course content. Hawk felt that if he and other course members, instructor 

included, could joke about difficult course topics, those topics were easier to tackle. Hawk 

compared this feeling to “breaking through a difficult task” and said that it resulted in a 
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“motivation aspect related to that.” Overall, Hawk felt that when humor was connected to 

difficult course material, he was able to accomplish the associated goals more easily.   

Instructor presence in an online course was another main factor in humanizing course 

participants and facilitating rapport, engagement, and motivation more easily. All four 

interviewees mentioned that their motivation in an online course was diminished when the 

instructor was absented from class meetings or slow to deliver feedback on assignments and 

discussions. Both Hawk and Eagle felt that instructors of online courses need to be present 

throughout the course, whether employing synchronous or asynchronous methods, and that 

they be highly engaged in the course. Hawk and Eagle both felt that in order to be fully effective 

in teaching online, instructors should more engaged in the course than students. Three out of 

four interviewees experienced online instructors being absent form courses or unable to 

connect with them. Each interviewee believed that this was a contributing factor to students 

losing motivation in class, becoming distracted, and/or disengaging from course material.  

Furthermore, receiving feedback from instructors was addressed by all four interviewees as 

something they experienced in online courses. Eagle had experienced a lack of feedback 

negatively impacting course members, “It kind of had a negative halo effect that we were 

turned off on the material because we weren’t getting feedback on our writing.” However, 

interviewees reported that when an instructor was present and was timely with feedback, they 

felt not only more connected to the course, but more connected to other course members. 

They believed that humanizing techniques put everyone on a more level playing field, resulting 

in the perception of barrier removal and more effective communication. 

Breaking down barriers in online learning environments is an essential element in 
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humanizing course members. The perception of status or authority was important and often 

clearly defined in educational environments; that is, an instructor is in charge of a class, and the 

students are there to learn. However, allowing user roles to set the tone for an entire course 

can be detrimental. For students in online learning environments, they typically must feel 

comfortable with the course content, classmates, instructors, delivery, and other elements to 

thrive. In an F2F classroom, this may occur more easily. As stated by three of four interviewees, 

students tend to feel more connected to course member sin F2F environments because of the 

level of human contact present in traditional courses. In online courses, perceived human 

contact is limited by time, distance, space, and often technology. Thus, breaking down those 

roles sooner may help online students feel more comfortable and engage in a course more 

quickly. Eagle reported that he noticed students benefitted from dialogue in class with an 

instructor even from a third-party perspective. In essence, when one student witnesses another 

student ask a question or interact with an instructor, the third-party student will benefit from 

that experience passively. Eagle also reported that he enjoys seeing a glimpse of an instructor’s 

personality and that humor is one of the best ways to accomplish that, mentioning that humor, 

in his opinion, is part of the multi-layered personality he prefers in an instructor. This act of 

humanization, especially through humor, is an expedient and effective method for establishing 

common ground amongst course members and sharing positive experiences, either in real-time 

as they occur in class or retroactively through storytelling and communication.          

 

Community-Building 

Community-building in online learning environments is closely connected to the section 
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above in that it deals with establishing common goals and connecting with members of the 

community. All four interviewees mentioned that one of the biggest benefits of humor being 

used in online courses is that is promotes a sense of community. Each also reported that they 

felt more connected to course members in F2F courses, as opposed to online courses. For many 

students, this lack of connection stemmed from a lack of human contact. Three of the four 

interviewees did report that synchronous meetings that included video chat helped to establish 

that sense of community, but a commonly addressed aspect was simply sharing the same space 

at the same time. The students expressed feeling most comfortable when their online courses 

attempted to recreate the typical communication found in F2F classrooms: “seeing” one 

another, speaking out loud, and creating discourse in a live environment. Students are looking 

for an opportunity to see and speak to course members. This was also apparent in the 

overwhelming dissatisfaction with discussion forums. Cardinal felt that, despite the name, 

discussion forums do not lend themselves to discussion. Consequently, students did not feel 

that they were synthesizing new knowledge via discussion posts and often felt that they were 

not ever viewed by instructors; all of this was perceived as detrimental to community-building 

in an already-limited online environment.           

Ultimately, students in this study felt that in order to learn effectively online, a positive 

sense of community must be established. To do so, course members needed to interact, feel 

comfortable with one another, and have realistic expectations of instructor presence. They 

needed to share personal experiences and create common ground. Each interviewee connected 

a sense of community to overcoming the feeling of isolation present in online courses. Since 

most students spend the majority of their academic life in traditional classrooms, switching to 
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fully online delivery can be a drastic change. However, for students in this study, all had 

completed fully online courses in the past and many of them had completed entire Master’s 

programs completely online. Despite this experience, students still felt that online learning, by 

nature, was isolating. The lack of human contact, and the interpersonal connection that comes 

along with that, were the most commonly cited reasons for not feeling a sense of community 

amongst course members. Hawk felt that online learning offers limited opportunities to make 

personal connections and establish a positive sense of community: 

I definitely think it's that human contact factor. I mean, yeah, we communicate on 
discussion forums and those sorts of things but it's not the same as the kind of rapport 
that you build in a face-to-face experience. The students that I feel the closest with are 
those that I've had the opportunity, through class assignments and so on, to have video 
chats with on a regular basis... but it's not the same as you know meeting a person face-
to-face.          

In online courses, making personal connections can be difficult due to limited opportunities to 

connect individually. The use of group projects was a commonly cited opportunity that allowed 

online learners to connect with classmates on a more personal level and learn one another’s 

unique personalities. Two of the four interviewees went into detail concerning how group 

assignments helped them better learn the personalities of other students. Cardinal mentioned 

that in online courses it is typical for communication about group assignments to occur using 

asynchronous tools, like email. Cardinal believed that without the real-time connection made in 

synchronous group assignments, the instant feedback that helps develop personal connection is 

missing. Cardinal, currently a Master’s student, felt that she has not yet had the opportunity in 

her degree program to bond with other students over group assignments. To her, establishing a 

sense of community is dependent on feeling connected to students and instructors. Hawk 

echoes this feeling, stating this one of his recent courses was “full of group projects” and that 
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their synchronous video chat sessions helped “to bring people together and it helps to build 

rapport, helps them build relationships or reaffirm a relationship, all of those sorts of things. It 

helps people to get to know one another to break down barriers between one another.” Hawk 

also mentioned that humor was a key factor in expediting the process of making personal 

connections and establishing a sense of community.       

In Eagle’s interview, he mentioned how the cohort model being used for his fully online 

doctoral program had been instrumental in establishing a sense of community and maintaining 

it throughout the degree program. Eagle felt that being with the same people in each new 

course or semester diminished the need for an interpersonal learning period at the beginning 

of new classes: 

Now you know when you have a face-to-face class with different people in the mix each 
semester trimester or whatever the plan is, they have to go through a little bonding kind 
of period whereas our cohort has already done that, so when we get into a class, we're 
already in full sarcasm mode.     

Eagle went on to say that because of the cohort model, he felt that the inherent challenges of 

online learning were minimized and that he felt less at risk of judgment from his classmates 

because he knew their personalities. Furthermore, Eagle felt more closely connected to his 

online cohort than he did to other students in F2F courses. This is a strong indication that when 

students get to know each other, their comfort level increases. With increased comfort comes a 

higher likelihood of students taking risks, participating in discourse, and asking questions. Eagle 

felt that the cohort model improved the existing relationships and laid the groundwork for new 

ones. Sparrow felt similarly and connected humor to relationship building beyond the 

immediate classroom or degree program: 

I think it's really just the interacting with the people in the course. So, getting to know 
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them, building that network. Again, these are people that you're going to potentially 
reach out to in the future and work with. So, having that humor where you actually get 
to know the person is a little bit more beneficial than just learning the content of the 
class. 

Relationship-building through humor was cited by all participants. Interviewees largely felt that 

strengthening relationships in an online course led to better overall engagement in course 

material and a stronger sense of community. Interviewees appeared to feel more comfortable 

engaging in synchronous discussions when humor was used and even cited a positive sense of 

community as a potential reason for persistence in difficult or unpopular assignments, such as 

returning to discussion forums beyond minimum requirements. These elements combine to 

make for the kind of social presence that promote student success and higher order thinking. 

The shared community, created and maintained by instructors and students, is an evolving 

system. It is constantly changing and adapting to its members and what they put in. This type of 

spontaneity and purposefulness is an appropriate comparison to humor, as a whole. When 

humor is used to promote a well-connected interpersonal learning space, the community can 

communicate and exchange ideas more effectively. Hawk summed up the wide-reaching impact 

of humor appropriately: 

I mean it helps it helps in a lot of different factors. Just, relationally, it helps build 
stronger relationships between students and between students and the instructor. 
Motivationally, it helps to establish that kind of attitude that you can feel positive about 
the material that you're getting into because you can joke about it. And I think there are 
just all kinds of positive benefits. A kind of social presence element to using humor, as 
well. And you know you definitely feel more connected to people that you can joke 
with. 

Humor, in this example, is a multifunctional tool that can enhance an individual, as well as a 

whole group of people.  Establishing community in an online course is essential to the success 

of course participants and humor, as a tool, can quickly accomplish varied goals.   
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Effective Communication 

Humor was widely regarded as a welcome element in online courses, though it was 

described as a sparsely-used technique. Most respondents reported seeing humor used less 

often in online courses, as opposed to F2F courses, with the most common reason for this being 

the difficulty in communicating effectively in online courses. Numerous reasons were 

mentioned throughout interviews as being contributing factors in disrupted communication, 

but a unifying trend appeared to be that effective communication is more important in online 

learning environments but that it required more effort. Communicating effectively is 

considered to be an important element in delivering humor appropriately; but beyond that, 

effective communication is a foundational piece in ensuring that the audience is receiving the 

intended message, whether that’s an instructional message or an interpersonal one. The 

concept of communication breakdown in online learning environments is a common one and is 

closely connected to Moore’s (1997) theory of transactional distance which maintains that 

when instructor and students are separated by space and distance, they are at a greater risk of 

miscommunication, “With separation there is a psychological and communications space to be 

crossed, a space of potential misunderstanding between the inputs of instructor and those of 

the learner. It is this psychological and communications space that is the transactional distance” 

(p. 22). 

A major emergent factor throughout interviews dealt with instructor feedback. Three of 

the four interviewees had experienced recent examples of instructors not communicating 

effectively with students in terms of feedback on assignments, as well as general feedback to 

the course, as a whole, regarding comprehension, assignment mastery, etc. Eagle and Hawk 
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cited that missing out on instructor feedback and communication, coupled with the isolation of 

online learning, made students disengage from a course and become distracted during 

synchronous course meetings. With such a heavy focus on instructor feedback and better 

instructor-to-student communication, there is evidence to support the idea that responsibility 

for successfully administering an online course lies heavily with an instructor’s interpersonal 

abilities. An extremely knowledgeable person may have a great deal of value in an academic 

field, but if a faculty member is not able to communicate the information effectively to 

students then he or she cannot be considered to be an effective instructor. This related to 

motivation heavily for these participants because an instructor might be able to inspire greater 

effort and positively reinforce students via more frequent and more emotionally-supportive 

communication methods. Cardinal felt that class-wide follow up comments about what the 

class was doing well on and what the class could improve upon, were motivating for her. She 

also noted that instructor feedback helped in “knowing that I’m not alone taking this class with 

75 other names. There’s something actually going on.”  

Another factor in effective communication and effective use of humor are the pre-

existing demographic factors, such as cultural, language, and age barriers that exist in a diverse 

group of people. Three of the four interviewees mentioned language, age, or cultural 

background as being reasons that humor might be misinterpreted or misunderstood. As seen in 

the literature above, the native language of a student or their particular cultural identity or 

upbringing will affect what they consider to be humorous and what they consider to be 

appropriate uses of humor. The same can be said about any type of communication, including 

pedagogical communication. Receiving an intended message relies on not only the words being 
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spoken or typed, but the context of the message, the tone of the speaker, and typically the 

nonverbal, visual cues present in F2F communication. In many online degree programs, and in 

institutions of higher learning across the U.S., courses are filled with a diverse student 

population. It is not uncommon for online college-level courses to contain students who are 

non-native English speakers, who were not born in the U.S., or even a large age range. Each 

element contributes to how a person interprets and processes communication. Beyond 

demographic factors, the technology itself used in online learning is often responsible for 

limiting the ability for users to communicate effectively.       

 

Technology as a Moderating Variable for Effective Communication  

In online learning, technology can be seen as a moderating variable influencing effective 

communication. The specific technology tools used to deliver a course online involve many 

layers that greatly impact how thoughts and ideas are communicated. Course content is 

delivered via an online learning management system (LMS), synchronous meetings are 

conducted using an online meeting space or software tool, assignments are submitted edited 

and discussed via email and document management systems, and asynchronous offline 

communication occurs using a shared forum or using static blog pages. In short, every layer of 

technology that is utilized in an effort to make the course, its content, and its users accessible, 

also can have an impact on how written, spoken, and visual information is communicated and 

processed. Technology tools can either enhance or inhibit communication online and this can 

be seen historically with most every technology-based communication method. Even web-

based videoconferencing tools, which are intended to offer the closest thing currently feasible 
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in real-time audio-visual communication and are a common choice for synchronous online 

course meetings, carry the innate ability to affect what’s being delivered. The technology filter 

has a varying effect on users. What is helpful for one person, could be detrimental to another. 

For this reason, it is important that online course members are comfortable with one another 

and willing to engage in meaningful conversations to express their concerns and attitudes 

surrounding not only the course, but how their learning is occurring and the effect of the 

learning environment on their learning. As stated previously, a positive sense of community and 

humanizing actions amongst course members is instrumental in creating a social fabric of 

course participants where no one is left out or missing aspects of instruction. Humor, in the 

eyes of interviewees, is a tool that can be invaluable for breaking down the barriers and 

allowing for course participants to gain more from their experience than they otherwise might 

have.  

Technology’s impact on effective communication can be seen clearly in how 

interviewees addressed the topic of asynchronous discussion forums in their online courses. 

The idea of effectively communicating in asynchronous discussion forums was a regularly-

discussed topic in the interviews. Despite no questions directly mentioning discussion forums, 

each interviewee not only addressed the topic of discussion forums, but every interviewee had 

the same viewpoint, that discussion forums were counterintuitive to their learning. Cardinal, 

Hawk, Sparrow, and Eagle were unified in the idea that discussion forums did not engage 

students to respond and create discourse beyond the required minimum number of posts and 

responses. Furthermore, each interviewee felt that discussion forum posting was largely viewed 

as a chore by students, with little motivation to go beyond course minimums or even return to 
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the forum after making their initial required posts and responses. Widespread lack of 

motivation or support for a commonly-used online communication tool may seem surprising, 

but students appeared to feel that the discussion forums were just another assignment to 

complete, rather than a tool to promote discourse. If this is true, then the nature of what 

discussion forums are intended to do is being lost on students and is not enhancing learning 

that takes place online and bears further study to confirm these findings with larger groups. 

Furthermore, the passage of time may degrade a message or inhibit motivation. This is seen 

when students who might intend to come back to a discussion forum choose not to at a later 

time. It can also be seen in the reliance in email to communicate amongst course members. 

Cardinal believed that the instant feedback that is missing in email and discussion forums 

caused students to lose motivation once they were outside of the course meeting or LMS 

course site, negatively impacting overall persistence on assignments and diminishing course 

engagement.       

 

Direct Observation 

Direct observation of a selection of synchronous digital online courses’ course captures 

was conducted after the semi-structured interviews and utilized recordings of online course 

meetings and transcripts of discussion forums. In total, nine course meetings were analyzed: six 

were spread across two doctoral courses and three were spread across two Master’s level 

courses. For the asynchronous discussion forums, three weeks of discussion postings were 

analyzed for three separate courses, two Master’s level and one doctoral level. For these data 

types, emergent themes from the interviews were used as a guide, while newly emerging 



67 

themes that became apparent in direct observation analysis were identified to form new 

themes or merge into existing ones. Upon final analysis of themes and contextual elements, 

three super-ordinate themes emerged that closely matched the emergent themes found during 

semi-structured interview analysis: 

• Establishing common ground and humanization   

• Reducing barriers and personal storytelling 

• Easing tension and lightening heavy content 

• Familiarization of course content  

 

Synchronous Communication – Online Course Meetings 

Observation of course meetings was conducted to witness, in real-time, humor being 

used in online courses. In each online course meeting, instances of humor were identified as a 

moment when a humor identifier was used. In this study, identifiers of humor were typically 

laughter or the typed equivalent of laughter, such as shortened speech and acronyms like “lol,” 

“lmao,” “haha,” etc. This was generally used to indicate that a course member found something 

to be humorous or that they had delivered a humorous message and were alerting others that 

the message was intended as humor. Some course members were observed delivering a 

humorous message verbally and laughing briefly at the end of the message to indicate that 

humor was used. This typically signaled others that the message was humorous and 

encouraged a response. Other identifiers of humor were based on Wanzer, Frymier, and Irwin’s 

instructional humor processing theory (IHPT) (2010) which is based on the idea that humor is 

founded on delivering or recognizing incongruities as humor, essentially misdirection or an 
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unexpected outcome creates the idea that something is humorous.  

In the observed course recordings, humor is used at least once in every example. The 

course meetings ranged in duration from around 45 minutes at the shortest to around two 

hours and 15 minutes at the longest. So, there were occasions where humor was used only a 

handful of times in a two-hour course meeting. The most prevalent and overarching themes 

throughout all course recordings were that humor is used most often used as a method for 

humanizing course members and humor being used to reduce barriers, most often through 

personal storytelling. These two emergent themes comprised that majority of humorous 

instances with examples spread mostly evenly between humor initiated by instructors and 

humor initiated by students.    

 

Common Ground and Humanization 

Humor used to humanize oneself and establish common ground with course members 

was seen primarily with students when sharing thoughts or ideas on a course topic. In many 

cases, when a student was speaking out loud to the course participants, the student used 

humor to ease the perceived discomfort in speaking to the group. Sometimes this humor was 

directed at the cumbersome nature of communicating in online videoconferencing programs, 

with students humorously asking if they were still being heard during their time speaking. It is 

possible that this discomfort in speaking comes from a distrust of the technology itself, as many 

seemed to have experienced problems with staying connected or being heard by others. 

Students were less likely to use humor when speaking out when it was done by typing in the 

chat window of the online meeting space. When typing, students appeared to use humor less 
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often, except in the cases where they were communicating directly to one student or the 

instructor. When speaking openly to the group, humor was used less frequently. But, when 

directing a typed message to one student, humor was often used in a humanizing way. 

In each course, the instructors were observed communicating with students on what 

they found useful and productive in online courses. All instructors focused heavily on wanting 

to understand the students in their courses and make sure that their voices were heard. 

Instructors and students often used self-deprecating humor in an effort to humanize 

themselves to other course members. In one example, a student asked an instructor to make 

his avatar dance when their class meets online in Second Life. The instructor agreed and 

mentioned that if he cannot figure out how to make the avatar dance, then he will dance in his 

office at home where he is located even though students would not see it. This was done in an 

effort to show students that the instructor was fun and willing to poke fun at himself. In doing 

this, the instructor hoped to relate better to students and encourage their participation in the 

course. In another example, a student poked fun at herself for having such a busy background 

in a video she had recorded for her course introduction. The instructor quickly started making 

humorous comments about her own busy background during the course meeting in an attempt 

to find common ground with the student. They shared a few humorous remarks and the course 

members laughed, bonding them over something that seemed insignificant at the surface, but 

actually had a powerful communicative purpose.  

Self-deprecating humor was the most commonly used type of humor throughout course 

recordings. It appeared that course members used it to ease discomfort and reduce barriers. It 

was also evident throughout analysis of course recordings that the emergent themes blended 
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easily in many cases. Most often humor was used for more than one reason. It was frequently 

used in a way that could combine these thematic elements into one larger theme, but defining 

that theme would be difficult.           

 

Reducing Barriers and Personal Storytelling 

Similar to the above theme, the concept of humor being used to reduce barriers and 

humor used in personal storytelling does not fit into only one theme. Many cases of humor 

appeared to be meant to reduce barriers through story-telling, but there was often more to it 

than that. In each course, the instructor was observed sharing stories from their past and 

relating them to course content or the students’ personal lives. Two instructors used personal 

story-telling heavily in their teaching for both pedagogical purposes and for interpersonal 

relationship-building. 

In multiple examples, these two instructors told humorous stories about their past work 

experienced, their lives in academia, and their time spent as doctoral students, parents, 

spouses, and humans. These instructors were open with students and were often able to find a 

relatable example to course content, as well as to the personal experiences of students. It was 

apparent in analyzing the course recordings from these two instructors that these stories 

engaged their students because the personal stories often generated a brief conversation that 

many students would take part in. On fourteen different occasions, telling a humorous personal 

story resulted in purposeful responses from students via spoken comments and typed 

comments. Pedagogically, these instructors were observed to keep students on track with 

course topics more easily than other instructors.  
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Since many students shared similar professional backgrounds, humorous comments and 

stories about the workplace were frequently told to connect course topics or share in 

experiences. These stories were observed as having a bonding effect on course participants 

with many students commenting on the stories as being similar to something that had occurred 

in their own professional experience. Furthermore, since instructors all held the degrees being 

sought by students, instructors frequently used humor to compare to their own experiences in 

graduate school. One instructor often put students at ease concerning their upcoming 

dissertation expectations by telling humorous stories about his difficulties with his doctoral 

committee. The instructor would then relate this back to students and remind them that if he 

on their committee, he will be much more supportive. In one example a student actually 

responds to one of these stories by telling the instructor “Yeah, don’t screw me over! LOL.” This 

student was taking a risk by using demanding language towards the instructor, but the student 

felt comfortable enough with the instructor to take the risk. The student also used “LOL” to 

indicate to the instructor that his message was intended as humor. The humorous message was 

well-received, resulting in the instructor laughing and promising that he would not “screw him 

over.”     

 

Easing Tension and Lightening Heavy Content 

Using humor to ease tension was a method often seen in initial introductions, 

potentially controversial topics, and with academically rigorous course content or topics. In one 

Master’s level course, humor was used extensively when students were introducing 

themselves. Students had previously completed an assignment where they recorded a video 
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introduction and had posted it to the course LMS. In this course meeting, students were 

introducing themselves and commenting on how the assignment made them feel. In the 

majority of cases, students used humor in a self-deprecating manner to comment on how they 

“probably sounded dumb” or how they “lost all shame long ago” from teaching junior high and 

high school for so long. Using humor in this way appeared to be comforting to the speaker and 

allowed them to open up and be seen and heard without judgment. The foundation of self-

deprecating humor is to poke fun at oneself to diminish judgment from others. Students used 

this method when announcing their presence in a new environment. The instructor also 

mirrored this in her own introduction by poking fun at herself and calling herself a “nerd.” 

In other examples, heavier course material was made less threatening through the use 

of humor. Humor was used by instructors to comment on the difficulty of course material 

relative to work being done in similar research areas. One instructor used humor to encourage 

students to keep their dissertation topics simple. He suggested that students pick a topic that 

would not require Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval. When students laughed, the 

instructor added, “Not kidding, anything that wouldn’t require it.” In this example, the 

instructor was delivering a message that some students found shocking, but it supported the 

topic being discussed. In another example, an instructor used humor to defuse a situation 

where students were uniting against a particular aspect of the course. Students did not want to 

conduct a class meeting online in Second Life and many students began requesting that the 

assignment be changed. The instructor, sensing that students were uniting against him, made 

some humorous comments about Second Life as an instructional tool, pointing out that not 

every technology tool is perfect and making some humorous comparisons to other failed 
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technologies. The instructor exchanged some humorous comments about the video game 

“Leisure Suit Larry,” comparing it to Second Life and several students laughed and joined in with 

the humorous references. After diminishing the tension and finding some common ground, the 

course got back on track and students ceased their push against Second Life.  

Humor was also observed being used by instructors to ease tension surrounding 

unpopular topics. In two separate courses, examples were observed where an instructor used 

humor to announce assignment deadlines and to address students that might not be fully 

participating. In one Master’s level course, the instructor used humor to let students know that 

they should not rush through an assignment when they are allowed most of the semester to 

work on it. The instructor jokingly tells the class that he will “grade them more harshly” if they 

rush through an assignment and then do not work for three weeks leading up to a due date. 

The instructor laughed as he delivered this message to ease tension. It is possible that the 

instructor did this to avoid complaints from students, or that the instructor was uncomfortable 

delivering a negative message and used humor to ease his own discomfort.    

 

Familiarization with Course Content 

Familiarizing students with course content using humor was observed in each course 

being studied. Using humor in this way was most often observed originating with the instructor 

in an attempt to relate course content, concepts/topics, or assignments to students directly. 

Generally, the instructor was observed using humor to make a complex course topic seem 

easier to grasp. In one doctoral course, the instructor used humor to deliver the textbook 

definition of distributed learning and then related it back to students by letting them know that 
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the important thing is not to memorize a stuff definition, but to form their own definition of 

distributed learning that helps them better understand the complex concept. Similarly, in the 

other doctoral course, the instructor was discussing the concept of viewing academic systems 

through a lens of business. A student responded to this comparison by typing in, “Supply Chain 

= Students… like Pink Floyd’s The Wall. On a big conveyor belt.” This student was taking the 

concept being presented by the instructor and making it into a familiar example for himself and 

other course members, painting a humorous mental picture. 

Students appeared to enjoy humorous references to media and popular culture to 

provide comparative examples for course material. Humor was used in this way on several 

occasions to support complex course topics or simply add levity to otherwise dry material. A 

student in a Master’s level course, discussed a time when he made a simple assignment 

unnecessarily complicated because he wanted to add George Michael’s music to his video 

introduction to add a bit of levity and humor. He described the process as being more labor 

intensive than he initially thought, but that the urge to follow through and include the music 

drove him to complete the assignment, “And once I got that idea in my mind, even though I was 

running into these technical difficulties of actually downloading the video and all that kind of 

stuff and then editing it in. I had to do it. So, I didn't give up. [laughs]” This is an excellent 

example of how including humor made the assignment more enjoyable for the student and 

encouraged persistence to go above and beyond the minimum requirements of the assignment. 

The instructor, seeing his level of commitment, encouraged his positive attitude and used 

supportive humor to ensure that she had taken notice of his effort and that hearing the music 

in his video introduction had connected her to personal experiences with the chosen music.  
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Asynchronous Communication – Discussion Forums 

As mentioned by students in the semi-structured interviews, humor was used less often 

in the discussion forums. Only three of the five studied courses used discussion forums on a 

regular basis, so the corpus of data of this type is comparatively smaller than the others. Events 

of humor were observed in discussion postings, but they were limited and were distinct to the 

courses themselves. For that reason, the following sections detail the humor used by course, 

rather than being organized by theme. 

 

Course 1 – Master’s Level 

In this course, humor was used on only three occasions.  Two occasions involved a 

student posting about how their thoughts compared to another student’s and both were made 

in response to other students’ initial posts. One used humor to make an opposing point, “Hi 

[Parrot], Interestingly, your favorite stage of ADDIE is my least favorite stage (LOL).” The other 

used humor to make a supporting point, “Ha! I had to chuckle when I read your comment on 

composers because I too referred to them in my response to [Kiwi]'s post.” Both of these 

occasions indicated that the student felt most comfortable using humor to ease the tension of 

addressing a student directly. Based on the context of the posts, it is likely that these two 

students were using humor to humanize themselves and share common ground with the 

original poster. The goal for these students appeared to be to make their voice heard in a way 

that was relatable and referenced a shared experience. 

The third example of humor in Course 1 was a humorous analogy relating to the idea of 

a school purchasing more technology than they need to solve a given problem: 
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It may not be appropriate for a small school or school district to begin utilizing a large 
learning management system when something smaller (and cheaper) such as Edmodo 
may work fine. If you only use your car to go to the grocery store once a month, there’s 
no reason to purchase a Porsche!     

This student’s use of humor was most likely an attempt to find common ground and relate to a 

shared experience. Since most students in the course had similar professional backgrounds and 

were studying the same field, most students would relate to a school administration bringing in 

technology that is unnecessary. This is also a common topic of discussion in the field of learning 

technologies, so every student had some way of relating to this idea. The humorous analogy 

was a way for the student to make their point in a memorable way than connected emotionally 

with the audience. 

 

Course 2 – Master’s Level 

In Course 2, three weeks of discussion postings were analyzed but humor was only 

found to be used during one week’s topic, which required students to watch a video about 

ghost hunters and evaluate the effectiveness of the video at proving their claims. Humor was 

used more frequently than it was in Course 1, but every instance in Course 2 was for the same 

purpose, for students to demonstrate their negative opinion of the video they watched. Each 

instance was intended to show their distaste with the video in a humorous way: 

• My main recurring thought was "Get out of there!" So, I was way too preoccupied 
with the film maker's safety to really get any instruction out of this mini 
documentary!! 

• Did I learn anything? Yes. I learned never to watch that show again. 

• I would give a 5 out of 10 for effectiveness of the clip, just because it’s really fun to 
listen to breathing and other noises at 3 am (other than my husband snoring in my 
ear). 
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• You'd think with all this being fake they'd go a little bigger maybe throw a book or 
something, makes for good TV! P 

• I watched the same video and I felt like I was watching a real-life Buffy the Vampire 
fan club trying to make something out of nothing. (No judgment, I love Buffy!) 

• Watching a show like this is like going to a carnival sideshow and just as educational 
with apologies to sideshows. 

• This entire show was video clickbait and at 53 years old time for me is more valuable 
because there is less of it available. 

From a phenomenological perspective, these examples demonstrate strongly that 

sharing common experiences is a very sought-after commodity in online learning. This 

discussion prompt also received 31% more activity in the form of unique posts, compared to 

the other two prompts analyzed for Course 2. The fact that seven different students chose to 

use humor in their initial response to the discussion prompt indicates that sharing a strong 

humorous opinion can be a powerful communicative tool and represent a powerful bonding 

experience for course members. It is interesting that humor was not used in any other 

discussion forums for this course, indicating that this assignment was conducive to students 

using humor asynchronously and creating discourse. This may be due to the collective 

conscious of a group of highly educated students watching a video about a highly-debated topic 

commonly associated with a lack of authenticity. However, one possible reason for the 

outcome in this example could be the “love-to-hate-it” mentality that often bonds people 

together. Much like watching a “cheesy B-movie” with friends can be fun for the sake of being 

bad, students in this course may have felt the same camaraderie over what could be considered 

to be unusual and entertaining subject matter for a course on learning technologies.       
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Course 3 – Doctoral Level 

In Course 3, humor was used much more frequently, compared to Courses 1 and 2. It is 

important to note that in a synchronous online meeting for the same course, the instructor 

specifically addressed the discussion forums and encouraged students to check back on them 

often and comment accordingly. In the course meeting, a student mentioned that he preferred 

to use humor in discussion posts to connect better to his natural personality. Consequently, the 

instructor replied that he will gladly use humor in discussion forums, if students would like to 

see that. The instructor purposefully used humor in the discussion forums and even used 

humor in one discussion prompt: 

What did you learn about the alignment of learning theory (how I think people learn), 
activities, and outcomes, as well as whether or not you think technology impacts that 
theory? What do you think about your chosen study? Why did you choose it and was 
there an experience or set of experiences that made it call out to you like an 80s power 
ballad sung by Whitney Houston, (Link to YouTube video of “I Will Always Love You”)    

The instructor for this course made a concerted effort in synchronous and asynchronous 

environments to engage with students and promote discourse. Course 3 was observed as being 

the course where participants appeared to be most active. It was rare to see students not speak 

out loud or directly address other students.  

In Course 3, most humor used in discussion forums was done with the intent of creating 

or identifying shared experiences. Establishing common ground and relating to one another 

appeared to be important to course participants. Humor was also used pedagogically from both 

students and instructors in the form of shared personal stories about their experiences with 

other online courses, from a student and instructor viewpoint. Humor about the professional 

field of learning technologies was most commonly used by students and humor relating to 
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personal experiences with course topics was most commonly used by the instructor.  

Even though Course 3 had more examples of humor being used purposefully, it was still 

a very small amount when compared to synchronous data. This might indicate that students in 

this course were already more comfortable with one another or that the instructor was placing 

more focus on relating to and effectively communicating with students. It is also important to 

note that the instructor for Course 3 was more active in discussion forums than any other 

instructor, regularly making follow-up posts and responding to students’ comments. Instructor 

presence and feedback were both elements that were mentioned in the semi-structured 

interviews as being an important factor in staying motivated and engaged in online 

environments and persistence beyond minimum requirements. 

 

Summary 

Data was analyzed from three different sources and emergent themes were identified 

which appropriately represented that collective corpus of data. As mentioned previously, the 

most detailed data source for this study were the semi-structured interviews. Because humor 

and emotional components are unique to individuals, the data for this study was analyzed using 

an interpretivist phenomenological approach. In a broad sense, the interviews were considered 

to be the most direct and clear pieces of data because they lack the often-complex context of 

online course meetings and discussion forums. Thus, the interview data served as the 

foundation of the emergent themes, which were further honed using the other data types.  

Humanizing oneself and establishing a positive sense of community where course 

members share common ground and communicate effectively is a very high-level summation of 
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what students in online courses appear to want in order to learn effectively. It appeared that 

the challenges of learning online are, in many cases, the same challenges that students in any 

learning environment experience, but the challenges are made worse by the feeling of isolation, 

the limitations of technology tools, and a lack of social presence. At a basic level, course 

members appear to want to be accepted and welcomed. They want to feel like their instructors 

are similar to them and personal stories from instructors actively supports this. Students prefer 

instructors that make course material relatable and instructors that are present and engaged in 

a course. Students can feel apprehensive about new people and new environments. 

Unfortunately, in the world of online learning, new people and new environments often come 

with each new semester. Students may not know anyone in a new course and online students 

may not even know how to navigate the course LMS. Thus, online learners differ from F2F 

learners in that they are often thrust into new and foreign-feeling environments on a regular 

basis. In some cases, the instructor is the only familiar name in the course, and a persistent lack 

of instructor presence and feedback may be contributing to an already isolated feeling. For 

some students, the best way to overcome this feeling is to experience the course coming 

together in real-time and interacting in a way that builds a positive community of learners and 

forms the shared lifeworld in which the course exists.   

Humor was seen not necessarily as a solution to the problems that plague online 

learners, but as a very effective tool for creating an environment in which learning can thrive. 

Students appeared to believe that humor has numerous benefits to the online student and the 

online instructor. Humor helped students feel more closely connected to instructors, students, 

course material, and their degree program, as a whole. In terms of the emotional components 
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being studied, humor may be most closely associated with engagement and rapport-building, 

with many students identifying those factors as being ones that are most often impacted by 

humor. However, practical examples also support humor as a tool for motivating students to 

participate and even go beyond minimum requirements.   

The positive opinion of humor used in learning environments is a clear indicator that it is 

a valuable communicative tool. But, learning how and when to utilize it effectively can be 

challenging. Students in this study appeared to feel that humor had the ability to build rapport, 

foster engagement, and provide a sense of motivation in the right circumstances. Humor was 

seldom used in asynchronous communication methods and discussion forums, as an 

instructional tool, were met with opposition by a population of students who do not see them 

as beneficial to learning or communication.     
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Discussion of Results 

The purpose of this study was to identify how the use of humor impacts rapport, 

motivation and engagement in online learning environments. This exploratory study should 

serve as a foundation for future research to identify how students might learn better in online 

environments and how humor can positively impact pedagogical relationships. Throughout the 

study, it was apparent that students struggled with feeling connected to their online courses 

and other online course participants. Contributing factors to this sense of disconnection 

appeared to be ineffective communication, lack of community-building opportunities, and 

overall transactional distance. Pedagogically, students in this study believed that humor may be 

a tool that, when employed correctly, can better connect course participants and limit existing 

issues with engaging in course material, building rapport among course members, and 

motivating students to engage in assignment completion and genuine discourse. During 

observation, students and instructors used humor most often to ease discomfort and to 

establish common ground through shared experiences and storytelling. 

 

What Impact Did Humor Have? 

Humor was widely regarded as a useful tool to engage learners. Building rapport using 

humor and creating a sense of community in a course was observed as being one of humor’s 

main impact areas. Survey results, semi-structured interview data, and direct observation all 

showed that humor positively impacted course members in various ways. Specifically, humor 
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delivered by an instructor when sharing personal stories was one of the strongest pieces of 

evidence that students reported as helping them engage in course material and interact with 

course participants. Pedagogical and interpersonal storytelling was seen frequently in direct 

observation and witnessed as connecting real-life events with course content, as well as being 

mentioned in interviewees. 

Motivation was a divided topic for students. In interviews, two students felt that humor 

was not a motivational tool. They believed that it was more about humanizing participants and 

engaging them in the course, but did not necessarily motivate students to complete tasks. The 

other two students felt that humor did have the power to motivate students to complete tasks 

and participate in the course, but that motivation was not directly tied to humor. These felt 

that humor had the ability to motivate students when facing challenging material by way of 

minimizing the perceived stress of heavy or difficult concepts or assignments. So, in their eyes, 

humor did not make a student work harder or longer on something, but humor could make a 

student feel more at ease tackling tough subjects or accomplishing goals. This difference of 

opinion on motivational aspects of humor may indicate that students have differing opinions on 

what constitutes motivation in educational environments, or they may be influenced by their 

personal preferences and unique backgrounds. As mentioned throughout, the nature of humor 

is unique to each individual. Humor is a phenomenological event that is heavily influenced by 

the context of delivery, the audience, and the person delivering it. 

Connecting highly abstract concepts like humor to direct outcomes is challenging and 

the interpretivist phenomenological approach is somewhat limiting in identifying why certain 

factors differ for individual subjects. However, despite difficulty in quantifying how humor 
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impacts motivation, a unifying trend in this study was that, while humor may not directly 

improve instruction, it may be a powerful tool to support a positive social and communicative 

environment in which learning can thrive. Education is more complicated than tasking an expert 

with teaching a set of materials to a group of people. Even with the most skilled expert and the 

best technologies, teaching and learning online will continue to be a uniquely separate 

experience from teaching and learning in person. In order for an instructor to effectively teach, 

he or she must place a great deal of focus on ensuring that students feel free to communicate 

and engage in a course. Instructors who actively seek to build rapport with students and 

promote personal connections amongst all course members, are likely to find that their 

students are more likely to express ideas and opinions and bond with one another, creating a 

shared learning experience in which they can succeed.             

 

Did Humor Impact Learning Outcomes? 

Identifying whether or not humor positively impacted learning outcomes in this study is 

difficult to ascertain and finding statistically significant outcomes was beyond its scope. The 

nature of the data focused on the student perception of humor’s impact rather than 

measurable change in student outcomes. When asked about their perceived learning outcomes 

in online versus F2F environments, student responses in both the survey and interviews 

indicated that students in this study felt that there was no difference in their learning outcomes 

from online versus F2F environments. In fact, the only differentiating factors mentioned by 

interviewees were the content being taught and the instructor. Cardinal believed that she 

learned better in F2F courses because they allowed her to interact with course members more. 
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Eagle, Sparrow, and Hawk all felt that the delivery method did not impact learning. They 

believed that some subjects may be harder to teach online, such as medicine or engineering, 

since they require some degree of hands-on learning. Furthermore, they believed that the 

instructor had the power to achieve good learning outcomes regardless of delivery method.  

In this study, it was revealed that humor is a strong tool, but perhaps not so powerful 

that it counteracts other negatively-impactful factors, such as poor instructional design, 

technology limitations, and demotivating instructor actions. So, as stated previously, humor is 

useful in building a positive and effective learning community, which allows for better learning 

outcomes to take place. However, humor, in and of itself, may not provide measurable change 

in students’ learning outcomes.        

Beyond identifying whether or not humor impacted learning outcomes, two other 

elements where present that saturated student responses.  These elements related to factors 

that diminish motivation in learners.  Interviewees felt that a lack of instructor feedback and 

presence, as well as the demotivating nature of discussion forums both contributed to a loss in 

motivation to remain active in a course and persist on assignments.   

Instructor feedback and instructor presence were topics mentioned in all interviews.  

Each respondent had experienced instructors being absent from a course or slow to provide 

feedback on assignments or overall course content mastery/understanding.  Students reported 

that a lack of feedback and instructor presence in a course, both synchronously and 

asynchronously, caused them to detach from a course and become distracted.  Their 

assignment persistence suffered and the sense of community and personal connections created 

with positive instructor presence and feedback was not able to thrive.  An instructor who is 
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absent from a course or does not provide feedback in a timely manner, if at all, may be harming 

the potential learning outcomes their students could achieve.  In this concept, instructor 

presence and feedback, like humor, may not directly result in better learning outcomes, but it 

creates a more hospitable environment in which students can better connect pedagogically.  

Students already struggle with connecting and finding personal meaning in online courses, 

therefore the choices an instructor makes in terms of their course presence and commitment 

to feedback could affect students greatly.   

The other unexpected result from this study, and one that permeated all data types, 

was the negative student opinion of asynchronous discussion forums as an effective learning 

tool.  Each interviewee voluntarily brought up discussion forums and expounded on why they 

are not effective at promoting discussion and leading to new learning.  Discussion forums, 

despite what their name suggests, were not regarded as effective tools for discussion by 

students in this study.  Students felt that it is most common to only post the minimum 

requirements for a discussion forum and rarely, if ever, return to follow up or add comments.  

Discussion forums were thought of as a “chore” and something that students wanted to “get in, 

do my posts, and get out of.”  Connecting with the concept of instructor feedback and 

presence, students also felt that instructors rarely read discussion posts and usually did not 

comment themselves.  Each interviewee identified synchronous online communication 

methods as being the most effective at generating discussion, sharing ideas, and perceiving the 

presence of other course members.   

It is possible that instructor presence and discussion forums were common topics 

among students in this study because both factors rely on communicating effectively and 
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because social presence is not as clearly defined as it is in F2F courses.  In an online course, 

students must traverse the technological landscape and, as evident in interview responses, 

oftentimes feel more responsible for their own learning outcomes compared to F2F courses.  If 

students perceive that an instructor is not present in a course, their desire to go beyond the 

minimum and spend more time on an assignment or task might be diminished.  Furthermore, if 

the collective student opinion is that one communication tool is not considered valid or is 

unmonitored by an instructor, it is far less likely to be used.  In the event that using that 

method is a course requirement, it is likely that students will demonstrate less effort and less 

motivation to complete the associated task.  Missing instructor feedback or perceiving that an 

instructor is not present in a course would only exacerbate this problem.  

 

Limitations of Findings 

In this study, the unique data types culminated in a large set of unique and richly 

detailed information.  The semi-structured interviews resulted in strong data, through which 

more information could be derived. The direct observation of course participation also provided 

great data on how humor was being used in a practical sense. However, limitations did exist in 

this study. 

The sample size for the survey and for the semi-structured interviews was lower than 

expected and may have resulted in skewed data due to the sample size not being 

representative of the larger population. Furthermore, since participation in semi-structured 

interviews was voluntary, it is possible that the students who chose to participate may have had 

some extrinsic motivation to take part in interviews on this subject. With a larger number of 
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subjects and more courses being studied the results would likely be more indicative of the 

population. Also, with a larger and more diverse sample group, demographic factors could be 

studied to identify variations in personal backgrounds and their impact on how humor is 

interpreted or utilized. 

One of the greatest limitations of this study dwells within the subject matter itself. 

Humor, as discussed throughout, is highly subjective and prone to personal interpretation. 

Humor is universal in that all people and cultures can find things humorous, but humor is 

decidedly not universal in that no one thing can be considered humorous to everyone. Because 

the factor being studied is so difficult to define for each individual, their responses regarding 

how humor impacts other emotional components remains subjective. The emotional 

components being studied are also prone to the interpretation and personal experiences of 

individual subjects. In order to better study these exact emotional components, research might 

be conducted that focuses more specifically on a single component and allows for subjects to 

take part in defining what the component means to them.   

Another limiting factor in this study is the type of courses being studied. Students in this 

study were all pursuing degrees in learning technologies, so the students’ opinions of learning 

experiences may be skewed by the field in which they all work. If this study were to be 

conducted using online students in a different field of study, that limiting factor might be 

removed and the results may be considered to be more valid. However, the opposing viewpoint 

could argue that because the participants in this study could all be considered highly-skilled in 

the field of learning technologies, their responses and results may be more valid because they 

are more likely to have a theory-driven personal viewpoint of online learning. In short, if all of 



89 

the subjects are experts on the topic being studied, their responses may hold more validity and 

may be affected by less personal subjectivity.   

 

Recommendations for Practice 

Although this study was exploratory in nature, there were some practical implications 

that emerged. Most of the practical application that would be derived from this study would be 

with instructors in mind. However, the results of this study clearly indicate that students have a 

unique role in creating and maintaining the lifeworld in which their learning experiences occur. 

In online courses, the students are tasked with duties that are unique to the online 

environment. They are also at a communicative disadvantage, compared to the in-person 

interaction germane to traditional F2F classrooms. But, students should not rely on the 

instructor to craft the perfect learning environment for them. Certain constraints will exist 

regardless of the expertise and good intentions of the instructor. Each student is capable 

promoting rapport and establishing personal connections. Since humor was found to be a 

useful tool for promoting rapport and engaging course members, students who appropriately 

use humor may have the power to positively impact their learning environment. In this study’s 

direct observation portion, humor was found to be somewhat contagious. When humor was 

used, it often resulted in more follow up uses of humor and grew into a larger event of 

communication and interaction. Students in online courses not only have the power to improve 

their own learning experience, they can actually improve it for other course members. If a 

student takes part in the types of communicative actions that result in increased interpersonal 

connections and stronger social presence, it is possible that other course members will perceive 
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those actions as rapport-building or engaging. Even an instructor might engage more deeply in 

a course meeting or be more present in a course based on this type of student response.      

The practical applications for instructors are more direct and potentially more impactful 

pedagogically. Instructors of online courses should first consider how course members are 

connecting. Since synchronous communication is preferable for most online students, courses 

with limited synchronous meeting time should either be adapted to include more or should 

include assignments that allow students to connect synchronously in groups. Three of four 

interviewees mentioned group work as a method for making better personal connections with 

course members. By connecting course members in real-time environments, an instructor is 

likely to see increased engagement in course assignments and materials. Similarly, when 

utilizing asynchronous communication methods, instructors should pay close attention to the 

discussion forums themselves and encourage discussion when possible. Since discussion forums 

were found to be an unpopular and ineffective tool for discourse, postings should be 

encouraged through reward systems or by connecting asynchronous events back into 

synchronous meetings. If students’ participation in discussion forums was closely connected to 

synchronous real-time communication, students may feel more connected to the discussion 

forums or may demonstrate more persistence on those types of assignments by going beyond 

minimum requirements.     

In general, instructors would benefit from using humor to humanize themselves and 

reduce perceived barriers in their courses. Humor, when used appropriately and purposefully, 

can expedite the process of personal bonding and establishing a strong sense of community for 

learners. This can be said for both F2F and online courses, but it may be more important in 
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online courses. An instructor should make a concerted effort to be socially and pedagogically 

present in online courses. Students want to feel supported and want to receive feedback that 

guides their progress in the course. Students also want to feel that course material is 

connecting to real-life events. Instructors can accomplish this by sharing more personal 

examples and sharing stories that support course content and stories that promote general 

engagement in the course. Communicating effectively should also be a high priority for online 

instructors. Technology can greatly impede communication and transactional distance for 

online students. Bridging this gap requires instructors to focus heavily on the environment in 

which the course exists. By focusing on the learning community, students might be able to learn 

more efficiently and the inherent isolating nature of online learning can be overcome.        

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study sought to investigate a phenomenological event. To expand this research, 

greater emphasis must be placed on identifying purposeful uses of humor and identifying the 

motivation of the speaker in their use of humor. From an instructional perspective, analyzing 

change brought on by humor may be difficult to accomplish. But, by focusing on greater 

qualitative research and larger amounts of direct observation, humor may be more definable 

for a larger group.  

Research on learners in other fields of study would provide insight into how humor is 

used in a broader sense in education. By looking at different subject areas being taught online, 

one might be able to identify some unifying best practices for humor in learning environments. 

Since emergent themes were identified in this study, focusing on particular themes for future 
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research may provide a clearer picture of what element has the most impact on online learners. 

Specifically, pedagogical and interpersonal storytelling in online environments is an area that 

could certainly be expanded in order to better study its effects. This type of action may be the 

strongest factor in connecting instructors with students and inspiring engagement in them. 

Personal storytelling may also be a key factor in reducing perceived barriers and providing a 

better wealth of knowledge surrounding user roles in online courses.   

Another area that warrants further research is the emerging theme of the 

aforementioned ineffectiveness of discussion forums in terms of promoting discourse and 

resulting in learning. The unfortunate reality is that discussion forums are a heavily-relied-upon 

tool in online courses and many online courses, and some entire online degree programs, utilize 

discussion forums as the predominate form of communication for course members. If 

synchronous communication is so heavily preferred by online students, any instructors that are 

relying on the assumption that discourse is occurring simply because the technology to support 

it is present may be sorely mistaken. Synchronous, real-time communication reduces 

technology limitations and allows for communication to flow more easily than asynchronous 

methods.  

Lastly, more in-depth research on how humor affects transactional distance could shed 

light on how affiliative communicative actions reduce transactional distance and improve 

overall morale. This can be taken beyond the realm of education and instruction to look at 

humor as a psychological measure of user satisfaction and personal connection. With much of 

educational research existing on a foundation of psychological principles, further investigation 

into how humor is formed, processed, and interpreted in a communicative sense might help 
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educational researchers to better identify and classify events of humor in learning 

environments.          

 

Summary 

This study sought to explore how humor could impact rapport, engagement, and 

motivation in online learning environments. The study resulted in data to support the use of 

appropriate humor to create a positive online environment for learning to take place. Evidence 

indicates that humor, when used purposefully and appropriately, is a valuable tool for 

promoting rapport and engagement amongst course members through community-building 

and enhanced interpersonal connections. Humor, while potentially not directly responsible for 

enhanced learning, is able to create an environment where students communicate and interact 

more freely, as well as finding greater meaning in course content through personal ownership 

of learning. The results of this study revealed the importance of finding common ground and 

shared experiences to improve the overall culture of an online course. The results also support 

that online instructors must make a great effort in connecting with students online and must 

make their presence frequently felt through effective communication and regular feedback. 

This study will hopefully represent scratching the surface of an important research topic that 

helps to improve the online learning experience for future generations of online learners, not 

through the adoption of yet another new technology, but through better and more meaningful 

human communication.   
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APPENDIX A 

SUBJECTIVITY STATEMENT
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My Thoughts on Education 

My personal views on education are varied but all are grounded in the principle that 

learning occurs within learners, with foundations in constructivism. I have worked in the field of 

instructional design and educational media development for 8 years and have been enrolled in 

graduate school studying learning technologies since 2011. In an online capacity, I have filled 

the role of student, designer, instructor, teaching assistant, trainer, and subject matter expert. I 

have designed and delivered countless online learning modules for students ranging from 

middle school to graduate-level college students. I have also worked extensively in corporate 

employee training and have focused heavily on computer-based training for these initiatives.  

Overall, my view of education is grounded in constructivism and interpretivism. I believe 

any student has the capability of learning under the right conditions. However, I do believe that 

all too often, the conditions for learning are not ideal for students online. Having earned a 

Master’s degree entirely online and having completed all my doctoral courses online, as well, I 

have no shortage of first-hand experience. 

With that being said, I am also an artistically-minded person. I am an actor, a musician, a 

writer, and a performer. While I am able to think logically and work within strict logical 

confines, my personal approach to life is an emotional one. I believe that external stimuli affect 

every person differently and that no one can claim to understand the world through the eyes of 

another person. Consequently, I believe that there are certain emotional components which 

are difficult to measure and identify, but that without them a true study or how people learn 

and communicate would be lacking.  
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My Thoughts on Humor 

I greatly enjoy humor and consider myself to be a funny person. I also enjoy being 

around funny people. However, I don’t think that humor is always welcome or appropriate. I 

believe that people struggle with using humor in professional or academic environments 

because of the perception that it is frivolous or trivializing. But, in my own experience, I have 

found that humor can actually improve some peoples’ understanding of a concept and help 

them to better relate to a person of authority.  

Even though humor may be considered a positive tool, it can also be detrimental if used 

inappropriately. People can feel hurt or attacked if humor is used incorrectly or with malice. 

While I don’t think this occurs often in educational environments, I believe that the missing 

tone, facial features, and other communicative cues that people use to signal their intent are 

missing in online learning environments, potentially damaging the intended message.    

 

Challenges of Pre-Existing Knowledge 

While I believe that my current knowledge of online education is vast and my 

understanding of humor as a communicative action is sound, I believe that it is likely that I will 

experience instances where the use of humor must be characterized and identified within the 

context of the given message. It is for this reason that the foundation of this study is grounded 

in an interpretivist and phenomenological basis. I expect that in the analysis of data, I will be 

challenged to remain objective. This is an important reason why multiple coders will be used to 

code the data and provide agreed-upon meaning and intent.   
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Hello UNT students, 
 
My name is James Steele and I am a doctoral candidate in the Department of Learning 
Technologies at the University of North Texas. Dr. Scott Warren and I are conducting research 
on the impact of humor used in online learning environments and are seeking students to 
participate in this study. 
 
The purpose of this study is to explore the role humor plays in facilitating rapport, engagement, 
and motivation in online learning environments. James Steele, Doctoral Student in the University 
of North Texas (UNT) Department of Learning Technologies, will be administering the survey 
and other data generating activities associated with this study. 
 
This survey should take 15 minutes or less to complete and your responses will be instrumental 
in helping the researchers understand the role humor plays in promoting rapport, engagement, 
and motivation in online learning environments. Please try to complete this survey before the end 
of this coming weekend (1/29).  
 
Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and understand 
the purpose and benefits of the study and how it will be conducted. In order to receive a full 
explanation of the study, to give your informed consent to participate in the study, and to 
complete a short survey, please proceed to:  
 
https://unt.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_01J3eIhKpoiZ1Rz  
 
At the end of this survey, you will be asked if you wish to participate in a follow up interview 
about your responses and perceptions of humor in online learning environments. If you agree to 
complete a follow up interview, you will be contacted within three weeks of your survey 
response to complete the interview. If you have any questions or concerns about this survey, 
please contact James Steele at jamessteele@my.unt.edu or Scott Warren, PhD at 
scott.warren@unt.edu. We appreciate your responses and your participation! 
 
Thank you, 
James Steele, M.Ed. 
 

 

https://unt.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_01J3eIhKpoiZ1Rz
mailto:jamessteele@my.unt.edu
mailto:scott.warren@unt.edu
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University of North Texas Institutional Review Board 

Informed Consent Notice  

Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and understand the following 
explanation of the purpose, benefits and risks of the study and how it will be conducted.  

Title of Study: The Role Humor Plays in Facilitating Rapport, Engagement, and Motivation in 
Online Learning Environments  

Student Investigator: James Steele, University of North Texas (UNT), Department of Learning Technologies. 
Supervising Investigator: Scott Warren, PhD 

Purpose of the Study: This study seeks to identify how humor impacts students’ sense of rapport, engagement, ad 
motivation in online learning environments. This specific area is an important area of study because students 
participating in online learning environments can oftentimes be at a communicative disadvantage due to the 
likelihood of missing out on the subtle nuances present in face-to-face communication. Tone of voice and facial 
features aid in carrying an intended message to an audience. These can be absent in online learning environments, 
placing the student at a disadvantage. Since some of these elements contribute to building rapport and facilitating 
motivation and engagement amongst course members, the use of humor can serve as a tool which might bolster 
these communicative elements and result in online students perceiving a heightened sense of rapport, motivation, 
and engagement; potentially resulting in improved learning outcomes.  

Study Procedures: You will be contacted via email and asked to take part in a voluntary study on the topic of 
Humor in Online Learning Environments. If you choose to complete the study, you will be asked to complete a brief 
survey located at the link below (this will take around 10 minutes to complete) and you will have the opportunity to 
choose whether or not you would like to participate in a follow up interview. If so, you will be asked to provide your 
preferred phone number on which to be contacted. You will then be contacted within 3 weeks of the end of the study 
for the phone interview (this will take around 20 minutes to complete.) As part of this study, audio and video 
recordings of online class meetings and transcripts of online discussions will be gathered and analyzed to discern 
when and how humor is used to support instruction. These recordings will take place during the regularly scheduled 
online synchronous course meetings. Qualitative data analysis will be conducted to identify instances where humor 
is used in online course discussions and synchronous course meetings. Through the analysis, we hope to determine 
what affect the use of humor has on students’ perceived sense of motivation, engagement, and rapport. During the 
analysis of this data, all identifying characteristics will be coded to provide anonymity to participants. 

Foreseeable Risks: No foreseeable risks are involved in this study. 

Benefits to the Subjects or Others: This study is not expected to be of any direct benefit to you, 
but by conducting this study, we hope to shed light on how humor is used to generate a positive 
learning environment and support learning outcomes. By measuring this data, it is possible that 
we will see differences among students based on several variables (age, area of study, entry 
competencies, etc.) The field of learning technologies may gain measurable insight into the way 
students enrolled in fully online courses perceive their sense of rapport, engagement, and 
motivation.   

Compensation for Participants: There will be no compensation for completion of this study.  

Procedures for Maintaining Confidentiality of Research Records: The survey will be 
administered via Qualtrics survey software. Qualtrics will automatically assign identifying 
numbers to participants, so no data that would reveal the identity of a surveyed student will be 
present in the study. For audio/video recordings and transcripts of course interaction, each 
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subject’s identifying information will be coded to provide anonymity and no identifying factors 
will be used in the published study. If students are willing to be interviewed, they will be 
contacted by phone using a contact number that the subject provided during the survey. Because 
their preference for interviews is embedded within the Qualtrics survey, the use of corresponding 
identifying numbers assigned in the survey process will be used to maintain anonymity and any 
identifiable personal information will not be made available throughout the study. All digital 
audio/video recordings, discussion transcripts, and interview recordings, as well as all survey 
data collected, will be stored in a password-protected digital file in the Investigator’s office on 
the UNT campus and by key personnel for three years, after which it will be deleted and 
destroyed. Confidentiality will be maintained to the degree possible given the technology and 
practices used by the online survey company. Your participation in this online survey involves 
risks to confidentiality similar to a person’s everyday use of the internet. 

Questions about the Study: If you have any questions about the study, you may contact James Steele at 
jamessteele@my.unt.edu or Scott Warren at scott.warren@unt.edu.  

Review for the Protection of Participants: This research study has been reviewed and approved by the UNT 
Institutional Review Board (IRB). The UNT IRB can be contacted at (940) 565-4643 with any questions regarding 
the rights of research subjects.  

Research Participants’ Rights: 

Your participation in the survey confirms that you have read all of the above and that you agree to all of the 
following:  

• James Steele has explained the study to you and you have had an opportunity to contact him with any 
questions about the study. You have been informed of the possible benefits and the potential risks of 
the study.  

• You understand that you do not have to take part in this study, and your refusal to participate or your 
decision to withdraw will involve no penalty or loss of rights or benefits. The study personnel may 
choose to stop your participation at any time.  

• Your decision whether to participate or to withdraw from the study will have no effect on your grade 
or standing in this course. 

• You understand why the study is being conducted and how it will be performed.  

• You understand your rights as a research participant and you voluntarily consent to participate in this 
study.  

• You understand you may print a copy of this form for your records.  
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For each item below, choose the response that fits you best from the following options: 

Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree. 

1. I believe that I can learn as effectively in online courses as I can in face-to-face courses. 

2. I have difficulty communicating effectively in online courses. 

3. I find that humor can make social situations more enjoyable. 

4. The use of humor can be appropriate for educational environments. 

5. The use of humor can be appropriate for professional environments.  

6. I enjoy taking online courses where the instructor uses humor to make the course 
material more relatable. 

7. I have trouble staying engaged in online courses.  

8. I feel more of a sense of rapport with instructors who use humor in their courses and/or 
lectures. 

9. I feel engaged during class meetings where instructors or classmates use humor. 

10. I believe humor can negatively impact a class meeting or lecture. 

11. I believe using humor in class meetings is unprofessional. 

12. I have trouble staying motivated in online courses. 

13. Instructors who use humor in their courses are more approachable than those who do 
not. 

14. Humor is used more often in face-to-face class meetings, as opposed to online class 
meetings. 

15. I enjoy using humor when participating in discussions in online courses. 

16. Using humor effectively is more difficult in online learning environments.  

17. I believe that my learning can be enhanced when humor is used to build rapport. 

18. When online course meetings are humorous, I am less distracted. 

19. I enjoy being around funny people. 

20. I consider myself to be a funny person. 
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21. I enjoy making humorous comments in online course discussions. 

22. I feel more personally responsible for my own learning in online courses. 

23. I usually feel a sense of community in online courses. 

24. Humor puts me at ease in situations where I am uncomfortable. 

25. When other people use humor, I feel more comfortable using humor. 
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These questions were used to guide the semi-structured interviews that occurred after 

the survey had been completed by participants. 

1. What do you prefer, face-to-face courses or online courses? Why? 

2. Describe a time that humor was used positively in an online course. 

3. Tell me what you consider to be some of the biggest challenges about learning in online 
courses? 

4. Tell me about a time when humor had a negative consequence for someone in a 
course? 

5. Do you think humor has an impact on building rapport in online courses?  

a. Can you give me an example of a time when it has had this impact? 

6. Do you think humor plays a role in motivating students who are learning online? 

a. Can you give me an example of a time when it has this impact? 

7. Do you think students ever have trouble staying engaged in online courses? 

a. Do you believe that humor can help improve engagement? 

8. If you were feeling not engaged in an online course, what could an instructor do to re-
engage you? 

9. Do you think you learn better or worse in online courses? Why? 

10. Do you feel more or less connected to other students in online courses, as opposed to 
other students in face-to-face courses? 

11. In your experience, what methods do instructors best use to engage and motivate 
students in online courses? 

12. If anything, what do you see as beneficial if humor is used in online courses? 

13. If anything, what do you see as not beneficial, or potentially harmful, about the use of 
humor in online courses? 
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