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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate Iraqi EFL instructors’ perceptions of the
importance of humour in teaching, including their views on preferred forms
of humour, perceived benefits and drawbacks, and frequency of humour
use in daily classroom instruction. Sixteen Iragi EFL instructors teaching at
preparatory schools participated in the study. A mixed-method
questionnaire was employed. Instructors ranked a list of teacher attributes
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(including humour-related items), rated statements about forms of humour,
benefits, and drawbacks using Likert scales, and reported their frequency of
humour use. The findings revealed that honesty, role modelling, and
friendliness were ranked as the most important teacher attributes, whereas
effective humour was ranked least important. Instructors strongly endorsed
maintaining a serious tone, avoiding offensive or targeted humour, and
using only relevant, teacher-led jokes. Self-deprecating and
student-initiated humour were rejected. The most strongly agreed benefits
were relieving pressure, creating a positive atmosphere, improving
teacher-student relationships, and capturing attention. The greatest
concerns were that humour might express inappropriate views or offend
students; few worried about loss of authority or disruption. Frequency of
use was evenly split: 50% used humour most days, 50% only occasionally.
Among daily users, 1-2 times per hour was the most common rate. In
conclusion, Iraqi EFL instructors hold a cautiously positive but bounded
view of humour, prioritising seriousness, respect, and teacher control.
Humour is seen as a discretionary pedagogical tool rather than a core
teaching competency.

1.Introduction

Humor in language teaching is a purposeful pedagogical strategy that
leverages engaging content—such as jokes, puns, stories, and playful
activities—to achieve specific educational objectives. Far from being mere
entertainment, it is an intentional tool designed to improve language
acquisition, reduce learner anxiety, and foster a positive classroom
environment.

Research documents its dual impact on both instructional efficiency and
student psychology. Psychologically, humor promotes well-being by
creating a secure environment for experimentation (Harris, 1989) and a
positive, open classroom climate (Herbert, 1991; Korobkin, 1988). It
significantly reduces academic and test-related anxiety, which can help
highly anxious students achieve better results (Korobkin, 1988; Meyer,
1990; Sullivan, 1992). Furthermore, humor strengthens teacher-student
rapport by making educators appear more relatable and multifaceted
(Ackerman & Dummer, 1982; Bryant, 1979; Colwell & Wigle, 1984;
Wilson, 1979).

Cognitively, humor enhances learning by boosting creativity, problem-
solving, and critical thinking (Neuliep, 1991; Steele, 1998; Whitmer, 1986).
It aids information retention (Chenfeld, 1990) and fosters higher-order,
investigative thinking (Nilsen, 1993). This is especially pertinent to
language learning, where humor directly supports instruction in formal
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linguistic, cultural, and pragmatic components. It serves as an effective
tool for raising student awareness of phonological, morphological, lexical,
and syntactic distinctions, both within the target language and in contrast
with their first language (Deneire, 1999, cited in Askildson, 2005), and for
teaching structural components (Vizmuller, 1979). As Trachtenberg (1979)
notes, joke-telling in ESL contexts provides ideal opportunities for focused
grammar or semantic lessons. Consequently, scholars like Askildson (2005)
strongly affirm its efficacy, arguing it lowers the affective filter and
promotes the pro-social behaviors essential for communicative success.

The effective application of humor, however, depends on a nuanced
understanding of its forms and social dynamics. Bryant et al. (1979) catalog
primary forms such as jokes, riddles, puns, and narratives. Cohen (1999)
expands this by analyzing three key "laughing situations™: being laughed at
(usually negative), making others laugh (positive), and laughing at oneself
(an admirable trait). The impact of humor—positive or negative—hinges
on which social dynamic is activated. Crucially, instructional relevance is
another determining factor; as Sullivan (1992) warns, humor disconnected
from the subject matter wastes instructional time and weakens classroom
management.

This interplay between form, social context, and relevance highlights a
central tension in classroom application. On one side, scholars such as
O’Donnell-Trujillo and Adams (1983) advocate positive, structured
practices—for instance, starting class with an amusing thought or using
student-oriented comic materials. On the other side, researchers like
Barioud (1988) caution that poorly timed, excessive, or inappropriate
humor can lead to distraction, create a circus-like atmosphere, and damage
students' self-esteem.

In summary, humor is a powerful but double-edged pedagogical
instrument. Its benefits for language acquisition, classroom climate, and
student psychology are well-established. To harness these benefits while
mitigating risks, its application must be strategic, context-sensitive, and
firmly tied to instructional goals.

1.1 Research Gap and Rationale for the Present Study

Despite this robust theoretical and empirical foundation, practical uptake
among educators is not assured. For instance, a study by Chaniotakis
(2014) on Greek primary school teachers revealed a significant
undervaluation of humor's role. Teachers prioritized other professional
qualities—such as fairness, curriculum expertise, and clear rule-setting—
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over humor, citing fears of losing classroom control, skepticism about its

pedagogical benefits, and a perception of teaching as an inherently serious
endeavor.

This disconnect is also evident among instructors who acknowledge
humor’s value. Ag¢camii and Imam (2017) study of Turkish university EFL
instructors found strong agreement that humor increases motivation and
reduces classroom anxiety. However, participants expressed significant
hesitation and remained undecided about its direct impact on learning
outcomes, self-esteem, and retention, citing similar concerns about control
and appropriateness.

Collectively, these findings reveal a significant gap: while educators
recognize humor's psychological advantages, persistent concerns about
classroom control and instructional efficacy prevent them from integrating
it as a core teaching strategy. This divide between empirical support and
contextual apprehension necessitates further localized research.

To address this specific gap, and to fill the research void within Iragi higher
education, the present study investigates how instructors of English as a
Foreign Language (EFL) at the Department of English, College of
Education for Women, Al Iragia University, perceive the use of humor.

Accordingly, this study is guided by the following research questions:

1. Which teacher attributes do Iraqi instructors teaching English as a
Foreign Language prioritize in their teaching practice?

2. How do Iraqgi instructors teaching English as a Foreign Language
perceive both the benefits and risks associated with integrating
humor in their teaching practice?

3. To what extent, and in what ways do lIragi instructors teaching
English as a Foreign Language incorporate humor into their
instructional practices?

The following section presents the methodological design of the study,
including information on participant demographics, the data collection tool,
and the analytical approach.
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2. Methodology

The study was conducted for one academic year commencing in November
2025. The participants are 16 instructors who teach English as a foreign
language at the Department of English, College of Education for Women,
Al Iragia University. The participants completed a teacher questionnaire
(see Appendix A) on how they perceive the use of humor their teaching
practices The questionnaire is constructed and based on Chaniotakis
(2014).

This questionnaire is structured into four distinct sections, each designed to
capture a different dimension of the relationship between teachers and
humor. The structure moves from broad, foundational attributes to specific
perceptions, then to pedagogical impact, and finally to behavioral
frequency. This creates a logical flow that first establishes a baseline for the
teacher’s overall profile before drilling down into the specifics of humor.

Section one of the questionnaire, entitled “Teacher’s Attributes,” is a
ranking task. It asks respondents to order the twelve qualities from most to
least important, producing ordinal data (rank 1 through 12). The purpose of
this section is to find out what respondents value most in a teacher before
the later questions focus specifically on humor. By forcing respondents to
rank attributes—placing “be able to use humor effectively” alongside
traditional virtues such as “be patient” and “master the teaching subject”—
the researcher can determine the relative importance of humor compared to
other pedagogical qualities. This approach is more rigorous than simply
asking “Is humor important?” because it reveals the trade-offs respondents
make when prioritizing different teacher attributes.

Section two of the questionnaire, entitled “Teacher Perceptions of
Classroom Humor,” uses a closed-ended attitudinal scale (a five-point
Likert scale ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree) to produce
ordinal data. It consists of nine items that break the concept of “humor”
down into actionable behaviors; rather than simply asking whether a
teacher likes humor, the section asks about specific practices such as
welcoming appropriate jokes from students, integrating cartoons into
lessons, and laughing at oneself. The aim is to measure the teacher’s
acceptance of particular humorous techniques and to elicit participants’
overall perceptions about which forms of humorous behavior they consider
appropriate for teaching.

Section three of the questionnaire, entitled “The Benefits and Drawbacks
of Using Humor,” employs a closed-ended attitudinal scale—a five-point
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Likert scale ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree—to
generate ordinal data. It comprises 14 items designed to measure teachers’
beliefs about the outcomes of humor in the classroom. This section is
structured as a balanced matrix, deliberately split into two clusters: items 1
through 9 focus on pedagogical benefits such as classroom atmosphere,
knowledge retention, student creativity, and teacher-student relationships;
items 10 through 14 address potential drawbacks, including loss of
authority, offending students, slowing the pace of instruction, and
provoking disruption. Including both benefits and drawbacks helps counter
social desirability bias, as respondents are not simply led to endorse humor
as uniformly positive. Moreover, this structure allows the researcher to
gauge teachers’ perceptions of risk associated with humor—a key factor
that influences whether they choose to incorporate it into their practice.

Section four, titled “Frequency of Humor Use,” uses a contingency
question structure. It begins with a yes/no filter: teachers are asked whether
they incorporate humor on a typical day. Only those who answer “Yes”
proceed to state how many times per hour they use humor (1-2, 3-4, or 5+
times). This design produces categorical data (yes/no) and ratio-like
frequency data (times per hour). The purpose is to measure actual self-
reported behavior, which contrasts with the attitudes captured in earlier
sections. The initial filter with skip logic prevents teachers who rarely use
humor from guessing a frequency, avoiding skewed results. Asking for
“times per hour” also provides a more objective measure than vague terms
like “sometimes” or “often.”

To ensure the content validity of the questionnaire used in this study, two
steps were taken. First, the questionnaire was reviewed by experts in
applied linguistics. Second, a pilot study was conducted from January 1 to
January 30, 2026. The data collected from the teacher questionnaire were
analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version
14.0. The questionnaire statements were coded and entered into SPSS.
After data entry, descriptive statistics (frequencies and percentages) were
calculated for the statements addressing participants’ perceptions and
practices of humour. Reliability analysis yielded a Cronbach’s Alpha of
0.71 for the questionnaire items.

3. Data Analysis and Results
3.1. Importance of humour to teachers

The first research question sought to explore how Iragi EFL instructors
perceive various teacher attributes. Analysis of the rankings provided by 16
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respondents (see Table 1) reveals clear priorities, with honesty emerging as
the most valued quality (mean rank = 2.56). In fact, nine out of sixteen
instructors ranked honesty first, indicating strong consensus that trust and
integrity are foundational in Iraqi EFL classrooms.

Table 1 . Attributes of the teachers

Rank | Attribute MeanRank | Interpretation

1 honest 2.56 Most Important - Clear consensus
2 good_maodel 5.31 Highly Important

3 friendly 5.44 Highly Important

4 patient 6.5 Moderately Important
5 fair 6.62 Moderately Important
6 clear_rules 6.94 Moderately Important
7 good- grades 7.44 Lower Importance

8 subject_mastery | 7.56 Lower Importance

9 occasional_jokes | 7.94 Lower Importance
10 appearance 8.12 Least Important

11 stirct 8.62 Least Important

12 humor_effective | 8.94 Least Important

Beyond honesty, two other relational attributes—being a good role model
(rank 2) and being friendly (rank 3)—form a top tier of highly important
qualities. This suggests that instructors prioritize character and
approachability over control. Notably, strictness ranked near the bottom
(rank 11), reinforcing a preference for kind, fair guidance rather than harsh
discipline.

Subject mastery, while appearing low at rank 8, is likely not considered
unimportant. Instead, instructors probably view it as a baseline
expectation—something every teacher should already possess, not a
distinguishing trait. Similarly, telling an occasional joke (rank 9) was seen
as more desirable than having a consistently effective sense of humor (rank
12), indicating that light, natural humor is welcome while forced or
constant comedy is not.

The least valued attributes—appearance (rank 10), strictness (rank 11), and
effective humor (rank 12)—suggest that physical presentation and
authoritarian discipline matter far less than relational integrity. Agreement
among respondents was strong at both the top and bottom of the ranking,
but moderate variability appeared for middle-ranked traits (patience,
fairness, clear rules, and grading). This indicates that while instructors
broadly agree on core virtues, they hold more diverse opinions about
secondary classroom behaviors.
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In summary, Iraqi EFL instructors perceive an effective teacher as honest,
friendly, and a good example—not strict, appearance-focused, or overly
concerned with humor. Subject knowledge is assumed. This profile points
to a teaching philosophy grounded in mutual respect and relationship-
building rather than control or external polish.

3.2. Forms of humour
The second research question was intended to scrutinize Iraqi EFL
instructors’ perceptions on the use of humour in higher education. Table 2,
3 and 4 show the results

Table 2. Forms of humorous behaviour in the classroom
Statement Mean | Std Dev
Q1: Welcome jokes |3.69 |0.98
Q2: Incorporate jokes | 4.06 | 1.18
Q3: Joke positively | 4 0.79
Q4: Invite sharing 294 |0.97
Q5: Use cartoons 3.31 [1.04
Q6: Serious tone 4.5 0.61
Q7: Laugh at self 281 |1.38
Q8: Natural humor 3.94 10.83
Q9: avoid targeting | 4.44 | 1.17

Table 3. Highest Rated (Most Agreement)

Rank | Statement Mean | Interpretation

1 Q6: Maintain serious tone when needed | 4.5 Between Agree and Strongly Agree
2 Q9: Avoid targeting/embarrassing humor | 4.44 | Between Agree and Strongly Agree
3 Q2: Incorporate relevant jokes 4.06 | Agree

4 Q3: Joke positively/inoffensively 4 Agree

Table 4. Lowest Rated (Most Disagreement/Neutral)

Rank | Statement Mean | Interpretation

9 Q7: Teacher should laugh at self | 2.81 | Between Disagree and Neutral
8 Q:4 Invite students to share jokes | 2.94 | Neutral

7 Q5: Integrate cartoons/comics 3.31 | Neutral to Agree

The data on Iraqi EFL instructors’ perceptions of humour in higher
education reveal three clear patterns: strong agreement on core principles,
sharp division on certain humour types, and general uncertainty on others.
Each pattern has practical implications for teaching and training.

3.2.1. Strong Consensus: What Most Instructors Agree On
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Instructors strongly agreed on three fundamental points. First, maintaining
a serious tone when needed (Q6: 88% agreement, mean 4.50) was the
highest-rated item. This shows that academic seriousness is the expected
classroom norm; humour, if used, must not undermine the instructor’s
authority or the lesson’s importance. Second, avoiding humour that targets
or embarrasses anyone (Q9: 82% agreement, mean 4.44) reflects a strong
ethical stance. In Iraqgi culture, where saving face and group harmony
matter, public embarrassment is unacceptable. Third, incorporating relevant
jokes (Q2: 82% agreement, mean 4.06) proves that instructors are not
against humour—they simply prefer humour that is purposeful, tied to the
lesson, and controlled by the teacher. Together, these items define a clear
framework: seriousness as the base, respect as the limit, and teacher-led,
relevant humour as an acceptable tool.

3.2.2. Divided Opinions: Where Instructors Disagree

Three items showed significant variation, indicating that instructors hold
different views on specific humour practices.

Laughing at oneself (Q7) created the biggest divide among instructors (SD
= 1.38). Nearly two-thirds (63%) disagreed, with some disagreeing
strongly, while 19% stayed neutral and another 19% agreed. The majority
feel that making fun of themselves weakens their professional authority and
encourages students to be disrespectful. On the other hand, a smaller group
views self-mockery as a way to connect with students and seem more
relatable. The fact that similar numbers of instructors were neutral or
positive suggests that opinions may be evolving—possibly due to exposure
to Western teaching approaches or simply personal differences in
confidence and style.

Incorporating jokes (Q2) followed a bimodal pattern: 38% agreed and 44%
strongly agreed. Although overall support is high, instructors vary in how
enthusiastically they use humour. Some frequently and naturally include
jokes in their lessons, while others do so more carefully or sparingly. This
difference likely stems from factors such as years of teaching experience,
level of English fluency, or what they believe their institution expects from
them.

Avoiding targeting humour (Q9) had 69% strongly agreeing, but notably
13% strongly disagreed. This small but meaningful minority challenges the
consensus. Possible explanations include instructors who believe that
gentle, good-natured teasing can build resilience or group bonding, or those
who distinguish between targeting individuals versus targeting ideas or
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behaviours. Cultural or generational differences within the sample may also
play a role.

3.2.3. Areas of Neutrality: When Instructors Are Unsure

Three items fell into neutral or near-neutral territory, showing ambivalence
rather than strong opposition.

Inviting students to share jokes (Q4) had a mean of 2.94 (neutral to slight
disagreement) and 25% neutral. Instructors are uncomfortable giving
students control over humour. They worry about losing classroom
management, wasting time, or hearing inappropriate content. In teacher-
centred educational cultures, student-initiated humour feels disruptive.

Natural humour opportunities (Q8) had the highest neutrality rate at 44%,
despite a mean of 3.94 (leaning toward agreement). Many instructors have
never thought carefully about whether their own humour feels natural.
Others may distinguish between planned humour (easy to judge) and
spontaneous humour (harder to evaluate).

Using cartoons or comics (Q5) had a mean of 3.31 (neutral to agreement)
and 25% neutral. Uncertainty here may stem from practical issues (lack of
projectors or digital tools), unfamiliarity with visual humour, or a belief
that cartoons are better for children than for university students.

Overall, Iragi EFL instructors are cautiously humour-positive. They
strongly value seriousness, respect, and teacher-controlled relevance. They
disagree on self-deprecation and feel mixed about student-led humour.
Their neutrality on cartoons and natural humour points to opportunities for
professional development. Trainers could show how visual humour can be
used effectively and encourage instructors to reflect on their own humour
style.

The key message for teacher trainers: do not push instructors toward self-
deprecation or student-sharing activities. Instead, build on the strong
consensus by modelling how to use relevant, respectful jokes while keeping
a serious academic tone. Future research should explore why a small
minority rejects the idea of avoiding targeting humour and whether
neutrality on cartoons is due to lack of resources or lack of perceived value.

3.3. The benefits and drawbacks of using humour

[ o || S YT Jabl- s 2N 2l - () 5ol gl e




An Investigation of the Perceptions of Iraqi Instructors Teaching English as a
Foreign Language Regarding the Use of Humour in College Level classrooms
For the question about the benefits of humour in teaching, table 5 sorts the

benefits to show which advantages of humor are most strongly endorsed by
the respondents.

Table 5. The benefits of using humour in the classroom
Rank | Benefit Mean | Agreement %
1 5. Relieves pressure during difficult lessons | 4.56 | 93.80%

2 1. Creates a positive classroom atmosphere | 4.5 93.80%
3 (tie) | 2. Improves teacher-student relationship 4.38 | 93.80%
3 (tie) | 4. Captures and maintains student attention | 4.38 | 93.80%
5 3. Reduces student anxiety 431 | 87.50%
6 9. Aids in knowledge retention 431 | 81.30%
7 6. Manages behavior problems 4,19 | 75.00%
8 7. Improves peer relations 4.06 | 68.80%
9 8. Promotes student creativity 3.81 |56.30%

The results in Table 5 show that respondents strongly endorse humour as a
teaching tool, though some benefits are seen as much more important than
others. The top two benefits—relieving pressure during difficult lessons
(mean 4.56) and creating a positive classroom atmosphere (mean 4.50)—
received the highest agreement rates (93.8% each). This suggests that
instructors primarily view humour as a way to ease tension and foster a
welcoming environment, rather than just for entertainment.

Tied for third place, improving teacher-student relationships and capturing
student attention both had means of 4.38 and also 93.8% agreement. These
four top-rated benefits all share very strong endorsement, indicating that
humour is widely seen as serving both emotional and instructional
functions.

Further down the list, reducing student anxiety (mean 4.31, 87.5%) and
aiding knowledge retention (mean 4.31, 81.3%) still show strong support,
though slightly less unanimous. Interestingly, both have identical means,
yet retention has a lower agreement percentage—suggesting that those who
disagree may disagree more strongly, or that a few respondents are
uncertain.

Lower-ranked benefits such as managing behavior problems (mean 4.19,
75%) and improving peer relations (mean 4.06, 68.8%) receive moderate
endorsement. The lowest-ranked benefit—promoting student creativity—
has the lowest mean (3.81) and only 56.3% agreement. This indicates that
while humour is valued for classroom climate and rapport, instructors are
less convinced that it directly fosters creativity or improves peer
Interactions.
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Overall, the pattern suggests that humour is seen as most beneficial for
affective and management purposes (reducing pressure, building positivity,
maintaining attention) and least beneficial for higher-order outcomes like
creativity. These rankings may reflect instructors’ immediate classroom
priorities rather than a rejection of humour’s broader potential.

3.3.1. A discussion of the findings based on the ranked drawbacks of
using humour in teaching

Table 6 sorts the drawbacks to show which risks are considered most
significant by the respondents.

Table 6. The drawbacks of using humour in the classroom

Rank | Drawback Mean | Agreement (%6)
1 12. Could be used to express inappropriate views | 4 68.80%

2 11. Risks offending some students 3.94 | 68.8%

3 13. Can slow down the pace of instruction 3.69 | 50.0%

4 14. Can provoke disruptive behavior 2.81 |25.00%

5 10. Risks undermining teacher's authority 2.63 |25.00%

The results in the drawbacks table ( Table 6) reveal that instructors are
selectively concerned about certain risks of humour, while dismissing
others as relatively unimportant. The top two drawbacks—"Could be used
to express inappropriate views" (mean 4.00, 68.8% agreement) and "Risks
offending some students"” (mean 3.94, also 68.8%)—stand out as the only
concerns with agreement above 50%. This suggests that teachers primarily
worry about humour crossing professional or cultural boundaries, such as
jokes that might be seen as biased, insensitive, or unprofessional.

The third-ranked drawback, "Can slow down the pace of instruction” (mean
3.69, 50.0% agreement), receives moderate but split support. Exactly half
of respondents see this as a valid concern, while the other half either
disagree or are neutral. This indicates that time efficiency is a real but not
universal worry—Iikely depending on how naturally humour fits into a
teacher's style or lesson structure.

In contrast, the bottom two drawbacks show very low concern. "Can
provoke disruptive behavior" (mean 2.81, 25.0% agreement) and "Risks
undermining teacher's authority" (mean 2.63, 25.0%) are endorsed by only
a quarter of respondents. This suggests that most instructors do not believe
humour leads to loss of control or respect in the classroom. They may see
humour as compatible with maintaining authority, or they may have
experienced few such negative outcomes.
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Overall, the pattern indicates that instructors are cautious about humour's
social and ethical risks (offense, inappropriate content), somewhat
concerned about pacing, but largely untroubled by discipline or authority
Issues. These rankings imply that teacher training on humour should focus
on cultural sensitivity and boundary-setting, rather than on fear of losing
classroom control.

3.4. Frequency of using humour in language teaching

Based on the responses from16 participants, the results for Question 4 (“Do
you incorporate humor into your classroom instruction on a typical day?”)
are evenly split. Table 7 shows a descriptive analysis of the responses to
Question 4.

Table 7. A descriptive analysis of the responses to Question 4.

Response Frequency | Percentage
No, only occasionally | 8 50%
Yes, most days 8 50%
Total 16 100%

Half of the respondents (8 out of 16) report using humor in their classroom
instruction most days, while the other half indicate they do so only
occasionally.

The responses are evenly divided. Half of the teachers in this sample report
using humor in their classroom instruction on most days, while the other
half report using it only occasionally. There is no majority or dominant
pattern; the distribution is perfectly split.

3.4.1. Frequency ofusing Humour per Hour (Among “Yes”
Respondents)

Of the 8 respondents who use humor most days, all provided follow-up
frequency data. Table 8 shows a descriptive analysis for the subset of
respondents who answered “Yes, most days” to Q4, reporting how often
they use humor per teaching hour.

Table 8. Frequency of using humour per hour
Frequency per Hour | Count | Percentage of “Yes” Group

1-2 times per hour 5 62.50%
3-4 times per hour 3 37.50%
Total 8 100%
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Table 8 shows that half of the teachers in this sample do not use humor on
most days; they use it only occasionally.Among the half who do use humor
most days, the majority (62.5%) use it at a moderate frequency of 1-2
times per teaching hour. Only 3 out of 16 teachers (18.75%) report both

using humor most days and doing so at a higher frequency of 3—4 times per
hour.

The findings from Question 4 reveal a striking and perfectly balanced split
among the 16 participating teachers: half report using humor “most days,”
while the other half use it “only occasionally.” This bimodal distribution is
notable because it suggests that humor integration is not a universal or even
a majority practice, but rather a distinct pedagogical preference. No
teachers fell in the middle (e.g., “some days”), indicating that respondents
tend to identify as either regular humor users or infrequent users, with little
ambiguity.

Several interpretations of this split are worth considering. First, it may
reflect genuine differences in teaching philosophy or personality. Some
educators may view humor as a tool for building rapport, reducing anxiety,
and enhancing recall, while others may see it as a potential distraction or a
risk to classroom authority. Second, contextual factors—such as grade
level, subject matter, or school culture—could drive this divide. For
Instance, teachers of younger students or humanities subjects might employ
humor more freely than those in exam-focused STEM courses, though the
current data do not allow for such subgroup analysis.

The follow-up frequency data among the eight teachers who use humor
most days provide additional nuance. Within this group, a clear majority
(62.5%) report using humor at a moderate rate of 1-2 times per teaching
hour, while a smaller portion (37.5%) do so more frequently at 3—4 times
per hour. Notably, no one reported using humor more than 4 times per hour
or zero times among this subsample. This suggests that even among regular
humor users, there is a perceived upper bound—exceeding four instances
per hour might feel excessive or counterproductive. The modal pattern of
1-2 times per hour indicates that effective humor integration may be
characterized more by intentional, spaced moments than by constant
comedic commentary.

When examining the full sample (n=16), only three teachers (18.75%) fall
into the high-frequency humor category (most days and 3-4 times per
hour). This small subset represents a distinctive teaching style that could
merit further qualitative exploration—for example, investigating whether
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these teachers work in particular subjects (e.g., drama, elementary
education) or have unusually high classroom engagement scores.

Limitations are important to acknowledge. The sample size is very small
(n=16), so these findings should not be generalized without replication.
Self-report bias is also a concern: teachers may over- or under-estimate
their humor use, and “humor” itself was not operationally defined (e.g.,
planned jokes vs. spontaneous wit vs. sarcasm). Additionally, the binary
nature of Question 4 (forced choice between “only occasionally” and “most
days”) may have masked intermediate patterns of use.

Implications and future directions. These results suggest that humor use is
not a default teaching strategy but a differentiated practice. Future research
should collect qualitative interview data to understand why teachers fall
into one group or the other, and explore correlates such as student
outcomes, teacher burnout, or classroom climate ratings. Collecting data on
grade level, subject area, and years of experience would also help
determine whether the observed split is systematic or sample-specific.
Finally, examining student perceptions—do students prefer humor, and at
what frequency?—could inform professional development for teachers on
either side of the divide.

In summary, this sample presents a teacher workforce evenly divided on
the role of daily humor, with even frequent users tending to cap their use at
a modest 1-2 times per hour. The findings highlight humor as a
discretionary pedagogical tool rather than a universal best practice.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

Section four provides answers to the research questions of this study which
were as follows:
1. Which teacher attributes do Iragi instructors teaching English as a

Foreign Language prioritize in their teaching practice?

2. How do lIraqgi instructors teaching English as a Foreign Language
perceive both the benefits and risks associated with integrating
humor in their teaching practice?

3. To what extent, and in what ways do Iraqi instructors teaching
English as a Foreign Language incorporate humor into their
instructional practices?
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It does so by comparing and discussing the results of the quantitative (the

teacher questionnaire) research method. This section also draws a
conclusion based on the findings of this study. In addition, it discusses the
main findings of the present research in relation to earlier studies (see
Section 1). The results of this study showed the following:

4.1. Perceived importance of humour among teacher attributes

Iraqi EFL instructors rank honesty as the most important teacher attribute,
followed by being a good role model and being friendly. In contrast,
humour-related attributes are consistently rated as having low to least
importance. Specifically, telling occasional jokes ranks ninth out of twelve
attributes and falls into the category of lower importance, while possessing
an effective sense of humour ranks last and is considered the least
important attribute overall. These findings indicate that instructors
prioritise relational integrity and approachability over humour, which they
view as a non-essential or even peripheral teaching quality.

4.2. Preferred forms of humour in the classroom

Instructors express strong agreement on three core principles regarding
humour use. First, they agree that teachers should maintain a serious tone
when needed, which is the highest-rated statement and demonstrates that
academic seriousness is the expected classroom norm. Second, they
strongly endorse avoiding humour that targets or embarrasses any
individual, reflecting a clear ethical stance rooted in respect and face-
saving values. Third, they agree that teachers may incorporate relevant
jokes, indicating that humour is acceptable only when it is purposeful,
lesson-related, and under the teacher's control. Conversely, instructors
show the lowest agreement with laughing at oneself, which falls between
disagree and neutral, and they remain neutral or uncertain about inviting
students to share jokes or integrating cartoons and comics. These results
suggest that lragi EFL teachers prefer teacher-led, inoffensive, and
academically relevant humour while rejecting self-deprecation and student-
initiated comedic contributions.

4.3. Perceived benefits of using humour in teaching

Instructors recognise several benefits of humour, but the level of
endorsement varies considerably. The most strongly endorsed benefit is
that humour relieves pressure during difficult lessons, followed closely by
creating a positive classroom atmosphere. Both statements receive nearly
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unanimous agreement at 93.8 percent. Improving teacher-student
relationships and capturing and maintaining student attention tie for third
place, also with 93.8 percent agreement. Reducing student anxiety and
aiding knowledge retention receive strong but slightly lower support, with
agreement rates of 87.5 percent and 81.3 percent, respectively. Lower-
ranked benefits such as managing behaviour problems and improving peer
relations show moderate endorsement, while promoting student creativity
receives the weakest support, with only 56.3 percent agreement. Overall,
instructors view humour as most beneficial for affective and classroom
management purposes and least beneficial for fostering higher-order
outcomes such as creativity.

4.4. Perceived drawbacks of using humour in teaching

Instructors express selective concern about the risks associated with
humour. The two most strongly endorsed drawbacks are that humour could
be used to express inappropriate views and that it risks offending some
students, each with 68.8 percent agreement. The third-ranked drawback,
that humour can slow down the pace of instruction, receives moderate and
divided support, with exactly half of the respondents agreeing. In contrast,
the risks that humour can provoke disruptive behaviour or undermine the
teacher’s authority are endorsed by only 25 percent of instructors,
indicating that most do not see humour as a threat to classroom control or
professional respect. These findings show that instructors are primarily
concerned with the ethical and social boundaries of humour rather than
with issues of discipline or authority.

4.5. Frequency of humour use in daily instruction

The frequency of humour use among the sampled instructors is evenly
divided. Exactly half of the respondents report using humour in their
classroom instruction on most days, while the other half report using it only
occasionally. No instructors fall into an intermediate category such as
"some days," indicating a clear binary distinction between regular users and
infrequent users. Among the half who use humour most days, the majority
(62.5 percent) report using it at a moderate frequency of one to two times
per teaching hour, while the remaining 37.5 percent use it three to four
times per hour. No instructor reports using humour more than four times
per hour or zero times among the regular user subgroup. When considering
the full sample, only three out of sixteen teachers (18.75 percent) qualify as
high-frequency humour users, defined as using humour most days and at a
rate of three to four times per hour. These results suggest that humour
integration is a differentiated pedagogical preference rather than a universal
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practice, and that even among regular users, humour is typically employed
In modest, intentional doses.

4.6. Overall conclusion on the role of humour

Taken together, the results indicate that Iragi EFL instructors hold a
cautiously positive but clearly bounded view of humour in teaching. They
do not consider humour a core teaching competency, ranking it far below
honesty, role modelling, and friendliness. They strongly affirm the primacy
of a serious academic tone and approve of humour only when it is teacher-
led, relevant, and inoffensive. They reject self-deprecating humour and
student-initiated humour. They recognise humour's benefits primarily for
relieving pressure, improving classroom atmosphere, and capturing
attention, while showing little concern that humour might undermine
authority or cause disruption. Finally, humour use is split evenly across the
sample, with half of instructors using it most days at a moderate frequency
and half using it only occasionally. These findings portray humour as a
discretionary, personal teaching tool that is neither universally adopted nor
universally rejected, but rather deployed according to individual teaching
philosophy and contextual judgment.

4.7. Comparison of Current Findings with Previous Studies

The following comparison situates the current findings within the broader
body of research on humour in educational contexts. Previous studies have
primarily focused on Western, and to a lesser extent Asian, educational
settings. The current study offers a unique perspective from Iraqi higher
education.

4.7.1. Importance of Humour Compared to Other Teacher Qualities

Current study finding: Iragi EFL instructors ranked honesty, role
modelling, and friendliness as significantly more important than humour.
Humour-related attributes were positioned near the bottom of the ranking.

What previous studies found: In Western contexts such as the United States
and Australia, students often rank a teacher's sense of humour as one of the
most desirable characteristics (Garner, 2006; Torok, McMorris & Lin,
2004). However, a study conducted in China similarly found that teachers
viewed humour as useful but not a core attribute (Zhang, 2016).
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Key difference: The current Iragi instructors assigned humour a lower
overall priority than Western studies typically report, aligning more closely
with the Chinese finding that humour is considered an optional rather than
essential teaching quality.

4.7.2 Preferred Forms of Humour

Current study finding: lragi EFL instructors strongly endorsed three
principles: maintaining a serious tone when needed, avoiding humour that
targets or embarrasses any individual, and using humour only when it is
relevant to the lesson. Self-deprecating humour and student-initiated
humour were rejected.

What previous studies found: The preference for relevant, inoffensive
humour is consistent with existing research (Neuliep, 1991; Wanzer et al.,
2006). However, some Western studies have encouraged self-deprecating
humour as a means of increasing instructor approachability (Cundall, 2007;
Bollinger, 2011). Additionally, several studies support inviting students to
share humour to build classroom community (James, 2004; Chiasson,
2009).

Key difference: The current instructors demonstrated a stronger preference
for teacher-controlled humour and a clearer rejection of both self-
deprecation and student-led humour compared to Western samples.

4.7.3. Perceived Benefits of Humour

Current study finding: Nearly all Iragi instructors (93.8%) agreed that
humour relieves pressure, creates a positive atmosphere, improves teacher-
student relationships, and captures student attention. Fewer than 60%
agreed that humour promotes student creativity.

What previous studies found: The top-ranked benefits—stress reduction,
rapport building, and attention enhancement—are widely documented
across multiple educational contexts (Berk, 1996, 2002; Garner, 2006).
Some research has also identified a positive relationship between humour
and creativity (Ziv, 1983; Lowman, 1994).

Key similarity and difference: The current findings strongly align with the
international consensus on the affective and attentional benefits of humour.
However, the instructors were less convinced of humour’s role in fostering
creativity than some previous studies suggest.

a2k t‘, ;:':&

IR

e aEsE




g_)l.ési\ Quac_né sl a- A g_)ums Cpm CJIA S A a. |
4.7.4. Perceived Drawbacks of Humour

Current study finding: The most strongly endorsed concerns were that
humour could be used to express inappropriate views and that it might
offend students (68.8% each). Only 25% of instructors were concerned that
humour could provoke disruptive behaviour or undermine teacher
authority.

What previous studies found: Concerns about offensiveness and
inappropriateness are frequently reported (Wanzer et al., 2006). However,
many Western teachers have also expressed fear that humour might
diminish student respect for their authority (Korobkin, 1988; Torok et al.,
2004).

Key difference: Unlike some Western samples, the Iragi instructors did not
perceive humour as a threat to classroom control or professional authority.
Their concerns remained focused on ethical and social boundaries.

4.7.5. Frequency of Humour Use

Current study finding: Exactly half of the participating instructors reported
using humour on most days, while the other half used it only occasionally.
Among daily users, the majority (62.5%) reported a frequency of one to
two times per teaching hour, which aligns with expert recommendations
(Berk, 2002). Only three out of sixteen instructors (18.75%) qualified as
high-frequency users.

What previous studies found: Considerable variation in humour orientation
among teachers is well documented (Booth-Butterfield & Booth-
Butterfield, 1991; Wanzer et al.,, 2006). Recommended frequencies
typically range from one to three instances per hour (Berk, 2002).

Key similarity: The current study confirms that humour use varies
substantially across individual instructors, and that even regular users tend
to employ humour in moderate, intentional doses.

4.7.6. Summary of Comparisons

Table 9. Summary of Comparisons

Domain Current Iraqi EFL ' Studies (Predominantly Western)
Instructors

Importance  of | Low (optional quality) Moderate to high (Garner, 2006; Torok et

humour al., 2004)

Preferred Teacher-led relevant, safe Consistent (Neuliep, 1991; Wanzer et al.,
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humour type 2006)

Rejected humour | Self-deprecation, student- | Self-deprecation sometimes accepted

types initiated (Cundall, 2007)

Top benefits Pressure relief, atmosphere, Strong agreement (Berk, 2002; Garner,
attention 2006)

Top drawbacks | Offence, Similar, plus authority loss (Korobkin, 1988)
inappropriate content

Frequency Bimodal (50% daily / 50% | Also varies by individual (Booth-Butterfield

distribution occasional) & Booth-Butterfield, 1991)

The current findings confirm that Iragi EFL instructors and teachers in
other cultural contexts largely agree on the characteristics of appropriate
humour (relevant, respectful, inoffensive) and its primary benefits (stress
reduction, positive atmosphere, attention). However, the Iraqi instructors
assigned humour a lower overall priority, maintained a stronger insistence
on a serious default tone, and rejected self-deprecating and student-led
humour more firmly than many Western studies have reported. These
differences suggest that cultural and institutional norms—particularly the
value placed on teacher authority, seriousness, and face-saving—
significantly moderate attitudes toward classroom humour.
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