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Learning to Laugh
Storyline by Nathaniel Morrow
Dentist Dan

Nentis Nan, he's my man,

I go do im each chanz I gan.

He sicks me down an creans my teed

Wid mabel syrub, tick an' sweed,

An ten he filks my cavakies

Wid choclut cangy -- I tink he's

The graygest nentis in the lan.

Le's hear free jeers for Nentis Nan.

Pip-pip-ooray!

Pip-pip-ooray!

Pip-pip-ooray!

Le's go to Nentis Nan dooday!"

-Shel Silverstein

Introduction

This poem was my savior. The next day was my first class and I was quite terrified. What should I do?  What should I say?

Thoughts swirled through my head. "Ok, Nate, pull yourself together. Think, what would get their attention? A joke!  No, I am not very funny and then they will think I'm a dork. 5th and 6th grade...a very interesting age...a conduct behavior class, no less. How will I ever get them?" 

Then it hit me. I began to remember sitting in my third grade class and having Miss Wells, my third grade teacher, read us Shel Silverstein poems when we behaved. The poems were off the wall, zany and funny; but, most importantly, they demanded attention. 

The poem above was what I selected to read at the beginning of class. It was a huge success due to the funny nature of the poem and the distorted voice with which I read it. Once I had broken down their initial reaction to "Why should we care about the white man in the front of the class?" I had the kids in the palm of my hand, excited to see what would come next. 

Now, to more clearly define the situation. I was a student teacher last fall in a 5th and 6th grade MIP (Behavior) Conduct classroom in a middle school in East Nashville. The class consisted of sixteen students, eight sixth graders and eight fifth graders. All had families who would be considered of low socioeconomic status and 70% lived in housing projects. The racial makeup of the class was fifteen African American students and one Caucasian student. The best descriptor of these students is that "life is hard." Each one already had been through two lifetimes of difficulty and strife. Laughing, not at someone or something, but just good clean laughing, was not a norm. The classroom environment was very structured. Since these students all had conduct (outward) behavior problems and were apt to act out at the least expected times, the lead teacher kept his voice, the content, the schedule, almost all components of "school" for these students in a "monotone." 

To delve a little further into the above scenario, I must describe my thought behind choosing the poem to open the class. My first thought was, "What do kids like?" The answer, "Have fun, lots and lots of it, if possible." I first thought about a game to play.  I than realized the amount of control it would take to keep the game running smoothly since the class was comprised of students with behavioral problems.  Not to mention I did not want to shake things up too much on my first day when I was still trying to make a good impression!

After being stumped for a while about what to do, I decided to change my thought process. I tried to take a look through their lens. In front of them stood a big white guy who went to a preppy school, had a tie on, and played football; so he was probably conceited. 

I decided it was going to be a tough audience. Then it came to me; I had

to make a fool of myself. It was the best way to shift their thought paradigm about who I was and put myself on their level to gain their respect. It would also make them laugh. Those kids do not have much to laugh about in their lives and they need it so much. Add to that, laughing is fun, relaxing, healing, and bonding.  These were all the things I needed to start off my class on the right foot. 

In retrospect, in that event and the thought processes that went into creating it, I see many ways that humor was used as an effective strategy. First was the time of day it was used. Unfortunately, schools begin at very early times.  Students are always tired and not fully awake at the beginning of the day. Fulher, Farris and Walther state "How can a day go wrong when it begins with a chuckle" (p.2, 1999)? Laughter also helps get the blood flowing, which wakes students up. "The amount of oxygen in the blood is increased because of deeper breathing…the heart beats faster and blood pressure temporarily rises" (King, p.2, 1999).

Heaven forbid! Not in a special education classroom! Those kids will be bouncing off the walls.  This is not the case. "Following the laughter, pulse rate and blood pressure drop a little below normal, and skeletal muscles relax, producing a feeling of relaxation which lasts about 45 minutes.” (Traux, ‘class handout’). So, in actuality, by making them laugh and allowing them to have fun, I was calming them down for the learning part of the lesson.

"Humor is one of the most powerful tools teachers have. It can build up students and make them excited…or rip them apart" (Boerman, p.1, 2000). Humor can be a best friend or a worst enemy; so one must be very careful how he/she uses it. In my case, this was very important because one little thing would set these kids off. What I was figuring out was what was funny to this particular group. These groups are also called "Humor Communities" (Carrell, p.2, 1997), which refers to a group of people that find the same things funny. For example, I stated earlier that I remembered being read Silverstein in third grade, yet these were fifth and sixth graders. Having worked with this population before, I realized that many of these kids are immature in one or more types of development. (I believe this is due, at least in part, to the fact they have been forced to grow up so fast in some areas of their lives.  They may then act or be immature in other areas.)Thus, I had a pretty good idea that this would be a funny poem for them. In other words, I identified their "Humor Community" and worked with it to get the laughs I desired. 

Why was it so important for me to use humor? Sure, it was fun; but was it necessary for learning? "Instructors' use of humor helps to create an enjoyable classroom environment where students are less anxious and more willing to participate in class" (Wanzer and Frymier, p.2, 1999). Since I began my lesson using humor, it open up many other avenues toward learning. It relaxed me, it relaxed the students, and it relaxed the lead teacher. It also provided the first connection between teacher and students. For learning is a series of connections. When I used humor to begin my lesson, it made that first connection a positive and fun one, which built a platform for more substantive connections to happen. 

Ever since my first education class, it has been my feeling that learning should be fun.  Students have to be in school for at least twelve years; so why not let them enjoy it WHILE they are learning.  Also, when something is fun, it does not seem like work.  A student is more likely to put forth a greater effort. 

Using my personal case as a lens through which to look at humor as an instructional tool has shown me the potentially great importance of using humor in all aspects of our lives, not only in education. Laughing is an essential part of life so why not get the most out of it.
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