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Humour is something valued in all cultures. Frequently, the basis of childhood friendships is shared enjoyment of jokes, funny movies, or cartoons. Humour is everywhere – classroom lectures, discussions, and school texts – if you don’t “get it” you can experience social isolation and miss key concepts and constructs (Specter, 1992). Humour fosters creativity and divergent thinking. Without it, thought processes and problem solving can be rigid and narrowly focused (Bhaerman, 2004; McGhee, 1995; Specter, 1992).

Children with visual impairments may be left out if they can not participate in or appreciate humour. Unlike musical or artistic talent, everyone can develop a sense of humour – the ability to find things funny and make people laugh (Bhaerman, 2004, McGhee, 2002). It is important to weave humour instruction into our already full curricula because it is essential to cognitive and social development, particularly locking in memories, teaching life lessons, creating social bonds, learning social skills and making meaning of communication beyond language (Trout, 1998). 

Humour fosters self esteem and mental health because it enables us to reduce stress and anxiety by shifting our perspective; facilitate connections with others; replace distressing emotions with pleasurable feelings; change our behavior; and increase our energy. Humour decreases stress hormones and increases infection-fighting antibodies -- and it feels good! (Sultanoff, 1995). As an important tool in language arts, humour is an effective approach for expanding vocabulary and world knowledge, developing metalinguistic awareness, and improving comprehension of figurative language. It also positively impacts visual awareness and problem-solving skills (Specter, 1992). 

Children’s level of cognitive development and range of abilities influence their capacity to learn, understand, and participate in certain types of humour. Children typically learn about humour and hone their own sense of humour incidentally through observation, modeling, and perception of others’ reactions. Because appreciation of humour often relies on visual information, children with visual impairment may have difficulty developing a sense of humour and appreciating others’ wit. 

For children with a visual impairment, it is missed opportunities, not limited capacity that may slow or change their progress in developing a sense of humour. Therefore, it is critical to consciously include humour in the developmental, academic, functional, and “plus” or “expanded core” curricula, just as we do Braille, mathematics, social, and independent living skills. 

Ideally, the ‘humour curriculum’ should be introduced in early intervention. Our first opportunities to develop humour are visual. As early as 2 months of age, infants perceive incongruities and receive signals from caregivers that cue them to respond with humour (Bariaud, 1989; Johnson & Mervis, 1997; McGhee, 1979). Without signals, children will typically react to incongruities with curiosity or fear. If we consciously present incongruities and meaningful signals to infants with visual impairments prior to emergence of language, we lay a solid foundation for full development of their capacity for humour. 

Humour curriculum and instruction can be integrated into any teaching and learning experience. There are six major approaches to teaching humour: 1) feedback; 2) mediated exposure; 3) reframing; 4) direct Instruction and practice; 5) social instruction; and 6) planning and coaching. We will discuss each of these with some strategies.

Feedback
From infancy, the best “direct instruction” in humour is feedback – eliciting and responding to their laughter. This can look like silly voices, noises, and kisses repeated with great enthusiasm when the child responds. During infancy, the key is to act silly and respond enthusiastically when the baby laughs (Frankel, 2003).  As children become a little older, Frankel notes that the roles shift so that the adult or older child helps the toddler to act silly, providing feedback through laughter. For example:

· Putting rubber ears and noses on that squeak when squeezed or using cups that make noises when the drink is almost done 

· Playing pretend – having the child wave a pretzel stick during a snack and turn the adult into a barking dog

By preschool, language opens new doors– the adults not only produce humour, they must laugh at and imitate the child’s efforts at humour. They can help little ones by calling things by the wrong name or imitating sound effects from the world around them and their own bodies (but beware, not everyone outgrows this last form of humour). Other “word play” can include changing song lyrics, poems or stories. Feedback that something is humourous is the critical variable. As children’s humour evolves, adults must be sure to laugh, no matter how lame the joke. Equally importantly, instead of laughing when humour might be hurtful, explain why it isn’t “good” humour. Along with feedback, it is important to model humour, particularly when children are upset, scared, or confused, for example, imitating and exaggerating their behavior by crying louder than they are, even shaking, wailing and clinging to them in that market or on the street.
Mediated Exposure

Bringing humour to the attention of children with visual impairments and helping them to understand what or why something is funny, is an effective approach for teaching them to “see” funny (Bhaerman, 2004). Let them know when you are using irony, exaggeration, or other forms of humour to make a point or defuse a situation. Point it out in texts, lectures, or other situations. Read lots of riddle books and other sources of humour. Use exaggeration to raise awareness of things such as oxymorons (e.g. jumbo shrimp), or begin conversations with the phrase “How come” (how come I spent so much money during my ‘free time’?). Look for multiple meanings in bloopers, want ads, real signs, etc.  Mediated exposure is just that – helping students to recognize the characteristics and thought processes underlying something humourous, and challenging them to apply those concepts to other situations. 

Reframing
Reframing – shifting the context -- is critical for helping students use humour to resolve incongruities, shift emotions, and relieve anxiety. Some suggestions encouraging students to use humour include having them:

· Say things in a different way: “ I’m a failure” becomes “I’m was very successful today at failing that division test” 

· Repeat their report of an experience, beginning with the phrase “A funny thing happened to me yesterday on the playground”

Direct Instruction and Practice
For students who are struggling with perceiving, understanding, and/or producing humour, it is necessary to break down humour into its elements and find out where the student might be having problems. This can serve as a useful diagnostic exercise for addressing concerns in other areas as well as in humour. Pearson (2004) describes her great success in providing direct instruction to Scottish 10 year olds paired with teacher/student conversations designed to help them articulate what they are imaging when their writing skills limited their expression. Specter’s (1992) analysis of humour offers 5 broad aspects to be addressed through direct instruction:

· Linguistic elements 

· Conceptual understanding and general knowledge

· Vocabulary comprehension

· Abstraction

· Perspective taking

Linguistic Elements

Specter (1992, p.21) identifies four broad categories of linguistic elements

· Lexical items (“Janitors call for sweeping reform”)

· Phonological (sound and word reversals such as The difference between a cat and a comma)

· Morphological (“What pet makes the best music? A trumpet!” “Sign in a pottery shop: Feats of clay.”  ) 

· Syntactic (“When the first diet club was formed it was a “losing proposition.” or Julie: “Do you realize it takes three sheep to make one sweater?” Bill: I didn’t even know that sheep could knit.”)

He suggests (p. 23) that teachers identify where the child is having difficulty by presenting various examples of humour relying on the different linguistic elements, specifically:

· Find examples of interest to your student that rely on the elements the student is having difficulty with, e.g. riddles often rely on phonological elements

· Combine oral and written presentations with “helpful hints” such as “What dog has money? A bloodhound because he is always picking up scents/cents.” 

· Have students change the rate or pronunciation of words and phrases 

· Use questions to help the student analyze something that they don’t understand such as a joke that is a twist on an idiom like “I know that owl is sick because he doesn’t give a hoot.” 

Conceptual Understanding and General Knowledge
As in all other areas of teaching and learning, we must determine whether our students have the necessary concepts and experiences to understand something humourous. If teachers take time to find humour that relies on concepts students are learning in social studies, literacy, or other academic areas, this can be useful to both reinforce new concepts and refine their “humour skills.” Conversely, we can also use humour to help them understand and remember concepts. Lastly, we must be sure to teach/expose students to popular culture, as well as teach them how to ask about cultural references and other humour that they don’t understand.

Abstraction
Many students with visual impairments are skilled at abstraction, while others struggle to learn and think about things that aren’t part of their direct experience. By helping students identify an incongruity and resolve it – show how it makes sense -- we not only help develop their sense of humour, we are increasing their capacity to think about and understand the world abstractly. One approach would be analyzing the statements of a humourist, such as Groucho Marx, who said: “Outside of a dog, a book is man’s best friend. Inside of a dog, it’s too dark to read.” Another would be to use multiple choice for a“punchline” or answer to a question; or have children match the elements of a riddle or pun.

Perspective-Taking
Perspective-taking – seeing things from others’ points of view – is particularly difficult for many youngsters with visual impairment. It is also a necessary ability in the development of empathy and sympathy, as well as humour. Some approaches to encourage students to take others’ perspectives include: 

· Having students “act out” physically how someone or something might feel or behave in a joke or story 

· Discussing with them the comments or stories of someone who uses humour to resolve an incongruity or to describe an experience or idea

· Having students tell you things that they’ve done or that happened to them, then retell it as if 

· they were another person that was there too – How would your Mom tell that story about the ice cream flying from the cone onto the back of the stranger standing near you in the market?

· they were going to tell the story to someone different – How would you tell your buddy Ahmoud about that? How about your Uncle? 

Social Instruction
Just as we teach students how to behave appropriately in different situations and with different people, we must be sure to provide instruction  in when to use humour and the difference between “good” and “bad” humour (Sultanoff, 1995). Because humour is so often a matter of taste and cultural norms, we don’t mean things that we don’t find particularly funny – we mean the difference between humour that is hurtful to a person or group of people. We must teach our students how to poke fun at a situation – not another person or group. “Good” or ‘healthy’ humour stimulates wit, mirth, and laughter; defuses a situation; and releases tension. “Bad” or ‘hurtful’ humour creates pain and distance; exacerbates a situation and increases tension (Sultanoff, 1995). We can help our students learn that some forms of humour are only acceptable:

· When another person uses it with them (e.g. Playing the Dozens or ‘Scolding’ – exchanging clever insults with affection)

· When they have a strong relationship with the another person vs. when they are getting to know them

· When the situation is socially appropriate (e.g. at a party, but not a church service)

· When they aim it at themselves

Planning and Coaching
As in any skill or ability, helping students plan how to use humour and providing them with coaching to refine their use of humour are an important aspect of teaching humour. Some strategies for doing so include:  

· Encouraging students to collect humour 

· Having students keep a ‘humour journal’ of things people say that seem funny to her. As a teacher, when you use something from your ‘humour journal’ share its history with students

· Offering models and encourage students to create their own humour 

· Writing scripts and humourous stories (adapt from the “social stories” research) 

Summary
Finally, the bad news for busy teachers is that, as in any critical area, instruction in humour takes 

· Thoughtful planning

· An understanding of your student as a learner and an individual

· A deep knowledge of your content

· A capacity for joy and silliness and irony

The good news is that humour curriculum and instruction can  

· Be embedded in any and every teaching and learning experience 

· Deepen and enrich the student’s mastery of content knowledge, skills, and concepts across developmental and academic domains

· Help stabilize emotions such as frustration and boredom (yours and the student’s)

· Provide opportunities for peer interaction and cooperative learning

· Be fun to research and plan for!
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