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A child’s capacity to appreciate humour depends on their cognitive and sensory abilities, prior experiences, and stages of development. Changes in basic patterns of humour at different ages depend on underlying changes in intellectual development. The four basic stages of humour development in young children first identified by McGhee (1979) continue to form the framework for research in this area (Johnson & Mervis, 1997; Klein, 1992). The stages, as defined by McGhee are: 1) incongruous actions toward objects; 2) incongruous labeling of objects and events; 3) conceptual incongruity; and 4) multiple meanings.  Table 2 provides a more detailed overview of the developmental trajectory of humour in young children.

Table 2: Overview of Humour Development

	DEVELOPMENTAL STAGES
	SOURCES OF HUMOUR

	Pre-Humour
	

	0 – 2 Months 

· Week 1 (during sleep)

· Week 2 – 3

· End of 1 Month

· 6 – 8 Weeks
	· Results from spontaneous activity of the central nervous system

· First wakeful smile, tends to occur after feeding

· Combination of mother’s voice and tactile stimulation

· Real social smile appears

	2 – 4 Months

· Month 2

· Month 3 or 4

· Between 3 & 6 Months
	· Broadened smile connected to broader range of events (moving objects or lights)

· Meaningful events (unmoving face)

· Smile of recognition (moderate amount of effort)

	4 – 6 Months

	· Ability to form specific expectations and recognize violations of these expectations.

· Auditory & physical cues. ( Kissing stomach, “Gonna get you,” Lip popping)

	7 – 9 Months
	· Events which are discrepant from familiar. Violation of expectations, yet safe & secure

· Response to tactile items begins to decrease & response to visual human items increase

· Auditory & tactile cues (Squeaky voices, peek-a-boo, chasing, jiggling over head)

	9 – 12 Months
	· Visual & social items (peek-a-boo, covered face, shaking hair, disappearing object)

· Produce discrepant events (covering adults face, repeating actions)

· 

	Humour
	

	Stage One: 

1 – 2  Years
	· Incongruous actions toward objects {Sensorimotor (Piaget)/ Presocial (Loevinger)]

· Incongruous labeling of objects and events

· 

	Stage Two: 

2 – 3 Years
	· Use of words to create incongruities [Preoperational (Piaget)/ Impulsive (Loevinger)]

· Sounds of words distorted [preschoolers do not memorize or repeat same joke]

	Stage Three: 

3 – 7 Years
	· Conceptual incongruity (advances in language development) [Concrete operational (Piaget)/Self-protective (Loevinger)]

· Perceive varying degrees of incongruity (development of perceptual orientation)

· Gender changes

· Repetitious rhyming of words & creation of nonsense words

	Stage Four: 

7 Years – Adulthood (humour becomes more ‘culture/social’ specific & sophisticated)
	· Multiple meanings (e.g. puns) 

· First signs of logic (e.g. Riddles)

· Concrete operational thinking (Piagetian)[less egocentric]


Development of humour begins when infants become curious or are captivated by the novelty of an event or experience. The child’s perception of that incongruity can lead to amusement, curiosity, or fear. If the novelty is too extreme or the child is not feeling secure, the infant can become anxious. Because a newborn infant can visually copy basic expressions and may have visual communication as a reflexive function during the first day of life Hyvärinen (2004), the baby has the capacity to receive a ‘play signal’ from a caregiver. It is this signal that enables the infant to take pleasure in a novel event.  However, since we rely so heavily on vision to connect with and signal an infant, the baby with visual impairment may miss the ‘play signal’ that is necessary to enable young children to find amusement in, or become curious about novel stimuli. Infants and caregivers need to develop a repertoire of non-visual signals such as silly noises to ensure that the connection and communication important to early development of humour occurs. A child’s response to humour “can tell us about [his or her] ability to engage with and understand others” (Reddy, Williams & Vaughan, 2002, p. 219). 

Children’s production of humour is closely connected to the development of symbolic play. Children will produce and respond to visual humour shortly after the initiation of symbolic play (Johnson & Mervis, 1997). Production of verbal humour occurs as the child begins to master the vocabulary and the conceptual underpinnings of language. Johnson and Mervis found that the inclusion of words in their subject’s lexicon was more important to his appreciation and production of verbal humour than play signals in social situations. Typically, incongruent labels represent the earliest stage of development of verbal humour, followed by incongruent attributes of concepts and word play and increasingly complex metalinguistic capacity such as puns and nonsense words. The implications for children with visual impairments indicates that the development of humour is tied to their opportunities to develop concepts and increasingly complex language, as well as access to signals and models for recognizing and appreciating humour. 
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