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Humor is the quality of being funny. Humor is “bound to its time, society, and cultural anthropology” (Eco, 1986, p.). There are as many standards for what is funny as there are individuals of different ages, gender, and cultures. Humor is particularly powerful as a social experience. While humor can be appreciated alone, we laugh more with others. Humor “exists between people rather than in the joke itself” (Reddy et al., 2002, p. 219). Opportunities for humor arise in the presence of others. While gender differences are the single largest source of individual differences in humor, others’ reactions play an important role in establishing more individualized patterns of humor development. 

Whether in the realm of objects, behavior, social norms, or language, some form of non-fitting, unexpected, inappropriate, surprising, or incongruous relationship is always present in humor (McGhee, 1979, p. 46). Something that is ‘humorous’ makes us happy, gives us pleasure, and provides a way for us to enjoy the ridiculous. Humor 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).  

A sense of humor requires that one is able to recognize, comprehend, and appreciate something as funny; as well as create and deliver humorous stimuli. Sultanoff (1995) offers a framework for understanding the complex nature of humor. He defines wit as the cognitive experience, mirth as the emotional experience, and laughter as the physiological experience. While Sultanoff points out that you do not have to laugh to experience humor, a sense of humor includes the ability to respond to what is understood to be funny, a ‘mirth’ response. It is the mirth response which we communicate through a range of reactions from smiles or grins to giggles and guffaws. 

Humor typically can be categorized as visual through figural or physical representations or auditory/verbal such as a noise or joke. Table 1 provides an overview of the forms that humor assumes within these categories.

Table 1: Forms of Humor

	Figural
	Visual (Physical)
	Verbal
	Auditory

	Comic books

Comic strips

Political Cartoons

Cartoons

Caricatures
	Impressions

Impersonations Mime

Pantomime

Practical Jokes

Slapstick

Sight gags
	Jokes

Puns

Riddles

Satire

Parody

Irony

Wit

Limericks

Anecdotes
	Impressions

Impersonations

Noises

Sounds


Humor is essential to both social and cognitive development because it locks in memories and teaches life lessons. Through humor, we learn how to make meaning of communication (tone, expression, context etc.), not just the language; create social bonds; and learn social skills (Trout, 1998). Humor is essential to good self esteem and mental health because it reduces stress and anxiety by shifting our perspective; replaces distressing emotions with pleasurable feelings; changes how we behave; increases energy; decreases stress hormones; increases infection-fighting antibodies; AND it feels good (Sultanoff, 1995).  By teaching humor we help students increase their vocabulary, expand their world knowledge, develop metalinguistic awareness, improve comprehension of figurative language, improve sensory awareness, and foster problem-solving skills (Specter, 1992).

While humor is appreciated through all of the senses, vision plays a dominant role. For this reason, and because their experiences are often limited, children with visual impairments need explicit stimulation and instruction to ensure development of a sense of humor. 

Humor is something valued in all cultures. Frequently, the basis of childhood friendships is shared enjoyment of jokes, funny movies, or cartoons. Children with visual impairments may be left out because they do not participate in or appreciate humor. Despite the assumption that a sense of humor is an innate characteristic, much like musical or artistic talent, everyone is born with the potential for humor – the ability to find things funny and make people laugh” (McGhee, 2002). 

It is worth finding time in the curriculum to teach humor because its contributions go far beyond its role as a social tool. Humor plays a key role in cognitive, language and literacy, and social development. It is a critical contributor to positive self-esteem, mental health, and creativity (Bhaerman, 2004; Specter, 1992). Additionally, we can use humor to capture the attention of a group, get people on our side, and redress a power imbalance. Because humor fosters creativity and divergent thinking, the absence of a sense of humor can lead to rigid and narrowly focused thought processes (Bhaerman, 2004; McGhee, 2002; Specter, 1992). 
A child’s developmental level and range of abilities influence their capacity to learn, understand, and participate in certain types of humor. Children typically learn about humor and hone their own sense of humor incidentally through observation, modeling, and perception of others’ reactions. Appreciation of humor often relies on visual information. Without instruction, children with visual impairments may have difficulty developing a sense of humor and appreciating others’ wit. 
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