A Study of Joke-Telling as a Motivating Pedagogical Tool in an EFL Setting

Introduction

Students in technological colleges in Taiwan have been mainly recruited from
vocational high schools (VHS hereafter). However, Shih (1999) has found that
vocational high school (VHS) students’ English learning has long been neglected.
Chen’s study (2006) has documented that VHS students generally do not show
strong motivation to learn English and that their English proficiency has quite often
been questioned. Previous studies (Lin, 2003; Shih, 1999) have found many
disadvantages (such as materials, teaching methods, and tuition hours) in VHS
students’ English learning under the current educational policy, and such
disadvantages in English might interfere with their advanced learning after their
entrance to technological college (Lin, 2003). Lin suggested that, among others,
more diverse and multifaceted English learning materials be taken into
consideration to improve VHS students’ English achievement, and that VHS
students’ learning motivation and confidence in English learning be enhanced.

In view of the above studies, research on examining and improving
technological collegial students’ English learning is imperatively needed. Since
VHS education has long been neglected (Lin, 2003; Shih, 1999) in Taiwan, it is
hoped that some of the disadvantages regarding English learning for these
students—after entering technological college—could improve. With its
“laughter-producing” characteristic, joke-telling activity may attract students’
attention and give them joy during the process, which may encourage them to
apply a more intense effort to the learning. However, one point mentioned by
Huang (2001) is worth noticing, namely, what teachers perceive as motivating
teaching/learning activities may not always be perceived as similarly motivating by
students; opinion-discrepancy between teachers and students toward learning
activities may exist. The enhancement of students’ learning effect may be achieved
to a greater extent “if teachers could obtain the knowledge of exactly what
activities students are more interested in as well as willing to participate in” (p. 59).
Since there seems to be a dearth of studies regarding jokes in relation to
technological collegial students’ English learning, this study, therefore, aimed to
investigate—from students’ perspective—whether joke-telling activity facilitates
their learning. The results of this study might draw more attention from instructors
concerned with improving English teaching and learning in technological colleges
in Taiwan. According to the results of this study, teachers might design similar
activities to raise their students” English learning motivation. It is hoped that the
findings can help technological collegial students become more motivated English
learners and enhance their English learning confidence as well as achievements at
school.
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Literature Review

It has been considered by many that motivation is the key to learning a foreign
language well (Brown, 2001; Dérnyei, 1998; Oxford & Shearin, 1994; Warden and
Lin, 2000). In Taiwan’s EFL field, many studies (Chang, 1997; Huang, 2005;
Huang, 2004; Kan, 2005; Peng, 2002) have shown that motivation proves to play a
determining role in students’ English learning in school settings ranging from
elementary school, junior high school, vocational high school (or senior high
school) to college. In language motivation research, Garner’s motivation theory
(Gardner, 1985; Gardner & Lambert, 1972) has been considered the most
influential on related studies. Gardner (1985) defines L2 motivation as “the extent
to which an individual works or strives to learn the language because of a desire to
do so and the satisfaction experienced in this activity” (p. 10). Brown (1994)
defined motivation as “the extent to which you make choices about goals to pursue
and the effort you will devote to that pursuit” (p. 34). Oxford and Shearin (1994)
found that motivation is an influential factor that affects language learning and
achievements. But what may be some ways of motivating the students in an EFL
context?

Previous studies (Chang, 2005; Hsu, 1993) have mentioned that there exists a
strong connection between learners’ English learning motivation and their English
performance. With a growing emphasis on English learning in Taiwan, students’
learning motivation needs our close attention. In enhancing learning effectiveness,
Chen (2007) has cited what Shatz and LoSchiavo have presented at the 17" annual
meeting of American Psychological Society: “Humor can motivate students’
interest in learning as well as increase their sense of participation.” Mentioned by
Shiao et al. (1991), laughter has the effect in arousing students’ intellectual curiosity
and stimulating students’ learning passion. In addition to Lin’s studies (1985; 1990)
regarding jokes, the results of his investigation (submitted in 1999 by Council for
Cultural Affairs) of Taiwanese children’s reading interests revealed that jokes and
comics are their top two most favorite reading materials. It has been summarized
by Chen (2007) that “jokes—in addition to the entertaining function—arouse
learning motivation, attract students’ attention, help concentrate students’ attention,
facilitate teacher-students interaction, as well as enhance learning effects” (pp.
147-148).

Dornyei and Csizer (1998) conducted a survey on 200 teachers and asked
them to rate the importance of a set of strategies and to estimate how often they
used the strategies in their own teaching. Based on the results, they made a list of
“Ten commandments for motivating language learners,” among which, strategies
two (Create a pleasant, relaxed atmosphere in the classroom) and six (Make the
language classes interesting) seem to be particularly relevant to some related
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studies’ (Bucaria, 2004; Davies, 2003; Schmitz, 2002; Wang, 1998) advocacy.

In a study investigating whether the 9th-grade students in middle school (the
3rd-grade students in junior high school) had the ability to comprehend and
appreciate different types of English jokes and to discriminate between different
types of English texts as well, Deng (2003) has found that, among others, most of
the students preferred more English humorous texts to be included in English
textbooks, teaching humorous texts in class can enhance students’ learning
motivation in reading, and English teachers providing -carefree learning
environments can make students learn English more effectively. In her study (Ding,
2007) of motivating junior high school students to read English by reading aloud
humorous children's poetry, most of the subjects mentioned that they enjoyed
reading humorous poetry, and that they never thought that English learning could
be so interesting and could bring about great happiness. As Nemeth (1998) has
mentioned, most textbook writers have decided to include funny stories and jokes
in their texts. It is suggested that the more amazing, the more laughable a story may
be, the more likely will our students remember it, and they will learn new
vocabulary much easier.

Definition of Terms

Schmitz (2002), for the purpose of foreign language teaching, divides jokes into
three basic categories (although not completely, mutually exclusive and isolated):
universal type, cultural type and language type of jokes. In line with Deng’s study
(2003), Tsai (2004), in a study consisted of 127 senior high students, has found that
among the basic categories of jokes, the subjects understood the universal jokes
best, followed by the linguistic jokes and then the cultural jokes. In addition, basing
on Raskin’s Semantic Theory of Humor and Carrell’s joke competence and humor
competence, the results of Wang’s (1998) study, which aimed to investigate
whether different types of jokes in English affect English-major freshmen’s
comprehension and appreciation, have revealed that culture-specific and
language-specific jokes are more difficult for the Chinese subjects to understand
and appreciate than universal type of jokes.

Universal type

Generally speaking, humor of this type of jokes is based on reality, and is
related to worldwide common sense. Theoretically, they retain the original
linguistic meaning even after being translated into other languages. Following is an
example:

Bad neighbor

A: A newly moved-in neighbor is outrageous. He kept ringing our doorbell
last night. And it was twelve o’clock p. m.
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B: It’s horrible! Did you call the police?

A: No. | just thought of him as lunatic. So I ignored it and continued playing
my piano. ---Translated from Lin (2007)

The humor of this joke is based on the character’s (A’s) lack of
self-knowledge, and there are such people in each ethnic group or country.

Cultural type

Cultural type of joke creates the punch line through specific knowledge of
certain cultural background. Listeners who lack the knowledge of related cultural
terms may fail to understand or appreciate the joke. Following is an example:

Worship us

During Zhong-Yuan Festival ', my five-year old son curiously asked his
grandmother: “Grandma, who are you worshipping today?”

“Silly child, I’m worshipping the good-brothers.” Grandma said.

Upon hearing this, my son excitedly said to his elder brother standing nearby:
“Aren’t we good brothers, Bro? Grandma is worshipping us!” ---Translated from
Lin (2007)

At least two points related to Chinese cultural background are in need for
people to understand the punch line of the above joke. First, Chinese have the
custom of worshipping gods and ghosts. Second, it is a taboo for Chinese to use the
word *“ghosts” in this context, which is normally replaced by the term
“good-brothers.”

Linguistic type

The foundation of linguistic type of joke is related to linguistic skills. The
ability in understanding this type of joke is dependent on people’s knowledge in
linguistic ambiguity derived from vocabulary, phonology, grammar or morphemes,
etc. The following example related to vocabulary-knowledge in Chinese may clarify
the point.

False explanation

Hsiao-Hua is always sleeping in the class. One day, the teacher, who cannot stand it
any longer, woke him up and asked him: “Do you know why the rabbit has lost in the
race with the turtle?”

Still sleepy, Hsiao-Hua answered: “I don’t know.”

! Afestival on the seventh full moon in a lunar year, observed variously as a summer lantern
festival and (or) for the commemoration of the dead.
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The teacher said in anger: “Because the rabbit dozed off.”

“Oh, | see!” Hsiao-Hua seemed to have a revelation. “Those who haven’t dozed off are
turtles!” ---Translated from Lin (2007)

In this joke, Hsiao-Hua evaded the teacher’s blame by not answering the question:
“Do you know why the rabbit lost in the race with the turtle?” While by saying “Those
who haven’t dozed off are turtles,” Hsiao-Hua has in a way mocked the teacher and the
classmates, because in Chinese, “turtle”—in addition to the name of an animal—may
be referred to: (1) A husband whose wife is having an affair; (2) Those who are
cowards, incompetent or incapable; or (3) The male owner (or servant) of a brothel.
The punch line of the above joke lies in the variation of interpretation of the word
“turtle.”

Research Questions

By applying joke-telling activity to English conversation classroom in an EFL
context, the researcher sought possible answers to the following questions:

1. What effects does the application of joke-telling activity have on
English-major students’ English learning?

2. How do English-major students perceive joke-telling activity in English
conversation classrooms?

3. What may be an appropriate set of application procedures for joke-telling
activity in English-major conversation classrooms?

Methodology

This study intended to investigate the application of joke-telling activity to
English conversation classroom by exploring its use and effects as well as its
contribution to English learning. The teacher/researcher polled students who have
gone through the application of joke-telling activity at the end of the academic year
2010 to 2011. The instrument adopted for the study was a survey designed by the
researcher. In addition, subjects’ comments on the application of joke-telling were
invited at the end of the survey for the purpose of qualitative enquiry of some
possible aspects of issues not revealed from the quantitative investigation.

Participants

The sample of the study consisted of 57 English-majors, including 50
freshmen and 7 non-freshmen (re-taking the course due to their failure in passing it
during their freshmen year), from one Applied Foreign Languages Department in
central Taiwan. Out of the 57 subjects, 12 were males (about 21%) and 45 were
females (about 79%). Students have studied the language for an average of 6 years
in vocational high school. All in all, the participants seemed to be a fairly typical
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group of university students beginning their first year of language study.
Application Procedures

In line with what (Deng, 2003), Tsai (2004), and Wang (1998) have found that
universal type of jokes was easier (than language-specific or cultural type of jokes)
for the students to comprehend and appreciate, the teacher/researcher of this
study—after familiarizing the subjects with this type of jokes at the beginning of
the semester—has asked them to search one? (either from books or on-line
resources) for themselves in preparation for the presentation activity at the end of
the listening and speaking course in that semester. The subjects were told in
advance that: (1) It is possible to present a longer joke or several shorter jokes, as
long as it is within the time-limit of two minutes; (2) Ideally, the joke chosen is
supposed to be able to generate laughter; and (3) The joke-telling is to be recorded.
In order to help students judge if the joke they have found was suitable®, it was
required that students hand in the script of the joke at least three weeks before the
presentation for the teacher/researcher to review. Other teaching activities that have
been done in the course included a self-introduction activity at the beginning of the
course and the teaching of a textbook (New Move Ahead, published by Macmillan
Publishers Limited, designed to provide intensive practice in listening to and
participating in everyday conversations) along with practice of the
exercises/activities provided in the book.

Survey Instrument

At the end of the activity, students were asked to do a survey and give their
opinions or comments on the activity (in the open-ended part of the survey). It was
hoped that the students, having gone through all of the teaching/learning activities
in the academic year, would be more objective in providing their perception. For
the survey questions, the 7-item scale from Klein (2003) which was commonly
used (Kim & Biocca, 1997; Nelson, Yaros, & Keum, 2006) has been adopted.
Respondents indicated agreement with statements along a 1 to 7 scale, with 7 =
agree very strongly and 1 = disagree very strongly. The survey instrument (see
Appendix for Chinese-version) was administered at the end of the activity, and was
collected immediately after completion by the subjects. For more accurate results,
small gifts were provided.

2 Other types of jokes were also acceptable as long as students thought that they were
understandable by their classmates. It turned out that around 90% of the jokes presented belonged
to the universal type.

3 Some of the students had difficulty in deciding whether the joke was of the right type or suitable
level of difficulty. In addition, in the case that some of the students hoped to translate Chinese
jokes into English on their own, it was necessary for the teacher to help with their grammar and
vocabulary.
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Data Analysis

The present study collected the data by questionnaires and chose adequate
statistic methods for data processing and analysis. The methods included
descriptive analysis and Independent t-test. In order to determine the validity of the
survey instruments, two experts in the field of research design were invited for a
judgmental analysis. It was suggested that some of the items be added to the survey
(e. g., the addition of the items on stage manner and self-reported enhancement of
confidence in speaking English).

For inter-rater reliability of the open-ended part of answer, two other English
instructors of another university were invited to work on the collected data. The
constant comparison method (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) was used to analyze the
written comments of respondents by searching for the meaning of the data as well
as the relation between the data and related literature. The procedures adopted for
the interpretation of the answers of the open-ended questions were divided into the
following stages:

1. Comparing incidents applicable to each category.

2. Integrating categories and their properties.

3. Delimiting the construction.

4. Writing the construction.

Results and Discussions of the Survey

In the part of affective domain, the results revealed that students feel positive
about the four items. Among the four items, the two highest rankings have been
derived from the two items: “The activity is a pleasant experience for me” (79%),
and “The activity facilitates teacher-students interaction as well as interaction
among students” (70.2%), suggesting that students particularly feel positive about
the activity’s effect in generating pleasure and interaction. The results are presented
in Table 1.

Table 1 Frequencies of Response to Questions of Affective Domain

Items C% C% C% C% C% C% C%

1.Interesting 0 0.000 0.002 3.512035.09 16 28.07 11 19.30 8 14.04
2.Interaction 00.0011.753 5.261322.81 19 33.3315 26.32 6 10.53
3.A pleasant experience 0 0.000 0.002 3.51 10 17.54 20 35.09 16 28.07 9 15.79
4.Sense of Achievement 0 0.00 0 0.00 3 5.26 16 28.07 22 38.60 12 21.05 4 7.02

C: Count; %: Percentage
Source of information: present research
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In the part about learning effects (Table 2), the results revealed that students
feel positive about most of the items, with at least two-thirds of the respondents
agreeing to each item. Among the fifteen items, the five ones with the highest
percentage of response falling under the categories of 5 to 7 are as follows
“Through the activity, 1 have had more opportunities in practicing my stage
manner” (91.2%), “Through the activity, | have had more opportunities in speaking
English” (91.2%), “The activity has positively influenced my English
learning”(89.5%), “Through the activity, | have had more opportunities in learning
how to overcome my fear” (87.7%) , and “To a certain degree, the activity has
enhanced my English-speaking fluency” (87.7%). These results suggest that
students particularly feel positive about the activity’s effect in training their stage
manner, in producing opportunities for them to speak English, in helping them to
overcome their fear, in enhancing their English-speaking fluency, and in positively
influencing their English learning. While the percentage of agreement to these
fifteen items are overall relatively high, the two lowest rankings have been derived
from the following items: “Through the activity, | have been able to learn some
grammar” (63.2%), and “Through the activity, my confidence in speaking English
has been enhanced to a certain degree” (68.4%), suggesting that students feel less
positive about the activity’s effect in enhancing their grammar learning and
English-speaking confidence.

10
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Table 2 Frequencies of Response to Questions about Learning Effects

Counts 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Items C% C% C% C% C% C% C %
5. sentence structures 0 0.00 1 1.75 2 3.51 14 2456 21 36.84 13 22.81 6 10.53
6. grammar 0 0.00 1 1.75 3 5.26 17 29.82 20 35.09 11 19.30 5 8.77
7. vocabulary 0 0.00 0 0.00 4 7.02 6 10.53 20 35.09 19 33.33 8 14.04
8. practicing

appropriate 0 0.00 0 0.00 2 351 6 10.53 18 31.58 19 33.33 12 21.05

intonation
9. practicing my stage

0 0.00 0 0.00 1 1.75 4 7.02 17 29.82 12 21.05 23 40.35
manner

10. learning how to
overcome my fear

11. accurateness of
pronunciation

0 000 1175 2 351 4 7.02 16 28.07 13 22.81 21 36.84

0 0.00 0 0.00 1 1.75 10 17.54 15 26.32 16 28.07 15 26.32

12. foreign culture 0 0.00 0 0.00 3 526 9 1579 13 22.81 17 29.82 15 26.32
13. expression ability 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 10 17.54 26 45.61 13 22.81 8 14.04
14. speaking English 0 0.00 0 0.00 2 351 3 526 18 31.58 18 31.58 16 28.07
15. listening to others 0 0.00 1 1.75 0 0.00 12 21.05 16 28.07 22 38.60 6 10.53

16. ability in listening
to English

17. confidence in
speaking English

18. English-speaking
fluency

19. positively
influenced

0 0.00 11751 175 15 26.32 20 35.09 15 26.32 5 8.77

0 0.00 0 0.00 1 1.75 17 29.82 18 31.58 15 26.32 6 10.53

0 0.00 0 0.00 1 1.75 6 10.53 25 43.86 16 28.07 9 15.79

0 0.00 0 0.00 2 351 4 7.02 19 33.33 19 33.33 13 22.81

C: Count; %: Percentage
Source of information: present research

In the category of “others” (Table 3), the results revealed that students feel
positive about most of the items, with at least two-thirds of the respondents
agreeing to both of the items (Questions 20 and 21). With the item “Listening to
my classmates’ jokes positively influenced my learning”, in a 7-item scale, 68.4%
of the response falls under the categories of 5 to 7. With the item “I could
understand the jokes presented by my classmates”, 64.9% of the response falls
under the categories of 5to 7.

11
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Among the twelve items, the four highest rankings (over 80%) have been
derived from the following items: “I like to hear something funny or hilarious”
(93%), followed by “What | think about the best length of joke-telling” (86.8%),
“Generally speaking, | like the activity”, (84.2%), and “I think the application
procedures of the activity are reasonable” (81.8%). These results suggest that most
of the students feel like listening to something funny or hilarious, they enjoy the
joke-telling activity, and they think that the application procedures as well as the

length of the activity reasonable. Table 3 presents the results.

Table 3 Frequencies of Response to Questions in the “Others” Category

Counts

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Items
C% C% C% C % C % C % C %
20. positively influenced 0 0.00 0 0.00 4 7.02 14 245614 245618 31587 12.28
21. understand the jokes 0 0.00 1 1.75 5 8.77 14 245624 42119 15794 7.2
22. length of joke 0 000 0 000 4 7.02 19 333315 263213 22816 1053
23. related English 0 000 0 000 9 15795 877 17 298215 263211 19.30
information
24. recording enhanced 0 o) 0 00 9 157911 193020 35008 14.049  15.79
memO“Zlng
25.nervous about recording 1 1.75 3 526 6 10539 157911 19.3012 21.0515 26.32
26. devoted t t
e;‘;‘;: oagrea 0 000 0 000 2 351 13 228112 21.0517 29.8213 22.81
21 application procedures ., ) o) 4 600 0 000 9 163621 381817 30917 1273
reasonable
28. best length of 4 86.7 2 13210 0.00 0.000.00 0.000.00 0.000.00 0.000.00
joke-telling 6 9
29.funny or hilarious 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 4 7.02 14 245612 21.0527 47.37
30. do it again 0 000 0 000 2 351 12 21.0517 298212 21.0514 2456
31. like the activity 0 000 0000 0000 9 157919 33339 157920 3509

C: Count; %: Percentage

Source of information: present research

Results of Mean

As can be seen from the mean (ranging from 4.96 to 6.09) of the 31 items, a
relatively high agreement to these questions was derived. On the whole, the
participants have shown relatively positive perception towards the activity. Among
the 31 questions, the five items that gained the highest ratings are as follows:

12
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4.

5.

I like to hear something funny or hilarious. (Question 29, M=6.09, SD=1.01)
Through the activity, I have had more opportunities in practicing my stage
manner. (Question 9, M=5.91, SD=1.07)

Through the activity, 1 have had more opportunities in learning how to
overcome my fear. (Question 10, M=5.77, SD=1.23)

Through the activity, | have had more opportunities in speaking English.
(Question 14, M=5.75, SD=1.04)

Generally speaking, I like the activity. (Question 31, M=5.70, SD=1.12)

The items that gained relatively lower ratings are as follows:

1.

My teacher’s recording of the joke presentation enhanced my motivation in
memorizing the joke well. (Question 24, M=4.95, SD=1.27)

This result may suggest that the participants did not highly agree to the
statement that their motivation in memorizing the joke was related to the
procedure that their presentation was to be recorded. There may have been
some other more powerful factors that enhanced the participants’ motivation in
memorizing the joke, such as the fact that their joke presentation would be
scored, etc., which may be in need of more studies in the future.

Through the activity, |1 have been able to learn some grammar. (Question 9,
M=4.91, SD=1.11)

This result may be related to the fact that the content of the joke presented by
each student was of short length (two minutes long). The grammar usage or
concepts covered in such a short piece of content was limited in quantity.

I could understand the jokes presented by my classmates. (Question 10, M=4.82,
SD=1.09)

One phenomenon worth noticing is that, despite the participants’ relatively
lower rating of this item (M=4.82, SD=1.09), their rating on Question 15
(Through the activity, | have had more motivation in listening to others’
English-speaking) was relatively higher (M=5.33, SD=1.04), indicating that
they agree that they were motivated to listen to others’ English-speaking during
the activity. This might mean that even though they can’t understand others
well, they are interested in listening to what others had to say.

Although the mean of each of these three items is not very low, the results

seem to suggest that these three statements—in comparison to others in the
survey—were not agreed as much by the participants, suggesting that not as many
participants highly agree to this activity’s procedure of recording the joke
presentation in enhancing their motivation in memorizing the joke, and not as many
participants highly agree to this activity’s effect in facilitating their grammar
learning and their understanding of jokes presented by others. Table 4 presents the
results.

13
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Table 4 Results of Mean

Item Mean Sd

1. I feel that the activity is interesting. 5.05 1.12

2.The activity facilitates teacher-students interaction as well as g g 1.14
interaction among students. ' '

3. The activity has been a pleasant experience for me. 5.35 1.06
4. I’ve gained sense of achievement from the activity. 4.96 1.00

5.Through the activity, |1 have been able to learn some sentence g 7 1.10
structures not taught in the textbook. ' '

6.Through the activity, | have been able to learn some grammar. 491 1.11

7.Through the activity, | have been able to learn some vocabulary. 5.37 1.08

8.Through the activity, | have had more opportunities in practicing g cg 1.05
appropriate intonation. ' '
9.Through the activity, | have had more opportunities in practicing my g gq 1.07
stage manner. ' '
10.Through the activity, I have had more opportunities in learning how ¢ 4 1.23
to overcome my fear. ' '
11.During the activity, | paid attention to the accurateness of ¢ g 1.12
pronunciation. ' '

12.Through the activity, | have learned some foreign culture (e. g.,
other S/vays of thinking, or other kinds of attitudes towards different 5.56 1.20
issues).

13.Through the activity, my ability of expression has been enhanced to ¢ 35 0.93
a certain degree. ' '

14.ghr;3_urg];h the activity, | have had more opportunities in speaking ;g 1.04

nglish.

15.Through the activity, | have had more motivation in listening to ¢ 35 1.04
others’ English-speaking. ' '

16.Through the activity, my ability in listening to English has enhanced ¢ g 1.06
to a certain degree. ' '

17.Through the activity, my confidence in speaking English has ¢4, 1.03
enhanced to a certain degree. ' '

18.To a certain degree, the activity has enhanced my English-speaking ¢ 46 0.95
fluency. ' '

19.The activity has positively influenced my English learning. 5.65 1.03
20.Listening to my classmates’ jokes positively influenced my learning. 5.18 1.15
21.1 could understand the jokes presented by my classmates. 4.82 1.09

22.Two minutes’ length of joke presentation for each one is reasonable. 4.96 113
23.1 have looked into a great deal of related English information for the ¢ 55 1.31
activity. ' '
24.My teacher’s recording of the joke presentation enhanced my , 95 1.27
motivation in memorizing the joke well. ' '

(Table continues)

14
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(Table continued)

Item Mean Sd

25.1 feel nervous about my teacher’s recording of the joke presentation.  5.14 1.62
26.1 devoted myself to the activity to a great extent. 5.46 1.18
27.1 think the application procedures of the activity are reasonable. 5.33 1.07

28.What | think about the best length of joke-telling (please circle the best
one in the following). (1). two minutes  (2). 3-5 minutes  (3). 5-7 1.12 0.33
minutes  (4) longer

29.1 like to hear something funny or hilarious. 6.09 1.01
30.1’d like to do the activity again. 5.42 1.18
31.Generally speaking, 1 like the activity. 5.70 1.12

Sd: Standard Deviation
Source of information: present research

Results of Independent t-Test according to Gender Difference

Since some studies have indicated that gender may cause differences in
language learning (Bacon, 1992; Oxford & Crookall, 1989), the researcher
conducted independent t-test to assess male and female students’ perception of the
activity. Internal consistency for the survey questions was high, with Cronbach
alpha of .963. The researcher used the mean to describe the average, and the
standard deviation to describe the variability. Taken together, these two values
should give a good picture of the data and help the researcher in understanding the
outcome of the propositions. (Gall et al., 1996: p. 178). As shown in Table 5, the
male and female participants of this study have shown different perception towards
the activity in some aspects. Among the 31 questions, the ten items that have
shown statistically significant difference are as follows:

=

| feel that the activity is interesting. (Question 1, p=0.05)

The activity has been a pleasant experience for me. (Question 3, p<0.05)

3. Through the activity, | have been able to learn some sentence structures not
taught in the textbook. (Question 5, p<0.05)

4. Through the activity, | have been able to learn some grammar. (Question 6, p
<0.1)

5. Through the activity, |1 have had more opportunities in practicing appropriate
intonation. (Question 8, p <0.05)

6. Through the activity, | have had more opportunities in practicing my stage
manner. (Question 9, p<0.05)

7. Through the activity, | have learned some foreign culture (e. g., other ways of

thinking, or other kinds of attitudes towards different issues). (Question 12,

N

15
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p<0.05)

8. Through the activity, my confidence in speaking English has enhanced to a
certain degree. (Question 17, p<0.01)

9. Two minutes’ length of joke presentation for each one is reasonable. (Question
22, p<0.01)

10. I think the application procedures of the activity are reasonable. (Question 27,
p<0.05)

There exists some discrepancy between the male and female participants in
their perception of learning sentence structures, grammar, intonation, stage manner
and culture through the activity. Opinion differences between male and female
participants exist also in the length requirement of the joke presentation as well as
application procedures of the activity. Finally, there are differences in their
perception towards whether the activity is interesting and creates a pleasant
experience for them.
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Table 5 Results of Independent t-Test according to Gender Difference

Levene’s ttest for Confidence
Test f i
e (.)r Equality of  Sig. Mean Std. Error Interval of
ltem Equ.a lity of Means (2-tailed) Differ- Difference
Variances ence Difference
F  Sig. t df Lower Upper
Equi‘llq Vg‘nances 1.12 029 -1.96 55.00 0.05%% -0.70  0.36 2141 001
interesting %ssu lf/ .
dual varances 22,10 19.06 0.05 070 033 -1.40  0.00
not assumed
fgﬁgflames’ 044 051 -0.58 55.00 0.56 022 037 0.96 0.53
interaction Faual vati
qual vartances 20.64 20.06 0.53 022 034 0.92 0.49
not assumed
a pleasant Egsﬁev;“am“ 007 079 -229 5500 0.03* 076 033  -143 -0.10
experl- .
Equal variances
ence not assumed 224 16.83 0.04 076 034 -1.48 -0.04
sense of ~ Equal Vj‘“ances 0.06 081 -1.17 55.00 0.25 038 032 -1.03 027
achieve- %ssurrlle .
qual variances
ment o assumed -1.27 19.53 0.22 038 030 -1.00 0.24
Equal variances ;
senfence  assumed 0.24 0.62 -2.08 5500 0.04*¢ 072 035 -1.42 -0.03
structures Equal variances 234 2069 0.03 072 031 1136 -0.08
not assumed ) ) ) ) ) ) )
fiﬁﬂggﬂanm 021 0.65 -1.78 55.00 0.08*  -0.63 035 -1.33 0.08
grammar .
Equal variances 169 1625 011 063 037  -141 0.16
no assumed
Equal variances
vocabu-  assumed 0.01 091 -1.34 55.00 0.19 047 035 -1.16 0.23
lary Equal variances -1.23 15.60 0.24 047 038 -1.28 0.34
not assumed
practicing Equal variances | 30 095 597 5500 0.02%% 073 033 -1.40 -0.07
appropri-  assumed
ate Equal variances -1.86 1431 0.08 073 0.39 -1.58 0.11
practicing Eaual Vj‘riances 801 0.01 -1.94 5500 0.03%* -0.63 034 -1.31 0.06
stage %SSHIIlle .
qual variances
manner  or oo 143 1352 0.18 0.63 044 -1.57 032
Equal variances
OVEICOmE  assnmed 1.08 030 -1.41 55.00 0.16 0.56 039 -1.35 0.24
fear Equal variances 120 1453 025 056 046  -1.55 044

not assumed

(Table continues)
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(Table continued)

Levene’s Confid
Test for  t-test for Mean Std. In(;:r\l/;r;cfe
lem Equality Equality of  Sig. Dif-  Error the
of Means (2-tailed) fer- Differ- .
. Difference
Variances ence ence
F Sig. t df Lower Upper
Equal variances o 71 40 005 5500 096 0.02 037 -0.75 0.72
o assumed
pronunciation Faual )
dual varances 0.04 1588 097 0.02 039  -0.85 0.82
not assumed
Equal variances | 49 093 187 5500 0.07 071 038 -1.47 0.05
. assumed
foreign culture Equal )
dual varances 2192 1474 0.03% 071 044  -1.65 0.23
not assumed
Equal variances 5 74 010 069 55.00 049 021 030  -0.82 0.40
: . assumed
expression ability Equal )
dual varances 0.83 2332 041 021 025  -0.74 031
not assumed
Equal variances | 31 96 160 5500 0.12 053 033 -1.20 0.13
. . assumed
speaking English Equal )
dual varances 2139 14.82 0.18 053 038  -1.35 0.28
not assumed
Equal variances 3 )¢ 09 158 5500 0.12 053 033 -120 0.14
. . assumed
listening to others Equal )
dual varances 2131 1417 021 053 040  -139 034
not assumed
.. FEaual varances | o9 16 157 5500 0.12 053 034 -121 0.15
ability in listening assumed
to English Equal variances 132 1440 021 053 040 -139 033

not assumed

o Eaual variances | o) 03y .1.99 5500 0.00%% -0.60 033 -125 0.05
confidence in assumed
speaking English ~ Equal variances 201 1971 0.06

-0.60 0.30 -1.22 0.02
not assumed

Baual variances 76 39 085 5500 0.40 -026 031 -0.88 0.36
fluency assumed .
Equal variances 090 19.03 0.38 0.26 029  -0.87 0.34
not assumed
g Equal variances )6 61 .0.88 55,00 038 029 033 -096 0.38
positively assumed
influenced Equal variances 0.80 1552 0.43 029 037  -1.07 0.49

not assumed

(Table continues)
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(Table continued)

Levene’s .
t-test for Std. Confidence
Test for i . Mean
ltem Equality of Equality of Sig. Differ Error  Interval of the
. (2-tailed) Differ- Difference
Variances ence
F Sig. t df enee Lower Upper
Equal variances 1 09 39 145 5500 0.15 054 037 -1.28 020
. . assumed
listening to others Eaual veti
dual varances 154 1875 0.14 054 035 -127 020
not assumed
Equal variances 4 59 04 193 5500 0.06 069 036  -1.42 003
. assumed
length of joke Equal vati
qual varances 265 3181 0.00%%*% 069 026 -123 -0.16
not assumed
Baual variances ) 03 (67 097 5500 0.79 009 036 -081 0.62
i assumed
understand the jokes Equal variances
duat var 027 1801 0.79 009 035 -0.82 0.63
not assumed
. Eaqual variances 63 500 5500 0.05 084 042 <167 -0.01
related English assumed
information Equal variances 198 1693 0.06 084 042 -173 005
not assumed
. Baual variances ) 1) 30 035 5500 073 004 042 <098 0.69
recording enhance  assumed
MEMONZINg Equal variances 031 1541 076 014 046 -1.13 0.84
not assumed
Equal variances ) o9 (35 046 55.00 0.65 024 053  -0.82 131
nervous about assumed
recording Equal variances 052 20.87 0.6l 024 047 =073 122
not assumed
Baqual variances 1054 104 5500 0.22 047 038 <124 0.29
devoted to a great  assumed
extent Equal variances 114 1571 027 047 041  -135 04l
not assumed
application Equal variances ) oy 1 0¢ 519 5500 0.03%% 074 034 142 -0.06
assumed
procedures Equal variances
reasonable d 171 1355 0.11 074 043 -1.67 0.19
not assumed
Bqual variances 5 /o 07 130 5500 0.19 043 032 -1.08 0.22
. assumed
funny or hilarious Equal variances
d 113 1467 028 043 038 -1.23 038

not assumed

(Table continues)
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(Table continued)

Levene’s .
t-test for Std. Confidence
Test for i . Mean
ltem Equality of Equality of Sig. Differ Error  Interval of the
AUATY Oy feans (2-tailed) Differ- Difference
Variances ence
F Sig. t df enee Lower Upper
Equal variances ) 56 () 46 084 5500 041 032 038 -1.09 045
) . assumed
do it again Equal variances
d -0.88 18.40 0.39 -032 037 -1.09 0.45
not assumed
Bqualvariances - 6447 041 500 068  -0.05 037 088 058
) .. assumed
like the activity Equal vari
duat Varances 042 1801 068 015 036 090 0.60

not assumed

*p<0.1 **<0.05 ***p<0.01

Sd: Standard Deviation
Source of information: present research

Results of the Subjects” Opinions/Comments

Of the 57 participants, responses (written as open-ended answer at the end of
the survey) ranged from 150 to 400 words, and were an average of 150 words in
length. Responses were often interrelated and overlapping. In this section, detailed
presentation and explanations of the subjects’ opinions and comments will be
introduced. Of the 57 subjects, if more than 9 (one-sixths) persons have similar
ideas about one particular issue, it will be put in an independent category. There are
ten categories in total. Table 6 summarizes the main categories of participants’

comments towards this activity.
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Table 6 Resulting Categories of Participants’ Comments

Item Opinions/comments Frequency
1 Training of facing different challenges on the stage 35
2 Training of oral ability 30
3 Advancement of English-listening ability 28
4 Learning from others 25
5 Vocabulary enhancement 24
6 Understanding of jokes from different cultures 22
7 Learning how to make one’s speech better and lively 20
8 Trial of different ways of giving a speech 20
9 Application of jokes to making friends in the future 15
10  Adopting other ways of giving a speech 9
Note: N=57

Source of information: present research

The following discussion proceeds with the order of the ranking of
consensus, that is, those opinions that are mentioned by more subjects are to
be discussed first.

Training of facing different challenges on the stage

35 students wrote that they appreciate the opportunity of having been
trained to face different challenges on the stage. They said that they have
learned appropriate stage manner and have learned to overcome fear through
more preparation. They would welcome more opportunities in doing similar
activities even though they feel nervous both before and during the activity.
One of the students said:

Generally speaking, we have fear when we have to speak on the
stage, and our teacher had to record our speech, which made us
feel even more nervous. However, | believe that we’ll be less
fearful in the future when speaking on the stage if we could
survive this two-minute joke-telling.
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This seems to be in line with the survey result of Question 25 (I feel
nervous about my teacher’s recording of the joke presentation.) where
66.7% of the participants’ response falls under the categories of 5 to 7;
the relatively high rating might reveal students’ nervous feeling about
their speech being recorded. However, judging from the open-ended
comment, they seem to believe that they could become less fearful in
the future when speaking on the stage. This seems to imply that even
though students may feel nervous or fearful about this activity or its
procedure, they still regard it as helpful to them.

Training of oral ability

30 students expressed that this activity was helpful to the training
of their oral ability. Some related excerpts are as follows:

We needed to use the right intonation for jokes containing
dialogues. And we needed to sort of play the role when
speaking the line.

Joke-telling is the most ‘comprehensive’ training method,
through which we could realize the use of proper English
intonation. In order to make people laugh, we needed to put
in some change of intonation. Jokes that contain dialogues
are particularly helpful in training us to learn the right
intonation to express things correctly.

I hope to have more similar activities in the future. I am not
competent in speaking English, and more opportunities in
doing this kind of English exercise will enhance my ability.

Advancement of English-listening ability

28 students wrote that this activity was helpful to their
English-listening.

We could enhance our English listening ability while
listening to our classmates telling their jokes. English
learning is not just about memorizing vocabulary and
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listening to CDs.

Learning from others

25 students agreed that through this activity, they were able to learn
from other classmates’ in some aspects.

Through listening to my classmates’ joke-telling, I’ve learned that
they have many strengths that | don’t have, such as their firm stage
manner, clear pronunciation, and good control of intonation.

Today’s joke-telling on the stage is a very meaningful activity,
because | have learned a lot from it as well as others’ joke content.
Furthermore, | asked some of my classmates to listen to my
joke-telling many times beforehand, and they helped me to correct
my pronunciation, especially that of prepositions.

Vocabulary enhancement
24 students said that this activity was of help to their vocabulary learning.

In preparation for this activity, | did a lot of searching and read a
great deal of English jokes every day, which enhanced my English
vocabulary and sped up my progress in English.

I’ve learned more colloquial expressions and spoken language not
covered in text books.

Understanding of jokes from different cultures

22 students mentioned that this activity has an advantage related to cultural
aspect. Some related excerpts are as follows:

This activity not only enhanced our English ability, but also let us
understand the humor of people from other countries. It is
sometimes related to local culture of western countries.

I have learned that not all the jokes of one country can be transferred
to another country. It is related to the difference in language and
culture.

Learning how to make one’s speech better and lively
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20 students expressed that they have learned how to present a joke through
intonation and body movements. They thought that speech through joke-telling
attracts audience’s attention as well as facilitates students’ learning in the
interaction between the presenter and the audience. They said they had to pay
attention to present the joke in a lively way so as to generate the “loudest” laughter.

I think joke-telling is more challenging than giving common
speeches, which require only control of volume and time, fluency
and clear expression of thoughts, and eye contact between the
speaker and the judges. Telling jokes on the stage is not so simple,
in addition to the above mentioned requirements, you need to be
able to make people laugh, and you need to make the speech
“lively.”

Trial of different ways of giving a speech
20 students felt that this activity is different from other kinds of presentations.

We were given a chance to try out a new way of giving a speech; we
had the experience of telling Chinese jokes to others in our daily life,
but we have never done that in English. I think this activity is worth
doing in the future because it is closer to our real life, it enhances
our speech-giving ability, as well as letting us learn through various
ways. Even though it is more challenging and the preparation took
us a lot of trouble.

Application of jokes to making friends in the future

15 students thought that this training is good because they might be able to use
the jokes in their future life or work place. Being ready for telling some jokes may
be useful in the occasions when introduced to new friends, or when chatting with
foreigners to “make the atmosphere better”.

Adopting other ways of giving a speech

9 students thought that jokes could be “subjective” in nature, some may think
they are funny, while others may not think so. They suggested that other types of
speech related to the content of textbook be exercised.
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Conclusions

This study aimed to investigate students’ perspective toward joke-telling
activity in English conversation classrooms. Regarding the research question: What
effects does the application of joke-telling activity have on English-major students’
English learning? The results revealed that students particularly feel positive about
the activity’s effect in training their stage manner, in producing opportunities for
them to speak English, in enhancing their English-speaking fluency, and in
positively influencing their English learning. While the percentage of agreement to
the fifteen items about learning effects are overall relatively high, the two lowest
rankings suggest that the students feel relatively less positive about the activity’s
effect in enhancing their grammar learning and English-speaking confidence.
Regarding the aspect of grammar learning, it may be related to the fact that the
content of the joke presented by each student was of short length (two minutes
long). The grammar usage or concepts covered in such a short piece of content was
limited in quantity. Similarly, in the aspect of English-speaking confidence, while
the participants (87.7%) felt that their English-speaking fluency was enhanced, it
was probably referred to the fluency experienced from telling “that” particular joke
only. The participants may not feel so confident when speaking English in other
contexts.

Regarding the research question: How do English-major students perceive
joke-telling activity in English conversation classrooms? The results of descriptive
analysis suggest that students particularly feel positive about the activity’s strength
in generating pleasure and interaction. Most of the students feel like listening to
something funny or hilarious, they enjoy the joke-telling activity, and they
expressed that the activity is of value in helping them overcome their fear in
speaking English. The students, generally speaking, have looked into a great deal
of related English information for the activity, and seem to have devoted
themselves to it to a great extent. This seems to be in line with what Dérnyei (1998)
has suggested, “motivation is responsible for why people decide to do something,
how long they are willing to sustain the activity, and how hard they are going to
pursue it” (p. 8).

While it seems that on the whole, the participants have shown relatively
positive (See Table 4) perception towards the activity, there exists some
discrepancy between the male and female participants in their perception of
learning sentence structures, grammar, intonation, stage manner and culture
through the activity. Opinion differences between male and female participants
exist also in the length requirement of the joke presentation as well as application
procedures of the activity. Finally, there are differences in their perception towards
whether the activity is interesting and creates a pleasant experience for them. The
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above results seem to be in line with previous studies (Huang, 2004; Lin, 2007,
Tang, 1989), which have indicated that English learning attitude and motivation
may vary due to gender difference; in Tang’s study (sampling three provincial
senior high school in I-Lan County) investigating whether there were any
correlations among the selected factors—English learning motivation, attitude, and
teacher-student interaction, it was found that female learners tend to (1) have more
positive attitude towards English curriculum; (2) appreciate their instructors’
teaching techniques more; and (3) agree more to the fact that their instructors are
warm and encouraging. Lu (1981 ) has found that girls’ learning attitude is better
than boys’, and that teachers’ authority promotes boys’ learning motivation more
than girls’.

Regarding the research question: What may be an appropriate set of
application procedures for joke-telling activity in English-major classrooms? The
results have suggested that most of the students perceive the length (2 minutes) and
the application procedures of the activity (as executed in this conversation class) as
reasonable, while they did not highly agree to the statement that their motivation in
memorizing the joke was related to the procedure that their presentation was to be
recorded. There may have been some other factors that are more powerful in
enhancing the participants’ motivation in memorizing the joke, such as the fact that
their joke presentation would be scored, etc., which may be in need of more studies
in the future.

The results of the open-ended questions echoed the findings from the survey
in the aspects of learning of on-stage performance (Training of facing different
challenges on the stage and stage manner), oral ability training (Learning how to
make one’s speech better and lively; Trial of different ways of giving a speech;
Adopting other ways of giving a speech), vocabulary enhancement, listening ability
advancement and foreign culture learning (Understanding of jokes from different
cultures).

It may be understandable that in an EFL context where there is scarcely the
need in using English for survival, it is relatively difficult to greatly enhance
students’ listening and speaking ability in a semester’s (about four months) time, no
matter what kind of teaching methodology is adopted. However, the enhancement
of learning motivation might be possible if language classes could be made more
interesting. After all, within the language learning process, learners’ motivation is
assigned a prominent role. In other words, learners must be motivated to learn.
(Liao, 2009; Strambi & Bouvet, 2003, p. 83).
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Implications
Enhance students’ self-confidence

The finding of Clément, Dornyei, and Noels (1994) has suggested that English
achievement is related significantly to self-confidence. It seems that our students’
fear (Hsu, 2001; Lin and Warden, 1998) in speaking English has long been a major
factor causing their reluctance in actively participating in relevant practice, which
may in turn result in poorer level of English competence, and which may in turn
result in higher level of anxiety in English learning. In other words, a vicious circle
may be formed. Although present study’s result about confidence enhancement is
not as high as those of many other items (only 68.4% of the subjects agree to the
statement that “Through the activity, my confidence in speaking English has been
enhanced to a certain degree.”), this percentage still represents nearly two-thirds of
the subjects. One would suggest that anything that gives our students an
opportunity for self-expression, or anything that can be done to make English
learning process less threatening, more interesting, as well as confidence-enhancing
should be welcomed as proper teaching activity.

The present study’s findings about the participants’ positive perception about
joke-telling activity in the aspects of oral ability training, vocabulary and listening
ability advancement may be useful to what previous studies (Harlow and Muyskens,
1994; Kao, 2009; Lin, 1996; Lindenau, 1987; Phillips, 1992; Sy, 1995) have
pointed out: language learners are quite interested in acquiring speaking/listening
ability, which is, after all, the fundamental tool for every day communication. In
order to achieve the goal of producing more English-speaking and
English-listening opportunities for students in an EFL context, one could also adopt
a more oral-test oriented approach (such as joke-telling activity) for evaluation
purpose. As has been found by Hsu (2001), about 58% of VHS students spend less
than two hours per week on English learning after school. It is hard to imagine that
these students—after entering technological college—would spend more time on
English. While conducting oral-tests may involve more work load on the students’
part and is probably more time-consuming® for them, it may—in the long
run—prove to be worthwhile. One of the options is to adopt activities similar to the
following, e.g., the teacher could ask (at the beginning of the semester) each group
of the students to prepare for an English song or an English speech for a singing- or
speech-contest later between the groups.

Incorporate the element of joy into the learning process
As some of the strengths in the present study’s practice that have been highly

*As the result of Mean on item 23 (M=5.25) has shown, students agreed that they had looked into a
great deal of related English information for the activity.
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valued by the subjects (61.4% of participants regard this activity as interesting,
79% regard it as a pleasant experience for them), the element of joy in language
learning has been considered important by either learners of the present study
(“93% of subjects agree that they like to hear something funny or hilarious”) or
previous studies (Chen, 2007; Maclntyre et al., 1998). And in a research (Gilrard,
1977) investigating the perspectives of 1000 students (aged 12 to 17) regarding
what they think constitute the qualifications of a good English teacher, “making the
course interesting” was ranked the highest among the top ten categories. As an EFL
teacher we might be always short of useful, humorous materials. Some thing that
we can do when we buy a magazine or download Internet files is that funny news
and jokes be located for later use in class. While it may not result in effective
learning outcome to let our students learn in an “all joy and no work” situation, it is
definitely necessary for our students to, at certain points of the learning process,
experience some kind of joy created by language-related activities, so that students
could perceive language learning as pleasurable as well as useful. However, one
thing to remember is that learning effect could better be achieved under the practice
that certain evaluation procedures (such as video-taping students’ performance in
front of audience or executing publicly announced/explained evaluation criteria for
students’ performance) be administered for keeping joy and facilitative pressure in
balance.

Limitation

More varieties of subjects, e. g., more subjects of higher grades and subjects
from other universities should have been included in this study for more reliable
results. After all, the author’s personal teaching style might have yielded some
variables. While the above consideration is of great importance, the researcher was
obliged to study her own students first before trying to persuade teachers of other
teaching units to try out this activity.

Future Research

The present study has revealed that there exists some opinion-discrepancy
between the male and female participants in their perception of learning through
the activity. While it is observable that there are always more female students in an
EFL class, it might still be worthwhile to investigate—in the future—what other
activities are more welcomed by male students.
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