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Brain-Friendly Humor in the Classroom 

 
“Laughter is the shortest distance between two people.”  --Victor Borge 

 
 

  
 

Learning is stronger and more efficient when the process is fun and engaging. 
Even though learning is serious and challenging, humor can make the process 
easier, more efficient, enjoyable, and more memorable.  

 
 
Opening Class (first minute or two or while students are waiting for class to begin) 
 

 Cartoons and funny signs (on overhead projector or PowerPoint) 
 Jokes and anecdotes (can be general, school-related, or subject specific) 
 Other students’ answers (from other subjects; nothing that would embarrass students)  
 Word play: Mad-Libs, puns, dumb headlines, goofy directions on packages 
 Funny print and video ads and other video clips 
 Music: comment on the weather, something with fun or funny lyrics 

 
Reducing Stress  
 

 Sicilian sigh: great just before a test, when you’ve given a difficult assignment, or at any 
time students feel put upon. Make them stand up and practice it ahead of time so they’ll 
know how to do it when they need it. 

 Hand out tissues: “I know, I know. It’s sad.”  
 Before a test, hand out “pencils with the answers in them” or rubber bands for their wrists   
 Magic tricks: card, coin, rope, etc. No skill required: The more obvious, the better. 
 Joke share: create a set of reusable laminated strips with short jokes in them. 

 
Other Uses during Class 
 

 Use humor to preempt or diffuse handle potentially unpleasant situations in a non-threatening 
way (e.g., “Laughable Lyrics” CD song; “I’m Dr. Elder’s computer grade book…”) 

 Unexplained prop—black box, candle, snow dome, etc.—that ties in to the lesson (“a 
paragraph is like an artichoke because…”), or ask students in groups to come up with a 
connection  (“How is a paragraph is like this chocolate chip cookie?”). 

 Interesting pointers: wands, cooking utensils, back scratcher… 
 Bits of costume: interesting ties, t-shirts, or hats; cape; feather boa. Sources: Oriental Trading 

Company, toy shops, after-Halloween sales, party supply stores, and army-navy stores 
 Group or pair students in interesting ways. 
 Allow a stumped student to “dial a friend” or “poll the audience.” 
 Music:  

• As students move into groups (e.g., “Help”; “We Can Work It Out”). 
• When they finish collaborative work (e.g., “Thanks for the Memories”). 
• To set information to when it’s something important they need to remember.  
• When they begin a challenging topic or assignment (“Mission Impossible,” Jeopardy”) or 

complete a difficult class session or section of material (“Simply the Best,” “Hallelujah 
Chorus,” John Williams’ Olympic music).  

 Unusual sounds—chimes, triangle—to let them know when only a minute more to work  
 Have students say to a partner, “If it weren’t for you…I’d be the most [you supply the adjective] 

person in the room.” 
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Refocusing the Class 
 

 “Would everyone in need of a change of pace, please signify by raising their eyelids?”  
 Sound effects: recorded ones (e.g., snoring, time bomb) or your own (e.g., whistle, chimes) 
 Toy telephone: great for “wake-up” calls and allowing a stumped student to “dial a friend” 
 Give a 30-second weather report with a graphic; return immediately to topic at hand. 
 

Giving Recognition    
 

 Music (e.g., “Shout,” “Celebrate,” “We Are the Champions”)  
 Standing ovation (for a student who has a major accomplishment, one who’s had a lousy day, 

for a problem student you want to turn around…or if you’re having a lousy day) 
 Group ooohs and aaahs 
 Lightly “glitter” a student.  
 Drum roll on desktops or tops of thighs 

 
Ending Class      
 

 End-of-class call-out (“Readers are leaders!” “See you next time. We can’t spell S_CCESS 
without U!”) 

 Tell students goodbye each time with the same send off. (“Ya’ll come back, ya hear!” 
“Don’t be a stranger.” “Parting is such sweet sorrow.”) 

 Music (e.g., “Never Can Say Goodbye,” “Who Let the Dogs Out,” “Happy Trails to You”) 
 
Points to keep in mind: 

 Laughter has physiological, psychological, cognitive, emotional, and social benefits.  
 Laughter appears to be hardwired into the brain as a bonding mechanism.  
 Laughter and humor facilitate learning by making it stronger, more engaging, more efficient 

and memorable; they facilitate communication, openness, rapport, and trust. 
 Explain to students the reasons laughter and humor are brain-friendly. 
 Don’t overuse humor: a little goes a long way. 
 Use humor that fits your personality and teaching style. 
 Remember that the unexpected delights the brain. 
 Hurtful, sarcastic, off-color or other inappropriate humor is never okay. 
 Laughter and humor benefit teachers as much as they do students! 

 
“Laughter is the shortest distance between two people.”  Victor Borge, comedian 

 
 

 
 
“Instead of working for survival of the fittest, we should be working for survival of the wittiest—
then we can all fie laughing.”  Lily Tomlin, comedian 
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Laroche, L. (2002). The joy of stress; Humor your stress (60-minute, color DVDs). Boston: WGBH 

Video. Students love seeing excerpts from these energizing and hilarious stress management 
videotapes by author, humorist, and stress expert Laroche, and benefit from her insights on 
coping with stress. These DVDs can be ordered inexpensively from Amazon.com. 
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