Secrets of Connecting Leadership and Learning with Humor

Peter M. Jonas

PRACTICAL POINTS TO PONDER

Developing Humor

Here are fifteen tips on how to define and develop humor for leaders and teachers.

1. 
Field-test the material before using it. You may want to find a colleague, friend, or companion to try your jokes on. Find someone in your own field to work with.

2. 
Use jokes that are practical. Try to think of common experiences or things that your students or colleagues consider an annoyance. Everyone loves to know they are not alone in their complaints.

3. 
Always relate the jokes to the audience. This means that you need to do some homework before using humor. What age are your students or staff? What are they talking about or complaining about? Talk with students ahead of time to find out what is on their minds. Be sure to read the room. If people are not paying attention, notice this fact and move on to something else. This means that you should know your audience and its culture.

4. 
Less is more with a joke. You should set up the joke appropriately, get into the story, tell the punch line, and get out.

5. 
Be enthusiastic in what you do. The topic and jokes must come from the heart because the audience can tell if you are not sincere about the subject matter. Remember, you must love what you do but do not show fear. Students or colleagues can be like sharks and will attack the fearful. Just like the line in the Santa Claus 2 movie: “Seeing is not believing; believing is seeing.”

6. 
Converse with the your students and staff. Joke about the things you know and things that the people know so they can take ownership of the information. 
7. 
It is easy to be funny, but you must ask yourself: Can the audience take notes from the speech? After all, the point of using humor is to be a better leader or teacher. If the audience cannot take notes from your speech, than you have a content problem.

8. 
Body language is critical. People will be watching your eye movement, body language, and so on—so you need to make your body work for you when using humor.

9. 
Be original with jokes and do not use ones used a hundred times before—as I am doing in this book.

10. 
Practice jokes ahead of time and choose your words carefully. Be detailed when telling a story. The more details you can add, the more believable it will be. For example, use the word mackerel instead of the word fish. There are words and phrases that are just funny in their nature. For example, scenes repeated from funny movies like Caddyshack are good foundations for jokes.

11. 
In order to get good at integrating humor into class or presentations, you need to practice, practice, practice. Do not expect to be excellent the first time through. Your comfort level will rise the more times you try with the humor.

12. 
Keep a notebook with you at all times to write down funny comments, observations, and so forth that you can use.

13. 
Like anything, there is a learning curve in using humor. Read books on the topic of humor and always have a thesaurus, rhyming dictionary, book of quotes, and clichés at hand. There are even good books (but not as good as this one) on funny handouts, how to be funny at the podium, and similar topics. In fact, every organization, group of kids, and school has its own clichés used on a daily basis. Learn to speak the language in order to include it in the humor.

14. 
In humor, there is a rule of threes. Whenever you use a list in your humor, you should include three items. The first two items should be normal, with the last one that being the unexpected and funny item. For example, there are three things that you need to know about homework: 1) it helps students learn the material, 2) practice makes perfect, and 3) parents appreciate homework so they can finally get the TV.  

15. 
Trust the process and “be the joke” (from the movie Caddyshack).

Humor and Leadership

As noted previously, the key is to use the anecdotes or stories to enhance learning. The following are suggestions on how to use humor and integrate it into leadership of schools:

1. Humor can be used to establish boundaries of groups (Barecca 1991; Crawford 1994).Warren Bennis noted that Howard Gardner believes “The right anecdote can be worth a thousand theories” but it uses up a thousand times more memory. Styles of humor and practical jokes that are not acceptable within a group let you know a great deal about the culture and intellectual boundaries.

2. 
Humor can be used as a motivation tool and helps build teamwork. Good-natured joking about a mistake puts individuals at ease, and leaders who use humor when they make a mistake help to motivate others to try something new or to take chances. Remember, an ounce of pretension is worth a pound of manure.

3. 
“Phony or polite laughter as a response to humor should also be a signal to a leader or teacher that an uncomfortable situation exists or that communication is not succeeding” (Coleman 1992, 31). Learn to read your staff or students. They will not only give verbal and nonverbal feedback on your leadership, or teaching methods, they will certainly give you feedback on whether humor is working or not.

4.
 “Humor reinforces the absurdity of rigid, inflexible behavior and misunderstanding and helps us remember that mistakes are natural and widespread in all humanity” (Weinstein 1986; Berger 1993; Crawford 1994, 31). The days of dictatorial leadership are gone. Humor breaks down the old industrial barriers of top-down leadership.

5.
 “Cognitive skills and background experiences increase as we become adults, thus providing fertile ground for viewing situations and problems in a humorous light” (Crawford 1994, 33). The same jokes or humorous activities that work for elementary students do not work for adults. You need to have an “arsenal” of jokes, puns, overheads, activities, and similar tactics.

6. 
Humor can make life more productive and tolerable. Use jokes when things are going well and also when they are not going so well in the leadership role. Just like in sports, never get too high with the victories or too low with the defeats.

7. 
Humorous stories or examples help people remember important information. Do not overdo the use of poignant stories. If everything is made to be a joke or very important, than nothing will really be important.

8. 
People are eager to learn the outcomes of stories so they will pay attention. Real-life stories actually work better than fictitious stories. Make them short and sweet with one main point. Most people carry PDAs. Use it to take notes on funny events and activities throughout the day so they can be integrated into your leadership activities at the right time.

9. 
Humor can unite members of a group and help persevere in even mundane tasks (Wallinger 1997). Have a humor board at work or in the classroom. Allow individuals to bring in funny stories from the newspapers to post them on the board. You would be surprised to see the number of unusual or humorous situations people get into.

10. 
Use historical and clever sayings to make a point. For example, here are a few that almost everyone should be able to relate to. Use them in an unusual manner, to start a story, or to emphasize a point.

a. For score and seven years ago . . .

b. I’ll be back (in the voice or Arnold Schwarzenegger)

c. I shall return . . .

d. Here’s looking at you, kid!

e. Interchange words to help sell your point, “Ask not what you can do for humor, ask what humor can do for you.”

Four Frames of Humor

Bolman and Deal (1997) note in their research that there are four frames of an organization that help define its culture: the political frame, human resources frame, structural frame, and symbolic frame. Here are practical suggestions for leaders to use humor in the four frames to create a more positive culture.

1. 
Political Frame: Humor has to start at the top. Like any good “initiative,” the president, principal, or leader needs to have a sense of humor for him or her to be accepted within an organization. People say that you have to be born with a sense of humor, but this is not an accurate statement. There is no such thing as a person who cannot be funny, only those who are not willing to try.

2. 
Human Resources Frame: While you do not have to hire only individuals who have a great sense of humor, review the research data in this chapter. The vast majority of organizations look specifically for leaders with a sense of humor. It helps build culture. Hire the humorous.

3.
Structural Frame: Allow humor to flow within an organization. Promote the use of humor in the minutes of meetings and daily activities. Have dress-up days, and allow holidays to be celebrated with ornate costumes, plays, or activities brought forward. This helps make work more fun and it is also the great equalizer. The principals at many schools have caught on to this fact when they pledge to milk a cow if 100 percent of the third graders reach a reading level or achieve a fund-raising goal.

4. 
Symbolic Frame:

a. 
Allow individuals to decorate their offices anyway they want. I work with an advertising agency where they have a Ping-Pong table, complete with bleachers, in the middle of their meeting room. One staff member has his desk made up to look like the front of a car, with a stuffed deer on the floor in front to make it look like the “car” has hit the deer. Another individual has his office designed as a museum with a tag on every item indicating who donated it and the price tag, including the lamp, desk, chair, and so on. This is great for morale and the empowerment of others.

b. 
Put humorous signs on doors. Daily cartoons or acceptable drawings lighten up the atmosphere.

c. 
Start meetings out with a joke. Have everyone take turns bringing in a new joke to start a class, a meeting, or general group activity.

d. Have your staff read humorous books that have a message. Books like Leadership Secrets by Attila the Hun by Wes Roberts (1990) can be both clever and informative.

Humor and Organizations

1. 
When you are hiring for your office or organization, look for individuals who have a sense of humor. They will tend to be more creative and apt to accept change.

2.
 Bring in a comedian or improvisational troupe as part of professional development. This type of “training” will not only add to the culture of the organization but it sends a strong message that humor is not only acceptable but almost required.

3. 
Develop humor policies. The rules can be used to set guidelines for groups to help prevent outrageous behavior, but it also helps to establish a culture of humor.

4. 
As a leader, try to joke equally with everyone. If you have a favorite person to joke around with, it will be viewed as favoritism. By including everyone, a broader and deeper culture will be developed within the organization.

5. Laugh at yourself when you make mistakes.

CAUTIONS

Like using hazardous material, using humor should come with a few warnings and cautions that need to be addressed before trying to be funny without a net:

1.  
Humor should not be avoided, simply approach it with respect.

2. 
Minimize the offensive nature of joking by avoiding jokes that discriminate against people (but not lawyers).

3.  
Aggressive, put-down humor should generally be avoided.

4.  
A climate of reciprocal humor should be encouraged.

5.  
Keep the humor relevant to the situation/context.

6.  
Make sure that the humor reflects the interests and language of the followers.

7.  
Make the humor brief and conversational; no one likes to get lost in a joke or story and miss the punch line.

8.  
If delivered in address form, humor must be adapted to a conversational tone not a written tone.

9.  
Use self-effacing humor if the situation warrants it or if you have high credibility.

10. 
Take your message seriously, but don’t take yourself too seriously.

11. 
Remember to attack the position through humor, not the person’s dignity.

12. 
Avoid inconsistent humor; it’s better that people think that you have no sense of humor than to attack them or not have them understand your line of reasoning.

13. 
Avoid topics that center on sex, illegal activity, or other organizational topics that are taboo.

14. 
Look spontaneous; be prepared.

15. 
A modicum of apt, relevant humor in informative discourse will probably produce a more favorable reaction toward the speaker (Gruner 1970).

16. 
Humor that is self-disparaging may further enhance the image of the speaker (Chang and Gruner 1981).

17. 
Apt, relevant humor can enhance interest in the leader (Gruner 1970).

18. 
Apt, relevant humor seems not to influence the effectiveness of persuasive speeches negatively or positively (Gruner 1985).

19. 
Humor may make a speech more “memorable” (Taylor 1974).

20. The use of satire as a persuasive device may have unpredictable results (Miller and Bacon 1975, as cited in Davis and Kleiner 1989). George Wills once wrote that, “It is easy to be a humorist when you have the government working for you everyday”

THE FINAL WORD

And now for the pièce de résistance. Deming has his fourteen points, Senge has his learning organization, Bloom has his taxonomy, and now Jonas has his ten laws of humor:

1. 
Develop a database of jokes, stories, sayings, and so on. Every time you go to a conference, hear a speech, or even watch TV, take notes and be sure to add the stories to your database. Be religious about this activity and categorize information for easy use. With modern technology, there are 101 ways to do this from using a PDA to even using cell phones. You can even leave yourself phone messages about a joke or story that you hear so you can put it into the file later on.

2. 
You do not have to reinvent the wheel. Search the Internet and read great books (like this one) to get fresh material. Or just borrow the information. One of the goals of this book is to provide you with jokes, stories, and other material embedded in the text.

3. 
Always look for connections with your material. Do not just cut out a cute cartoon or funny joke. Write a short note on the back where it may fit in with your material or activities. You will be so grateful later on.

4. 
As you complete a lesson plan, an organizational meeting, or activity as a leader, be sure to plan out the jokes, stories, humorous overheads, and so forth. As noted previously, look spontaneous and be prepared. Humor can be learned and planned, it does not have to be extemporaneous. I actually outline my lectures and write in the jokes in the proper places where they should work the best. This one sentence will probably crush all of my students who are still trying to figure out how this may be true when they do not think I am the least bit funny.

5. 
Collect overheads and be sure to label them or categorize them. Share jokes and cartoons with your colleagues. The overhead is a great way to make a point, get someone’s attention, and to leave a visual impact on a class. Remember the one = bun, two = shoe exercise. Keep a three-ring binder of overheads and carry them to class, just in case. In fact, there are three questions that you can get from students: good questions, great questions, and excellent questions. Good questions are the ones that you do not know the answer to so you make up something to stall while you think of a good response, like explaining there are three different kinds of questions. Great questions are the ones that you know the answer to. And excellent questions are the ones that you know the answer to and have an overhead to demonstrate. Be prepared.

6. 
Keep track of the reactions you get with various jokes, stories, and activities. This will take some work, but any improvement takes time. Of course, go ahead and reuse the jokes that work and do not be afraid to eliminate the ones that don’t, even if you think they are funny.

7. 
Look at reality for some of the funniest things to discuss and use. Students love to learn more about practical aspects of the theoretical knowledge, and they certainly will be able to make more connections between humor and knowledge from real-life situations (more brain stuff).

8. 
Do not be afraid to encourage students to develop a sense of humor in class. Humor can be very contagious; let it happen. This will mean letting go of some power of being a teacher, but will be worth the effort. Let students tell jokes in class. Let your staff tell jokes.

9. 
Just do it. (I think that I owe Nike some money for using this phrase.) Don’t be afraid to make mistakes and look less than perfect. Staff and students will respect you for the chances you take, for your knowledge and sense of humor, if not for your wardrobe.

10. 
Be sure that you have tenure before you try any of the suggestions in this book, or at least a second career to fall back on.

Humor is a verbal or nonverbal activity eliciting a positive cognitive or affective response from listeners and must be  connected to context in order to be truly funny.  The definition includes puns, jokes, stories, anecdotes, physical actions etc.

(Meyer, 1990)

Steps In The Story Structure Process--(Doug Stevenson)
STEP ONE - Set the scene in step one; create the context for the story 

STEP TWO - Introduce the characters, use visual descriptions, and relationships. 

STEP THREE - Begin the journey-- What is the task, the goal, the journey? 

STEP FOUR - Encounter the obstacle--Something must happen. 

STEP FIVE - Overcome the obstacle: What did you have to do to overcome? 

STEP SIX - Resolve the story: Tie up any loose ends. 

STEP SEVEN - Make the point with "Phrase That Pays." 

STEP EIGHT - Ask the question: "Has that ever happened to you?" (http://www.storytheater.net/art.shtml#, 3/6/03)

Seven ways to use humor to Enhance Leadership Skills, Knowledge, and Action.

1. Humor and Communication

2. Humor and Emotional Intelligence

3. Humor and the Organizational Environment

4. Humor and Team work, socialization, and/or relationships

5. Humor and Change

6. Humor and Stress or Anxiety

7. Humor and Psychology

Principles for Humor:

1. Encourage laughing to build a feeling of unity.

2. Humorous examples and concepts to help students comprehend and retain material.

3. Humor should be appropriate to the situation and contain the personality of the instructor or students.

4. Use humor in anxiety producing situations. 

5. The target of humor should be something or someone other than students.

6. Use self-disparaging humor carefully.

7. Caution should be used so as not to perpetuate sexist notions.

8. Use humor connected to storytelling.

9. Teachers can use funny stories related to the topic to improve students overall attitudes.

10. Use topic-related humor. 

11. To be perceived as effective by students, instructors should use humor that adds to the content of education and contributes to the point 

(Edwards and Gibbony, 1992, pp. 22-23).
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Web sites:

http://multimedia.honda-eu.com/multimedia/video/clips/cars/thecog.zip
This is a zip file for the Honda Accord commercial “The Cog”.  Works with may presentations.

http://www.allowe.com/Humor/video.htm
TV commercials and other video clips to download.  Very humorous.

http://www.ads5.com/TV/3/free-downloads-of-tv-commercials-in-mpeg.html
Another good web site for TV commercials.

http://dmoz.org/Arts/Television/Commercials/
One more web site with TV commercials and videos that can be downloaded.

 
http://www.hallmark.com/wcsstore/HallmarkStore/images/products/ecards/nfg1969.swf
 Interview with a Boss.

