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Interpreting Students' Laughter 169 

Choice of Language: A Favorable Response 173 
Choice of Language in Summer of the 

..................................174 
Choice of Language in the Text Set 176 

Sarcasm in the Text Set 176 
Choice of Language in The Midwife's 
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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to 

explore how five middle school students used humor in 

young adult literature as a vehicle for understanding 

according to Louise Rosenblatt's transactional reading 

theory. The study was conducted in an honors language 

arts classroom in the Southwestern region of the United 

States. 

Methods for data collection included twenty semi-

structured interviews, observational fieldnotes, 

transcripts of audio taped and videotaped literature 

circle discussions, journal entries, a humor survey and 

other miscellaneous written artifacts. Data were 

collected for seven months. 

Instructional materials included a variety of young 

adult novels and short stories representing historical 

fiction and contemporary realistic fiction genres. 

Analytic induction, constant comparison, organizational 

charts, and various forms of member checking were used to 

analyze the data. 

The results of the study indicate that the students 

used humor to construct meaning while reading. 

Specifically, students visualized action humor in the 

texts enhancing their comprehension. Discussions 
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referencing experiential and textual connections were 

commonplace. Some students found hxamor in the use of 

archaic language or the use of dialects different from 

their own. 

The students read the adolescent literature both 

efferently and aesthetically (Rosenblatt, 1995) as they 

attended to humor thus setting conditions for engaging 

the humor. First, if the situation in the text was the 

result of superiority humor where the focus group members 

could predict the targeted character would be hurt, 

disappointed, or promote a negative change in the 

character's development, then they would not engage in 

the humor. Second, if the humor was closely related to 

their world of understanding, then the humor was embraced 

only after careful deliberation. Third, if the 

characters presented themselves as resilient and 

unaffected by the humor, then the students were willing 

to laugh at the characters. 
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Chapter 1- Stepping Stones: Reflecting on the Past 

Music plays in the background providing a 
backdrop for learning; tranquil notes from a CD 
of Native American tribal music create a soothing 
and inviting atmosphere. Ms. Warner, a teacher 
of eight years, weaves throughout the desks 
arranged in a two-tiered horseshoe as she makes 
her way to the back of the room. Students write 
vigorously in spiral notebooks and store bought 
journals while Ms. Warner settles in the back of 
the class engaged in her own writing and 
reflecting. 

The class of preadolescents is dressed casually 
and appears lanky as they begin to grow into 
their limbs and their new life as middle school 
students. As students finish writing, Ms. Warner 
invites her unique crew to the center of the 
horseshoe where each day she takes time to read 
aloud. 

Cross-legged, legs tucked under them, students 
find a comfortable position as they settle in to 
hear more of Jack̂ s Black Book (1997), an 
adventurous and humorous story written by Jack 
Gantos loosely based on his life during his 
adolescent years. With each passing event in the 
story, laughter erupts as students predict 
upcoming dilemmas, pranks, and consequences. 
Students are eager to discuss the absurdity of 
Jack's actions and also comment on Gantos' 
effective use of language 
(Fieldnotes, 9/3/98). 

Humor and reflective learning play important roles 

in the classroom depicted in the aforementioned vignette. 

Sadly, not all classroom teachers spend time attending to 

humor in literature and examining it for its literary 

value and connections to reader response theories. E.B. 

White (1977) contends '*the world likes humor, but it 
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treats it patronizingly. ... It feels that if a thing 

is fianny it can be presumed to be something less than 

great, because if it were truly great it would be wholly 

serious" (p. 244). Twenty-two years have passed since 

White made this comment and still, today, humor is often 

treated as frivolous in nature. 

I think it is time; time to closely examine all 

humor has to offer preadolescents and adolescents in 

adolescent literature. For three years now, I have been 

researching how sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students 

respond to and use humor to grow as learners and readers. 

I have observed how hxjmor affords students an opportunity 

to make intertextual and experiential connections. I 

have watched as their discussions of humor have helped 

them understand new and varied perspectives of texts. I 

have recorded the excitement in their voices as they use 

humor to become more familiar with language and wordplay 

leading them to deeper understandings of literary 

experiences. Lastly, I have discussed with students the 

pure enjoyment they experience by attending to humor in 

their reading. In this study, I explore how middle 

school students use humor to live through literature 

using Louise Rosenblatt's transactional reading theory. 
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The guiding research questions will be discussed at the 

close of this chapter. 

Humor has always been an integral part of my life 

having grown up surrounded by dry wit couched in Irish 

brogues. I recall becoming immersed in the pages of 

Ramona the Pest (Cleary, 1968), relating to and laughing 

with Ramona's realistic character. As a teacher, a 

learner, and an individual, I brought my appreciation of 

humor with me to my classroom. 

I began my teaching career in a sixth grade resource 

room consisting mainly of boys on the verge of puberty. 

Three years of teaching fifth grade followed until I 

returned to the middle school setting where I taught 

language arts on a part time basis to seventh and eighth 

grade students. It was during my final year of teaching 

adolescents that my students helped me to view humor in 

new ways. 

At the close of the 1996-1997 school year, an eighth 

grade boy raised his hand after I finished teaching a 

mini-lesson about humor. Although he said he understood 

what I was explaining about humor, he wanted to know what 

humor looked like in a story. I found myself thinking 

about humor and why students could be so entertaining 

when orally sharing a story, but lose their sense of 
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voice when translating their language into written words. 

I wondered how my students were able to "hear" humor, but 

not "see" it. I asked myself what humorous adolescent 

literature was available to my students. In addition, I 

wondered what my students would consider humorous 

literature. 

I spent the following summer reading adolescent 

novels and reviewing bibliographies of related humorous 

books. As I read, I marked passages I considered fiinny 

in the novels. At the end of the summer, I began to 

think about my marked passages and the role of 

subjectivity in humor. I wondered if my interpretation 

of humor would differ from my students and how my 

previous experiences influenced and deepened my responses 

to humor. 

Viewing Prior Learning Experiences 

In the fall of 1997, I conducted an exploratory 

study investigating my former students' questions and my 

inquiries in a sixth grade classroom where I became a 

participant observer. I researched preadolescents' 

perceptions of humor in the adolescent novel. Summer of 

the Monkeys (1976), written by Wilson Rawls. I 

investigated the following questions: What specific 

aspects of humor do adolescents identify? What role does 
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gender play in humor? What are the social implications 

of humor? I also investigated if preadolescents ever 

alter their perception of humor and, if so, what reasons 

were offered for the change? 

Results of the study revealed that the students 

primarily focused on incongruity which is often 

celebrated as the cornerstone of humor (McGhee, 1978). 

The students cited different events in the book they 

found funny and even commented on the "incongruity" of 

some unexpected events. Also, they discussed the element 

of surprise as it related to humor. For example, 

students responded with laughter when the main character 

in the novel wakes up after consuming a large amount of 

sour mash only to discover his britches are nowhere to be 

found. 

The strong sense of community within the classroom 

affected how the students responded to humor. Because 

the classroom teacher often read aloud and with 

enthusiasm, students commented that the presentation of 

the read-aloud experience greatly influenced their 

appreciation of humor. They reported laughing when they 

were being read to because of the energy and 

'̂ intonations" the classroom teacher brought to the 

experience. 
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The social implications of humor also revealed the 

benefits of creating a community within the classroom. 

The students reported laughing more at situations shared 

as a large group than when reading silently to 

themselves. In support, Coleman (1992) states "quite 

often, we get more out of a humorous situation when we 

are part of a group than when alone since the social 

context, being with others, tends to elicit a higher 

level of enjoyment as laughter feeds laughter" (p. 270). 

What is considered to be humorous is socially 

constructed and culturally embedded. Thus, participants 

in the earlier study did not always find the same 

situations, words, or actions humorous. In support, 

Alberghene (1989) offers "recognition of humor in 

literature depends upon familiarity with the conventions 

of how stories are told, and in particular, with how 

funny stories are told" (p. 240). 

The students in the study identified very few 

examples of gender specific humor. If one member 

responded to humor concerning gender, it was not explored 

or of concern to the other members of the focus group. 

For example, when the fourteen-year-old girl in the story 

made fun of her twin brother stating he would not 
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understand because he was boy, this did not concern the 

boys in the study. 

Hiomor in adolescent literature is often used to 

present serious issues that can be difficult to address. 

The students in the exploratory study moved beyond the 

humorous events in the text to discuss the serious issue 

of peer pressure as it related to their lives. They 

initially found it humorous that the fourteen-year-old 

girl in the story still played with dolls. Upon 

discussing her continuous play with dolls, the students 

concluded peer pressure was not a part of her rural life. 

Further dialogue ensued and the students admitted to 

abandoning favorite ^̂ childhood" activities due to peer 

pressure. Because the students made personal connections 

to the text, they created a deeper understanding of the 

literature and social norms. The richness of this 

compelling discovery may not have surfaced without 

attending to humor in the text. 

Theoretical Influences 

The conclusions I reached as a result of the study 

were influenced by my work as a doctoral student in the 

Department of Language, Reading and Culture at the 

University of Arizona. From course work and readings, 

certain theorists contributed to my understanding of 



22 

reader response theories and how students learn through 

talk using humor as a vehicle. For example, Rosenblatt 

(1995) suggests "literature is something lived through, 

something to which the students react on a variety of 

interrelated emotional and intellectual planes" (p. 228). 

Literature and readers together offer varied 

perspectives. The prior knowledge and understanding of 

the world that readers bring to literary experiences can 

foster the creation of new relationships. 

In support, Hynds (1989) contends the need to "bring 

literature to life" and "life to literature" speaks to 

the complimentary roles of the reader and the text. 

Probst (1988) advocates that students become the literary 

experience as opposed to spectators stating students are 

the "maker[s] of knowledge out of meetings with literary 

texts" (p. 1). 

Coining the term "envisionment," Langer (1995) 

suggests readers randomly weave through four stances 

depending on the particular reader and text. Langer 

defines the term envisionment as an: 

understanding a person has at any point in 

time. . . . Envisionment building is not just a 

literary activity; we build envisionments all the 

time when we make sense of ourselves, of others. 
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and of the world (p. 9) . 

These theorists provided the backbone to my exploratory 

study and the framework for my dissertation. 

As a middle school teacher, I observed my students 

laughing and responding to humor in language and 

literacy. Two years later, I have focused my inquiry and 

am interested in how students "live through" humor to 

connect literature and their lives (Rosenblatt, 1995). I 

hope to provide a more complete understanding of the 

benefits of attending to humor in adolescent literature. 

Based on my previous study and my understanding of the 

potential role humor can have in the lives of readers, I 

present this research. 

The key question that guides my research is: 

Hovr do selected middle school students use humor as 

a ^ lived through'' experience in adolescent 

literature? 

In support of this question, the following sub-questions 

are also investigated: 

1. What do selected middle school students identify 

as humorous in adolescent literature? 

2. In what ways do selected middle school students 

talk about the connections between literary 
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eloiMnts and humor in r«sponse to adolAscent 

literature? 

To answer these questions, I use a case study 

approach to my investigation. Data collection includes 

semi-structured interviews, observational fieldnotes, 

audio tapes and a videotape of literature circle 

discussions, journal entries and miscellaneous written 

artifacts, and a humor survey. These data were collected 

from reading and discussing short stories, various 

realistic fiction novels read independently by 

participants, various class read alouds, and the novels 

Summer of the Monkeys (1976) by Wilson Rawls and The 

Midwifê s Apprentice (1995) by Karen Cushman. A complete 

description of my research plan is provided in Chapter 3. 

Importance and Potential Significance 

Given the limited research conducted in this area, 

contributions to research and instruction in the field of 

education has great potential. Interested audiences 

include teachers, curriculum specialists, librarians, 

parents, and researchers. 

This study aids teachers and curriculum specialists 

in supporting adolescents in several ways. First, using 

data from this research study I demonstrate how students 

use hxjmor to highlight experiential, cultural, and 
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intertextual connections that make a direct impact on 

teacher practices in classrooms. Second, understanding 

how students can use hiamor to better understand literary 

elements can positively influence learning engagements in 

the classroom. Third, in addition to teachers, this 

study may be of interest to parents and librarians as 

they search for ways to connect preadolescents and 

adolescents to books using humor as a vehicle. Fourth, 

the results of this study are of interest to teacher 

educators who teach children's and adolescent literature 

courses. Fifth, because few studies exist that examine 

humor and adolescent literature, this study serves as a 

call to researchers to continue to conduct research in 

this field. Lastly, by highlighting hiamor, literature 

will be brought to life. 

If my most desired wishes are granted as a result of 

this study, humor will be honored in school instruction 

and curriculum education as a complex component to 

language that is to be appreciated for its layers and 

disregarded for its assumed simplicity. 

In this chapter I explored the journey that brought 

me to the dissertation including my prior experiences, 

theoretical influences, and the potential significance of 

the study. This dissertation is comprised of seven 
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chapters. Chapter 2 provides a theoretical framework 

that focuses on humor and various reader responses 

theories. The framework of procedures, data collection 

and analysis are described in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 

introduces the five participants of the study referred to 

as the focus group and canvases four literacy events from 

the school year. Chapters 5 and 6 are analysis chapters 

centering on each of the two sxib-questions guiding this 

study. Chapter 7 addresses the main question driving 

this study and provides conclusions and implications for 

readers. 
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Chapter 2- Journeying through Literature 

What do you call a person who can't stop doing 
math problems? 

An add-ict. (Walton, 1998, p. 8) 

Is it the humorous glimpses at serious matters, the 

command of language, or parodies that draw adolescents to 

humorous literature? What, if anything, does this genre 

offer for young readers? Nilsen and Nilsen (1982) 

suggest humor in adolescent literature goes beyond 

'̂ simple amusement." In fact, **humorous literature forces 

teenagers to be active instead of passive readers. As 

they mentally stretch, they are training themselves to 

become experts in the sxabtle manipulation of an amazing 

set of symbols" (p. 64). This chapter provides a 

framework exposing the important contributions humor can 

bring to literary experiences. 

This chapter focuses on the theoretical framework 

supporting this study. The majority of the literature 

review is interspersed in Chapters 5 and 6 in appropriate 

sections to explain the analysis of the data. The 

theoretical framework in this chapter is divided into two 

main components: 1) the role of humor in literature, and 

2) reader response theories supporting the concept of 

learning through talk (since much of the data centered on 
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the participants' talk). Sub-categories exploring the 

role of humor in literature include the history of humor, 

theories of humor, and research studies involving humor. 

Sub-categories that explore reader response theories 

supporting the concept of learning through talk include 

reader response theories in literature circles, how 

discourse affects learning, and the negotiation of talk 

in small group settings. The thrust of the review 

concentrates on middle school literature studies given 

the context-specific nature of preadolescents, their 

talk, and their learning. 

History of Humor 

While laughter might be able to be readily defined, 

himor remains more elusive and ambiguous, often context 

specific and individualized. Currently, more than one 

hundred theories relating to humor exist dating back to 

Plato, Aristotle, and the Greeks (Ziv, 1988, p. viii). 

Not only do theories of humor vary, but so do definitions 

of humor and humor related terms (see Appendix A for 

applicable terms used in this study) . For the purpose of 

this study, humor is defined as "that quality in a 

happening, an. action, a situation, or an expression of 

ideas which appeals to a sense of ludicrous or absurdly 
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incongruous" (Webster̂ s Third New International 

Dictionarŷ  1971, p. 1102) . 

Oddly enough, the word "humor" originally meant 

fluid. Ancient and medieval societies, unaware of how 

fluids functioned in the human body, believed humor was 

applied to blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile. 

According to this definition, fluids within the human 

body determined a person's humor of disposition {Esar, 

1978, p. 369). 

The use of exaggeration has been a part of American 

culture since the formation of our country. Often new 

settlers would write their families in established 

countries about the beauty and ease of their life in the 

new world when, in reality, they were faced with constant 

worry and concern. Another popular historical trait of 

American humor is superiority humor that puts down other 

groups or individuals who are considered inferior to the 

group composing the joke. Additionally, humor relating 

to intelligence has also been a part of American humor 

since the inception of our country (Nilsen & Nilsen, 

1988) . 

Theories of Humor 

Toward the end of the nineteenth century "testable"̂  

theories of humor began to emerge in three stages: 
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pretheoretical, psychoanalytic, and a concentration on 

the cognitive foundations of humor. The pretheoretical 

stage, prominent until approximately 1940, was made up of 

correctional and observational studies of laughter and 

smiling. 

The psychoanalytic stage consisted of Freud's theory 

of wit and humor (Goldstein, 1976, p. 104). Freud 

defines humor as a social process allowing people to 

^̂ aggress and/or regress" collectively (Boskin, 1997, p. 

18). Freud also believes laughter represents stored 

psychic energy streamlined into consciousness in the form 

of laughter (Keith-Spiegel, 1972; Lauter, 1964). 

Similar to Freud, Lorenz (1963) contends humor can 

unite a group forming a bond" or segment a group 

creating two parties: the accepted and the outsiders (p. 

284). In support of humor and laughter as a social 

process, Bergson (1956) suggests ̂ ôur laughter is always 

the laughter of a group. You would hardly appreciate the 

comic if you felt yourself isolated from others. 

Laughter appears in need of an echo" (p. 64). Freud and 

Lorenz suggest like learning, humor is social. 

Still, other theories attend to cognitive 

development. Developmentally, as students experience 

multiple meanings of words and have opportunities to play 
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with language, the humor they identify with resembles 

the wordplay of adults. Once preadolescents and 

adolescents begin experiencing the ambiguity of wordplay, 

they tend to prefer anecdotes, wit, and other forms of 

more sophisticated humor as opposed to memorized jokes 

(Hill, 1988; McGhee, 1978). 

In the 1970's, empirical studies of children's humor 

led to the categorization of humor, grouping types of 

humor and circumstances (Bateman, 1967; Kappas, 1967; 

Monson, 1979; & Smith, 1967). From derived categories, 

humor is placed on a hierarchy of sophistication with a 

potential of measuring cognitive, emotional, and/or moral 

development (Alberghene, 1989). 

Research Studies Involving Humor 

Kleinberg and Cockett (1996) conducted a study with 

a small group of adolescents regarding their perceptions 

of humor during a summer reading program at a public 

library. The researchers gave brief **book talks" about 

selected books; the adolescents read books individually, 

and shared their thoughts with the remainder of the 

group. Kleinberg and Cockett concluded that it is 

difficult to separate the role of subjectivity in humor 

from the social aspect of learning. The study also 



32 

claimed to help participants search for deeper meanings 

when reading and to view humor from varied perspectives. 

In 1987, a study conducted by Gentile and McMillan 

identified what children and adolescents depict as 

humorous. According to their findings, adolescents 

respond to a range of humor: 

Age 11: Humor, for this age group, is considered 

" *comy' and often smutty, with much laughing at 

misbehavior and minor accidents. The child can 

understand a little adult humor, but his/her own 

humor is of a different type and still based at a 

literal, concrete level" (pp. 345-346). 

Age 12: This age responds to practical jokes, 

some teasing and harmless bantering with adults. 

Age 13: Sarcasm first shows its friendly face at 

this age accompanied by **more reserved" examples 

of humor. 

Age 14: Adults fall victim to most fourteen-year-

olds as parents and authority figures often 

become the targets of humor. Same sex *'off-

color" jokes also make their debut. 

Age 15: Irony steps forth at this age along with 

being able to laugh at oneself. 

Age 16 cind older: Satire, more subtle forms of 



33 

humor, and more evidence of sophisticated "adult

like" humor emerge. 

Louis (1973) investigated the responses of 216 

sixth-grade students to action humor and the humorous 

words of characters. The students were randomly selected 

from eighteen different classrooms in both inner city, 

suburban, and rural school settings. Five hypotheses 

were tested regarding humor preferences and emotions 

toward the literature. Inner-city students responded 

more favorably to the action humor where as the students 

from rural settings preferred the humor created by words. 

The Effects of Discourse on Learning 

Beyond communication, language serves learners with 

another function: "talking to learn" (Britton, 1969) . 

This form of talk is sometimes referred to as 

"exploratory talk" where students think out loud as they 

formulate meaning (Barnes, 1993). Five stages accompany 

exploratory talk: engagement, exploration, 

trsuisformation, presentation, and reflection (based on 

the work of Reid, Forrestal, and Cook in 1989 that stems 

from Barnes' earlier work on the study of talk) . 

Obviously, as with any learning experience from a 

constructivist standpoint, student interest is paramount. 

Exploration consists of the thinking aloud stage, and 
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during the transformation stage, students revise, 

clarify, and elaborate on their initial ideas. Next, the 

ideas are shared with an audience, and lastly, students 

spend time reflecting on what they have learned. On the 

other end of the continuum of exploratory talk is 

"presenting" talk where pre-established ideas or prior 

knowledge is revisited (Barnes and Todd, 1977). 

Reader Response Theories 

Reader response theories vary, but may loosely be 

defined as "sharing a concern with how readers make 

meaning from their experience with the text" (Beach, 

1993, p. 1). Beach describes five different reader 

response theories: textual, experiential, psychological, 

social, and cultural theories. Textual theories draw on 

the readers' understanding of texts or genres when 

reading in order to gain meaning. Experiential reader 

response theorists stress the relationship between the 

reader and the reader's experiences with literature and 

how a reader might "identify with characters, visualize 

images, relate personal experiences to the text, or 

construct the world of the text" (p. 8). The thrust of 

psychological theorists' beliefs lies within the reader's 

"cognitive or subconscious processes" in conjunction with 

personality and developmental levels. Social theorists 
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are influenced by the transaction between the reader and 

the text. Lastly, cultural theorists maintain that a 

reader's culture, disposition, and values effect the 

meaning making process. Similarly, Peterson (1992) 

offers that '̂ a person's background, life experiences, and 

culture contribute to both the context and shape of the 

meaning he or she expresses" (p. 76). 

Rosenblatt attests to the importance of seeing 

literature from varied perspectives. In 1938, she 

developed the transactional reading theory that suggests 

readers read on a continuum, oscillating between two 

stances: the efferent stance concerned with what you take 

away from a reading and the aesthetic stance representing 

the evocation of the literary experience. The theory was 

developed from Rosenblatt's dissatisfaction with 

dichotomies and consequently, she argues a reader never 

reads operating solely from one stance, but in a 

combination of the two. Rosenblatt (1995) contends if 

each reader brings a different social, cultural, and 

experiential background to the text, the "transaction" or 

the meaning gained from the literary experience will 

differ. Furthermore, Rosenblatt (1978) states "the 

transactional view also assumes close attention to the 

words of the text. But it assumes an equal closeness of 



36 

attention to what that particular juxtaposition of words 

stirs up within each reader" (p. 137). Learners talk 

through their literary experiences connecting to their 

prior personal experiences, and ultimately "living 

through" literature to create meaning (Rosenblatt, 1995) . 

Probst (1988) maintains "literature is experience, 

not information, and that the student must be invited to 

participate in it, not simply observe it from the 

outside" (p. 1). In agreement, Peterson and Eeds (1990) 

suggest "personal investment" is a requirement in 

dialogue (p. 14). In essence, it is the obligatory 

engagement of the reader that aids in the success of any 

literary experience. Thus, the mutual roles of the 

reader and text are pivotal in creating meaningful 

literary experiences. 

In addition to the current understanding of reader 

response theories and as stated previously in Chapter 1, 

Langer (1995) coined the term "envisionment" that she 

defines as; 

the world of understanding a person has at any 

point in time. . . . Envisionment building is not 

just a literary activity; we build envisionments 

all the time when we make sense of ourselves, of 

others, and of the world (p. 9) . 



37 

Envisionments change with time, as reading occurs, and 

some ideas are discarded while others are reevaluated 

similar to learning via talk within a literature circle. 

Students are treated as lifelong envisionment 

builders where questioning is a natural part of the 

literary experience. The four stances during 

envisionment building are "being out and stepping into an 

envisionment" where readers bring forth ideas about what 

they think the text will be about. The second stance is 

"being in and moving through an envisionment" where 

readers use their personal experiences, knowledge, the 

text, and context to ignite thinking. The third stance 

is entitled "stepping out and rethinking what one knows" 

when readers shift their focus of meaning development 

from the text to connect to life experiences. The final 

stance is "stepping out and objectifying the experience" 

when readers have the opportiinity to reflect on the 

envisionments they have created (pp. 16-19). 

Literature Circles; A Place to Talk 

Literature circles (Short, Harste, and Burke, 1996) 

provide students with opportunities to talk about books 

they are reading in small groups over an extended period 

of time. Typically students meet in small groups: 

suggested size ranges from two to four members when 
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working with, eleven- to fifteen-year-olds (Barnes & Todd, 

1977) while others recommend larger groups ranging from 

five to seven members per group (Noll, 1994; Pierce, 

1994). Initially students meet and conversation begins 

with first impressions and personal connections to the 

text(s). The authenticity of the talk invites students 

to be ̂ r̂esponsible for the direction of the conversation 

in the literature circles" (Kamber, 1995, p.103). 

The initial talk, although important, remains in a 

conversational stage before moving toward dialogue (K.G. 

Short, personal communication, February 1998). 

Literature circles invite students to stretch their 

critical thinking skills, savor[ing] a book so that it 

becomes a significant part of their life experiences" 

(Short et al., 1996, p. 479). Dialogue, within 

literature circles, allows readers to explore and build 

on their initial ideas reaching a level of critical 

analysis partly due to exploring others' interpretations 

(Short & Pierce, 1990). 

Literature circles are formed to ^̂ explore and 

understand the texts and the potentials within the texts" 

(Gilles, Dickinson, McBride, & Vandover, 1994, p. 499). 

Deeper meanings of the text develop when students are 

allotted time to discuss, disagree, create hypotheses. 
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question, explore, and verify personal meanings (Barnes, 

1992; Mehan, 1979; Short & Pierce, 1990). Multiple 

meanings of a story are also explored and investigated as 

long as the reader can support his or her interpretation 

via the text (Rosenblatt, 1995). Ultimately, it is 

through these collaborative meanings that students create 

new understandings. 

Peterson and Eeds (1990) suggest ̂ Mialogue is a 

process of co-producing meaning. Dialogue partners need 

one another's patience, ideas, and encouragement. The 

give-and-take nature of the system depends on other 

participants to take up an idea, expand it, and add to 

it" (p. 21). If all members are not encouraged to 

practice patience and allow for individual differences 

when responding to literature, conversational dominance 

may develop. 

When given the opportunity to engage in talk, 

Dudley-Marling and Searle (1991) note ̂ ŝtudents use 

language as a tool for thought, for working with others 

to clarify and communicate ideas, and for becoming 

independent problem solvers" (p. 69) . In the midst of 

discussion, concepts are "altered, even abandoned, as new 

ones take their place. The total process of perceiving, 

conceptualizing and presenting occurs almost 



40 

simultaneously in deliberative discourse" (K. Goodman, 

Smith, Meredith, and Goodman, 1987, p. 119). This 

process of negotiation and/or collaborative thinking 

invites ̂ ŝtudents [to] come to understand how someone 

else interprets an event, text, or situation; thereby, 

the basis for their own understanding is broadened" 

(Peterson, 1992, p. 81). 

Research Concerning Reader Response Engagements 

In this portion of the chapter I explore recent 

research concerning reader response engagements that 

focus on middle school students. The research is 

presented chronologically with the most current studies 

presented first. 

Eight sixth-grade girls of diverse ethnic 

backgrounds were the focus of S. Smith's 1997 

investigation of how talk and texts invite readers to 

negotiate their understandings of themselves by reading 

through the lens of characters presented in literature. 

The context of this study, an after school reading club, 

proved beneficial for the girls who felt comfortable to 

discuss social issues of race, age, culture, and coming 

of age. 

Rosenblatt's transactional reading theory (1995) was 

present in Carico's 1996 study of four middle school 
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students who used reader response strategies to engage in 

reading as a social encounter. The girls met with the 

researcher to discuss two adolescent literature texts 

with historical undertones. Strong efferent responses 

yielded invitations for emotional growth. 

Noll (1994) acted as a facilitator of learning in 

her classroom supporting seventh grade students as they 

connected social issues to adolescent literature. She 

investigated different ways her students could "live 

through" (Rosenblatt, 1995) literature as members of 

literature circles. Noll's students extended their 

learning by conducting research that resulted from their 

talk in literature circles. Noll (1994) reports, 

"Beginning with their [students] personal concerns and 

interests, their investigations moved them toward broader 

social contexts and understandings" (p. 92). 

Anzul (1993) investigated how two small groups of 

high achieving students "lived through" (Rosenblatt, 

1995) literature beginning in the fifth grade through the 

end of the sixth grade. Anzul, the librarian at the 

school, met weekly with these students. She discovered 

that "the most fertile discussions grew out of emotional 

tensions" (p. 199). She noted that her role as teacher-

researcher was powerful and positively affected her 
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research. Additionally, Anzul learned that "higher 

levels of thinking . . . usually were those in which the 

emotions were the most involved" (p. 201). Lastly, she 

maintains that there is value in advocating the use of 

transactional reading theory in curriculums. 

Gilles (1993) conducted a study involving 13 middle 

school students with learning disabilities. She was 

interested in understanding how meaning was constructed 

and if meaning was constructed over time for these 

learners. Through the use of literature discussion 

groups, she concluded that the students constructed 

meaning for themselves, negotiated routines concerning 

the format of the literature discussions, and that they 

often revisited important topics during their 

discussions. Meaning making was constructed in the midst 

of the literature discussions as well as over time. 

Mayers (1993) worked with 24 eighth-grade students 

investigating the connection between their motivation, 

ideas and prior experiences to literature. Findings 

suggest positive rewards for students when teachers 

incorporate activities into the classroom that evoke 

students' personal expressions. 

K. Smith's (1993) inquiry centered on her role as 

teacher in literature circle discussions with a group of 
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six middle school students. For the purpose of this 

dissertation, I choose to highlight the students' 

responses which focused on three themes: 1) how to 

organize the literature study, 2) a focus on reading, and 

3) making meaning of the literacy experiences. These 

themes are similar to Gilles' (1993) findings. 

Lastly, Hanssen (1992), in two eighth-grade language 

arts classrooms, investigated students' social 

interactions with texts during one school year. With 

careful analysis of data, patterns in the literacy 

discussions surfaced: conversation began with literal 

questions, and illustrations and the development of 

characters were often discussed. 

As stated previously, it was advantageous for 

readers to approach this chapter from two distinct angles 

to provide a broad overview of theory and literature 

concerning this study. In this chapter, I first 

concentrated on humor and then on reader response 

theories demonstrating their complimentary nature as it 

pertains to this qualitative case study. In the next 

chapter, I provide a careful and detailed description of 

the framework and analysis of the study. 
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Chapter 3-The Pathways to Understanding: Framing the 
Study 

Why is the cemetery a good place to write a 
story? 

Because there are lots of plots there. 

(Walton, 1998, pp. 12-13) 

As stated previously, the objective of this study is 

to investigate how preadolescents use humor to live 

through adolescent literature. A qualitative case study 

design is appropriate for this inquiry because of the 

focus on "meaning in context" requiring many data 

collection instruments "sensitive to underlying meaning 

when gathering and interpreting data" (Merriam, 1988, p. 

3) . 

In review, the global question driving the study is: 

How do selected middle school students use humor as 

a ^lived through'' experience in adolescent 

literature? 

The selected middle school students consist of a group of 

two boys and three girls in the sixth grade. 

Supporting questions include: 

1. What do selected middle school students identify 

as humorous in adolescent literature? 
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2. In what ways do selected middle school students 

talk about the connections between literary 

elements and humor in response to adolescent 

literature? 

In. the following portions of this chapter, I 

describe in detail the methods, procedures, and analysis 

I used to answer these questions. 

Description of the Setting, Participants, and Adolescent 

Literature Used as Instructional Material 

The study was conducted in an upper middle class 

suburb of a heavily populated city in the southwest 

region of the United States. The setting of the study is 

a sixth-grade honors language arts classroom that met 

daily from 8:39-10:14 AM with an emphasis on literature 

each Thursday and Friday (see Appendix B). The students 

were placed in the honors class based on national test 

scores in the ninetieth percentile or higher, teacher 

recommendations, and report cards. 

The classroom is located at Century Middle School, a 

new school, celebrating its fifth school year where "the 

middle school curriculum and instruction is designed to 

develop the whole child through active learning, problem 

solving, application of knowledge and skills, 

experimentation, self-exploration, peer interaction, and 
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school and community involvement" (Century Family 

Heindbooky p. 1) . The names of the participeuxts, 

classroom teacher, and school have been changed to 

protect their identities. 

This particular sixth-grade class had twenty-nine 

students; twelve girls and seventeen boys. For the 

purpose of this study, my observations and data 

collection concentrated on five students who are referred 

to as the "focus group." The term focus group" is used 

to represent a collective voice of the five participants; 

it is used with the understanding that no one in the 

group contested what was being stated in the various 

examples used. The students who range in age between 

eleven- and twelve-years-old are often categorized in 

educational literature as preadolescents. Preadolescence 

is a time "when young people begin to adopt behavior 

patterns in education and health that can have lifelong 

consequences" (Great Transitions, 1996, p. 9). 

The five members of the focus group include 

Annabelle, Heidi, Jake, James, and Willow. Annabelle is 

soft spoken, but deliberate in her speech while her 

friend, Heidi, laughs freely and often asks lots of 

clarifying questions. The dominant listener in the 

group, Jake is also soft spoken and can sometimes be very 
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difficult to hear. All three of these participants have 

always known the Southwest to be home. 

James speaks often and explores meaning through his 

own talk and the talk of others. Born in China, James 

and his family moved to the Midwest when he was a toddler 

and to the Southwest when he was eight years old. The 

other dominant speaker in the group is Willow who is very 

articulate and easily able to express her ideas and 

opinions. Willow was born in Yugoslavia and moved to the 

Southwest when she was also a toddler. 

The classroom teacher, Ms. Warner, has devoted her 

eight-year career entirely to the sixth grade with a 

strong emphasis in language arts. Ms. Warner began her 

teaching career in a rural setting before teaching at 

Century School. The third known generation of educators 

in her family, Ms. Warner remembers teaching as always 

being a part of her life. In an interview, she 

explained, ̂ Vhen I was little I used to teach all the 

neighborhood kids and line up all my dolls and teach them 

and I think I was just kind of inclined to teach." 

Her greatest strength is "possibly just being 

flexible. ... I plan, but I can't plan too in-depth 

because otherwise it won't work out." With strong 

philosophical beliefs, Ms. Warner believes '̂ students need 
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to be involved in their learning. Students need to be 

empowered to take charge of their own learning. I think 

when kids are motivated and interested in something that 

their learning will be enhanced." This philosophy is 

ever present when Ms. Warner refers to herself as a 

facilitator of learning. She believes it is her role to 

support her students as readers and writers in their 

personal pursuits of knowledge and inquiry. 

Ms. Warner maintains that her students' roles are to 

be ̂ 'teachers of one another and support one another and 

to just try their best and be their best at learning." 

Her experience, love of teaching, philosophical beliefs, 

all aid in creating a unique culture in the classroom 

that she shares with the students. In an interview, she 

offered: 

I think the culture [of the classroom] is one of 

support. I think kids feel comfortable in there. 

They are willing to speak, they definitely 

support one another, they encourage one another. 

The climate is relaxed. The stress level is not 

too high, I don't think. One [the climate] where 

we can laugh at one another and at the same time 

support one another when we need help. 
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I chose to conduct my study in this classroom 

because Ms. Warner and I hold similar philosophical 

beliefs. Also, because I had been a part time teacher 

during the 1996-1997 school year at Century Middle 

School, our students had had the opportunity to share 

their writing with one another. Through these 

collaborative experiences and the time I spent in Ms. 

Warner's classroom collecting data for my earlier study, 

I discovered similarities in our teaching styles and 

theoretical frameworks. When discussing my research 

interests, Ms. Warner invited me to return and conduct 

another study in her classroom. 

Physical Environment 

The room is brightly decorated with beige painted 

walls and a multi-colored, industrial, Berber carpet of 

blues, grays, and browns. The chairs and desks are 

attached and arranged in a two-tiered horseshoe; an 

arrangement likely to change once a month. The classroom 

is equipped with a sink, several storage iinits, filing 

cabinets, easel, color television, computer, and touch-

tone telephone. 

Beyond the physical equipment are the soft touches 

that help an outsider visualize how a community is 

created in this classroom. In the back corner of the 
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room is a publisher's comer, examples of poetry 

published by students in the classroom, and a multitude 

of resources including thesauruses, dictionaries. The 

Write Source, 2000 (Sebranek, Meyer, & Kempter, 1995); 

and Writers, Inc (Sebranek et al., 1996). 

The students' work canvasses the walls to show how 

they express themselves as learners. Wall space is also 

dedicated to interactive bulletin boards with captive 

phrases like "Celebrations" and "The Language We Love" 

where students write quotations from literature they find 

compelling. There are banners that state "Share Your 

Heritage" and "Attitude is a little thing that makes a 

big difference;" butcher paper with writing group 

procedures; and posters on Organization, Voice, Sentence 

Fluency, Word Choice, and Conventions. This room is 

filled with evidence of language as it helps learners 

view themselves as readers and writers. 

Curricular Environment 

In this portion of the chapter, I provide an 

overview of the entire classroom: what a typical language 

arts period looked like, how humor fit into the broader 

curriculum, and what the remaining students were engaged 

in while I worked separately with the members of the 
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focus group. A more detailed account of the classroom is 

explored in Chapter 4. 

With three minutes between periods many students in 

Ms. Warner's class had to walk quickly to class in order 

to be on time if they were traveling from one of the 

other two buildings on campus. Students file into the 

room loaded with heavy backpacks and miscellaneous items 

from other classes since there were no lockers at Century 

Middle School. 

The language arts block began with independent 

journal writing ranging from the first 10 to 20 minutes 

of the period every Monday through Thursday. On Fridays 

the students responded in their literature logs. The 

entire class, including the focus group and classroom 

teacher, partook in these activities. Occasionally 

students would choose to write their literature log 

response to me, and in this specific situation I 

participated. 

The next fifteen minutes were devoted to a full 

class read aloud demonstrated by Ms. Warner and, on 

occasion, me. Ms. Warner typically read from the text 

the whole class (including the focus group) was reading. 

The class members were invited to read along using their 

own copies of the text or just relax and listen. Given 



52 

the focus of the study, Ms. Warner would often ask the 

students' open-ended questions concerning the literature 

and humor. At times, I would ask members of the class to 

clarify their responses. The focus group members and the 

remainder of the class participated in these discussions. 

A mini-lesson followed often centering on some 

aspect of literacy as it pertained to the novels the 

students were reading or the various writing pieces they 

were creating. The remainder of the period was devoted 

to the students' choice of reading or writing 

independently, in pairs, or in small groups. It was 

during this last portion of the class period that I most 

often interviewed members of the focus group and met with 

the participants to discuss the adolescent literature. 

Adolescent Literature 

The main instructional material used in this study 

was the adolescent literature novels and short stories. 

For the purpose of this study, adolescent literature 

(sometimes referred to as young adult literature) is 

defined as books intended for and "about young people 

from the age of eleven, when most students enter sixth 

grade (the grade that frequently marks the first year of 

middle school), through the age of eighteen, when the 
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majority of students graduate from high school" (Stover, 

1996, p. 5). Additionally, Brown and Stephens suggest: 

It [adolescent literature] is a body of 

literature written for an adolescent audience 

that is, in turn, about the lives, experiences, 

aspirations, and problems of young people. In 

other words, the term young adult literature 

describes the primary audience for these weeks as 

well as the subject matter they explore" (p. 6) . 

Summer of the Monkeys (1976) by Wilson Rawls and The 

Midwifê s Apprentice (1995) by Karen Cushman were chosen 

after careful deliberation. First, I reviewed the 

district-approved literature list and concluded there 

were three appropriate humorous titles. Next, I 

consulted with the classroom teacher and the school 

librarian seeking out suggestions regarding appropriate 

books. Based on the amount of humor in each text and in 

conjunction with the curriculum, the classroom teacher 

and I jointly made the selection. 

Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976) was selected and 

considered appropriate because it was a successful book 

in my 1997 study and in the classroom teacher's prior 

teaching experiences. The social studies curriculum for 

the sixth grade addresses medieval times making the 
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historical fiction, novel. The Midwifê  s Apprentice 

(Cushman, 1995), a logical choice. Although neither book 

is steeped in humor, each is flavored with humor allowing 

students an opportunity to attend and respond to the 

humor. A second Cushman book, Catherine, Called Birdy 

(1994) was added to the data collection and presented as 

a read aloud. 

Huck, Hepler, and Hickman (1987) suggest that 

"humorous realistic fiction often presents characters 

involved in amusing or exaggerated predicaments which are 

then solved in clever or unique ways" (p. 513) . Four 

months into the study and in between reading the two 

novels, I invited the students to read one book from a 

text set of contemporary realistic fictional novels while 

on their winter break from school. The text set, a group 

of books sharing a common theme, that I gathered centered 

on relationships and had the influence of humor. My 

selection of books was based on the participants' 

interests as I had grown to know them over the previous 

four months and their reactions to humor in Summer of the 

Monkeys (Rawls, 1976). 

Initially, I presented the students with eight 

different books, gave a brief booktalk about each one, 

and asked if they were interested in reading any of the 
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books that I had selected. The following books were 

read: The Pinballs (Byars, 1977), Absolutely Normal Chaos 

(Creech, 1990), Harris and Me (Paulsen, 1993), Space 

Station Seventh Grade (Spinelli, 1982) and Who Put That 

Hair in My Toothbrush? (Spinelli, 1984). 

Summer of the Monkeys 

Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976), set in rural 

Oklahoma at the turn of the twentieth century, is filled 

with humor and adventure as a young, fourteen-year-old 

boy. Jay Berry, tries to out smart monkeys who have 

escaped from the traveling circus. For example, Rawls 

(1976) writes about Jay Berry's unfortunate encounter 

with the monkeys after consuming multiple servings of 

sour mash: 

I couldn't understand why I was so cold. My 

teeth were chattering and I had goose bumps all 

over me. When I finally did discover why I was 

so cold, I jumped straight up and hollered in a 

loud voice, "Hey, my britches are gone!" 

(p. 137) . 

In Jay Berry's quest for the financial reward available 

to the "monkey catcher," he stumbles into a plethora of 

obstacles with farm cinimals and family members sure to 

create a smile on many readers' faces. 
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The Midwife's Apprentice 

Brat is a young girl who is unaware of her parents, 

her history, or her needs. Discovered by the village's 

midwife in a pile of manure. Brat, later named Alyce, 

begins her new life as the midwife's apprentice. As the 

characters in this story develop, readers enter the 

medieval world riddled with a humorous choice of 

language, sarcasm, and action humor. For example, 

Cushman (1995) writes; 

^̂ You didn't run with the others," he said. "That 

were brave. Beetle." 

*̂ Naw, I be not brave," she said. near 

pissed myself. I did it for else you'd have 

drowned and gone to Hell, a drunken loudmouth 

bully like you, and I would have helped send you 

there and I could not have that, now, could I?" 

(pp. 37-38). 

Catherine, Called Birdy 

This text, also written by Karen Cushman, was 

presented to the students as a read aloud, but, at times, 

became a central part of the focus group's literature 

circle discussions. Due to the focus group's interest in 

this text, the intertextual connections it invited, and 
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the amount of humor in the text, it became an addition to 

the data collection. 

Spunky and full of zest best describe Catherine, an 

adolescent in the 1290s. With humor and a great sense of 

independence, Catherine forges through life as she 

systematically deconstructs her father's attempts to 

marry her off to the next available wealthy bachelor. 

Her sarcasm, choice of language, and actions come alive 

in this novel constructed in diary format as readers are 

welcomed back in time. 

In an effort to scare away a potential suitor she 

refers to as Shaggy Beard, Catherine alters her 

appearance and disposition. Cushman (1994) writes: 

I blackened my hair and teeth and acted like a 

fool, which worked once before, and for good 

measure let them hear me muttering to myself. . . 

They looked at me with astonishment as I passed. 

Now, let it be over (p. 142). 

A Text Set of Family, Relationships, and Humor 

The five novels that constituted a text set dealt 

with the broad theme of relationships. The books also 

had main characters close in age to the focus group 

members. 
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The Pinballs. Three children.. Car lie, Harvey, and 

Thomas J, bounced from their family homes and into foster 

care, bond and grow together. These sassy, sarcastic 

characters, in combination with the innocence of their 

youth, learn to cope with the sad situations that 

initially brought them to foster care. It is their 

membership to the foster care system that makes them feel 

like pinballs in an arcade game. 

Carlie brings humor to the story through the sarcasm 

found in her character. Popular with readers, "the 

snappy retorts of Carlie in Byars' The Pinballs . . . are 

related from child to child" (Huck, Hepler, and Hickman, 

1987, p. 513). For example, Byars (1977) writes: 

Carlie had been suspicious of people since the 

day she was born. She swore she could remember 

being dropped on the floor by the doctor who 

delivered her. 

"You weren't dropped," her mother had told 

her. 

"All right then, why is my face so flat? Was 

I ironed!" (p.9) . 

Absolutely Normal Chaos. Just when Mary Lou begins 

to look forward to summer vacation, she finds out she has 

to keep a journal as part of a school assignment for the 
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following year. She can't imagine what she will write in 

it as she proclaims nothing exciting ever seems to happen 

in her life. 

Luckily, or unluckily, depending on the chapter, her 

cousin Carl Ray from a rural part of the state comes to 

live with her family for the summer. With brilliant 

characterization, Mary Lou's choice of language and 

sarcasm come alive in the pages of this novel. Creech 

(1990) writes, for example: 

My mother has forbidden me to use the following 

three words: "God," "stupid," and "stuff." She 

said I need to expand my vocabulary. It's not 

easy eliminating those words all of a sudden. 

When she said that, I said, "Well, God/" 

"Mary LouI" 

And I said I had to go to the stupid dishes 

and she said, "Mary Loul" and about two seconds 

later I said I was going to have trouble not 

saying God and stuff, and she said, "Mary Lou!" 

So I asked her what in the heck I was supposed to 

do with these big holes in my vocabulary all of a 

sudden, and she said, "Use a thesaurus" (pp. 123-

138) . 



60 

Harris and Me. Two cousins, a country lad and city 

boy, combine forces for outrageous adventures and find 

mischief with every encounter. The narrator of the story 

finds himself being "dropped off" at his aunt and uncle's 

farm for the summer with the hopes that his family will 

shy away from their alcoholic tendencies. Sheer 

nonsense, wordplay, and action humor are woven throughout 

the story. 

An example of the element of surprise and action 

humor present themselves when Harris takes his cousin 

outside to complete the morning farm chores. 

"That's just it, Harris-he doesn't know. He's 

from the city." I could recognize voices now, 

though I hadn't opened my eyes. It was Clair. 

"He doesn't know anything about farms, the poor 

dear. And what a way to start, getting kicked by 

Vivian." 

Things were still blurred in my thinking. 

Somebody named Vivian had apparently kicked me. 

Hard. I made a mental note never to cross her 

again. Whoever this Vivian was, she had a very 

direct form of criticism. It was, however, 

strange that she would hide out in the darkness 

in back of the bam next to a pool of cow crap 
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waiting to kick the bejesus out of people . . . 

(Paulsen, 1993, p. 23). 

Later, Harris's cousin realizes Vivian, the girl or woman 

with the bad disposition, is really a head strong cow 

wary of anything standing on two legs. 

Space Station Seventh Grade. Episodic in nature, 

Spinelli links together the humorous key events of 

Jason's seventh grade year. Throughout the book, Jason 

spends his spare time creating a miniature replica of a 

space station until it becomes the size of his bed. When 

he is not building space stations, Jason and his best 

friend, Richie, can be found masterminding pranks. For 

example, in their home economics class, they substitute 

toasted ants for Rice Krispies and earn an for their 

delectable recipe. Unable to decide on the best method 

in which to cook the ants, Spinelli (1982) writes: 

"We need butter for frying, right?" he said. 

"Nope," I said. "Look." I pointed to the 

pan. 

"What?" 

"Teflon. They won't stick. Nothing sticks 

to Teflon. Don't need butter." 

Richie didn't give up. He said bugs have 

amazingly sticky feet; that's why they can crawl 
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around upside down. **And besides," he goes, 

*'they never tested Teflon on ants." 

He had a point. ^̂ Yeah," I said, '̂ but if we 

put butter in, it might keep them soggy. ..." 

So we argued back and forth. Butter or no 

butter. Then I happened to look into the pan 

cabinet, where the door was open, and my eye 

caught something. *̂ Popcom popper!" (p. 149) . 

Who Put That Hair in My Toothbrush? Told from two 

perspectives, that of twelve-year-old Megin and her 

fourteen-year-old brother, Greg, this novel alternates 

chapter by chapter with each of the siblings' tales of 

woe. This humorous novel explores sibling rivalry and 

social friendships as these two teenagers wade through 

adolescence with the gracefulness of a bull in a china 

shop. Knowing Greg's constant fear of Megin getting 

roaches in her messy, food filled room which lies 

adjacent to his, Megin baits a trap and plants one roach 

in Greg's bedroom. Barging into his parents' bedroom 

early in the morning, Greg explodes with panic which his 

father humorously tries to dispel. 

"I told you it would happen." 

She [the mother] said something; I think it 

was ̂ mat?" 
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Roaches." 

She looked at the clock, looked at me, 

blinked. 

"Huh?" 

"Roaches. . . 

"Isn't it early?" He [the father] look at 

the clock. "Saturday morning?" 

"Roaches." 

He [the father] looked up, scanned the 

ceiling. 

"Roaches?" 

"Yeah. She finally did it." 

"Who?" 

"Your daughter." 

"Did what?" 

"Roaches. ..." 

He [the father] closed his eyes, yawned. 

"What's a roach doing up this early?" 

"It's not funny. . . . You're calling an 

exterminator, aren't you?" 

"Too early." 

"Maybe they have twenty-four-hour emergency 

service." 

"That's tow trucks." (Spinelli, 1984, 
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pp. 73- 75). 

With action humor and repetition, Spinelli dazzles 

readers with funny incidents. 

Having a Big Laugh with Short Stories 

Humorous, short stories were also used as 

instruments in the data collection process. I selected 

three short stories; one from an international collection 

while the remaining two both came from the same novel. 

All three of the selections were contemporary realistic 

fiction. 

^̂ The Little Hatchet Story." A clever spin off the 

famous story of George Washington chopping down his 

father's apple tree with a hatchet, this anonymous 

version in Michael Rosen's edited book entitled Funny 

Stories (1993) brings humor to a time tested moral tale. 

The story consists of a babysitter telling a young 

boy, Clarence, about this well-known story. Of course, 

the story becomes a bit more complicated to tell when the 

babysitter is interrupted after each phrase with a 

question. The repetition and deliberate actions of the 

young boy, Clarence, accompanied by the babysitter's lack 

of patience bring humor to the situation. For example, 

the babysitter begins: 

*̂ George Washington was the greatest man that ever 
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lived." 

And so, smiling I went on. 

"Well, one day, George's father-" 

"George who?" asks Clarence. 

"George Washington. He was a little boy 

then, just like you. One day, his father-" 

"Whose father?" demanded Clarence. 

"George Washington's- this great man I am 

telling you of. One day, George Washington's 

father gave him a little hatchet for a-" 

"Gave who a little hatchet?" the dear child 

interrupted, with a gleam of bewitching 

intelligence (Anonymous, 1993, p.219). 

The story continues with the frequent interruptions 

and repetition until Clarence's mother arrives. The 

story ends with Clarence's retelling of the story "about 

a boy who had a father named George, and he told him to 

cut down an apple tree, and he said he'd rather tell a 

thousand lies than cut down one apple tree" (Anonymous, 

1993, p. 218). 

"Break a Leg." Going to a school dance in middle 

school can be a very stressful event as described in Joel 

Schwartz's (1992) short story, "Break a Leg," located in 

Funny You Should Ask; The Delacorte Books of Original 
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Himorous Short Stories. Elliot finds himself face to 

face with a very tall muscular girl. 

Act calm, I told myself. So what if her 

grandfather was Paul Bunyan. I smiled, she 

smiled back. I didn't know what to do next, so I 

smiled again. 

"Introduce yourself to your partner," said 

Mr. Murray. 

"I'm Elliot." 

"I'm Paula." 

Paula Bunyan, I thought. Should I ask her 

if she has a pet ox at home? (Schwartz, 1992, p. 

160) . 

Irony and sarcasm are sprinkled throughout this 

story until Eliot takes his father's advice to "break a 

leg" too seriously, resulting in an unforgettable 

learning experience. 

"The Best Dog in the World." The main character in 

"The Best Dog in the World" (Synder, 1992) thinks of her 

dog, Timmy, as a member of the family. Also found in 

Funny You Should Ask; The Delacorte Book of Original 

Humorous Short Stories, the sense of voice brings humor 

to this story as the narrator describes the incredible 
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fiascoes that have become routine in her house because of 

Timmy. The narrator explains: 

I have this dog, Timmy, who I absolutely love. 

All right, so he does turn into a snarling beast 

whenever the mailman comes closer than a block 

away. Okay, so he does snap at anyone that comes 

near his food or touches his collar or moves his 

foot too fast if it's resting nearby. My friends 

don't understand that Timmy just has some rules. 

Okay, lots of rules. But he's still the best dog 

in the world (Snyder, 1992, p. 127). 

Timmy's antics and the narrator's denial team up for 

a humorous and enjoyable short story. 

Providing a Framework; A Previous Exploratory Study 

Previously in this classroom, I conducted a similar 

study concerning pre-adolescents' responses to humor in 

adolescent literature. It was due to the success, 

conclusions, and implications of the first study that the 

classroom teacher invited me to return for an additional 

investigation. 

In the fall of 1997, I conducted a qualitative study 

investigating four sixth-grade students' responses to 

humor portrayed in Wilson Rawls' book Summer of the 

Monkeys (1976). The group was comprised of two girls and 
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two boys who were all members of Ms. Warner's honors 

language arts classroom. I collected data from mid 

August through the middle of December each Thursday and 

Friday for approximately three hours per week. 

The basis for selection of the group was the 

teacher's knowledge of the students as learners, three 

hours of observation, and a questionnaire that all of the 

students completed prior to reading the novel. 

Using the aforementioned selection criteria, the 

criterion-based sampling entailed choosing two girls and 

two boys, who were prolific readers, enjoyed humorous 

books, had working knowledge of some aspects of humor, 

and were able to represent different viewpoints in 

literature circle discussions. 

In this exploratory study, I investigated the 

following questions: 

1. What are adolescents' perceptions of humor in 

the young adult novel. Summer of the Monkeys 

(1976) written by Wilson Rawls? 

2. What specific aspects of humor do adolescents 

identify? 

3. What role does gender play in humor? 

4. What are the social implications of humor? 
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5. Do students alter their perception of humor and, 

if so, what reasons do they offer for the 

change? 

The collection of artifacts included observational 

fieldnotes; semi-structured interviews; journal entries; 

work samples; a researcher generated humor survey; and 

whole group, small group, and individual literary 

discussions of the novel. Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 

1976) . 

The results of the study indicated that the students 

primarily focused on incongruity, the element of 

surprise, and the presentation of experience when reading 

the novel. Sxibjectivity and ambiguity allowed for 

variations in response. 

Few examples concerning gender and humor were 

identified by members of the focus group. When humor was 

at the expense of one gender, members of that group did 

not express concern. 

The social implications of humor revealed the 

benefits of creating a community within the classroom 

setting. Revisiting humorous events in a group helped to 

elicit more laughter than reading independently did. 

Depending on the social dynamics of the group, laughter 

could also decrease. Students altered their perceptions 
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of hijmor not only according to social dynamics, but moved 

beyond the text making personal connections, thus 

creating a deeper understanding of the literature and 

social norms. 

Given the limited research conducted in this area, a 

more in-depth study was warranted leading me to my 

dissertation. 

Selection of the Focus Group 

Criterion-based sampling **requires that one 

establish the criteria, bases, or standards necessary for 

units to be included in the investigation; one then finds 

a sample that matches these criteria" (Merriam, 1988, p. 

48). For this study, the criterion-based sampling 

included selecting five students; a minimum of two boys 

and two girls. The preset criteria required all of the 

students in the focus group to be prolific readers, enjoy 

humorous books, have working knowledge of some aspects of 

humor (not necessarily knowledge of terms, but an 

understanding of them), and be able to represent 

different viewpoints in literature circle discussions. 

The criteria were important to the study given the 

nature of the questions guiding my research. I chose to 

work with students who could come to the study with a 

plethora of textual experiences that they could possible 
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connect with humor in the texts from this study. If I 

did not work with students who enjoyed humorous books and 

willingly offered their ideas in literature circle 

discussions, then I would not have been able to gather 

quality or quantity data. Students also needed to be 

able to explain to me what they found funny in order for 

me to answer my research questions. 

Working in-depth with five students allowed me to do 

an in-depth analysis of their responses to humor. 

Because the students were all members of an honors 

classroom, reading proficiency was not an issue in the 

study. The students in this particular classroom were 

chosen for the study based on of the quality discussion 

they could potentially generate. Additionally, an honors 

classroom was chosen with the intention of affording me 

the opportunity to examine more subtle types of humor. 

At the same time making my case design weaknesses 

visible, I acknowledge the selection of participants does 

not represent the population at large. 

With these criteria in mind, the selection of the 

focus group was based on the teacher's knowledge of the 

students as learners and my first four weeks of 

observation totaling over twenty hours. The teacher and 

I collaboratively chose the focus group. A written 
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response to a humorous adolescent novel read aloud by the 

classroom teacher, miscellaneous work samples and a 

survey about humor completed by all students in the 

classroom was used to decide potential members of the 

focus group. 

First, we read through the written responses to the 

read aloud together. Second, the classroom teacher read 

through the humor surveys followed by my initial reading. 

Third, I reviewed my fieldnotes and my reflections of the 

fieldnotes. Using my fieldnotes and reflections, I 

highlighted the specific use of students' names and noted 

the names of students with a predisposition to humor. 

Fourth, I provided Ms. Warner with a copy of the 

fieldnote reflections. Fifth, we scheduled a meeting 

time during Ms. Warner's preparatory period to discuss 

our individual choices. We each came to the meeting with 

names of students who we thought might be good 

candidates. We discussed the possible candidates and why 

we felt each one fit the pre-established criteria. 

For example, when considering potential members of 

the focus group, we reviewed humorous events and 

artifacts. Specifically, students often had the 

opportunity to share their personal writing with one 

another and with the entire class. On one occasion early 
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in the year, Heidi, a member of the class, shared a 

nursery rhyme she had written in the midst of President 

Clinton's scandalous affair. She wrote: 

William Has a Problem 

William has a problem 

of which is very null 

He charged at peoples trust 

as if he were a bull 

With his attitude very rotten 

and spoiled as can be 

He traveled all around the world 

so everyone could see 

He said *Lying is an evil thing, 

so do not be like me!' 

Now William is a cocky man 

distasteful and untrue 

So please make sure that William 

is not anything like you 

Make sure that you are truthful 

and proper as can be 

And make sure that you do not lie 

or act improperly. 

(September, 1998) 
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Ms. Warner and I initially chose two boys and two 

girls. One of the girls we chose was Heidi. Our 

decision was influenced, in part, by the wit in the 

aforementioned nursery rhyme in conjunction with her 

responses to the humor survey and our classroom 

observations. We reviewed our third choice for a girl 

and our third choice for a boy. The selected girl fit 

more of the criteria than the boy did. 

Our collaboration was extremely beneficial. Ms. 

Warner included students that I had not considered who 

became invaluable to the study. Ms. Warner was able to 

offer more complete perspective of the students as 

learners than I could. 

It is through this collaborative process that the 

focus group" was formed. Due to the nature of this 

study and the importance placed on literature circles, 

Ms. Warner and I agreed that the group would remain 

intact for the duration of the study. Ordinarily, 

students in the classroom form new literature groups each 

time they begin to read a new novel. 

Fostering a Relationship and Obtaining Consent 

My role as researcher was that of a participant 

observer, '̂ alternating between passively observing and 

actively taking part in classroom activities" (Fox & 
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Noll, 1997, p.8). I began fostering a relationship by 

first observing the classroom activities and gaining a 

sense of the community. 

I gained permission to conduct the study from the 

classroom teacher and from the administration of the 

school in the spring of 1998 and district approval in 

early Jtane. Consent from the parents of the students in 

the focus group was granted within a week of selecting 

the focus group in September, 1998 (see Ĵ pendices C and 

D) . 

Methods for Data Collection 

To reiterate, the study was conducted in a sixth-

grade honors language arts classroom that met daily for 

approximately one and one half-hours with an emphasis 

placed on literature each Thursday and Friday. Because I 

also collected data on Tuesdays, a day typically 

designated to a focus on writing, I would often gain 

permission from the classroom teacher to conduct 

interviews during this time. The data collection process 

spanned a seventh month period from August 1998 to March 

1999; I collected data in the classroom each Tuesday, 

Thursday, and Friday totaling approximately five hours 

per week (see î pendix E for projected monthly timeline) . 
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Data collection included interviews with students 

and the classroom teacher, observational fieldnotes, 

transcripts of audiotapes and a videotape of literature 

circle discussions, journal entries and written 

artifacts, and a humor survey. An additional 16 

interviews of students who were not members of the focus 

group were conducted and used as a secondary data source. 

The data was collected from novels read aloud by the 

classroom teacher and from the students' readings of 

short stories, independent reading, and the two 

aforementioned adolescent novels. 

A detailed account of the primary and most important 

data sources—interviews, observational fieldnotes, audio 

taping and videotaping of literature circles, and 

secondary data sources—journal entries and written 

artifacts, humor survey and additional secondary 

interviews—will be provided in this section (see Table 

1) .  

Table 1 

Data Sources 

Primary Data Sources 
Interviews 3 & 4 
Transcripts of audio 
taped/videotaped literature circles 
Observational fieldnotes 

Secondary Data Sourc 
Interviews 1 & 2 
Journal entries/ 
Written artifacts 
Humor survey 
Secondary data 
interviews 
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Interviews 

I conducted twenty semi-structured individual 

interviews with each member of the focus group. The 

interview questions concentrated on; 1) the reader's 

history, 2) the reader's current reading beliefs and 

literacy practices, 3) reactions to Summer of the Monkeys 

(Rawls, 1976) and 4) The Midwife's Apprentice (Cushman, 

1995). Interviews 1 and 2 were secondary data sources 

concerned with the reader's history and current reading 

beliefs and literacy practices. Interviews 3 and 4 were 

primary data sources that focused on each of the two 

novels. The classroom teacher was also interviewed (see 

Appendices F and G). 

Each interview lasted approximately 20 to 30 

minutes; some follow-up interviews were required after 

the initial interviews to clarify vague responses. I 

audio taped and transcribed each of the interviews. I 

conducted the majority of the students' interviews (16 of 

the 20) on Tuesdays and Fridays during the students' 

writing block and library time. I gave focus group 

members a copy of the written interview questions in 

advance whenever possible allowing them time to consider 

the questions prior to the interviews. 
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I interviewed the classroom teacher, Ms. Warner, one 

time formally, although we met informally to discuss the 

data on five different occasions. The formal interview 

was audiotaped and transcribed. During the five 

different occasions I took notes of our meetings. 

To provide additional perspectives concerning 

preadolescents' views about humor, I also interviewed 

eight other students in the honors language arts 

classroom who were initially reluctant or had little 

knowledge of humor. These students were chosen by 

reviewing their responses to the humor survey completed 

by all students at the beginning of the school year. 

These informal interviews took place within the 

classroom. Sample interview questions asked included: 

1. What are your earliest memories of books that 

contain humor? 

2. How often do you read for enjoyment? 

3. What do you like to read? 

4. Talk about some books that you consider funny. 

5. Did you find Jack's Black Book, Summer of the 

Monkeys, and The Midwife's î prentice funny? If 

so, what did you find fxmny? 

6. Have your ideas about "what is funny" ever 

changed? 
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7. What have you learned by attending to humor in 

literature? 

Additionally in the beginning of March 1999, I 

conducted another eight interviews with students from Ms. 

Warner's afternoon language arts class who were not 

honors students. In pairs, the afternoon class read a 

humorous short story that Ms. Warner and I chose for 

them. After reading the short story, we asked them to 

respond to the following questions: 

1. What did you find funny in the story? 

2. How do you feel about humorous literature? 

Be as specific as you can. 

Verbally, I encouraged the students to be honest in their 

responses because we were looking for a variety of 

answers. After reading the students' responses, I chose 

to interview four students who responded to the humor 

favorably and four who did not. 

Observational Fieldnotes 

The observational field notes took on different 

forms including 1) inscription defined as writing a note 

down in the midst of an activity (Clifford, 1990) and 2) 

reflective notes. I recorded students' comments in their 

literature circles and as I moved about the room 

interacting with the five focus group members serving as 
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an example of an inscription. Routinely after collecting 

data, I also kept written reflections of my fieldnotes. 

These reflections served as a forum as I pondered 

questions, new directions, and recurring themes. 

Each type of field note offered me a different 

perspective and an opportunity to reconstruct the inner 

workings of this sixth grade classroom as I worked to 

"make things strange" (Erickson, 1986). For example, 

while taking field notes and later in writing my 

reflections, I looked for patterns in discourse, 

classroom routine, and subject matter. 

Audiotapes and Videotapes of Literature Circle 

Discussions 

The students met in literature circles to discuss 

the books. Literature circle discussions typically 

lasted 20 to 30 minutes and took place in the classroom, 

the hallway outside of the room, or in the administrative 

conference rooms. During the literature circle 

discussions, I audio taped and videotaped the focus 

group's dialogue to ensure accuracy. I selectively 

transcribed the audiotapes and videotapes concentrating 

on aspects of humor. 

Four specific strategies I used to elicit talk 

during the literature circle discussions were Cloning the 
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Author, Graffiti Board, and Say Something as described in 

Creating Classrooms for Authors and Inquirers (Short, 

Harste, and Burke, 1996, pp. 382-383, 427-429, 513), and 

a humor profile that simulates a plot profile stemming 

from the work of Caryl Crowell in Tucson, Arizona. The 

strategies were slightly modified to meet the needs of 

the study. These strategies were audio taped and used as 

a primary data source. 

Cloning the Author 

After the students finished reading Catherine, 

Called Birdy (Cushman, 1994), the students each wrote ten 

points or events from the book that they deemed important 

on separate index cards. After discarding the three 

least important, they reviewed the remaining seven. 

Next, they identified which one of the seven was the 

central idea and arranged the other six in a circle 

around the seventh card. In a discussion with me, each 

member of the focus group shared their cards explaining 

the relationships between the cards. 

Graffiti Board 

Using a large piece of butcher paper, members of the 

focus group each used a section of the paper to sketch 

out responses, ideas, comments, and quotations to a 

story. The members of the focus group used the graffiti 
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board to draw connections from different perspectives and 

as a springboard for their discussions to follow. 

Say Something 

For the purpose of this study, members of the focus 

group read part of a story aloud. After deciding who 

would read first, that person read until he or she had a 

comment about what had been read. This may have been 

after the first sentence, paragraph, page, or even 

longer. Next, the reader stopped and responded to what 

had been read. The focus group members also made a 

verbal response. Another person then continued to read 

until he or she had an oral response. This strategy 

invited students to comment on what was just read, make 

predictions about what will happen next, share 

connections and experiences related to the selection, or 

ask a question about something that is confusing them" 

(Short et al., 1996, p. 513). 

Humor Profile 

Members of the focus group were given graph paper 

with one-centimeter squares. Each member of the group 

brainstormed a separate list of what they considered to 

be the most humorous events in a story. They next listed 

the events chronologically as they appeared in the text. 

Following, they created either a bar graph or line graph 
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giving weight to the hiomor of each event. For example as 

seen in Figure 1, Annabelle listed 19 events in the book 

as humorous. Event #6, labeled ^̂ Castor Oil" represents 

when Daisy tricked Jay Berry into vomiting by merely 

showing him the bottle of castor oil. Daisy's doctoring 

and Jay Berry getting drunk are coded as the next two 

funniest events. These three events are further explored 

in Chapter 5. 



Figure 1. 
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Journal Entries and Written Artifacts 

Each member of the focus group was asked to keep a 

journal entitled *̂ You Find that Funny?" where they 

recorded their version of entire class literary 

discussions of the book. Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 

1976) . After Ms. Warner read aloud from the text, the 

entire class would discuss their reactions and 

predictions of upcoming events. Next, Ms. Warner would 

ask the students to return to their seats and respond in 

their journal. The journal lent itself more easily to 

journal responses concerning Summer of the Monkeys 

(Rawls, 1976) since portions of the book were read aloud 

daily unlike The Midwifê  s Apprentice (Cushman, 1995) 

which was read on an individual basis. The journal was 

designed by Ms. Warner and me, decorated by members of 

the class, and served as a place where students could 

share their reactions, reflections, and examples of 

humor. Each journal opened with a letter to the students 

from Ms. Warner and me discussing the different uses of 

the journal (see Appendix H). 

I explained to the focus group that the journal was 

a place for them to "share their reactions, conclusions, 

reflections, but especially examples of humor" (see 
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Appendix H). The following page of the journal invited 

students to list names of books and authors they 

considered humorous. The remaining pages alternate 

between lined and blank pages where students wrote or 

sketched their reactions to humor in the novels. 

Other samples of the students' written work were 

also collected. Artifacts included poems, historical 

fiction pieces containing humor, student-made 

transparencies, written responses from Jack's Black Book 

(Gantos, 1997) and from the text set of contemporary 

realistic fiction. 

Humor Survey 

The humor survey served as an inventory and was 

given to all students as part of the selection process of 

the focus group. Six open-ended questions were asked and 

arranged by what I deemed the most interesting question 

first (Babbie, 1973). Before the questionnaire was 

administered to the students, I asked Ms. Warner to 

review the questions as I did the previous year to ensure 

the questions were suitable. The survey gave us a window 

into the students' worlds. The questions that were asked 

included: 

1. How do you define humor? 

2. Where do you find examples of humor in your life? 
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3. What are your favorite books that contain humor? 

4. What authors do you think are effective in using 

humor? 

5. What literary terms do you know that relate to 

humor? 

6. What else do you want to share about humor that 

was not already asked? 

Organization and Analysis of Data 

To fully explain my organization and analysis of the 

data, I first discuss the procedures I followed and 

present literature that supports the use of the 

procedures. 

First, data was organized in file folders divided by 

artifacts: interviews with students and the classroom 

teacher, observational fieldnotes, transcripts of 

audiotapes and a videotape of literature circle 

discussions, journal entries and written artifacts, and 

the humor survey. Audiotapes and the videotape, district 

correspondences, and theoretical literature were stored 

nearby. All of the data were stored in file boxes for 

accessibility. 

Second, I reviewed and analyzed (explained in-depth 

in the latter half of this chapter) the data often during 

the collection process. It was important for me to 
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remember "analysis is a matter of giving meaning to first 

impressions as well as to final compilations" (Stake, 

1995, p. 71). Cognizant of this, I spent several weeks 

talking informally with the classroom teacher and 

colleagues about the data collection in an effort to gain 

multiple perspectives. 

Third, I revisited my questions careful to let them 

guide me, but not blind me of new perspectives. I 

welcomed questions from others, which gave me the 

opportunity to verbalize my initial findings linking them 

to my review of literature. 

Fourth, all of the raw data was photocopied two 

times and organized chronologically. These two sets of 

raw data were then placed into two separate expandable 

files. Each file was then labeled with the corresponding 

research question 1 or 2. As a researcher, I began with 

"a mass of undifferentiated ideas and behavior, and then 

collect[ed] pieces of information, comparing, 

contrasting, and sorting gross categories and minutiae 

until a discernible thought or behavior becomes 

identifiable" (Fetterman, 1989, p. 92) . I also kept 

continuous notes of how possible themes derived from 

analysis and reflection, how these themes developed, how 

they connected to other pieces of data, and how my 
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initial research questions were framed by the review 

process. 

Often I kept notes written on yellow legal pads that 

were later cut into strips and divided according to the 

chapter. I took each set of strips and stapled them 

together and put then into a corresponding manila 

envelope. For example, one of my notes I wrote called 

for me to reexamine the relationship between voice and 

format in Chapter 6 that addressed how these middle 

school students talked about the connections between 

literary elements and humor in the adolescent literature. 

Because I had several other notes pertaining to other 

chapters written on the same page, I simply cut the notes 

up and divided them into groups according to their 

chapter heading. When I was making revisions to Chapter 

6, I would refer to the manila envelope marked ̂ Ĉhapter 

6." This process allowed me to stay organized, write 

notes in the midst of writing, not worry about the 

potential of losing a note written on a small piece of 

paper, and attend to even the smallest details during the 

writing process. 

After I attended to each of these procedures, I used 

methods of analysis that included analytic induction, 

constant comparison, organizational charts, and different 
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forms of member checking. In the following section, each 

method of analysis is explained. 

Analytic Induction 

Methods of analysis included analytic induction 

which involves "scanning the data for categories of 

phenomena and for relationships among such categories, 

developing [hypotheses] . . . and then modifying and 

refining them" (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993, p. 254). 

For example, I analyzed the transcripts of student 

interviews, literature circle discussions, written 

artifacts, and fieldnotes. Categories included 

incongruity, action humor, choice of language, 

exaggeration, irony, sarcasm, and repetition. Similar 

categories from my earlier study emerged from the data 

collection of this study. 

As I read and reread the data, I looked for 

recurring categories that were closely linked to my 

research questions. In an interview, when discussing 

humor in The Midwife's Apprentice (Cushman, 1995) Willow 

stated, "I found the action humor really funny ... I 

did find a lot of action humor like the rat's blood. I 

think that was probably the funniest part of the book." 

As I scanned the data, I color-coded this excerpt for 

action humor; a specific type of hxjmor that aided me in 
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answering the question regarding the aspects of humor 

these selected middle school students identify in 

adolescent literature. I color coded patterns and 

categories in this qualitative study to help me make 

sense of the data. 

Constant Comparison 

Another form of analysis is constant comparison 

which "combines inductive category coding with a 

simultaneous comparison of all social incidents observed 

and coded" (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993, p. 256) . First, 

I color coded transcripts and field notes for recurring 

patterns and concepts. Second, I asked myself the 

following questions: 

1. What patterns and concepts are represented in my 

categories? 

2. What is the relationship between my categories and 

guiding research questions? 

3. What new perspectives have emerged based on this 

process? 

4. How can I define these new categories (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967)? 

Third, I refined the categories as I continued to code 

new data comparing it to previously coded data sets in 

search of new relationships. By following these steps I 
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was able to develop grounded theory. My theory is 

grounded in my data resulting from my "examination and 

reexamination of data . . . initial coding, comparing, 

recording, comparing, [and] final coding" (D.L. Fox, 

personal communication, December 1, 1998). 

For example, after I analyzed the transcripts, I 

discovered the students were visualizing action humor 

which was enhancing their understanding of the novel. 

For example, Heidi commented, think it was funny when 

Jay Berry was attacked by the monkeys, but mostly visual. 

. . . It's just funny when I visualize what happens and 

what it was like." Similarly, during an interview. 

Willow explained: 

Jay Berry said his mama would dress him in girl's 

clothes and I kinda thought that was funny 

because I guess that was the way she punished him 

back then. I was getting the image of Jay Berry 

coming to school like, the school Century, 

dressed in girl's clothes. And a lot of time 

when I think something is funny, it is usually 

action humor. Because then I can get an image 

and the image makes me laugh." 

I coded these excerpts as examples of action humor 

in connection to visualization. I compared this category 
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to a previous and broader category entitled action humor. 

Reviewing my guiding questions, I concluded the category 

related to the first supporting question: What do 

selected middle school students identify as humorous in 

adolescent literature? Thus, I deduced the students had 

used humor as a tool to enhance their understanding of 

the novel through the use of visualization. Similarly, I 

argue that the use of visualization also enhanced their 

understanding of the action humor. Both partnerships 

aided in the focus group's reading comprehension (see 

Chapter 5 for explicit details). 

Organizational Charts 

I used organizational charts to help me piece data 

sources together gaining a better sense of the whole. 

The benefits of charting data is that it "measures 

changes over time" allowing me to address my questions 

more completely (Fetterman, 1989, p. 96). For example, I 

created a chart after I first color coded the transcripts 

with the intention of answering my first supporting 

research question: What do selected middle school 

students identify as humorous in adolescent literature? 

The chart initially had ten categories which I later 

collapsed to seven categories. I dated the chart, and 

then began to analyze how the categories fit together. 
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For the next several weeks, I created charts grouping 

together the categories. Moving categories around, I 

created main categories and subcategories. Next, using 

an unabridged dictionary, I researched the definitions I 

would use in this study. I photocopied the definitions, 

cut the definitions into strips, and analyzed how the 

definitions formed categories and subcategories. I then 

compared the definition chart with my latest chart of 

terms. Over time these charts changed as new data 

filtered in, changing my perception, and allowing me to 

understand new relationships among the terms. Through 

this process the final version of the chart, depicted in 

Figure 2, emerged. Ultimately, organizational charting 

aided me in answering my first sub-question in this 

study. 

Incongruity 

Action Choice of Language 

Exaggeration Exaggeration 

Sarcasm 

Irony 

Repetition 

Figure 2. Final Revisions of Humor Relationships. 
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Member Checking 

'̂ Member checking" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) was an 

important component to the study. The focus group 

members reviewed portions of semi-polished drafts 

involving their language, work, and thoughts to ensure 

that I was presenting them accurately increasing the 

validity of the study (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993, p. 

319). For example, when I coded action humor and sarcasm 

as aspects of humor that these middle school students 

identified in the transcripts, I conferred with the 

members of the focus group to make sure my 

interpretations were valid and true. 

Ms. Warner, the classroom teacher, had access to all 

of the data. Ms. Warner also conducted an audit trail 

where she acted as an "independent judge" (Merriam, 1988, 

p. 172) on three separate transcripts dated in November, 

January, and February. Merriam (1988) cites Guba and 

Lincoln (1981) and offers that the purpose of the audit 

trail was for Ms. Warner to "authenticate the findings of 

a study by following the trial of the researcher" (p. 

172) . The November transcript involved talk about Summer 

of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976) revealing different types of 

humor. The January transcript was concerned with The 

Midwifê s Apprentice (Cushman, 1995), and the February 
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transcript included literary elements and information 

about the two Cushman books. Ms. Warner identified many 

of the same themes that I did in the transcripts. For 

example/ she stated that the students' empathizing with 

the characters in the text was a common thread in the 

data. 

Data involving general classroom routines were 

checked by at least two members of the focus group. I 

shared copies of transcripts and work samples with the 

students and Ms. Warner to learn their perspectives and 

to know about their window of understanding. Transcripts 

of individual interviews were reviewed by students, as 

were the transcripts of literature circle discussions. 

On most occasions, not including days when some 

focus group members were absent, transcripts were 

reviewed in a play format. Collectively, we read the 

transcripts aloud which allowed us to relive the 

experience creating a sense of immediacy. At times 

laughter erupted as members of the group remembered 

detailed accounts of the talk from the audio taping of 

the transcript. They recalled movements, body language, 

general moods, and sometimes what they were wearing. 

This process allowed me to be able to ask clarifying 

questions and to gain more detailed answers. The 
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students reviewed all of the data during their language 

arts block. 

Triangulation, defined as "testing one source of 

information against another to strip away alternative 

explanations and prove a hypothesis," was an important 

component of the analysis of the raw data (Fetterman, 

1989, p. 89). I not only shared portions of drafts and 

transcripts with the focus group and Ms. Warner, but I 

talked through my theoretical thoughts with her to 

exchange ideas of how the data connects to reader 

response theories. Using triangulation improved ^̂ the 

quality of data" and findings (Fetterman, 1989, p. 91). 

I wanted to know what was "happening between" my 

story and their stories and member checking assisted me 

in doing so (Fine, 1994, p. 72). Aside from issues 

concerning "vulnerability or inaccuracy, however, I 

retain[ed] the right to write the final report as I see 

fit" (Seidman, 1991, p. 75). 

Ending at the Beginning 

These analytic procedures helped me gain a "firm 

knowledge base in bits and pieces, [by] asking questions, 

listening, probing, comparing and contrastinĝ  

synthesizing, and evaluating information (Fetterman, 

1989, p. 103). Again, these analytic devices qualify in 
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answering the pending question: How do middle school 

students use hiomor to live through adolescent literature? 

The consistency and overlapping of procedures allowed me 

an objective perspective with the help of the focus group 

and classroom teacher. 

In Chapters 5 and 6, I provide the findings of the 

study that came from the analysis of the data. In the 

next chapter, I provide in-depth information about the 

focus group members. 
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Chapter 4 

Introducing the Participants and Context 

on a Walk through their Humor 

What's a prisoner's favorite punctuation mark? 

The period, because it means the end of his 
sentence. 

(Walton, 1998, p.12) 

In this chapter, the introductions to focus group 

and its membership are presented in the first half of the 

chapter stemming from interviews, observations, and work 

samples. I highlight each member and their contributions 

to the study. 

The remainder of the chapter is organized 

chronologically according to key events resulting from 

the data collection: 1) humor becomes a part of the 

classroom community, 2) laughing through realistic 

fiction, 3) the use of a text set to investigate humor, 

and 4) humor and historical fiction. Using these 

literacy events, I reenact our journey of the inquiry 

giving voice to the participants by providing examples of 

talk from pertinent interviews and literature group 

discussions. 

Because this qualitative case study consists of a 

group of five sixth-grade students, it is important that 
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I explore how the focus group evolved and how we learned 

collaboratively. The purpose of this chapter is two 

fold: 1) to provide a detailed context to establish the 

uniqueness of the participants, and 2) to provide a 

framework for Chapters 5 and 6 in which I analyze the 

students' responses in order to answer my research 

questions. 

An Introduction to the Focus Group 

The bustling preadolescents come barreling down the 

halls rushing from other buildings on the campus of their 

middle school trying to make it to class before the bell 

rings. Some run, while others walk in a more orderly 

fashion, trying to acknowledge the rules of the school. 

Some jtimp and hit the top of the doorways with their 

hands like James and Jake have been known to do, while 

some meander—caught up in their own conversations—like 

Annabelle, Willow, and Heidi. 

Ms. Warner, their Isuiguage arts teacher, stands at 

the door to greet the sixth-grade students as they pile 

into the classroom weighted down by heavy backpacks and 

gym clothes. They then make mad dashes for their seats 

and pull out their supplies for the day. And thus, the 

day begins, a day filled with learning opportunities and 

literacy experiences affording me a chance to leam from 



101 

these five sixth-grade students—̂ Annabelle, Heidi, Jake, 

James, and Willow—and the role humor plays in their 

lives. 

Annabelle; ̂ Ĥumor helps move the plot line along. 

Deliberate in her speech, Annabelle carefully 

chooses her words when raising a point of discussion with 

her peers. This soft-spoken, blue-eyed, eleven-year-old 

has long blond hair covering half the length of her body 

with neatly curled bangs. She is typically found sitting 

with her legs tucked under her and making eye contact 

with the speaker of the group. 

Annabelle dresses with a feminine flair in 

coordinated ̂ b̂right colored" outfits like many of her 

peers, but sometimes acts older as shown by certain word 

choices and mannerisms. For example, in an interview, 

she shared that after reading Summer of the Monkeys 

(Rawls, 1976) , she is more "inclined" to read hiamorous 

books. When speaking she often uses her hands to gesture 

and accentuate points of discussion. She quickly 

dismisses perceived immature acts of characters in the 

books she reads, but remains tolerant of similar actions 

in her peers. The older of two children, Annabelle has 

always known the Southwest as home. 
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Reading has been a part of her life for as far back 

as she can remember. "I like to read a lot. I like to 

read a lot of different things," she reports in an 

interview. Annabelle credits her father with helping her 

to leam to read stating that he would "just sit down and 

read books and stuff and help me with my school work a 

lot." She continues by explaining that her parents 

"showed me that everything you do revolves around reading 

and you have to be able to read the labels on food and 

stuff and the newspapers." 

Annabelle reports reading for enjoyment in a "chair 

in my house, a big, huge, overstuffed thing" for forty-

five minutes to an hour per day and up to two hours per 

day during the summer. For Annabelle, the benefits of 

reading are not only pragmatic, but also pleasurable 

because "you can go to a different world when you're 

reading because you're sorta in a different place and 

you're learning about different people" (see Appendix I 

for a list of Annabelle's favorite, humorous books). 

Examples of humorous literature emerged for 

Annabelle while reading and being read to from the 

Berenstein Bears series. Although she prefers fantasies 

and mysteries, she cites Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 

1976) and Jack's Black Books (Gantos, 1997) as humorous. 
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Annabelle reports enjoying her involvement in the 

focus group stating "I think it's lots of fun. We get to 

talk about different things and it's a nice little group 

and I just like it." 

Heidi; "Humor is not just comedy." 

Heidi describes herself as "blond with green eyes" 

of "middle height" with "long (sort of) legs." Like a 

chameleon, she often changes her outward appearance 

having had five different hairstyles during the seven 

months of the data collection. Wearing popular white 

tennis shoes, cotton jerseys and faded blue jeans, Heidi 

typically positions herself next to the other two girls 

in the focus group during discussions. She is an 

attentive listener who asks clarifying questions when 

unsure as to the direction of the conversation and laughs 

freely with others when discussing examples of humor. 

Twelve-year-old Heidi is the middle child of three 

with a brother two years older and a sister who is almost 

two years old. Her home has always been in the 

Southwest. 

When asked what were the different qualities that 

make her a reader she explained, "Well, you have to like 

it. Because if you don't like it, it is really not going 

to be one of your traits or something that you like to 
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do." Reading humorous books like Go Doĝ  Go (Eastman, 

1961) helped Heidi begin her appreciation of humor which 

has now flourished into liking other fictitious works 

including James and the Giant Peach (Dahl, 1996), The 

Westing Game (Raskin, 1978), and The Phantom Tollbooth 

(Juster, 1961), the latter being her "favorite book." 

Heidi explains she likes "to read books that are funny 

and ones that the characters are sorta like me." 

Although Heidi tries to read every day, being 

"honest" and "responsible (usually)," she reports a more 

accurate answer of three to four times per week in her 

favorite spot at the local park by a "little waterfall" 

(see Appendix J for a list of Heidi's favorite, hiomorous 

titles). 

As a member of the focus group, Heidi reports 

learning new terminology and gaining different 

perspectives. She comments, "Willow [focus group member] 

makes all these really good points that I never thought 

about and I like listening to what she says and everyone 

else's ideas." 

Jake; "Basically humor is something funny." 

Blond-haired, blue-eyed Jake is often found 

stretched out on his side with his arm propping up his 

head during literature circle discussions. He wears a 



105 

tee shirt, a pair of shorts, weather permitting, and 

sneakers. Jake, who appears not to be interested in the 

literature circle discussion, is in actuality observing, 

thinking, and listening carefully to what his peers are 

saying. When he does participate, he times his 

participation to make succinct points, but because he is 

soft spoken, it can be difficult to hear his words. 

Jake, eleven years old going on twelve, is the 

oldest of four children in his family with three younger 

sisters in tow. Already reading by the time he entered 

school, he credits his parents and primary teachers with 

helping him become proficient by recommending books to 

him including those written by Dr. Seuss. The Southwest 

has always been his home. 

Jake considers himself a reader because he enjoys 

books and comments that reading is one of his *̂ serious 

hobbies," in the same category as "rollerblading and 

sports." Reading for enjoyment from 30 to 60 minutes 

daily, Jake reads in the car, his bedroom, or "just about 

anywhere." 

For Jake, examples of humor are evident in The 

Phantom Tollbooth (Juster, 1961), Jack̂ s Black Book 

(Gantos, 1997), and Maniac Magee (Spinelli, 1990). Jake 

comments on the effectiveness of the characters' actions 
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that bring the humor to life (see Appendix K for a 

complete list of Jake's most favored, hximorous works). 

Being a member of the focus group is important to 

Jake because as he states, am learning to be a better 

reader because I am learning to communicate more and with 

other people." 

James; Humor ̂ 'makes you laugh and feel good." 

It is easy to locate James in the classroom during a 

read-aloud experience. He is an eager listener sporting 

a crew cut with his eyes glued to the teacher as he 

executes a hearty laugh whenever appropriate. James, 

typically wearing a short-sleeved shirt and a pair of 

wind pants, is always quick to respond in literary 

discussions that follow read-aloud experiences. 

James is eleven years old, the older of two children 

in his family, who moved to the United States from China 

when he was three years old. He first lived in the 

Midwest for several years before moving to the Southwest 

when he was in the third grade. He began reading books 

when he was "about four or five" in both English and 

Chinese, but was a fluent reader in English first. 

James credits his father with being an important 

influence in helping him become a reader. He explains. 

He [his father] kept on telling me to read. He 
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told me good books that he's read because when he 

came [to the United States], he didn't know a lot 

of English and he just read to learn the words 

and he just told me the novels that he had read. 

So he just told me some novels to read like when 

I was in third grade. 

K portion of James' 30 to 45 minutes of daily 

pleasure reading is dedicated to reading information 

while surfing the Internet. When it comes to humorous 

novels, James can be found reading them in bed while 

being drawn in by "the character being funny and probably 

the things that happen in the story that are funny" (see 

Appendix L for a list of James' favorite books containing 

humor) . 

Among the funniest books he has read is the class 

read-aloud entitled Jack's Black Book (Gantos, 1997) 

stating that the author. Jack Gantos, "stretches the 

truth a lot." James also believes authors "use humor by 

using absurdity and weirdness. They have you believe 

what you know will never happen." 

Being in the focus group had multiple rewards for 

James, apart from being "pretty fun." He states, "when 

we discuss things, I kinda get a lot more ideas and how 
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we can share with each other and if we have an idea, we 

can make it even better with help from other kids." 

Willow; ̂ 'Therê s more to humor than just laughing." 

At first. Willow, with her long brown hair and 

sophisticated trendy glasses, presents herself as a very 

serious student. As she sits cross-legged in the 

literature circle in a pair of jeans, short-sleeved shirt 

and signature crystal earrings, her personality evolves 

as the rest of the group is exposed to her insightful 

points of discussion, witty charm, and finely tuned 

ability to debate. 

Born in Yugoslavia, Willow and her parents moved to 

the United States when she was a toddler exposing her to 

the English language for the first time. Serbian is 

Willow's first language, with English being a second 

language even though she learned both almost 

simultaneously. In terms of fluency, she explains, "I 

use English more often so I am definitely more fluent. 

Serbian I use at home, and whenever my grandparents come, 

I use it more often and my parents, they practice with 

me." Serbian remains the primary language in her home. 

When asked if she considered herself to be a reader, 

she responded, "definitely." With, further explanation, 

she offered, "ever since third grade, I've been checking 
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out as many books at the libraries as I can and have just 

bookshelves at home full of books and I really love to 

read." 

Among the books on the shelves are some of Willow's 

favorite mysteries and comedies. As a reader. Willow 

describes positive experiences rereading favorite books, 

"I still think about the characters because usually when 

I read again, I notice new things about the characters 

and the plot line." Willow can be found rereading her 

favorite books outside in the fresh air or inside on a 

comfortable chair in her bedroom (a complete listing of 

Willow's favorite books is found in Appendix M). 

Willow has fond memories of her mother "who always 

read to me and helped me with my reading" beginning with 

"Dr. Seuss books and fairy tales and . . . more advanced 

chapter books." A plethora of books and authors 

contribute to her love of humorous books that include the 

work of Judy Blume and Phyllis Reynolds Naylor. To 

clarify, she explained: 

When I was younger I liked more outrageous humor 

like Jack Gantos' books and when I was even 

younger than that I liked Dr. Seuss books, but 

now I like more sophisticated humor. I like Judy 

Blume and Phyllis Reynolds Naylor and also 
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occasional books like Slimmer of the Monkeys 

(Rawls, 1976). 

Willow feels "comfortable" being part of the focus 

group stating, "when it's the five of us, when even I 

just suggest an idea and they really help build up onto 

it and add new ideas to it. And I help build up and it 

helps me realize new things about the book we're 

reading." 

Group Dynamics; Identifying Dominant Speakers and 

Listeners 

Both the boys and girls spoke freely in the 

literature circle discussions. The more dominant 

speakers of the group were Willow and James. Annabelle, 

Heidi, and Jake often spoke during the discussions, but 

typically waited to reflect on what was being said before 

speaking. 

Often examples used in the analysis chapters portray 

Willow for different reasons: 1) she talked more often 

than some members, and 2) she could easily articulate her 

thoughts in a clear and orderly fashion. Heidi once 

mentioned that the focus group "needed" Willow and missed 

her when she was absent because through her talk they 

built on her ideas. 
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James' style of talk was far different. He often 

spoke with, an authoritative tone although his perception 

of what he considered to be true sometimes varied from 

that of the group. With consistent rebuttals from other 

participants after he voiced an idea, James often 

rethought his ideas. Given the opportunity, James often 

commented immediately in a whole class discussion and 

during the small group discussions. He would use talk to 

explore meanings. He would talk through his ideas aloud 

filtering in the ideas of his peers. James used the talk 

of his peers to begin to understand that reading 

engagements resulted in different experiences for 

different people (see Chapter 5 and 6 for examples). 

Heidi and Annabelle added to literature group 

discussions once an initial framework had been 

established by other members of the focus group. They 

freely added ideas about humor and made connections to 

their own lives. Heidi was more apt to ask clarifying 

questions than Annabelle. 

Jake was the dominant listener in the group. He 

would insert pertinent comments when he felt they were 

needed. He would not hesitate to disagree with an idea 

presented by someone else. For example, James often 

stereotyped his reactions to a text assuming that because 
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he was a boy and Jake was a boy, they must have the same 

perception of a text. On one occasion when Jake 

disagreed with James, James responded, "He's like a 

girl." To which Jake replied, "I couldn't follow his 

railroad track, I am not on the same train. ... I can't 

really relate to what James is talking about, sometimes I 

can, not now." 

Examining My Role in the Study 

My role in the literature circle discussions 

differed from that of the participants: I was a 

participant, an observer, a researcher and a teacher. 

Inclusive in the role of teacher is facilitator and one 

who demonstrates and models. Instead of battling the 

semantics of an accurate label to describe my role during 

the varied context-specific literacy engagements, I find 

it more prudent to landerstand that my role changed as I 

worked to support students in their learning. 

At times, I sat with the focus group within the 

circle cross-legged on the floor or seated around a table 

just observing their talk, mannerisms, and taking notes. 

Other times I joined in the conversation laughing with 

them as they revisited a humorous incident and asking 

clarifying questions as noted in excerpts used in 

Chapters 5 and 6. On one occasion, due to a format 
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designed by Ms. Warner, the classroom teacher, and to 

address an agenda separate from this study, she and I sat 

outside of the circle as the students discussed a text. 

Throughout the school year I asked questions about 

humor and the adolescent literature. For example, in a 

literature circle discussion in October, I suggested that 

James revisit the text when sharing what he found 

humorous in Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976). 

Researcher; What part are you reacting to James? 

James: It is the part where he just gives him 

the apple. Jay Berry just gives him [the monkey] 

the apple. 

Researcher; Do you want to read it to us? 

James; OK. [He goes on to read the next few pages 

in the text.] 

Researcher; I am going to have to stop you there. 

So why did you choose this as one of your 

funniest parts? Why do you think this is funny? 

Note the use of the term "researcher" in transcripts was 

chosen to provide clarification for readers given the 

different names of the five focus group members and the 

nxamerous references to Ms. Warner. 

At other times throughout the year, I asked more 

global questions. For example, questions that I asked 
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during a literature circle discussion in January 

included; 

What does that say about humor? 

Do you have any other thoughts? 

Can you give me an example from one of the books? 

How do you feel about that? 

On occasion the group would break into side conversations 

and I would redirect them back to the last conversation 

that they were having as a group. For example, I 

suggested, ''Let's go back and discuss this." 

In February the participants discussed the use of 

voice and characterization. In turn, I asked several 

probing questions: 

Researcher: So what? So what if there is voice 

and good characterization and humor in both 

[Cushman books], what does it do for you as 

learners? 

Annabelle: Well, by reading some of these books, 

it might show by using voice and other elements, 

it makes the book better and we might be more 

encouraged to use that stuff in our writing. 

Researcher: Does anyone agree with that? 

Group: Yes. 
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My role in the group varied depending on the students' 

needs as learners, the content of their talJc, and my 

needs as a researcher. Although I was extremely careful 

as to never present myself as the participants' teacher 

out of respect for role played by Ms. Warner, I did offer 

the students instructional support as they learned about 

humor enhancing their understanding. 

I was living in the midst of the data collection, 

playing an active role by asking questions about their 

perceptions of humor in adolescent literature. There 

were days when I was overwhelmed as I reflected on the 

notes that I had taken, the audiotapes just recorded and 

the artifacts collected. As I reviewed the data during 

the process collection, I asked myself several questions 

that included: 

Am I spending too much time participating and not 

enough time observing? 

What constitutes enough time? 

In my quest to clarify their ideas, am I hearing 

their voices? 

How thoughtful am I being with my choice of 

language when I speak? 

As I reflected on my role during interviews 

conducted in November, I discovered that I was 



116 

inadvertently supporting the students in their responses. 

For example, I "caught" myself grinning and nodding my 

head, not necessarily at the content of their response, 

but to make the students feel more comfortable when first 

being interviewed. However, the students could have 

misinterpreted my body language as a signal that they had 

arrived at the "correct answer." Consequently, I became 

aware of my non-verbal communication during the data 

collection process and changed my body language as a 

result of my reflection. 

A second change that I noted during the data 

collection process was my choice of language during 

literature circle discussions. In January, during a 

discussion about gender roles in The Midwifê s Apprentice 

(Cushman, 1995), I found myself unpleasantly surprised 

with my own choice of language. 

James: This kinda seemed like a big argument. 

Researcher; But we said it was OK to argue. 

James: We always get into gender and we always 

get into a big argument. 

Heidi: We don't get into it, you always get into 

it. 

As I transcribed the audiotape from this discussion, I 

thought to myself, "Could I have said this? What was I 
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thinking?" I, like the members of the focus group, used 

the language in the group to build meaning. I was most 

likely influenced by James' use of the word "argument." 

Ironically the participants on other occasions used the 

word "debate" when explaining their differences in 

opinions. 

I found myself speaking too quickly and not 

considering the connotations of the meaning of the 

particular words I was using. Transcribing many of the 

audiotapes in the midst of data collection helped me 

observe my role and make necessary changes in my own 

talk. 

My varied roles in the study added richness and 

texture to the data collection process. As a result of 

these roles, I find it most accurate to label myself a 

"learner." 

Retracing Our Footsteps: Four Unfolding Literacy Events 

For the latter half of this chapter, I reconstruct 

four different literacy experiences providing a detailed 

context of the setting for readers and a backdrop for 

Chapters 5 and 6. These four different experiences also 

provide a context for the specific analysis that is 

presented in the next two chapters. 
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When I first sat down, to write this chapter I sat 

before stacks of transcripts, audiotapes, work samples, 

and other artifacts. To maintain focus, I reviewed the 

research questions guiding the study: 

How do selected middle school students use humor 

as a ^ lived through'' experience in adolescent 

literature? 

With supporting questions: 

1. What do selected middle school students 

identify as humorous in adolescent literature? 

2. In what ways do selected middle school 

students talk about the connections between 

elements of literature and hximor in response 

to adolescent literature? 

In consideration of this process, I then chose four 

literacy events that help paint a picture of the 

classroom context and year-long study. The four literacy 

events include: 1) humor becomes a part of the classroom 

community, 2) laughing through realistic fiction, 3) the 

use of a text set to investigate humor, and 4) humor and 

historical fiction. The first event involves the entire 

class and demonstrates how hiamor was first introduced 

into the classroom community. The remaining three events 

involve the five participants referred to as the focus 
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group. Several examples come from the focus group's 

writing samples that I present retaining their exact 

spellings, attempts to represent emphasis in their 

writing, and punctuation. It is important to understand 

how humor was extended into consciousness in this 

classroom leading to opportunities for intertextual 

connections and deeper understanding of literary 

elements. 

Laughing Right from the Start 

Beginning the data collection for this study I had 

similar feelings to those I have at the beginning of a 

new school year: the excitement of new beginnings, the 

freshness of smiling faces many tanned from the summer's 

hot rays, and the anticipation of pending learning 

experiences. It was the first week of the school year 

and already classroom routines were commonplace. 

Beginning with the first day of journal writing, Ms. 

Warner was already playing a CD providing a soothing 

backdrop for the students. Piano music drifted through 

the room like raindrops hitting the sidewalk on a crisp 

fall morning. 

In this portion of the chapter, I describe the whole 

class literacy experiences and then focus on the five 

participants of the study. To reiterate, even though the 
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entire class read many of the same novels as the members 

of the focus group, the vast majority of data collection 

centered on just the five participants; Annabelle, Heidi/ 

Jake, James, and Willow. 

Event 1; How Humor Becomes a Part of the Classroom 

Community 

In the beginning of September, Ms. Warner shared 

Jack Gantos' new book entitled Jack̂  s Black Book (1997) 

with the entire class, as he is an often-discussed author 

throughout the year. Moving her desk chair to an open 

area on the rug, Ms. Warner talked about how she was 

excited about the book. She explained to the students 

how she read about his new book in an article that I 

provided her. She commented on how funny the book is and 

that Jack Gantos gets his ideas from personal life 

experiences. Daily oral readings from Jack̂ s Black Book 

(Gantos, 1997) became an integral part of the classroom's 

routine for several weeks. 

Episodic in nature, the novel portrays the trials 

and tribulations of twelve-year-old Jack Henry who finds 

himself living in a world located just outside of 

reality. The novel is realistic enough for readers to 

connect to the characters and outlandish enough to take 

the exaggeration and action in stride. Gantos 
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effectively draws readers in with carefully crafted 

characters and real life school, social, and family 

events with which readers identify. 

By the beginning of September, the students in the 

classroom were responding positively to the humor in 

Jack̂ s Black Book (Gantos, 1997). The students laughed, 

smiled, and chanted requests for Ms. Warner to read aloud 

additional chapters. They were invested in the read 

aloud, in the character development of the main 

protagonist. Jack, and in the episodes that engulfed his 

seventh grade year. Repeatedly, students responded to 

the sarcasm, action humor, put-down hxamor, and 

exaggeration. Many students agreed Gantos used words 

that painted a picture for readers. At this point in the 

school year during whole class literature discussions, 

the students described the humor in the text and I 

supported them by identifying the terminology. Throughout 

the data collection, my role in the classroom continued 

to oscillate between observer and participant. 

The humor is graphic at points which caused some 

students to block their ears as Ms. Warner read. For 

example, Ms. Warner read aloud on September 3, 1998, 

about Jack's pet dog, BeauBeau III, who dies 

unexpectedly. As a result of the dog's untimely death. 
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Jack decides to build hint a casket in. woodshop class. 

With, careful thought and deliberation. Jack completes 

what he thinks is quality craftsmanship. He lugs home 

the coffin only to discover that rigormortis has set in 

and BeauBeau is no longer as flexible as he once had 

been. 

Pete was with me when I picked BeauBeau up and 

tried to place him into the coffin. He didn't 

fit. . . . When I put him sideways into the 

coffin his legs made him too wide, and when I 

turned him onto his back his legs stuck straight 

up and I couldn't lower the top. I grabbed him 

by the paws tried to bend his joints but they 

wouldn't move. He was as stiff as an iron fence. 

^̂ There's only one thing to do," I said to 

Pete. I could feel the little hairs sticking up 

all over my body. 

Pete read my mind. ''No," he shouted. 

"Yes!" I insisted. "Get me the three-pound 

hammer." 

"You'll bum in you-know-where for this," he 

said with face all twisted up. 

"The hammer," I ordered, "or I'll fit you in 

here with him" (Gantos, 1997, pp. 41-42). 
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While some squirmed, the majority of the kids 

laughed at the exaggerated efforts of Jack. At the close 

of the read aloud, we asked the students to respond in 

writing to the humor in the text. (As noted earlier, I 

have chosen to represent the students' words using their 

exact spellings, attempts to represent emphasis in their 

writing, and punctuation.) James offered: 

I thought the part about Bo-Bo III was funny 

because [it was] so disgusting. ... He used a 

lot of good, funny adjetive and action verbs. 

Heidi wrote, ''I think that Jack's Black Book is 

hilarious! I just thought that it was so gross that it 

was outstandingly funny. It was funny picturing Jack 

hammering Bo Bo's legs down. That is why I REALLY like 

this book." 

On large chart paper, the class collectively 

brainstormed why Jack Gantos might use humor in his 

writing. The students stated that humor was used in 

connection to his target audience, based on personal 

experiences and his own personality, for enjoyment 

purposes, to invite readers and writers to model after 

him, and to allow readers to get **into" the book. 

Students repeatedly laughed at pending predictions 

and the word choice in the text. Humor became an 
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integral part of the classroom, community. In many ways 

this read-aloud experience provided the backdrop for my 

study. As I discovered throughout the year. Jack Gantos' 

name and work would repeatedly find their way into 

literature circle discussions, interviews, and classroom̂  

presentations. 

Seeking Out Humor in the Library 

By mid September, students became more attentive to 

humor as a result of the read aloud, and began to look 

for humorous books in the school library. These weekly 

trips to the library allowed me to begin to connect with 

the students as they began to connect to humor in 

literature. Browsing through the shelves of books, I 

discovered students talking about books. Because the 

students were eager to find exciting books to read, I 

often gave informal booktalks to small groups as they 

gathered around a collection of paperback novels 

displayed on rotating bookstands. Jake and I discovered 

we held a common interest in the love of Norton Juster's 

work. A full smile swept across his face as he described 

The Phantom. Tollbooth (Juster, 1961) as a ̂ ĝreat book." 

By the end of September, other students asked for 

book recommendations exploring humor and collectively we 

would scan the library bookshelves. I suggested Harris 
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and Me (Paulsen, 1993), Who Put that Hair on my 

Toothbrush (Spinelli, 1984) and A Barrel of Laughs, A 

Vale of Tears (Feiffer, 1995). When the library did not 

carry a particular book, I lent my copies to the students 

that were shared and passed around the classroom. In 

turn, they suggested humorous books to me that I also 

read. 

During our visits to the library, I often conunented 

on why I found some books humorous. For example, when 

discussing Harris and Me (Paulsen, 1993), I shared that I 

found the actions of the characters to be humorous and 

considered this text to be the funniest novel I have read 

in a long time. Interested in both humor and my 

perception of humor versus their own, this text was read 

by many students in the classroom. 

Coming Together as a Group; Forming New Identities 

Sitting in a circle in the carpeted hallway outside 

of the classroom during the third week of September, the 

focus group and I met for the first time. I explained 

that their classroom teacher, Ms. Warner, and I had 

selected them to be members of the focus group if they 

were interested in participating. I explained that they 

needed to bring home the permission form and letter 

regarding the study sind that they and their parents would 
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have to sign it before they could officially become 

members of the focus group. I also shared that they 

would need pseudonyms to protect their identity and that 

they could pick their own. I did ask that they choose a 

name that began with the same first letter as in their 

first name. Excited with the idea of gaining new 

identities, I sent them off thinking of possible new 

names. 

Eager is the word that best described the focus 

group that first day. They were eager for a new 

adventure, traveling a course unknown to them in their 

educational experiences. They had taken on a new role in 

their classroom; they had agreed to become members of the 

focus group. 

Three days later, the group came together with the 

permission of their parents and shared their new names 

and rationale for their choices. Heidi had brought a 

baby book of names to school and passed it around to the 

group. Willow chose her name since it was the only name 

she liked that began with a Jake took the name of 

his best friend. This was also the name James wanted, 

but he later conceded to Jake who appeared more invested 

in his pseudonym. Annabelle took the name of a great 

aunt who had been diagnosed as terminally ill. Lastly, 
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Heidi happily reported that her parents had also begun to 

call her by her pseudonym at home. The diversity in the 

names chosen represents the diversity in each of the 

members of the focus group. 

Event 2: Laughing Through Realistic Fiction 

Following daily journal writing (see Appendix B for 

class schedule), Ms. Warner read aloud to the students. 

She believes it is vitally important to plan daily for 

oral reading as well as allowing the students time to 

read individually or in pairs. She would move her desk 

chair to an open area in the room, typically toward the 

front or center of the room, and invite the students to 

join her on the carpet or to sit at a desk nearby. 

Ms. Warner often read aloud from the same novel that 

the class was reading. Because the students were reading 

at different rates, some so excited they finished the 

book within days while others read at the same rate as 

Ms. Warner, oral reading was a revisiting experience for 

some students. Ms. Warner believes a read-aloud 

experience is a different experience from individualized 

reading and therefore demonstrates the value of rereading 

when she reads aloud the same novel the students are 

reading independently. 
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Toward the end of September, while Ms. Warner read 

from Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls# 1976), Willow grinned 

while James chuckled at humorous parts. There was open 

laughter when the main character. Jay Berry, lost his 

britches after drinking too much sour mash and was 

ultimately outwitted by the monkeys. 

When I first introduced the book Summer of the 

Monkeys (Rawls, 1976) for the purpose of this study in 

Chapter 3, I used the following example of humor. Here, 

a more complete account of the humorous episode is 

warranted given the amount of time the students discussed 

the following example of action humor; 

I thought that if I could close my eyes and give 

my head a good shake it might straighten things 

out a little. I tried it and squalled like a 

stepped-on cat with the pain. My head felt as if 

it had exploded, and I was sure that my eyeballs 

had popped right out onto the ground. 

I couldn't understand why I was so cold. My 

teeth were chattering and I had goose bxomps all 

over me. When I finally did discover why I was 

so cold, I jumped straight up and hollered in a 

loud voice, "Hey, my britches are goneI" (Rawls, 

1976, p. 137). 
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These sixth-grade students were highly receptive to 

action humor. Following the read-aloud experience, the 

whole class would usually discuss the novel and, time 

permitting, respond in a journal regarding their 

perception of humor in the text (see Appendix H). 

In a literature circle discussion in mid October, 

James commented, "I think the funniest part is when Jay 

Berry got drunk." In support, Annabelle later offers in 

an interview that Jay Berry's ̂ 'personal embarrassment was 

one of the funniest things, when he lost his britches." 

In agreement. Willow stated, "I thought that [the 

stealing of the britches] was funny because it was the 

first example of how smart Jimbo was and then the way Jay 

Berry reacted. He couldn't believe the monkeys did this 

to him. That was pretty funny." 

Often when Ms. Warner invited the students to work 

independently, in their literature circles discussing 

various aspects of the text, or in pairs, I would take 

the focus group to a private administrative room or out 

in the hallway to discuss the book[s]. Everyone in Ms. 

Warner's class was reading the same books and discussing 

the books at the same time that we were with the 

exception of the text set that was read independently 

over the school break. For the purpose of this study. 
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the focus group remained together forming one literature 

circle during the time spent reading the aforementioned 

novels and short stories (see Chapter 3). We found that 

a quiet atmosphere not competing with the traffic of a 

busy classroom was more suitable for tape recording. 

Although the setting of the literature circle discussions 

changed, this study did not resemble a ̂ p̂ull out" program 

since the remaining class members where also discussing 

the books in a similar manner within the classroom walls. 

In a literature circle discussion in early November, 

the topic of Daisy's character was investigated by the 

focus group. Willow commented, "I think a lot of the 

humor came from Daisy's teasing . . . when Daisy was 

teasing Jay Berry about hydrophobia . . . and then Jay 

Berry actually believed her." Annabelle concurred 

because of **the way she can actually make him just feel a 

certain way because of the way she teases him and stuff." 

To clarify, in the text Rawl's (1976) writes: 

People in the Cherokee Hills were so scared of 

hydrophobia they didn't talk about it in loud 

voices. They usually spoke about it in whispers. 

When news spread through the hills that a mad 

animal was prowling, windows cind doors were 

locked. . . . r had heard some weird tales about 
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animals and people that had gone mad with 

hydrophobia. How they had frothed at the mouth 

and their eyes had turned as green as cucumbers. 

. . . Daisy saw that she had me paralyzed with 

fear and she started carrying on again. 

"Mama, there's not but one thing we can do," 

she said. "We'll have to chain him and Rowdy [pet 

dog] to a fence post" (pp. 114-115). 

Daisy's thoughts and actions in the story were often 

revisited in interviews and literature circle discussions 

while regarding humor. 

Event 3; The Use of a Text Set to Investigate Humor 

As stated previously in Chapter 3, the participants 

of the focus group also engaged in individualized reading 

experiences connected to humor. Each member of the focus 

group read a contemporary realistic fiction novel that 

contained humor and focused on the theme of relationships 

during their winter vacation. Following their 

independent reading, the participants met to discuss the 

texts as a group when school resumed in January. The 

remaining members of Ms. Warner's class who were not 

members of the focus group were involved in a myriad of 

literacy engagements under her guidance and supervision. 
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Table 2 shows each participcint and the novel each person 

read. 

Table 2 

Text Set 

Participants Novels 

Annabelle Absolutely Normal Chaos 

Heidi Who Put That Hair in My 

Toothbrush? 

Jake The Pinballs 

James Harris and Me 

Willow Space Station Seventh Grade 

In the beginning of January, the focus group came 

together to discuss the books. Prior to discussing the 

books, each member of the focus group provided an initial 

written response to the book they chose to read. 

Jake connected the hiomor to characterization in The 

Pinballs (Byars, 1977). He wrote: 

I saw Carlie had to adjust to Thomas J and the 

other kids' style. At first she was really 

rejected for just having to stay in the foster 

home. Then she got used to it and became friends 

with Thomas J. As the story moved on, Carlie 



realized she did have control of her life and her 

personality changed. She wasn't as sarcastic 

anymore. 

Disappointed with the episodic novel Space Station 

Seventh Grade (Spinelli, 1982), Willow wrote: 

The plot line was almost nonexistent, but the 

author makes up for it in hiimor. The main 

character James, didn't know how to grow up. He 

was starting to become a teenager, and he's 

clueless. For example, he tries witchcraft to 

get rid of a pimple I 

Next, each member of the group provided the others 

with a brief bookchat that led to a discussion about what 

the books had in common. I had selected the books based 

on their interests, the humor contained in each book, and 

because all the books dealt with relationships which I 

predicted the students could easily relate to in their 

personal lives. Although I had selected the text set in 

its entirety, each member of the focus group chose the 

book they wanted to read based on my booktalks. After 

some discussion, the students discovered the books all 

dealt with some aspect of family and thus decided to look 

at the text set through the lens of family as it 

contributed to humor. For example. When Heidi examined 
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her personal connections to Who Put That Hair in My 

Toothbrush? (Spinelli, 1984), she wrote, "I relate with 

the humor in Who Put That Hair in My Toothbrush a lot. . 

. . I can relate because the two main characters (Greg & 

Megin) are a lot like me & my brother." 

Event 4; Humor and Historical Fiction 

Beginning in early January, the entire class 

including the focus group also read The Midwife's 

Apprentice (Cushman, 1995), a historical fiction novel, 

set in medieval times. Because the book is shorter in 

length than most of the books the students read, Ms. 

Warner decided at the same time to read aloud Karen 

Cushman's first book entitled Catherine, Called Birdy 

(1994). 

A common theme that emerged during the literature 

group discussions and interviews was Cushman's effective 

use of language used to elicit humorous responses. In a 

literature group discussion, Annabelle stated, ''One of 

the main things that I think that makes it funny is the 

way they talk. Because instead of saying stuff like 

*tomorrow,' they say *at morrow,' or whatever. Instead 

of 'happen,' they say 'mayhap.'" 
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With, further exploration of the connection between 

humor and language, Annabelle read aloud from the text to 

the focus group: 

'̂ Beggar! Thief! Ragtag!" they shouted as the 

boy crashed right into Alyce and sent them both 

sprawling to the ground. 

*̂ Have off, Dick," said Alyce, "or I be 

telling your granny who drank that ale she hid 

for herself. And you. Jack Snaggletooth, I still 

have that bottle of rat's blood!" 

As the boys backed away, Alyce stood, 

brushing the mud from her skirt with one hand and 

holding on to the boy with the other. 

"Have off, I said," she repeated, moving 

toward them. 

"Corpus bones. Beetle. We were but wagging 

him since you are no sport no more" (Cushman, 

1995, p. 64). 

Following the reading of this excerpt, Annabelle 

explained, "that just shows the humor, it didn't really 

show how they were talking properly like we do, but to 

them I guess it might have been proper." Obviously 

viewing me as an observer this particular day and not an 

adult, James added, "It's funny how language can evolve 
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over the years. Like right now I don't think we'd say 

*fart' like in front of adults." 

The choice of language and the setting of the book 

both contributed to the humor. Because as Jake reminds 

the group, **You have to know something about the time 

period if you are going to relate to the humor." 

Through these students' inquiry about medieval times, 

humor became apparent and appreciated. 

Learning and Laughing Over Time 

Again, restating the purpose of this chapter, it was 

my intention to: 1) provide a context to recognize the 

uniqueness of the participants, and 2) describe key 

events that provide a backdrop for Chapters 5 and 6 where 

I delve deeper into analysis in order to answer the 

pending research questions. Additionally, using the 

voices of the participants, I revealed how they built on 

one another's perspectives forming a collaborative group 

over time. 

It was prudent to introduce Ms. Warner's reading of 

Jack's Black Book (Gantos, 1997) as the first literacy 

event because of the stage it set while exploring humor 

in adolescent literature in this particular classroom 

setting. 
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By exploring the data discussed in this chapter, 

three strands of understanding emerged. First, I learned 

that in order for the members of the focus group to 

become cognizant of humor and move beyond a surface level 

of understanding, they needed to be exposed to humor via 

many different venues; the class read aloud, literature 

circle discussions, and booktalks. Second, I learned my 

knowledge of humor, the classroom teacher's knowledge, 

and the participants' knowledge of humor also surfaced 

and overlapped in this chapter. A careful analysis of 

these paths will be examined in the following two 

analysis chapters. Third, the classroom teacher and I 

were only able to make informed decisions about 

prospective members of the focus group after four weeks 

of "kidwatching" (Y. Goodman, 1986) in the midst of the 

aforementioned literacy experiences. 

Across genres, the group identified humor. 

Furthermore, the focus group drew on personal experiences 

and prior knowledge. Frequently students made 

experiential connections among the books bridging 

contemporary realistic fiction and historical fiction 

with their own lives that is explored further in Chapters 

5 and 6. Lastly, this chapter allowed the flavor of 



138 

humor to be transformed from laughter in the air to words 

on a page. 

In Chapter 5, I answer the first of two supporting 

questions guiding this study: What do selected middle 

school students identify as humorous in adolescent 

literature? In Chapter 6, the second research question 

is addressed. In each of the analysis chapters, I also 

report my investigation of ways that the language related 

to humor was used by the students, the teacher, and me. 
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Chapter 5-Ranttnbering to Laugh: 

Students Identify Humor in Adolescent Literature 

How did Benjamin Franklin feel when he discovered 
electricity? 

Shocked. (Walton, 1998, p. 18) 

Analysis is like a journey. Travelers set out for 

unknown destinations, not knowing what is ahead of them, 

not knowing what they might encounter, and only 

discovering the beauty of the land when they stop to 

observe, reflect, and learn. In this chapter, the report 

of data analysis is like that of a traveler on a quest 

for new discoveries. In-depth data analysis lead me to 

answer the first supporting question driving the study: 

What do selected middle school students identify as 

humorous in adolescent literature? 

This chapter is organized around the recurring 

themes identified through my data analysis. In the first 

half of the chapter, I explore students' responses to 

action humor followed by a discussion and interpretation 

of the data. In the second half of the chapter, I 

provide pertinent examples of the participants' responses 

to the choice of language in the texts again followed by 

a discussion of the data. A summary of my findings in 
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relation to the first research question is at the close 

of this chapter. As stated in Chapter 3, the term "focus 

group" represents the collective voice of the five 

participants and is used when no one in the group 

disagreed with what was being stated in regards to the 

humor and adolescent literature. Also, I have included 

in the text whether excerpts came from the transcripts of 

an interview, a literature circle discussions, or from 

one of the adolescent novels. 

Language and Terminology: Influences and Origins 

The naming of categories was influenced by three 

factors. The first factor was my knowledge of humor from 

professional readings and understandings of related 

studies influenced the naming of the categories. It was 

through my reading that I was introduced to the terms 

"action himor" and "incongruity." Although the students 

initially responded to both by describing an event that 

had action in it as funny, I provided them with the 

terminology that they would later use during interviews 

and literature circle discussions. 

As stated previously, one of the opportunities I 

offered these students as participants in the study was 

that they would leam more about humor in literature. I 

provided them with terms that were new to them. For 
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example, in an interview with Heidi on November 19, 1998, 

she stated, never knew there were such things as 

action humor. I didn't know they called it that." There 

was also a period of time when members of the focus group 

recognized that some of the humor terminology came from 

me. For example, during a literature circle discussion 

in early November, the focus group members support one 

another using terminology I presented them. 

Heidi: What about your guys humor profile? What 

were your events? 

Willow: . . . One of them was definitely when he 

got drunk. 

James: Yeah. 

Annabelle: Castor oil. 

Willow: Ms. Onofrey, she had a word for that 

humor when [interrupted mid sentence] 

Heidi: Incongruity. 

Willow: Yeah, incongruity. 

Both Willow and Heidi recognized that I had presented 

them with the terminology. In this example they were 

collaboratively using the term by recognizing that Jay 

Berry getting drunk was an unexpected event. 

They demonstrated that they understood the terms 

"action humor" and "incongruity" because they were able 
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to accurately use the terms in conversation throughout 

the seven months of data collection. For example, when 

discussing action humor in Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 

1976), during the fall Heidi offered, *̂ When Jay Berry was 

attacked by the monkeys ... I was visualizing and 

seeing the action humor . . . It's sorta fxonny seeing him 

being attacked by all these little tiny monkeys." In 

this example, Heidi independently used the term "action 

humor" when discussing the humor in Jay Berry being 

attacked by monkeys. 

Also when discussing Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 

1976), Willow shared her perception of an incongruent 

event. She stated, "Everything with Jimbo and sometimes 

. . . even with Rowdy, it's just kind of like incongruity 

because I wouldn't really expect Jimbo to try to get Jay 

Berry drunk." In this example, although Willow's 

grammatical use of "incongruity" is not parallel with the 

remainder of the sentence, she found it incongruent that 

a monkey would be able to trick a boy into getting drunk. 

Cazden (1992) suggests that "we acquire words 

through hearing or reading the utterances of others, and 

they are thereby marked with the voice of those prior 

contexts (p. 197)Since I rarely used the word 

"incongruent" when talking with the focus group and I 



143 

initially introduced them to the word ''incongruity," it 

is not surprising that Willow used the word "incongruity" 

rather than "incongruent" to describe the monkey tricking 

Jay Berry. 

Later in the spring, in a discussion about 

Catherine, Called Birdy (Cushman, 1994) James shared his 

humor profile (see Chapter 3 for a complete description) . 

He stated, "Well, for my humor profile I thought that . . 

. setting the privy on fire . . . was really, really 

funny . . . Setting the privy on fire was action humor." 

In this example James perceived the setting of the privy 

on fire as humorous and used the term "action humor" to 

describe the action. 

Although these are four examples of the focus group 

members using terminology concerning humor, the group 

continued to accurately represent humorous terms 

throughout the study. As I supported the members of the 

focus group in their learning I was reminded of Eeds and 

Peterson (1991) who advise, "don't be afraid to label 

what the children are talking about when it is 

appropriate. There is power in naming; this is part of 

how language is learned" (p. 125). 

A second factor that influenced the naming of the 

categories was the preliminary study that I conducted 
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previously with the same age group as discussed in 

Chapter 3. Action humor and incongruity were categories 

in my prior study. 

A third influential factor was the language the 

students used concerning humor during interviews and 

literature circle discussions. Annabelle often talked 

about the "word choice" in the texts that led to the 

labeling of the "Choice of Language" category. Because 

the classroom teacher learned most of her understanding 

about humor and its connection to literature through me 

(personal correspondence, July 30, 1999), her use of 

language was similar to my own. 

A combination of these influences resulted in the 

categories as depicted in Table 3. The categories with 

language sources stemming from the focus group and 

researcher mean that both the students and I came to the 

study with some understanding of said category. We did 

not collectively decide upon these categories, but the 

students' ideas were influential on my understanding of 

what they identified as humorous. This discussion 

indicates that as I analyzed the data and reflected on 

the interviews and transcripts I used terms that emerged 

from the data. 
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Table 3 

Humor Categories 

Categories 

Action hiamor 

Choice of language 

Exaggeration 

Incongruity 

Irony 

Repetition 

Sarcasm 

Language Source 

Researcher 

Researcher stemming from 

the focus group's **word 

choice" 

Focus group and researcher 

Researcher 

Focus group and researcher 

Focus group and researcher 

Focus group and researcher 

At times it became complicated identifying the 

perceptions of the focus group and my own understanding 

of humor. Based on reader response theories (Langer/ 

1995; Rosenblatt, 1978; 1995) and acknowledging the 

context-specific nature of humor, analyzing the focus 

group's perceptions played a key role in answering the 

pending research question: What do selected middle school 

students identify as himorous in adolescent literature? 

In a previous study (Onofrey, 1998) a group of 

seventh grade girls readily defined ̂ t̂eenage humor" as a 

type of humor applicable to teenagers, but not easily 
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understood by any other "interpretive communities" (Fish, 

1980). Similarly, in this study, Jake often identified 

action humor in Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976) as 

"thought humor." In early November, he explained: 

It is what Jay Berry and Daisy think more than . 

. . their actions. *Cuz they are acting on their 

thoughts. So if they are acting on their 

thoughts, their thoughts have got to be the part 

with humor in them,. I just think their thoughts 

are funnier than their actions. 

Jake's perception of "thought humor" may have stemmed 

from his strong sense of prediction when reading. In an 

effort to predict future events in the story, he may have 

visualized situations at their conception, and in his 

anticipation initially found more humor than during the 

actual action humor itself. 

I needed to make sense of these categories so I 

analyzed the relationships between the categories leading 

me to the organization of this chapter. I analyzed each 

category separately and then as parts of a whole. I 

analyzed for connections among the parts, and for 

similarities and differences, as I began to understand 

what the focus group was identifying as humorous in 

adolescent literature. For example, a piece of data. 
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perhaps a quotation from a literature circle discussion, 

became part of the action humor category if it matched my 

working definition and was congruent with my 

understanding of action humor based on my prior reading 

and experiences. As Lakoff (1987) suggests: 

Categorization is not a matter to be taken 

lightly. There is nothing more basic than 

categorization to our thought, perception, 

action, and speech. . . . Without our ability to 

categorize, we could not function at all, either 

in the physical world or in our social and 

intellectual lives. An understanding 

of how we categorize is central to any 

understanding of how we think and how we 

function, and therefore 

central to an understanding of what makes us 

hioman (pp. 5-6) . 

It is with this framework in mind that I proceeded with 

the writing of the chapter. This chapter is organized 

around the type of humor that the students identified. 

Within the discussion of humor types, several themes 

emerged and are highlighted in the discussion of the 

analysis. For example, visualizing action hianor, 

experiential connections to humor, recognizing language 
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differences, and the complexities of humor played an 

important role as to why the focus group identified 

certain situations in the texts as hiomorous. 

^̂ Slippery Definitions*̂  

After careful deliberation about the best way to 

define the previously mentioned humorous terms, I turned 

to Don Nilsen who is currently the Executive Secretary 

for the International Society for Humor Studies. He 

stated: 

Humor terms tend to be very slippery—used in 

different ways by different humor scholars. 

Humor scholars consider this slipperiness to be 

An advantage rather than a disadvantage. When 

people start to insist on words having precise 

meanings, then creativity, language play, and 

even innovative research are adversely affected 

(personal communication, June 21, 1999). 

Thus, at Nilsen's suggestion, all of the definitions of 

humorous terms came from a general unabridged dictionary, 

Webster's Third New International Dictionary (1971) which 

I provide at appropriate places within the chapter. 

Like a funnel, incongruity became a vehicle for 

understanding the humor these five preadolescents 

identified in adolescent literature. Humor is "that 
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quality in a happening, an action, a situation, or an 

expression of ideas which appeals to a sense of the 

ludicrous or absurdly incongruous" (Webster̂ s Third New 

International Dictionary, 1971, p. 1102) . To clarify, 

incongruity is defined as something "lacking harmonious 

or rational relation to its environment" (Webster̂ s Third 

New International Dictionary, 1971, p. 1144) . 

Incongruity was consistently present in the examples the 

members of the focus group chose to identify as humorous. 

When reviewing particular types of humor, it was the 

action or choice of language influenced by the 

incongruity of the situation that made something fxinny. 

When the focus group responded to humor, there was an 

element of incongruity present. In early November for 

example, in Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976), Willow 

discussed an example of action humor as it related to 

incongruity; 

Everything with Jimbo and sometimes . . . even 

with Rowdy, it's just kind of like incongruity 

because I wouldn't like really expect Jimbo to 

try to get Jay Berry dnink and I wouldn't expect 

for him to steal the coconuts and his stuff back. 
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Identifying Characteristics of Hiomor Categories 

This portion of the chapter opens with my inquiry 

into the two main themes: action humor and choice of 

language. The types of humor are discussed according to 

frequency. The main category of action humor is 

discussed first followed by the second main category of 

choice of language. The focus group members responded to 

action humor twice as many times as all of the other 

categories combined. This is true, in part, due to the 

plethora of examples concerning action humor in the texts 

and because the focus group often revisited favored 

scenes from the adolescent literature. 

The action humor and choice of language in the texts 

is presented chronologically beginning with examples from 

Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976) since this was the 

first text read during the data collection. 

Stabcategories of each type of humor are also investigated 

and arranged chronologically. For example, the subtitle 

'̂ Exaggeration in the Text Set" follows the larger 

category of "Action Humor in the Text Set." 

Action Humor: Popular from the Start 

This portion of the chapter is devoted to the focus 

groups' responses to action humor because action humor 

appeared most frequently in the data. Action humor. 
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synonymous with physical humor, is used here to describe 

a character's physical action that results in a humorous 

response from the reader. [See Summer of the Monkeys 

(Rawls, 1976) and Catherine, Called Birdy (Cushman, 1995) 

in Chapter 3 for detailed examples.] I present examples 

of the focus group's ability to "visualize" action humor 

and find humor in actions where, they, as readers could 

disassociate themselves from an event and laugh at it 

from a distance. 

Action Humor in Summer of the Monkeys 

In mid November when I asked the focus group to talk 

about what they found funny in Summer of the Monkeys 

(Rawls, 1976), James responded, "Probably the action 

humor, like he [Jay Berry] got in fights with Jimbo and 

like Jimbo was probably the most funniest part. . . . 

like when Jay Berry threw rocks at him, he just threw 

rocks back and jumped around it." 

The action humor portrayed by Jay Berry's twin 

sister, Daisy, in Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976) 

also was the center of discussion for these five 

preadolescents. Daisy spent time wearing her nurse's 

uniform and reading her first aid book. She eagerly took 

advantage of an opportunity to help a real patient in 
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need. Lucky for her. Jay Berry's predicaments sometimes 

left him needing medical attention or so Daisy thought. 

Rawls (1976) writes: 

Daisy sighed, closed her book, and said, "Jay 

Berry, I think what you need is a big dose of 

castor oil." 

I always did think that the very thought of 

castor oil was enough to make a buzzard sick. 

''Castor oil!" I said. "Why Daisy, I couldn't 

take any of that nasty stuff. All you think 

about is castor oil. If I even mash my finger, 

the first think you do is grab that old castor 

oil bottle." 

''Aw, Jay Berry," Daisy said, taking the 

stopper from the bottle, "castor oil isn't hard 

to take. If you just close your eyes and 

swallow, you can't even taste it." 

"I can taste it even before I take it." 

Holding the bottle about a foot above the 

glass, Daisy started pouring. The very sight of 

that slick, slimy-looking stuff gurgling down 

into the glass was more than my poor old sick 

stomach could bear (pp. 150-151). 

In response, in mid November Heidi stated: 
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Daisy's doctoring, that was pretty funny. 

Especially when she is like, she seems like, 

what's the word, she was not going to give up on 

it, determined. . . . That was really funny and 

she was really smart, too. Making him throw up 

and pouring the castor oil, I would never have 

thought of that. 

This example of action humor, specifically Daisy tricking 

Jay Berry into vomiting, invited Heidi into the text. 

Having said, "I would never have thought of that," Heidi 

placed herself in the story picturing her potential 

actions, or based on her words, her lack of action had 

she been the character. Heidi was surprised by Daisy's 

actions in the text resulting in an incongruous event 

that Heidi identified as humorous. 

Besides Daisy's doctoring, the focus group 

commented on how some of the action humor was "visual" 

and by being able to visualize scenes it made events 

humorous. The concept of visualizing the action humor in 

the texts became a vehicle for greater meaning making and 

reading comprehension. The students readily visualized 

humorous events from the text, entered into the text, and 

sometimes watched from afar with enjoyment. For example, 

Heidi commented, "I think it was funny when Jay Berry was 
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attacked by the monkeys, but mostly visual. . . . It's 

just funny when I visualize what happens and what it was 

like." 

A second example of visualizing action humor 

presented itself in a literature circle discussion toward 

the end of October. In the following excerpt the focus 

group discusses Jay Berry's reaction to a girl's 

flirtatious actions that he encounters at a country 

store. 

Willow: His Grandpa said just haul off and kiss 

her, but that gave me an image of him grabbing 

her by the braids and just throwing her by the 

side [laughter from group] and kissing her. 

Researcher: Did anyone else have a similar image? 

Annabelle: Just taking her by the hand and 

dragging her along. 

Willow: Something like that. 

James: I just got an image of Jay Berry going 

'̂Maaaaa!" and she riins away. . . . 

Willow: I want to add to that image. I kinda 

have a feeling that she's teasing him when she's 

flirting with him. I don't think she really 

meant to come on that strong so when he hauls off 
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and kisses her, I think she will probably back 

off. 

Imagery is again associated here with action hiimor. The 

group finds the image of the girl flirting with Jay Berry 

humorous. Together they build an image of that scene 

using Rawl's words from the text "haul off and kiss her." 

The action, or the potential action that is evoked in the 

form of a visual image, is deemed humorous by the group. 

Since the phrase "haul off and kiss her" is repeated 

twice, the choice of language used here is also effective 

and plays a role in developing the visual image. 

As the group continued to discuss this scene, 

Annabelle connected the role of experience and humor. 

She stated: 

Another reason why I think I find this funny is 

because we are sitting here in a circle talking 

about a boy and a girl flirting with a girl 

flirting with a boy and the response of the 

grandpa to haul off and kiss her and stuff. 

When I asked Annabelle to clarify her statement, she 

responded, "I don't know, it's not something at this age 

that I think we usually talk about." To which James 

added, '̂ It's about relationships and we are not at that 

age yet." I continued probing and asked what they 
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thought their reactions would be if they were a little 

older and Heidi said, ̂ 'Probably would be, what is his 

problem?" 

Since the focus group consisted of eleven and 

twelve-year-olds who had not developed flirtatious 

natures and had limited experience with relationships 

with the opposite sex, they found the example with Jay 

Berry and the girl quite humorous. In this example, they 

were willing to laugh at the character since they had not 

had a similar experience. 

Another example of visualizing the action humor 

presented itself during an interview with Willow. In mid 

November, she explained; 

Jay Berry said his mama would dress him in girls' 

clothes and I kinda thought that was funny 

because I guess that was the way she punished him 

back then. I was getting the image of Jay Berry 

coming to school like, the school Century, 

dressed in girls' clothes. And a lot of time 

when I think something is funny, it is usually 

action humor. Because then I can get an image 

and the image makes me laugh. 

When discussing the monkeys and referring to 

visualization, James shared, ̂ Ît is just funny how little 
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monkeys just come aroiind and look him over and check him 

out." In response. Willow added, ̂ T̂hey [the monkeys] are 

kinda like doctors checking him over, it's kinda funny 

the image of monkey being a doctor wearing a lab coat." 

Expanding on the idea of visualizing action humor, 

the group expressed being able to appreciate the humor 

when they could disassociate themselves from the events. 

Being able to visualize the hiimor too clearly caused the 

focus group to have an adverse reaction to the humor. 

Focus group members entered Langer's (1995) second stance 

of envisionment building where they were '̂ in and moving 

through an envisionment" and found this stance 

uncomfortable. Their personal experiences ignited 

negative memories for them as readers and consequently 

considered some events to be funny as long as they were 

able to laugh at others and not at themselves. The group 

also needed time, on occasion, to reflect on the action 

humor before they could find it humorous. Willow stated. 

Embarrassing moments are really funny as long as they 

aren't your own." To further clarify, Heidi offered: 

There would be action humor when Jay Berry was 

attacked by the monkeys because it was when I was 

visualizing and seeing that action humor . . . 

It's sorta funny seeing him being attacked by all 
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these little tiny monkeys, not like when it's 

happening to you, but when you look back on it. 

Similarly, in an interview, James stated: 

If you haven't experienced something, you'll 

think it's funny, but if you have experienced it 

and you felt like . . . really bad, I think you 

wouldn't think that was fxinny. But if you 

haven't experienced it, you might think, ̂ Ĥa! Ha! 

That's funny." But then after if you think about 

it, and you experienced it, you'd feel bad for 

the character instead of laughing at him. 

Living through the humor in the text provided the focus 

group with an advantage (Rosenblatt, 1995). The focus 

group's identification of the action humor led them to 

create images of the characters and the character's 

actions. These images allowed them to sketch a picture 

using the author's words and then paint the author's 

picture with their own interpretive colors. They were 

able to visualize the humor while enhancing their reading 

comprehension (Wilhelm, 1997). 

Action Humor in the Text Set 

When discussing the books from the text set in early 

January (as discussed in Chapter 3), Willow shared her 
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thoughts concerning Space Station Seventh Grade 

(Spinelli, 1982): 

The funniest thing in the book, in my opinion, 

was the zit chapter. Jason got his first pimple 

and he didn't know how to handle it so he 

squeezed it all out. He popped it in the boy's 

bathroom and he squeezed it all out until there 

was just blood. And then he buys all these 

products to remove pimples, like Zap-a-Zit and 

stuff, except none of them work. So he goes to 

the library and he looks up acne in a medical 

book, but he can't find it. So he looks in a 

witchcraft bock and they tell him to squeeze a 

little bit of pus on a bone of chicken and then 

wrap it up in a cloth and bury it. 

And one thing I should tell you before I go 

on is Jason's . . . stepfather. Ham, he's really 

dramatic. He's an amateur actor, so he has to 

make a drama out of everything. 

Willow closed her revisiting of the event by reading from 

the text, ̂ *In the morning I [Jason] woke up from a yell 

downstairs: CHICKENNNNNN!' [yelled Ham]" (Spinelli, 

1982, p. 91). Willow identified Jason's extreme actions 

to rid himself of a pimple as humorous. Willow wanted to 
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make her peer audience and me aware of why she deemed 

this portion of the text as humorous. She could have 

easily said that the text was fiinny because the main 

character was trying to get rid of a pimple. But, she 

didn't. She was elaborate in detail, recalling several 

facts, and rereading a portion of the text. Willow's 

retelling is very detailed as she attempts to draw the 

remaining members of the focus group and me into the text 

with her. 

The discussion continued as James and Willow 

discussed the humor in the previous example. 

Willow; I wouldn't go to witchcraft to help me 

get rid of a pimple. 

James: You'd go to a doctor. 

Willow: r wouldn't go that overboard. 

James; Yeah, like **I'm going to the emergency 

room." 

Willow; OK, I'd be like I have a pimple, it will 

wear off in a couple of days. 

As Willow reflected on how the main character, Jason, 

handled getting a pimple, she evaluates his actions by 

putting herself in his place. She asked herself how she 

might react in the same situation. Although James 

offered a more suitable answer. Willow was quick to 
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dismiss it as an exaggerated effort. James then 

retreated to a quick joke to make it appear as if he was 

not serious when he commented that the character should 

have seen a doctor for his acne problem. Willow closed 

by providing a dose of common sense, although it is 

questionable if pimples actually do "wear off." 

James often responded to the action humor in the 

books and short stories selected for this study. He 

particularly enjoyed Harris and Me (Paulsen, 1993). On 

January 5, 1999, he wrote: 

I like . . . Harris and Me because it was very 

funny. The book had a lot of action hiamor 

because the author made a lot of characters and 

something fxanny happened to almost all of them. 

Something funny even with the farm animals like 

how they always had to be alert or they could 

have a rooster divebomb on them or how they had 

to stay away from Vivian ... or she would kick 

you to wonderland. 

Smiling, chuckling aloud, and talking eagerly about 

action humor were commonplace for James. 

Exaggeration in the Text Set 

For the purpose of this study, only one subcategory 

of action humor was identified by members of the focus 
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group. Exaggeration, the subcategory, is defined as 

*̂going beyond the bounds of truth, reason, or justice" 

(Webster̂ s Third New International Dictionary, 1971, p. 

790) . In early February, James shared his perception of 

humor in Who Put That Hair in My Toothbrush? (Spinelli, 

1984). With excitement in his voice, he provided 

multiple examples of humor often chaining them together. 

James: And Greg, he really liked Jennifer Wade, 

but now he really likes Sarah and I think this is 

great, like, I think there is a lot of 

incongruity in here because they are like rivals 

between family members, but I don't think they 

would be that strong [reference to characters]. 

Having a food fight. 

Researcher: Do you mean exaggeration? [Asked in 

reference to the food fight.] 

James: Yeah, there is a lot of exaggeration. 

Well, I wouldn't think that Greg would have 

thrown Megin's hockey stick over the wall and 

into that other part of the lake because I just 

don't think anyone would do that. 

James explained that he finds Greg's actions to be 

exaggerated when he foolishly throws his sister's hockey 

stick over the wall. The pragmatic side to his 
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personality has trouble believing that a person would 

potentially damage another person's possessions. 

In an effort to clarify James' understanding of the 

humor in the previous example, I decided that a follow up 

interview was warranted. I needed to ensure that he 

wasn't agreeing with my comment about exaggeration in an 

effort to accommodate me. James and I reviewed the 

transcript in order to identity the humor. James stated 

that he believed the food fight was an example of 

incongruity and exaggeration. He explained, ̂ *You 

wouldn't think that would happen and then the author 

exaggerates it." James suggests that there is a 

connection between incongruity and exaggeration and that 

perhaps writing with humor is a two step process; 1) 

create an incongruous event, and 2) exaggerate the 

actions and results. 

Action Humor in The Midwife's Apprentice 

The opening paragraph of The Midwife's Apprentice 

(Cushman, 1995) begins with the main character, Alyce, 

finding warmth in a dung heap: 

When animal droppings and garbage and spoiled 

straw are piled up in a great heap, the rotting 

and moiling give forth heat. Usually no one gets 

close enough to notice because of the stench. 
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But the girl noticed and, on that frosty night, 

burrowed deep into the warm, rotting muck, 

heedless of the smell (Cushman, 1995, p. 1). 

In early February, Jake described the text as: 

not really solid humor, but seasoned hiimor, just 

flavored humor. Well, in the beginning, she 

foiind warmth from the dung heap, some people 

found that funny, some people didn't. . . . The 

dung heap was kinda fxmny, how she actually used 

the warmth for herself. 

Although most likely not written to be funny, Jake 

identified Alyce sleeping in a dung heap as humorous. 

Because this incongruent situation varied significantly 

from his personal life, it became humorous to him. 

Citing another example of action humor. Willow 

offered, foiind the action hxamor really funny ... I 

did find a lot of action humor like the rat's blood. I 

think that was probably the funniest part of the book." 

To further explain, the character Alyce in the novel 

defended her cat who was at the hands of some very 

mischievous boys. Cushman (1995) writes; 

'̂ Touch that cat again," she shouted, ̂ ând I will 

unstop this bottle of rat's blood and viper's 

flesh and summon the Devil, who will change you 
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into women, and henceforth, each of you will 

giggle like a woman and wear dresses like a woman 

and give birth like a woman!" 

. . .  I t  w a s  f o r t u n a t e  t h a t  t h e  b o y s  n e v e r  

tested Alyce's magic, for the bottle she shook so 

fiercely at them was naught but blackberry 

cordial she was to deliver to Old Anna on her way 

home from nutting in the woods, and although it 

would have made the boys purple and sticky, no 

harm would have befallen them and never would 

they have been able to give birth like a woman 

(p. 55). 

A superstitious era, the Medieval times created a 

back drop for many rituals and beliefs. Alyce, in The 

Midwifê s Apprentice (Cushman, 1995), is far brighter 

than she often gave herself credit for by outwitting 

villagers who had previously taunted her. She tricked 

them into believing that **the Devil had found their 

village and was looking for souls to lead into sin" (p. 

43). Willow initially stated that this act of trickery 

helped her ̂ ûnderstand how smart she [Alyce] was." 

In mid February, Willow commented: 

Oh, the devil's chapter. I liked that ... it 

was also action humor ... I thought it was 
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fTinny ... it was like I was there along with 

the villagers finding out what was at the end of 

those hoof prints. And then I was really 

surprised at the end that Alyce had done that. 

Willow was able to envision herself as a character in the 

book and read aesthetically with the text (Rosenblatt, 

1995; 1978). Willow's ability to feel like she ''was 

there along with the villagers" is a result of reading 

out of bounds. The latter concept is supported by Hynds 

(1997) ; 

This kind of reading-out-of-bounds transports the 

mind beyond the limits of print. Readers become 

immersed in the plight of characters by 

'̂becoming" those characters and coloring in the 

spaces left by the author with shades of personal 

and social meaning (p. 184) . 

Action humor, and humor in general, gives readers an 

opportunity to read out of bounds becoming a function of 

humor and a vehicle for greater understanding of texts. 

Action Humor in Catherine, Called Birdy 

Catherine's rebellious character in Catherine, 

Called Birdy (Cushman, 1995) was often discussed by 

members of the focus group. One popular incident 

instigated by Catherine proved humorous to all members of 
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the focus group. Based on the focus group's responses, 

this particular event was coded as action humor and for 

its choice of language leading to exaggeration. 

Fourteen-year-old Catherine, in a huff about the 

injustices in her life and the prospect of having an 

arranged marriage, sets the privy outside of her manor on 

fire. Cushman (1994) writes: 

Soon, though, I heard the rubbing and bouncing of 

too much flesh approaching and looked out. Young 

Fulk was coming. I sneaked out without being 

seen and he took my place on the privy seat. So 

I set fire to the privy. 

By the bone of Saint Wigbert, I swear it was 

not intentional. Hoping to make flabby Fulk 

uncomfortable by filling the privy with foul-

smelling smoke, I set afire a mound of wet hay 

nearby. Mayhap too nearby, for the privy soon 

was ablaze. 

I did not intend the privy to burn. I did 

not intend the door to stick. I did not intend 

that the billowing smoke and Fulk's bellowing 

would bring most of the manor to help. I did not 

intend that when he finally did get out, it would 

be without his breeches. God's thijmbs, his 
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backside was the size of the millpond! (pp. 92-

93) . 

In early March, James, when discussing his humor 

profile (see Chapter 3 for a complete definition) of the 

text, commented: 

Well, for my humor profile I thought that . . . 

setting the privy on fire . . . was really, 

really funny and afterwards how she described the 

person's backside and saying it was as big as a 

millpond. And that was really funny. . . . 

Setting the privy on fire was action hiomor and 

the second one was exaggeration. 

Consistently James responded to examples of action humor 

using language from the text common during medieval 

times. For example he used words such as privy, manor, 

eel pie, and pig strudel during interviews and literature 

circle discussions. Initially James' example was coded 

for both action humor and exaggeration and is discussed 

later under exaggeration since this category provided 

fewer examples than the broader main category of action 

humor. 

Again, attending to humor led James to increased 

visualization. The visualization became central to the 
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talk where the language of the text was easily 

integrated. 

Interpreting Studentŝ  Laughter 

Using the data to interpret and understand the focus 

group's laughter was a complex process. In this next 

portion of the chapter, I discuss issues that emerged 

from my analysis and use the words of the participants to 

continue to answer the research question: What do 

selected middle school students identify as humorous in 

adolescent literature? 

^̂ I like the action humor," stated Willow, and 

throughout the data collection the other members of the 

focus group agreed. Action humor was discussed in the 

three main novels. Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976), 

Catherine, Called Birdy (Cushman, 1994) and The Midwife's 

Apprentice (Cushman, 1995), as well as the text set of 

contemporary realistic fiction and collection of short 

stories (see Chapter 3 for summaries of the texts and 

readings) . Examples of action humor were evident in the 

short stories, but not explored in-depth by the focus 

group. 

Repeatedly, the theme of visualizing the action 

humor surfaced. For the members of the focus group, 

there was a connection between action humor and 
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visualization. The members of the focus group used the 

concept of visualization when identifying humor to 

increase their understanding of the text. In support of 

the importance of visualization, Wilhelm (1997) cites 

Grambell (1981), Grambell and Bales (1986), Pressley 

(1977), and Sadoski (1985) and offers that visualization 

is; 

considered to be an important part of reading and 

that it has been shown in various ways that the 

use of mental imagery has various powerful 

effects for readers. It has been demonstrated 

that visual imaging encourages students to access 

and apply their prior knowledge as they read, 

increases comprehension, and improves the ability 

to predict, infer, and remember what has been 

read (p. 117). 

For these five participants, action humor enhanced 

visualization while visualization enhanced the 

appreciation of the action humor leading to greater 

reading comprehension. Sadoski (1985) maintains; 

Imagery can serve as a comprehension strategy, as 

a mental peg for memory storage, retrieval, and 

redintigration, and as a repository of deeper 

meanings that unitize text information (p. € 6 6 )  .  
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The understanding of hxamorous literature was 

enhanced through visualization. Based on reader response 

theories (Beach, 1993; Langer, 1990; Rosenblatt, 1978, 

1995; and Wilhelm, 1997), the degree of the visualization 

and humor varies depending on the participant's cultural, 

experiential, and textual backgrounds. Readers coming to 

a literary experience with strong textual backgrounds 

accompanied by many cultural influences and experiences 

have more opportunity to enhance the visualization and 

appreciate the humor within the text. Readers have more 

to grasp and to relate to while reading. 

Shannon in a study with fourth and fifth graders, 

found that "children's understanding and appreciation of 

humor seemed to depend, in part, on individual 

differences and social factors. Extent or degree of 

background knowledge is one of these individual 

differences" (1999, p. 145). These results are similar 

to mine. For the five members of the focus group, humor 

became a vehicle for greater understanding as they drew 

on their background knowledge as well as their cultural, 

experiential, and social backgrounds. 

To further explain, Heidi's experiential background 

influenced the humor she identified in Who Put that Hair 

in My Toothbrush? (Spinelli, 1984) promoting further 
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understanding of the text. In a literature circle 

discussion in early January, she offered: 

I can really relate, because of 12 year old 

Megin, and I'm 12 years old. And like her arch 

enemy, Greg, and my brother's 14 and Greg is 14. 

And they are always fighting with each other and 

stuff. And that's sorta how it is with me and my 

brother, except we aren't as mean to each other 

as they are here. 

When asked how the humor helped her relate to the text, 

she replied, "because it has happened to me before." The 

relevancy of the humor in the text allowed her to more 

easily identify it. 

An issue of relevancy was revealed when the focus 

group stated that an event was deemed humorous as long as 

it did not happen to them. So, in some cirexamstances, 

the experiential connection was too strong and they were 

not able to laugh at the situation. In this case, the 

group was willing to laugh ̂  characters, but chose not 

to laugh with them. 

Heidi, concerned with the monkeys beating on Jay 

Berry stated she could only laugh at the event once time 

passed. Two possible reasons account for this: 1) she 

needed to read further in the text to ensure the safety 
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of the character, and/or 2) she needed an opportunity to 

think about the event from, a different perspective 

gaining insight and perhaps an appreciation for the 

action humor. 

In the second half of this chapter I explore the 

participants' responses to the choice of language in the 

texts followed by an in-depth interpretation of the data. 

Choice of Language: A Favorable Response 

"Watch your language" took on new meaning for the 

members of the focus group. They responded to how the 

language was different according to the time period of 

the setting and the geographical region. Because the 

focus group often responded to what they considered 

anomalies in language, I named this category "choice of 

language" which is a broader concept than "wordplay" 

which is often associated with humor. 

Wordplay is sometimes defined as "verbal wit based 

on the peculiarities of words especially on the various 

meanings expressed by a single word" (Webster's Third New 

International Dictionary, 1971, p. 2633). The students' 

reactions to humor in the texts often focused on language 

that was new to them as readers and was not necessarily 

an example of "verbal wit." The naming of this category 

was influenced by the students' talk as they often used 
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the term "word choice" when discussing the humor and 

language in the text. [See Absolutely Normal Chaos 

(Creech, 1990) and "The Little Hatchet Story" (Anonymous, 

1993) as discussed in Chapter 3 for examples.] 

In this portion of the chapter, I provide the focus 

groups' responses to the choice of language leading to 

humorous examples of exaggeration, sarcasm, irony, and 

repetition. 

Choice of Language in Summer of the Monkeys 

Because Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976) is set 

in 1905, some of the language varied from contemporary 

times. For example. Willow commented in mid November, 

"how different times were back then. So that was fianny, 

some of the expressions they used." To clarify, later in 

an interview, she recalled a humorous scene, "Grandma 

says Jay Berry's muscles are not bigger than a quail's 

egg." For Willow, her unfamiliarity with the language 

use was equated with humor. 

Additionally there was a scene when the grandfather 

went to a country store to purchase coconuts. Rawls 

(1976) writes: 

"What can I do for you?" 

Grandpa looked over his glasses at him and 

said, "Do you have any coconuts?" 
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The storekeeper smiled and said,̂  "You're in 

luck. I just got in a half bushel of them. . . . 

How many do you want?" 

Grandpa frowned. ... "A half bushel." 

Then he spoke up and said, "I guess I'll just 

take all of them." 

The storekeeper drew back and said, "The 

whole half bushel!" 

"Yes!" Grandpa said. "The whole half 

bushel" (p. 176). 

In a literature circle discussion in early November, 

the phrase "the whole half bushel" was remembered as 

humorous. 

Willow: Can we talk about the incident at the 

store when Grandpa was buying the coconuts? 

James: The whole half bushel. [Laughter] 

Jake: The whole half bushel. 

Willow: That was funny in itself, the whole half 

bushel. 

The focus group found it incongruent to present the word 

"whole" with "half" as written in the text. This 

statement was identified as humorous by the focus group. 

The two words paired together were not what the focus 

group had expected. 
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Choice of Language in. the Text Set 

Annabelle corraaented on the language in Absolutely-

Normal Chaos (Creech/ 1990). When discussing the 

character, Carl Ray, in early January, Annabelle stated, 

"You ask him. a question, like *Are you ready for dinner?' 

and he'll say something like 'Don't rightly know.' And 

he talks really funny and he won't give you a straight 

answer." 

Talking "really funny" more accurately represented 

is talking differently from the Southwestern region of 

the United States where Annabelle has lived her entire 

life. Colloquialisms like "don't rightly know' are not 

commonplace to Annabelle's linguistic world of 

understanding. 

The choice of language created humor in other 

contemporary realistic novels, too. When Heidi read Who 

Put that Hair in My Toothbrush? (Spinelli, 1984), she 

commented on the two main characters nicknames. She 

shared how she thought it was funny that Megin "gave her 

brother Greg, who is the older sibling a nickname. El 

Grosso, and he gave her a nickname, Megamouth." 

Sarcasm in the Text Set 

For the purpose of this study, sarcasm is "the use 

of caustic or stinging remarks or Icinguage often with 
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inverted or ironical statement on occasion of an offense 

or shortcoming with intent to wound the feelings" 

(Webster̂ s Third New International Dictionarŷ  1971, p. 

2014). 

Jake provided an example of sarcasm from The 

Pinballs (Byars, 1977). He often referred to the main 

character, Carly, and her sarcastic nature. Jake's use 

of the term is the result of his background knowledge 

prior to becoming a member of the focus group. In a 

written response in January, he reflected that he could 

relate to **some of the character's feelings such as 

sarcasm, lazyness, and wanting your feelings to be felt." 

In a literature circle discussion, he retold a sarcastic 

scene from the novel: 

Carly, she's really lazy and sarcastic and the 

foster mother is always asking her to take out 

the trash and help make orange juice . . . She's 

really sarcastic and I remember they are sitting 

in her backyard . . . and the foster mother says, 

"Dinner's on the table. Why don't you come and 

get it?" And then Carly says, "I can't believe 

that she got dinner on the table without the 

slave of the world helping her." So that's kind 

of sarcastic. 
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In agreement Willow, who also chose to read The 

Pinballs (Byars, 1977), stated that she found Carly's 

character sarcastic and added, "She [Carly] made everyone 

feel better with her humor, even though she didn't 

realize it." These examples were coded as sarcasm due to 

the student's use of the term and my agreement and 

understanding of the use of the term. 

After reading Harris and Me (Paulsen, 1993), James 

chose to read Who Put that Hair in My Toothbrush? 

(Spinelli, 1984). In regards to the latter book, he 

commented in early February: 

There is also a lot of sarcasm . . . like when 

each character tells a story. ... In first 

person they are like thinking it and then you can 

feel a lot of the sarcasm going around. . . . 

Greg is talking to his dad about roaches and how 

he is going to use the bug spray on them. . . . 

And it's like Megin, I guess was really sarcastic 

there because she's just like it is a natural 

thing for us to do that and she's just like, "Did 

they get vaccinated?" And that's something that 

bugs really didn't do. . . .1 thought that was a 

lot of sarcasm. 
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The focus group responded to the sarcastic tones of the 

characters' voices that they "heard" through the print on 

the pages as they brought the characters to life while 

attending to humor. Sarcasm was dispensed by characters 

to either aggravate or entertain other characters and 

recognized by members of the focus group. 

Choice of Language in The Midwife's Apprentice 

From the contemporary times in Absolutely Normal 

Chaos (Creech, 1990) to the medieval era in The Midwife's 

Apprentice (Cushman, 1995), Annabelle attended to the 

language in the texts. In The Midwife's Apprentice, 

Annabelle and other members of the focus group examined 

the language and commented on the dialect variations. In 

an interview, in early February Annabelle offered: 

I found the word choice funny a lot, because . . 

. back in the medieval times they talk a whole 

lot different than we do now. Like saying 

instead of "so," "sore," and instead of 

"happen," or "maybe," "mayhap." So they talked 

a lot different and I found that funny. 

On three separate occasions, Annabelle returned to what 

she considered to be the humorous language in The 

Midwife's Apprentice (Cushman, 1995) . Annabelle 
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consistently responded to differences in language as she 

began to embrace the diversity of the medieval era. 

Providing an alternative perspective to the language 

in the text, and as previously mentioned in Chapter 4, 

James shared, ̂ Tt's funny how language can evolve over 

the years. Like right now I don't think we'd say *fart' 

like in front of adults." James recognized that language 

changes and that it maintains social norms setting 

boundaries for acceptable and unacceptable behavior. 

Choice of Language in Catherine, Called Birdy 

Sometimes it is the freedom of choice that 

characters in texts have that readers can most enjoy. An 

opportunity to live vicariously through a character 

(Rosenblatt, 1978; 1995) invites readers into a world far 

different from their own. James, in a conversation about 

Catherine, Called Birdy (Cushman, 1994), found it 

humorous that Catherine referred to her father as '*The 

Beast." He stated, think we'd get very severely 

punished and she only got hit in the face or something 

and sent to her room. But I think if we called our 

parents like *The Beast,' we'd probably get grounded for 

a long, long time." 

As stated previously in this chapter, when Catherine 

set the privy on fire it was coded for action humor and 
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for the choice of language. As I mentioned earlier in 

this chapter, James stated that he believed this incident 

was an example of action humor and exaggeration. In the 

following excerpt of the transcript, he states it is an 

example of action humor and sarcasm. I have chosen to 

include this example under the general, broader category 

of choice of language for three reasons: 1) clearly 

exaggeration and sarcasm are subcategories of the choice 

of language category, 2) although James cites sarcasm as 

one of the types of humor mentioned, the example he 

provides [''his backside was the size of a millpond" 

(Cushman, 1995, p. 93)] leads back to the choice of 

language, and 3) other members of the focus group build 

on his initial statements and comment on the choice of 

language. 

James; That was really funny because I like her 

language and instead of saying his backside was 

really humongous, she said it was like the size 

of a millpond. 

Willow: I can't believe how casual she is about 

setting fire to the privy. . . . 

James: It's kind of action and sarcasm, too. 
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Annabelle: I like the word choice in there. 

Instead of saying the privy was on fire, she said 

the privy became a blaze. . . . 

Jake: It's really the language of the time. 

Jake understands that language sets the tone for the 

text. Appropriate, authentic language aided in creating 

humor in the text. In this example, Cushman used 

exaggeration, sarcasm, and vivid word choice to enhance 

the action humor. The focus group recognized the 

complexity of humor as noted in their discussion. 

Irony in Catherine, Called Birdy 

Heidi responded to the ending in Catherine, Called 

Birdy (Cushman, 1994) and categorized it as ironic. 

Irony is defined as "ridicule, or light sarcasm that 

adopts a mode of speech the intended implication of which 

is the opposite of the literal sense of the words" 

(Webster's Third New International Dictionary, 1971, p. 

1195). To clarify I offer the following excerpt from a 

discussion concerning the text in early March: 

Heidi: She was set to marry Shaggy Beard that was 

the main thing. They wanted her to get married, 

but she didn't really want to get married. And 

when she had to get married, she had to get 
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married to the person she hated in the whole 

entire world. 

Researcher: And why is that funny? 

Heidi: Because it is sorta ironic. 

Researcher: How is that ironic? 

Heidi: *Cuz you would sorta think that it would 

be like the book would be like they live happily 

ever after which isn't always true. 

For Heidi/ the irony surfaced when there was a clash 

between what she typically knew to be true in books 

compared to the reality of this piece of historical 

fiction. By being presented with an alternative outcome 

to a story, Heidi was able to create a new perspective 

building on past intertextual connections. 

Choice of Language in the Short Stories 

Irony and repetition were two subcategories of humor 

identified and discussed in response to the collection of 

short stories the group read. The following paragraphs 

explore the humor the focus group members identified. 

The participants failed to make any general comments on 

the choice of language in the short stories. 

Irony in the Short Stories 

To restate irony, a sophisticated type of humor, is 

defined as ̂ r̂idicule, or light sarcasm that adopts a mode 
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of speech the intended implication of which is the 

opposite of the literal sense of the words" (Webster's 

Third New International Dictionarŷ  1971, p. 1195). 

In early March while discussing the short story 

^̂ Break a Leg" {Schwartz, 1992), Willow commented that she 

"liked the voice" and found the main character to be an 

"ironic, sarcastic kid." The main character attends his 

first school dance, but before getting out of the car his 

father tells him to "break a leg." Unfortunately, he 

does just that. Willow pointed to the last sentence of 

the story for clarification where the main character's 

friend signs his cast writing, "Remember what your dad 

said to you when you got out of the car? I know you're 

supposed to listen to your parents, but this is 

ridiculous." 

Heidi also stated that she found this short story 

ironic, while Annabelle and Willow said because he really 

did break his leg it also served as an example of 

incongruity. 

Repetition in the Short Stories 

Repetition is defined as "the act or an instance of 

repeating something that one has already said or done" 

(Webster's Third New International Dictionary, 1971, p. 

1924). "The Little Hatchet Story" (Anonymous, 1993) had 
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a familiar pattern of questions and answers interspersed 

during an oral storytelling (see Chapter 3 for summaries 

of the short stories read during the study). In early 

March, Annabelle commented that "it was confusing, but 

that's what made it kinda funny." Here, Annabelle 

responded to the repetition that served as a form of word 

choice. In regards to the same story, Heidi commented 

that the story would have been more humorous if acted 

out, once again returning to the idea of visualizing 

humor. 

Interpreting Students' Laughter 

In this portion of the chapter, I further interpret 

and reflect on the analysis of students' responses to the 

choice of language in the text. Much of the focus 

group's responses concerning the choice of language 

centered on the differences in dialects. 

Annabelle repeatedly mentioned her fondness for the 

word choice in the texts and how she liked it "a lot." 

Similarly, Jake also responded to the choice of language, 

but converted his ideas concerning action humor, choice 

of language, and humor into a math problem when he 

stated: 

Situation + Language = Humor. 
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For Jake, humor in. The Midwifê  s Apprentice (Cushman, 

1995) was the result of both the action of an event plus 

the choice of language. Jake's interpretation is 

supported by Rosenblatt's statements that the text is "a 

guide for the selecting, rejecting, and ordering of what 

is being called forth; the text regulates what shall be 

held in the forefront of the reader's attention" (1978, 

p. 11). For the members of the focus group, the choice 

of language was one of many guides presented in the text. 

The group read, selected, and responded to the humor in 

the language of the texts as they created meaning. 

The focus group found humor in the dialect 

differences and words no longer common in contemporary 

times. In response. Short, Harste, and Burke (1996) 

offer, "when what we perceive makes sense in terms of 

what we know, understanding occurs. If what we perceive 

does not make sense, we try to make sense of using all of 

the powers of logic at our disposal" (p. 348) . For the 

focus group and for the world they live in, the choice of 

language they identified as humorous was incongruent. 

What was new to them was considered funny. 

For some people, when confronted with new 

experiences different from their own, an initial response 

can be to seek out humor in the situation in an effort to 
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make them feel more comfortable. Laughter filled a space 

that might otherwise be an awkward silence. As a reader 

"meets a new situation, new data is assimilated into old 

related material; at the same time, these older ideas are 

accommodated to the new" (K. Goodman et al., 1987, p. 

137) . 

The focus group responded to what was sometimes new 

to them, not necessarily to what was intended to be 

humorous by the author. The intentions of the writer are 

never clear to the reader and only play a role in the 

meaning making process of the text. I do believe, 

however; that some of the language that the focus group 

responded to, for example, the language common in the 

medieval times, was not written with humor in mind. The 

focus group members sometimes identified dialect 

differences and differences in language as hximorous. 

Maturity plays an important role in humor. Betsy 

Byars has observed the first type of humor that children 

typically identify with is **bathroom humor," as children 

mature this humor moves toward more sophisticated forms 

attending to the subtle use of language and events (Cart, 

1995). Jake recognized the "bathroom humor" (coded as an 

example of choice of language in this study), when 

referring to the characters discussing "farts" in The 
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Midwifê s Apprentice (Cushman, 1995). He also 

acknowledged how ̂ 'language evolves over time" changing 

social norms. 

Sarcasm was one of three subcategories previously 

defined under the main category of choice of language. 

Again, returning to reader response theories, the 

experiential background of the members of the focus group 

prevailed when responding to sarcasm. As Jake admits, he 

could relate to the sarcasm in The Pinballs (Byars, 1977) 

because he considers himself to sometimes be sarcastic. 

Thus, Jake was able to live through this piece of 

literature reading both aesthetically and efferently 

(Rosenblatt, 1978; 1995). 

Irony and repetition were the remaining two 

subcategories connected with the choice of language in 

the texts. Because the focus group members were all 

proficient readers with varying degrees of 

sophistication, I was not surprised when they were able 

to identify the irony in "Break a Leg" (Schwartz, 1992). 

Nor was I surprised when repetition was the result of the 

confusing dialogue in "The Little Hatchet Story" 

(Anonymous, 1993) . Both of these examples speak to the 

complexity involved in attending to humor. 
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The Punch Line 

The punch line to a joke or riddle typically arrives 

at the end and with a surprise. As with a good joke, my 

analysis and conclusions in answering my first research 

question surprised me. My findings are presented in the 

order that they were discussed in the chapter. First, 

imagery played an important role in helping the students 

visualize the action humor. Humor and visualization 

became a reciprocal bond, each supporting the other, and 

ultimately leading to greater reading comprehension. 

These proficient readers used hiomor to further understand 

texts. 

Second, experiential connections to the texts played 

a large role for members of the focus group. All members 

cited examples of how the humorous situations within the 

texts resembled their own lives. Additionally, if 

experiential connections were not closely connected to 

their personal lives as was the case with the flirtatious 

girl in Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976), then they 

willingly identified the situation as humorous. Members 

of the focus group considered other situations funny as 

long as they were able to laugh at others and not at 

themselves. To restate. Willow offered, ''Embarrassing 
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moments are really funny as long as they aren't your 

ovm." 

Third, attending to difference was a common thread 

when understanding the focus groups' responses to the 

choice of language in the texts. When confronted with 

the unknown, students found humor in past cultural norms 

or dialects unlike their own. They often found humor in 

what they perceived as different. 

Finally, incongruity, previously defined as 

something "lacking harmonious or rational relation to its 

environment" (Webster's Third New International 

Dictionary, 1971, p. 1144) was present in the examples 

the focus group identified as humorous. As stated 

previously in the chapter, incongruity is the cornerstone 

of humor. Therefore, it is not surprising that 

incongruent events were identified as hiomorous by the 

participants. 

Acknowledging the individuality of focus group 

members, I highlight some similarities and differences in 

their responses. To begin, all members of the focus 

group identified action humor as humorous in the 

adolescent literature. Jake, although, renamed action 

humor as **thought humor" believing it was the thoughts of 

the characters that elicited the humor and not 
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necessarily the action in and of itself. Visualizing the 

humor was highlighted by Annabelle, Heidi/ James and 

Willow. 

All focus group members referenced experiential 

connections to the literature. Finally, seeking humor in 

the diversity of the choice of language became a part of 

all their talk, but was mentioned differently by the 

students. 

These selected middle school students identified 

action himor most often as hiomorous in their adolescent 

literature. For the members of the focus group, the 

action humor led to one example of exaggeration. Choice 

of language was prevalent for the members of the focus 

group. This category was subdivided into exaggeration, 

sarcasm, irony, and repetition. 

In the next chapter, I revisit my analysis of data 

to answer my second research question: In what ways do 

selected middle school students talk about the 

connections between literary elements and himor in 

response to adolescent literature? 
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Chapter 6 

Paving the Road: Seeking Connections Between Literary 
Elwnents and Humor 

What did the professor say as his glass eye 
slid dovm the drain? 

"I guess I've lost another pupil." 
(Rosenbloom, 1984, p. 92) 

As I listened to interviews and literature circle 

discussions, I repeatedly observed the focus group 

members discussing humor in connection with different 

literary elements that they were exploring in their 

language arts classroom or had knowledge of from prior 

literary experiences. Jake recalled that as early as the 

second grade his teacher had written "Awesome Voice" on 

one of his stories. The other members shared similar 

experiences and stated that they had spent a great deal 

of time investigating literary elements in school. The 

participants' talk provided the data to answer the second 

question driving this study; 

In what ways do selected middle school students talk 

about the connections between literary elements and 

humor in response to adolescent literature? 

This chapter is organized around reciirring themes in 

order to answer the question. All categories were 
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derived from the students' talk during interviews, 

literature circle discussions, and written artifacts. 

Each data set was color coded and carefully analyzed for 

categories related to literary elements and humor. Each 

category is organized by frequency with the most talked 

about literary elements discussed first. Nearly two-

thirds of all responses centered on characterization, the 

remaining responses included point of view, plot, theme, 

and setting. The most telling examples are used to 

explicate each category. The categories providing the 

framework for this chapter include: characterization, 

point of view, plot, theme, and setting. 

Because the point of view was sometimes discussed in 

conjunction with other literary elements, I discuss it 

with these other elements and do not present it 

separately. I have identified in the text whether the 

transcript is the result of an interview, literature 

circle discussion, or an excerpt from one of the 

adolescent literature novels. Interpretation of the data 

is interspersed throughout the chapter with an in-depth 

interpretation and discussion at the close of the 

chapter. 

In the next portion of the chapter, I provide a 

rationale for the importance of attending to the literary 
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elements eind humor in this study. As noted earlier in 

Chapters 3 and 5, the term focus group" is used as a 

collective voice of the five participants. Exceptions 

and differences in their talk are noted when applicable. 

Rationale: Literary Elements and Laughter 

The history of teaching the literary elements has 

long found a home in language arts classrooms. The 

importance of knowing and applying the elements is rarely 

brought to debate, but how they should be taught is. 

Peterson and Eeds (1990) suggest; 

Teachers differ over whether to instruct children 

in the elements of literature or not . . . it is 

possible to construct meaning from a text without 

being specifically conscious of these elements. 

Our own experiences have shaped our view that it 

is difficult to teach about story without making 

the elements visible {p. 25). 

I contend that the teaching of these elements is of great 

importance to understcinding the framework of literature 

pieces. I also argue that such teaching, learning, 

talking, and reflecting must be done within the context 

of using the literature and not presented as separate 

elements. 
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Because literacy experiences do not end when the 

reader closes the book, ideas concerning the 

characterization, theme, plot, point of view, and setting 

resurface once the reader finishes reading. The 

transactional reading process, as Rosenblatt suggests 

(1995, 1978), allows readers to revisit initial findings. 

In support of teaching the literary elements in context, 

Bushman (1993) offers: 

It is of utmost importance, too, to investigate 

why those responses were made; i.e., it is 

important to look at the techniques (the author's 

craft) that are used in the writing that lead 

students to those responses. ... I am 

suggesting that readers enjoy the totality of a 

work by responding to the ideas presented and by 

understanding the techniques used by the author" 

(p. 7). 

The literary elements are important to this study because 

the members of the focus group used hiamor as a vehicle to 

investigate the elements. The participants were able to 

construct a new understanding of the text based on their 

discussions concerning the literary elements and its 

relationship to humor. As Anders and Guzzetti (1996) 

offer, ̂ Ĉomprehension is not simply reconstructing an 
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author's message, but it is the reader interacting with 

the author to construct a personal meaning" (p. 11). 

Valuing the Literary Elements 

in the pages to follow, I first define the literary 

elements that emerged from the data. Then I discuss each 

element through the voices of the participants in the 

study who offer powerful examples of the rich texture 

that humor provided the literature. The examples in this 

chapter come from discussions of the novels since very 

few comments about literary elements were devoted to 

discussing the collection of short stories read in early 

March 1999. 

I also explore how the focus group moves beyond 

identifying the literary elements and humor to 

recognizing new relationships. Because, as Willow 

reminded the other members of the focus group: 

Well, they have books out there to teach you 

cibout the elements of writing . . . but those 

books are boring. They are directed toward older 

people. But humor, it helps preteens like us to 

see the elements of writing. 

To which Heidi added, humor allows preteens "to 

xmderstand it [elements] better. Like in a textbook. 
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they say all these weird words that you don't even know 

what they mean." 

Prior to introducing the data, it is important to 

first provide definitions of the literary elements named 

by the focus group members. The furnished definitions 

are presented in alphabetically order and taken directly 

from A Handbook to Literature (1986) by C. Hugh Holman 

and William Harmon as depicted in Table 4. 

Table 4 

Definitions of Literary Elements 

Name of Literary Element Definition 

Characterization the explicit presentation by 
the author of the character 
through direct EXPOSITION . . 
. the presentation of the 
character in action. . . the 
representation from within a 
CHARACTER, without comment on 
the character by the author, 
of the impact of actions, and 
emotions on the character's 
inner self, with the 
expectation that the reader 
will come to a clear 
understanding of the 
attributes of the character. . 
. .If the presentation of a 
single dominant trait is 
carried to an extreme, not a 
believable character but a 
CARICATURE will result. . . . 
A STATIC CHARACTER is one who 
changes little if at all. . . 
. A DYNAMIC CHARACTER ... is 
one who is modified by actions 
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and experiences, and one 
objective of the worJc in which 
the character appears is to 
reveal the consequences of 
these actions (1986, p. 81-
83) . 

Plot A plot, Aristotle maintained, 
should have UNITY: it should 
"imitate one action and that 
whole, the structural union of 
the parts being such that, if 
any one of them is displaced 
or removed, the whole will be 
disjointed and disturbed." . . 
. The minimal definition of 
plot is '̂ pattern." Only 
slightly less simple is 
"pattern of events." (1986, p. 
377-378). 

Point of View A term used ... to describe 
the way in which the reader is 
presented with the materials 
of the story or, regarded from 
another angle, the vantage 
point from which the author 
presents the ACTIONS of the 
STORY (1986, p. 386) . 

Setting The elements of a setting are: 
(1) the actual geographical 
location . . . (2) the 
occupations and daily manner of 
the living of the CHARACTERS . 
. . (3) the time or period in 
which the ACTION takes place 
(1986, p. 465). 

Theme A central or dominating idea in 
a work (1986, p. 502). 
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Language and Tenainology: Influences and Origins 

As discussed in Chapter 3, the walls of this 

classroom were filled with posters about reading and 

writing which included information about literary 

elements. Often-used books with worn covers and turned 

down pages about literary elements were also stacked 

haphazardly in built-in storage cubicles and displayed 

along the chalkboard trays. Those included in the 

collection were A Writer̂ s Notebook; Unlocking the Writer 

within You (Fletcher, 1996); The Write Source# 2000; 

Writer̂ S/̂  Inĉ  and several dictionaries. All of these 

visual cues influenced the focus group's talk. 

Besides the influences of the aesthetics of the 

classroom environment, the students were heavily 

influenced by the language used by their teacher, Ms. 

Warner. Well-read and experienced in integrating reading 

and writing with authentic learning engagements, Ms. 

Warner discussed the literary elements in the context of 

the novels they were reading. Frequently, she asked the 

students to raise questions about the role of the 

literary elements in the literature. 

Also, the teaching of literary elements is strongly 

emphasized in this school district beginning in the early 

grades. At a minimum, the focus group had been exposed 
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to at least three years of instruction of varying degrees 

concerning the literary elements. The aforementioned 

influences leading to the focus group's connection 

between the literary elements and humor made the second 

sub-question possible in this study. 

When coding for their connections between the 

literary elements and humor, I initially coded for 1) any 

time they mentioned a specific literary term in 

conjunction with an event or situation that they found 

hiamorous, and 2) for language that referenced a literary 

term and humor, but did not specifically identify a known 

term. For example, in November and in reference to 

Daisy's character in Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976), 

Heidi stated: 

With Daisy when she was teasing at the very 

beginning of the book, I thought it was pretty 

mean of her and then I realized as her character 

changed she was being like a sister. It wasn't 

as serious, it was more funny. 

This example was coded for humor and characterization. 

Other times, the focus group members did not discuss the 

literary elements using exact terminology. For example, 

Jake pointed to the connection between the point of view 
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of the text and humor in Catherine/ Called Birdy 

(Cushman, 1994). In late winter of 1999, he offered: 

Well, in the diary format it puts it in a way 

that she can write what she wants. It's her way 

to get out. If it was a first person or a third 

person, she would be telling you as it was 

happening. She would be like, "my Dad the 

genius." So you can really get some humor in the 

voice then. 

After coding for the literary elements and humor, I then 

matched the students' language against the Holman and 

Harmon definitions that are considered reputable in the 

field of English. The prior example was coded as point 

of view and humor based on Jake's language and its close 

alignment to the Holman definition. 

Characteri zation 

Essential to the story, characters ̂ âre the guides 

who bring the story world to life and teach us to see the 

rich potential human beings have for goodness, love, 

faith, and hope, as well as for fear and evil" (Peterson 

and Eeds, 1990, p. 31). Characters invite readers to 

read, with and against the grain of the text and to make 

personal, cultural, and intertextual connections. In the 

next portion of the chapter, examples of the 
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participants' talk about characterization and humor are 

explored and presented following the chronology of their 

reading beginning with Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 

1976) . 

Characterization in Summer of the Monkeys 

Exploring humor in relation to character development 

became commonplace in literature circle discussions for 

the members of the focus group. As stated in Chapter 3, 

when Ms. Warner began the school year by reading Jack's 

Black Book (1997) by Jack Gantos, it aided in bridging a 

connection between humor and characterization. 

Additionally, the relationship became more solidified 

when the school librarian arranged for Jack Gantos to 

visit the school during the fall of 1998 and discuss his 

writing with the middle school students. 

In early November, Jake fondly remembered some of 

Jack Gantos' advice. In an interview, and in reference 

to the characters in Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976), 

Jake stated, "I like humor in characters more than humor 

in the story itself. *Cuz I just like characters like 

Jack Gantos was saying, if you have good characters 

you'll still read it and I really like the characters." 

As the following paragraphs reveal, the discussion of 
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humorous characters in. The Summer of the Monkeys included 

Daisy, Jay Berry, the monkeys, and Rowdy the dog. 

The complex characterization of Daisy was explored 

in more than one literature circle discussion. Members 

of the focus group built on one another's ideas as they 

collectively began to understand Daisy's dynamic 

character. On October 15, 1998, and in reference to 

Daisy and her relationship with Jay Berry, the group 

stated: 

Heidi: She likes to scare him. 

Jake: She takes advantage of him. . . . 

Heidi: She's very persuasive. 

Jake: I would know because I do that to my 

sisters. . . . 

James: He's her guinea pig. 

Heidi: It's pretty typical of a sister. 

After identifying Daisy's humorous character traits, 

the focus group was able to compare the sibling 

relationship between Daisy and Jay Berry to their own 

lives and experiences. In this example, Heidi spoke 

three times sharing her ideas about Daisy's character. 

Her thoughts evolved from Daisy's characters merely 

scaring Jay Berry to a character that portrays traits 

commonly foxmd in a sister. Heidi built on James and 



204 

Jake's responses, helping her gain a fuller understanding 

of Daisy's character while attending to humor. 

Nearly five weeks following the aforementioned 

literature circle excerpt, Heidi reflected on the change 

in Daisy's character. She stated: 

With Daisy when she was teasing at the very 

beginning of the book, I thought it was pretty 

mean of her and then I realized as her character 

changed she was being like a sister. It wasn't 

as serious, it was more funny. 

As the story progressed, Heidi came to understand 

that Daisy's actions, although deliberate, were the 

result of a sibling relationship and not vengeful 

activity. As a sister, Heidi was able to relate to this 

character and release the protective guard she had placed 

around Daisy's brother. Jay Berry. With the guard 

disarmed, Heidi was able to enjoy the humor in Daisy's 

character. 

Surprisingly and as mentioned in Chapter 5, Heidi 

did not immediately find Daisy's actions as humorous, but 

more easily identified with Jay Berry being attacked by 

the monkeys as humorous. The latter example seemingly 

contradicts her unwillingness to appreciate Daisy's 

character who only teased and ̂ n̂ursed" Jay Berry and 
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unlike the monkeys, never physically harmed him. One 

explanation for this might be that Heidi, a sister 

herself, connected more readily to the sibling rivalry 

and was not affected by monkeys attacking Jay Berry since 

this situation was so far removed from her personal life. 

The humor of Daisy's character was further explored, 

but through a different sign system as represented in 

Figure 3. After reading a novel, Ms. Warner routinely 

asked the students to revisit the text in order to 

explore something about the text that is of interest to 

them. In this case, the focus group chose to look at 

characterization and hiomor, although humor was not always 

part of their other presentations. Ms. Warner invited 

students to create transparencies to share their learning 

with the remaining class members. Although invited to 

use transparencies by their classroom teacher, drawing 

their understandings instead of writing was initiated by 

the focus group members. 

In this example members of the focus group drew a 

daisy representing Daisy's character. Each petal was 

labeled with the character's contributions to humor in 

the text. The focus group members found humor in Daisy's 

actions: constantly teasing Jay Berry, her plight in 
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nursing him back to health, and her eagerness to entice 

him. 

Figure 3. Daisy's Character. 

Humor was also evident in Jay Berry's character. As 

seen in Figure 4, the focus group collaboratively created 

a web of the humor exhibited by Jay Berry. Although Jay 

Berry was not always the instigator of the humor, he 

often found himself living in the midst of it. The group 

cited teasing from both Grandpa and Daisy, the 

humiliation resulting from Daisy and Jimbo's actions, and 

November 1998 
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Jay Berry's lack-of maturity as contributors to the humor 

found in his character. 

November 1998 

Figure 4. Jay Berry's Character. 

The monkeys in Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976) 

were discussed as Jake explained how the monkeys 

entertained readers, '̂ They're determined not to be caught 

because they don't want to be captive. They are smarter 

than Jay Berry thinks, so that puts in some humor to the 

story." In this example, Jake made evaluative comments 

concerning the characterization of the monkeys and Jay 
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Berry. By Jay Berry underestimating the intelligence of 

the monkeys and the monkeys ability to dupe Jay Berry, 

Jake recognized the humor in the situation. 

When Jay Berry's attempts to capture the monkeys 

repeatedly fail him, he turns to the library to gain new 

insight and ideas. His loyal companion. Rowdy, joins him 

causing a disturbance. 

Heidi: When Rowdy disturbed the library, it 

wasn't really, really funny, but it was sorta 

funny. 

James: I don't think that was actually needed. 

Willow: Well, it sorta was. 

Heidi: It helped show his character. 

James initially questioned the necessity of Rowdy 

disturbing the library environment. As Heidi stated, 

this example aided Rawls in revealing Rowdy's character 

through the use of humor. 

In early November Rowdy's character was again the 

center of the focus group's attention. 

Willow: Now that's funny how Rowdy got jealous 

of the mare. ... It adds to his character. 

Jake: It kind of reveals Rowdy's character as a 

companion to Jay Berry. 
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In this example. Willow and Jake came to understand how 

Rawls intricately used humor to enhance the character 

development of the dog. Rowdy. 

After reading the book in its entirety in early 

November, the focus group revisited the humor in each 

main character from the book. 

Willow: Let's talk about the different types of 

humor in each character. 

Jake: Every character has a different type of 

humor. 

James: Everyone is humorous except Mama. She's 

a little serious. 

Willow: She's kind of humorous the way she's so 

strict. 

Jake: Daisy really isn't humorous, but she 

creates humor. 

Heidi: In teasing people. 

Willow: And Jay Berry it's funny how he is so 

quick to believe what everybody says. He is 

really gullible. 

Heidi; Jimbo is really absurd. . . . 

Annabelie: He kinda has teasing and a little bit 

of all of it. 

Jake: He is toying with Jay Berry. . . . 
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Heidi: Jay Berry, I think Jay Berry's humor is 

not what he did, but a lot of the humor that 

happened to him was he was embarrassed a lot. 

Group: Yeah. 

Jake: That's a type of humor. 

Annabelle: The author did show his 

embarrassment. 

Jake: One of the author's strength was humor. . 

• • 

James; No one ever laughs at Daisy. She's never 

embarrassed. 

Jake: She has the advantage. 

James: She's mature. 

Humor was recognized in nearly all of the major 

characters. The focus group acknowledged that the humor 

varied from character to character and that they needed 

to alter their perception of humor in order to recognize 

its variants. For example. Willow cited the mother in 

the text as humorous, but in a more serious way because 

"she's so strict." Offering yet another perspective, 

Jake implied Daisy's actions were funny, but not her 

words. 

Humor and embarrassment were closely connected to 

understanding the humor. Jake hinted that because Daisy 
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was never embarrassed, no one ever laughed at her. Due 

to her lack of embarrassment, Daisy was less apt to 

become the target of humor. This suggests that the focus 

group believed that characters with exposed weaknesses 

needed to invite readers to laugh with them through their 

actions and language by first signaling them through 

signs of embarrassment. 

The members of the focus group were forced to alter 

their pending definitions of humor to match the 

character's in the book. As a result, focus group 

members were able to discuss the development of the 

characters in detail honoring their various viewpoints. 

Characterization in The Midwife's Apprentice 

Humor, according to Willow and James, resulted when 

Alyce, the main character in The Midwife's Apprentice 

(Cushman, 1995), underestimated her own ability: 

Willow: One thing I like about Alyce is she's 

smarter than she thinks. In the devil chapter. . 

. . a lot of people have been making f\in of her 

since she went to the village and I like how she 

got back at them and . . . she blamed someone 

else—the devil. 

James: And she didn't get in trouble . . . and I 

thought that was pretty smart because like 
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regularly you wouldn't think that a person with 

her intelligence would think of something like 

that, because she's not really trained in 

religion and all that and I don't think she would 

even know about the devil. 

Recalling this humorous scene (previously discussed in 

Chapter 5), Alyce tricks the town into thinking that the 

Devil is among them, when in reality, Alyce used two 

blocks of wood to make the supposed footprints of the 

devil. The focus group cited this as an example of 

humorous literature while exploring Alyce's character. 

Speaking to the power of characterization, Jake 

stated that the humor was ''unfolding in Beetle [Alyce]." 

As the humor iinfolded, the focus group were transported 

back to medieval times during their literature group 

discussions. Talk offered members of the focus group an 

opportunity to explore social relationships and "bring 

life to literature" and "bring literature to life" 

(Hynds, 1989). 

When addressing different events in the book, Jake 

repeatedly commented that examples of superiority hiamor, 

defined as one party putting down another with less 

status, were not funny because "you feel for the 

character." Again, returning to the notion of 
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experience. Willow stated that feeling for the character 

is related to the humor. She offered: 

I think that kinda has something to do with it. 

Because the book was from Alyce's point of view, 

so, I mean, if a book is from a character's point 

of view you kinda become the character, you kinda 

see yourself in the character's place. ... So 

if the character finds something funny, you might 

find it funny. 

It is within this social talk that members of the focus 

group were invited to discover commonalties in their 

lives. These students did not always find humor in 

Alyce's character who was the target of superiority humor 

(see Chapter 2). They had established moral and social 

limits to what they were willing to laugh at and at whose 

expense. These restraints are more defined than those 

offered in Chapter 5 where the members of the focus group 

needed time to reflect back on an event before seeing the 

humor. It is unlikely that any amount of time would have 

altered the empathy that Jake and Willow felt for Alyce's 

character. 

Characterization in Catherine, Called Birdy 

Annabelle stated that humor ̂ p̂layed a big role" in 

Catherine, Called Birdy (Cushman, 1994). "It tied 
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everything together. . . . The humor kinda adds to it and 

expands on . . . her characterization and the way she did 

things and how she feels about other people." 

On two separate occasions. Willow read the excerpt 

from the back of the text in support of her belief 

concerning the relationship between hiamor and 

characterization. She read, '̂ Catherine handles tough 

situations in hilarious ways that no one else of the time 

period would have thought of" (Cushman, 1994). 

In response, Annabelle stated: 

I pretty much agree with that also. Catherine 

does handle situations like how she set the privy 

on fire. Remember that guy came on the horse 

looking for her . . . and he just thought he was 

talking to a villager, and she said all that bad 

stuff about her[self] and he ended up riding 

away. 

To which Jake replied, "She has a really strong 

character." 

Brown and Stephens (1995) suggest that "well-

developed main characters seem real and make the work 

come alive. They are believable in their actions, 

appearance, and thoughts and are a complex mixture of 

desirable and undesirable traits" (p. 179). Willow, 
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Annabelle/ and Jake recognized Catherine's well-developed 

character. Due to the carefully constructed dynamic of 

the character and her daunting task of avoiding an 

arranged marriage by her father, the humorous actions 

that ensued were believable. The focus group never 

doubted Catherine's capability of setting the privy on 

fire or scaring away prospective suitors. These humorous 

events were easily embraced by readers because they were 

well aware of the character's many dimensions. 

Being a member of the focus group led Heidi to the 

realization that humor could be used as a tool in 

literature and in writing. In a literature circle 

discussion on February 5, 1999, Heidi offered: 

For humor, I never thought you could just use it. 

There are a lot of different ways you can use it 

with your elements of literature. . . Like in 

characterization, like with a good character like 

Catherine ... I just thought that for the humor 

... it was just for the events . . . But now I 

understand you can use it. 

Heidi discovered that action humor has the ability to add 

to the multiple facets of characters in the text. With 

further reflection and in a later interview in mid 
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February, Heidi offered that humor gave Catherine "her 

personality" and ̂ 'flavors the book." 

Characterization in the Text Set 

Talk of humor and characterization were commonplace 

in the text set. While reading Space Station Seventh 

Grade (Spinelli, 1982), Willow commented on the 

importance of the characters in connection to humor. She 

offered in early January, "One thing I noticed was that 

most of the family and Jason, the character's best friend 

Richie, they really contributed a lot." Willow 

acknowledged that humor made contributions to the 

characters adding to their fullness. 

Jake discussed the characters in The Pinballs 

(Byars, 1977) at length. He stated: 

Carly is a character who is really sarcastic. 

She can out insult just about anybody. Harvey is 

a kid who got run over by his dad. And he's 

really quiet and just walks around in his 

wheelchair. Thomas J is just a kid who never 

really had a family. He was found on the road by 

these two twins, identical, and they both died by 

the end of the book. So, one of the funniest 

parts is how the author describes all the 

characters. She really does a good job of 
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describing Carly, Harvey, and Thomas J as a 

bonded group. Carly, she is really sarcastic. 

The cyclical nature of this excerpt emphasizes the 

sarcasm Jake identified in Carly's character. The 

discussion of characterization and humor continued as 

Jake and Heidi compared The Pinballs (Byars, 1977) to Who 

Put that Hair on My Toothbrush? (Spinelli, 1984) . 

Jake: The pressure that some characters put on 

the other characters introduces the relationship, 

rival, and it can work the opposite way. 

Heidi: In mine, the humor doesn't help the 

characters. Normally the humor is when someone 

does something mean to the other person. . . . 

They do all this mean stuff to each other and 

that's like the humor. . . . Like Greg and Megin, 

they are always doing all these mean things to 

each other and it makes them even more mad at 

each other. 

The focus group, through talk, recognized that humor 

played different roles in each book; sometimes producing 

more round, dynamic, and well-developed characters and 

other times inviting readers to make connections to their 

own world of understanding. These roles were not 

mutually exclusive. 
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After listening and talking to Heidi about her 

experience reading Who Put that Hair in My Toothbrush? 

(Spinelli, 1984), James also chose to read it. In the 

midst of reading, he wrote me a letter dated January 22, 

1999, discussing the book's characters. In part, he 

wrote: 

Right now I am at the part where Greg thinks that 

the roach in his room is a punishment from God . 

. . I really like how the author developed the 

characters Megin and Greg. I can really tell how 

much they hate each other. I believe Megin's 

humor come from . . . annoying Greg and insulting 

him. 

James is drawn in by the realism of the characters. He 

found it believable that Megin and Greg were capable of 

torturing one another through wild pranks and antics and 

thus creating humor through incongruous events. 

As with any literary experience, the members of the 

focus group came to the literature circle discussions 

with thoughts and ideas about the books they were 

reading. I learned that through their talk the group 

members explored and expanded their \inderstanding of 

characters in the books. They examined the different 

types of humor found in various characters helping them 
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see hiomor through different lens. As a result of this 

talk, they were able to not only expand their current 

understanding of hiomor in characters, but honor responses 

from other group members that were different from their 

own. 

Once the focus group members recognized the 

connection between humor and characterization, they also 

began to understand its functions. The members of the 

group recognized that humor added to the personalities of 

some characters. 

Interpreting Studentŝ  Laughter 

Donelson and Nilsen (1997) suggest that when 

"readers identify closely with the protagonist, they feel 

as if they are living the experience" (p. 56). This 

remained true for the members of the focus group who most 

readily discussed the connection between humor and 

characterization. This portion of the chapter examines 

possible reasons for the focus group's attention to 

characterization. 

The members of the focus group probably easily 

related to characterization because the characters were 

similar to their own age. The participants searched for 

ways to connect their own lives with the lives of the 

characters. As readers they most likely had the most 
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experience identifying with the characters in literature 

beginning with their early years of being read to at home 

and in school. 

Donelson and Nilsen (1997) offer reasons for the 

focus groups' connections to the characters in the 

adolescent literature: 

Good readers begin developing this critical sense 

in literature at about the same time they develop 

it in real life—at the end of childhood and the 

beginning of their teen years. They move away 

from a simple interest in what happened in a 

story and ask why. They want logical development 

and are not longer satisfied with stereotypes. 

They want characters controlled by believable 

human motives because now their reading has a 

real purpose to it. They are reading to find out 

about themselves, not simply to escape into 

someone else's experiences for a few pleasurable 

hours (pp. 41-42). 

Even when the group could not identify with the lives of 

the characters in their totality, as was the case with 

the historical fiction literature, they connected 

emotionally by displaying empathy for characters. The 

focus group members read to understand themselves via the 
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lives of the characters. For example, James talked about 

how different his punishment would have been had he 

called his father, "The Beast" like Catherine had done 

(Cushman, 1994). Also, Jake discussed how he could 

relate to Carly's sarcastic nature because he, too, was 

sometimes sarcastic (Byars, 1977). 

The focus group often discussed the complexities of 

Daisy's character. While some members of the group 

responded negatively toward the character, they related 

Daisy's role as sister to their own lives either by being 

a sister or having a sister. When neither of these roles 

applied to their personal lives as was the case with 

James, he was still able to recognize that Daisy used Jay 

Berry as a "guinea pig." Beach (1993) suggests these 

types of personal responses are a type of "connecting," 

the process of "relating one's autobiographical 

experience to the current text" stemming from an 

experiential theory of response (p. 52). The focus group 

members used Daisy's character to relate to their own 

lives. 

Peterson (1992) offers that "learning benefits when 

partners co-produce meaning. Ideas get a better workout" 

(p. 79) . The context of this study allowed the members 

of the focus group to address issues that they deemed 



222 

important/ learn collaboratively, and gain new insight. 

When discussing the role of Rowdy, the focus group worked 

together to discover that often the dog's antics were the 

result of Rawls introducing the character and the 

relationship he has with his owner, Jay Berry. Through 

the focus group's tension and contradictions of thoughts 

and ideas during literature circle discussions, they 

ultimately gained a deeper understanding. 

It is through the tension and nonconformity of group 

members where the learning takes place (Peterson and 

Eeds, 1990). Learned knowledge is not added to previous 

understanding in a building block format, but integrated 

into existing schema and systems of knowledge used to 

interpret the world (Barnes & Todd, 1977; Piaget & 

Inhelder, 1971). Nystrand and Gamoran (1997) agree: 

Discussion and interactive discourse promote 

learning because they elicit relatively sustained 

responses from students. By helping students 

weave various bits and pieces of information into 

coherent webs of meaning, dialogically organized 

instruction promotes retention and in-depth 

processing associated with the cognitive 

manipulation of information (p. 28) . 
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To restate, when Heidi, James, and Willow discussed 

Rowdy's character in Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976), 

they were not in agreement. 

Heidi; When Rowdy disturbed the library, it 

wasn't really, really funny, but it was sorta 

funny. 

James; I don't thinJc that was actually needed. 

Willow; Well, it sorta was. 

Heidi: It helped show his character. 

The focus group's differences in opinion during 

literature circle discussions helped them to further 

understand the humor and characterization in Rowdy. 

Although James still did not agree that the scene was 

needed, talking through the idea helped Heidi in 

understanding that the scene revealed Rowdy's character. 

Not all meit±)ers of the focus group agreed with one 

another all the time. The students were invited to share 

their differences of opinions, thoughts, and ideas about 

the books with the remainder of the group. Again, this 

collaborative meaning making aided all members of the 

focus group. 

The members of the focus group, at times, needed to 

alter their understanding of humor in relation to 

characterization. Each member of the focus group entered 
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the study with a working definition of humor and how 

humor could be used in literature. Through their talk 

these definitions changed to meet the needs of the 

characters as discussed earlier in the chapter in the 

lengthy transcript excerpt concerning the humor in each 

of the main characters in Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 

1976) . 

The focus group's investment in characters allowed 

for the members of the focus group to read with and 

against the grain of the text leading them to either 

identify or not identify with the humor depending on how 

they felt about the character in the text. For example, 

in The Midwife's Apprentice (Cushman, 1995), Jake would 

not entertain the idea of some events as humorous if the 

events evoked feelings of empathy for the main character, 

Alyce. For Jake, he could not respond to superiority or 

put-down humor if '̂ you feel for the character." As a 

reminder for readers, Jake did identify Alyce sleeping in 

the dung heap as mildly humorous. It should also be 

noted that this scene occurred on the first page of the 

text and perhaps he was willing to laugh at the situation 

because he had not become invested in the character at 

that point. Personalizing the character led the focus 

group to restrain from identifying events as humorous out 
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of a moral respect for the character. In this example, 

the empathy the participants felt for this sometimes 

fragile and needy character led them not to identify some 

situations as humorous. 

Presented with stronger characters and a lifestyle 

similar to Heidi'S/ she willing identified humor in Megin 

and Greg's characters in Who Put that Hair in My 

Toothbrush? (Spinelli, 1984). Heidi stated that Greg and 

Megin's humor was the result of cruel intentions and 

practical jokes. She offered, "Like Greg and Megin, they 

are always doing all these mean things to each other and 

it makes them even more mad at each other." Here Heidi 

reflects on Greg and Megin's characterization. These 

characters do not have the ability to laugh at 

themselves, but through the practical jokes, elicit 

laughter from the readers. The humor was easily 

identified by Heidi because it closely resembled her own 

life and she could predict that no harm would come from 

it. Because Megin and Greg's characters were presented 

as more resilient and because they were better equipped 

emotionally and financially than Alyce was, Heidi felt 

comfortable laughing at them. 

The focus group discussed the humorous actions of 

characters such as Catherine in Catherine, Called Birdy 
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(Cushman, 1994) in an attempt to understand how her 

actions worked within her character. Annabelle and 

Willow believed that Catherine was capable of outrageous 

pranks leading to humor. In this instance the humor 

supported the character development because Catherine 

presented as a strong character inviting the humor. 

Because the focus group so readily identified with 

the characters, they were willing to laugh at the 

characters with some stipulations in place. The 

characters needed to present as strong and resilient to 

harmful or hurtful intentions and could not be 

potentially damaged by any of the humorous situations. 

More fragile characters like Alyce who possessed 

little of life's basic needs evoked empathy from the 

focus group members. Instead of laughing at her, they 

cradled and protected her character by stating a 

situation is not considered funny if "you feel for the 

character." The focus group's empathy is a result of a 

lived through transactional reading experience. The 

participants, who were reading to understand themselves 

more fully, would not want to be laughed at if they were 

Alyce. Similarly, the group elicited laughter regarding 

Catherine (Catherine, Called Birdy, Cushman, 1995) and 

Megin and Greg (Who Put That Hair in My Toothbrush?, 
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Spinelii, 1984) because these characters presented 

themselves as far stronger than Alyce. Laughing at the 

strong and resilient characters did not appear harmful to 

members of the focus group. 

In summary, three conditions applied to the focus 

group's rationale for engaging the humor within the texts 

in relation to characterization. First, if the humor was 

the result of superiority humor where the focus group 

members could predict the targeted character would be 

hurt, disappointed or promote a negative change in the 

character's development, then they would not advocate the 

humor as depicted in their discussion of Alyce in The 

Midwife's Apprentice (Cushman, 1995). Second, if the 

humor was closely related to their world of understanding 

as was the case with Heidi and her perception of Daisy's 

goodwill teasing in Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976), 

then the humor was embraced only after careful 

deliberation. Third, if the characters presented 

themselves as resilient and unaffected by the humor as 

Megin and Greg appeared to be in Who Put that Hair in My 

Toothbrush? (Spinelli, 1984), then the focus group 

members were willing to laugh at the characters. 

Beyond the identification of humor and its 

partnership with characterization, the focus group set 
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intangible boundaries inviting or dismissing the humor 

depending on the reliability of a character, emotional 

investment in a character, and personal connections. 

They also considered the repercussions to the characters 

before conceding to the humor enhancing their 

understanding of the text. Empathy and compassion drawn 

from experience heavily influenced the focus group's 

willingness to respond to the humor. 

Other Literary Elements 

Characterization was identified more than any of the 

other literary elements. This next portion of the 

chapter includes the remaining elements that were 

discussed less frequently: point of view, plot, theme, 

and setting. 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, Willow, a more dominant 

speaker in the group, often provided the framework for 

the discussions by beginning with a topic that other 

members of the focus group built on as they 

collaboratively constructed meaning from the texts. 

Because of the dominant speaking role that Willow created 

for herself within the focus group, examples of her talk 

are more often represented in the next portion of the 

chapter. 
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Point of View 

The point of view of a story encompasses more than 

being written from a first or third person point of view. 

The author's use of voice that accompanies the point of 

view and the format of the text is easily integrated in 

the point of view of the text. When the focus group 

discussed the point of view of a text, often they would 

include the author's use of voice and in the case of 

Catherine, Called Birdy (Cushman, 1994), the format of 

the book was considered. 

When a reader engages a text and feels as if the 

characters are speaking to him or her, the author of the 

text has most likely achieved a great sense of voice as a 

result of the reading transaction. Voice is a connection 

made between the reader and the writer derived from the 

transactional reading process. Fletcher (1993) offers: 

People get confused about voice. What is it? 

Tone? Is it always informal? When I talk about 

voice, I mean written words that carry with them 

the sense that someone has actually written them. 

Writing with voice has the same quirky cadence 

that makes human speech so impossible to resist 

listening to (p. 68) . 
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With, conviction, James stated that "without voice, 

you can't really have humor." In this portion of the 

chapter, I investigate the relationship the focus group 

created with voice and humor. 

Humor makes the literary elements "more interesting 

and it helps add to what you can do with them. Like for 

the voice, you can add humor to it to make it more 

interesting, so then there is interesting voice in both 

of the [Cushman] books," shared Heidi in an interview. 

Hiomor in this example served as an enhancement to the 

existing first person and third person in the texts. 

Heidi suggests a partnership between the point of view in 

the text and humor. This partnership invites the reader 

to become engaged with the text. 

The members of the focus group also addressed the 

diary entry format of the book and how it may or may not 

have influenced the voice and humor. In a literature 

circle discussion, members build on one another's 

thoughts and ideas. 

Jake: Well, in the diary format it puts it in a 

way that she can write what she wants. It's her 

way to get out. If it was a first person or a 

third person, she would be telling you as it was 

happening. She would be like, "my Dad the 
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Genius." So you can really get some humor in the 

voice then. 

James: Well, I think she'd probably say the same 

things because she, in first person you are kinda 

thinking about it, and instead of writing about 

it, she could also think about "my Dad the 

Genius" instead of just "my Dad." 

Willow: I think the voice shows through better in 

Catherine, Called Birdy as opposed to Midwife's 

Apprentice. When you are writing a diary entry, 

it is so honest, it's not like [interrupted mid-

sentence] 

Jake: That's what I was looking for. 

Willow: You are not trying to please someone else 

so I think that in Catherine, Called Birdy it is 

more honest and more voice shows through. There 

it's third person, sometimes you see what Beetle 

is thinking, but you have to determine her 

character through her actions and what she says 

as opposed to her thinking and what she writes. 

Jake and Willow found the honesty in Catherine, Called 

Birdy (Cushman, 1994) to reveal a better sense of voice 

in the text. Jake and Willow suggest that because the 

diary format, written in the first person, requires some 
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reflection on behalf of the character, it is more 

^̂ honest" and further exposes Catherine to readers. 

James continues to talk within the literature circle 

discussions (as previously noted in Chapter 4) to explore 

meaning (Barnes, 1993). Cazden (1992) suggests that 

^̂ voice and its utterances always express a point of view, 

always enact particular values" (p. 193). Suited in his 

self-made role of antagonist of the focus group, he 

disagreed with Jake and Willow stating that the language 

of the text would be similar if written in first or third 

person. 

Peterson and Eeds (1990) remind readers that the 

point of view "sets the rules for how much the narrator 

can be expected to know about the story characters and 

the events that carry the story action" (p. 38). Focus 

group members suggested that the voice and humor are 

connected to the point of view of the text, and that 

Catherine, Called Birdy, written in first person, allowed 

humor to surface more readily. 

Similar to the previous example, the focus group 

continued to discuss format and humor. 

Annabelle; I've kinda been drawn to the diary 

form, because I've read quite a few books in this 

form and I think it's a different feel than 
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reading a normal book because you are getting it 

directly from the writer's perspective instead of 

like third person or first person. You are 

getting still the story and sometimes what other 

people think. 

Willow: And books that aren't in diary form, you 

kinda get second hand humor. 

Researcher: What do mean by that? 

Willow; In third person, in diary format you are 

experiencing it with the writer as she writes 

about it, but here in books like this, it's not 

the same. You might think that if I was there it 

might be ftinnier. It's different with diary 

format, because it's like you are there. 

In this example, members of the focus group explore the 

role of narrator and author. There is a personal 

intimacy in a diary format and first person point of 

view. Annabelie and Willow stated the format affects the 

perspective of the story. This allowed the humor to be 

truer and not as removed from the text. Humor was more 

accessible to Annabelie amd Willow if they could feel a 

part of the text. 

Annabelie does not necessarily understand that a 

diary format, as is the case with Catherine, Called Birdy 
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(Cushman, 1994), is written in first person point of 

view. Her talk suggests that for Annabelle, a diary 

format has its own point of view. 

Voice evokes a feeling drawing readers toward an 

aesthetic stance (Rosenblatt, 1995) and varying from 

reader to reader. The feeling that the characters are 

more than one-dimensional descriptions of print on a page 

pulls readers into a text. Additionally, the feeling 

that a reader knows the characters intimately through the 

language and can articulate what is and is not true for a 

character are the affects of voice and point of view as 

noted by focus group members. 

Plot 

The relationship between the plot in a text and 

humor is a curious one. Both are carefully woven 

together building on one another in a piece of hiomorous 

literature. Peterson and Eeds (1990) offer: 

Plot is important, of course, as the meaning we 

make in reading is dependent, at the very 

minimum, upon responding to the narrative 

sequence, by interpreting how incidents are 

related—how one event adds to or leads to 

another. It is through the ordering of incidents 
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that the author evokes the feelings we experience 

as readers (p. 28). 

"The humor does increase with the rising action and 

then in the end, it kinda goes down," stated Willow in a 

literature circle discussion. Through talk. Willow 

discovered that humor parallels the structure of the plot 

line. Similarly, Annabelle suggested that "humor moves 

the plot line along." In the paragraphs to follow, 

members of the focus group see the relationship between 

the plot line and the humorous events in the texts. 

Concerning the Summer of the Monkeys (Rawls, 1976), 

on November 17, 1998, Willow stated: 

The funnier stuff was toward the middle or toward 

the end, before everything was just getting 

funnier and funnier, events rising and falling 

again. . . . Even with humor there is still a 

little bit of rising action, you couldn't really 

start the book off with Jay Berry getting drunk 

because then you would have no idea what happened 

before. 

Willow stated that humor has a place within the plot line 

and expands on the importance of context and timing. She 

recognized that humor is an added element to the plot 

line integrally woven into the story. Her comments are 
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reflected in Hynds' (1997) comment that above all else, 

middle school readers like strong plots with lots of 

suspense, action, and/or humor" (p. 43). 

Annabelle also offered potent statements about plot 

and humor in The Midwifê  s Apprentice (Cushman, 1995). 

In February, she said, "The humor helps move the plot 

line along and sometimes the plot line might move the 

humor along." Continuing, she stated that authors "add 

in humor to make it more interesting, to keep the reader 

reading." 

Although not explored by all members of the focus 

group, an important relationship existed between plot and 

humor for Willow and Annabelle. 

Theme 

The messages and/or ideas readers derive during and 

after literacy experiences vary based on many factors 

(see Chapter 2). For that reason, readers arriving at a 

central theme of a text can be difficult. Theme and 

humor were discussed in connection with Catherine, Called 

Birdy (Cushman, 1994). In a literature circle discussion 

in early February, Willow stated: 

I kinda associated the theme in connection to 

humor. ... In Catherine, Called Birdy I kinda 

found the same theme, "don't give up" and in the 



237 

theme, the humor showed up again and again . . . 

Catherine just would not give herself up. She 

wouldn't let herself be sold to a man. And she 

wouldn't give herself up to a suitor just so her 

father would have land and money. And it was 

really funny how she scared them away by almost 

blowing up the privy and setting it on fire. 

Building on Willow's ideas, Heidi later offers: 

I think the theme of Catherine, Called Birdy is, 

I don't know how to put it in words, but there is 

this song by Mariah Carey and it's called 

"Butterfly" and it says spread your wings and 

prepare to fly ... I think it means like 

accomplish your goal or something and keep on 

trying to do it. 

Willow stated that her interpretation of the theme 

and humor emerged through Catherine's perseverance and 

unwillingness to give up̂  For Willow, the book was not 

merely portraying a girl who was stubborn and 

entertaining, Catherine was a character who maintained a 

strong will who was not willing to be married off for the 

sake of her father's greed. 

Heidi drew on her own experiential background to 

make sense of the theme in the book. When she could not 
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find the precise language to describe the theme, she used 

her knowledge of music to establish a metaphor. Similar 

to Willow's theme, Heidi stated that the theme of the 

text was to ^̂ accomplish your goal." 

Understanding themes in literature is complex even 

for the most experienced readers. Although Willow and 

Heidi's arrival of the theme of the book may have varied 

from my own interpretation, they used evidence to support 

their interpretation and stance. 

Setting 

The settings for the books selected for this study 

included medieval times in England, the turn of the 

century in rural Oklahoma, and various contemporary 

settings. Humor became a constant for readers when 

understanding the setting of books that were very often 

different from the world they knew. 

Humor is timeless or perhaps just time resistant as 

believed by Willow. In an interview on February 16, 

1999, she offered: 

I think it is more than just laughing. I think 

it can really make you understand different times 

better because humor is something that stays the 

same no matter what time you are in, so it helps 

you understand something that might not be the 
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same. . . . Because their language might be 

different or their customs might be different, 

but if there is humor in that, it can help me 

understand it better. 

Willow discussed the desire to build on the known and 

search for strategies to make sense of what is foreign. 

Although humor provided such an outlet for her as a 

reader, I don't agree that humor is timeless and "stays 

the same." This statement suggests humor is the same for 

all people in all cultures. More accurately, for Willow, 

humor provides a thread of understanding for which she 

can grasp while constructing meaning from a text. 

Interpreting Students' Laughter 

Although I have provided interpretation of my 

understanding of the participants' talk thus far, I now 

provide an in-depth discussion of their talk about point 

of view, plot, theme, and setting and their connection to 

himor. 

Hynds (1997) contends the connection between 

literature, life, and talk helps adolescents become 

lifelong readers. Members of the focus group discussed 

the voice, diary format and first person point of view in 

Catherine, Called Birdy (Cushman, 1994) . The diary 

format provided focus group members with a space for 
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living in the moment with Catherine, the main character. 

From the first person point of view, the humor in the 

text was enhanced through the focus group's engagement 

with the text. The focus group members readily embraced 

the format, but especially Annabelle who stated that she 

has read other books in diary format and believes ''it's a 

different feel than reading a normal book because you are 

getting it directly from the writer's perspective." 

Willow suggested that humor plays a crucial role in 

the development of the plot line. She recognized that 

the timing of humorous events and language require 

thoughtful placement within the text. In support of 

Willow's ideas, Annabelle offered that "the humor helps 

move the plot line along [and] . . . keep[s] the reader 

reading." Both Willow and Annabelle recognize that the 

use of humor in adolescent literature can promote 

engagement in reading. 

Willow offered her interpretation of the theme in 

Catherine, Called Birdy (Cushman, 1994). Building on 

Willow's initial theme of ''don't give up," Heidi 

suggested the theme was "accomplish your goal." Both 

girls arrived at this understanding having drawn on their 

cultural, experiential, and textual backgrounds. 
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Specifically, Heidi referenced a song written by Mariah 

Carey to fully explain her theme statement. 

The students' existing schemas were enhanced as a 

result of attending to the literary elements and humor. 

For example. Willow stated that she believes that humor 

is a timeless thread running through the pages of texts 

spanning different eras. Accompanying this belief, she 

stated, "because their language might be different or 

their customs might be different, ... if there is humor 

in that, it can help me understand it better." Willow 

drew on what was known to her to help her grasp new 

information in making meaning and enhancing her 

understanding of the setting in the historical fiction 

pieces selected for this study. 

Anders and Guzzetti (1996) state, "As teachers, we 

must recognize that students who come to our classes each 

have different prior experiences and degrees of prior 

knowledge related to the concepts we are teaching" (p. 

12) . 

In summary, meaning making was shared amongst 

literature circle members. Through their collaboration 

and talk of the literary elements and humor, the focus 

group made personal connections to the texts and expanded 

on existing schemas. 
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The Punch Line 

As this chapter draws to a close, I reflect on the 

focus group's meaning of their talk of the literary 

elements and humor. The purpose of this chapter was to 

investigate in what ways these selected middle school 

students talk about the connections between literary 

elements and humor in response to adolescent literature. 

The members of the focus group connected hiomor most 

readily with the element of characterization seemingly 

because they were able to relate the age of the 

characters and some of the character's actions to their 

own experiential backgrounds. Discussions concerning the 

point of view, plot, theme and setting were also evident, 

although occurred far less frequently. The focus group 

used these literary elements in conjunction with humor to 

further construct meaning within the text. 

Through talk about humor and the literary elements, 

but most especially characterization, the selected texts 

became **a virtual world within which readers learn 

vicariously to interpret the events of their lives" 

(Hynds, 1997, p. 173) . 

In Chapter 7, I provide conclusions and implications 

of the study. Meaningful examples from the data are 

shared in support. 



243 

Chapter 7- The Last Laugh: Reaching a Final Destination 

Where's the best place to find books about 

trees? 

A branch library. 
(Rosenbloom, 1984, p. 93) 

This chapter is organized by first reviewing the 

framework of the study followed by detailed conclusions 

of the two sub-questions investigated in Chapters 5 and 

6. Next, the conclusions to the overarching question 

follow. Implications for teachers, curriculum 

specialists, parents, librarians, and researchers are at 

the close of the chapter. 

Summary of the Study: A Laughing Matter 

The objective of this qualitative case study was to 

investigate how five sixth-grade students, three girls 

and two boys, use hximor to live through adolescent 

literature. The study was conducted with students from 

an honors language arts classroom in the Southwestern 

region of the United States. 

Sources of data included transcripts of semi-

structured interviews, observational fieldnotes, 

transcripts of audiotaped and video taped literature 

circle discussions, and written artifacts of adolescent 

literature including realistic fiction, historical 
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fiction, and short stories. Data were collected for 

seven months. Methods of analysis consisted of analytic 

induction, constant comparison, organizational charts 

(LeCompte and Preissle, 1993), and various forms of 

member checking (Merriam, 1988; Seidman, 1991). See 

Chapter 3 for a detailed account of the data collection 

and analysis process. 

I began this inquiry with questions about 

preadolescents, about the role humor played in adolescent 

literature, and how preadolescents might use humor as a 

tool for understanding. These inquiries brought me to 

the main question driving this study: 

How do selected middle school students use humor 

as a ^^lived though" experience in adolescent 

literature? 

Supporting questions include: 

1. What do selected middle school students 

identify as htimorous in adolescent literature? 

2. In what ways do selected middle school 

students talk about the connections between 

literary elonents and humor in response to 

adolescent literature? 

After careful analysis, the results indicate that 

these selected middle school students identified action 
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humor most often as humorous in adolescent literature 

(see Chapter 5 for an explanation of how the categories 

emerged and were named) . Responses to the choice of 

language within the texts were also evident. 

Subcategories of the choice of language included sarcasm, 

irony, and repetition. Exaggeration was a subcategory of 

both action humor and choice of language. When talking 

about literary elements and humor, the members of the 

focus group discussed characterization most often. In 

support of the focus group's responses, Fletcher (1993) 

suggests "characters contain the crucial human link, that 

element of human destiny, for the reader to identify 

with" (p. 56) . Point of view, plot, theme, and setting 

were discussed to a lesser extent. 

Sub-question #1: Students Identify Humor in Their 

Literature 

After analyzing the students' responses for the 

types of humor they identified—action humor, choice of 

language, exaggeration, incongruity, irony, repetition, 

and sarcasm—in the adolescent literature, several themes 

emerged. The following themes are revisited in this 

portion of the chapter: visualizing action humor, making 

experiential connections to humor, recognizing language 

differences, and unraveling the complexities of humor. 
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Visualizing Action Humor 

Visualizing images and action humor were two 

components that formed a common theme for members of the 

focus group. Each component enhanced the other. The 

members of the focus group were able to come to an 

understanding of the text by forming mental images of the 

humorous events. 

Students' enhancement was directly affected by their 

individual cultural, experiential, and textual 

backgrounds. They made use of their prior experiences 

which influenced their visualization and appreciation of 

the action humor leading them to a more complete 

comprehension of the text. Their reading comprehension 

in turn affected their cultural, experiential, and 

textual backgrounds as shown in Figure 5. 
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Cultural Experiential Textual 
Background Background Background 

Humor < V̂isualization 

• 
Reading Comprehension 

• 
Cultural 
Background 

^ 
Experiential 
Background 

• 
Textual 
Background 

Figure 5. Humor Enhancements. 

Making Experiential Connections to Humor 

Attending to humor invited readers to make stronger 

connections to their lives. Relevancy was of particular 

concern if the students identified the humor as too 

personal or invasive. For example, in Summer of the 

Monkeys (Rawls, 1976) Heidi reported that she could only 

laugh at the monkeys beating up on Jay Berry once time 

had passed from her initial reading of the scene. Only 

when she could be certain that Jay Berry was in no 

physical danger could Heidi accept the humor in the 

situation. 

Additionally, focus group members, typically James 

and Heidi, would not identify a situation that was too 

personal or invasive as humorous if it had happened to 

them. 
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Recognizing Language Differences 

Members of the focus group identified dialect 

differences and archaic words as humorous. The choice of 

language in the historical fiction books and other books 

with different geographical locations from that of the 

Southwestern region of the United States often elicited 

humorous responses from the focus group members. Because 

some of the language in the texts was new to the members 

of the focus group, they responded with laughter. 

Unraveling the Complexities of Humor 

Contradicting Gentile and McMillan's 1987 study (see 

Chapter 2) concerning humor interests of eleven and 

twelve-year-olds, these five preadolescents moved beyond 

identifying concrete and literal hxomor and identified 

sarcasm and irony in the adolescent literature. The 

focus group advanced from purely identifying the humor 

and examined the language surrounding complex features of 

humor. This may be the result of two different factors: 

1) the Gentile and McMillan study is twelve years old and 

what was true for preadolescents and adolescents in 1987, 

may be dated today, and/or 2) the members of the focus 

group identified as honor students were proficient 

readers who read daily for pleasure and who came to the 
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focus group with a plethora of literacy experiences and a 

pre-existing working knowledge of sarcasm and irony. 

Preadolescents are entitled to have access to 

adolescent literature that address their interests and 

needs as readers. One advantage of working with honor 

students was having the opportunity to observe the 

sophisticated types of humor they identified in the 

adolescent literature. 

Sub-question #2: Students Talk about Literary Elements 

and Humor 

The second sub-question for this study emerged from 

the focus groups' talk about the connections between 

literary elements and humor. The sub-question emerged 

"naturally by listening carefully to what students 

talk[edl about" (Eeds and Peterson, 1995) in their 

literature circles, interviews, and written artifacts. 

Using Humor to Construct Meaning 

The members of the focus group used several 

strategies to understand the texts and construct meaning 

that involved literary elements and humor. The focus 

group members made personal connections and compared 

their lives to the lives of the characters in the texts. 

Focus group members drew visual representations to help 
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them understand the humor in the main characters. 

Students built on their existing schemas to draw 

connections between the literary elements and humor. 

Lastly, by attending to humor and literary elements, 

the students developed broader definitions of humor. All 

five members of the focus group came to the study with a 

working definition of humor and how humor could be used 

in literature. Through their talk, their definitions of 

humor with regard to characterization were altered to 

meet the personalities of the characters. 

Conditions for Engaging Humor 

I concluded that the focus group applied three 

conditions for accepting or rejecting the humor within 

the texts. The conditions included: 1) if superiority or 

put-down humor resulted in a character becoming 

emotionally scarred then focus group members would not 

acknowledge the humor; 2) if the humor was relevant to 

their own world of understanding then the hiimor was 

embraced after focus group members had the opportunity to 

be reflect on the situation; and 3) if the characters 

presented themselves as resilient and unaffected by the 

humor, then the focus group was more apt to laugh with 

the characters. 
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Provided the focus group members could assure no 

harm would come to the characters, had time to think 

about the humor in the texts, and the character's 

appeared unaffected by the humor, then the focus group 

identified an event as humorous. The first and third 

conditions were apparent for all members of the focus 

group. The second condition surfaced through excerpts of 

Heidi's and James' talk. 

In support of the focus group's conditions for 

accepting humor, Willoughby (1987) suggests: 

Many writers for children use hiimor to reach 

children and some of our most serious writers for 

children use humor to show the truth. . . . They 

bring the reader closer to knowing the feelings 

of a character, to seeing confusions, complexity, 

and pain. They deal with topics that seem 

unbearable without the humor— somehow just too 

sad. They reveal a side to a serious issue that 

allows a child to keep pride and vulnerability 

privately. And sometimes the intimacy they 

create with a child can be remembered for a whole 

lifetime (p. 58). 

Focus group members examined the actions of 

characters to determine if they were plausible based on 
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what the author had already revealed about the setting, 

plot, and characterization. If humorous events 

paralleled what the focus group perceived as potentially 

accurate for the era and character, then they deemed the 

situation humorous. 

Overarching Question: Living Through the Humor 

With findings of each of the sub-questions 

presented, I now address the main research question 

driving this study: How do selected middle school 

students use humor to live through adolescent literature? 

These selected middle school students used hiomor for 

a variety of purposes. Eeds and Peterson (1995) suggest 

"that you can trust that when something is important in a 

story, it will get talked about" (p. 10) . This statement 

was validated by focus group members as they discussed 

and explored how to live through the humor in adolescent 

literature. 

First, these students used humor to enhance their 

comprehension of the texts. The members of the focus 

group paired humor and visualization together leading 

them to a detailed understanding of the texts. Second, 

the focus group members used their prior cultural and 

intertextual experiences to expand their understanding of 

humor. Third, the focus group members recognized dialect 
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differences that were different from their own, again, 

living through the humor based on their own 

individuality. Lastly, the focus group members read the 

texts both efferently and aesthetically (Rosenblatt, 

1995) as they attended to humor setting conditions for 

engaging the humor and leaving the literary experiences 

with a wealth of knowledge. 

Limitations of the Study 

There were three limitations of the study that need 

to be acknowledged. First, because the school system had 

a strict district approved literature list, options for 

choosing humorous literature were limited. Not only was 

this literature list restricting in the variety of 

humorous books, but was also time constraining when 

trying to add books to the list. In the spring of 1997, 

I proposed that Catherine, Called Birdy (Cushman, 1995) 

be added to the list. Given the lengthy process, two 

years later multiple copies were bought for students. As 

a result of the school district's policy, I chose two out 

of the three potentially humorous books available to the 

sixth grade. The short stories, the independent reading 

of contemporary realistic fiction, and the teacher's read 

aloud were added to the study to provide a range of 
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materials and richer context in answering the research 

questions. 

Second, although I set out to identify the types of 

humor these five selected middle school students 

identified, talked about, and lived through, I 

acknowledge that their attendance in an honors classroom 

skewed the focus group. The data analysis for this study 

may not be generalizable beyond a successful and 

motivated group of students. Based on my findings of 

this study, a similar study with students in a less 

homogeneous setting or with students with a range of 

abilities in reading would extend these findings. 

Third, I acknowledge that due to the case study 

format, the results of this study may not be indicative 

of all students in this type of classroom, grade level or 

age group. However, I believe this detailed, careful 

investigation of five sixth-grade students' encounter 

with hiamor in adolescent literature offer a number of 

important insights for teachers, librarians, curriculum 

specialists, parents, and researchers. 

Outside Influences 

Throughout the study I stated that the focus group's 

cultural, experiential and intertextual backgrounds have 

affected their responses during the data collection 
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process (Rosenblatt, 1995). Because of this theoretical 

stance, it is important to share specific examples of 

these influences. During the seven months that these 

five members of the focus group participated in the 

study, they also participated in a range of other 

activities potentially impacting them in varying degrees. 

Ms. Warner's vast knowledge of reading and writing 

may have influenced the students' responses and thoughts. 

Additionally, the remaining students in the class may 

have contributed to the participants' responses 

concerning reading and writing. For example, Ms. Warner 

often asked questions about humor to the entire class and 

welcomed different perceptions. 

Ms. Warner was also influential in helping the 

students create a sense of community within the 

classroom. This classroom setting was an inviting and 

safe place to learn. I agree with Ms. Warner when she 

said, think the culture [of the classroom] is one of 

support. I think kids feel comfortable in there. They 

are willing to speak, they definitely support one 

another, they encourage one another." This supportive 

learning environment potentially effected the focus 

groups' responses. I believe, in part, this is why they 

shared varied opinions and opposing thoughts without 
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feeling intimidated. I also believe that many of their 

empathic responses concerning characters was enhanced as 

result of their membership in this particular classroom. 

The members of the focus group influenced one 

another when they would swap books and share their ideas 

about humor. For example, after James listened to Heidi 

talk about Who Put That Hair in My Toothbrush? (Spinelli, 

1984), he took the book home to read it independently. 

Also, each student talked with parents and family 

members about their participation in the study as shared 

in literature group discussions. 

The focus group members were influenced by the 

language I used during the study. As students first 

began responding to the humor in the adolescent 

literature and as they described an incongruous event or 

an example of action humor, I provided them with 

appropriate terminology. These students understood terms 

such as incongruity because they used the terminology 

when discussing humor in the different novels and short 

stories. The students were not merely echoing my 

language. 

I was also influenced by the language the focus 

group members used throughout the data collection 

process. My talk during literature circle discussions 
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reflected and built on the talk of the members of the 

focus group. 

Implications for Further Research 

Given the limited amount of research concerning 

preadolescents, humor, and adolescent literature, more 

research is warranted. Students in this age group 

readily respond to humor and connect easily to the 

concepts associated with it. 

Research needs to be conducted in the area of hiomor 

and adolescent literature with different populations of 

students. A similar research study to this one with 

adolescents rather than preadolescents should be 

considered. 

A study similar to this one also needs to be 

conducted with students who like and do not like to read. 

As stated previously in Chapter 3, I also conducted a 

total of eight additional interviews of students in Ms. 

Warner's afternoon class of regular education students. 

Four of the eight students interviewed stated that they 

enjoyed reading and were able to provide examples of 

humor in literature that they had read during the school 

year. The data revealed that the remaining four students 

who were self-proclaimed reluctant readers were still 

able to respond positively to the humor in adolescent 
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literature. For example, one boy who said he did not 

read for enjoyment, could not name authors that he liked, 

and could not recall any funny books outside of those 

introduced by Ms. Warner, cited examples of action humor 

from Jack̂  s Black Book (Gantos, 1997) as humorous. This 

example speaks to the possibility of humor being a 

vehicle of high interest for reluctant readers. This 

possibility needs to be studied. 

Similarly, the other eight students that I 

interviewed who were classmates of the focus group and in 

the honors language arts class also connected with the 

hxamor. These eight students were chosen based on their 

reluctance and lack of experience reading humorous books. 

One girl stated that because of her literacy experiences 

concerning humor throughout the school year, she now 

notices a difference in the language in adolescent 

literature, acknowledges different types of humor, and 

attempts to read more books containing humor. Another 

student commented that he really didn't enjoy humorous 

books as much until he read some in class. He also 

added, "It made me want to read more humorous books." 

Again, these students' responses suggest the possibility 

for future research. 
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Different qualitative study designs also need to be 

explored. As stated in my limitations, a case study of 

an individual or small group does not always represent 

the population at large, thus a qualitative study 

canvassing an entire class is worthy of investigation. 

Still, other materials need to be considered when 

designing potential humor studies. Similar studies might 

be conducted using different adolescent books and/or 

different genres. 

An issue touched upon in my prior exploratory study, 

but not explored in-depth, is the role of gender and 

humor. A future study might investigate the differences 

between male and female responses to humor and their 

relationship to gender. 

Finally, a future study concerning discourse 

analysis might include an investigation of my role as 

researcher. A careful review of the questions I asked, 

how my questions changed over time, how they varied with 

each participant, how they changed in different settings 

(literature circle discussions versus interviews) would 

be beneficial. 

Implications for Pedagogy 

This study speaks to the reading interests and 

comprehension of preadolescents. The results of this 
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study must be considered when purchasing adolescent 

literature for this age group and similar age groups by 

teachers, curriculum specialists, librarians, and 

parents. 

District approved literature lists need to be 

expanded to include a variety of humorous works for 

preadolescents and adolescents. Although I am not 

advocating the limitations of "approved reading lists," I 

suggest that if they are a reality for teachers and 

librarians that they make exerted efforts to include 

humorous works on the lists. The International Reading 

Association has developed a position statement concerning 

adolescent literacy that, in part, states "adolescents 

deserve access to a wide variety of reading material that 

they can and want to read" (Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw, and 

Ryckik, 1999, p. 101). The members of the focus group 

enjoyed and wanted to read humorous literature and 

deserve to have access to more. As discussed earlier, 

the limited district approved literature list created 

restraints during the planning and data collection 

process in this study. When choosing adolescent 

literature, the voices of preadolescents and adolescents 

need to be heard and valued. 
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The connection between humor and engagement also 

needs to be considered by teachers, curriculum 

specialists, librarians, and parents. Annabelle proposed 

that humor aids in the engagement of discussions. 

Referring to Daisy's doctoring resulting in action humor, 

Annabelle offered: 

You're more inclined to talk about something that 

is funny 'cuz they are funner to talk about. 

Kinda like the way you [Jay Berry] threw up after 

seeing the castor oil. That was so funny. 

Rather than saying they went riding through the 

woods. It's more interesting to talk about 

humor. 

Engagement, according to Cambourne (1995), is one of 

eight conditions of learning. The focus group needed to 

be engaged in reading the text in order to learn from it. 

Cambourne (1995) offers: 

Engagement incorporates a range of different 

behaviors. It has overtones of attention; 

learning is unlikely if learners do not attend to 

demonstrations in which they are immersed. 

However, attention is unlikely if there is not 

perceived need or purpose for learning in the 

first place. Engagement also depends on active 
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participation, by the learner, which in turn 

involves some risk taking; learners can 

participate actively only if they are prepared to 

"have a go" (p. 185) 

For Annabelle, action humor aided in her engagement with 

the text. She willingly became engaged due to her 

interest in the action humor of the book. 

Teachers and curriculum specialists need to honor 

humor and support their students in attending to humor to 

gain a fuller appreciation of texts. Humor needs to find 

its way into literature circle discussions, paired 

sharings of books, and whole group discussions. 

The International Reading Association's position 

statement on adolescent literacy also states that 

"adolescents deserve instruction that builds both the 

skill and desire to read increasingly complex materials" 

(Moore et. al, 1999, p. 102) . Jake, in an interview in 

early November, shared that prior to the study he "was 

not comparing himor to other books and now I've started . 

. . I've never really done that before so my vision of 

humor kinda changed around a little bit." As suggested 

from the data in this study, students need opportunities 

to talk about himorous literature, reflect on humorous 
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literature, construct meaning together, and need time to 

read humorous literature. 

Attending to humor invited focus group members to 

apply their knowledge of humor in adolescent literature 

to their own writing. Focus group members commented 

during interviews and literature circle discussions that 

reading humor put them in humorous moods encouraging them 

to write stories that contained funny characters, 

settings, or moods. For example, in a literature group 

discussion in early February, Willow commented, "when you 

read a book, the book kinda puts you in a mood ... so 

my writing after reading that kind of book is more 

humorous and ... I think what I just read shows through 

in what I'm writing." Jacobs (1989) credits the 

willingness to write using humor after reading humor as 

'̂evidence of the audience's acceptance and approval of 

what they had heard" (p. 30) . Willow's approval of some 

of the humor in the texts led them to use humor in their 

own writing. 

Finally, the results of this study are of interest 

to teacher educators who teach courses dealing with 

children's and adolescent literature because of the 

emphasis on humor. Teacher educators need to be aware of 

students' interest in humor and its application in 



264 

reading and language arts curriculums for pre-service 

teachers and teachers involved in continued professional 

development. 

The Punch Line; One Last Laugh 

So what does this all mean—the books, the humor, 

and the laughter? What did the students gain as a result 

of this study? What did I gain? The final portion of 

this chapter offers excerpts from transcripts where I use 

the focus group's voices and professional literature to 

make sense of it all. 

Willoughby (1987) suggests humor reveals "a part of 

life they [older children] might otherwise ignore. It 

helps them use their imaginations and think of the wild 

and improbable. Hxamor is an escape. But it also opens 

the door to truth, especially for older children" (p. 

63) . Humor has the capability of being a vehicle for 

understanding. 

In an interview in February, Jake shared, "if you 

don't know what the humor is, it is kinda like reading a 

book and not understanding the plot line." When I asked 

him if he thought that understanding the humor was 

essential to the book, he said, "if you want to leam 

from it." As Jake's quote suggests, the focus group 
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comprehended the texts, in part/ because they attended to 

hxamor. 

Humor provided the focus group members with an 

opportunity to think of the applications of humor in 

relation to meaning making. In an interview in November, 

1998, Heidi stated, '̂ when I'm reading I actually think 

about what the humor was about and what it was and 

instead of just saying that was 'pretty funny' in the 

book." Attending to humor invited Heidi to become more 

reflective when reading. 

As a result of this study, the members of the focus 

group learned a great deal about humor and its 

applications. They transferred their understanding of 

humor in adolescent literature to their own writing. 

After reading Catherine, Called Birdy (Cushman, 1994), 

Willow created a humorous, historical fiction piece 

depicting an adolescent girl. 

The focus group members also connected the hiomor to 

visual images, connected to the hiamor based on 

experiential, cultural, and intertextual backgrounds, and 

by doing so gained a fuller appreciation of the text. 

I, in turn, learned from and with these students 

about the continual complexities of hiamor in adolescent 

literature. The members of the focus group broadened my 
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understanding of the functions of humor and various ways 

readers can live through humor as a vehicle for 

understanding. In closing, as I sit here at my computer 

typing these final words, the sound of Willow's voice 

echoes quietly, "it is more than just laughing." Humor 

is so much more. 
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Appendix A - Definitions of Humorous Termŝ  ̂

Action Humor Synonymous with physical 
humor describes a 
character's action that 
results in a himorous 
response. 

Exaggeration Going beyond the bounds 
of truth, reason, or 
justice (p. 790). 

Humor That quality in a 
happening, an action, a 
situation, or an 
expression of ideas which 
appeals to a sense of the 
ludicrous or absurdly 
incongruous (p. 1102). 

Incongruity Lacking harmonious or 
rational relation to its 
environment (p. 1144). 

Irony Ridicule, or light 
sarcasm that adopts a 
mode of speech the 
intended implication of 
which is the opposite of 
the literal sense of the 
words (p. 1195). 

Repetition The act or an instance of 
repeating something that 
one has already said or 
done (p. 1924). 

 ̂All definitions are taken directly from Webster's Third 
New International Dictionary published in 1971 with the 
exception of the first definition which is the result of 
my theoretical reading concerning humor. 
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Appendix A - Continued 
The use of caustic or 
stinging remarks or 
language often with 
inverted or ironical 
statement on occasion of 
an offense of shortcoming 
with intent to wound the 
feelings (p. 2014). 
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Appendix B - Class Schedule 

8:39-8:50 a.m. Journal writing Monday through 
Thursday. 
Literature log entries every Friday. 
(Time ranges from ten to twenty 
minutes.) 

Instrumental music plays on the CD-
ROM of the computer. 

8:50-9:05 a.m. Read aloud from the novels. 

9:05-9:10 a.m.'̂  Open ended class discussion and/or 
members of the class respond in 
"You find that funny?" journals.' 

9:10-9:30 a.m. Teacher directed mini-lesson. 

9:30-10:14 a.m.̂  Application of mini-lesson follow by 

a choice of: 

• Individualized reading 

• Paired reading 

• Individualized writing 

• Collaborative writing 

' On Fridaysr the class visits the school library from 
9:00-9:15 a.m. The read aloud and oral discussion 
follows. The mini-lesson is omitted to allow the 
students more time to read and write. 
 ̂The students wrote in journals only when reading Summer 
of the Monkeys. 
" The students during their writing groups and/or 
literature circles often demonstrate the application of 
the mini-lesson. 
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Appendix C - Consent Letter 

September 22, 1998 

Dear Parents: 

As part of my doctoral work at the University of Arizona, 
I am studying adolescents' perception of humor in young 
adult novels. Specifically, I am investigating aspects 
of humor adolescents identify with and how they use humor 
as a vehicle to connect the literature to their lives. I 
am interested in studying your child's verbal and written 
responses to humor and the journey he or she travels to 
reach his or her conclusions. 

As legal guardian, I request your permission to use your 
child's work from their communication arts class. I also 
ask permission to audiotape and videotape your child 
about his or her ideas about humor in literature. 

I can guarantee no risk to your child by participating in 
this collaborated task and I will protect his or her 
rights by being the only person who has access to any of 
her work with the exception of the classroom teacher, Ms. 
Warner. I will change your child's name and the names of 
the teacher, school, and district as a form of 
protection. 

You need to know that at this point I am not certain what 
information I will use for my dissertation which will be 
presented in an oral and written format to university 
professors as part of my doctoral studies. I may also 
seek to publish the data in part or in its entirety in 
the future. I would like to use some direct quotations, 
but I may simply need your child's input about what sixth 
graders believe about the role of humor in reading in 
connection to their lives. 

Your child will not be reflected in a negative light 
under any circumstances, but has been chosen for their 
perceptions and intuitiveness. In no way, will this 
effect your child's grade for the semester. Your child 
may withdraw from the study at any time. I am simply 
searching for new ways for teachers and students to work 
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Appendix C - Continued 

together in purposeful, meaningful learning environments. 
Within the world of education, young voices need the 
opportunity to explore, expand, and share their valid 
ideas and beliefs. 

If you have any questions, feel free to contact me at 
Century Middle School at 555-5555. I appreciate your 
time and your consent to use your child's work and ideas. 

Sincerely yours. 



272 

Appendix D - Permission Form 

I give Karen Onofrey permission to use my child's work, 
both oral and written, about humor in young adult 
literature. 

I understand my child's name will be changed and no risk 
or recourse will result because of the use of my child's 
work. 

I also realize that the work or interview material will 
be destroyed before my child graduates from high school. 

I may also request to review the information that my 
child shares for accuracy before Karen Onofrey uses it 
for any form of formal publication. 

Signature of consenting adult Date 

Printed name of consenting adult 

Signature of student 

Printed name of student 

Date 
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Appendix E - Monthly Timeline 

May, 1998 Gain permission from 
classroom teacher and 
school principal to 
complete study at Century 
Middle School. 

June, 1998 Gain permission from 
district office. 

August, 1998 Began observing. 
Introduced myself to the 
class. 
Met with classroom teacher. 

September, 1998 Students completed humor 
survey. 
Selected members of the 
focus group. 
Gained parental consent. 
Began reading Summer of the 

September, 1998 

Monkeys. 
Met with classroom teacher. 

October-December, 1998 Met with focus group during 
their literature circle 
discussions. 
Videotaped/audiotaped 
discussions. 
Interviewed students. 
Met with classroom teacher. 

January, 1999 Met with students to 
discuss individual reading 
books. 
Began sharing transcripts 
with students. 
Began reading The Midwife's 
Apprentice. 
Met with classroom teacher. 
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Appendix E - Continued 

February, 1999 Finished last round of 
interviews. 
Interviewed classroom 
teacher. 
Met with students in 
literature circles. 
Continued to share 
transcripts and written 
material. 
Completed secondary data 
interviews. 

Met with classroom teacher. 
March, 1999 Gathered data from second 

class. 
March-May 1999 Gather final data for 

clarification purposes. 
Share portions of drafts 
with focus group. 
Discuss possible themes. 
Share draft in its entirety 
with Ms. Warner. 

March-September 1999 Writing and revising 
chapters. 
Meeting with co-chairs of 
committee concerning 
chapters. 
Submitting penultimate copy 
of dissertation to each 
committee member. 

October 1999 Schedule date for defense 
of dissertation. 
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Appendix F - Focus Group Interview Questions 

READER'S HISTORY 
1. How did you learn to read? 
2. Do you consider yourself to be a reader? Who were 

important influences in helping you become a reader? 
3. What makes you a reader? 
4. What are your earliest memories of books that contain 

humor? Can you recreate the setting and feelings you 
had concerning this memory? 

READER'S CURRENT READING BELIEFS AND LITERARY PRACTICES 
1. Where do you like to read? How often do you read for 

enjoyment? 
2. What do you like to read? 
3. What are the benefits of reading? 
4. What would you say to somebody to get him or her 

interested in reading? 
5. Talk about some of the books you consider funny. What 

about the books do you find himorous? 

IN THE CLASSROOM TODAY 
1. What does humor look like in your classroom? Where 

can it be found? 
2. What is your role in your language arts classroom? 
3. What do you think is Ms. Warner's role in your 

classroom? 
4. What do you think Ms. Warner would say your role is in 

the classroom? 
5. Tell me about how you share literature in the 

classroom. What do you like best about sharing? What 
do you like least about sharing? 
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Appendix F - Continued 

QUESTIONS CONCERNING SUMMER OF THE MONKEYS AND 
THE MIDWIFE'S APPRENTICE 
1. Talk about what you find funny in Summer of the 

Monkeys/The Midwife's Apprentice. What about these 
examples do you specifically find funny? 

2. Can you think of any examples of humor that you did 
not find funny, but perhaps other people in the class 
did? Share those examples. Why do you think this 
happened? 

3. What do you think you have learned by attending to 
humor? 

4. What do you think the relationship is between humor 
and social issues? How has this effected you as a 
learner and thinker? 

5. Have your ideas about "what is funny" ever changed? 
If so, what makes you change your mind about hiomor? 

FINAL CONCERNS 
1. What questions do you have for me? How do you feel 

about being a member of this study? 
2. What are your reactions to these interviews? Do you 

want to share anything else that I might have 
forgotten to ask? 
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Appendix G - Interview Questions for the Classroom 

Teacher 

PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND 
1. Describe for me how you became a teacher. Do any 

particular teachers in your career as a student stand 
out from the rest? 

2. Talk about your educational career. Where did you 
earn your bachelor's degree? Masters? 

3. Take me on the journey of your professional career. 
(Where, when, and how did you begin teaching, your 
greatest challenges, your strengths, weaknesses.) 
Have you changed your teaching style over the years? 
If so, in what ways? Where do you see yourself going 
in the future? 

4. What is your philosophy about learning? 
5. What and/or who influences your pedagogy? 

IN THE CLASSROOM TODAY 
1. What does literature look like in your classroom 

today? Walk me through a typical language arts 
period. What does it sound like, feel like? 

2. What does talk look like in your classroom? How do 
you think students learn through talk? 

3. Share how your students interact with literature. 
4. Talk about the culture/climate of your classroom. How 

is the community formed? How does the social 
construct of your classroom effect learners? 

5. What is your role in relation to the students? How do 
you think they perceive your role? 

6. What is the role of the students in your classroom? 
How do you think they perceive their role? 
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Appendix G- Continued 

QUESTIONS REGARDING HUMOR 
1. What does humor look like in your classroom? 
2. What types of humor do you think the students find 

funny? 
3. What are your experiences with humor and curriculum? 
4. How do you think students use humor to connect to 

literature? 
5. How are the students relating to the humor in Suimer 

of the Monkeys? 
6. How are the students relating to the humor in The 

Midwife's Apprentice? 
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Appendix H - Journal Letter to Students 

September 21, 1998 

Dear Readers, 

This journal has been designed as a place for you to 

reflect and investigate your version of our literary 

discussions. Please use this journal to explain your 

viewpoints about the pages read during the read aloud 

times in class. Share your reactions, conclusions, 

reflections, but especially examples of humor. 

Your entries may take on any form you choose. You 

may choose to write friendly letters, lists, poems, 

sketches, or any other form that suits you as a learner. 

The possibilities are endless and all formats are 

welcome. The one request we have is that you write in 

blue or black ink in case we choose to make copies of 

your entries. 

By contributing in this way, you allow us, as 

teachers and learners, a window into your world as a 

reader. Thank you in advance for all of your help and 

interest. 

Fellow readers. 
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Appendix I - Annabelle's List of Humorous Books 

Name of Book 

Catherinê  Called Birdy (1994) 

Heads or Tails: 

Stories from the Sixth Grade (1994) 

Jack̂ s Black Book (1997) 

The Westing Game (1988) 

Summer of the Monkeys (1976) 

Author 

Karen Cushman 

Jack Gantos 

Jack Gantos 

Ellen Raskin 

Wilson Rawls 
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Appendix J - Heidi's List of Humorous Books 

Name of Book 

A Barrel of Laughŝ  

A Vale of Tears (1995) 

Jack's Black Book (1997) 

Phantom Tollbooth (1961) 

The Pushcart War (1987) 

The Westing Game (1988) 

Summer of the Monkeys (1976) 

Author 

Jules Feiffer 

Jack Gantos 

Norton Juster 

Jean Merrill 

Ellen Raskin 

Wilson Rawls 
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Appendix K - Jake's List of Humorous Books 

Name of Book 

The Pinballs (1977) 

A Barrel of Laughŝ  

A Vale of Tears (1995) 

Jack's Black Book (1997) 

Phantom Tollbooth (1961) 

The Pushcart War (1987) 

Harris and Me (1993) 

The Westing Game (1988) 

Summer of the Monkeys (1976) 

Author 

Betsy Byars 

Jules Feiffer 

Jack Gantos 

Norton Juster 

Jean Merrill 

Gary Paulsen 

Ellen Raskin 

Wilson Rawls 
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Appendix L - James' List of Humorous Books 

Name of Book 

Jack̂ s Black Book (1997) 

The Kid Who Ran for President 
(1996) 

The Pushcart War (1987) 

Harris and Me (1993) 

The Westing Game (1988) 

Slimmer of the Monkeys (1976) 

Who Put that Hair in My 

Author 

Jack Gantos 

Dan Gutman 

Jean Merrill 

Gary Paulsen 

Ellen Raskin 

Wilson Rawls 

Toothbrush? (1984) Jerry Spinelli 
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Appendix M - Willow's List of Humorous Novels 

Name of Book Author 

Starring Sally J. Freedman as Herself (1977) Judy Blume 

Just as Long as We're Together (1987) 

Here's to YoU/ Rachel Robinson (1993) 

Absolutely Normal Chaos (1990) 

Walk Two Moons (1994) 

Judy Blume 

Judy Blume 

Sharon Creech 

Sharon Creech 

Karen Cushman Catherine/ Called Birdy (1994) 

A Barrel of Laughs; A Vale of Tears (1995) Jules Feiffer 

Heads or Tails: 

Stories from the Sixth Grade (1994) 

Jack's New Power: 

Stories from a Caribbean Year (1995) 

Jack's Black Book (1997) 

Alice in April (1993) 

Achingly Alice (1998) 

Sideways Stories 

From Wayside School (1978) 

Dogs Don't Tell Jokes (1991) 

Jack Gantos 

Jack Gantos 

Jack Gantos 

Phyllis Reynolds Naylor 

Phyllis Reynolds Naylor 

Louis Sachar 

Louis Sachar 
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discussing their reading cind writing. Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation, Indiana University, Indiana. 

Hill, D. J. (1988). Humor in the classroom; A 
handbook for teachers (and other entertainers I). 
Springfield, IL: Charles C. Thomas Publishers. 



290 

Holman, C. H., & Harmon, W. (1986). A handbook to 
literature. ed.) . New York: Macmillan Publishing 
Company. 

Huck, C. S., Hepler, S., & Hickman, J. (1987). 
Children's literature in the elementary school. (4"̂ '̂  ed.) . 
New York; Holt, Reinhart and Winston, Inc. 

Hynds, S. (1989). Talking life and literature. In 
S. Hynds & D. L. Rubin (Eds.), Perspectives on talk and 
learning, (pp. 163-178). Urbana, IL: National Council of 
Teachers of English. 

Hynds, S. (1997). On the brink; Negotiating 
literature and life with adolescents. New York: Teachers 
College Press. 

Jacobs, L. B. (1989, Summer). Getting the most of 
out humor. Teaching K-8, 30-31. 

Kamber, P. (1995). Invisible scaffolding: Fostering 
reflection. In B. C. Hill, N. J. Johnson, & K. L. Schlick 
Noe (Eds.), Literature circles and response, (pp. 97-
112) . Norwood, MA; Christopher-Gordon Pxablishers. 

Kappas, K. H. (1967). A developmental analysis of 
children's responses to humor. Library Quarterly, 37, 
67-77. 

Keith-Spiegel, P. (1972). Early conceptions of 
humor; Varieties and issues. In J. H. Goldstein & P. E. 
McGhee (Eds.), The psychology of humor; Theoretical 
perspectives and empirical issues, (pp. 4-34). New York: 
Academic Press, Inc. 

Kleinberg, J., & Cockett, L. (1996). Why angels fly: 
Humor in young adult fiction. In K. E. Vandergrift 
(Ed.), Enhancing the intellectual life of young adults 
through story (pp. 283-314). Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow 
Press. 



291 

Lakoff, G. (1987). Women̂  fire, and dangerous 
things; What categories reveal about the mind. Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press. 

Langer, J. A. (1995). Envisioning literature; 
Literary understanding and literature instruction. New 
York; Teachers College Press. 

Lauter, P. (1964). Theories of comedy. Garden City, 
New York; Anchor Books. 

LeCompte, M. D., & Preissle, J. (1993). Ethnography 
and qualitative design in educational research! (2 ed.). 
New York; Academic Press. 

Lincoln, Y. S., & Cuba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic 
inquiry. Beverly Hills, CA; Sage Publications. 

Lorenz, K. (1963). On aggression. New York: Bateman 
Books. 

Louis, N. R. (1973). Responses of sixth-grade 
students to two types of humor present in fiction for 
children, and an investigation of the types of humor 
found in books for the middle school grader. Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation, Michigan State University, 
Michigan. 

Mayers, P. M. (1993). Experiencing a novel; The 
thoughts, feelings, and motivation of adolescent readers. 
Unpublished doctoral dissertation, National-Louis 
University, 111inois. 

McGhee, P. E. (1978) . Humor: Its origin and 
development. San Francisco, CA: W. H. Freeman and 
Company. 



292 

Mehan, H. (1979). Learning lessons. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press. 

MerriaiUr S. B. (1988) . Case study research in 
education: A gualitative approach. San Francisco, CA; 
Jossey-Bass Publishers. 

Monson, D. L. (1979). A look at humor in literature 
and children's responses to humor. Paper presented at 
the Annual Meeting of the International Reading 
Association World Congress on Reading, Hamburg, West 
Germany. 

Moore, D. W., Bean, T. W., Birdyshaw, D., & Rycik, 
J. A. (1999). Adolescent literacy: A position statement 
for the commission on adolescent literacy of the 
International Reading Association. Journal of Adolescent 
and Adult Literacy, 43, 97-112. 

Nilsen, D. L. F., & Nilsen, A. P. (1982). An 
exploration and defense of the humor in young adult 
literature. Journal of Reading, 26, 58-65. 

Nilsen, D. L. F., Nilsen, A. P. with Donelson, K. 
(1988). Humor in the United States. In A. Ziv (Ed.), 
National styles of humor. New York: Greenwood Press. 

Noll, E. (1994). Social issues and literature 
circles with adolescents. Journal of Reading, 38, 88-93. 

Nystrand, M., Gamoran, A., Kachur, R., & 
Prendergast, C. (1997). Opening dialogue; Understanding 
the dynamics of language auad learning in the English 
classroom. New York: Teachers College Press. 

Onofrey, K. A. (1998). Learning through a text set 
flavored with humor. Unpublished manuscript. University 
of Arizona, Tucson. 



293 

Peterson, R. (1992) . Life in a crowded place; Making 
a learning community. Portsmouth, NH; Heinemann. 

Peterson, R., & Eeds, M. (1990). Grand 
conversations; Literature groups in action. New York; 
Scholastic, Inc. 

Piaget, J., & Inhelder, B. (1971). The psychology of 
the child. New York: Basic Books. 

Pierce, K. M. (1994). Literature discussions and 
literature extensions. In C. Weaver (Ed.), Reading 
process and practice; From socio-psycholinguistics to 
whole language, (pp. 392-397). Portsmouth, NH; 
Heinemann. 

Pressley, M. (1977). Imagery and children's 
learning; Putting the picture in developmental 
perspective. Review of Educational Research, 47, 585-622. 

Probst, R. E. (1988). Response and analysis; 
Teaching literature in junior and senior high school. 
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Rosenblatt, L. M. (1978). The reader, the text, the 
poem; The transactional theory of the literary work. 
Carbondale, Illinois: Southern Illinois University Press. 

Rosenblatt, L. (1995). Literature as exploration. 
(5"̂  ̂ed.). New York; The Modem Language Association of 
America. 

Sadoski, M. (1985). The natural use of imagery in 
story comprehension and recall; Replication aind 
extension. Reading Research Quarterly, 20, 658-667. 

Sebranek, P., Meyer, V., and Kempter, D. (1995). 
Write source 2000; A guide to writing, thinking, and 



294 

learning. Wilmington, MA: Great Source Education Group, 
Houghton Mifflin Co. 

Sebranek, P., Meyer, V., and Kempter, D. (1996). 
Writers, Inc.; A student handbook for writing and 
learning. Wilmington, MA.: Great Source Education Group, 
Houghton Mifflin Co. 

Seidman, I. E. (1991) . Interviewing as qualitative 
research: A guide for researchers in education and the 
social sciences. New York: Teachers College Press. 

Shannon, D. M. (1999) . What children find hiomorous 
in the books they read and how they express their 
responses. Humor; International Journal of Humor 
Research, 12,119-149. 

Short, K. G., Harste, J. C., & Burke, C. (1996). 
Creating classrooms for authors and inquirers. (2"" ed.), 
Portsmouth, NH; Heinemann. 

Short, K. G., & Pierce, K. M. (1990). Talking about 
books; Creating literature communities. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann. 

Smith, J. S. (1967). A critical approach to 
children's literature. New York; McGraw-Hill Book 
Company. 

Smith, S. A. (1997, March) . Book club is "da bomb:̂  ̂
Early adolescent girls engage with texts, transactions, 
and talk. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
American Educational Research Association, Chicago, 
Illinois. 

Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc. 



295 

Stover, L. T. (1996). Young adult literature; The 
heart of the middle school curriculum., Portsmouth, NH; 
Heinemann. 

Webster̂ s Third New International Dictionary of the 
English Language/Unabridged (1971). Chicago: The Lakeside 
Press. 

White, E. B. (1977). Essays of E.B. White. New York: 
Harper & Row, Publishers. 

Wilhelm, J. D. (1997) . *̂ You gotta BE the book:*̂  
Teaching engaged and reflective reading with adolescents. 
New York: Teachers College Press. 

Willoughby, B. (1987). Humor tells the truth in 
children's books. Journal of Youth Services in Libraries, 
1, 57-64. 

Ziv, A. (Ed.). (1988). National styles of humor. 
New York: Greenwood Press. 



296 

Literature Cited 

Anonymous. (1993). The little hatchet story. In M. 
Rosen (Ed.)/ Funny stories, (pp. 215-218). New York; 
Kingfisher. 

Byars, B. (1977). The pinballs. New York: Harper 
Trophy. 

Cleary, B. (1968). Ramona the pest. New York: W. 
Morrow. 

Creech, S. (1990). Absolutely normal chaos. New 
York: Harper Trophy. 

Cushman, K. (1994). Catherine, called Birdy. New 
York: Harper Trophy Publishers. 

Cushman, K. (1995). The midwifê s apprentice. New 
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