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Abstract: For the most part, information landscapes such as libraries are structured, organized, 
created, and used by the dominant groups. These spaces may be unfamiliar territory for many students. 
Humour used in library orientation elicits enjoyment and helps to connect librarians and students. 
Low and high inference humour used during orientation can help connect students new to those 
landscapes with information and to librarians. Appropriate use of instructional humour in orientations 
can reduce students’ anxiety about using the library, especially when they need help from library staff. 
This reflective write up on using humour in library orientations, is to demonstrate how we used humour 
to create a comfortable learning environment, to encourage students to visit the library, to improve 
(hopefully!) recall and retention of course content, and enable positive associations with library resources 
or the librarian. There are challenges with humour when the classroom is diverse or if humour is used 
negatively. Care should be given to use humour to support course content.  
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A college professor: “Someone who talks in other people’s sleep.” W.H. Auden 

Academic librarians are often asked to participate in first-year orientations. These sessions typically 
last a full day or are spread out over several days and are attended by hundreds of students who sit for 
long hours and listen to various speakers talk about their service areas and provisions. With 15 minutes 
as a standard time allotment for each presenter, the librarian’s goal is to present something significant 
in a memorable format, so this information stands out amongst the other presentations. It is critical 
for librarians to concentrate on the key points students need to remember and then focus on 
presenting this information in a meaningful yet memorable way. For some librarians, this means 
infusing their sessions with humour.  

Kumaran and Maddison are liaison librarians who have used humour in our orientations to 
keep students animated or engaged. In this self-reflective essay, we focus on our personal experiences 
with using humour during orientations. We do this to set ourselves apart as librarians and help students 
recognize that librarians are approachable and friendly. Humour used in library orientations can reduce 
the feelings of fear when approaching a librarian for assistance and therefore help students be more 
productively engaged with the library systems, academic assignments, and avoidance of academic 
misconduct.  

Academic Libraries and the Role of Librarians 

Over the decades librarians have redefined academic libraries as spaces of learning and places that 
contain information resources (Oliveira, 2017). Libraries have transformed into learning centers where 
librarians are actively creating deeper and double loop learning experiences for all students to support 
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heutagogy practices (Blaschke & Hase, 2016). Heutagogoy combines many pedagogical elements such 
as reflection, self-determined learning, divergent thinking, and learner-centered principles (Blaschke 
& Hase, 2016; Ryan & Ryan, 2015). Librarians are also researchers or are embedded in faculty research 
(Chism, 2006) and therefore are involved in many research projects and grant applications. Like other 
faculty, librarians have to divide their time between teaching, research, and other professional practice.  

When students enter the library for learning or orientations, there are a number of things that 
cause them anxiety (Bowers, 2010). At the graduate student levels, a considerable number of students 
are adults who may have had a break in their education. When they return to school, they may feel 
overwhelmed by various technologies and how to use them, the physical space, and their comfort 
levels with library staff. Using humour during library orientations is one way to ease anxiety among 
students.  

 
Two Cents from Other Humourists – Theoretical Framework 
 
There are many definitions of humour and multiple reasons for using it in a classroom setting. Humour 
is defined either as communication that is incongruous and amusing, or non-serious social activities 
(Martin, 2007). Humour may be a high-inference or low-inference teaching behaviour, where low-
inference is more specific such as singing or making physical gestures in the classroom to elicit 
laughter. As Gorham and Christophel (1990) posited, “the ability of teachers to translate prescription 
into practice is often related to the degree to which they are able to infer the operationalization of 
such high inference qualities” (p.46). The instructor should be comfortable using humour and this 
comfort level comes with proper planning, practice, and knowing how to assess the audience 
(Azadbakht, 2019; Tewell, 2014; Whyte, 1996; Wortley & Dotson, 2016; ).  

There are many typologies of humour; “humour related to class material, humour unrelated 
to class material, unplanned humour, and self-disparaging humour” (Huss & Eastep, 2016, p. 45); 
affiliative or aggressive humour where affiliative humour is non-offensive (Nienbar et al., 2019), and 
humour that is either high or low-inference where low inference (used by the authors of this paper) is 
in the form of pictures, videos, jokes, physical actions, wordplays, stories, metaphors, riddles, facial 
expressions, singing, or types of classroom activities to make direct contact with the students and likely 
have an impact on their learning (Bell, 2009; Murray, 2007; Skinner, 2010). Appropriate intentional or 
unintentional humour that is used strategically in a classroom setting may serve positive functions 
beyond laughing.  

Immediacy is one of humour’s abilities to connect students to library resources and the 
librarian, and thus reducing any perceived or real distance to library resources due to discomfort. 
Content relevant, appropriate humour paves the way for increased comfort levels leading to positive 
interactions and open communication between the instructor and the student (Banas et al., 2011; 
Gorham & Christophel, 1990). By humanizing and reducing anxiety, humour can reduce social 
distances and learning apprehensions, and increase active learning, motivation and engagement, and 
facilitate skill acquisition where learners can go beyond traditional learning contexts and improve 
retention and recall (Acquaviva, 2015; Banas et al., 2011; Garner, 2006; Nienaber et al., 2019; Tews et 
al., 2015). In a study that measured the style of instructor’s humour against student engagement, 
Nienaber et al. (2015) found that students established higher comfort levels with instructors who used 
affiliative humour. Humour can also be used to help “newcomer’s integration into the new 
environment and mould newcomers into the normative ways of doing things” (Mak et al., 2012 as 
cited by Sukor et al., 2019, p. 46). The use of humour may lessen intimidation in a new space and 
enhance class cohesion (Banas et al., 2011; Struthers, 2011, Tews et al., 2015), and elicits positive 
rhetorical dissent from students about their instructors (Sidelinger & Tatum, 2019). Humour also helps 
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develop critical thinking. It can disrupt a student’s linear learning track and invite them to consider 
various epistemological perspectives or force them to consider multiple social issues (Jansson, 2016).  

Humour has physical and cognitive affects. Garner (2006) researched the physical outcomes, 
such as aiding learning by increasing respiration and circulation, lowering blood pressure and have 
general healing powers. Garner (2006) also “suggests that humor can reduce anxiety, help relieve stress 
and increase mental sharpness – all desirable things in pedagogical settings” (p. 177). Garner’s research 
concluded that the addition of humourous examples might help students to see things from a new 
perspective which in turn can promote learning and retention.  

Hackathorn et al. (2011) connect humour with enhanced learning in the first three levels of 
Bloom’s Taxonomy’s cognitive domain: knowledge, comprehension and application. Their research 
revealed that students consistently scored higher on quizzes when humour was integrated into 
classroom constructs and was most effective for comprehension. Supporting previous research on 
improved retention and recall rates, their research also “provide[s] new evidence that humor increases 
one’s ability to understand the information” (p. 120). 

In diverse learning environments, research indicates that humour may have the opposite effect 
of what was intended. It may exclude individuals or reinforce status differences (Sukor et al., 2020). 
For example, Sukor et al. (2020) suggest that international students who do not understand the context 
of the local humour may find it stressful. Such stress may highlight differences rather than help create 
a cohesive group. Some international students, who are used to formal classroom behaviours and strict 
hierarchical structures between students and teachers, may feel that humour in the classroom is too 
informal for a learning context. Such negative connotations may have the opposite effect and 
ultimately causes detachment from classmates, the teacher, and learning. In a multicultural setting, 
instructors should use simple humour that is relevant to the context and universally understandable 
(Sukor et al., 2020).  

Instructors can use humour as a communication tool to understand positive associations and 
motivations for student learning (Banas et al., 2011). Humour based on course content is highly 
effective, and in such situations, the instructor may share their personal stories or experiences to 
illustrate important information (Wanzer et al., 2010). Ziv (1998), as cited by Wanzer et al. (2010), 
recommends having a protocol for using jokes for sequencing instruction as follows. First, the 
instructor should discuss the concept. Next, they can insert a joke or media element to illustrate the 
concept and summarize it. One example of such a protocol is the sporadic use of cartoons or memes 
throughout a PowerPoint presentation related to the course content. When humour is used 
constructively and is related to course content through funny stories or comments, students respond 
positively (Torok et al., 2004). Humour that is used at critical points enhances recall of the essential 
items.  

Research explores the benefits of using instructional humour as an aid in the “retention of 
novel information, increased learning speed, improve problem-solving, reduce test anxiety and 
increase perceptions of teacher creditability” (Torok et al., 2004, pp. 14-15) in subjects that are 
perceived as tedious and difficult by students. There is a strong connection between this research and 
library orientations, as many students believe that while the subject can be boring, they find it 
overwhelming to conduct a literature review, discover and evaluate research or other necessary library-
related tasks.  

Affiliative, contextually relevant, and constructive forms of humour may help the student 
understand a concept and promote community within the classroom. The research literature and 
results of this study support using humour in education, concluding that “enjoyment for all is fostered 
when the instructor creates a relaxed, playful, engaged, and safe atmosphere” (Torok et al., 2004, p 
19). There can also be negative consequences from the use of some forms of humour, such as the use 
of sarcasm (Torok et al., 2004, Cooper et al., 2018), suggesting that instructors limit the use of this 
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form of humour, especially in a cultural context where the root of the joke might not be clearly 
understood. It is essential to know one’s audience so that the library orientation will be engaging and 
memorable.  

 
We Got You! Keep Calm and Shush - Library Orientations  
 
Program orientations are a critical way to acquaint students to their faculty and staff, the resources 
available to them, and most importantly, the contact information of key people such as the librarian 
who may or may not be embedded into the college or department. Library orientations cause anxiety 
in students, and such anxiety could lead to poor academic performance (Bowers, 2010; Brown et al., 
2004; McPherson, 2015). Librarians are often asked to participate in orientation sessions to introduce 
themselves and the library’s educational, cultural, recreational services and resources to new students. 
Orientations may contain activities such as scavenger hunt by asking students to identify locations or 
specific resources on the shelves, or introductions and a short lecture about available services (Mulch, 
2014). While such activities introduce students to the library space and perhaps help them socialize 
with each other, they do not achieve the intended learning outcome (Mulch, 2014). For heutagogy, 
self-reflection, and doublel loop learning to occur, librarians will need to develop many learning 
modules and spend considerable amount of time teaching students about various library resources. 
However, not all librarians are lucky enough to have time to build such activities or are allowed much 
time with students, especially during orientations. As Mulch (2014) observed, librarians are often given 
10-15 minutes to talk about the library and must use this time efficiently to make students feel welcome 
to the institution and the library.  

Library orientations serve several purposes. While librarians may feel pressure to include every 
piece of relevant information in the short time allotment, care should be given to only share a brief, 
but memorable and warm introduction. During orientations, students do not need to know that the 
library has sophisticated research tools. At the beginning of the year, without an assignment on the 
horizon, students likely do not care, nor will they remember all those details. Students need to know 
that there are libraries on campus that are staffed with people who can help them. They also need to 
know that the library is a place to study, do homework and work collaboratively with classmates.  

 
Sugar Daddy! 
 
Kumaran’s past and current liaison responsibilities include the College of Nursing, Division of 
Nutrition, College of Medicine, and College of Education. These orientations could have hundreds of 
students who attend all day or multiple day orientations at the beginning of their programs. These 
students are often provided with a print package that contains booklets to learn about their program, 
department, courses, faculty, and support staff. One of the scheduled sessions during these 
orientations is a library session. I often get 10-15 minutes during these sessions and am asked to 
introduce students to the library (location, staff, resources, services, and my liaison role). In the given 
few minutes, it is impossible to talk about the details of using the library because students are neither 
paying attention nor are they likely going to remember. Since students are overwhelmed with a lot of 
new information during their orientations, I use humour during these orientations to ease the tensions 
of serious learning and to alleviate the stress and anxiety about library learning (Bowers, 2010; 
McPherson, 2015).  

To show students I am fully engaged with content, but that I am not going to overwhelm them 
with details, I have used a combination of materials such as the photo of Wonder Woman with my 
face superimposed (Appendix A) or the pledge (Appendix B). I use such materials for low-inference 
humour (Murray, 2007) to show students that I am friendly and approachable and encourage them to 
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find me when they need help. Another low-inference humour is one that I use when introducing 
myself. Since my name is unusual, to help them remember, I say, ‘My name is Maha; it rhymes with 
A-ha. When you have library-related questions, think Maha, A-ha can help me and come to my office 
or send me an email.’ Such a light approach during orientations puts students at ease. Such low 
inference behaviours where there is a “point of direct contact between the teacher and the student, 
and thus (it would appear) are more likely to have a direct impact on student development” (Murrary, 
2007, p. 147). My strategy here was to use humour to build a relationship with students and try to 
positively impact their comfort level with me as their librarian. Library orientations are typically a 
dreaded sessions during which as Skinner (2010), noted, using “humor lessens preconceived negative 
attitudes toward the course and facilitates willings to engage in challenging material” (p. 21). Using the 
Wonder Woman body image imposed with my face is an ice-breaker with self-effacing or self 
disparaging humour (Berk, 2003; Huss & Eastep, 2016, p. 45). Such low-inference, self-disparaging 
and affiliative humour is also low risk (Berk, 2003; Huss & Eastep, 2016; Nienbar et al., 2019). 

When asked to offer a quick example search during orientations, I try to think of something 
funny and memorable and relevant to students’ searches. I use the following example of wordplay 
humour as an ice breaker. Word play humour may involve puns, insults, or self deprecating jokes (Bell, 
2009). Wordplay is often used in bilingual or multilingual teaching scenarious to help students 
“construct particular identities within the context of social interaction” (Martínez & Morales, 2014). 
However, I used it to establish my identity as an Indo-Canadian among the largely White student 
population. To demonstrate false drops, I tell students that in India (where I am from), a common 
way of saying that someone has diabetes is to say that someone has sugar. There are usually a few 
laughs and surprised looks at the thought of calling diabetes patients as sugar patients (some associate 
this with Sugar daddy!). Although sugar is not the terminology used in Canada, I ask them to search 
Google, CINAHL, or Medline and see if any of the results are about diabetes. The results are 
undoubtedly about recipes that involve sugar or information about confectionary stores, sucrose, 
blood glucose, or fructose. I then ask them what they consider appropriate search terms, and invariably 
the response will be ‘diabetes.’  

Such wordplay examples help students understand that language is vast, that there are cultural 
implications to words and concepts, and that computers, Google or other tools, are not smart enough 
to understand the searchers’ well-intended meanings or context. Such searches also help students 
understand the differences between keyword searches and subject searches because “by deliberately 
using ill-chosen search terms as well as suitable ones, students are able to immediately see the 
differences between effective and ineffective searching” (Vossler & Sheidlower, 2011, p. 94). 
Wordplay humour that is also culturally based, helps to decrease tension and boredom, improves 
student’s interest and attitude towards the subject, helps with retention and promotes divergent 
thinking, particularly in coming up with appropriate synonyms to use in database searching. Bell (2009) 
warns that wordplay humour should be reserved for those with advanced proficiency as words mean 
different things in different cultures, particularly in a bilingual or multlingual setting. I have found 
‘sugar’ to be a perfect wordplay for students to understand the difficulty in language, the cultural 
implications of language, and to present my own identity as a librarian.  

 
This Isn’t About You! Oh Wait, It is! ���� 
 
The use of relevant humour related to course content may help the student to understand the concept 
provided that the student gets the joke (Wanzer et al., 2010). Self-disparaging humour can be effective 
as it can reduce the power differential between the instructor and the student, which can humanize 
the instructor, and help them connect, and build a relationship with the class (i.e., sharing personal 
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information or stories) (Wanzer et al., 2010). This method is often employed in library orientations to 
poke fun of the library and common stereotypes that students might have based on previous 
experiences in a library environment. Positive outcomes include “greater motivation and ability to 
process course content to the extent the humorous message potentially gained students’ attention, 
created positive affect, made content relevant, and/or increased the clarity of the content and did not 
distract students from the instructional message” (Wanzer et al., 2010, p. 6). 

Maddison enjoyed using self-deprecating humour in my past work as a liaison librarian at the 
University of Saskatchewan in the College of Engineering, where I was invited to participate in a day-
long orientation and was given a brief time slot to share information about the library. I wanted the 
library presentation to stand out. These sessions were scheduled close to the end of a long day, packed 
with information from many other service areas. When tasked with presenting, I tried to concentrate 
on what was essential and settled on the idea of juxtaposing library stereotypes with brief factual 
information. To mitigate PowerPoint and cognitive overload in students, I showed a few slides 
(Appendix C) that contained only an image of a meme on each slide. Topics for these slides were the 
most important items that students needed to navigate in their first couple of weeks of school (space, 
help, and equipment). As these presentations were deemed successful, I used a similar approach while 
working at Saskatchewan Polytechnic with first-year nursing students, as well as in the introduction to 
an online library course for the Adult Teaching and Learning program. 

A recognized challenge of using memes or any pop culture references is that some students 
may not get the joke if they never watched the show or are unfamiliar with the reference. For example, 
in Parks and Recreation, the character of Leslie Knope has an ongoing bit about how horrible the 
library is. Although the text on that meme is funny regardless, as it pokes fun at knowledge being 
dangerous, the use of this meme may not be as funny for someone who has not watched the show. 
Other memes play on library stereotypes such as librarian shushing students. Memes and pop culture 
references could become dated quickly, so care should be given in choosing memes that are currently 
socially relevant.  

 
What else? We are full of it! (Ideas) 
 
Orientations are most successful if they are short and cover only the key points, such as introducing 
students to the dedicated librarian for their discipline. If students are anxious about library learning or 
intimidated to approach their librarian, they might end up “spend[ing] money on equipment, software, 
or access to articles that they have already paid for with their library fees” (Vardeman et al., 2020, p. 
217). If they are unable to find what they need, they might struggle in their program and be poor 
academic performers. Librarians have an ethical duty to their students to empower them with 
information about resources and services. Unfortunately, in orientations, this duty has to be 
accomplished within a few minutes and in a situation where students are already overwhelmed with 
information about their programs.  

Infusing orientations with humour may generate a better appeal. Just-in-time training at the 
appropriate time during the semester is more useful to students as they begin research assignments, 
so the focus of orientations should be on relevant information to introduce students to the library. 
Ask yourself what your students need to know in the first month of school. Do they need to know 
that you can offer sophisticated research databases? No, they probably will not have a paper due until 
much later in the first semester. They need to know that the library has friendly staff who are always 
willing to help them. So the orientation becomes less about an inventory of library services (i.e., we 
have a computer lab, you can photocopy and print) and more of a recognition of that person at future 
research sessions or when the student visits the library. 

124



Kumaran and Maddison 

Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, Vol. 22, No. 2, June 2022.     
josotl.indiana.edu 

There are implications to librarians using humour in their information literacy sessions or 
orientations. As stated in the literature review, humour serves many positive functions. Library 
instruction is considered boring by many students, and it will help to infuse humour not only for recall 
and retention purposes but also to keep students attentive. Humour may also have negative 
consequences (Banas et al., 2011). Librarians often offer stand-alone library sessions and are not 
familiar with students, making it hard to gauge whether they will think the joke was funny. If a student 
is having a bad day or does not understand the intended comedic outcome, the humour may backfire.  

There are other considerations that librarians should make when infusing humour into their 
library sessions. Multiple factors, including the diversity of the student group, will have an impact on 
how the humour is received. International students may not understand local contexts such as scenes 
from a sitcom; women and racial or ethnic minorities may be offended by certain jokes, and political 
parodies or comedy may also be audience-dependent. Librarians should find commonalities that all 
students can relate to, and that would not cause offense to anyone. In some situations, self-disparaging 
humour may be the best approach where it is the librarian making fun of themselves. 

 
That’s a Wrap – You can laugh now 
 
Humour is an excellent way for librarians to ease the tension in library sessions and make them 
entertaining which can be especially effective during orientations. As the literature shows, there are 
many reasons for using humour in the classroom. We used humour as an ice-breaker to increase 
comfort levels for students to approach library staff, for students to retain their learning, and to reduce 
anxiety. Although it is difficult to empirically prove recall or connection to the context and librarian, 
for Maha and Tasha, anecdotal evidence shows that their students approach them with questions 
about searching. Often, students remind us about the funny orientation, that they remember Wonder 
Woman, or Maha, A-ha.   

The literature also states that instructors should be comfortable with using humour. With 
planning and practice, humour can be made to appear natural and spontaneous during delivery. Excess 
or negative humour can reduce credibility, distract or offend. Therefore, librarians should use simple 
humour such as wordplay or low-inference humour based on their audience and context. If they are 
comfortable doing so, they may also use self-disparaging humour. Classroom humour may help 
students cope with stress, ease learning anxieties, create a cohesive group of classmates, and facilitate 
positive feelings towards the library and the librarian. With effort and practice, librarians will be able 
to use humour authentically and genuinely.  
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A. Maha Kumaran as the Wonder Woman. 
 

 
 
Appendix B. Pledge. 
 
5-minute orientation – Bachelor of Science, Nursing 

• Good morning and welcome to the College of Nursing. I am Maha, your librarian.  
As a librarian at the University, I have pledged to help students become information literates – that is, 
learn how to use information effectively and efficiently. To implement this pledge, I will have 
opportunities to visit you in your classes to help you with finding and accessing information. I want 
something in return from you today:  
 
Please repeat after me: 
“Google is not my friend. I promise to meet with Maha, our librarian, and learn to use the library 
resources efficiently to complete my assignments.” 
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Appendix C. Examples of Slides and Commentary. 
 
Talking Points Slides 

 
Library staff are incredibly friendly and welcoming, 
despite Leslie Knope’s opinion. We can help you 
use equipment in the library. We can also help you 
find research for your assignments. 

 
Quote from Leslie Knope (played by Amy Poehler) 
in Parks and Recreation, Season 2, Episode 8 (Ron 
and Tammy)  
 

Library users are encouraged to work in groups 
and have respectful conversations in the library. 
We offer quiet study spaces and bookable study 
rooms for group work.  
 
 

 
 

We have an excellent collection of print resources 
for you to use in the library, or borrow. We also 
have a significant amount of reference material to 
support your studies.  
 
You are welcome to borrow materials from one of 
our other Saskatchewan Polytechnic campuses. 
And you can borrow items that our library does 
not own through interlibrary loans. 
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