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[bookmark: _Toc179813057]Context

Humour as a learning enabling tool has received very little attention throughout history and the aspect of mature learners appears to be very scant. Although, laughter is a basic function of many primates, including humans, ancient teachings are hypercritical of any inducement of laughter or joy. 
It wasn’t until the beginning of the 20th century that literature started discovering humour as a stress reducing health benefit (Henman, 2001; Robinson, 1983; Berk,1998), increasing productivity in the workplace (Thomas & Al-Maskati, 1997) and even benefits in education (Cornett, 1986; Davies & Apter, 1980; Kher et al, 1999). However, literature discussing the use of positive psychology, namely humour,  as an educational tool with a focus on mature learners, age 21-60 (Kenny et al, 2011) still appears to be under developed. This study aims to contribute to that missing knowledge of use of humour as a tool for enhancing learning of mature students in HE.
A connection can be made between positive emotional frame of mind induced by humour and the retention of memories (McPherson,2010; McKay et al,2004), thus proving that a fun learning environment in which humour is employed as a tool is conducive to learning and it improves the longevity of new memories. 
Humour, then, can be seen as a potential educational tool to be used within the physical learning environments such as classroom or workplace training sessions, alike, to create a Mental environment that can make learning process more enjoyable and more effective, regardless of the physical surroundings. 
The type of humour utilised is of utmost importance. Types of humour with negative aspects, such as Malicious humour (Schoenewolf, 2015), Sarcasm, Ingratiating humour (Schoenewolf, 2015), and some forms of Satire (Schoenewolf, 2015), should be avoided in education. These types tend to be nasty and malicious to others and as such should not be used in any learning setting.
Giggles, as characterised by Schoenewolf (2015) are not connected to anything humorous so should not be classed as a type of humour. Giggles are an expulsion of nervous energy through a medium of laughter and therefore deemed false and pointless. 
Humour types with positive effects, such as Affiliative humour (Riggio, 2015) also referred to as Healing humour (Schoenewolf, 2015) or Bonding humour (Dobson, 2006) and some aspects of Self Deafeating humour (Riggio, 2015) or Self-Deprecating humour (Schoenewolf, 2015) can be a powerful tool for learning enhancement. Even certain types of Jokes (Schoenewolf, 2015) can be used providing they are not focused on attacking a particular demographic of people but are used to make light of a situation, aptly also called Laughing at Life by Dobson (2006). These types have a common objective of creating happiness, general wellbeing, lowering stress and fostering a sense of camaraderie, and as such should be the only types used within learning environments.   
As such this study aims to add to the existing body of knowledge about the social aspect and the effect of “positive” humour on learning process management of mature students.  This will be done by drawing a comparison between the existing body of literature in the field and results from the primary data collected and analysed. Significance of the study is potential benefit to future mature students studying in the community and educators as well as increasing what we know about the importance of Positive Mental Environment to management of learning and knowledge construction.  

[bookmark: _Toc179813058]Research Aim and Objectives

The aim of this research is to examine the benefits, if any exist, of use of humour as a learning enabling tool for mature students in Higher education. Proposal in a shape of a Power point presentation was presented and slides are included in Appendix A. 
Objectives of this research are:
· to examine existing literature on the topic of positive psychology in HE
· to examine the existing literature on the learning / educational theories
· to tetrangulate the contexts (Mature Students in HE, Community based learning concepts, Educational theories, and Positive Psychology effects on learning), in order to identify my area of professional practice.
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· to collect primary data and draw comparisons to conclusions in existing literature.
· to assess the effects of using positive psychology with the mature students in HE based on the results of the primary data analysis.
· to draw conclusions and recommendations based on research conducted and contribute to the existing body of knowledge on the topic.



[bookmark: _Toc179813059]Indicative Review of Literature

Educational / Learning theories are many and varied, although six are regarded as most common : Constructivism (Bruner,1960; Vygotsky,1978; Boyle,1994, Lave & Wenger, 1991), Behaviourism (Skinner,1968; Harzem,2004),  Humanism (Rogers,1980; Huitt,2009;  Maslow,1974), Cognitivism (Piaget,1926; Vygotsky,1978; Bloom,1958; Gagne,1965), Experiential  (Kolb,1975; Kolb,1984) and Social- Situational Learning theory (Bandura,1977) . 
No one person can, effectively, use any one of them at all times or all of them at any one time. How one, and the same, person behaves as a parent teaching their child, or as a student themselves or as an educator teaching others will all fall into a different theory. How we learn and how we teach should not be viewed in the same way. Learning process is complex because it is individual and dependable on a range of psychological, emotional, cognitive and environmental factors, education is complex because it requires all of these factors to be satisfied for each individual in the group or cohort – for the learning to take place. 
Further dimension of my professional practice is that the mature students studying in Higher Education are also taught in the community. Lave & Wenger’s Situated Learning theory (1991), perhaps best covers the learning process of this particular student demographic. Situated learning theory argues that from a constructivist perspective, the learning environment needs to be created to allow for social interactions among learners and participation in the active process of learning to enable the learners to construct knowledge applicable to their real-world contexts.   
Mature students (Kenny at al, 2011) are for the most part, in employment with family and financial commitments. The learning takes place in the community, but the content has to fit into their existing cognitive structures and be applicable to their lives (work and personal) in order to make sense. It doesn’t happen in isolation from other aspects of their lives, it is rooted in them. As mature students, they also have previous experiences in education, work life and personal life that can breed biases and misconceptions. A good way to change their views is to allow them to see how the content and concepts fit into the wider framework of their lives.  
When considering mature students in Higher Education, who are also taught in the community, with a range of backgrounds, past experiences in education, workplace experiential learning, learning differences and learning preferences, the education process needs to take on a “situational” approach. Similar to the Situational leadership style (Hersey, 1969) that requires and allows a leader to tailor their style to the needs of their team (cohort) or an individual member (learner), at any given time in any given situation. It is a fluid framework that enables the leader to get the best out of their team by adjusting their own approach. Situational teaching approach needs to actively consider a myriad of factors when tailoring the delivery; complexity of content, learners’ abilities, learners learning preferences, best delivery style for the content, even down to the time of day the learners are at their best, and act on these factors. 
“It is not enough to describe your leadership style or indicate your intentions. A Situational Leader assesses the performance of others and takes the responsibility for making things happen.” –(Hersey,1997)
Throughout the Situated Learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991) the influence of Cognitivism, Humanism and Constructivism are heavily present. 
The relationship between the student and the tutor (Humanism – Maslow; 1974, Rogers;1980) pays an important role in creating an environment conducive to learning. This environment needs to provide a social context in which knowledge is shared, built upon, facilitated, and constructed with a group. (Constructivism – Bruner;1960, Vygotsky;1978).
Situated learning can therefore be supported by a Situational educational approach. 
The role of the facilitator (teacher, lecturer, tutor) is to create an environment in which mature students feel relaxed and safe to share personal experiences and openly admit to not knowing or not understanding, so the learning process can commence in an open forum. 
Environment can be defined as a physical location, culture, policies and procedures of an institution, context, approach to education and many other things based on perception of the student. Due to being taught within a community, students do not always study in physical locations that reflect a traditional university classroom. The layout, location, facilities and technology available to these cohorts differ from one location to the next. However, this type of physical environment seems to be welcomed by the cohort in question and perceived as less scary and less formal. 
So, the environment is a feeling for this type of students. A feeling of physical and psychological safety, inclusion, belonging and acceptance. A mental space where they can put parenthood, employment and other responsibilities on hold for a few hours and focus on what they want to learn and how will this content fit into the existing framework of who they are. They become active in the construction of their overall knowledge by adding new knowledge and understanding to the existing framework. A safe and relaxed mental environment allows for the questions and discussion to take place, which in turn facilitates the understanding.  
An environment that is conductive to learning for this student demographic will also need to be different due to the fact that they are mature students.  With maturity, they have developed a keen sense of value for money and respect. They cannot be taught in the same way as children and do not appreciate being spoken to, like children. They do not see being taught in a school-type way as value for money and do not feel respected as adults and, very often, self employed adults, if they are not treated as equals. To achieve this is a fine balance of instruction and conversation, input and group discussion, explanation and application. 
Attitude of the facilitator creates the environment of positivity and openness, and this can be done in a planned way by using positive psychology and humour in a correct way. 
The existing body of literature on benefits of humour on learning and development is fragmented over the history of the written word and the theory has experienced a definitive shift towards acceptance of humour and even encouragement of it in training environments during the 20th century.
There is, however, a long period of time, from early Christianity to the 18th century during which very little has been written about the topic. A limited body of literature exists on the use of humour and most of that literature dates to ancient times (Gruner, 1978, 1997; Martin, 2007; Morreall, 1987,2016).
The word humour was not used in its current sense of funniness until the 18th century, we should note, and so traditional discussions were about laughter or comedy. (Moreall (2016)). 
It is in the 20th century the literature once again picks up and looks at the topic of humour, but this time with the view of usefulness rather than folly. Newer literature discusses the benefits of humour, however, the majority of research either covers the workplace (Elias,2015; Wolf, 2008; Kanter, 1993)   or neuroscience (Henman,2001; Hedl et al, 1981; Kane et al, 1977; Koch et al, 2007). A very limited body of literature exists on the use of positive psychology (humour) in the educational environment, and it mostly focuses on younger students with an age mean of 19 (Berk (1998;2003)). This research aims to look at the benefits of positive humour in the learning process of mature students in higher education who are also taught in the community. Kenny et al (2011) classifies mature age students as over 21 years of age and as a group, their pathways to study are many and varied (Egerton, 2001). Kenny et al (2011) has found that mature age students (age 21-60) have generally experienced at least one job or career pathway during the time since leaving secondary school and many have dependent children and major financial responsibilities (Byrne, 2005; Kantanis, 2002). As such, mature students have different expectation of ‘value for money’ and social aspect of the learning environment that need to be considered. 
Existing theories of humour, such as Superiority theory (Hobbes, 1840), Relief theory as proposed by Spencer (1860) and Incongruity theory (Shultz, 1976; Suls, 1972), will be examined to ascertain if any are applicable to a learning context. 
[bookmark: _Hlk507688671]Banas (2011) argues that: ‘…Humour is a universal communication phenomenon, and people tend to seek out others who make them laugh’. A number of scholars have supported the notion of incorporating humour into their classrooms (Berk, 1996; Berk & Nada, 1998; Brown, 1995; Cornett, 1986; Davies & Apter, 1980; Johnson, 1990; Kher, Molstad & Donahue, 1999; Ziegler, Boardman & Thomas, 1985). Humour, then, can be seen as a learning enabling tool to be used within the learning settings such as formal education or seminars, conferences and training sessions (Berk, 2003), alike, to make the learning more enjoyable and with that, more effective (Provine, 2000). 
Theory seems to suggest that people learn best and pay attention, when they are emotionally stimulated (Desberg,1970). 
This emotional response, however, doesn’t have to be unplanned; it can be purposefully created in the learning environment by utilising positive humour that will encourage attention and promote the longevity and recall of new memories thus making the learning more enjoyable and more effective. 
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Research methodology will consist of qualitative data collected through transcripts and notes of video and audio recordings of interviews conducted with research subjects. Qualitative methodology is chosen as it “generates opportunities to examine complexity and include a diversity of perspectives” (Ramanadhan et al., 2021)   
 All research subjects will be mature students in full time Higher education, taught in the community, at the time of the interviews and all would have agreed to take part in the research by signing the Informed consent letter. Identities of the individuals will be replaced by alpha-numeric codes within the written submissions to preserve their right of privacy.
Unstructured interviews are chosen as the initial data collection method. One question will be posed to the subjects to ascertain why the subjects feel the way they do about humour in the learning environment. After the initial question has been asked, the subjects will be allowed to share as much as they feel comfortable sharing without prompts or directional further questioning.
The prompts will only be used, when the narrative reaches an organic stop, or to further examine something already offered by the subjects. 
However, although the initial method of using unstructured interviews has proven as a successful method in the past, the researcher reserves the right to utilise a more pragmatic approach and employ additional methods to gather supplementary qualitative data, if the need arises. 
Pragmatist approach is deemed the best philosophy for this type of research as it allows flexibility to adjust the course of methodology as deemed appropriate based on preliminary results and findings, while maintaining the endpoint as qualitative. 





[bookmark: _Toc179813061]Ethical Considerations

The university follows a Frascati manual of research activity so called after a town in Italy used as base for the meeting of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) experts with the National Experts on Science and Technology Indicators (NESTI) group during which a first version of the standard practice for research policy was drafted in 1963. 
As per the Frascati Manual (2015), this research aims to “increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society...”
[bookmark: _Toc179813062]Risk assessment

Potential loss of data will be mitigated by uploading the data to the secure UWTSD server and password protecting it. All recordings of audio and video files will be deleted from the recording device upon a successful transfer. Researcher alone, will have access to the original recordings. No sensitive information or financial data will be discussed so no risk from disclosure is anticipated. 
Anonymity of the participants will be assured by assigning all the participants an alpha-numeric code to protect their identities during the reporting of findings and any discussions that follow. 
[bookmark: _Toc179813063]Physical wellbeing

No physical risk to the participants is foreseen. In case of a trip or fall, the interview will be stopped, and assistance will be provided either by the researcher, or in case of a more serious incident requiring further assistance, help will be sought from other members of staff, first aider or in extreme cases, ambulance. 
[bookmark: _Toc179813064]Psychological wellbeing 

The subjects will be informed of the purpose of the study and their involvement with it. The involvement will be explained as an opportunity to contribute to the study by providing own experiences, thoughts, opinions, feelings and perceptions that could enhance the understanding the researcher holds on the subject.   No remuneration of any kind will be offered and any expectation of it will be managed by providing an explanation of their role in the data collection and the potential benefits of it. Participation needs to be voluntary in order to gather data that is unaffected by prospect of any gains. All subjects will be given a written document that holds the information about the study and their involvement. The “Informed Consent” documents will also detail how the data collected will be used and how the personal data of the subjects will be protected, as well as the explanation of the right to remove oneself from the study, without having to provide an explanation.  
A call for volunteers will be put out a few weeks prior to any interviews taking place to give potential participants enough time to decide about participation. Volunteers who do come forward will be given the information about the study in writing and asked to sign the Participation agreement once they decide to participate. A hard copy of the signed and dated agreement will be given to the participants prior to the commencement of the interview.
No further psychological risk to participants is foreseen as the study focuses on humour and positive frame of mind. 
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