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During this project, we implemented a new research study designed to measure
the effect of training materials on improving the ability of Japanese learners of English to
detect, comprehend, and react to how humor is used in English speaking countries. Our research
project resulted in significant results and the Principal Investigator and Co-Investigator were thus
very successful in having research articles and conference proposals accepted. Publications for
this project included an edited book (by the Principal Investigator and Co-Investigator), four book
chapters, and four peer-reviewed journal articles. The Pl was also invited to write a series of
columns for TESOL International about the theme of the research project. Despite the impact of
COVID-19, the PI also delivered more than 20 oral presentations at academic conferences.
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This project was inspired by the results of two previous Grant-in-Aid for Scientific

Research projects: (2537071805) by John
Rucynski ( ) and Ayako Namba ( ) and “ Evaluating the effectiveness
of humor training in language education” (1 6 K 0 2 8 3 8) by John Rucynski (

) and Caleb Prichard ( ). In these two previous projects, there were three

important findings. First, many Japanese learners of English, despite their proficiency
level, struggle to detect and comprehend the humor used in English-speaking countries.
Second, Japanese learners of English are motivated to better understand the humor of
the English-speaking world and find a focus on this aspect of communication in their
English classes useful. Third, implementing humor competency training projects in
English courses at the university level can lead to significant gains for Japanese
learners of English when it comes to detecting and comprehending English humor.

Because of the positive results of these previous projects, we were inspired
to further investigate techniques for helping Japanese learners of English to better
detect and actively engage in humorous interaction in English communication. A growing
number of researchers (Bell & Pomerantz, 2016; Kim & Lantolf, 2018; Wulf, 2010) advocate
for implementing humor instruction into the English teaching curriculum. However, there
remains a lack of empirical research which demonstrates practical techniques for
improving English language learners’ ability to detect and understand the humor of
the English-speaking world. Additionally, there is a lack of research focused
specifically on Japanese learners of English. With this current project, we aimed to
further develop empirical research projects by examining the role of both instruction
and international communication (e.g., during study abroad, courses in Japan with
international students).

For the current project, we investigated the following three research questions:
1. What kinds of humor are Japanese students most likely to encounter and struggle
with while studying in English-speaking countries (project 1)?
2. Based on the results, how can educators best prepare students for understanding and
responding to humor (projects 2 & 3)?
3. What is the effect of the three projects on participants’ English humor competence?
The purpose of this research was to greatly expand on the current literature
about humor in English language education. There are several limitations when it comes
to the current literature. First, much of the literature merely focuses on the benefits
of humor without considering how English language teachers can help their learners to
detect and understand humor in the English-speaking world. Second, there is a lack of
research about humor instruction that employs an empirical model with a pre- and post-
test design. Third, there is also a lack of research which specially focuses on Japanese
learners of English and their ability to improve their humor competency in English
communication. A deeper understanding of both the L1 and native culture is essential
when designing research projects aimed at improving English language learners’ humor
competency in English interaction.

The research was focused on the following three main projects:

Project Research Methodology
1) Humor competence training 1. Pre- and posttests
(Japanese students in English courses in 2. Humor competency training materials
Japan)
2) * Humor and Cross-Cultural 1. Survey on interest and effectiveness
Communication” course (Japanese and of the course
international students in Japan) 2. Follow-up interviews with students




(teacher perspectives) in Japan
2. Follow up oral interviews

3) Humor use in online English courses 1. Survey of English language instructors

Originally, there was an additional project to investigate the impact of study
abroad on humor competence in English. Unfortunately, this project needed to be heavily
modified due to the impact of COVID-19 and the lack of study abroad opportunities for
our students. Thus, the main focus of the project was on the first two projects in the
chart above. Additionally, due to the impact of COVID-19, we implemented the third
project, based on examining instructor use of humor in online English courses.

For the first project, we implemented a pre- and post-test design empirical
study aimed at investigating the impact of humor instruction on Japanese university
students’ ability to comprehend, understand, and respond to humor in online
interaction. We shifted the focus to online interaction due to the impact of COVID-19
(e.g., no opportunity to study abroad, lack of international students at universities
in Japan during the pandemic). For a qualitative component, learners were also asked
to give their feedback on the effectiveness and usefulness of the training materials.

For the second project, the Pl designed and implemented a course open to both
Japanese and international students entitled “ Humor and Cross-Cultural Communication.”
The Pl conducted a survey to measure the effectiveness of the course and activities.
Select students were also recruited for follow-up interviews. Additionally, a range of
case studies focused on conflict caused by humor in cross-cultural communication were
piloted.

Again, the third project was implemented due to the impact of COVID-19 and
English courses at the university level being moved online. We conducted a survey
designed to measure the impact of using humor in English language classes for
instructors in Japan. Select participants were also recruited for follow up oral
interviews.

The results of all three projects were all promising and also resulted in numerous
publications and presentations at (domestic and international) academic conferences.

With regards to the first project, the results of the empirical project

designed to help learners better detect, comprehend, and respond to irony in online
communication were significant. We presented our research at both domestic and
international conferences, including JALT (Japan Association for Language Teaching),
ISHS (International Society for Humor Studies) TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of
Other Languages) conferences. Additionally, our article about this project was
published in System, a peer-reviewed Q1 journal devoted to applied linguistics and
educational technology. Below is the abstract for this article:
“ Verbal irony is common in Web 2.0 communication but detecting it can be challenging.
Language learners may have even more difficulty with verbal irony, including meaning
reversal irony (e.g., sarcasm, jocularity) and meaning replacement irony (surrealistic
irony), possibly leading to miscommunication and demotivation. The study involves two
experiments. The first investigates the ability of Japanese learners of English (N =
148) to detect verbal irony in social media comments using a validated instrument. The
second experiment examines the effect of instruction on recognizing verbal irony using
a pre-posttest, control group design. The first experiment found that the participants
had some difficulty with meaning reversal irony (e.g., sarcasm), especially when cued
by incongruous comments by the same person. The second experiment suggested that
instruction on detecting verbal irony led to gains in the experimental group™s ability
to recognize irony when marked by paralinguistic cues. Implications for educators are
discussed.”

With regards to the second project, Japanese and international students both
positively responded to this unique course and praised it as a unique opportunity to
explore the differences in how humor is used in different cultures. The results of
this project were also presented at international conferences, including the AHSN
(Australasia Humour Societies Network) conference. An article was also published in
the Kobe JALT Journal. Below is the respective abstract:



With regards to the third project, the results were promising in that they
explained the possibilities of using humor in English language courses regardless of
the context (e.g., online, F2F). The results of this project were also presented at
domestic and international conferences, including the JALT, AHSN, and AAAL (American
Association for Applied Linguistics) conferences. The results were also published in
The Language Teacher, JALT s peer-reviewed journal. Below is the respective abstract:
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Overall, we had significant results with our unique project. Again, we believe
this project is unique in that it contributed to the burgeoning field of the role of
humor in foreign language acquisition and cross-cultural communicative competence.
Specifically, our research is innovative in that it is based on an empirical, pre- and
post-test design and offers practical opportunities for helping English language
learners to better detect, comprehend, and respond to how humor is used in the English-
speaking world. Additionally, our research is unique in that it specifically focuses
on Japanese learners of English, but with global implications for language learners,
language teachers, and researchers. Publications for this project included an edited
book (by the Principal Investigator and Co-lInvestigator), four book chapters, and four
peer-reviewed journal articles. The Pl was also invited to write a series of columns
for TESOL International about the theme of the research project. Despite the impact of
COVID-19, the PI also delivered more than 20 oral presentations at academic conferences.
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