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Abstract  

This article examines how humour functions in refugee ESOL classrooms as an affective, 

interactional, and pedagogical resource. Refugee learners may enter language classrooms 

with experiences of displacement, uncertainty, and linguistic marginalisation; yet humour 

in these settings remains under-theorised, especially in relation to trauma-informed 

pedagogy. Drawing on 85 hours of classroom observations, interviews with teachers and 

learners, and a creative role-play stimulus, the article analyses how humour operated 

across classroom moments and proficiency levels. The findings suggest that humour can 

ease anxiety in some moments, support participation, strengthen peer connection, and 

support recognition of multilingual identities, while also carrying risks when cultural 

knowledge, power asymmetries, or emotional boundaries are misread. The article makes 

three contributions. First, it examines how humour functions differently across refugee 

ESOL interactions rather than as a uniform technique. Second, it conceptualises playful 

resistance as humour through which learners may participate, reposition themselves, and 

resist deficit framings while remaining engaged in the pedagogical task. Third, it 

translates these findings into trauma-informed implications for teachers, especially 

around humour selection, boundary-setting, and repair when humour misfires. 

Keywords: humour; playful resistance; trauma-informed pedagogy; refugee education; 

ESOL; multilingualism 

 

1. Introduction 

On a winter morning in a Glasgow ESOL classroom, a learner responding to a mock job-

interview question said, with careful comic timing, that she loved mopping floors and 

that it was her “favourite time”. The class laughed, not at her expense, but in recognition 

of the exaggeration. In that moment, humour appeared to ease linguistic uncertainty and 

create a brief sense of shared connection. Such moments are small but pedagogically 

significant: they suggest that humour in refugee ESOL classrooms may help make 

participation feel more approachable, relational, and socially possible. At the same time, 

what is humorous for one participant may not be humorous for another, so humour must 
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be understood as culturally situated rather than universally accessible. This matters in a 

context of continuing global displacement, where refugee and asylum-seeking learners 

may enter ESOL provision while navigating legal uncertainty, interrupted education, 

family separation, and the demands of rebuilding life (UNHCR 2024; UK Home Office 

2025). Comparable debates in German, Australian, and North American contexts show 

that refugee and migrant language education is shaped not only by classroom instruction 

but also by citizenship expectations, access, and institutional recognition (Heinemann 

2018; Kanno and Varghese 2010; Piller and Takahashi 2011). 

Yet refugee language education unfolds under affectively and politically uneven 

conditions. Learners may be coping with trauma, uncertainty, and pressure to 

communicate within dominant language norms that position them as deficient. ESOL 

classrooms are therefore not neutral sites of skill acquisition alone. They are spaces 

where affect, power, identity, and participation meet. While educators and researchers 

have explored creative and trauma-informed approaches in refugee language education 

(Morrice et al. 2021; Piazzoli and Dalziel 2024), humour remains comparatively under-

specified, especially in relation to multilingual classroom practice and linguistic 

marginalisation. 

This gap is notable in light of the affective turn in applied linguistics, which has 

emphasised that language learning is shaped not only by cognition but also by emotion, 

relationality, and classroom climate (Pavlenko 2013; Dewaele 2015). Recent work in 

IRAL has extended this discussion by treating emotion as pedagogy, examining how 

teaching spaces become emotionally hospitable or inhospitable, linking translanguaging 

to teacher emotionality, and showing how classroom participation can be shaped by 

institutional and interactional positioning (De Costa and Nazari 2024; Cinaglia, 

Montgomery and Coss 2024; Hopkyns and Dovchin 2024; De Costa, Li and Lee 2025). 

Our argument is that laughter in refugee education should not be reduced to a coping 

response to trauma alone. Under certain conditions, humour can function as playful 

resistance: not as overt refusal, but as a way for learners to negotiate moments of 

vulnerability, participate on more agentive terms, and make multilingual or cultural 

resources visible within the pedagogical task itself. This framing allows humour to be 
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understood as simultaneously affective, social, and political. It also keeps attention on 

voice, understood both literally and metaphorically: not only as spoken English, but as 

the ways learners make themselves heard through humour, gestures, multilingual 

resources, and participation. 

The article addresses two central research questions: 

1. What types of humour, and in which situations, appear most supportive for 

English language learning among refugee learners in ESOL classrooms? 

2. What pedagogical implications follow from these findings for teachers seeking to 

use humour in ways that are trauma-informed, multilingual, and ethically 

bounded? 

 

Study context and contributions 

Drawing on observations, teacher and learner interviews, and a creative role-play 

stimulus, the study examines humour across refugee ESOL interactions in Scotland. The 

fieldwork took place across six educational settings, including formal ESOL provision, 

community-based learning spaces, arts-based provision, and online provision; these 

settings are described in detail in the methodology section. Rather than treating humour 

as a uniform classroom technique, it asks how humour works differently across 

classroom moments, learner positionings, and pedagogical conditions. 

The article makes three contributions. First, in relation to research question 1, it offers a 

differentiated account of how humour functions across refugee ESOL classroom 

moments. Second, it sharpens the concept of playful resistance by linking humour to 

affect, power, and multilingual identity work. Third, in relation to research question 2, it 

develops practice-orientated implications around humour selection, boundary-setting, 

relational safety, inclusion, and repair. 

The article next reviews relevant literature, outlines the research design, presents 

findings, and develops the Pedagogy of Playful Resistance framework before concluding 

with implications. 
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2. Literature review  

Humour has often been treated in language education as a matter of classroom style or 

light relief. In refugee ESOL settings, however, that framing is too narrow. It needs to be 

understood in relation to at least three concerns: the affective conditions under which 

language learning becomes possible, the power relations that shape who is heard as a 

legitimate speaker, and the multilingual practices through which learners make meaning. 

Recent work provides a useful backdrop for this reframing by examining emotion as 

pedagogy, emotionally hospitable and inhospitable teaching spaces, translanguaging and 

teacher emotionality, and classroom positioning. Together, this work underscores that 

language pedagogy is not only cognitive but also relational, affective, and institutionally 

mediated (De Costa and Nazari 2024; Cinaglia, Montgomery and Coss 2024; Hopkyns 

and Dovchin 2024; De Costa, Li and Lee 2025). 

Affect, trauma-informed pedagogy, and the conditions for participation 

Applied linguistics has increasingly recognised that language learning is shaped by 

emotion as much as cognition. For refugee learners, this is especially significant. 

Experiences of displacement, uncertainty, and prior trauma can affect concentration, 

confidence, and willingness to take linguistic risks. Trauma-informed pedagogy responds 

to this by emphasising predictability, trust, relational safety, and the avoidance of re-

traumatisation (Brunzell, Stokes and Waters 2016). In ESOL classrooms, participation is 

never only a matter of knowing the right word; it is also a matter of feeling able to speak. 

Humanising learners is important in ensuring their rights are met. Article 6 of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights notes that “Everyone has the right to recognition 

everywhere as a person before the law”, while Article 26 refers to education directed to 

“the full development of the human personality” (United Nations 1948). Facilitating 

language is therefore fundamental to recognising and developing migrant learners’ 

personalities, thereby enabling fuller participation in their new home. This learning may 

be supported in several ways, but in working with refugee and asylum-seeking learners it 

needs a context where vulnerabilities are taken into account without defining learners 

only through vulnerability. 
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Humour is relevant here because it may alter the affective conditions of participation. 

Appropriately used, it may ease tension, reduce fear of error, and contribute to a more 

hospitable interactional space. However, its value should not be romanticised: humour 

does not automatically create safety and can fail when learners lack the cultural or 

emotional distance needed to read a joke as benign. The key question is when humour 

becomes supportive rather than risky. 

Symbolic violence, raciolinguistic marginalisation, and classroom power 

Refugee ESOL learners do not enter classrooms as neutral language users. They are often 

read through deficit discourses that conflate accented speech, interrupted educational 

histories, and racialised difference with linguistic inadequacy. Bourdieu's notion of 

symbolic violence helps explain how dominant language norms become naturalised, 

while raciolinguistic perspectives show how some speakers are heard as deficient 

regardless of actual competence (Bourdieu 1991; Rosa and Flores 2017). In refugee 

education, these dynamics can narrow participation before a learner even begins to speak. 

They also evidence epistemic injustice (Fricker 2007), particularly when learners’ 

accented speech, hesitation, silence, laughter, or partial English are misread as lack rather 

than situated meaning-making. This can deny learners’ agentic capabilities and diminish 

their opportunities to participate and realise their rights. From a decolonial perspective, 

such misrecognition is connected to non-recognition and epistemicide: the denial of value 

to the ways in which people from around the world know differently and make meaning 

in their lives (Mignolo and Walsh 2018; Santos 2014). In this sense, symbolic violence 

can dehumanise learners by treating them as vessels to be filled rather than as people with 

skills and knowledge to contribute. The pedagogical challenge, then, is not only to reduce 

exclusion, but to move towards epistemic justice, where learners’ ways of knowing are 

recognised as meaningful within classroom life. This matters for humour because humour 

is also shaped by power. A joke can reduce perceived hierarchy by making the classroom 

feel more reciprocal, but it can also reinforce hierarchy when it depends on inaccessible 

cultural references, teacher control of the floor, or laughter at rather than with learners. 

Humour therefore needs to be read not simply as a classroom technique, but as a practice 

embedded in unequal relations of legitimacy, recognition, and voice. This is especially 
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important when humour is teacher-led, because teachers may control the timing, topic, 

and uptake of humour even when the intention is inclusive. 

Translanguaging, identity, and multilingual classroom practice 

Language learning in refugee ESOL classrooms is rarely monolingual in any meaningful 

sense. Learners draw on prior languages, cultural repertoires, and cross-linguistic 

knowledge to make meaning, manage uncertainty, and build social relations. 

Translanguaging research has shown that these practices are not evidence of deficiency 

but of communicative agency (García and Li Wei 2014). In multilingual classrooms, 

humour often emerges precisely through such crossings: lexical transfer, code-switching, 

playful repetition, and culturally layered references. 

This is important because humour can support recognition of multilingual identities 

rather than merely tolerate them. When learners use more than one linguistic resource in 

humorous ways, they do more than entertain peers: they demonstrate competence, display 

personality, and resist being positioned as incomplete English speakers. In that sense, 

translanguaging humour may function as an interactional form of recognition rather than 

simply a communicative workaround (García and Li Wei 2014; Hopkyns and Dovchin 

2024). This framing recognises and respects learners as active agents rather than passive 

recipients, capable of creative language use that supports learning while contesting 

marginalising discourses. 

Humour in language education: possibilities and limits 

Research on humour in language education has shown its value for rapport, anxiety 

reduction, pragmatic awareness, and participation, while also warning that humour can 

exclude when it relies on inaccessible linguistic or cultural knowledge (Bell and 

Pomerantz 2015; Qi and Wang 2025). In refugee ESOL classrooms, these risks are not 

only interpersonal but also political. In classrooms shaped by migration, racialisation, and 

unequal access to legitimate English, humour can reproduce symbolic violence when 

dominant cultural knowledge, native-speaker norms, or teacher-led joking are treated as 

the unmarked standard. From a decolonial perspective, the question is not simply whether 

humour is enjoyable, but whose language, timing, and cultural references are allowed to 
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become funny. Recent ecological work is useful here because it shows that classroom 

humour is shaped by micro-, meso-, and macro-level factors, including teacher 

characteristics, learner proficiency, classroom environment, institutional conditions, and 

wider educational expectations (Qi and Wang 2025). This makes humour pedagogically 

attractive but ethically complex, especially in refugee ESOL settings where affective and 

cultural conditions may be fragile. 

In multilingual and trauma-affected classrooms, humour is always bounded by risk. 

Cultural references may be missed, irony may be misread, and topics that appear light to 

one participant may carry painful associations for another. The distinction between 

constructive and harmful humour is therefore crucial. Affiliative and self-deprecating 

humour may open participation; aggressive, exclusionary, or culturally opaque humour 

may close it down. For teachers, the pedagogical issue is not how to maximise humour, 

but how to recognise which forms of humour are low-risk, when humour should be 

scaffolded, and how to repair interaction when humour does not land. 

Towards a definition of playful resistance 

To move beyond treating humour as either coping or entertainment, this article uses 

playful resistance to describe moments in which humour enables learners to participate, 

reposition themselves, or contest deficit framings while remaining engaged in the 

pedagogical activity. It is not overt refusal or generic playfulness. Its force lies in 

interactional repositioning: it is visible, socially shared, and attached to the learning task. 

In this article, playful resistance is identified through three features: a humorous or 

playful form, continued engagement with the pedagogical task, and a momentary shift 

from being treated as deficient speakers towards being recognised as legitimate 

participants. In addition, Humour can act as a tripartite mediator in refugee ESOL 

classrooms. Taken together, this literature suggests that humour in refugee ESOL 

classrooms can be analysed as a possible mediator across affect, power, and multilingual 

recognition. In trauma-informed pedagogy, humour may mediate affect by easing tension 

and supporting participation, while still carrying risks when cultural or emotional 

boundaries are misread. In critical applied linguistics, classroom laughter may reproduce 

symbolic violence or interrupt deficit framings by repositioning learners as competent 
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social participants. In translanguaging, humour can mediate recognition by allowing 

multilingual repertoires, gesture, cultural comparison, and playful translation to become 

legitimate resources for meaning-making. This framing treats humour as a situated 

pedagogical practice through which learners and teachers negotiate safety, legitimacy, 

and belonging. 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Methodology  

Our collective positionalities shaped the inquiry. As community ESOL educators and 

researchers, we attended to the relational life of the classroom, including laughter, 

silence, uncertainty, and interactional repair. M’s insider experience in community ESOL 

settings informed attention to classroom micro-interactions, learner comfort, and 

participation. T’s background in TESOL and intercultural communication orientated the 

analysis towards issues of power, identity, and curriculum design. C’s expertise in 

educational philosophy and ethics of care anchored the study in dignity, relational 

learning, and social justice. Recognising that our roles were dialogic, not neutral, we 

engaged reflexively with our own assumptions throughout the study. 

As for the research design and epistemological positioning, this study adopted a 

qualitative multi-site classroom design informed by ethnographic observation. It does not 

claim to be a long-term ethnography of refugee communities; rather, it uses sustained 

classroom observation, interviews, researcher reflexivity, and a creative stimulus to 

examine how humour emerged and was managed in adult refugee ESOL classrooms 

(Hammersley and Atkinson 2019). The study is also informed by critical applied 

linguistics, which treats classroom language practices as connected to power, legitimacy, 
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and possibilities for change (Pennycook 2021). This orientation matters because humour 

in refugee ESOL classrooms is shaped not only by classroom atmosphere, but also by 

who is heard as competent, whose multilingual resources are recognised, and how 

participation becomes possible. 

Context and participants 

The research took place in Glasgow, a significant site of refugee and asylum-seeker 

settlement in Scotland and an important context for ESOL provision. Glasgow’s City of 

Sanctuary orientation and Scotland’s New Scots integration strategy provide a policy 

backdrop in which language learning is linked to participation, belonging, and 

community life (Scottish Government 2022). The study included six educational settings 

to capture variation across the Glasgow ESOL ecology rather than to claim statistical 

representativeness. Across these settings, it involved 85 hours of observation from March 

to June 2024. Settings A and C were observed more because they provided regular access 

to multiple proficiency levels and sustained classroom interaction, while the remaining 

settings offered comparison across other pedagogical environments. Participants were 

adult ESOL learners from Syria, Afghanistan, Ukraine, Sudan, Iran, and Eritrea, with 

English levels ranging approximately from elementary (A1/A2) to upper-

intermediate/advanced (B2/C1). Data sources included classroom observations, semi-

structured interviews with four ESOL teachers, four in-depth learner interviews, one 

expert interview, and a creative restaurant role-play stimulus. The interview sample was 

narrower than the site sample because interviews were intended to generate depth rather 

than equal representation from every setting. 
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Table 1. Educational settings and distribution of observation hours 

Setting Type of 

provision 

Observat

ion 

hours 

Observat

ion 

period 

Proficiency 

levels/activity 

Role in 

study 

Setting 

A 

Further 

education 

college ESOL 

22 May 

2024 

Basic, elementary, 

pre-intermediate, 

intermediate, 

upper-

intermediate 

Main 

classroom 

observatio

n 

Setting 

B 

Further 

education 

college ESOL 

8 June 

2024 

Basic, 

intermediate 

Main 

classroom 

observatio

n 

Setting 

C 

Community 

integration 

organisation 

20 May–

June 

2024 

Elementary, 

upper-

intermediate 

Main 

classroom 

observatio

n 

Setting 

D 

University 

language centre 

10 March–

April 

2024 

Elementary, 

intermediate 

Main 

classroom 

observatio

n 

Setting 

E 

Arts-based 

community 

learning 

15 April–

June 

2024 

Drama-based 

activities 

Observatio

n of arts-

based 

pedagogic

al 

interaction 
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Setting 

F 

Supplementary/

online ESOL 

provision 

10 April–

June 

2024 

Elementary/interm

ediate 

Observatio

n of 

supplemen

tary and 

online 

ESOL 

interaction 

Total 

observat

ion 

 
85 March–

June 

2024 

Five proficiency 

levels and drama-

based activity 

Observatio

nal dataset 

for this 

article 

 

 

Data collection 

Data collection took place between March and June 2024 and employed four methods: 

Systematic classroom observation (85 hours): Classroom observation informed by 

ethnographic practice documented humour across proficiency levels, noting form, 

function, participant responses, and contextual factors. Field notes captured verbal and 

non-verbal communication, classroom atmosphere, and critical incidents. 

Semi-structured interviews: Teacher interviews explored pedagogical approaches to 

humour, perceived benefits and risks, and professional development needs. Learner 

interviews were conducted in participants’ preferred languages where possible, with 

language support when needed, and explored humour in relation to confidence, memory, 

misunderstanding, and participation. The expert interview provided contextual and 

ethical insight and informed interpretation rather than standing as classroom evidence. 

Creative stimulus: A restaurant role-play involving twenty learners was designed and 

facilitated by the first author as a functional ESOL task and research stimulus. The 

activity focused on ordering food, asking for prices, service encounters, and polite 
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requests. The first author acted in role as a humorous restaurant worker who asked for 

orders, responded playfully, and received complaints about orders placed during the role-

play. No private or biographical information was requested. The four interviewed 

learners were also among the twenty role-play participants. 

Researcher reflexivity: Reflective journaling documented our evolving understanding, 

emotional responses, and potential biases. 

Table 2. Participant groups and data sources 

Participant/data 

group 

Number Data source Analytic purpose 

ESOL teachers 4 Semi-

structured 

interviews 

Teacher perspectives on 

humour use, adaptation, risk, 

and repair 

Learner 

interviewees 

4 Semi-

structured 

interviews 

Learner perspectives on 

confidence, memory, 

misunderstanding, and 

participation; all four were 

also among the role-play 

participants 

Expert 

participant 

1 Expert 

interview 

Contextual and ethical insight 

on refugee education, creative 

pedagogy, and humour; used 

to inform interpretation rather 

than to stand as classroom 

evidence 

Role-play 

participants 

20 Creative 

restaurant 

Scaffolded humour, functional 

language use, and learner 

feedback on the activity 
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role-play 

stimulus 

Observed 

learners 

Approximately 

10–20 per 

observed 

class/session 

Classroom 

observation 

Spontaneous humour across 

proficiency levels and settings 

 

 

Data analysis 

Analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2021) reflexive thematic analysis, involving 

iterative coding, theme development, and theoretical interpretation. Initial coding was 

primarily inductive, followed by theoretically informed coding using concepts from 

trauma-informed pedagogy, translanguaging, symbolic violence, and playful resistance. 

NVivo 14 was used to organise codes, compare data sources, and trace the movement 

from initial codes to candidate themes. A preliminary reading of observation data also 

informed the design of the creative role-play stimulus, after which role-play field notes, 

learner feedback, and teacher reflections were analysed alongside the other data sources. 

Analysis proceeded through six recursive phases: familiarisation with field notes, 

transcripts, role-play materials, and reflexive journal entries; generation of initial codes; 

searching for candidate themes across observation, interview, expert interview, role-play, 

and reflexive journal data; reviewing themes with attention to confirming, negative, and 

ambiguous cases; defining and naming themes in relation to the research questions; and 

producing the final analytic narrative. Analytic rigour was supported through repeated 

engagement with the data, author-team discussion, reflexive memo-writing, triangulation 

across data sources, and attention to humour that did not land. This included checking 

whether laughter appeared humorous, nervous, polite, uncertain, or shaped by the 

researcher’s presence rather than assuming that laughter always indicated enjoyment or 

learning. 
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Ethical considerations 

Ethical approval was granted by the authors’ institutional ethics committee, with details 

anonymised for double-blind review and available after review. Information sheets and 

consent forms were provided in multiple languages, with interpreters supporting 

understanding where needed. Student interviews were conducted in participants’ 

preferred languages where possible, supporting understanding, comfort, and participant 

choice. Following advice from the expert participant, Dr Evelyn Reed (pseudonym), 

particular care was taken to make participation voluntary and withdrawal easy. The 

research did not ask about personal trauma; it focused on classroom experiences and 

teaching practices. Although no participant became distressed during the study, referral 

routes to appropriate college support services were identified in advance. All names and 

identifying details were changed, and pseudonyms were used in transcripts, field notes, 

and this article. 

Researcher positionality and trustworthiness 

The researchers’ backgrounds shaped data collection and interpretation. M’s experience 

in drama, M’s and T’s experiences as multilingual speakers of English, and C’s prior 

experience as an English as an Additional Language primary school teacher working with 

asylum-seeking children informed their reading of classroom interaction. The study was 

also attentive to epistemic injustice (Fricker 2007). Given that several learner voices are 

often marginalised or silenced through the systems and social structures they encounter, 

acknowledgement of and listening to the voices we encountered was important. This 

included the risk that refugee learners’ humour, hesitation, silence, or partial English 

might be misread as lack rather than situated meaning-making. The researcher’s presence 

may have altered participant behaviour; one teacher remarked, “I was probably funnier 

today than normal because I knew you were watching for humour.” Trustworthiness was 

supported through triangulation, member-checking with teachers, author-team discussion, 

reflective journaling, and contextual field notes. Because our interest in humour created 

the risk of interpreting laughter too positively, the analysis also attended to humour 

Humour as playful resistance: a trauma-informed framework for refugee language education



16 

 

failure, nervous laughter, silence, non-participation, and teacher-led humour that could 

reinforce classroom hierarchy. 

4. Findings 

Across settings and proficiency levels, humour appeared to ease anxiety in some 

moments, support attention, and encourage participation, although laughter was 

interpreted cautiously because it could also signal nervousness, politeness, or confusion. 

At basic levels, humour often appeared through gestures and embodied play; by 

intermediate stages, it included wordplay and cultural references; at higher levels, it 

sometimes involved irony, critique, and identity positioning. Thematic analysis suggests 

that humour varied by proficiency level, supported some forms of participation and 

belonging, and revealed moments when boundaries were uncertain or unevenly 

understood. Given the article’s word constraints, the findings foreground selected 

classroom extracts, learner reflections, and boundary moments rather than attempting to 

cover every observed form of humour. 

 

The development of humour across proficiency levels 

Analysis suggested a developmental movement in how humour functioned across 

proficiency levels, while challenging the assumption that humour requires advanced 

linguistic competence. Across the observed classes, humour appeared through gesture, 

exaggeration, wordplay, translanguaging, and cultural reference. This movement should 

not be read as a fixed sequence, since humour also depended on cultural familiarity, task 

type, and classroom relationships. 

Basic level (A1): Embodied safety and non-verbal connection 

One observed example involved Karim describing his weekend activities. When he did 

not yet have the English word for “swimming,” he used swimming and diving gestures. 

The class laughed, the teacher supplied “swimming”, and several learners repeated the 

word. Rather than treating the gesture as failure, this moment framed embodied 

communication as meaningful and allowed the English word to be introduced without 
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embarrassment. Learner interviews suggested that such non-verbal humour could 

contribute to a sense of classroom comfort and reduce learners’ fear of making mistakes. 

In this sense, humour may support emotional regulation by making linguistic risk-taking 

feel less threatening, resonating with Krashen’s (1985) account of the affective filter. 

Elementary level (A2): Language play and collaborative meaning-making 

As learners progressed to the elementary level with growing vocabulary and foundational 

grammar, humour became more explicitly language-based, characterised by what Cook 

(2000) terms “language play”. Dr Reed, the expert participant, explained this progression, 

noting that, in her experience, humour often emerges from nervousness; laughter appears 

“when people think they are going to get a question wrong or a word wrong, or when 

they don't quite know how to say it, and then people will laugh a little bit. And that eases 

it.” Teachers made brief, light-hearted comments such as Sarah’s playful suggestion 

before a speaking exam, “You do not need to be honest during the speaking exam. 

Okay?”, which helped the class relax and feel more comfortable. After shared laughter, 

learners participated more willingly, and the atmosphere became noticeably less tense. 

Similarly, learners themselves contributed to this positive atmosphere, as when Fatima 

joked during a job interview role-play that mopping the floor was her “favourite time”. 

The humour came from exaggeration within the task, allowing her to practise interview 

language while briefly reshaping the role from anxious applicant to playful speaker. 

Intermediate levels (B1/B2): Metalinguistic awareness and cultural negotiation 

At intermediate levels, humour included wordplay and cultural references, showing 

learners’ growing confidence and awareness of how language works. Teachers supported 

this by briefly explaining jokes, such as Tom’s play on the word “patient”: “You have to 

be patient here if you are waiting for the GP. Which is funny, because you are a patient, 

and the patient has to be patient.” The class shared a laugh, and the humorous explanation 

appeared to make the vocabulary item more noticeable. Similarly, learners’ own language 

backgrounds contributed to the humour, as when Ivan’s use of the word “box” in English 

and “бокс” in Ukrainian/Russian for boxing made the class laugh. The teacher joined the 

laughter, wrote both words on the board, explained why the confusion occurred, and 
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invited learners to share similar “false friends” from their languages. This 

translanguaging moment (García and Wei 2014) reframed linguistic diversity as a 

resource rather than a deficit. 

Upper-intermediate to advanced (B2/C1): Irony, sociocultural reference, and learner-led 

humour 

At the upper-intermediate level, more linguistically complex humour became visible. 

Teacher-led humour remained important, but learners also initiated humorous 

contributions more often than at lower levels, suggesting greater confidence in using 

English for social as well as task-based purposes. Irony and sarcasm appeared in some 

interactions, although these forms depended on shared contextual understanding and 

could not be assumed to work for all learners. When preparing for a tedious exam task, 

Tom said: “And Wednesday, we are going to do lots of SQA [Scottish Qualifications 

Authority]-style listening. Have the absolute joy of it.” Learners’ laughter suggested that 

many recognised the ironic framing, and the moment appeared to ease the atmosphere 

around an otherwise routine assessment task. Some learners also used humour to 

comment on their language-learning journey and developing understanding of British 

social life. For example, during a discussion about ways to practise English outside the 

classroom, Hassan joked, “Go to a pub.” This simple, funny answer did more than show 

his language skills, it suggested that he understood a key aspect of British social life and 

could use humour to connect with others and show a sense of belonging. Such moments 

can be read cautiously as instances of “claiming the right to speak” (Norton 2013), where 

learners position themselves as legitimate contributors to classroom meaning-making. 

Cultural, affective and cognitive dimensions of humour 

Across proficiency levels, participants linked humour to emotional comfort, confidence, 

and classroom belonging. Ahmed explained: “Humour in the English class boosts my 

confidence. It helps me relax, feel comfortable, and believe in myself.” Tom similarly 

noted that after shared laughter, “You can see shoulders drop, breathing change.” These 

accounts suggest that humour sometimes contributed to classroom ease and learners’ 

willingness to participate, without implying that laughter resolved deeper emotional 
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stress. Humorous moments appeared to support recall by making particular words, 

phrases, or classroom situations more noticeable. Several learners described remembering 

vocabulary more easily when it was connected to laughter, role-play, or a positive 

classroom atmosphere, although this remains learner-reported experience rather than 

direct measurement of memory. Dr Reed also observed that pronunciation challenges can 

become sources of laughter, as learners “laugh at what a word feels like” when it is 

difficult to pronounce. This interpretation is consistent with research on humour and 

memory, and with broader work on emotion, attention, and learning (Schmidt 1994; 

Pekrun 2006). The restaurant role-play activity provided learner interview evidence of 

how humour was perceived to support memory, participation, and functional language 

practice. For example, Hussein commented that he felt as if he were in a restaurant, with 

the chef and waiter serving food and giving prices in a way that suited him. This response 

suggests that the humorous role-play created a sense of immersion while allowing him to 

practise functional English for a familiar service encounter. Similarly, Ahmed noted that 

he could remember vocabulary more easily when laughter created a relaxed and 

enjoyable classroom atmosphere. These experiences are consistent with Krashen's (1985) 

Affective Filter Hypothesis, which posits that a relaxed, emotionally positive 

environment lowers anxiety and facilitates language acquisition. 

Cultural Negotiation and Integration 

Humour became one visible site for cultural and linguistic negotiation, allowing learners 

to explore local social meanings while bringing multilingual resources into classroom 

interaction. Hassan’s reference to practising English “at a pub”, for example, suggested 

pragmatic and sociocultural awareness because he used a recognisable British social 

setting playfully within classroom discussion. However, cultural references could also 

present obstacles, requiring teachers to scaffold culture-specific humour rather than 

assume shared understanding. Sarah encouraged learners to compare observations about 

British culture by asking, “So, why is this funny? What do you do in your country?” Such 

exchanges could deepen cultural understanding, although the phrase “your country” also 

risks emphasising otherness and needs careful handling within an inclusive New Scots 

orientation (Scottish Government 2022). Translanguaging humour offered another route 
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into cultural negotiation. Ivan’s confusion between “box” in English and “бокс” in 

Ukrainian/Russian for boxing led to shared amusement and allowed the teacher to treat 

multilingual knowledge as a classroom resource. This aligns with García and Li’s (2014) 

view that translanguaging validates multilingual identities and supports meaning-making 

by connecting learners’ linguistic repertoires. 

Social bonding and classroom belonging 

Shared laughter appeared to support temporary classroom affiliation across individual 

differences. Sarah observed: “That moment when the whole class laughs together, 

suddenly they are not Syrian or Ukrainian or Sudanese. They are learners sharing an 

experience.” This was not read as erasing national or linguistic identities, but as a 

momentary shared frame created alongside them. Ali similarly described how shared 

laughter during classroom games initially made him nervous but gradually created 

comfort: “Humour made me feel like part of the group.” Humour therefore functioned 

less as a guarantee of community than as one route through which learners could 

participate, notice one another, and work as more recognised partners in learning (Cook-

Sather 2020). 

 

 

Timing, delivery, and adaptive strategies 

Effective humour use required attention to timing, delivery, and adaptation. Anna 

described making herself “the butt of the joke” through gesture and expression to reduce 

learner anxiety and minimise power distance, while David emphasised that “facial 

expressions and body language” could “work from beginner to upper intermediate.” 

Teachers also reflected on humour that did not land as intended. Anna’s reflection on a 

misjudged joke about lateness showed that humour directed at individual behaviour can 

be heard as criticism when learners are under pressure. Humour around individual 

performance therefore requires rapport, contextual awareness, and readiness to repair the 

interaction.  
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Despite these benefits, humour involved risks. Cultural misunderstanding, power 

imbalances, and the possibility of touching on painful experiences required teachers to 

attend closely to learner responses. Teachers identified sensitive topics, including family 

separation, dangerous journeys, and war experiences, as boundaries requiring particular 

caution. As Anna reflected, “You have to read the room constantly. What works on 

Monday might not work on Wednesday. What works for one group might devastate 

another.” Asking “Who laughed and who fell silent?” could help teachers respond more 

carefully when humour failed or produced uneven participation, aligning with Cook-

Sather’s (2020) emphasis on listening, what is said and unsaid, and equitable learning 

spaces. 

5. Discussion 

This study’s findings suggest that humour can function as a multi-layered pedagogical 

practice in refugee ESOL contexts. Within classrooms shaped by displacement and 

uncertainty, laughter emerged as a fragile interactional resource that could support 

participation, relational connection, and moments of repair. In some classroom moments, 

humour appeared to interrupt deficit narratives and make teaching and learning more 

relational, resonating with an ethic of compassion, the solidarity of being human, and 

classroom practices orientated towards social justice (Gibson and Cook-Sather 2020; 

Zembylas 2013). Rather than functioning only as a break from learning, humour could 

become part of the conditions that made linguistic experimentation more socially 

possible. 

The Pedagogy of Playful Resistance framework introduced here combines three 

intersecting dimensions: semiotic reconstruction, affective negotiation, and identity 

hybridity, and draws on critical applied linguistics (Pennycook 2021), Ahmed’s (2014) 

account of affective economies, and decolonial pedagogy (Andreotti et al. 2015; Phipps 

2019). Semiotic reconstruction refers to learners’ playful reworking of language and 

meaning; affective negotiation refers to the way humour can make anxiety, uncertainty, 

and participation more manageable; and identity hybridity refers to moments where 

learners draw on multilingual and cultural resources to position themselves as legitimate 
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classroom contributors. These dimensions show how humour may help learners rework 

moments of linguistic vulnerability into creative participation. In this sense, humour acts 

as an instructional tool and may also contribute to an ethical practice of care and hope. 

Humour offers a means of semiotic reconstruction, allowing learners to play with 

language and meaning rather than only reproduce expected forms. When Hassan joked 

about practising English “at a pub,” his contribution suggested more than linguistic 

competence; it showed his ability to recognise a local cultural script and use it playfully 

within the classroom task. Such moments resonate with Pennycook’s (2021) notion of 

language as performative action and Canagarajah’s (1999) account of resistance through 

appropriation. Learners may re-signify dominant cultural scripts by using English as a 

medium of play, commentary, and participation. This kind of language play also 

resonates with Meyer’s (2000: 323) argument that humour functions as a “double-edged 

sword” in communication, simultaneously serving to unite some communicators while 

dividing them from others. Such humour can also recognise learners as active social 

agents whose cultural knowledge, timing, and interpretive choices matter within 

classroom interaction. At an affective level, humour can be read cautiously as a response 

to anxiety, uncertainty, and fear of error. The findings suggest that, in some classroom 

moments, shared laughter redirected affective tension towards more manageable 

participation. Learner reflections on confidence, relaxation, memory, and group 

belonging support this interpretation, although effects were uneven and context-

dependent. In these instances, humour resonated with Brunzell et al.’s (2016) trauma-

informed positive education model, which emphasises regulation, relationships, and 

psychological resources as foundations for learning. Rather than simply lowering 

Krashen’s (1985) affective filter, humour appeared to create temporary conditions in 

which linguistic experimentation felt more socially possible, but only when bounded, 

responsive, and open to repair. 

Dr Reed’s observation that humour can become a form of “defiance against tragedy” 

helps frame its ethical and political dimensions. Rather than suggesting that humour 

resolves the conditions of displacement, this insight points to moments in which laughter 

may interrupt the narrowing of learners’ identities to trauma, loss, or need. As Zembylas 
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(2021) argues, affective strategies can matter in contexts shaped by institutional 

marginalisation. In this study, humour sometimes offered a modest form of micro-

political agency by allowing learners and teachers to create moments of joy, recognition, 

and shared humanity, or what might cautiously be called “defiant joy”, within constrained 

educational conditions. This connects with Honneth’s (1992) account of recognition 

through rights, care, and solidarity, especially the importance of learners being valued as 

participants in education, cultural life, and shared humanity. 

Humour also appeared to support moments of hybrid identity work within what Bhabha 

(1994) calls the “third space”. Ivan’s translanguaging humour and learners’ playful 

remarks about accents illustrate how classroom interaction can move between languages, 

cultures, and social positions. These moments should not be read simply as confusion or 

error; they can also be interpreted as situated acts of identity negotiation, where learners 

use humour to make multilingual knowledge visible. Pavlenko’s (2013) work on the 

affective turn in second language acquisition highlights the importance of emotion in 

language learning; here, humour appeared to become one vehicle through which learners 

expressed belonging, vulnerability, and creativity. Through shared laughter, multilingual 

subjectivities could be recognised, supporting individual and shared identity while also 

negotiating potential power dynamics within the limits of classroom power relations and 

teacher mediation. 

This research contributes to second language acquisition scholarship by bringing 

affective and sociocultural theories of learning into conversation with trauma-informed 

refugee ESOL pedagogy. Krashen’s (1985) Affective Filter Hypothesis is useful here not 

as a fixed binary, but as a way of thinking about how anxiety, confidence, and classroom 

climate shape participation. Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development can also 

be read as affective as well as cognitive, since learners may need relational support 

before they feel able to attempt unfamiliar language. In this study, shared laughter 

sometimes appeared to provide such support, reframing mistakes as part of classroom 

interaction rather than as individual failure. This fusion of emotion and cognition 

resonates with Lipman’s (2003) position that the cognitive and affective cannot be 
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separated, particularly in a learning context, and that learning in a community can enrich 

both the individual and wider society. 

Humour may also support learner investment (Norton 2013) and agency. Agency is 

understood here as the capacity and ability to make decisions and to act, with such action 

being deliberate, deliberated over, and inherently social and relational (Cassidy 2025). 

When learners create jokes, they can momentarily claim the right to participate, speaking 

not only as language learners but as social participants with knowledge, wit, and cultural 

resources. This does not fully equalise the classroom, but it can interrupt deficit 

positioning and make learner agency, identity and humanity more visible (Cook-Sather 

2020). Ivan’s translanguaging humour, for instance, suggested a movement from 

linguistic dependency towards more self-directed expression. These interactions show 

how humour can create temporary spaces of recognition in which learners’ voices are 

heard through the words, languages, gestures, and playful meanings they bring into the 

classroom. 

Although the cultural expressions of humour vary, the findings suggest that some 

pedagogical principles may travel cautiously across contexts: attention to learner 

readiness, sensitivity to cultural references, recognition of multilingual resources, and 

willingness to repair humour when it misfires. Developmental movement from embodied 

to more linguistically complex humour was visible in this study, but should not be treated 

as a universal sequence. In more hierarchical or culturally different settings, self-

deprecating humour, irony, or learner-initiated joking may carry different meanings and 

risks. The value of humour therefore lies not in a universal promise, but in its capacity, 

under carefully supported conditions, to open moments of participation, recognition, and 

relational care. When humour works, it may deepen inclusion; when it fails, the teacher’s 

response can become an opportunity for reflection and repair. 

 

6. Summary of contributions 
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Reframing humour as a form of dialogic care shifts attention from managing classroom 

emotion to cultivating it ethically. In trauma-informed refugee education, laughter may 

signal moments of comfort, recognition, and relational connection, while still requiring 

careful attention to context and risk. This study suggests that humour, when used 

sensitively, can support language participation, memory, and classroom belonging. In this 

cautious sense, laughing together may help create a momentary classroom community 

without erasing learners’ different histories, languages, or identities. When laughter arises 

in the classroom, it may strengthen engagement and recall while also affirming learners’ 

dignity within the interaction. 

This study provides an analysis of humour across proficiency levels in refugee ESOL 

contexts. It shows how humour appeared to move from embodied and gestural forms at 

beginner stages towards more linguistically complex forms, including wordplay, irony, 

and metalinguistic reflection, at higher levels. These observed patterns offer educators a 

cautious lens for noticing emotional climate, participation, and learner confidence. 

Theoretically, the Pedagogy of Playful Resistance integrates affective, critical, and 

decolonial perspectives, positioning humour as a possible site of agency and relationality. 

Methodologically, the study includes learner perspectives alongside classroom 

observation and teacher accounts, showing learners as active participants in classroom 

interaction rather than as passive recipients of care. 

 

7. Pedagogical and institutional implications 

Practically, in ESOL classrooms, humour should be approached not simply as 

entertainment, but as a responsive part of trauma-informed pedagogy. Teachers need 

sensitivity and attunement to context so that laughter invites inclusion rather than 

reinforcing exclusion. Humour can emerge from noticing linguistic, cultural, or 

situational differences; the key is how difference is invited, framed, and responded to. 

Effective humour involves reading body language as a manifestation of voice, 

recognising emotional cues, balancing spontaneity with ethical responsibility, showing 
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care for learners, and supporting equitable classrooms through co-created learning 

opportunities where listening and attending to what is said and unsaid matter (Cook-

Sather 2020). Understanding how emotions connect to values can also help teachers and 

learners recognise how humour, care, and participation relate to social justice (Zembylas 

and McGlynn 2013). It also requires attention to learner voice: who is invited to 

contribute, whose humour is taken up, and whose contributions remain unheard. Here, 

voice is understood not only as spoken contribution, but also as self-expressed through 

gesture, silence, humour, translanguaging, and participation (Wall et al. 2019). Humour 

should create supported opportunities for learners’ voices, meanings, and participation to 

shape classroom interaction (Wall et al. 2019). In practical terms, the Pedagogy of 

Playful Resistance suggests three classroom moves: begin with low-risk humour linked to 

the task, notice whose laughter and participation are included or absent, and attend to 

repair when humour misfires. Teachers can support this by using embodied humour and 

visual play at lower levels, explaining wordplay and cultural references at intermediate 

levels, and inviting learner-led multilingual humour where trust, readiness, and learner 

willingness are evident. Relational safety requires trust, consistency, and attention to 

learner responses. Teacher education should support reflective practice around how 

humour intersects with power, privilege, vulnerability, and learner voice (Cassidy 2025; 

Wall et al. 2019), helping teachers use humour cautiously and protect dignity rather than 

assuming that laughter is always beneficial. This includes attending to the affective needs 

of marginalised learners, while recognising that care must be responsive rather than 

imposed. 

At the institutional level, the findings suggest that humour should be considered within 

broader conversations about affective, creative, and trauma-informed dimensions of 

ESOL quality. This does not require humour to become a formal curricular outcome, but 

it does suggest that curricula and professional development should make space for 

creative expression, improvisation, storytelling, and reflective discussion of classroom 

affect. Professional development should therefore include affective and trauma-informed 

competencies alongside linguistic expertise. Policymakers, too, should recognise that 
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language education for refugee and migrant ESOL learners is not purely instrumental; it 

is also relational, social, and connected to participation in everyday community life. 

Regarding limitations and future directions, the study’s Scottish focus and relatively 

small interview sample limit generalisability, although the multi-site observational design 

offers scope for analytical transferability. Cultural, linguistic, and policy differences 

mean that any application elsewhere should remain adaptive. The researchers’ insider 

perspectives supported contextual understanding but carried a risk of interpretive bias, 

addressed through triangulation, member-checking with teachers, team discussion, and 

reflective journaling. Future research could examine humour across longer timeframes, 

national settings, younger refugee learners, and online ESOL provision. 

8. Conclusion 

From Fatima’s exaggerated enthusiasm for mopping during a role-play to Karim’s 

swimming gesture and Ivan’s playful box/бокс confusion, this study has highlighted 

moments where simple jokes, embodied communication, and translanguaging opened 

space for participation and shared laughter. Such moments suggest that humour can 

sometimes help reframe vulnerability as participation, and anxiety as manageable 

interaction, while remaining dependent on context, trust, and careful teacher response. 

The Pedagogy of Playful Resistance offers a cautious way of understanding these 

moments and addresses issues of symbolic violence by showing how humour can open 

temporary spaces for recognition, participation, and relational care. It reminds us that 

teaching English to refugees is not only about phonemes or grammar, but also about 

creating conditions where joy, trust, and curiosity can coexist with grief and uncertainty. 

When learners laugh in a new language, they may be taking up momentary positions as 

recognised speakers, cultural interpreters, and members of a classroom community. In 

that sense, shared humour can connect language learning, dignity, and relational care. 
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