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them in a quiet voice to stop the disruptive behavior. The student can hear what 
I’m saying but not many other students can hear me. I find this to be quite effec-
tive and helps students not to be embarrassed. When speaking with a student 
privately, I find if I use a soft voice the student doesn’t take an adversarial stance 
and will often apologize and change their behavior. It helps calm any anger that 
the student or I may be feeling about the situation.

Tone of voice is also very important. Often when I am having a challenging 
day with a class, my tone of voice can be stern throughout the whole period and 
even the whole day. This causes students to feel the need to be careful not to get 
into trouble, which is tiring for them. It also robs me of a chance to relax. Perhaps 
you need to soften your tone if you have been stern, or maybe use a firmer voice 
if the class has got away from you a bit. It’s interesting to take note of the patterns 
of your tone of voice over a day. Do you often have a louder, sterner tone toward 
the end of the day? At the beginning of the day, is attendance taken in a conversa-
tional tone? This is our goal: to speak in a conversational, engaging tone of voice 
most of the time.

Humor

Using humor is my favorite way to connect with students. Laughing and having 
fun with students establishes a camaraderie that in turn builds a positive rela-
tionship between teacher and students. Although some people may contest the 
fact that the knock-knock joke is really humor, all you have to do is tell one to a 
Grade 1 student to get laughs! Then, they will tell you a knock-knock joke that 
they made up—one that really isn’t funny and may not even make sense—and 
then they will laugh again.

Being Silly (Kindergarten to Grade 1)

Kindergarten and Grade 1 students love it when the teacher is silly. This is admit-
tedly a double-edged sword, as you need to have control over the class to bring 
them back after being silly. If you don’t know the class well or if you aren’t able to 
calm them down after being silly, then opt out of this form of humor.

One way to be silly is to insist that something that is obviously not true is true. 
For example, on a hot, sunny day, tell the children to put on their snowsuits when 
it is time to go outside. When they tell you they don’t have snowsuits because it’s 
summer, insist that it is winter and that they need to put on their snowsuits, hats, 
and mitts. After a few back-and-forths with students, finally admit that yes, it 
does seem to be summer and they don’t have to put on their snowsuits. I usually 
ask them if I was teasing them; when some of them say yes, I confirm that they 
are right.

Another way to be silly is to use an everyday object for something other than 
its intended use; for example, try to write on the board with a ruler. When the 
ruler doesn’t work, pretend to be upset and baffled about why the ruler isn’t writ-
ing. Then try to use another object, such as an eraser, to write. All the while, they 
will be telling you to use chalk or whiteboard markers. Finally, do what they tell 
you and thank them profusely for their help.

Slapstick (Kindergarten to Grade 3)

Physical humor usually gets a big laugh—even from older students, as long as it 
looks accidental. Pretending to slip and fall will always get a laugh. Pretending 

A: Knock, knock
B: Who’s there?
A: Dogs.
B: Dogs who?
A: No, owls hoo, dogs bark.

See page 35 for the Humor Checklist.

Some children need to know that 
it’s okay to gently tease if it doesn’t 
hurt anyone and you are clearly just 
joking.
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to drop something over and over will get a laugh. Having a sticker stuck on your 
hand and trying to get it off, only to have it stick somewhere else—especially if 
it’s somewhere on your body you can’t see but the students can—will get a laugh.

I know that some people don’t like slapstick comedy, especially in the class-
room, because they think it is not dignified. And if you have an excellent class, 
there’s no need for it. It’s when you have a challenging class, when you need help 
connecting with students, that slapstick can come in handy. Slapstick is an easy 
way to get students laughing and connect with them. As long as students under-
stand that you are joking around with them, it is harmless fun and helpful in 
building a relationship.

Jokes (Grades 2–6) 

As students get older, they tell more sophisticated jokes. Primary students love 
knock-knock jokes.

A: Knock, knock.
B: Who’s there?
A: Lettuce.
B: Lettuce who?
A: Lettuce in. It’s cold out here!

By the time they are junior students, kids have grown out of knock-knock jokes 
and into jokes that require a bit more thought.

A squirrel walks into a store and asks the owner, “Do you have any nuts?” 
The owner says, “No, we don’t.” The next day the squirrel goes into the same 
store and asks the owner, “Do you have any nuts?” Again the owner says, 
“No, we don’t.” The squirrel goes into the same store and asks the same ques-
tion every day for a week. Finally, the owner says, “If you come in here again 
and ask if I have any nuts, I’m going to hit you with a hammer.” The next 
day, the squirrel goes back to the store and asks the owner, “Do you have any 
hammers?” The owner says, “No, we don’t.” So the squirrel says, “Do you 
have any nuts?”

Riddles (Grades 4–6)

Junior students love riddles. They love hearing them and they love telling them. 
They often don’t want you to tell the answer right away because they want to 
think about it. Sometimes I give students the whole day to come up with the 
answer.

Q: What letter of the alphabet will hurt you if you get too close?
A: Bee
Q: What is tall when it’s young and short when it’s old?
A: A candle.

Stories (Grades 4 and up)

All ages love funny stories. But I find older students appreciate them more than 
other types of humor. Students especially love stories about their teacher and 
their teacher’s family. I often tell this story about myself:

If you use one form of humor over 
and over, after a while it’s not so 
funny, so change it up.
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Stories (Grades 4 and up)
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and over, after a while it’s not so 
funny, so change it up.
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I lived in a small village in Japan for two years. I had driven dirt bikes and 
wanted to try out a moped, so my boss lent me one that belonged to his 
daughter. With a dirt bike, to go forward you turn the handle forward; if you 
let go, the handle turns back to zero so the bike stops. To go forward on the 
moped you turn the handle backward; when you let go, it does not go back 
to zero by itself. I filled up the moped with gas and, as I was leaving the gas 
station, I turned the handle too far and it went too fast. My reflexes took 
over and I tried to go slower. But the more I turned the handle backward the 
faster I went, and I ended up popping a wheelie out of the gas station. The 
gas station guys (who I knew, because the town was small) were yelling, “Ms. 
Amanda, are you okay?” And I was yelling back, still doing a wheelie, “Yes, 
I’m okay!” Eventually I slid off the back of the moped onto the road (and 
scratched my knee), and the moped took off by itself down the road! I ran 
after it and picked it up to drag it off the road, but I forgot to turn it off, so it 
took off again down the road! Again, I ran after it, turned it off, and dragged 
it off the road. The next day, the whole town knew that I had done a wheelie 
out of the gas station and that the moped had got away from me twice. But 
they all politely avoided laughing out loud around me.

Sarcasm (Grades 7 and up) 

Older students love sarcasm. Of course, it’s important to be careful that it doesn’t 
make fun of students. It’s also not a good idea to use sarcasm with students who 
are behaviorally challenging or who have learning disabilities. Such students will 
not understand sarcasm at first; when they do understand, they will feel they 
have been the butt of the joke.

I tend to use sarcasm about the environment; for example, if the room we are 
walking into has a bad smell, I may say, “Oh, good, they scented the room for us.” 
If the room is really hot, I tell students that I asked the principal for a hot tub for 
the class but he gave me a sauna instead.

If students and I know each other well and I’m sure they are okay with me teas-
ing them, I use sarcasm to reinforce rules. If students are talking while I’m giving 
a lesson, rather than just telling them to stop talking, I ask, “Don’t you know that 
I can totally see you talking? Don’t you know that you’re supposed at least wait 
until I turn around so I can’t see you before you talk?” This often leads to students 
laughing and stops them from talking.

With all this humor in the classroom, it is important that students see that I am 
able to laugh at myself, especially when I make a mistake or forget something—
like the principal’s name! I sometimes wear funny T-shirts or a funny hat (I have 
borrowed one from my dad that says, I’m their leader, which way did they go?)

Humor in Reading and Writing

There are many ways to include humor in your language arts lessons. You can post 
funny posters, decorate the room with cartoons, or write a funny quote on the 
board in the morning. Show students funny YouTube videos—my students love 
the ones about funny animals, like the one at https://youtu.be/M1djO19aSFQ. 
You can use funny test questions: e.g. If Maria ate 4 worms and Julio ate 5 worms, 
how many worms did they eat altogether? You can read funny books, using funny 
voices, accents, and impressions. Consider substituting words when reading to 
the class, especially when reading something that would otherwise be boring, 

For more on humor in the classroom, 
check out these websites:
•	 http://www.opencolleges.edu.
au/informed/features/comedy-in-
the-classroom-50-ways-to-bring-
laughter-into-any-lesson/	

•	 https://www.edutopia.org/blog/
using-humor-in-the-classroom-
maurice-elias	
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and see how long it takes students to realize you’re not reading what is writ-
ten. For example, when I read directions for a science experiment, I substitute 
the word “cookie” for “ruler” until they catch on. In response to all this reading 
using humor, ask students to use humor in their writing. Some Grade 2 students 
I taught wrote hilarious short stories—one ended with the main character, a frog 
who had been the hero of the story, being run over by a car!

Exciting Curriculum

There are many books and articles on how to make one aspect of the curriculum 
interesting in order to connect with all students. That’s not what this is about. 
This is about reaching students through an aspect of the curriculum they already 
love. It’s about using curriculum to connect with students and help them connect 
with others and with learning in other subjects.

The Arts

It is often easier to connect with students through the arts than in any other way. 
Students who love to dance or draw or sing can be drawn out of their shell by 
connecting through the arts, even when all other tactics have failed. Students 
who love the arts are sometimes shy and withdrawn, except for when they are 
performing their art. That’s when they can become leaders! It’s always good to 
ask students who have a difficult time connecting with other students to take the 
lead when doing an activity at which they excel. The shyest student can dance in 
front of others and lead a group dance. The student who simply doodles all day 
instead of working can lead a group presentation on drawing cartoon charac-
ters. It’s encouraging to see these students interact with others and it does them 
immeasurable good to be seen as an expert.

Music

Drummers are born annoying. Okay, I probably should have ended that sen-
tence one word earlier. But anyone who lives with a drummer knows that they 
drum on anything and everything, with anything and everything. They drum 
with pencils, forks, sticks, letter openers, back scratchers, and the plunger. They 
drum on tables, desks, books, railings, dinner plates, pets, and family members. 
It seems their hands and feet never stop moving. I used to have a student who 
was a drummer. A born drummer. I was teaching instrumental music in middle 
school, and he would come in after class to play the drums every day until I 
went home. He also played in class twice a week and had a drum set at home. 
If I hadn’t been willing to talk about drums or shown interest in his playing, we 
would never have connected. Thankfully, I was his music teacher and it was easy 
for me to connect with him. This was lucky, because the aforementioned drum-
ming on everything with anything doesn’t go over as well in French or math or, 
even worse, the library. Put yourself in a drummer’s shoes: inside your head and 
body there are beats all the time. It’s distracting having beats inside your head and 
body all the time. They repeat over and over until you get them out, beating them 
through your hands and feet, and it feels great!

In the same class as the drummer, I had a student who loved the electric guitar. 
He was very skilled at playing. Music class was the only thing he loved in school. 
He would get in trouble in many of his classes. But I never had any trouble with 

See pages 36–37 for the Curriculum 
Checklist.


