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Laughter in an ESL Classroom: The
Result of Footing Incongruous with
Korean Students’ Cultural Models

Erika J. REUTZEL
Pennsylvania State University

This paper offers an explanation for the phenomenon of laughter in the ESL
classroom. An analysis of the discourse that took place in an advanced-level
intensive ESL classroom revealed that 3 Korean women in the class laughed when
their participant role, or footing, in the classroom interaction changed from
principal to author (Goffman, 1981; Kramsch, 1993). In other words, the students
laughed when the content of their speech shifted from strict adherence to perceived
student role norms to expression of personal sentiments. The Incongruity Theory of
Laughter (Morreall, 1983) supports the claim that students’ laughter may indicate
that such a change in footing represents a deviation from the cultural model they
hold for classroom interaction (Gee, 1999). Because authorship in the classroom
has been shown to enhance the development of students’ oral academic language
proficiency (McCreedy, 1998), ESL teachers should explicitly sanction student
authorship in their classrooms and create opportunities that invite it.

Introduction

Students from countries around the world come to intensive English
language programs in the United States to develop their ability to
participate actively within the growing international community of
English-speakers. Many who arrive in English as a Second Language
(ESL) classes for this purpose encounter for the first time a diversity of
cultural beliefs and norms of behavior, particularly with regard to
appropriate ways to participate in the US classroom. To achieve their
short-term linguistic and long-term academic and professional aims they
must confront these differences and manage them in some way, sometimes
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