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“Buddy Ryan, Can We Stop by the
Liquor Store on the Way Home?”
Negotiating Tensions as a Young
Forensic Coach via the Instructional
Humor Processing Theory

RYAN LOUIS, OTTAWA UNIVERSITY

Abstract: Studying the communicative value of humor can favorably impact pedagogy. Humor
and rapport may work together to achieve significant results in educational settings. One
important way to achieve classroom outcomes is the employment of humor as a tool to enhance
rapport. Though co-curricular activities, such as forensics, engage students beyond the tradi-
tional classroom, they are regardless held accountable to outcomes associated with traditional
classroom instruction. Forensics uniquely incorporates individual relationships into its curricu-
lum; thus, potential exists to attend to institutional and community-based exigencies through
the analysis and enhancement of rapport through various means. Here, I advocate for special
attention to humor communication theory as a way to affect course outcomes via the
Instructional Humor Processing Theory proposed by Wanzer, Frymier, & Irwin (2010).

It's late at night, our long tournament over. Though our home-
town is less than two hours away, everyone seems to be gearing
up for a long haul. I usually find the post-tournament drives fairly
peaceful. Tired and with considerable homework due the following
week, my students tend to keep to themselves. On this particular
night, however, I hear a massive groan when pulling into a gas station
(as if, instead of a simple gas stop, this delay portended the apoca-
lypse). A couple of students unburdened themselves from the van for,
what I presumed to be, a smoke break. After filling the tank, I crawl
back into the van. Before I take my spot behind the steering wheel,
one of my students pulls me aside, an innocent grin on her face.
“Ryan,” she starts, “can we stop at a liquor store on the way home?”

Obviously impacted by my contorted facial expressions (how do I
describe what she saw—shock, fear, disgust?), she continued: “But
since we’re in Missouri, the tax is so much cheaper than in Kansas.
Plus, all the liquor stores will be closed when we get home.”

Though these two arguments seemed to be fair, my authoritative
position caused my face to become a grotesque statue of conflicted
emotion. Being a debater, she created additional rationale to build her

RYAN LOUIS, M. A., Hofstra University, is Director of Forensics and Instructor in the
Communication Division at Ottawa University, Ottawa, KS. An earlier version of this
paper was presented at the National Communication Association Annual Convention,
2010, San Francisco, CA.
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case: “I'm 21. You wouldn’t be buying for me. It’s just down the road.
You're a cool guy, so you must understand.”

Ottawa University is a small, liberal-arts campus in eastern Kansas.
American-Baptist affiliated, the institution is very clear on vice. That
is, alcohol may not be the Devil, but it’s certainly not appropriate for
co-curricular activities.

My status as a “Cool Guy” now under threat, I pondered the pos-
sible “Cool Guy” responses. “No” seemed too simple, defeatist even.
Lecturing her seemed inappropriate. I knew belittling this request had
the potential to alienate this student as well as others who might dis-
agree with an official stance on alcohol. Instead, I went with humor.
I started laughing: belly-laughter that emanated deep from within my
chest. Gaining composure, realizing she was taking my mockery seri-
ously, I retorted, “Yeah. And why not stop for an 8-ball, too. Maybe
there’s a nice crack-head in Kansas City who could hook us up.”

I have to give my student credit for accepting that answer as a
definitive “no.” 1 credit the total absurdity of my response for her
quickly re-boarding the van. No.conflict, no more explanation. My
strategy worked.

The spectacle of my response brings to mind Ionesco’s Theatre of the
Absurd, “celebrating the meaninglessness of life and the impotence of
man in an uncaring universe” (Bothamley, 1993, pp. 5-6 ). I was the
“Man,” empowering each student to continue their existential crises
unabated. The unfair and unsatisfying Universe had won again [curs-
es/]. My absurd response, though totally pro-establishment, muzzled
all potential and explosive angst that could have ruined my post-
tournament peacefulness.

“No” may mean “no,” but it can also mean “maybe, if you spend
more time convincing me” to a college student. My inference that
stopping for liquor was on par with a midnight cocaine-run seemed
to do the trick quite efficiently.

In that moment I saw the promise of a new day in conflict resolu-
tion. Perhaps this event could spark a new-ish strategy for coaching:
the exploitation of humor communication theory.

* * *

Studying the communicative value of humor can favorably impact
pedagogy. In the traditional classroom, for example, several scholars
attempt to relate the effectiveness of incorporating humorous instruc-
tion into the structure of a class in order to synthesize disciplinary
knowledge with student retention. Wanzer, Frymier & Irwin (2010)
hypothesize the Instructional Humor Processing Theory (IHPT) as a
method to gauge the effectiveness of specific types of humor used by
instructors in their classrooms. They conclude that the appropriate-
ness of some humor plays a vital role in student participation,
involvement, cognition and retention. Likewise, Frisby & Martin
(2010) demonstrate that the enhancement of rapport between instruc-
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tor and individual students directly triggers similar outcomes.
Limitations of rapport research, however, have “focused on student
perceptions of instructors. The classroom setting is not an environ-
ment restricted to one-on-one interaction, and the dynamics and
perceptions of multiple relationships should be considered” (p. 147).

Humor and rapport may work together to achieve significant
results for an individual course. Though humor in itself “is not suffi-
cient for enhancing student learning,” (Wanzer, et al., 2010, p. 15), it
is a means to achieve a critical end. Rapport augments student learn-
ing because it directly influences “affective learning. Building rapport
can be a substitute for, or work in conjunction with, immediacy or
other instructor behaviors...to promote affective learning” (Frisby &
Martin, 2010, p. 158). Frymier, Wanzer & Wojtaszczyk (2007) draw
upon the work of Welker (1977) to declare that a systemic use of
appropriate humor results in the enhanced quality of student teacher
relationships (p. 2). Thus, one important way to achieve classroom
outcomes is the employment of humor as a tool to enhance rapport.

Though co-curricular activities—like forensics—engage students
beyond the traditional classroom, they are regardless held account-
able to outcomes associated with traditional classroom instruction
(e.g., recruitment and retention). Bartanen (2006) argues the forensic
community will be held increasingly accountable to achieve tangible
results. In his vision, when directors assess the success of their pro-
grams they need to justify “their continued presence and increase the
likelihood of funding at a level sufficient for achieving the pro-
gram’s...goals in a university environment where marginal schools,
departments and programs will be eliminated or de-funded” (p. 33).
Similarly, Jensen & Jensen (2006) express an impetus for concern: “It
is becoming important to be able to tell stories which effectively sell
forensics within campus communities that are increasingly experienc-
ing budget cuts and proliferation of extra co-curricular activities that
compete for limited resources, students, and recognition” (p. 17-18).
Responding to the pressure of achieving program success, directors
need to continually concern themselves with future budgets, internal
team affiliations as well as external reputation.

Jensen & Jensen further contend, that unlike “the typical classroom
wherein there may or may not be strong, nurturing relationships
between teachers and students, strong mentoring relationships are
more of a natural part of the forensic educator/student relationship”
(p. 25). Forensics uniquely incorporates individual relationships into
its curriculum; thus, potential exists to attend to institutional and
community-based exigencies through the analysis and enhancement
of rapport through various means. Here, I advocate for special atten-
tion to humor communication theory as a way to affect course out-
comes.

This article presents three issues for consideration in the Forensic
“classroom”:
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1. I discuss and adopt humor, generally, and the IHPT specifically, as
practical antecedents to reaping the positive effects of high-quality
rapport. That is, humor becomes a tool to achieve positive out-
comes like a connected classtoom environment, high expectations
of participation, cognitive enhancement and program retention.

2. Moreover, I intend to show that humor enhances the ethos of a
young instructor of forensics. The ability for young coaches and
graduate assistants to lead effectually is often precluded by negli-
gible age differences. Millennial students are conventional in their
view of authority figures. Jensen (2010) reminds instructors that
these students have “a healthy sense of self-worth nurtured by fre-
quent praise and accolades” (p. 102). Coaching (sometimes fellow)
millennials creates unique challenges. Appearing credible without
looking the part of conventional systems of authority (i.e., people
who look like parents—the ones who nurture Millennials with
abundant praise) is grueling.

3. Lastly, this article offers suggestions—both anecdotal and theoreti-
cal—for implementing the IHPT as a model for forensic pedagogy.

I. Forensics as Epistemology

I accept Robert Littlefield’s (2006) argument that forensics is epis-
temic as a premise for this article. A goal of forensic education must
be to induce students to be more involved “and act with certainty to
the world in which they live than they would have been without the
forensic experience” (p. 4). Littlefield pedestals a philosophical
approach to forensic education so as to move beyond traditional argu-
ments that forensics should either be seen in a competitive or educa-
tional purview.

Forensic educators cope with budget constrictions in addition to
resistant administrations; thus, arguments in defense of their pro-
grams often utilize doggedly pragmatic language in order to enhance
persuasion (“if I stay with friends at NCA this year and walk to the
next tournament, Mr. Head-of-My-Business-Office, we’ll save enough
money to pay for student meals!”). This view does not belie the per-
ception of forensics within the realm of epistemology, however,
because a philosophical approach contributes to a discourse on expe-
rience- and knowledge-formation. My contention is that a discussion
of this magnitude will undergird the practical exigencies of policy
makers within a school’s administration (no matter how dogmatic
they may be). Because of this, forensic educators should accept
Littlefield’s (2006) argument and learn to apply its tenets in practical
ways. That is, the benefits gleaned from forensics-as-epistemic con-
tribute highly to specific outcomes such as retention and engage-
ment. Not to say the specific outcomes associated with a
forensics-as-competition (trophies and hardware to indicate success)
or forensics-as-education (research competency and effective strate-
gies of public address) outlook are harmful. Rather, these goals are
espoused by the philosophical approach. They are part of a bigger
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picture. As Littlefield concludes, “students who experience forensics
gain knowledge that is uniquely produced through their involve-
ment. Forensics is epistemic because it is creative, created in context,
provides certainty, involves coping and strategizing, is processual,
develops arguments, and prompts cultural adaptation” (p. 11).

In addition to enhancing individual competitive and education
goals, forensics provides a foundation for positive and effective future
relationships, both personal and occupational. In order to maximize
the potential for future successes, educators need to facilitate a team
environment that enculturates students by providing for their social
and cultural needs, thus motivating them to successfully grow in the
competitive and educational realms.

Jensen (2010) documents a positive correlation between his enact-
ed policies and team retention rates. By employing strategies that
clarify competitive expectations, continually inviting students to par-
ticipate in team-associated social events and providing opportunities
for civic participation, Jensen achieved pedagogical outcomes via an
epistemic approach. Though the outcomes of forensic competition
often include physical trophies as well as strengthened mental acuity,
Jensen focused on the role of experience in forensic education, where
competitive success was a byproduct.

Extending this train of thought, the epistemological value of foren-
sics is a robust platform from which educators can initiate team poli-
cies. Jensen & Jensen (2006) provide recommendations to enhance
mentoring, cultural communication and conflict management.
Mentoring is important, particularly because it contributes directly to
building team relationships. As young scholars necessarily look to us
for guidance, it is pertinent for forensic educators to emulate a model
of mentorship. Extending White’s analysis about the proclivity for
forensic educators to become “life coaches,” Jensen & Jensen report
that “the amount of time students spend with their forensic educators
makes it logical for those same educators to become advisors on
career, academic, and even social decisions” (p. 22-3). The sheer
amount of time spent with forensic students (have you ever driven 15
hours in a 12-passenger van?) often requires the educator to play mul-
tiple roles. This especially presents several challenges to the young
educator. Authoritative positioning can be difficult for those who are
close in age to their students. As stated previously, Millennials rely on
traditional authority figures to provide affirming guidance. If students
perceive their instructors’ experiences as parallel to their own, their
instructors’ ethos may be diminished.

Becoming a mentor to similarly-aged students is a tight-rope cov-
ered in egg shells; walking along it can be both acrobatic and terrify-
ing. To remain credible, one must maintain a separation of sorts,
establishing authority via boundaries, while letting down your per-
sonal guard now and again to enhance interpersonal bonds. Put
another way, students can always smell a rat. If a young educator cre-
ates too many barriers as a means to compensate for his or her age, it



6 Negotiating Tensions as a Young Forensic Coach

may appear pretentious and unnatural. Likewise, if an educator
removes all barriers, there is less opportunity to maintain the author-
ity necessary when needing to exact consequences.

Models of mentorship provide suggestions for positive leadership
results. Particularly, Young and Cates (2005) advocate “playful com-
munication.” This may include non-serious banter as well as various
“informal communication that includes humor, telling stories, teas-
ing, and gossiping” (qtd. in Jensen & Jensen, 2006, p. 22). This mode
of mentoring, they argue, eases tensions and helps create positive
rapport between parties. As a policy, this style of mentorship is inter-
personally engaging and may help to establish authority.

Johnson's (2003) definition of mentoring is very similar to the con-
cept of rapport (in Jensen and Jensen, 2006). Used as the premise for
Jensen & Jensen’s (2006) discussion, the role of mentor requires edu-
cators “to engage in a dynamic, emotionally connected and reciprocal
relationship with the protégé” (p. 22). Frisby & Martin (2010) offer an
erudite definition of rapport: “an overall feeling between two people
encompassing a mutual, trusting, and prosocial bond” (p. 147).
Because the role of mentorship may be perpetuated (the mentored
often become mentors), providing for positive rapport contributes to
the life experiences and knowledge formation of a potential proces-
sion of students. Likewise, teaching and incorporating these traits
into a forensic program are neither competitive- nor education-specif-
ic. Rather, they are components of an epistemic activity. As such, they
have the ability to aid in the achievement of practical outcomes such
as retention and intellectual engagement. Thus, further discussion of
the role of the forensic instructor (i.e., forensic mentor) as the facilita-
tor of rapport is merited.

II. Rapport

Frisby & Martin (2010) hypothesize and test outcomes they associ-
ate with high rapport in a classtcoom. They declare that “little is
understood about the construction of connectedness in the classroom
and the differential roles of both students and instructors in eliciting
positive student outcomes including affective and cognitive learning”
(p. 147). Their study attempts to fill in this research gap by examining
student and teacher relationships. The study concluded that only a
positive rapport between instructor and individual students consis-
tently predicts classroom participation and affective & cognitive
learning. The authors point to a previous study by Lowman (1984)
that linked rapport and intellectual excitement to positive classroom
experiences as a reason for these high correlations. Additionally, they
highlight how the role played by the instructor is far more powerful
in establishing classroom rapport than students, because “even if stu-
dents can fulfill their relational goals with either students or instruc-
tors, only instructors can simultaneously fulfill students’ relational
and rhetorical goals” (emphasis original, p. 157).

The conclusions of this study are relevant to forensic educators
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who, although not always teaching within the confines of a tradi-
tional classroom, nonetheless rely on similar relationship variables:
student-student, student-instructor and instructor-group. As men-
tioned earlier, desired outcomes in forensics are often comparable to
those in traditional classrooms. Participation is essential in forensics
to both motivate students (especially students new to the activity)
and hold them accountable to team standards. Cognitive growth is
necessary for debate and limited preparation due to the breadth of
knowledge each event requires for competitive success. Likewise, pri-
oritizing affective learning is vital to master an event. Students must
internalize effective speaking skills in order to persevere. In tradi-
tional classrooms, these three outcomes pertain to a specific subject
matter. In forensics they pertain to a much broader scope of knowl-
edge and experiences. Therefore, if rapport is an important predictor
of enhanced participation, cognitive learning and affective learning,
in the traditional classroom, it is critical to the forensic classroom.

Instructor behaviors shape classroom rapport. Frisby & Martin
(2010) detail a series of studies that show mixed results about which
behaviors correlate with positive affective and cognitive learning.
These mixed results highlight the misconceptions and “inconsisten-
cies in relationships between instructor behaviors and the mecha-
nisms through which...learning is achieved” (p. 151). Behaviors such
as confirming correct answers, creating immediacy, and being atten-
tive to clarity positively influence cognitive learning, but not neces-
sarily affective learning. Likewise, though participating in
self-disclosure, dressing and looking attractive and creating homoph-
ily may increase affective learning, they do not necessarily influence
cognitive recall. Humor may be a behavioral strategy that has the
potential to positively affect both cognitive and affective learning.

Although appropriate humor is overwhelmingly seen as a positive
form of communication, humor enactment is rarely the focus when
planning both curricula and outcomes. Martin et al. (2003) set up a
rather large series of positive psychological effects accompanying the
use of appropriate forms of humor. Though lengthy, it warrants our
attention:

[T]he use of humor to enhance one’s relationships with others
refers to interpersonal humor that “oils the wheels of communi-
cation and permits the establishment of social relations with a
minimum of conflict” (Ziv, 1984, p. 32). Thus, it relates to the
use of humor in a dyad to increase the other’s feelings of well-
being, reduce conflicts and strengthen ties between individuals,
and increase one’s attractiveness to the other. In a larger group
context, it relates also to the use of humor to raise the morale of
group members, enhance group cohesiveness and identity, cre-
ate an atmosphere of enjoyment, reinforce group norms, and so
on (p. 52).

Humor has the potential to enhance individual as well as group rap-
port because its existence is based on several premises. For humor to
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