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Abstract
Drawing on my years of performing stand-up comedy while also lecturing in Literature in higher education, I suggest that academics can learn a great deal from stand-up comedians, particularly from the performative power and effect of such qualities as spontaneity and flexibility. This paper will argue that all too often teachers, particularly in the Humanities, are far too well `prepared’ for seminars, which limits the opportunity for students to interact. Extensive preparation for seminars is often a form of control over students, or is done not to `teach’ the students but rather to protect the teacher.
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Stand-Up or Fall Down! Pedagogic Innovation, the Comedy Club and the Seminar Room
For exactly half the amount of time I have been an academic, 18 years, I have also worked throughout Great Britain, and also in France and Spain, as a stand-up comedian, mainly as an MC, a compere. I am also the co-promoter of Laughing Horse Comedy, the largest chain of small comedy clubs in Great Britain. In 2005 Roehampton University, where I am Reader in American Literature, gave me a Teaching Fellowship, as well as funding to support a research project: `Compering and Comparing – Stand-Up Comedy and University Teaching’. 
Stand-up comedians have always been aware that their `value’ is measured in laughs, but academics have never, until now, had to prove in the market place that what they specifically teach has value. The impact of fees on Britain’s universities is likely to be dramatic, given that the university ethos has been shaped over hundred of years by a unique and privileged exemption from economic imperatives. In the past, when very few students went to university, a degree had considerable value; this value was determined, paradoxically, by the very economic system the universities themselves were able to ignore, and even to despise: a degree had value because it was rare. However, as degrees become less rare and their value decreases, the courses that make up the modern degree, and more importantly, the precise learning experience each course offers the student, increases in importance. The degree is still important to students, but now, in an inevitable reaction to the diminishing value of the degree itself, they also want increased, compensatory value from the individual courses, which, of course, include the teachers of them. Students now cannot afford to see studying the individual play, historical period, dance, novel, film, painting … as an end in itself. My experience suggests modern students see more value in moving quite quickly from the specific `object’ set for study to larger concepts suggested by it; moreover, they appreciate being shown the nature of thinking itself during this process. Modern students live in a culture where the understanding of `an education’ (a problematic concept even for professionals) must enhance the learner’s personal development. 

My attitude to students and my teaching approach in the seminar room changed as soon as I began performing stand-up comedy. For the first time I started to see the students not as people who had to be there, but as an audience, as people who could be somewhere else, who could be working, or travelling, instead of attending University, and, more specifically, my seminar. Now I saw them as people who could leave whenever they wished, and as people who had expectations and requirements of what I was offering them in the seminar. I realized that if teachers in HE are indeed `performers’, as so many academics insist, the one branch of performance they are connected to most closely is stand-up comedy. For the seminar to work, to be considered a success, I need the students to contribute, to actually impose themselves and their views so that they help shape the dynamic and the direction of the seminar; just as good stand up comedians will always interact with the particular audience in front of them: only the teacher and the stand-up comedian rely on the continuous interaction between themselves and the people in front of them. In this, we teachers and comedians are together all alone. The difference between all other performers and then teachers and comedians is that we require the people in front of us to also `perform’. Many comedians, for example, Bill Hicks, Lenny Bruce, Jeremy Hardy, Brendan Burns, Robert Newman and Mark Thomas are clearly motivated by a desire to teach their audiences something; reciprocally; then, teachers can use comedians’ techniques to teach their students. 

Prior to performing stand-up I had been content to teach students, but no interest in helping them to learn. It was only after performing stand-up comedy that I saw my job as a teacher was not to inform, or instruct, the students; the most valuable part of their learning wasn’t in the passive receipt of the material I had been unthinkingly offering them, but in their engagement with it, and with me. My role was not to inform them, but to respond to them. For me to respond, though, they needed to act. To get them to do this, I needed to develop strategies that would ensure they `performed’ in the seminar themselves. Therefore, I became committed to encouraging continuous student response, and to frustrating or blocking any of their attempts to sit in a seminar as passive consumers who were receiving an education. In order to keep students always engaged and involved I employ some techniques and strategies borrowed from the stand-up comedy circuit, only some of which I have the space to describe here. 

It is called `stand-up comedy’ and since I started performing it I have never sat down during a seminar. I not only `stand up’, I move continuously throughout the seminar,   forcing the students to remain alert. More usefully though, when standing and moving about it’s harder to work from a lesson plan; this forces the teacher to be more spontaneous and flexible. Overall, I see my role in a seminar as similar to that of the compere in a comedy club, the act whose job it is to engage directly with the audience. I think one of the principal reasons comedy clubs are so popular (and it is worth noting that students are the single biggest audience for live comedy in Great Britain) is that the interaction with the audience that is a fundamental part of their appeal means that the audience know the night is unique; unlike a film, or play, or recital, it can never be done in the same way again, even if all the performers were on the same bill on another night. I think students value something similar in a seminar. They don’t want to always see the teacher sitting at a desk, working from a lesson plan; this implies that last year and the year before, the same issues were discussed in the same order. There is no reason why a seminar cannot be an `event’ for the students, something memorable and unrepeatable. I never have a `lesson plan’ but, like a compere, stay flexible enough to let students lead the discussion. However, while I do not have a tight script, I do have a very broad, yet perfectly sufficient, agenda. I always stay alert for an opportunity to introduce the issues that determined the text’s presence on the course, but then these issues are seen to emerge organically – not perceived to have been imposed upon the students. 

I learned from performing stand-up and watching talented comedians what I now think of as `strategies of omission’. When I started I left nothing for the audience to fill in for themselves, because even though I believed I was focused on them, in reality I was not thinking about them at all; what I really cared about was how they responded to me.  If they anticipated a punch line and laughed, I should have stopped there: the audience would have been flattered by their own ability to anticipate it, while I would actually have received a big laugh without saying anything. But I would ruin it by thinking (actually, not thinking) that I had to say the punch line, and I would get back, at best, a muted, anti-climactic laugh. If someone heckled me and got a big laugh I was not confident enough to acknowledge the wit gracefully and give him the laugh, perhaps even asking for a round of applause; instead I always had to have the last word; again, my reward was usually, and quite rightly, unenthusiastic. Eventually I learned that not saying something, not doing something, on stage are not necessarily derelictions of duty – instead they can be the result of experience and discipline. 
It is frightening for comedians when they walk on stage for the first time knowing they have not prepared their set. But professional comedians don’t learn their material and then deliver it in that preconceived order irrespective of the actual circumstances on the night. Good stand-up comedians constantly develop such qualities as spontaneity of thought and flexibility of response. Just as comedians can move material around in the set, or ditch it completely, depending on the response they are getting, so too teachers should be able to shift their `material’, or drop it, depending on the response of their students. However, often academics lack flexibility or spontaneity in their teaching, and this is only to be expected. While academics like to see themselves as bolder, livelier; as the swashbuckling, unconventional members of the professional classes, this is largely unfounded. Academics can be as cautious as solicitors and as niggardly as accountants, and this is not surprising. The entry level requirement now for our profession is a PhD. Caution is the cardinal virtue. Of course, this is not a bad attitude when doing administration, or especially, research: footnotes, sources, references; phrases like `it is possible to suggest’, and `it is not unreasonable to assume’ are inevitable and necessary. But this professional caution is not necessarily an advantage in the seminar; in fact it is quite the opposite, particularly with respect to `preparation’. Academics only manage to combine research with teaching, two completely opposed practices, by making sure that before they go `out there’, they are thoroughly well prepared; often, far too well prepared to be of any service to their students. 
Some teachers are relentlessly, oppressively, spirit crushingly too well prepared for seminars. Some basically just read their script; hours and hours of work must have gone into writing it; they avoid looking at students because they don’t want to be asked a question they cannot answer, and the seminar is rigid and unaccommodating for the students. This is the inevitable result of the teacher following a lesson plan, written as though the whole point of the seminar is what the teacher says, not the students. Academics take for granted that the more they know about a subject, the better they can `teach’ it.  However, many teachers talk of how one of their best seminars ever was on a subject they felt under-prepared to discuss. Teachers usually attribute this experience to the energy generated by the new; they weren’t, as is often the case, bored with a subject they had taught for years, the class went well because the teacher was energised by novelty. But really such classes go well because of the teachers’ lack of specific knowledge and subsequent inability to impose themselves on the discussion. The seminar cannot be a space for the teacher to tell the students everything they know about the subject, so the students are forced into active engagement. The students’ understanding of the subject, the aspects of it that they found interesting, incomprehensible, sentimental…not those the teacher believes are important, now become the substance of the seminar. The seminar agenda is in their hands, and the class becomes their class. I’m in favour of deliberately using this ignorance of a specific subject as a teaching strategy. Knowledge is the point of academics; as a profession we find it difficult, probably impossible, to imagine that our ignorance could ever be beneficial to the student. But sometimes the less we know, the more the students might learn. It can be very productive, for them and for us, to deliberately do no preparation at all. I have learned to forget about what I don’t know about the text; and, instead I concentrate on finding out what they valued in it, or didn’t, and I work with these responses. The seminar is not just about teachers and their knowledgeable and illuminating observations about their subject – in fact, that is the least of it. Don’t read the book at all, or watch the film, peruse the philosophical essays, scrutinise that White Paper on Education. 
Obviously, extensive preparation has an understandable appeal for academics: it seems the `right’ thing to do, thus appealing to the dutiful; and it also seems to offer protection from being exposed as a fraud, so also appealing to the cautious. This neat economy of purpose is hard to resist. But it is worth resisting. When a comedian who regularly performs 20-40-60 minute sets does a 10 minute spot, the extra material is `there’ in every aspect of the performance, except the actual utterance. Academics, too, have years of reading and writing behind them when they go into seminars, and, if this is self-acknowledged, the specific preparation can be kept to a minimum. All academics, even the very newest, know much more than they give themselves credit for: if they could move away from the notion that the point of the class is to `teach’ the students everything they can about the subject of tomorrow’s seminar, the preparation need take no more time than a brief reminder to themselves of why the book is on the course. Academics are not always in the seminar room to teach subjects; their principal job is to teach students.
Many students leave university without finishing their studies because they are victims of our culture’s powerful and persuasive assertion that education is always a positive and productive accumulation, a painless acquisition of knowledge which involves benevolent guides leading them effortlessly from ignorance to revelation. This is deeply misleading, and even actively untrue. Learning, in any meaningful sense of the word, can be upsetting for the student; it can be chaotic and painful, not at all enjoyable and reassuring. The seminar room should not be painless either. I don’t think seminars should be `cosy’ or `friendly’ – on the contrary, I try to incorporate the slightly adversarial atmosphere of the comedy club, itself based on an essential anonymity, into the seminar. I always start with questions: what did they think of The Great Gatsby? Why did they like it? Why not? What other texts is it reminiscent of? What aspects of it did they find unique? And so on. The first question I ask students on my course The History, Theory and Performance of Stand-Up Comedy, is `Why is “stand-up” hyphenated?’ I want them to work from the start. I don’t want them relaxed, or cosy. I want them working, thinking, even a little uneasy. They need to know from the beginning that this is an interactive process. When we talk of “keeping students engaged” in higher education, we insist on seeing this engagement as always enthralling and enjoyable for the student. But engagement and even enjoyment are not always accompanied by smiles. It is a common mistake to assume that all stand-up comedians are only interested in getting a laugh, all the time. Many of the most highly respected acts on the contemporary British live comedy circuit are renowned for provoking audiences, for irritating them, for insulting them, for, basically, forcing them to think. The stand-up comedian and academic Oliver Double writes: `Some of the best comedians don’t just use their tricks of sharing and rapport to get laughs and keep the lurking hostility at bay, they also use them to challenge some of the audience’s most basic assumptions’ (Double, 2005: 138). Similarly, if I have to provoke or irritate my students to get them to think for themselves, I am happy to do it. 
When the `political comic’ Mark Thomas comes on stage he is likely to begin by asking a series of questions, such as `Who is the President of the World Bank?’ He has the discipline to let the silences build, so that the audience is forced to recognize its collective ignorance. Then, he begins. At times, depending on the circumstances, I do this in the seminar. I know the likelihood of any of them having read, say, Baudrillard, or Foucault is remote but to work from this assumption seems a wasted opportunity. So I ask them who has read Symbolic Exchange and Death? Or Discipline and Punish? I let the silences build. Sometimes I want the students to feel poorly read. I want them to know how much they don’t know, and how much, by this stage at University, they should know. I know, from talking to audiences and comedians for the past ten years, that many, many people, including me, have left a comedy club thinking ‘My political ignorance is despicable. I’m going to start taking an interest’. Why not ask the same of a seminar? As a profession we are far too willing to believe that the learning experience should be `positive’. 
Comedians are notorious for deceiving their audiences, for tricking them and then betraying them. I also lay traps for my students. I elicit enthusiasm from them for a passage in a book, or sometimes for the entire book. I  deliberately give the impression that I agree with their far too hasty endorsements of it as powerful, moving; I smile along when they naively describe it as a book about “real people” etc. Then, when we all seem to be in sunny agreement, I betray them. I point out that they like it because it is unambiguous, tub thumping propaganda; its attraction for them lies in its resistance to interpretation and its lack of rhetorical invention. Similarly, I discuss with them, say, whaling in Moby-Dick, or bull-fighting in Hemingway’s Fiesta, and then invite them to reconsider their anachronistic sentimentality. Inevitably, some students are aggrieved by this strategy; it seems somehow `unfair’ to them. But anger is a valid form of engagement, and students who are sufficiently involved in the seminar to get angry always come back. Usually, students leave a course because they are not connected to it; then they leave without anger or drama of any kind – they just stop attending. 

In Teaching Large Classes in Higher Education,  Andrew Wood and Alan Jenkins cite a lecturer’s response to a questionnaire: `Teaching is about relationships…Large numbers plus one-term modules mean staff hardly get to know most students and vice versa. Construction of any sort of relationship, the basis of best teaching, is therefore impossible’ (30) (my emphasis). Strikingly, no evidence is offered to support the phrase `the basis of best teaching’. Nor is any offered for this statement which immediately succeeds it: `a two-way problem between students and staff is getting to know each other and developing a rapport’ (30). I don’t accept that this is in any way a problem. Perhaps relationships and rapport with students are not `the basis of best teaching’; they may well be hostile to it. I wonder what teachers in higher education think they are teaching their students that requires a relationship with individual students. Certainly a smaller group is easier for the teacher to dominate than a larger group, but comedians prefer a large audience to a small one. Similarly I reject the widely-held belief that smaller classes are `better’ than larger classes. I have heard colleagues say that students are less afraid to speak in a small group. This may be true, but nobody can be sure that these students are saying what they are thinking in the smaller group. Some research into small group teaching (Savin-Baden, 2000; Wilkie, 2004) suggests that there is much more conformity in smaller groups; it is easier to see where the most powerful factions, or individuals, are in them. Furthermore, bullying and sabotage can occur in small groups and particularly affect those who disagree or who are different.
But most seminars are large now, yet academics continue to add to their workload by still diligently trying to learn all their students’ names. Many academics make serious efforts to learn students’ names: some use strategies such as making them wear labels with their names on for weeks, or making them sit in the same places week after week. This effort to remember the names of anything up to 60, 70, 80, or even 90 students a semester obviously adds considerably to the teacher’s workload. Presumably the celebrated linguist Joseph Greenberg was speaking only partially tongue in cheek when he observed `Every time I learn the name of a new student, a fact about Nilo-Saharan flies out of my head’ (Times Higher, 29). Of course, this is not only work for the teacher.  Few academics realize it, but once teachers have made it clear they take names seriously all the students are then forced to attempt to learn each others’ names as well. In addition, such strategies as wearing labels, having seating imposed upon them, may well cause resentment among the students that far outweighs the advantage, which is surely only assumed anyway, of knowing their names. Since I started performing stand up, and luxuriated in the anonymity of the entire experience, I have made no effort at all to remember students’ names. Even when I do know them, I never use them. No student has ever complained that I never know anybody’s name. Students care less than academics realize; in fact, the issue is of much more importance to teachers than to students. When the number of students increased to the point where it became very difficult to learn their names, this point was where the profession could have reasonably accepted a certain teaching environment was no longer viable. Being able to painlessly learn the names of students needs to be seen as a highly congenial aspect of a very specific, historically and economically determined learning and teaching environment; not as a totally indispensable, eternally essential precondition for `good teaching’. The danger with this latter view is that the teacher is unlikely to see, or even to look for, any positive aspects to this anonymity. But what I have noticed is that students find it easier to disagree with one another when they don’t know each others’ names and I want to encourage an atmosphere of intellectual detachment; one where the students can separate the idea or the intellectual position from the named individual who has proposed it.

I realise that many students might be aggrieved by some, if not all, of what I have said here, and I acknowledge that some staff might also be offended, but people pay to come to the Comedy Store; they also now pay to come to the Higher Education store. We should now, as never before, be considering just what higher education is for, particularly in the Humanities; if it is indeed to develop critical beings then there is a major place for the creative deployment of resolutely unfunny disjunctions and discomfort in the seminar. 
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