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Homo Ludens:
Playing and Publishing in Hard Times

Erzsébet Agnes Békés

My closer relationship with the English Language Teacher Education and Development (ELTED) Journal
started about six years ago, when | wrote a book review on Horizontes 1 (Békés, 2020), followed by a
co-authored article a year later (Smith et al., 2021). But the contribution that is closest to my heart is
the article on my experience as a teacher-research mentor during COVID-19 (Békés, 2022). So, I'm
revisiting that piece, focusing on how it came about and why | am so pleased that it found a good
home in ELTED Journal.

Let’s start with a confession made by one of the three student teacher-researchers who were
part of the experience described: "l felt happy when the police told me to go... [they said] if they see
me, | was going to be arrested."” Now, we know that data gathering with the final aim of disseminating
your results can be dangerous, but getting arrested? Let me explain.

COVID-19 arrived in Ecuador, where | live and teach, on a plane from Spain on Valentine’s Day
(February 14, 2020). | remember well the government announcement on the first patient’s death,
because it was a Friday, which is an unlucky day in my culture. To make matters worse, it was also the
13" of the month (of March), an unlucky number in the world | come from. At the time of writing,
about 36 thousand people have died of COVID-19 in Ecuador, but that first case, beyond a personal
tragedy, was special because it killed my project.

Since late 2019, a group of teacher-researchers and student teacher-researchers of an Ecuadorian
teacher training university had been working with me on setting up Exploratory Action Research (EAR)
projects. In that setup, | acted as their volunteer teacher-research mentor. By the time COVID-19
struck, we had already designed and piloted the small-group projects we wanted to pursue. One of
the topics was vocabulary acquisition, with my colleagues posing the no-nonsense research question:
"Why do my students find learning and recalling English words difficult?"

Full lockdown started on the following Monday, and the university’s administration decided that
from Tuesday onwards all classes were to be held online with no fewer than 40 students in any group
because all teachers were put on part-time contracts with redundancies looming in the air. Seven of
my 11 teachers and all five student teachers who were supposed to take part in the programme
requested to be released. Four brave teachers asked to postpone their projects until September 2020.

My scheme lay in ruins.

But two weeks later, something that | call "the Alchemist Effect" kicked in. Surely, you remember
the famous quote from Paulo Coelho's novel The Alchemist: "... when you want something, all the
universe conspires in helping you to achieve it." As it happened, readers of EFL Magazine were invited
to take part in an international online English vocabulary competition called the WordEngine Global
Team Challenge Vocabulary Tournament (a bit of a mouthful, isn’t it?). Suffice to say that WordEngine
is a web-based digital flashcard application for vocabulary learning based on spaced repetition
(WordEngine, n.d.). When | inquired two days later, the organizers agreed to us setting up an 8-
member team that contained five teachers (including myself, not as a mentor but an ordinary team
member) and three students, all competing at their own vocabulary levels.

The tournament lasted for exactly 28 days (most of April and the beginning of May), and UNAE
University (Team 593) came first. The organizers said that we set a world record by learning an average
of 3,750 new words in just four weeks. What | could not trace on the Internet, but know for sure is
that with the first place came 3000 free licences to use WordEngine for another year, enough for all
students and teachers as well as the university’s administration staff.
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And that takes us back to Joe* (one of the student team members, who in the early stages of the
programme also acted as a co-mentor) being almost arrested. Let me quote the relevant passage from
my ELTED article:

The desire to win, on occasion, led to what could be termed reckless behaviour, such as when
our student co-mentor made an attempt to overcome connectivity challenges — an everyday
occurrence in countries of the Global South. In the third week of the tournament, Joe did not
have internet service at home, so he ventured out in his car to look for free internet in the city
centre. His problem was that on that day, because of the lockdown restrictions, only even number
licence plate cars were allowed to be driven around. Joe’s licence plate ends in an odd number.
He was caught by the police, and warned to go straight home: "I felt happy when the police told
me to go... [they said] if they see me, | was going to be arrested." (Békés, 2022, pp. 10-11)

What | remember most about those 28 days is the way our 8-member team cooperated under
the severe restrictions of the full lockdown. In one of the articles that ensued from our experience
(Cherres et al., 2020) it transpired that there were a total of 574 WhatsApp messages exchanged
during the 4-week tournament (a little more than 20 every day). Out of these, 261 were messages of
interaction among members, 223 came from the team leader, and 90 expressed cheering, celebration,
and team support.

Most of us had our own strategies of playing while also relying on supportive friends and partners.
Maribel told me this in a follow-up interview:

| was always thinking about when is the perfect time, and | started doing it at night. That was my
strategy because that was a perfect time. My husband was really supportive, he was like ‘How is
the competition?’, he was playing video games next to me so that | wouldn’t fall asleep. (Békés,
2022, p. 11)

Teacher Mathew spoke about the social motivation that drove him beside his competitive streak:

| started working in the middle of the day and night and the morning and the afternoon all the
time. It was in the benefit of everybody... first, to get the first prize of the competition and then,
second, to get the licenses for the whole university... Inside the group there was a lot of
motivation because we shared the WhatsApp group and everybody was pushing each other... and
try to find ways to help each other. (Békés, 2022, p. 10)

In the article, | provide further details on the resilience of our team members, students and
teachers alike. They approached the tasks with a high level of self-efficacy, possessed the meta-
cognition and self-regulation skills needed to be autonomous, and drew on active coping strategies
with the tournament becoming a welcome distraction under the quarantine.

So, what happened after it was over? A week later we started writing up the experience because,
as | mentioned above, in May 2020 nobody could see whether they would still have their jobs, come
September. Two full-length articles appeared in the same year (Cherres et al., 2020; Herrera et al.,
2020) and even the three students found a way to provide an account in one of IATEFL’'s Special
Interest Groups. Ultimately, no teacher was made redundant in the autumn of 2020, but we learnt
that resilient teachers and student teachers can over-perform under super-difficult circumstances.

Skimming through its 29 issues, | could see that ELTED Journal has always been a great supporter
of the efforts related to teacher-research. | am grateful for the guidance | received and the
camaraderie | felt on each occasion when the opportunity to play and publish presented itself.

*All team members chose their own pseudonyms to be used in the articles written on the WordEngine
Tournament.
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