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i) BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY 

Unite ELT Branch commissioned this second survey in May 2020 at the height of the first 
wave of the COVID-19 Pandemic in Ireland.  
 
The survey was open for approximately one month 2/6/2020-3/7/2020. It was emailed to all 
Unite ELT members and publicised on various ELT channels. Participants were encouraged 
to share the survey with members and non-members alike to get the largest available 
sample. 
 
The questions were designed after studying the results of an extensive preliminary 
qualitative survey. The report of that survey is available on the Unite ELT website here. 
[https://eltunite.com/2020/06/18/qualitative-survey-of-elts-in-ireland-during-covid-19-pande
mic-april-may-2020/]  
 
The results of that survey indicated three areas for further research. Questions for all 
respondents focussed on four themes:  

1. Stakeholder Status;  
2. Communications during COVID-19;  
3. Precarity.  
4. Teaching online 

 
In total there were 149 valid responses out of 153 responses. Approximately 78 participants 
accessed a Teaching Online section which was written with the input of a large number of 
members. These questions were accessible through a branching structure which revealed 
an extensive set of questions on their experience of Teaching Online. 
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ii) List of terms and acronyms 

ELE: English Language Education 

ELT: English Language Teaching 

ELTs: English Language Teachers 

ESL:  English as a Second Language 

JLC: Joint Labour Committee  

ILEP: Interim List of Education Providers 

WRC: Workplace Relations Commission 

TASC: Thinktank on Action for Social Change 

PUP: Pandemic Unemployment Payment 

CPD: Continuous Professional Development 

DOS: Director of Studies 

ADOS: Assistant Director of Studies 

MEI: Marketing English Ireland 

PCN: Progressive Colleges Network 

ELSU : English Language Students Union 

HE: Higher Education 
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iii) EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
English language teachers were excluded from the working group on the sector and the vast 
majority feel that inclusion in this group would be a benefit.  
Communications with employers across the sector has been shown to be poor, and in nearly 
20% of cases non-existent.  
With exclusion by government and with exclusion or insufficient communications by 
employers, over 90% of teachers report increased worry for their futures in or out of their 
schools. People familiar with the education or tourism sectors in Ireland know that ELT work 
is very precarious work. Pay by the hour and very low numbers of hours being assigned in 
general on a week-to-week rota can mean extreme control by managers who control 
whether classes stay open or closed, who teaches and how much, allowing owners to force 
losses onto an expendable elastic workforce. 
The COVID-19 transition of just over half the respondents’ schools meant an end to teaching 
and total insecurity about their future in an Ireland with a much reduced job market.  
Those schools who attempted or are attempting online teaching are well represented here 
too. This survey demonstrates how schools have pushed the risk onto workers further in this 
crisis, while in many cases abandoning quality standards that their students and teachers 
had agreed to.  
There is the absence of government standards for online education in the ELE sector. There 
is a pointed exclusion of teachers from the process of navigating this crisis. Choices made 
by agencies and government departments to exclude working people were made in many 
sectors. Teachers have little reason to trust a government-led solution going forward. The 
best hope is in direct action. 

Stakeholder Status 
 
The decision by the state to exclude teacher representatives on the government’s 
‘inter-agency inter-departmental Working Group for the English Language Education Sector’ 
created questions for teachers who have suffered low pay and high expectations of 
unrecorded work for low pay and little respect from school owners and government bodies 
and departments. Teachers have noted the ongoing exclusion of teachers from this process 
of dialogue while observing membership extended to other owners’ bodies and bodies which 
offer owners support. The absence of recognition and communication while suffering years 
of precarity sends a clear message from owners and government about their view on 
working teachers’ value to the sector. 
 
Accordingly only two-thirds see themselves as sectoral stakeholders, and only half see 
themselves as stakeholders in the schools in which they work daily. Only half agreed they 
knew of the Working Group which their government had established for the sector they work 
in. Meanwhile 96% agreed with the following statement: I believe it would be in my 
professional interests to have representation at this working group.   
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Communications 
 
Poor Owner-Staff communications were a major issue described in the April-May 2020 
Qualitative Survey. This survey probed further and found that 19% have received zero formal 
communications from their employer since the beginning of restrictions. Just over 40% 
have received ‘three or fewer emails’ from work. This shows that nearly 60% of teachers 
surveyed have been virtually excluded from government talks on the sector to which they 
have dedicated their working lives, with workplace communications at the barest minimum. 
Just under half the respondents believe they have been informed officially by their school at 
every stage of the restrictions. 
  
On re-opening dates, 22% say they have been given a re-opening date, but 27 of the 32 
respondents do not believe that the re-opening date will prove accurate. 76% say they have 
not received a date or are unsure if they have. Evidence of poor communications and low 
concern for precarious teachers as employees was shown clearly as almost half of the 
respondents replied YES to the statement: 
 

Information and updates I have received on my school and the ELT sector during the 
COVID-19 restrictions have been largely through social media.  

 
Encouragingly for teachers, nearly two-thirds responded that they are regularly in contact 
with other teachers from their school, with only about a third responding that they are neutral 
or not in contact. 

Precarity of employment 
 
By far the most concerning statistic we have collated has been that 90.6% of teachers who 
are more concerned about their futures in the industry now than before the restrictions were 
put in place. Owing to the fact that this industry is precarious and riddled with 
self-employment and non-contractual work, this provides a deepening sense of uncertainty 
in ELT teachers, as illustrated with 84.5% of respondents saying they are concerned about 
their financial security since the initiation of the COVID restrictions.  

The increased uncertainty is reflected in other areas of their lives such as accommodation, 
their physical well-being, or mental health at 46.3%, 59.7%, and 67.8%. While all those could 
be due to an accumulation of factors, the current and pressing issues which need to be 
addressed in this industry are further exacerbating these effects on the numerous facets of 
ELT teachers’ lives.  
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Teaching Online 
   
When schools went into lockdown at the end of March many of them began delivering online 
lessons. The vast majority of teachers had no experience teaching online and by June only 
51% of respondents had experienced the online teaching platforms in any way.  

A) Training for online lessons 
 

A staggeringly low figure of 18.7% received specific teacher training in how to deliver 
lessons they would normally do face-to-face. Some 68% only received basic introductions to 
online platforms such as Google Classrooms and similar applications leaving them wholly 
under-prepared for the new method of virtual classrooms. Almost 15 % got no training 
whatsoever. Of those that did get some form of training, over half (56%) got three hours or 
less with a quarter of respondents indicating they got more than half a day’s training. Only 
5% said they were getting ‘ongoing’ CPD or training.  
   
Significantly, over 43% said they got no payment at all for this training, reflecting the stark 
reality of teaching in ELE (English Language Education) in ireland. Just over 30% got paid  a 
mere €50 or more.   

B) Planning and preparation of online lessons 
  
Just over 36% of teachers say they spend an hour or less preparing for each lesson and 
nearly half (47.3%) say they spend from 1 to 2 hours per lesson, indicating that a minimum 3 
hour lesson means at least an 8 hour day and in many cases, considerably more. For 
full-time teachers that would indicate working, at the very least, 40 hours or more a week 
when you add teaching time and preparation together.  
 
The shocking reality is that teachers in ELE and Higher Education (HE) in Ireland are rarely 
paid for this work and from this survey over 82% indicate they were not paid by their 
employers. Again, this reflects the reality of both pre-pandemic conditions and conditions in 
the current online teaching environment.  
 
Much of this preparation, for example, involves teachers creating their own materials from 
scratch. Of course, access to staffroom materials was not possible in most cases where 
teachers use paperback books by and large. Only 20% of teachers used materials provided 
by the schools whereas the vast majority (73.6%) say they had to find or create suitable 
materials for their own lessons. This would back up the results above on how much time and 
effort teachers put in outside the classroom, virtual or otherwise. Again, normally this work is 
unpaid by employers in Ireland. Some schools provided an automated learning application 
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which students were told to use for half of their 3 hour lessons each day. Only about 30% of 
teachers found these applications to be appropriate to the levels they were teaching. 

C) Attendance and student numbers in online lessons 
 
One of the strictest regulations in ELE in Ireland since the last government-led ‘working 
group’ was established in 2015 (without teachers) was adherence to student numbers in 
classes. Failure to do so can result in schools being removed from the ILEP (Interim List of 
Service Providers) and prohibition from further enrollment of non-EU stamp 2 students. Our 
survey revealed that almost 40% of respondents indicated they had taught classes with 
more than 15 students registered for attendance on at least one occasion or more. 
Worryingly, 12% had experienced teaching classes of 21 to 25 students at a time. Even more 
disturbing are the findings that some teachers had 28 or more with a small number of 
teachers saying they had taught classes of 40 or even 50 students online.  
 
Also of concern is the fact that some schools seem to have used their students’ use of 
automated applications to record attendance despite neither being in a physical or virtual 
class. 

D) Resources 
   
Having access to suitable resources is key to effective delivery of quality lessons and a 
number of factors affect teachers’ ability to do this to an acceptable standard.  The most 
common ones were Internet connections (bandwidth, internet speeds) for about 50% or 
teachers, school technology (PCs, laptops, etc...) and personal devices (own phones, tablets, 
laptops, etc...) also featured heavily while other significant factors range from learner 
management to digital materials, either their own or those supplied by the schools.  
 
Some teachers had to either buy or rent new hardware or install new internet/ broadband 
services at their own cost. Copyright laws may have been breached by schools during the 
past number of months, as 62% of respondents reported uploading copyrighted materials to 
schools online platforms or third parties.   
 
Interestingly, lower levels seemed to have been suffering the most during the school 
closures. Most teachers indicating CEFR levels of B2 (Upper Intermediate) or Advanced 
levels C1 and C2, were best served by online lessons. While somewhat understandably, 
beginners and elementary levels appeared to be the most difficult to teach after making the 
transition to online classes.  
   
Productive skills such as writing and speaking were reported as most difficult to teach with 
reading and listening considerably easier in many cases.  
   
Testing online also revealed further increases in workload for teachers with only 30% saying 
they were paid for creating and correcting tests and exactly 50% saying they were paid 
nothing for testing and correcting tests online. 
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E) Communications 
 
During any crisis, effective management is key to the best outcome possible. A crucial part 
of that management, as we saw from the medical experts and politicians’ daily briefings, is 
communication to all those affected, both directly and indirectly. ‘We’re all in this together!’ 
was one of the more common phrases used in the media by those in crisis management 
positions. 
   
Alarmingly, the evidence the teachers showed us, once again, is that this is clearly not the 
case in the ELE sector in Ireland.  Instead, we find that ELT school owners do not represent 
their employees' best interests.  Overall, school owners made little to no effort to include 
teachers or even inform them of the government’s inter-agency inter-departmental COVID-19 
ELE Working Group. Furthermore, as teachers were ‘temporarily laid-off’ in late March a 
shocking 94.7% of teachers showed they received no official information or documentation 
on employment rights or entitlements during the pandemic.  
   
More evidence that neither employers, their representative groups MEI (Marketing English 
Ireland) and PCN (Progressive Colleges Network), nor government officials regard teachers 
as ‘Stakeholders’ in the ELE sector. This is despite the invitations sent out to all union 
members of UNITE, SIPTU and ICTU by the Labour Court to participate in a Joint Labour 
Committee (JLC) late last year. 
 
Schools did, in contrast, acknowledge some of the more pressing issues affecting their 
students who, after all, provide most of the revenue for the sector. Among the most common 
of these were internet/ broadband access (41.7%); Shared accommodation/privacy (36.1%); 
Attention spans/ fatigue (31.9%); and technological needs (47.2%). 40% reported no 
acknowledgement of students' needs though. 
 
Teachers often spend time assisting students outside class times and the vast majority 
used email (70%) and WhatsApp (29%) with others using Facebook, Instagram and Google 
Applications to keep in touch with students who have been stranded here since lockdown 
began.  

F) Teaching Hours and Income 
 

One of the most revealing results of the survey came from the final questions and graphs of 
the survey. How were teachers’ income and hours of work affected by working online? While 
17% of teachers indicated their income had decreased to some degree, 27% said their 
income had decreased ‘dramatically’. 18% noticed no change in their income whereas only 
5% saw their income increase.  
  
Adding to the decrease in wages, over half of respondents (51%) said the time they spent 
preparing and planning lessons had increased overall and nearly 20% of them indicated a 
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‘dramatic’ increase. That contrasts greatly with the 8% who say the time they spent planning 
and preparing materials decreased. It relates to a huge drop in returns for their efforts. 
   
Students got less ‘one-to-one’ time overall with teachers, who indicated 22% of them spent 
either ‘less’ time or ‘dramatically less’ time respectively, in this way with students. This would 
definitely have a greater impact on lower level students.  
   
There was also a decrease in time spent in staff meetings (28%), which is consistent with an 
overall drop in communication from schools mentioned above. The same number again say 
they spent more time on correcting students' work while a massive 60% say time spent 
adapting lessons to online delivery had ‘increased’ or ‘increased dramatically’. 
   
Finally, a considerable number of respondents  (63%) spent more time adapting to technical 
issues arising from teaching online on campus or at home.  
 
All in all, this amounts to a lot more work, hours of work, stress and uncertainty for teachers, 
for in some cases significantly less pay, during the first three months of the COVID-19 
pandemic lockdown.  

iv) Findings and Recommendation 
From the Stakeholder Status section, we find teachers must now be recognised as key 
stakeholders in the ELE industry and included in the COVID-19 Government Working Group 
for ELE with immediate effect.  If the Labour Court sees us as such, then the government 
and employers can and must as well. Excluding teachers from government-led working 
groups and task forces during the last two crises of 2015 and 2020, shows a completely 
undemocratic, discriminatory and utterly disrespectful approach by both government 
departments and employers alike. It does not happen in other sectors of education in Ireland 
so why should it be any different for the hard-working, tax-paying teachers in the €900bn a 
year ELE sector?  
   
In late 2018, then Minister for Higher Education, Mary Mitchell-O’Connor TD, instructed 
former INTO General Secretary Pat King, to conduct a thorough investigation and compile a 
comprehensive report on the ELE sector which he published in June 2019. His 
recommendations and findings in that report reflected the grave concerns and not 
unreasonable expectations of teachers, which unsurprisingly, contrasted quite starkly with 
those of the employers and their representatives in MEI and the PCN.  
   
One of those recommendations was the setting up of a JLC with a view to regulating the 
sector and recognising teacher’s right to membership of a trade union without 
discrimination from employers. By inviting teachers’ union representatives in UNITE and 
SIPTU, the Labour Court recognises teachers as Stakeholders. As members of a union we 
can collectively bargain for long overdue union recognition and improve the appallingly poor 
working conditions and low pay that teachers continue to endure in the notoriously 
precarious yet lucrative ELE sector.  
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From the Communications and precarity sections, we can clearly see evidence of a serious 
lack - and in many cases a total absence - of communication from school owners and 
management after the lockdown began in late March. Further evidence, if any were needed, 
of the contempt many schools have for teachers and their employment rights. As 
individuals, teachers are targeted, bullied and intimidated out of regular work hours. In some 
cases, teachers are forced out of their jobs entirely for merely criticising management or 
owner decisions.  The fear of losing your job is very real and teachers, no matter how 
desperate they are, often remain silent on many serious issues. About half of the 
respondents were not even made aware of the existence of the ELE working group set up to 
resolve the issues that schools and students faced during the current crisis. Anonymous 
surveys like this are possibly the only safe way to raise concerns without making your 
position even more precarious. 
 
If the ELE sector here is to survive the current crisis and evolve into a potentially world class 
industry, teachers and their representatives must be included in all official decision making 
bodies like the JLC or government working groups. Otherwise all stakeholders will miss the 
opportunity that is within our grasp. That is to drive standards and quality upwards by 
including all interested parties. To date, employers seem happy to do the opposite in the 
absence of regulation in the sector, while maintaining a position of exclusivity and 
disrespect towards their teachers and ,indirectly, their students. Failure to do so will only 
weaken the industry further and we will continue to see more crises, more school closures 
and further embarrassment for Ireland on the international ELE stage. 
 
From the Teaching online section the results showed that ELTs are able to adapt and deliver 
lessons, albeit with varying degrees of success, despite having to overcome serious 
obstacles thrown up by transitioning to the online delivery method.  
 
About half of the respondents had no experience in online delivery going into the school 
restrictions period and most of them had less than a day’s training of any kind. Much of that 
training was induction to applications and software with no real teaching practice or 
methodology provided, thus putting them and their students at a distinct disadvantage.  
 
If online and blended approaches are to become more commonplace, then the absence of 
proper training and CPD must be addressed urgently. The fact that schools often try to avoid 
paying teachers for training sessions is also highlighted and also needs to be addressed if 
Ireland is to remain a world class destination for both EU and non-EU students in the future. 
 
Training is only one aspect of the ‘non-contact’ hours of hard work teachers put in to benefit 
their students and drive standards upwards and make their lessons engaging, interesting 
and enjoyable. Careful planning and preparation are key to successful delivery of the 
curriculum and the progress and enjoyment students get from classroom based teaching. 
Crucially, in the ELE sector in Ireland this work is not recorded on time clocks or timesheets 
when teachers lodge their pay claims each week or month. Owners and managers claim ‘It’s 
all included in your hourly rate of pay’ but never give a breakdown of how much pay is for 
face-to-face teaching time and how much is for planning, administrative form filling (which is 
supposed to be done daily and takes at least 30-45 mins to do correctly to industry 
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standards), setting tests and correcting them, taking homework home to correct or simply 
spending time one-to-one with a student after class. None of this necessary work is logged 
or officially counted in our sector because there is no recognition of it from owners. Working 
teachers cannot be too critical of it because, as mentioned above, teachers who do so are 
targeted and bullied and intimidated by their ADOS or DOS or owners resulting in loss of 
assignments of classes and hours. This means income loss, job loss, and in cases 
homelessness. 
 
This is why regulation of the sector is urgently needed to protect teachers and other staff 
and to recognise all the work that we do inside and outside the classroom. Given the 
opportunity, employers will use whatever means necessary to maintain the status quo 
including drops in standards and breaches of ILEP regulations. Suspected breaches of 
GDPR, copyright laws and class sizes have all been documented by our members since the 
restrictions began.  
 
It is therefore imperative that the recommendations set out in the Pat King report a year ago 
be addressed by all stakeholders as soon as possible, because employers, both in the past 
and up to the time of writing, simply cannot be trusted.  They demonstrably do not represent 
the best interests of teachers and from the newly established ELSU (English Language 
Students’ Union) it would appear many students feel the same way. The exclusion of 
teachers from the government Working Group indicates a disturbing lack of respect and 
recognition from the government as well. The JLC is one way to address all these issues. 
Otherwise, history is doomed to repeat itself and the precarious and unsustainable nature of 
the ELT employment and business in Ireland will never improve. 
   
In recent weeks, both MEI and PCN have been quoted in sections of the media as referring to 
the possible collapse of the industry here due to the massive loss of revenue caused by the 
cancellation of summer programmes during the peak summer months. A return to 
pre-pandemic class sizes, social distancing and other health and safety issues are a concern 
for all. Solving these issues and adapting to a new paradigm will be difficult for all 
concerned.  
   
Excluding the voices of teachers from being part of the move to re-imagine and realise a new 
ELE sector will not succeed in the short-term or otherwise. There are too many unanswered 
questions around a ‘return-to-work’ .  But teachers are, and always have been willing to 
contribute in a constructive way but the government and schools are not willing to listen. 
This has often been the case at an official level - either through branch correspondence or 
inclusion in the Working Group for ELE. We again call on the government for recognition of 
teachers as stakeholders in this industry for the first time in over half a century.   
 
Right now, we need an inclusive and democratic approach to recover from the aftermath of 
the pandemic and to withstand a possible second wave in the autumn. Ireland can remain a 
world class destination for English language students and we can have a sustainable, robust 
and democratic industry here. But first, we need proper regulation and recognition of 
teachers as stakeholders.  
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SECTION 1 SUMMARY: STAKEHOLDER STATUS  
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SECTION 2 SUMMARY: COMMUNICATIONS THROUGH THE COVID-19 
SITUATION 
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SECTION 3 SUMMARY: PRECARITY 
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SECTION 4 SUMMARY: TEACHING ONLINE 
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TEACHING ONLINE: TRAINING 
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TEACHING ONLINE: PLANNING 
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TEACHING ONLINE: ATTENDANCE 
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TEACHING ONLINE: RESOURCES 
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TEACHING ONLINE: LESSONS 
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TEACHING ONLINE: COMMUNICATIONS 
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TEACHING ONLINE: HOURS AND INCOME 
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