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Introduction
Despite the ever increasing challenges that English Language Education (ELE) sector in
Ireland is facing due to the COVID-19 pandemic, providers here have shown an ongoing
professionalism in the face of the crisis and continue to adapt in response to COVID-19.
Placing the needs of their students and learners at the centre, English Language Teaching
Organisations (ELTOs) have shown great duty of care in ensuring the continued preservation
of learning for their students in the most difficult circumstances.

At the time of writing, Ireland is dealing with the impact of a third wave of COVID-19 and
ELTOs have returned to online delivery of their programmes. However, as we come out of
lockdown and restrictions are gradually lifted the sector anticipates returning to on-site
education over the coming period, the date of which will be determined by the Roadmap for
Reopening Society and Business, the HSA Work Safely Protocols and ongoing public health
advice.

The purpose of this document is to present an overview of the ELE sector’s response to
COVID-19 to date and the comprehensive range of risk prevention measures and safety
protocols that have been implemented to ensure the health and safety of staff and students.
In addition, this document will outline the principles of an adaptation framework that will allow
the sector to adapt, improve and update these safety protocols as the government’s
response to COVID-19 evolves over time.

Background
On 12th March 2020, the Irish government announced the closure of all schools, colleges,
childcare facilities and other educational facilities due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The ELE
sector responded quickly and comprehensively in the face of an unprecedented challenge by
moving courses online and ensuring that adequate supports were in place for students and
staff.

As the majority of ELTOs had little or no experience in delivering online programmes there
was a steep learning curve and many teething problems (e.g.Training teachers, using new
software and technology, briefing students about new processes and learning habits) to
overcome in order to deliver high quality ELE provision. Although substantial progress was
made over time, there was nonetheless a general acknowledgement by all stakeholders that
full-time English language training did not naturally lend itself to online delivery and that a
return to in person classes should be a priority once it was safe to do so.

From June 2020 Initial engagement began with the Department of Further and Higher
Education, Research, Innovation and Science (DFHERIS) to discuss how the ELE sector
could return safely to in person classes once it was determined safe to do so.

An early focus of these interactions with the department was how to ensure that a high level
of COVID-19 safety compliance and service could be achieved across a diverse range of
ELTOs across Ireland, particularly given the lack of robust regulation of the ELE sector here.
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Over the course of the summer in 2020, the ELE sector representatives worked
collaboratively on developing robust, standardised COVID-19 compliance documentation for
distribution to all ELTOs in Ireland. The goal in drafting the compliance documentation was to
go above and beyond general guidance to create a detailed list of prescriptive best-practice
control measures and COVID-19 prevention policies consistent with national guidelines that
all ELTOs would commit to implementing.

This documentation drew on multiple government publications and best practice international
advice, including:

● Work Safely Protocol - COVID-19 National Protocol for Employers and Workers
● Guidance for Further and Higher Education for returning to on site activity in 2020:

Roadmap and COVID-19 Adaptation Framework
● Implementation Guidelines for Public Health Measures in Higher Education

Institutions (HEIs)
● various HSE risk assessments
● best practice ELE industry protocols (EAQUALS, English UK, etc.).

This ELE COVID-19 compliance documentation consists of detailed self-declaration forms,
checklists and protocols and is divided into three distinct strands:

1. A COVID-19 ELE Ireland Response Plan
2. Sector specific COVID-19 risk assessments and compliance checklists
3. Sector specific protocol documents

In September 2020 the documentation was externally reviewed by independent health and
safety consultants, ASM Group, after which it was distributed to members of the two largest
ELTO representative bodies MEI (Marketing English in Ireland) and ILSG (Independent
Language School Group) for consultation.

In the following weeks additional feedback and consultation was received from the
Progressive College Network (PCN), the DFHERIS and a range of other stakeholders
(ELSU, ELT Ireland, ICOS, Unite).

In November 2020 version 1 of the finalised documents was presented to stakeholders at a
departmental working group meeting. The documentation was then distributed to all
members of the three ELTO representative bodies (MEI, ILSG, and PCN). All members were
asked to submit the completed documentation to their representative bodies before the 10th
December 2020. As of 31st December 2020 over 95% of MEI, PCN and ILSGs members
had submitted completed documentation to their representative body.
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https://www.englishuk.com/coronavirus


ELE Ireland COVID-19 Compliance Documentation

Below is an overview of the ELE Ireland COVID Compliance documentation which is divided
into three distinct strands:

COVID-19 ELE Ireland Response Plan
The COVID-19 ELE Ireland Response Plan is an overarching document that outlines the
steps to be taken should there be a suspected case of COVID-19 within an ELE setting and
best practice procedures to facilitate HSE Public Health management of confirmed cases.

The response plan is modelled on similar Higher and Further Education response plans and
has been adapted for an ELE setting. A key action point of the plan is the formation of a
COVID-19 Outbreak Response Team in each ELTO for the management and investigation of
suspected cases of COVID-19 on site and subsequent cooperation with and support of the
HSE.
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ELTO COVID-19 Risk Assessment & Compliance Checklist
As ELTOs have a more homogenous profile (small standardised class sizes, no labs, fixed
start times, lesson lengths, class lists, etc.) than other educational institutions in the Further
and Higher Education space, it provided the opportunity to develop a more practical and
prescriptive framework for ELTOs to follow.

A comprehensive COVID-19 Risk Assessment & Compliance Checklist constitutes the
centrepiece of the efforts of English language education to ensure best practice compliance
with COVID-19 regulations. The checklist consists of very detailed sector-specific control
measures specifically developed for an ELE context, with 14 sub sections and over 150
itemised control measures that all ELTOs commit to implementing and monitoring at all
times.

In addition, the checklist records:

● A RAG (red / amber / green) code to indicate level of compliance;
● The protocol implementation date;
● The staff member responsible for its implementation;
● Any relevant supporting evidence / notes;
● Review dates where applicable.

Sample page ELE Ireland Risk Assessment & Compliance Checklist

The compliance checklist is designed to complement existing risk assessments and
COVID-19 risk prevention measures that each individual ELTO has in place. However all
providers are expected to commit to the full implementation of the control measures outlined
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in the compliance checklist as a minimum standard. By transparently committing to these
standards ELTOs can provide effective reassurance to all stakeholders that there are
comprehensive and rigorous systems in place to significantly reduce the risk of COVID-19
transmission and allow the safe teaching of in-person classes.

ELE Ireland COVID-19 Protocol Documents
In addition to the COVID-19 Risk Assessment & Compliance Checklist a number of detailed
protocol policy documents that address specific key areas of concern have been drafted for
adoption by all ELTOs.

As of January 2021 there are 7 protocol documents, listed below:

● ELE Student COVID-19 Accommodation Protocols, including:
○ Accommodation Self-Declaration Form

● ELE Ireland Airport Pickup Protocols
● ELE Ireland Pre-Arrival Documents Protocols, including:

○ Advisories to Students (already in the State and prospective)
○ COVID-19 Self-Declaration Form

● ELE Ireland Advisory to Host Families
● ELE Ireland Protocols for dealing with a Suspected or Confirmed Case of COVID-19
● ELE Ireland Online Provision Protocols
● ELE Ireland Under-18s Guidance Protocols, including:

○ Parental Consent Form

Self-Declaration Model
The above documentation has been developed to be collaborative, adaptable and
transparent. The compliance checklist must be signed by at least three key members of staff
in the ELTO, including the school owner, the Lead Worker Representative(s) and the Health
and Safety Officer. Each individual protocol document must also be signed by the owner /
manager of the ELTO.

Completed documentation and declarations must be submitted to each ELTO’s association
where they will be available for review and inspection by government departments with
responsibility for international students and/or helping prevent the spread of COVID-19.

Though English language education is made up of a diverse range of settings and learners,
the government, stakeholders and ELTOs are all working together to ensure continuity of
high-quality and safe provision, protecting the health and wellbeing of everyone involved. In
line with this objective the ELE Ireland COVID-19 Compliance Documentation provides
accountability and is practical, adaptable and comprehensive.
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ELE COVID-19 Policies and Protocols Adaptation
Framework

2021

Intro
The rollout of vaccines, the emergence of new coronavirus variants, and the complexities
around international travel are just some of the many variables that governments around the
world must contend with as the global response to COVID-19 evolves over the course of
2021. Like all educational institutions ELTOs will need to show flexibility and adaptability in
their approach to COVID-19 risk prevention in the weeks and months ahead.

The ELE Ireland COVID-19 compliance documentation has been very much developed with
this in mind and is designed to evolve with changing guidelines and regulations and be
adaptable to an ever changing COVID-19 environment.

Having clear lines of communication between the ELE COVID-19 Compliance and
Adaptation Communication Committee and ELTOs, and between ELTOs and staff and
students, provides clarity and encourages strong, ongoing engagement. Therefore, it is
essential that communications are delivered with clarity for all students, teaching, service and
support staff, stakeholders and the ELE industry as a whole.

English language education will need to continue to be agile and responsive to meet the
challenges presented by COVID-19. The ELE sector is prepared to show its resilience by
responding quickly and innovatively.

As we move through a continuous COVID-19 Adaptation (Plan-Adapt-Communicate-Act)
cycle, open and transparent communications will continue and complementary messaging
will be organised at institutional and national levels, recognising that the ELTO remains the
key source for specific and detailed information for their students.

The ELE COVID-19 Policies and Protocols Adaptation Framework provides a structure for a
cohesive and consistent approach to the development, communication, implementation and
adaptation of and compliance with measures. Its aim is to ensure that consistently
high-quality standards can be achieved in an inclusive way.

This framework is the main national communication in relation to on-site provision by ELTOs.
Ongoing communication will proceed on a continuous basis with students, staff, stakeholders
and the industry.
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ELE COVID-19 Compliance and Adaptation Communication
Committee

In order to provide ongoing guidance and support and updates to all ELTOs during this
period an ELE COVID-19 Compliance Adaptation Communication Committee will be
established comprising members of the three ELTO associations in Ireland - MEI, ILSG and
PCN. The communication committee will meet regularly to provide a centralised and
consistent communication and information conduit for all ELTOs.

The primary functions of the committee are:

● to regularly review the most recent COVID-19 government and public health advice
and update the ELE sector protocols as necessary;

● to centrally communicate any changes to the protocols quickly to ensure that ELTOs
are kept up-to-date and are following best practice at all times.

● to provide a centralised point of contact for monitoring relevant COVID-19 compliance
data and to answer any queries from ELTOs arising from the implementation of these
protocols;

● to keep an up-to-date record of relevant ELTO data, such as student numbers or
class sizes;

● to make relevant information easily accessible to respective government departments
or bodies as the need arises.

Plan
The health and safety of everyone in English language education remains the paramount
objective. As such, the Framework is anchored in national public health advice. Actions taken
must be aligned with the guidance and advice offered by the public health structures.

Public health status and advice is changing and evolving as we move through the crisis.

Up to date information can be accessed from:

● Department of Health
● World Health Organization (WHO)
● European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC)
● Health Service Executive (HSE)

Special public health advice
Specific issues relating to the ELE context are discussed in regular meetings of the
DFHERIS ELE working group which is attended by government representatives and key
industry stakeholders. Guidance and advice consistent with the public health advice and
measures communicated by NPHET has been provided in the ELTO COVID-19 Risk
Assessment & Compliance Checklist and ELE Ireland COVID-19 Protocol Documents.
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As the public health advice evolves, ELE-specific issues may be raised which will require
further clarification and guidance. In that context, the ELE Ireland COVID Compliance
Documentation is iterative documentation, changing and adapting as the available public
health advice evolves, as it is expected to do so as the country moves through the phases
set out in the Roadmap for Recovery.

Guidelines and best practices
In providing English language classes, particularly in an online format, ELTOs are
encouraged to consult both the ELE Ireland Online Provision Protocols and international best
practices. There are a number of resources available from independent accreditation bodies
and quality associations such as EAQUALS or English UK which ELTOs in Ireland can
access.

Data, analysis and feedback
By continuously and actively analysing and responding based on feedback, English language
education can continue to improve its response to the current crisis and prepare for future
eventualities.

To date each ELE association, MEI, ILSG and PCN have taken separate responsibility for
data collection and monitoring etc. From 2021 It is proposed that this would become a
centralised process with relevant information uploaded to shared databases which can be
accessed by the department as required.

Institutions and providers are conducting ongoing audits and assessments in order to
safeguard the health and safety of students and staff within the various English language
education settings and environments. Risk assessments will need to be carried out.

The ELE COVID-19 Compliance and Adaptation Communication Committee and ELTOs will
continue to make the best use of national and international best practice, models and
examples from institutions around the world to ensure they deliver a quality learner
experience and make well-informed, valid and reliable decisions for the coming period.

Adapt

The COVID-19 Compliance Checklist and Protocols give clear guidelines to ELTOs. They are
designed to be living, breathing best-practice documents that evolve as government
guidance and public health advice changes over time. The Compliance and Adaptation
Communication Committee will meet regularly to review and update ELE protocols and
update this advice as required. Any changes to protocols will be communicated centrally to
all ELTOs.

Key imperatives will be abiding by public health and safety requirements, as well as by the
ELE COVID Compliance Documentation specific to the sector, including this document.
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This ‘Adapt’ section sets out shared principles and key enablers that will underpin decisions
and guide the ELE COVID-19 Compliance and Adaptation Communication Committee. It
also sets out the interdependencies which need to be managed and balanced to ensure that
COVID-19 adaptations meet the needs of the range of students, staff and provision.

Shared Principles

Abiding by public health and safety advice
The health and safety of everyone in English language education remains the paramount
objective. All decisions will need to be made in light of current public health and safety
information and requirements, and ELTOs will need to ensure that this remains to the
forefront of decision making.

The health and safety needs of teaching, service and support staff across the sector should
be considered. Risk assessments will need to be carried out and appropriate solutions put in
place. Supports or facilitation for medically vulnerable staff or those in situations where they
have particular challenges arising from family or other caring situations should be managed
at institutional level, in a manner that is in keeping with the relevant public health advice and
the employment legislation in place.

Supports for medically vulnerable students will also need to be prioritised at institutional
level, taking into account specific programme requirements and student circumstances.

Transparency and coherence
Plans, actions and the decisions that underpin them need to be based on good governance
and clear and accessible to all. Students, staff and the general public need to be confident
that the actions of providers are standardised across the ELE sector.

Mitigating disadvantage
It is essential that everyone remains focused on ensuring that no-one is left behind. Clearly
defining the needs of vulnerable groups and implementing appropriate adequate supports
are therefore fundamental to the success of the English language education systems during
the COVID-19 period.

Vulnerable students and staff will need to be considered in all planning, but it will be
important to remember that students and staff who would not normally be considered to be
within a vulnerable cohort may be impacted particularly strongly by changes to the teaching
and learning environment. The needs of staff and learners who have underlying health
issues must be considered.

Quality
It’s important that ELTOs work actively and cohesively to maintain support for students to
protect the quality of provision.ELTOs understand the importance of maintaining their
commitment to uphold the integrity, quality and standards, and a learner-centered approach
for all arrangements.
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Managing interdependent variables

A range of considerations must be held in the balance when making key decisions in
response to the crisis. The purpose of this element of the framework is to highlight variables
throughout English language education which need to be considered together and in balance
when forming decisions.

Learner diversity
The rich diversity of international student cohorts within English language education includes
high school graduates, university students and workers on sabbaticals, and more. It
encompasses people undertaking study on a full-time or part-time basis; international
students with diverse backgrounds and varying English competency levels; junior and adult
students; students who are allowed to work in Ireland and students who have restrictions in
that regard. Students from these different categories have different levels of immersion in the
Irish society and thus a different learning experience. This diversity must be recognised in
terms of requirements for learning supports, varying levels of English as well as supports for
physical and mental wellbeing during a period of uncertainty, increased risk and ongoing
change.

Ongoing and iterative change
Given that variability of education provision, the ELE COVID-19 Compliance and Adaptation
Communication Committee will determine a response that best balances the needs of
students and staff in keeping with the public health advice.

Ongoing iterative change will be informed through the Plan-Adapt-Communicate-Act cycle.
Sharing of best practice and learnings across English language education in the ELE
Compliance and Adaptation Communication Committee will provide real-time opportunities to
identify and learn from feedback and analysis.

Key enablers

In order to allow ELTOs to be in a position to continue to meet the challenges raised by
emergency remote learning, and moving towards increasing levels of on-site learning, there
are key enablers that will need to be in place to support them.

Digital capacity
ELTOs will need to ensure that there are plans in place to support students and learners with
poor connectivity and learners who may need assistance in accessing devices. Staff
continuing to work remotely will need appropriate technical and connectivity supports. Things
to consider might include allowing teachers to come to school to teach, providing teachers
with equipment if feasible, and facilitating access to temporary broadband.

People
The success of the approach to date has been dependent on all partners working together to
ensure that learning has continued. Policy makers, staff and students all have their role to
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play both in enabling continued learning and in ensuring that the return to on-site provision is
as effective and straightforward as possible.

Planning for a return to on-site delivery of education, whilst also safeguarding the health of all
participants, is the responsibility of everyone. Managing the disease and rebuilding our
societal and economic lives will continue to entail a high level of personal responsibility. No
one agency or group or individual can shoulder that; this is a shared and interdependent
commitment.

Supports across English language education to enable learner success must be available
and enhanced to assist students to engage and progress within, and from, English language
education. Guidance, student engagement, wellbeing and financial supports (e.g. Pandemic
Unemployment Payment, Wage Subsidy Schemes, etc.) will all need to be taken into
consideration. Other enablers include access to offline and online learning resources such as
instructional and assessment materials, as well as the development of time management and
self-directed learning skills. These supports are essential for all students and learners,
particularly in relation to mitigating educational disadvantage.

Financial capacity
While English language education managed the transition to remote learning on an
emergency basis, ongoing responses to the challenges arising from the global pandemic,
including the reconfiguration of physical spaces for teaching and learning and the provision
of online learning lead to additional costs in the immediate and longer term.

The approach to planning and budgeting, and indeed resourcing, will need to be updated to
allow for greater contingency planning and to facilitate rapid responses to future large-scale
events that may have an impact.

Guidance and good practice
Good practice examples provided by school associations of the experiences of ELTOs will be
very valuable in enabling them to plan and adapt to the ongoing challenges. This could be
identified and disseminated via school surveys and data collection for example. Guidance
should be issued in a timely manner and with clear communication to ensure that it is
available and accessible to all.

Structures
While there are existing systems and processes (COVID Compliance Checklist
documentation, ELE Working Group etc.) in place that will support and inform the responses
of ELTOs, the scale and depth of the crisis is such that it has merited bespoke additional
structures. These structures, such as the ELE Compliance and Adaptation Communication
Committee, will need to be sustained to ensure that coherence and transparency are
assured in responses to the changes brought about by the crisis.

Communicate
Communication of ELE Ireland’s COVID-19 risk prevention policies and protocols needs to
ensure that students are in the best possible position to make decisions about practical
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issues to enable them to take part in learning, including accommodation and transport
choices. Communications should clearly articulate how diverse learner needs have been
considered and indicate how their voice has been considered in decision making processes.

Regular updates will be required as time progresses and as circumstances evolve, to ensure
that students, staff and other stakeholders are aware of both their responsibilities under the
changing public health situation as well as the responses of providers to those self-same
changes.

Strong, clear communication at national and at provider level will be a key enabler as the
move through the phases continues.

Act
The vast majority of ELTOs have already fully implemented the measures and protocols
detailed in the ELE Ireland COVID Compliance Documentation. Already, many examples of
good practices have emerged in response to the challenges of COVID-19.

In the evolving ELE Ireland COVID Compliance Documentation clear guidance is given to
support ELTOs to adjust to the implications of COVID-19.

Personal responsibility in terms of adhering to physical distancing, hand hygiene, the use of
face coverings and/or other requirements both inside and outside the education setting will
be vital to safeguarding the health of the education community.

The ELE COVID-19 Policies and Protocols Adaptation Framework is a cyclical framework.
Cooperation between and across institutions and providers in terms of sharing challenges,
successes and wins will be important in ensuring that English language education as a whole
works together to meet the challenges that have and are being created by this unique period
of change. The content of this Framework will be actively monitored and reviewed, both
through the the ELE Working Group and in engagement with social partners, and learning
and feedback through these mechanisms will help to inform an iterative development of the
response to the challenges which will arise over the coming period.
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