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On March 13 I considered myself fortunate as the Irish government made the decision to shut down 

all schools and educational establishments to help limit the spread of Covid-19. That weekend, I 

recall sitting on Zoom with friends who live both nearby and faraway, and we discussed the 

encroachment of the pandemic, and the insecurities and changes it was sure to bring. As an EAP 

teacher I became increasingly aware of the precarity this situation was likely to cause.  

I have worked for Studygroup for almost three years teaching on their academic English skills course, 

as part of their International Foundation Year (IFY) for University College Dublin. The shutdown 

occurred only days before the centre was about to hold end-of-term exams, which were followed by 

a week-long break. This allowed management to organise their thoughts and put a plan of sorts 

together. Despite this, it was difficult to see beyond June, when I would typically finish work in UCD 

and for the summer, and then move to another university to teach on a small pre-sessional 

programme.  

It was very strange at the time of Ireland’s shutdown for obvious reasons, but what made this more 

intriguing for me was I was coming to the end of a phase of data collection for my EdD dissertation. I 

had already spent a few weeks interviewing various participants, who were all international 

students, and was left with three more candidates to interview. Some interview participants had 

raised the issues regarding the coronavirus’s spread, but it was potential interaction with me which 

raised their concerns. The three remaining participants voiced satisfaction with the decisions by UCD 

and also the Irish government to close down schools and universities, and all were more than happy 

to carry out interviews online (If you are interested in this process please view this blog post I wrote: 

https://uofgpgrblog.com/pgrblog/2020/3/30/data-collection-via-zoom). My participants reflected 

favourably on how satisfied they felt that Ireland had taken the actions to shut down schools and 

other facilities quickly, while comparing it to the UK where schools and businesses were still largely 

open.  

My experience of working in EAP over the past few months probably mirrors many other teachers. 

This constitutes a lot of uncertainty coupled with seemingly longer and busier hours trying to 

migrate years of classroom experience into an online format. Throw in supports for increasingly 

concerned students require to thrive, and we come close to our many new complications. This is 

made more complex as many students have travelled home to China or the Middle East, and also 

those who insist on leaving their camera off and microphone on mute – are they really there? Yet, 

these issues are short term bollards to navigate. The content just needs to be communicated 

differently, and the students who choose to avoid engaging will possibly realise the problems with 

this soon enough.  

https://uofgpgrblog.com/pgrblog/2020/3/30/data-collection-via-zoom


 

Caption: The EAP classroom has some advantages 

Lurking over the horizon for me is the eventual end of term when I typically finish my work with the 

ISC and move to another university to do some pre-sessional teaching. While it hasn’t been 

confirmed, it has been hard to be optimistic for the future. Much of the environment which 

internationalisation in higher education has thrived on over the years has relied heavily on fluid 

movement of people for the purposes of education. Covid-19 has put a large stopper on much of this 

movement. With the slow and irresponsible reactions to the spread of the virus by both UK and US 

governments, the two most significant global destinations for international students, it is hard to see 

what will happen in September as hundreds of thousands of students stay at home.  

Those still keen to travel will be on standby waiting to hear if their courses are open. But, it is more 

likely that safety will take priority and EAP sessional programmes and foundation years will be 

operating under reduced conditions, and I am likely to face this fate also. Even with Ireland’s quicker 

reaction and openness on issues impacting the country, and positive reactions by students to these 

steps, the risks will not be worth it. Ireland’s proximity to the UK will concern many, and our reliance 

on this proximity to attract students will also be detrimental.  

Despite these dogmatic projections, I will conclude positively because, firstly I am eternally 

optimistic, and also things with work have become less complicated. My optimism is an incurable 

ailment and cannot be explained here, but my work situation has relied on the support of my 

management in our centre. When our centre closed, I stepped forward and offered what help I could 

with the myriad changes the centre was seeking to cope with, and I brought a few ideas. If I am in a 

comfortable position for the foreseeable future, I cannot commend my management team enough 

for seeking these solutions for me in this highly precarious environment. 

I applied my almost five years of experience of learning online, by way of my EdD, and tried to think 

of ways the students would need help. It appears that much of our knowledge of online learning is 

directed at how can we teach, but there is a lack of understanding of how will students – who have 



typically flourished in bricks-and-mortar learning environments – survive in the virtual classroom. 

This insight was very welcome, and as such new opportunities are emerging as providers begin to try 

and cope with the shift in learning requirements.  

Covid-19 has presented a sea change in the ways international education is transmitted, and the 

challenges have yet to fully present themselves. I do feel that despite the issues facing us, English 

will continue to be a vital resource for students in higher education, be they in China, Dublin, or 

elsewhere, but the conditions shall change. Those who adapt and are willing to be flexible through 

accepting change and responding in ways which benefit students and learners, I feel, will thrive. The 

‘market’ now belongs to the learner, and the learner will choose what they feel meets their needs. 

Certainly, my employer the resources to facilitate this, which is good for me, but many others in 

Ireland will not be in this position. Current efforts by universities may meet the immediate need of 

teachers and students, but what happens in the next few years, could determine the shape of 

international education markets and the role of language skills preparation for many years to come.  

 

 

Ireland, while distinct in its own way, is a kind of niche market for attracting international students 

due to its proximity to the UK. The country has only 8 universities, and a range of Institutes of 

Technology and other colleges, and our EAP sector is not extensively developed. Ireland welcomes 

around 20,000 international students each year, and many of these are ERASMUS or are from North 

America. At the 2019 INFORM conference (an event which focuses on pathway programmes) in 

University of Reading I was astounded by the bus loads of foundation year students I saw embarking 

on a day trip as I entered the campus on the morning of the conference. Additionally, at the 2019 

EAP in Ireland conference I spoke with fellow UK practitioners who expressed the challenges with 

both teaching classes of only Chinese, or trying to introduce an intercultural mix into groups where 

all but a very minimum are not Chinese. While I know that UCD does have a large majority of 

Chinese students in its pathways and foundation years, our study centre has quite an eclectic mix of 

nationalities, and there was a certain value to this.  

 

 


