
Language schools face
challenges in newmarket

T
he tens of thou-
sands of students
from abroad who
come here to study
English have be-
come a feature of

the Irish summer. Apart from
keeping language schools
going,the student influxbrings
substantial benefits to the
economy as a whole. A recent
survey by Fa¤ ilte Ireland esti-
mates that 96,000 foreign stu-
dents came here to learn
English last year, spending
e297 million in the economy.
Most students (73 per cent)

are from Europe,while outside
theEUthe largest groups came
from Brazil and South Korea.
Over the last three years the
sector was worth e822 million
to the Irish economy.The pre-
vious government realised its
importance and pledged to in-
crease the number of foreign
students by 25 per cent by the
year 2015. But in order to reach
that goal Ireland will have to
overcome significant chal-
lenges.

Decline in
demand
Ireland’s traditional market

of European students is in de-
cline. According to the Fa¤ ilte
Ireland report, the number of
students from Europe fell from
100,000 in 2008 to 70,000 in
2010, whereas the number of
non-EU students grew.
‘‘It has been a trend for some

years,’’ said David O’Grady,
chief executive of MEI-RE-
LSA, an association of 48 Eng-
l i s h l a n g u a g e s c h o o l s
operating in Ireland. ‘‘One rea-

son is that the EU birth rate is
decreasing and the other is that
many EU countries are im-
proving their language teach-
ing infrastructure’’.
Countries such as Denmark

and the Netherlands have long
had a policy of bilingualism,
with children exposed to Eng-
lish from kindergarten.That is
the reason so many Danes and
Dutch speak English and why
few of them travel abroad to
learn the language. Countries
such as Spain and France are
now beginning to embrace the
bilingual model.
‘‘While it is very laudable, it

does mean that it would take
one of our main markets from
under us,’’ saidO’Grady.
The obvious solution for Ir-

ish schools is to look beyond
Europe, but in many non-EU
countries Ireland suffers from
poor recognition and has to
compete with other English
speaking countries.

Low profile
Russia is one of the markets

with potential for growth. But
due to Ireland’s low profile
very few Russian students
choose to comehere,according
to Alexey Surin, founder and
chief executive of Direct Talk,
one of Russia’s oldest language
travel agencies.
‘‘I am disappointed by the

fact that Irish institutions are
so inactive and unwilling to in-
vest in the development of the
Russian market,’’ he said.
Surin’s company sends hun-

dreds of Russian students
abroad to learn English every
year, but only 20 to 30 of them
choose Ireland.

The reason, he believes, is
that most Russians know very
little about the country. ‘‘I can
see activity from Australia,
New Zealand, Britain, but the
Irish are very passive’’, Surin
said. ‘‘Ireland doesn’t seem to
have a plan for the Russian
market’’.

Immigration
problems
Students from most non-EU

countries require avisato enter
Ireland and for many the appli-
cationprocess results in failure.
Turkey is a case in point.
‘‘Turkey is a huge market

that has as yet been untapped
by Irish schools because of dif-
ferent situations with visas,’’
said O’Grady. ‘‘We discovered
that there is a very negative
feelingbecause therehavebeen
unhappy experiences with visa
applications.’’
The result hasbeen thatonly

a handful of Turkish students
came to learn English in Ire-
land in 2009, while 23,000
Turks travelled on language
programmes to Britain.
A similar problem exists

with Russia according toVya-
cheslav Lychagin, director of
Global Dialog, a language tra-
vel agency based in Moscow.
‘‘It’s much more difficult to get
a visa to Ireland now than be-
fore’’, he said.
‘‘There is no set time for pro-

cessing of applications and the
Irish embassy demands that
students pay their course fee
in full before granting a visa.
Because of these requirements
some students opt to go toBrit-
ain.’’

Afraid of the
downturn

Ireland’s difficult financial
situation is also putting some
students off. Alessandro Gar-
cia, director of a Brazilian lan-
guage travel agency Go To
London, said: ‘‘We used to
send almost 500 students a
year to Ireland ^ more than to
any other country.
‘‘But this year the numbers

have decreased. The US and
Canada are becoming more
popular’’.
According to Garcia, one of

the main reasons is that Brazi-
lian students can’t work in Ire-
land to support their studies.
Canada is a more attractive

option. ‘‘InCanada if a student
buys a course for a minimum
of three months they can work
for three months,’’ saidGarcia.
‘‘This means that students can
come to study, earn money and
extend their course’’.

Visa factories
Some language travel agents

are concerned that the so-
called visa factories ^ cheap
schools whose main attraction
is an Irish student visa ^ are
giving the country abad name.
Marcio Chavez, director of

Brasil for All, an agency that
sends Brazilian students to Ire-
land, said: ‘‘In my view the Ir-
ish author it ies should be
stricter in giving authorisation
to new schools and they should
pay more attention to visa fac-
tories.
‘‘Unfortunately, the sector of

language schools in Ireland at

the moment is full of them.
They are selling courses for
e300 to e500 for a one-year
programme. It is easy to per-
ceive that it is impossible to
provide proper tuition at these
prices’’.

Silver lining
But despite these negatives

all of the agents acknowledge
that Ireland is a top class desti-
nation for learning English and
has a number of advantages
over competitors, suchasprice,
traditional Irish hospitality and
fewer foreign students, which
means that students get to
practise their English more.
There are a number of posi-

tive developments in the sector.
MEI-RELSA has started a pi-
lot programme in Turkey
which it hopes to implement in
other markets.
The scheme, which was de-

veloped in conjunction with
the Department of Justice and
Equality, is for Turkish univer-
sity students coming to learn
English in MEI schools.Their
study visas, valid for 90 days,
will be issued by the Irish em-
bassy in Ankara within three
working days.
‘‘This pilot scheme will be

reviewed at the end of the year
and we are very keen that it be
extended to other students, not
just university students,’’ said
O’Grady. ‘‘We will try and use
that pilot scheme in other mar-
kets’’.
He said that MEI-RELSA

was looking to develop Russia
and China in the short term
and Kazakhstan, Iran and
Vietnam in the longer term.
Irish schools have been able

to adapt to demand for English
courses,which is shifting from
general Englishtomore specia-
lised programmes. One exam-
ple is Dublin’s Emerald School
of English.
According to the school’s di-

rector Mauro Biondi, some of
itsmost successful new courses
are English for academic pur-
poses ^ a foundation course
that leads to third level pro-
grammes in English speaking
universities ^ and a course for
non-native teachers of English
which combines traditional
tuitionwith online modules.
‘‘As in any business, re-

search and development is a
crucial issue. A school that
doesn’t evolve and develop
new programmes won’t last,’’
said Biondi. And the effort is
paying off. According toMEI-
RELSA’s latest figures, the
number of international stu-
dents increased by 18 per cent
in the first three months of
2011 compared with the same
period last year, bucking the
trend for international tour-
ism.
‘‘There are handicaps, but

we just have to work harder,’’
saidO’Grady.
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Rebeca Garrido,
26,Venezuela
‘‘My friends recommended
it. I did my research and
discovered many beautiful
places here. It’s also easier
for Venezuelans to get a
visa. In order to come to
Britain, I have to do a test
in my country first, and I
can’t work there.’’

Abdullah Anuar
Kurdu, 24, Saudi
Arabia

‘‘Because it’s new to us
Saudis and because there
are many opportunities to
study hotel management
here. I’ve been here for a
year learning English. In
September, I may go to
Galway to study hotel
management in GMIT.’’

DaniloTomesani
Marques, 30,
Brazil

‘‘It’s easy for South
Americans to come here. In
order to study in the US,
Canada or Britain I have to
get a visa first and some-
times this can be difficult.
In Ireland I can come first
and then sort out the im-
migration stuff. Ireland is
also more affordable than
other countries.’’

Fabio Rovagnan,
24, Italy

‘‘Because I’m fascinated
by the Irish. They are
crazy in a funny way and
they’re good people.
Sometimes I think they’re
like cousins to us Italians!
They’re friendlier than the
English and the country is
very beautiful too.’’

Yoko Shimazu,
28, Japan

‘‘Because I wanted to study
somewhere where there
aren’t many Japanese stu-
dents. I heard that there
are not so many of them
here, but now I know a lot
of them! Maybe they’re
following me and I have
started a new trend.’’
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By Martha Kearns

I
t’s just early August, but
many parents are al-
ready in back to school
mode. Teachers, too, are

preparing for the fallout from
theLeaving Cert results,which
will be released next Wednes-
day.
But there is another head-

ache looming on the Septem-
ber horizon as the issue of
class sizes reared its conten-
tious head again last week.
Class size has been one of

the most talked about issues in
education over the past num-
ber of years. Indeed, in the
good times, it was the onlybug-
bear teaching unionswere rais-
ing with education ministers at
their annual congresses.
In 2007 and 2008, teachers

were appealing for class sizes
to be reduced. In the Pro-
gramme for Government, it
was agreed to reduce primary
class size by one pupil per tea-
cher every year until, by 2010, it
would be 24.This promise was
reneged on immediately in
Budget 2008.
But there was fury in Octo-

ber 2008 when the then educa-
tion minister Batt O’Keeffe
announced that notonly would
the pupil /teacher ratio not be
cut in Budget 2009, but that it
would be increased.

Last week, a plan was being
considered by the newDepart-
ment of Education and Skills
which would see the pupil-tea-
cher ratio increase again in a
bid to save e75 million.This is
despite Fine Gael criticism of
the former government’s ac-
tions in previous years.
However, the party would

argue that it is considering this
plan because it cannot cut tea-
chers’ pay or conditions under
the Croke Park Agreement.
Some 80 per cent of the e9 bil-
lion education budget is made
up of teachers’ pay and pen-
sions.
While the department has

not yet confirmed the move, it

now looks likely that in Budget
2012,primary class sizeswill be
increased from 27 to 28 pupils,
while second-level school class
sizes would increase from 19 to
20 pupils. This effectively
means that schools can only
hire a new teacher if they have
another 28 pupils at primary
level or 20 at second level.
Understandably, the teach-

ing unions have reacted with
fury and we are likely to see a
return of the teacher and stu-
dent protests that resulted in
some concessions from the
government following the
2009 budget.
Unions have calculated that

the proposal would result in

more than 1,100 teaching posts
being left unfilled at primary
and second level. It’s sobering
news for those Leaving Cert
students who are waiting to
see if they have got places in
the country’s various teaching
colleges under the CAO sys-
tem.
The Teachers Union of Ire-

land (TUI) has already indi-
c a t e d t h at i t wou l d b e
campaigning strongly against
any such proposals, saying it
was a retrograde step. Its dep-
uty general secretary Annette
Dolan said that ultimately the
students would lose out.
‘If you increase the pupil

teacher ratio even by one, that

is not just puttingone extra stu-
dent in the class. What it is
doing is cutting the range of
subject options, making class
sizes bigger, giving less focus
and attention to weaker stu-
dents in the classroom,’’ she
said.
Children’s charity Barnar-

dos chief executive Fergus Fin-
lay agreed, saying it was an
‘‘unimaginative’’ cost-saving
exercise.
‘‘Last year department fig-

ures revealed that more than
106,000 pupils are in classes of
30 or more, while some 8,000
are being educated in classes
of 35 or more. This is despite
commitments from the pre-
vious government to reduce
class sizes in line with EUaver-
age,’’ said Finlay.
The schools themselves say

that it wi l l lead to more
crowded classes at primary le-
vel, with the result that extra-
curricular activities will have
to be cancelled. At post-pri-
mary, schools will be forced to
drop evenmore subjects.Many
have already dropped subjects
outside the mainstream, but
this could now affect subjects
such as honours maths and
physics.
ASTI general secretary Pat

King confirmed that schools
would be forced to drop sub-
jects and said he told the de-
partment there was no more
room for cuts.
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