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By Katie Macleod

Last month saw the Outer Hebrides’ fi rst ‘digital cèilidh,’ 
where pupils from all senior secondary schools in the islands 

performed together online using e-Sgoil, the digital learning 
platform.  

“It was tremendous,” says Councillor Angus McCormack, who 
attended the Stornoway portion of the event.  “It brought these four 
schools together for an hour, there was great talent shown there.”

The cèilidh was broadcast live on screens in the various schools, 
and was a fi tting event for Councillor McCormack, the recently-
elected Chair of the Education and Children’s Services Committee, 
to attend.  

As he explains, the use of e-Sgoil to offer opportunities such as the 
recent digital cèilidh to students throughout the islands is just one of 
the many ways in which the committee will be working towards its 
principal aim: equality of education for all.  

“I’m taking over at a point where there are a great many challenges 
because we’ve had reducing budgets for a number of years,” says 
Councillor McCormack, who has been a member of the committee 
since becoming a councillor in 2003.  

As he begins his term as Chair, Councillor McCormack notes that 
he is “following in the footsteps of three very illustrious individuals,” 
extending his thanks in particular to Councillor Catriona Stewart, 
who was head of the committee from 2012 until 2016.

“We’re a rural location and an island location, so we very much 
have to depend on our own devices to take matters forward,” he says 
of the work of the committee.  “Really, our principal aim is to make 
sure that education is equal for everybody, from the north of Lewis 
to the south of Barra.  That is really very challenging indeed, because 
the circumstances of every island are very different, and we have to 
try and deal with that.”

One of the fi rst steps taken to achieve that aim in the new Comhairle 
term is the introduction of 40 new Modern Apprenticeship places.  
The local apprenticeships span a range of industries and locations, 
and are part of a drive to tackle the issue of youth depopulation.  
“It’s very important to… give our young people the opportunities and 
choices that allow them to stay here”.

Another challenge facing educational equality in the islands is 
that of poverty. Councillor McCormack, who has previously chaired 
the Western Isles Poverty Action Group, points out that the rate of 
child poverty in the Western Isles currently sits at 20 per cent.  “The 
problem with that, of course, is that if you are living in poverty, your 
attainment will not be as good as if you were living a comfortable 
lifestyle.”

“What we have to do is to target resources at young families.  We 
have to allow the parents of young children to go out to work, and 
therefore enhance the amount of money coming into the household, 
and we have to ensure that children are well looked after and then 
educated well at preschool.  We have to fi ll the pre-school gap, make 
sure that our children, when they enter school, have not experienced 
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poverty, and are in the best condition in which to learn.”

But Councillor McCormack is confi dent that, despite these 
challenges, the goal of educational equality can be achieved, thanks 
in part to the “innovative work” being done in the islands.  Gaelic 
Medium Education, for example, offers myriad opportunities for 
young people to succeed; Cllr.  McCormack stresses its importance in 
keeping the language alive, and “how important Gaelic-related work 
is to retaining our young people.” Then there is the e-Sgoil system, 
which is already used to teach pupils online, with one student taking 
digital lessons from the Royal Conservatoire in Glasgow, and others 
being taught online by teachers from different schools in the islands.  

On top of that, attainment in the islands is already high, both 
in and out of the classroom.  Cllr.  McCormack, who worked as a 
teacher for 30 years, notes that young people in the Western Isles 
are often unoffi cial ambassadors for the region due to their success 
in sports, while the authority has the best record in Scotland for the 
number of young people learning to play a musical instrument.  “The 
attainment of our children is really exemplary.  It’s generally speaking 
above the targets that we’re set, and we’re very pleased about that, 
but we’re not at all complacent.”

Community involvement is also key to a lot of the work done by 

the committee, which takes a “wider view of education.” Children’s 
Services, for example, is a collaborative service that involves key 
players from education, health, the police, and the third sector.  In 
the coming years the committee are also hoping to develop a new 
initiative known as Community Signature, where an assessment is 
made of a community by using targets for what each community 
might aspire to; as Cllr.  McCormack explains, the idea would be to 
empower communities.

Other goals include encouraging young people to become more 
involved with the work of the council itself, and offering them the 
opportunity to work with local Comunn Eachdraidh groups.  “We 
have a lot of new ideas that we want to bring forward, so I think 
it’s going to be quite an exciting time for the next few years,” says 
Councillor McCormack of his upcoming tenure as Chair.  “I have 
a very positive view of education in the Outer Hebrides and I think 
we’re going to get better as the years go by.” 

“We want to raise attainment; we want to reduce poverty; we 
want to be inclusive and equality conscious; we want to involve our 
children in as many things as we can; and we want to devise ways 
of retaining our children here in the islands, or alternatively bringing 
them back.  All of these are aspirations for us.”
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