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Building our communitiesBuilding our communities

By Katie Macleod

The launch of new apprenticeships in the 
Outer Hebrides is being hailed as a success, 

after 250 applications were submitted for the 
40 work placements, which were announced 
by Comhairle nan Eilean Siar in May.

Given the chance for hands-on experience in 
industries such as Business Management, Learning 
and Development, and Multimedia, demand for 
the apprenticeships was high.  Qualifi cations are 
available at a wide variety of levels, from SVQ 
to post-graduate degree, and all apprenticeships 
offered a structured Gaelic programme, from 
beginner-level tuition to more advanced skills in 
reading and writing.

“It’s been really, really positive,” says Dolina 
Smith, the Comhairle’s Apprenticeship Manager, 

of the response to the apprenticeships.  “By 
providing a wide range of opportunities we are 
providing people the opportunity to study to a high 
level and work in the islands.  We also hope this 
will encourage people to relocate to the islands.” 

The new apprenticeships, which will begin next 
month, also meet the requirements of the islands’ 
workforce plan, which outlines the training needed 
to bridge future skills gaps.  For the fi rst time, the 
Comhairle is offering apprenticeship opportunities 
in partnership with the private sector, as well as 
the public sector.

And the popularity of these latest opportunities 
builds on an already successful year for the 
apprenticeship scheme, as last year’s candidates – 
ranging in age from their late teens to early Fifties – 
have seen their skills go from strength to strength.

“It’s been a whirlwind of a year,” says Dolina of 
the apprentices’ achievements.  For example, of the 
17 new apprentices that started their placements in 
November 2016, four have already completed their 
SVQ qualifi cations in just over six months.

As a result, Matthew Campbell, Calum Mackay 
and Alison Macleod from IT schools are about to 
begin IT degrees through a Skills Development 
Scotland Graduate Placement Scheme with 
Robert Gordon University in Aberdeen.  Dena 
Macleod, from the Comhairle’s Multi-Media unit, 
is preparing to undertake a degree in media at the 
University of the Highlands and Islands.  “We try 
and be person-centred as much as we can, and it 
seems to be working,” says Dolina.

E-Sgoil has been instrumental in the success of 
the apprenticeships, allowing for online learning and 
teaching not just within the Outer Hebrides but also 

between mainland institutions and the apprentices 
in the islands.  Partnerships have already been 
established with Robert Gordon University, Inverness 
College, and Glasgow Kelvin College.

“The implementation of E-Sgoil has opened up 
opportunities that previously were impossible.  
Candidates from the Butt to Barra can link into 
tutorials like everyone else, and it makes so many 
accreditation routes, previously undeliverable 
locally, now accessible,” says Dolina.  

She adds that the apprenticeship scheme has 
a strong team behind it, including everyone from 
Angus Maclennan, Head Teacher of E-Sgoil, 
Multimedia Manager Evelyn Coull, and the 
Comhairle’s Accreditation team.  Local councillors 
have also given their full support.  “We’ve had a 
fantastic response from departments,” says Dolina.  
“It has been a very encouraging year.” 

Applications pour in for 
‘new apprenticeship’ opportunities

By Katie Macleod

The school year ended on a high note 
this summer for the two island schools 

who reached the fi nals of the 2017 Scottish 
Education Awards in Glasgow.

Held at the Doubletree Hilton Hotel on 7th June, 
the annual awards recognized the achievements 
of pupils and staff throughout Scotland – and this 
year both Sgoil an Taobh Siar in Lewis and Iochdar 
Primary School in South Uist were among those 
celebrated for their work.

Staff and pupils from Primary 5-7 at Sgoil an 
Taobh Siar were among the three fi nalists for the 
Gaelic Education Award, while Mairi Macinnes, 
Head Teacher at Iochdar Primary School, was a 
fi nalist for the Lifetime Achievement Award.

“We are so thankful to CnES education 
department for giving us the opportunity to go, 
as it was a huge achievement for the school, and 
the trip was amazing,” says Margaret Macleod, 
who teaches at Sgoil an Taobh Siar and attended 
the awards ceremony with her colleague, Anne 
Macarthur, and Primary 6 pupils Emma Mason, 
Catriona Macarthur, and Katie Morrison.

“Seeing what was going on in Scotland's 
schools was fantastic.  It was a real celebration of 
achievement and although we didn't win on the 
day, we weren't disappointed.  We got £200 for the 
school fund… Our pupils did so well to get down 
to the fi nal three and we are so proud of them all.  
The day was defi nitely a highlight of our teaching 
careers.”

The pupils at Sgoil an Taobh Siar, which has 
long had links with Historic Environment Scotland, 
were recognized for their work on two fi lms – 
one in Gaelic and one in English – that acted as 
educational tools detailing the history of the Arnol 
Blackhouse.

Some pupils took on acting roles in the fi lms, 
while others got technical behind the scenes.  Three 
judges visited the school in May, when the pupils 
involved put on a presentation for them.  “They 
went through the whole fi lming process, sharing 
their highs and lows, and they showed both fi lms 
to the judges who were so impressed,” remembers 

Island schools reach Education Awards fi nals

Margaret.

“The school choir sang for them at the end of 
the presentation, as the choir sing at the end of the 
fi lms, so we thought it would be nice for the judges 
to hear it ‘live.’  We were glad we did, as it made 
one of the judges cry!” 

Mairi Macinnes, who has been Head Teacher at 
Iochdar Primary School for 14 years, also met the 
judges when they visited the South Uist school.  
“The school staff, the children, the parent council, 
and various groups in the community all came 
together and set up meetings, presentations, and 
a whole book of evidence of things that we had 
been involved in over the years, and presented that 
to the judges.  And they had an interview with me, 
about what I had to say, and for the fi rst time in my 

life I had very little to say!” she laughs.  

Although she has been Head Teacher at Iochdar 
for 14 years, Mairi has been teaching since 1974.  
“I’ve been a teacher for a long, long time, and now 
I’m teaching the grandchildren of pupils I had in 
these early years, so I think that tells its own story,” 
says Mairi.

Mairi is no stranger to the Scottish Education 
Awards, either – Iochdar Primary School has won 
a Gaelic Award in the past, among others – and 
she enjoyed her time at the awards ceremony in 
June.  “It’s certainly a grand ceremony, completely 
arranged with schools and children at the centre 
of it.”

While she admits she “wasn’t interested in any 

personal gratifi cation” from making the fi nal three 
out of a long list of 70 for the Lifetime Achievement 
Award, Mairi says the nomination was refl ective of 
“all the good work that happens around the school 
and the community, of which I have been a part, 
and I was very happy to see that recognized.”

“Iochdar School is very much rooted in the 
community, and we have had several highlights, 
and as well as that we’ve had several low times and 
sad things as well.  The school’s always at the heart 
of everything that’s happening the community.  
I’m grateful for the ongoing support that I’ve had 
from colleagues, community members, and the 
education authority throughout the many years 
I’ve been there.” 

Primary 6 pupils Emma Mason, Catriona Macarthur, and Katie Morrison
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