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By Katie Macleod

The Northern Alliance celebrated a new 
success last month when Deputy First 

Minister and Education Secretary John Swinney 
announced that the regional education 
collective, of which Comhairle nan Eilean 
Siar is a part, would be receiving £385,000 in 
funding from the Scottish Government.

The group, which is a professional education 
partnership made up of the seven northernmost 
local authorities in Scotland, aims to improve 
the attainment and outcomes of young people by 
working collaboratively.  

In his speech on 19th June, the Deputy First 
Minister described the Northern Alliance as “a 
brilliant example of working together, supporting 
networks and partnerships that are tailored to local 
needs.” 

The Comhairle’s Education, Sport, and 
Children’s Services Department joined the 
Northern Alliance in 2015, and has seen the 
benefi ts of the voluntary group in the years 
since.  By coming together, the various Education 
Departments believe they are better placed 
to deliver on goals such as improving overall 
attainment; closing the attainment gap between 
the most and least disadvantaged children; and 
improving employability to ensure positive results 
for young people on leaving school.

Of the £385,000 in funding, £225,000 has 
been specifi cally earmarked for joint literacy 
and numeracy attainment projects.  The current 
literacy programme, “Emerging Literacy” has 
already seen pilot projects trialled across the 
geographic area represented by the Alliance, 
including some schools in the Outer Hebrides.

These new teaching techniques take a 

developmental approach to literacy, and 
“recognize the fact that children come to learning 
at completely different times in their lives,” 
explains Councillor  Angus McCormack, Chair of 
the Comhairle’s Education, Sport, and Children’s 
Services Committee.  

By matching their teaching techniques to the 
learning needs of each child, teachers are able 
to help their students reach their full reading 
potential.  One local teacher involved in the 
pilot is Dianne Morrison, a Primary 1/2 Teacher 
at Balivanich School in Benbecula, who gave 
her feedback on the programme in the Northern 
Alliance’s Emerging Literacy Practice video.

“I think at a class level, what we found really 
useful was the assessment tasks.  They allowed 
us to gauge where the children were and really 
pick out the gaps for each individual pupil,” she 
explains.  “From the assessment tasks, we were 
able to plan suitable lessons for the children… 
Taking this approach really gives teachers more 
of a confi dence, I suppose, in their judgement.”

Margaret Joan Macleod, who teaches P1/2 in 
Laxdale School in Lewis, was also involved in the 
programme.  “To me, all the evidence has revealed 
to me how well the children have progressed,” 
Margaret Joan says on camera from her classroom.  
“And I believe that so strongly that that is because 
of the wonderful Emerging Literacy Project.  I 
have to say, I have been teaching a long time, and 
this is the best thing I’ve ever seen in Early Years 
Education.”

In addition to the successful implementation 
of new teaching techniques, a number of head 
teacher collaboratives have been created as a 
result of the Alliance, too.  As a means of getting 
head teachers more involved in raising attainment, 
the number of administrators has been reduced, 
with their roles taken on by head teachers.

These collaboratives are run by head teachers 
themselves, but supported by the local authorities.  
“I think that’s really important.  It’s all very well 
to give powers to head teachers, but they do 
need support,” says Cllr.  McCormack of the 
collaborative models used in the Outer Hebrides, 
and elsewhere in the Northern Alliance.

In practice, the Northern Alliance is a 
somewhat informal arrangement, in the sense 
that no individual or local authority is in charge; 
rather, the Director of Education in each of the 
seven authorities works on an equal footing 
with their colleagues from across the north of 
Scotland.

A recent report from the Education, Sport, and 
Children’s Services Committee noted that in any 
future developments, care should be taken to 
retain the current structure of the organization, 
avoiding any move towards “a ‘hard’ governance 
model.”

“The Northern Alliance has been very 
successful… and I don’t think it would help if there 
was somebody put in charge of it.  As things stand 
at the moment, all seven Directors of Education 
involve themselves in it very much,” notes Cllr.  
McCormack.  

“I was very impressed by the commitment by 
all of the seven local authorities.  There’s nothing 
hugely structured about it, but it’s already 
delivering signifi cant improvements.” 

“We are being very supportive of our head 
teachers, and our teachers, and that support is 
being shown by taking burdens away from them, 
and giving them techniques to use in the classroom 
which make educating children easier and better.  
The principle aim at the end of the day is to raise 
attainment.”

Alliance works together 
for pupils’ outcomes

Building our communities

By Katie Macleod

The results of the May 2017 follow-up 
inspection of the Outer Hebrides care 

services for children and young people were 
announced this month, showing dramatic 
improvements across all areas of the service.

According to the report by the Care Inspectorate 
– the national organization that “regulates and 
inspects care services in Scotland to make sure 
that they meet the right standards” – “considerable 
progress” has been made since their initial 
inspection in January 2016.

“All in all, it was an excellent report, and I 
was very pleased to be there when it happened,” 
says Councillor Angus McCormack, Chair of 
the Education, Sport, and Children’s Services 
Committee, who was present when the report’s 
fi ndings were announced.  “It was a fi rst class 
inspection, very good indeed, and I was most 
impressed by what the Inspectorate had to say.”

The six areas highlighted for action in January 
2016 were the availability of information about 
local services; the need for organisations to work 
together to improve data gathering; the necessity of 

an assessment of needs to ensure appropriate serves; 
the critical shortage of health visitors; barriers to 
effective partnership; and corporate parenting.

In the months since then, all areas of concern 
were addressed.  The lack of health visitors, for 
example, was highlighted last year as needing 
“urgent” attention, as health visitors are essential 
in the care service; part of their responsibility is 
to help identify children and families who might 
benefi t from additional assistance.

As of May 2017, all vacancies have been 
fi lled, and all health visitors have been given the 
appropriate training to allow them to help children 
and young people in need.  “Now it’s health 
visitors who chair meetings and prepare children’s 
plans, and review them, so that is a huge step 
forward,” notes Councillor McCormack.

The local care service’s assessment of young 
people’s needs was also seen to have made 
signifi cant progress, with a young people’s 
Participation Planning Group bringing the voices 
of children into the planning process itself.  
“There’s a much greater emphasis on fi nding the 
voices of the young people, and trying to address 
that, and again we’re doing really well on that,” 

says Councillor McCormack.

In a similar vein, the corporate parenting 
strategy in the Outer Hebrides has also changed, 
partly by drawing on the opinions of the young 
people involved.  A “corporate parent” is in 
organisation, like the Comhairle, that has a special 
responsibility to care for “looked after” children, 
such as those in foster or residential care.  

By this spring the Care Inspectorate were able 
to report that that corporate parenting strategy 
had greatly improved, partly because it was being 
driven by the experiences of “looked after” young 
people themselves.

It’s something that Councillor McCormack has 
witnessed fi rst-hand, as a former member of the 
Committee for Looked After Children.  “I was 
tremendously impressed at how much care there 
was in that group of people, from hugely different 
backgrounds, and they were all trying to do their 
best for the children.”

On top of that, information is now more readily 
available about the care services offered in the 
Outer Hebrides – both to potential users of the 
service, and the staff delivering that service.  An 
increase in the use of school clothing and free 

school meals was one example among many 
that showed parents were receiving the right 
information, at the right time.

Data gathering and the sharing of information 
on an internal level, with the aim of providing 
better care services, was another area of progress.  
As the report states, “collaboration and collective 
responsibility has greatly improved between the 
NHS, the CnES, and the Police, in data sharing 
and analysis.” 

Effective collaboration at a senior level has 
also improved; the inspectors noted that those in 
charge were “fostering a culture of collaborative 
working at all levels within the organization”, and 
that they “met motivated and enthusiastic staff 
who were confi dent in exercising their initiative, 
taking responsibility, and in adopting lead roles.”

That enthusiasm was something Councillor 
McCormack noticed too, when he attended the 
report’s internal announcement last month.  “There 
was a wonderful buzz in the room, everybody 
knew everybody else, and there was a warmth and 
an engagement and a lot of talking going on.  I said 
to myself ‘This is going to be a good inspection,’ 
and it was.”

Care services report shows major improvements

know there are going to be skills shortages in these 
areas.  Many of the apprentices will be mentored 
by the person they may well be replacing.”

Referring to the fact that apprenticeships are 
available at many levels, from national certifi cate 
to post-graduate, Dolina says that there are multiple 
advantages for those looking for new opportunities 
in the islands.

“Those who have left the island for further study 
can come back; those who don’t want to go, 
or can’t afford it, can get paid and get educated 
at the same time; and for the fi rst time, with the 
introduction of E-Sgoil, we can work in partnership 
with a wide range of facilitators allowing us to offer 
such a wide range of apprentices.”

There’s already evidence that the use of E-Sgoil 
is leading to positive change in the workforce 
– and not just inside the classroom.  Thanks to 
its expansion, and the need for online tutors 
and resources, the system has the potential to 
be a signifi cant economic driver for the region, 
particularly if it is used elsewhere in Scotland.

Overall, Dolina says the reaction to the 
apprenticeships scheme has been very positive.  
The community “are amazed at the opportunities, 
and many local businesses are now looking at the 
opportunities they could offer.”

“The DYW Group are engaging with local 
businesses, offering support and guidance on 
their current and future skills requirements,” she 
continues.  “The DYW is also looking at ensuring 
the skills that will be needed in the next two to four 
years are available in the school curriculum.  This 
will ensure young people will have the knowledge 
and skills required to meet future job opportunities 
on the islands.”

Whether through the DYW Group strategies, the 
increase in the number of apprenticeships, or the 
economic potential of E-Sgoil, concerted action is 
being taken locally to strengthen the state of the 
young workforce in the Outer Hebrides.

As for looking to the future, Dolina points out 
that this is an ongoing project.  “We will carry on 
working with partners to ensure the skills gap of the 
islands are addressed, and our future workforce are 
given the best guidance.”
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