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Building our communities

By Katie Macleod

Last month’s launch of the new e-Sgoil 
satellite hub, in the old Carinish School 

building in North Uist, showcased a number of 
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’s educational aims, 
from developing the islands’ young workforce 
to working within the community.

Scotland’s Deputy First Minister John Swinney 
offi cially opened the hub during a visit to North 
Uist on August 16th, where he said that “e-Sgoil 
shows the positive impact of digital technology on 
education in remote and rural areas by allowing 
all learners to access the curriculum, in both 
English and Gaelic, through online learning.”

John Swinney added that he was “delighted the 
Scottish Government is funding this great project”, 
and that the Government was “committed to 
ensuring that all learners can experience an 
education enriched by digital technology.”

While there, the Minister also met a number 
of islanders who will be taking up their roles as 
apprentices this month.  Two will eventually be 
based in Carinish, learning from and working 
with both e-Sgoil, which has recently appointed 
a Principal Teacher for the hub, and Comunn 
Eachdraidh Uibhist a Tuath (the North Uist 

Historical Society), who are leasing the building.

“Meeting John Swinney was a real bonus for 
all the apprentices,” says Nicola Macdonald, 
who attended the event as new apprentice, and 
will start her role in Education Attainment in 
Benbecula this month.  “He was enthusiastic 
about the apprenticeship programme, and took 
the time to go round the apprentices and ask for 
their views and reasons for applying.”

There are already three apprentices in the 
Western Isles supporting e-Sgoil, and more will be 
starting their apprenticeships this month.  Since its 
launch last year – thanks to £700,000 in Gaelic-
specifi c funding from the Scottish Government 
and Bòrd na Gàidhlig – e-Sgoil has had an impact 
on education not just in the Western Isles, but 
elsewhere in Scotland, too.

Although e-Sgoil teaching takes place 
electronically, it is still done directly, with a teacher 
“in front” of a classroom at all times.  Thanks to 
new digital tools, children can do work online in 
one school, while their teacher at another school 
can see it and make comments on it in real-time.

This has meant that in the last school year, 
students in Sir E Scott wishing to study Higher 
Religious, Moral, and Philosophical Education 
were able to be taught remotely by staff at The 

Nicolson Institute, while students in Uig were 
taught fi ddle classes from e-Sgoil on Francis Street.  
These are just two examples of many, with more 
opportunities developing in the background.

The staff at e-Sgoil have also been using this 
style of digital learning to assist mainland schools 
with their need for Gaelic teachers; in the previous 
school year, this has included locations as far 
afi eld as Aberdeen and Bishopbriggs.  The exam 
pass rate for children taught either full or part 
time by e-Sgoil in these cases is 95.8 per cent - 
signifi cantly higher than the national average, 
which sits at 77 per cent.

Both the local and national elements of e-Sgoil are 
set to expand, and as Senior Education Offi cer Allan 
Smithyman explains, “all of that will be perfectly 
possibly to deliver in any one of our schools, and 
either here at e-Sgoil in Francis Street, or Carinish.”

“What’s exciting about the development in 
Carinish is this is truly working in partnership 
with a local body,” says Allan, who was also 
present at the launch last month.  He describes the 
partnership with the local Comunn Eachdraidh as 
a “physical manifestation” of one of the Education 
and Children’s Services Department’s goals, which 
is to provide young people with the skills and 
opportunities to live and work in the islands.  

To that end, while e-Sgoil is providing a service 
for local and mainland schools, it is also creating 
employment opportunities and giving people the 
chance to live and work in the Western Isles.  It 
was something Councillor Angus McCormack, 
Chair of the Education, Sports, and Children’s 
Services Committee, noted at the event too.

“Research indicates that there is demand from 
young people for opportunities to study and work 
on the islands,” he said.  “e-Sgoil is signifi cantly 
enhancing the use an availability of Gaidhlig and 
other subjects and widening the range of study 
options – both traditional and applied learning.”

“We are now in a position to provide new 
opportunities for young people to pursue positive 
destinations within the islands and in doing so, 
slowing population decline and strengthening the 
islands’ economy.”

“Given the continued buy-in locally, and also 
assuming there is national involvement in schools 
across Scotland, e-Sgoil has the potential to place 
the Western Isles at the centre of national policy 
development and associated transformational 
change, and in doing so, be a key part of 
what education in Scotland does to enhance 
opportunities for all learners and educators, no 
matter their location.”

E-sgoil is ‘great project’ says Swinney

By Eilidh Whiteford

The success story of Apprenticeships in 
the Western Isles was highlighted during 

August as Jamie Hepburn MSP, Minister for 
Employability and Training, met with local 
apprentices and businesses to celebrate the 
work of the Developing the Outer Hebrides 
Young Workforce (DYW) group.

During his visit to e-Sgoil’s building in Francis 
Street, Stornoway on Tuesday, August 22nd, Mr 
Hepburn said: “It was fantastic to visit e-Sgoil 
and see how this new group is helping to bring 
employers and schools closer together, providing 
young people with greater opportunities to learn 
more about the world of work.”

Started in 2014, Developing the Young Workforce 
is a seven-year Scottish Government programme to 
prepare children and young people for the world 
of work; its aim to reduce youth unemployment by 
40% by 2021.

The Outer Hebrides DYW group, along with 
Orkney and Shetland DYW regional groups, 
was launched in June this year, with Scottish 
Government funding of £450,000.

Mr Hepburn continued: “Our support for DYW 
groups forms part of our overall commitment to 
building a skilled and educated workforce which 
includes our Modern Apprentices and a new 
Flexible Workforce Development Fund which will 
help to up-skill or re-skill employees.

“The creation of the DYW Outer Hebrides Group 
completes the network of our 21 regional groups 
covering the length and breadth of Scotland.

“This type of approach will help employers in 
the area meet their current and future workforce 
needs and identify skills gaps, which will help to 
boost the local economy,” he added.  “I would 
encourage all local businesses and young people to 

Minister for Employability and Training visits e-Sgoil

get in touch with the DYW Outer Hebrides Group 
to see how they can benefi t from this support.”

A ‘two-way-street’, apprenticeship opportunities 
offer benefi ts to both employee and employers, 
as Iline Murray, owner of Body & Sole Salon in 
Stornoway, said of her experiences employing 
apprentices: “For us it’s more help, another member 
of staff at work, but it’s also about helping young 
people and getting them involved in the working 
world.

“The beauty industry is one of the fastest growing 
industries right now, so there are lots of training 
and skills opportunities for our apprentices, but I 

Jamie Hepburn MSP, Minister 
for Employability and Training
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