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Building our communities

By Katie Macleod

Pupils, teacher, and schools across the 
Outer Hebrides celebrated successes at the 

Royal National Mod in Lochaber last month, 
taking home medals in everything from choral 
competitions to accordion solos.  

For music education in the islands, success is 
being achieved not only in traditional music, but 
across the board, with new initiatives, partnerships, 
and even a funding boost from Creative Scotland.

“In terms of music, we are delivering quite a lot 
of that already from the Education Department,” 
says the Comhairle’s Music Development Offi cer, 
Gavin Woods.  “30 per cent of our young people 
are actively involved in learning a musical 
instrument through school, one of the highest rates 
in Scotland.” 

This takes place in a number of ways: full-time 
music instructors teach wind and brass, piping, 
and Gaelic singing, while part-time instructors 
– working as part of a Scottish Government 
programme called the Youth Music Initiative – offer 
lessons in fi ddle, guitar, keyboard, and whistle.

“As well as that, the council have been looking 
at ways of expanding our after-school music 
provision,” adds Gavin, explaining that the 
Education and Children’s Services Department 
works with various partners to achieve their goal.  
These partners include secondary schools such as 
The Nicolson Institute, Sir E Scott, Lionacleit, and 
Castlebay, as well as external funders.

“At the moment, we have a concert band 
programme running after school; a pipe band 
programme; and then a number of traditional 
music activities involving choirs and folk groups 
in lots of different schools, but we’re looking to 
expand the opportunities available,” says Gavin.

Thanks to £20,000 in funding from Creative 
Scotland, that expansion is already in the works.  
The Comhairle was a partner in a recent bid for 
funding from the national organisation, and was 
successful in their application for funds that will 
be used to support “Music for Life.”

The Music for Life programme will enable the 
Department “to provide opportunities for young 
musicians to expand their group music-making 
skills.” Specifi cally, the bid will allow them to 

further develop the after-school strings programme 
and melodeon tuition, as well as establishing a 
“rock school” and a sound production project.

Other new initiatives include workshops 
hosted by the Scottish Chamber Orchestra, and 
D2 Percussion.  Last term the workshop team 
from the Scottish Chamber Orchestra delivered a 
workshop in Sir E Scott that was open to students 
from all secondary schools in the Outer Hebrides; 
60 young people attended the workshop, which 
focused on classical music and composition.

“It was a really good programme of activities 
throughout the day,” says Gavin.  “It’s part of 
a series of activities that the Scottish Chamber 
Orchestra want to put on up here, and they’re 
actually talking about bringing the full orchestra 
up in 2020.”

The day-long D2 Percussion drumming 
workshop, held in early September, was equally 
successful.  Part of a partnership between the 
organisation and the Nicolson Institute, the 
workshops take place via video conferencing at 
e-Sgoil, followed by a live workshop where the D2 
Percussion team visit the island to teach in-person.  

The event was so popular that the Outer Hebrides 
now holds the record for most participants in a D2 
Percussion workshop, with 58 pupils from both 
primary and secondary schools taking part.  As 
part of the pipe band and drumming programme, 
the partnership has also aided the creation of a 
drum corps for the Lewis and Harris Youth Pipe 
Band, who will be competing at the Scottish 
Schools Pipe Band Championships in March.

e-Sgoil is also being used for Gaelic Singing 
Masterclasses; in collaboration with Fèisean 
nan Gaidheal, they launched a series of classes 
taught by acclaimed local Gaelic singer Calum 
Alex Macmillan, who now lives in Inverness.  
“Calum linked up with Fèis Eilean an Fhraoich 
in Stornoway, Fèis Tir an Eòrna in Benbecula, and 
Fèis Bharraigh in Castlebay,” says Gavin.  “The 
workshop was a great success, with all participants 
singing along in real time.”

With new technology at e-Sgoil, additional 
national funding, and a host of music education 
initiatives in the works, the National Mod looks 
set to be just the start of an exciting term for music 
education in the Outer Hebrides.

If music be the food of life, play on, 
give us yet more of it, says Council
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