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Building our communities

By Katie Macleod

For young people in the Western Isles looking for their next 
career move – or the chance to return to the islands – a new 

wave of apprenticeships being launched this spring will offer 
more opportunities for progression.  

Over the next few months, apprenticeships will be advertised 
in sectors such as child care, business administration, fi nance, 
automotives, harbour work, customer service, health and social care, 
and re-ablement.  The latter two will be promoted and managed in 
collaboration with the NHS, under the Integrated Joint Board (IJB), 
which consists of representatives from Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, 
IJB, and third party and independent sector providers of health and 
social care.

In recent weeks, new apprentices have also been recruited at 

Scottish Salmon and BASF Pharma, and advertised for at Harris 
Tweed Hebrides.  Potential areas for future apprenticeships in the 
islands include the growing distillery and marina sectors, although 
these opportunities are still in the early stages of development.

This isn’t the fi rst time the Comhairle has worked with the private 
sector on their workforce planning, either.  “We’re now working 
with the private sector on their future skills gaps and where their 
apprenticeship requirements are,” explains the Comhairle’s 
Apprenticeship Manager, Dolina Smith.  

“This is broadening our scope.  We’ve always worked with the 
private sector, but in very traditional ways, and now we’re going out 
and talking to organisations about their specifi c needs, rather than 
asking them to fi t in with what we deliver.  It’s going out and talking 
about their skills gaps and what their needs are, and trying to support 
them as best we can in making sure that these opportunities come to 

fruition and are fi lled.”

It’s all part of the wider government initiative known as Developing 
the Young Workforce, which aims to better prepare children and 
young people age 3-18 for the world of work.  A local Developing 
the Young Workforce Group was launched last June, just as the fi rst 
wave of Comhairle apprentices were recruited in August.  The aim 
of the group is to increase the availability of work-based learning in 
schools, as well as expanding the number of local apprenticeships 
on offer, building on data that predicts where jobs will be in the local 
economy in the coming years.  

Since last year’s launch, both the council-based and private sector 
apprenticeships have, Dolina says, “been going from strength to 
strength.  We’ve had a very high calibre of applicants, and we’re 
now fi nding we’re getting a lot of applications for the posts, which 
is fantastic.” 

New wave of apprenticeships launched

By Katie Macleod

Data published in February 2018 and 
presented to Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’s 

Education, Sport, and Children’s Services 
Committee on April 24th shows that young 
people in the Western Isles continue to 
perform better than their peers nationally 
across almost all educational measures.  “For 
us it’s a positive trend,” says Agnes Macdonald, 
Senior Education Offi cer at the Comhairle, of 
the recent results.  “There are always areas for 
improvement, but overall it’s very reassuring.”

The data, published through Insight, an online 
tool from the SQA, aids secondary schools and 
local authorities in identifying areas of success 
in education, and locating where improvements 
can be made.  Data released in September of each 
year shows the results for students in S5, while 
the February fi gures show an overview of the 
performance of all school leavers in S4-S6, up to 
and including those who left school the previous 
December.

The four national benchmark measures released 
in February’s data include students’ initial post-
school destinations; improving attainment for all; 
attainment versus deprivation; and literacy and 
numeracy.  These fi gures take into account both 
SCQF levels – the “ladder” of all qualifi cations 
available in the Scottish education system – as well 
as tariff points, where the higher the qualifi cation 
and grade, the higher the number of tariff points a 
student achieves.

Local fi gures for the Western Isles are displayed 
alongside both the national average for Scotland, 
and what is known as a “virtual comparator.” 
This digitally-generated fi gure compares the 
stage, age, and Additional Support Needs profi le 
of a learner, and matches it to ten similar pupils 
across Scotland, creating a ‘virtual comparator’ 
and allowing comparisons to be made with young 
people who have similar needs and backgrounds.  
And this year, for the fi rst time, the data for the 
Northern Alliance – the Regional Improvement 
Collaborative of which the Eilean Siar is a member 
– has also been displayed in Insight.

Individual schools also have access to Insight 
data for their own learners, and can fi lter the fi gures 
based on various factors.  As Agnes explains, head 
teachers and school managers can then analyse 
this data to identify where specifi c improvements 
are required in their schools.  “When they gather 
information and performance data for Standards 
and Quality Reports and School Improvement 
Plans for the following session, they’re basing that 
planning on robust data analysis.”

Leaver Initial Destinations:
“This is the critical one, because the measure 

of a learner’s success in school is the extent 
to which they achieve positive and sustained 
destinations on leaving school, and the Western 
Isles is consistently at the top of the league table 
in Scotland when it comes to leaver destinations,” 
says Agnes.  The percentage of school leavers 
from the Western Isles in a positive post-school 
destination increased from 95.90 per cent in 
2014/15 to 97.76 per cent in 2016/17 – the second 
highest percentage in Scotland.

Improving Attainment for All:
Tariff scores here show that the lowest achieving 

20 per cent and middle 60 per cent of learners 
in the Western Isles continue to perform higher 
than the national average, Virtual Comparator, 
and Northern Alliance.  “But for our most able, 
we’re aiming for higher percentages of A passes at 
Higher,” notes Agnes.

Attainment versus Deprivation:
Attainment versus deprivation is analysed using 

the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation, where 
decile one represents the poorest 10 per cent of 
the Scottish population, and decile 10 the most 
affl uent 10 per cent; additionally, the size of the 
disc represents the number of learners in that 
decile.  “The national priority at the moment is 
closing the attainment gap,” explains Agnes, “and 
the attainment versus deprivation gap shows that 
our least affl uent learners are performing well 
compared with the national average.  An area for 
improvement is to increase the scores of our most 
affl uent, the smaller number in decile seven.”

Literacy:
“This shows the performance at National 4 and 

National 5, and it’s a trend of improvement,” says 
Agnes.  The percentage of young people achieving 
SCQF Level 4 in literacy increased from 95.90 per 
cent in 2015 to 97.01 per cent in 2017, while the 
percentage of young people achieving SCQF Level 
5 in literacy increased from 79.85 per cent in 2015 
to 86.19 per cent in 2017 – and both fi gures are 
higher than those of the virtual comparator.

Numeracy:
“For numeracy, again, there’s a clear trend 

of improvement,” says Agnes.   In 2015, 88.06 
per cent of learners achieved SCQF Level 4 in 
numeracy, and by 2017 that fi gure had risen 
to 91.42 per cent.  Similarly, 63.43 per cent of 
learners in the Western Isles achieved SCQF  
Level 5 in numeracy in 2015, and by 2017 the 
percentage was 75.75.

‘There are always areas for improvement, 
but overall it’s very reassuring’
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