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Building our communities
Going forward, 

working 
together

By Katie Macleod

For disadvantaged children, receiving the right 
support can help them fulfi l their potential and 

transform their lives. 
And in the Western Isles, the members of the Outer 

Hebrides Early Intervention Partnership (OHEIP) are working 
together to provide that support through collaboration.

Originally set up in January 2017 as the Children’s Services 
Partnership Group, OHEIP consists of representatives from 
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar (including ELR, Early Years, 
Children and Families, and Senior Education Offi cers) 
as well as Action for Children, Western Isles Foyer, and 
Harmeny (sic) Education Trust. 

OHEIP functions as a targeted early intervention and inter-
agency partnership, with the goal of achieving improved 
outcomes for children, young people, and their families.

The group has recently altered its focus to younger 
children, and while they can still work with teenagers, the 
focus of the work on pre-conception through pregnancy, 
birth, and up to age 12 means there is more potential for 
positive change. 

“In line with the needs of the Comhairle and other 
organisations, it makes sense to try and work with young 
people are early as possible, and make the most signifi cant 
change we can,” explains Graeme Miller, the Comhairle’s 
Children’s Services Manager.

In addition to focusing on early intervention and 
partnership working, the main objectives of OHEIP include 
sharing and contributing resources and taking alternative 
approaches. For alternative approaches, the group are 
committed to being person-centric, strength-based, and 
solution-focused in their approach to helping children. In 
terms of resources, the partners in OHEIP can contribute 
their collective skills and experience, extending existing 
services and provision by working together. “By having this 
sort of open partnership where we’re not defensive about our 
boundaries, and we’ll work with each other, it’s much easier 
to improve our practice and meet the kinds of values we’re 
talking about,” says Graeme.

The values in question have been adopted from the 
Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC), and relate to 
integrity, accountability, commitment, creativity and 
learning, listening and engaging, and taking pride in what 
they do. They all highlight the importance of being willing 
to learn from each other and share experiences, and to think 
outside the box in an attempt to do the best for the young 
people involved – not to mention to listen to the opinions of 
the young people themselves. “This is really improving our 
practice; it’s just being explicit about our values and talking 
about them, and making sure we’re working in certain 
ways,” Graeme explains.

OHEIP works on a referral basis, so these values 
and connections are important outside the immediate 
partnership, too. “It’s important we have good links with 
agencies that are working in these areas,” adds Graeme, 
explaining that referrals can come from multiple people 
working with young people and their families, from health 
visitors to early years workers and even primary teachers.

Meetings of OHEIP take place monthly, primarily through 
VScene video calls, allowing partners from across the 
Western Isles – and, in the case of Harmeny, the Scottish 
mainland – to work together digitally. “It’s about partnership 
working and early intervention, those are the key elements,” 
says Graeme of OHEIP’s mission. “It is a forum for improving 
our work effectively in a partnership way and doing that in 
a way we hope we can intervene early enough to provide 
long-term positive outcomes for children and young people.”

By Katie Macleod

This year’s Partnership Event, hosted by Comhairle nan 
Eilean Siar’s Education and Children’s Services and held at 

the Caberfeidh Hotel on November 15th, was one of the most 
successful yet, featuring 14 workshops and 200 delegates from 
right across the Western Isles and even mainland Scotland.

The event organised annually by Opportunities For All Coordinator, 
Sarah Campbell, is geared towards bringing key partners who work 
with the education department together, giving them the opportunity 
to share ideas and best practice, as well as to network. Organisations 
represented at the event included the NHS, Skills Development 
Scotland, Business Gateway, Lews Castle College UHI, Hebrides 
Alpha, CLD, and many more.

The keynote speech was delivered by explorer Craig Mathieson, 
founder of The Polar Academy, which offers “inspiration through 
exploration” for young people aged 14-17 who are affected by 
bullying and low self-esteem.  They’re put through a rigorous ten-
month training programme before being immersed in the wilds of 
Greenland; on their return home, the pupils share their experience 
and new-found confi dence with their peers. 

“The only thing I’ve seen change the attitudes of schools and the 
attitudes of children, are other children… You put in a local kid who’s 
achieved something great, everyone listens,” says Craig.

He focuses on the “invisible” pupils, the ones in the middle who 
he says have “fantastic ambitions, but they’re always taught it’s never 
going to happen.” On the Polar Academy website, he writes that 
these students “are living, breathing proof that dreams are attainable 
and that ordinary pupils can achieve the truly extraordinary.” 

The big announcement of the day was the plan to take a group of 
young people from the Western Isles on an expedition in 2020.  “We’d 
be the fi rst rural authority to do it,” says Sarah, who is already working 
on putting together a steering group to manage fundraising efforts.

“This is the eighth year that the Partnership Event has run.  We 
started off eight years ago in St Columba’s Church Hall with 60 
delegates,” Sarah continues, “and as the years have progressed the 
delegate list has expanded, and the type of partners that we work 
with has grown. It’s been amazing.”

‘Opportunities For All’ is a Scottish Government programme 
that brings together a range of existing policies and strategies in a 
single focus to improve young people’s focus in post-16 learning or 
training, and ultimately employment.  As Sarah explains, she “works 
with the 16 to 19-year-olds who’ve left education, and who are not 
in a positive destination, and are furthest from the labour market.  

“Any young person who’s leaving school and not going to be 
moving into a positive destination, I meet up with them, and look at a 
programme of learning for them, whether it be an activity agreement, 

or going onto the Employability Fund.”

It was from here that the Partnership Event fi rst developed, as 
Sarah realised their partner organisations didn’t always know what 
other groups were doing for the young people they were all working 
to help.  Since then, the event has gone from strength to strength 
each year.

“We both found the Partnership Event to be a great event, well 
organised and with lots of networking opportunities,” says Kate 
Mawby, Student Services Manager at Lews Castle College UHI, who 
hosted one of the workshops, “The Mental Health Toolkit,” with her 
colleague, Dr. Rachel Erskine.

Their workshop explained how they came to develop a digital 
‘Mental Health Toolkit,’ designed to support staff in helping students 
with mental health issues that are affecting their ability to study. “The 
workshop was well received by the people who came, with useful 
questions and a good sense of engagement. It was suggested that it 
could be adapted to provide similar support for other organisations 
represented at the Partnership Event, to help them increase staff 
confi dence and awareness,” says Kate. “The time fl ew by and the 
contacts and sharing of good practice and ideas was done in a 
wonderfully open and positive atmosphere.”

A number of other workshops focused on mental health issues 
too, including the “Best of You Programme,” where Mark Brown, 
whose programmes are designed to allow participants to experience 
and realise their own untapped potential, highlighted what can be 
achieved by young people in the islands. “The Blues Programme,” 
by Action for Children, shared details of their school programme 
for 15 to 18-year-olds which reduces early signs of depressions and 
anxiety and promotes prevention; while the workshop run by Dr. 
Lisa Ronald, Consultant Clinical Psychologist at NHS Western Isles, 
explored how agencies can work together to ensure an approach that 
promotes good mental health for all young people.

Workshops were also offered by Western Isles Foyer; the Outer 
Hebrides Alcohol and Drug Partnership; The Nicolson Institute; the 
Police Scotland Youth Volunteer Programme; Who Cares Scotland?; 
Western Isles Nova Service; Lewis and Harris Youth Clubs Association; 
Community Learning and Development; and Developing the Young 
Workforce, among others.

After the event, delegates offered comments like “the key speaker 
was excellent,” “it’s very informative to know what’s going on with 
the community,” and “fantastic job putting this together – getting the 
Polar Academy speaker was a real touchdown.”

The 2018 Partnership Event wound down with an expedition to 
Greenland on the horizon for a group of the islands’ young people, 
and a strong base to build on for next year’s event. 

Says Sarah: “everybody’s been buzzing about it, and I’ve had some 
really nice emails saying thank you. It’s been busy!”
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