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Building our communities

By Katie Macleod

Since its launch in 2016, e-Sgoil, Comhairle 
nan Eilean Siar’s digital learning service, 

has gone from strength to strength, offering 
everything from global Gaelic lessons to 
supply teacher provision and more. 

Now, the next phase will be further expansion: 
not just digitally, but physically, with the proposed 
creation of a second e-Sgoil satellite hub in South 
Uist.

The new hub will be located at Iochdar School, 
with the goal of it becoming a focus for arts, 
music, and culture in the islands and beyond. 
“It is proposed that it be developed as a further 
satellite provision for e-Sgoil and the Multimedia 
Unit as a creative digital media hub,” says Bernard 
Chisholm, Director of Education, Skills, and 
Children’s Services at the Comhairle. 

“We are keen to expand Gaelic language, 
history, and culture across Scotland and to the 
wider Gaelic diaspora. e-Sgoil has been very 

successful in expanding Gaelic as a curriculum 
offer throughout Scotland, and to date, it has 
provided inputs to a signifi cant number of local 
authorities for a wide range of courses through the 
medium of Gaelic and English.”

Areas of the school that are currently unused 
would be completely revamped to include 
a recording studio, rehearsal studios, and a 
performing area, providing a work base for 
musical instructors in Uist and Barra, and a hub 
for all music and art teachers in the region. 

Iochdar would then be the focus for arts, music, 
and culture within the department, and allow 
the Stornoway e-Sgoil location to concentrate on 
language and curriculum delivery.

e-Sgoil began with its fi rst premises in the 
fomerr Nicolson Institute and museum building on 
Francis Street in Stornoway, and expanded in late 
2017 to include a satellite hub in the old Carinish 
school in North Uist, which was offi cially opened 
by Deputy First Minister John Swinney.

Mr Swinney then declared 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.” The opening 
of the Carinish hub led to the recruitment of a full-
time principal teacher, Catriona Currie, who as 
a result of the new role was able to return home 
to the islands from Inverness to raise her family. 
“I’m very lucky to have come home to such an 
appealing, interesting job,” she said at the time.

One of the aims of the e-Sgoil Business Plan – 
which is associated with the work of the Northern 
Alliance, the partnership between the eight 
local authorities in the north of Scotland – is to 
develop a stronger focus on arts, culture, and 
creative digital media. From the development of 
teaching materials to the production of the recent 
island-wide Dileab project, investment in this 
area of education is already underway – and the 
Comhairle hope Iochdar will build on that success.

Whether delivering lessons in music or Gaelic, 
the service e-Sgoil provides is considered remote 
teaching, not online learning. Students, whether 

they’re in the Central Belt or the West Side, are 
face-to-face with a teacher – or even an expert in 
their fi eld – experiencing a learning environment 
that prepares them for the reality of the world of 
work. Using e-Sgoil allows them to develop skills 
in digital collaboration, as well as enabling them to 
study subjects that would not have been possible 
to operate with small class numbers before the 
arrival of e-Sgoil.

As Steven Graham, Principal Teacher of STEM 
at e-Sgoil, notes: “You’re looking at removing the 
geographical barriers that prevent some of our 
pupils here in the Western Isles from having the 
experiences that our more urban pupils perhaps 
have better access to, so e-Sgoil is a way to 
overcome these barriers,” says 

With the new Iochdar e-Sgoil hub, the 
department hopes that opportunities will be even 
more readily and equally available for all young 
people all across the Western Isles, regardless 
of school size, subject choice, or geographical 
location. 

E-sgoil aims to add new
Isles base at Iochdar

By Katie Macleod

Last month, the pupils and staff at Balivanich 
Primary in Benbecula celebrated the news 

that they were the fi rst school in the Western 
Isles to achieve a Gold Award in the UNICEF 
Rights Respecting Schools Award. In their 
monthly newsletter, the school described the 
award as “a fantastic achievement for the 
whole school community!” and their success 
– and that of others in the islands – is just one 
example of the efforts being made locally to 
promote children’s rights.

Daliburgh School also received their Silver 
Award, while Eoligarry Primary, Sgoil Uibhist 
a Tuath, Sir E Scott School, Sgoil an Rubha, and 
Sgoil an Iochdair all received Bronze Awards. To 
date, 12 schools in the Western Isles have signed 
up to the UNICEF initiative, one which aims to 
place children’s rights at the heart of school life.

The Rights Respecting School programme in 
the UK has a service level agreement with the 
Northern Alliance, of which the Western Isles is a 
part, and each local authority has a strategic lead 
that works alongside UNICEF UK’s Professional 
Advisor, Jenny Price, to support schools on their 
children’s rights journey. 

“It’s really about the schools embedding a 
children’s rights-based approach within their 
schools, and for that to impact on the ethos 
and culture within their school. For our island 
schools, that totally made sense,” explains Mary 
Clare Ferguson, Senior Education Offi cer, and 
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’s Strategic Lead for 
Rights Respecting Schools. It was during her time 
as Head Teacher at Balivanich Primary that the 
school fi rst signed up to join the Rights Respecting 
Schools programme, so Mary Clare knows fi rst-
hand the benefi ts it can bring.

“I’ve seen the positive impacts that it made 
with young people, and within the school as a 
whole,” she says, adding that schools enrolled in 
the programme tend to report a positive impact on 
relationships and wellbeing, which in turn leads 
to better learning and behaviour. “We as adults, 
we’re duty bearers, and we have an accountability 
to ensure that children experience their rights.”

As the UNICEF website outlines, the global 
organisation works with schools across the country 
“to create safe and inspiring places to learn, where 
children are respected, their talents are nurtured 
and they are able to thrive. Our Rights Respecting 
Schools Award embeds these values in daily 
school life and gives children the best chance to 
lead happy, healthy lives and to be responsible, 
active citizens.”

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC) is used as a guide in Rights Respecting 
Schools, and the award at different levels 
“recognises a school’s achievement in putting 
the UNCRC into practice within the school and 
beyond.”  Children’s rights cover everything from 
education and safety to expressing opinions and 
being listened to, and are outlined in detail within 
the Convention, which has 42 articles in all. 

While the Rights Respecting Schools Award 
has been a success in the Western Isles so far, the 
goal in the region is to make promoting children’s 
rights consistent, and to promote them on an even 
broader scale, inside and outside of the classroom.

“I really welcome the initiative that’s taking 
place within the Western Isles, and I really 
welcome them adopting the UNICEF Rights 
Respecting Schools programme, because it’s one 
way – it’s not the only way – but it’s one way of 
introducing rights into the lifeblood of the school, 
and that’s great,” says Tam Baillie, the Chair of the 
Western Isles Child Protection Committee and 

former Children and Young People’s Commissioner 
for Scotland. 

“Of course, it’s more than just having a Rights 
Respecting badge; there has to be a confi dence and 
an ethos in the school about the engagement with 
children and young people. One of the spin-offs 
from Rights Respecting Schools should hopefully 
be a much greater evidence of the children and 
young people in schools in the Western Isles 
actually having their say in the kind of learning 
environments they want to have.” 

Fiona Macinnes-Begg, the Comhairle’s 
Community Learning and Development (CLD) 
Manager, who will be working with Tam and 
other agencies to build on the promotion of 
children’s rights beyond the classroom, agrees. 
“If we can encourage our schools to become 
Rights Respecting Schools, then we would know 
that young people would have a baseline in 
understanding the notion that children’s rights are 
important.”

On the CLD side, Fiona and her team are 
working to get young people involved in the 
democratic process locally. To start with, CLD 
are hoping to bring together a group of young 
people who have already expressed an interest 
in youth issues, including those who stood to 
become Members of the Scottish Youth Parliament, 
representatives from the four youth councils in the 
islands, and the youth ambassadors involved in 
the work of the Volunteer Centre. 

Getting young people involved in the processes 
of the Child Protection Committee is another goal 
for the region. “One of my ambitions as the Chair 
of the Child Protection Committee is that we 
actually demonstrate that we have got children 
engaging in helping to shape the responses on 
the future of the Child Protection Committee… I 
want to able to use those views to infl uence our 

decision making, and to infl uence the kind of 
direction that we go in.”

It’s important, Fiona notes, that any young 
people who do get involved are well supported 
throughout the process. “We’re going to come up 
with a training programme where we can identify 
with them the type of opportunities that could be 
around for them… It’s about developing a template 
for how we do it. We need to change the dynamics 
to allow young people to come into the arena.”

Tam adds that “we need to take account of 
those other young people that might be more in 
the margins, who might have communication 
diffi culties, who might not have the confi dence 
but who might have really valuable experience 
that we need to dig a little deeper to try and get 
to.”

Plans are still in the early stages, but whatever 
shape the new process to promote children’s rights 
in the Western Isles takes in practice, everyone 
involved agrees it needs to be a genuine, authentic 
process. As Tam says, “we’re looking at options to 
optimise the chances of the children and young 
people who’ve got views and opinions that are 
relevant to our agenda to get the opportunity to 
express those views, and really to do that in as 
engaging a way as possible.”

Fiona also explains that “if we’re doing it, we’re 
doing it right, and we’re going to do it at a pace 
where young people feel they’re valued, they’re 
able, and they’ve got support. We need to be clear 
that if we’re going to embark on a process, then it 
needs to be a credible process.”

UNICEF Gold Award for Uist school




