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Building our communities

By Katie Macleod

Most people can remember the nerve-
wracking occasion that was sitting 

their school exams, and for young people 
in the Western Isles, those memories will 
be especially fresh, with the fi nal Scottish 
Qualifi cation Authority (SQA) exams at the 
end of May.

But today the old metrics of success – typically 
the number of pupils who pass fi ve Highers – are 
considered by many to be a limited way to measure 
young people’s achievement, as outlined in a recent 
report from Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’s Education, 
Skills, and Children’s Services Department. 

The report pushes back against the implication 
made earlier this year that league tables can 
measure a school’s success, and instead outlines 
the broader scope of education in Scotland today, 
and the wider opportunities now available to 
young people.

“Western Isles schools are proud to celebrate 
the broad range of successes and achievements of 
their learners in the curriculum, as well [in] sports, 
culture, and the arts,” reads the report, which also 
highlights how national exam results data, which 
is publicly available, shows success for the islands’ 
young people across the board. 

The 2018 Annual Participation Measure for 
16-19-year-olds (published by Skills Development 
Scotland) shows that 97.6 per cent of young people 
in the islands are in education, employment, or 
training, compared to 91.8 per cent nationally. 

In a similar vein, the number of school leavers 
in positive destinations – such as higher or further 
education or employment – is one of the highest in 

the country, at 95.6 per cent for 2018.

Then there’s the local context, where the 
Comhairle and other organisations in the region 
are working to stem depopulation. With that mind, 
the fact that 42 per cent of school leavers in the 
Western Isles go directly into employment makes 
sense; as the report notes, “this is fundamental in 
meeting our local economic needs and sustaining 
our island population.” 

Even then, 40 per cent of young people go 
into higher education – again above the national 
rate of 38 per cent – and the overall pass rate for 
Highers in the islands was more than 2 per cent 
above the national fi gure.

“As well as promoting the uptake of more 
traditional academic routes via Highers and 
university, we are developing new locally-based 
pathways through apprenticeships and other 
applied learning courses,” reads the report.

Since 2016, the Comhairle has offered an 
increasingly large range of apprenticeships, from 
the Comhairle-run apprenticeships in collaboration 
with the public and private sectors (at the likes 
of the Isle of Harris Distillers Ltd., Hebridean 
Housing Partnership, and the engineering team at 
the Comhairle) to Modern Apprenticeships funded 
by Skills Development Scotland. 

This year they’ve also launched the two-year 
Foundation Apprenticeships, which are available 
in S4 to S6 at SCQF Level 6 (the same level as 
Highers). These industry-recognized qualifi cations 
combine classroom learning with work placements 
that develop technical workplace knowledge and 
on-the-job experience. “The Comhairle have been 
delivering the Modern Apprenticeship programme 
for many years, and we’re delighted to be adding 

the Foundation Apprenticeship to our accreditation 
offer,” the Comhairle’s Apprenticeship Manager, 
Dolina Smith, said earlier this year. 

This change in approach, with multiple options 
available to young people while they’re still 
in school, is largely due to the Curriculum for 
Excellence. Introduced in 2010, it provides the 
basis for learning in Scotland, and is intended 
to help all children and young people gain the 
knowledge, skills, and attributes needed for life 
in the 21st century. It includes skills for learning, 
life, and work, and aims to enable young people to 
become successful learners, confi dent individuals, 
responsible citizens, and effective contributors.

Designed to provide a more fl exible curriculum, 
education in Scotland is now split into two stages: 
the Broad General Education from early years 
to S3, and the Senior Phase, from S4 to S6. The 
latter is set up to allow young people to take 
qualifi cations and courses that suit their abilities 
and interests – and this ethos of “personalisation 
and choice” and “relevance” are core aspects of 
the principles staff are tasked with considering 
when setting their school’s curriculum.

In the past, the variety of subjects available for 
pupils could be limited. Now, with a focus on choice, 
the options are expanding: thousands of courses are 
currently available through the SQA. But the choices 
available in each Scottish school will be dependent 
on multiple factors, like location and availability of 
teaching staff. In the Western Isles, technology is 
helping to overcome those limitations in the form of 
e-Sgoil, the Comhairle’s digital learning service.

The Curriculum for Excellence encourages 
collaboration, and e-Sgoil is leading the 
way for authorities working together across 

Scotland. e-Sgoil – which has its headquarters 
in Stornoway and a satellite hub in Carinish, 
North Uist – currently teaches into ten Scottish 
local authorities. Increased collaboration is in 
the works within the Northern Alliance, too, 
which comprises eight councils: Argyll and Bute, 
Aberdeen City, Aberdeenshire, Highland, Moray, 
Orkney, Shetland and the Western Isles.

e-Sgoil has expanded the range of subjects 
being taught to include everything from Gaelic 
and Maths to Physics and Chanter, truly increasing 
choice for young people across the country.

The service works by putting teachers in front 
of classrooms via a video calling software known 
as VScene: with everyone able to see and engage 
with one another face-to-face, it’s an example of 
“remote teaching” that’s being used for emergency 
cover, specialist input into classrooms, and even 
pupil-led learning.

“The possibilities are endless for bringing people 
into the classroom,” said Steven Graham, e-Sgoil’s 
Principal Teacher of STEM, in May. “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. e-Sgoil is a way to 
overcome these barriers.”

Married to a broader outlook on education 
and the notion of what constitutes “success,” 
technology is providing the mechanism for 
increased choice and collaboration in schools in 
the Western Isles and further afi eld. 

Young people in the islands can rest assured 
that no matter which exam results they’re waiting 
on this summer, there is more than one route to 
achievement in education today.

ISLES RACHET UP LEVELS OF 
SCHOOLS’ SUCCESS FOR PUPILS

Celebrations 
for STEM in 

Glasgow
On Friday 31st May, pupils from Breasclete, 

Lionacleit, and Sir E Scott represented the 
Western Isles at the Celebration of Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM) in 
the Glasgow Science Centre. 

Organised by the Scottish Council for 
Development and Industry’s Young Engineers & 
Science Clubs (YESC) programme and sponsored 
by The Big Bang, Chevron, Lloyds Register EMEA, 
OPITO, and SHELL U.K. Ltd, the event recognises 
excellence in the work of STEM clubs operating in 
schools across the country.

Young people from 53 schools were involved in a 
variety of challenges and competitions throughout 
the day, and showcased their projects to win the 
‘Club of the Year’ titles and ‘Newcomer Award.’ 

While the three Western Isles schools didn’t 
leave with an award, their attendance marked a 
major achievement in participating and competing 
in STEM work at a national level.

The pupils of Bernera School travelled to Inverness on 30th 
May to take part in the national fi nal of the Blythswood 

Schools Enterprise Challenge, which involves pupils using 
enterprising approaches to grow an initial £25 investment. 

At the Inverness fi nal, the Bernera pupils presented to an audience 
of their peers and three judges from the local business community, 
winning the award for “Most School Involvement” and “Overall 
Challenge Winners.”

Bernera School sees success at the 
Blythswood Enterprise Challenge

All the school’s pupils involved in the Enterprise Challenge.

Darren MacInnes and Sarah Mackenzie 
collecting the certifi cates and trophies on 

behalf of the other pupils after successfully 
concluding their presentation and 

answering the judges’ questions.




