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Gaelic learning drive becomes a revolution
By Katie Macleod 

From Duolingo to Dìleab, and Twitter 
trends to national headlines, the Gaelic 

world has been buzzing in recent months. 
More than 200,000 users joined the free 
language app Duolingo to learn Gaelic since 
the course’s launch in November, while at 
Celtic Connections in Glasgow last month, 
young people from the Western Isles wowed 
audiences with their Dìleab performance, a 
cultural showcase of Gaelic music, singing, 
and poetry.

This buzz around Dìleab, Duolingo, and Gaelic 
more generally comes as moves are taking place 
in Gaelic learning and policy at all levels, most 
recently with the announcement from Comhairle 
nan Eilean Siar that a “Gaelic First” policy will 
be applied to enrolment. From June this year, 
pupils in the Western Isles entering Primary One 
will be automatically enrolled in Gaelic Medium 
Education, unless their parents request otherwise. 

With 47 per cent of children currently enrolled 
in Gaelic Medium Education, parents will now 
“have the choice to opt out, rather than opt in,” 
says Angus Maclennan, Head Teacher at e-Sgoil. 

“It is hoped that the Comhairle will meet its target 
of ensuring that 70 per cent of all Western Isles 
children entering Primary 1 by 2023 will be 
in Gaelic Medium Education. As it is, in many 
schools, there are already signifi cant numbers 
in Gaelic Medium at Primary 1. For example, 
in Breasclete, Sgoil and Taobh Siar, Uig, and 
Daliburgh, 100 per cent of children are now in 
Gaelic Medium Education.”

An online panel, chaired by the BBC’s 
Coinneach Mac a’ Ghobhainn, took place after 
the announcement last month, offering parents 
the chance to put forward questions to a group of 
language experts, teachers, and Gaelic Medium 
pupils themselves. “This was a very informative 
discussion of the issues surrounding Gaelic 
Medium Education, offering different perspectives 
and experiences, but in full agreement that 
bilingualism and Gaelic Medium Education was 
hugely benefi cial to children’s cognitive and 
academic development and achievement.”

In line with this new Gaelic Enrolment Strategy, 
Gaelic will also be the default position for all 
children entering nursery provision, and there will 
be an increased focus on the provision of Gaelic 
for children aged from 0-3 years. Gaelic language 

ability will be emphasised in recruitment too, 
with a greater focus on promoting the language 
in the workplace. “We have to make sure Gaelic 
is given more prominence, and that appropriate 
opportunities are given to all staff to increase their 
Gaelic capacity and skills,” says Angus.

These changes to the focus of early years 
and primary education are part of a larger shift, 
both nationally and locally, as the Comhairle, 
Bord na Gàidhlig, and the Scottish Government 
collaborate on a proposed Gaelic Charter, as well 
as the Gaelic: A Faster Rate of Progress project that 
is being spearheaded by John Swinney, the Deputy 
First Minister. Both initiatives focus on the growth 
of Gaelic, and the importance of learning, using, 
promoting, and valuing the Gaelic language.

“The council is very much looking at Gaelic 
not being confi ned to the classroom. It’s about 
getting it out there into the workplace, back into 
communities,” says Angus. It’s a goal that ties in 
neatly with one of the aims of the Gaelic Charter: 
ensuring that traditional communities of Gaelic 
speakers are strengthened.

Another aim of the initiatives includes ensuring 
that Gaelic communities have Gaelic speakers 
from all backgrounds. Talks are already in progress 

about creating a school “immersion centre” for 
young pupils whose families move from the 
mainland and want to learn Gaelic, based on the 
Welsh programme of language immersion, and 
a successful pilot programme of informal Gaelic 
conversation meet-ups took place at An Lanntair 
last month, with more to come.

Making sure Gaelic communities are able 
to pass on their Gaelic culture through their 
own language is another priority, and the recent 
success of Dìleab: Air a Chuan (Legacy: On the 
Ocean), which saw almost 70 young people from 
the islands perform at the Celtic Connections 
festival in Glasgow, is just one example of that. 
Taking place on stage at the New Auditorium 
of the Glasgow Royal Concert Hall, the event 
featured the Sgoil Lionacleit Pipe Band, choirs 
from Sir E Scott School and Castlebay Community 
School, as well as box players, pipers, fi ddlers, and 
singers from the islands’ four secondary schools, 
alongside local musicians including Willie 
Campbell, Padruig Morrison, and Ceitlin Lilidh.

The concert was live-streamed to more than 
3000 viewers on the night, and in the weeks 
since has been seen by more than 5000 people 

Young people’s hub to open in Town Hall
By Katie Macleod 

Care Day, the national celebration of care-
experienced young people, takes place 

each February across Scotland, falling this year 
on 21 February.

And in the Western Isles, Care Day will be extra 
special, with the launch of a brand-new young 
people’s hub in Stornoway Town Hall.

Organised by Who Cares? Scotland, the 
national third-sector membership and advocacy 
organisation, Care Day raises awareness and 
understanding of care, and celebrates the talents 
of care-experienced young people (young people 
with experience of being in care, whether that’s 
at home with foster carers or relatives, or in 
residential homes) and their friends. 

The launch of the hub on the same day marks 
a new step for the young people and the partners 
involved and will be accompanied by the fi rst 
fl ying of the new Western Isles Care Flag, which 
has been designed by care-experienced young 
people and their peers.

The fl ag – which features fl owers representing 
the blossoming of their potential, and footsteps 
to represent their care journey – is being fl own to 
symbolise the power of the voices of the young 
people themselves, but also to project the fact that 
Care Day is a time for the whole community to 
show its support.

Tom Boyd, Who Cares? Scotland’s Advocacy 
and Participation Manager for the North, says the 
hub, which is supported by a range of partners 
from Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, refl ects “the 
importance of creating spaces that young people 
feel they can shape as their own, where they can 
develop skills and confi dence, and really build a 
sense of belonging and ownership.”

“It’s going to be a real partnership-based space, 
where group participatory opportunities and 
individual support for care experienced and other 
young people in the Western Isles takes place.”

The hub will be offi cially renamed on Care 
Day by the young people, who have also chosen 
the paint and decorations, and will provide a 
home base for participatory groups such as Young 

Islanders, which focuses on creating a sense of 
belonging among secondary-age care-experienced 
young islanders; the Kickin’ Club, a support group 
for young people; and the Transitions Group, 
which supports young people transitioning from 
Primary into Secondary School with an ambitious 
summer programme. 

While nationally the work of Who Cares? 
Scotland focuses on care-experienced young 
people, in the Western Isles, their remit is even 
broader, with Alison Frizell, Who Cares? Scotland’s 
Advocacy and Participation Worker for the islands, 
working alongside and supporting not only young 
people and children with experience of care, but a 
wide range of young people who may also benefi t 
from Who Cares? Scotland’s services. 

“My role is to provide relationship based 
independent advocacy and participation 
opportunities for care experienced young people 

and their friends,” says Alison. “Relationships are 
key to what I do as by building a relationship with 
a young person, I’m also building trust which then 
leads to a young person’s confi dence to be heard.”

The new hub will also be a base for one of 
Who Cares? Scotland’s core offers, which is the 
one-to-one, independent advocacy service for 
young people on the islands. Advocacy involves 
spending time with and listening to a young 
person to understand what matters to them, 
helping them understand their rights and options, 
and championing their rights, views, and wishes 
while navigating what can be complex processes 
making key decisions about their lives. 

This independent advocacy service sits 
alongside partnerships with services across the 
Comhairle that are supporting a growing range of 
participatory opportunities for children and young 
people, including the clubs and groups which will 

call the new hub home.

Key partners of Who Cares? Scotland locally 
include Rachel Macdonald, Care Experienced 
Young Person Support Worker at the Comhairle; 
Erica Clark at Community Learning and 
Development; and Wendy Gorman, Pupil Mentor 
and Attendance Worker at The Nicolson Institute. 
They all work closely with Alison and 17-year-
old Keziah Winslow, Who Cares? Scotland’s new 
Care Experienced Participation Assistant. “The 
partnership working has always been strong in the 
Western Isles, and we are now seeing amazing 
participatory opportunities being supported by a 
close network of enthusiastic partners who love 
working alongside young people,” says Alison.

Care Day 2020 is also signifi cant because it is 
taking place just as Scotland’s Independent Care 
Review announces its recommendations. Paul 
Sullivan, Participation, Policy and Infl uencing 
Manager with the Independent Care Review 
Secretariat, will join Care Day in Stornoway, 
speaking with young people, professionals, 
corporate parents, and carers about what is being 
proposed by the Review for the future of Care in 
Scotland.

The celebrations in Stornoway will also be 
a stepping stone to the islands’ fi rst Festival of 
Care, which is scheduled to take place later this 
year. Following on from the success of Shetland’s 
Festival of Care last November (a fi rst for 
Scotland), the Western Isles event will be led by 
young people, and will take place over two days, 
with workshops, events, and fi lms focusing on the 
crucial role corporate parents play in the lives of 
care-experienced young people.

(Corporate parents are those in the public sector 
who have a responsibility for care-experienced 
young people, such as school staff, social work, 
the police, and health.)

“It feels like a really signifi cant year for the 
Western Isles and its young people,” says Tom.  The 
Western Isles is very much on the map, with young 
people leading the way. And that’s all within an 
exciting nationwide context that will be shaping 
how we provide the best possible care for our 
children and young people in the years to come.”
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