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Building our communities
Family science learning at Balivanich School

Pupils enjoy an ocean of appreciation in city
By Katie Macleod 

Dìleab: Air a Chuan (Legacy: On the 
Ocean) is part of a larger project 

that emphasizes culture, connection, and 
community in the Outer Hebrides. But one of 
the Sgoil Lionacleit performances during the 
recent Dìleab concert at Celtic Connections 
in January had more than a community 
connection – it had a direct family link, too. 

Sixth year pupil Marion MacCorquodale 
performed the local Uist song Turas san Lochmor, 
which was written in 1950 by Peter Morrison, the 
grandfather of local Grimsay musician Padruig 
Morrison. And at Dìleab, Padruig was also on 
stage, accompanying Marion’s performance with 
the piano.

Padruig was one of a number of local musicians 
involved in Dìleab, including Willie Campbell 
and Ceitlin Lilidh, as well as TV presenter Linda 
MacLeod, who was acting as MC for the night. 
They all took to the stage alongside pupils from 
across the islands in the New Auditorium of the 
Royal Glasgow Concert Hall on 17 January, in 
front of an audience of hundreds, as part of the 
2020 Year of Coasts and Waters

“We had almost 70 young people with us from 
Lewis right through to Barra and they really rose 
to the occasion,” says Rhona Johnson, Project 
Coordinator for Dìleab. The audience, including 
Deputy First Minister John Swinney, “were 
treated to a varied and balanced programme 

of music including instrumental and choral 
contributions, both new and old.” 

Padruig, who was a fi nalist for this year’s BBC 
Radio Scotland Young Traditional Musician of 
the Year award and is a member of the Beinn 
Lee Ceilidh Band, explains that he fi rst became 
involved with Dileab at Sgoil Lionacleit in July 
last year. “I was approached…about getting 
involved with working on a new arrangement 
of Cearcall a’ Chuain with pupils from Sgoil 
Lionacleit. I jumped at it – it was a great idea! 
It was a delight for me to get back into my old 
school and to work with the talented young 
musicians who are there at the moment, some 
of whom I knew already, but others I didn’t. They 
were a fantastic, able group, and they all learnt 
the music really well.”

For Cearcall a’ Chuain, Marion MacCorquodale 
was singing alongside Ruairdh Gray, with 
fellow pupils Anna Maclain on clarsach; Alana 
Beaton on whistle; Joanna Macdonald on fi ddle; 
Floraidh Gray on bass guitar; Calum Macmillan 
on banjo; Ryan Macintyre on bazouki; Lee 
Macdougall on accordion; and Molly Perkins 
and Abby MacPhee on percussion.

“It’s a tricky task to arrange a song that’s so 
well known, and one such as Cearcall a’ Chuain, 
where it’s not just the verses that are known, 
but so many folk (including all the Gaelic 
choirs) know and perform the introductions and 
interludes too,” says Padruig. “I wanted to try 
and give it a new lift, and when working with the 

pupils, I didn’t want it to be slow and drawn out 
– I wanted it to have more motion than is usually 
in the song.”

“Once I knew which instruments the group 
would consist of, I wrote out an arrangement 
for each individual. I added a new instrumental 
melody, and a modifi ed introduction. The group 
picked it up very well over a few rehearsals 
over the term, before performing it at the school 
Christmas concert as a rehearsal before the big 
concert in January.”

“When it came to the concert at Celtic 
Connections, despite frantic rehearsing 
schedules, the group performed exceptionally 
well. The rehearsal on the day was fantastic – but 
the concert was even better! Everyone locked in 
together and performed it the best they had ever 
performed it – and we were all delighted with it! 

“It was a really lovely project concept, working 
with my former school on a new arrangement of 
a song from Uist, which the pupils performed, 
and I just accompanied at the side on the piano. 
It perfectly achieves what Dìleab is all about.”

The Sgoil Lionacleit Pipe Band also took to 
the stage on the night, although they are no 
strangers to high-profi le performances, having 
performed in New York City at Tartan Week and 
competed in multiple competitions. The band, 
which is made up of pipers from both Lionacleit 
and Castlebay schools, played a medley of tunes 
inspired by the sea, with fellow students doing 
Highland dances alongside them. 

Uist pupils Ruaridh Gray and Lee MacDougall 
also performed with pupils from Barra, Harris, 
and Lewis when they sang An Caiora, and all 
of the Sgoil Lionacleit soloists performed in the 
Islands Sea Medley, which saw traditional sea-
related songs arranged for solo voices, choirs, 
and strings.

The Glasgow concert was the most recent 
incarnation of Dìleab, the Comhairle’s multi-
generational bilingual project, which covers a 
programme of work undertaken by the young 
people of the islands and local musicians, all 
designed to draw on language, history, and 
culture as a bridge between generations. 

It was a night of celebrating the islands’ rich 
connection with the waters which surround 
them, and the talents of the islands’ young 
people. As Rhona says, “the whole trip was a 
fantastic opportunity for the pupils involved to 
take part in such a world class festival and they 
all had a great time.”

Dìleab: Air a’ Chuan was watched live online 
by 3000 people and has now been viewed by 
more than 5000 people in 22 countries, ranging 
from Australia to Brazil. 

While there is more to come from Dìleab in 
2020 and beyond, for those who missed the 
event or the live stream online, the edited playlist 
of the performance is now available to listen to 
or watch on the “Dìleab Eilean Siar” YouTube 
channel.

By Katie Macleod

Families gathering around the kitchen table 
to conduct science experiments might not 

be what immediately comes to mind when 
you think of homework, but homework has 
looked a bit different for pupils at Sgoil Bhaile 
a’ Mhanaich in Benbecula recently, and it’s 
all thanks to the school’s family learning 
programme.

Each year the school issues a Parental 
Engagement Calendar for parents and carers of 
pupils, providing an overview of ways in which 
they can get involved in their children’s learning – 
and this year’s Primary 4 “Science Bag” homework 
kits are a result of just that, as they were originally 
introduced after parental feedback and then 
trialled at a family workshop.

“We were looking to engage parents and carers 
in their children’s learning, and make it more 
meaningful for them, so it’s not just a case of 
coming to parents evening and things like that. We 
created a parental engagement calendar, which 
provides them with an overview of ways in which 
they can be involved in their child’s learning,” 
explains Depute Head Teacher Kirsty Brennan. 
“We’ve got an open-door policy where parents 
are encouraged to come into the school and 
take part in family and parental workshops.  This 
is complemented by a variety of different events 
throughout the year.”

First introduced in 2017, the family engagement 
calendar changes each year depending on the 
School Improvement Projects – this year the focus 
is on raising attainment in literacy and numeracy 
– and Science Kits for homework are just one of 
many initiatives taking place during the 2019-

2020 school year. 

Other home learning activities which encourage 
parental engagement have included Maths Home 
Learning Kits and Topic Homework Grids, and at 
the end of each term pupils take home Criomagan 
or “Snapshot” Jotters, which highlight the learning 
taking place in school and offer parents and other 
family members the opportunities to comment on 
the child’s work. Nursery children also have family 
books which are updated in partnership with 
parents and carers and shared on a regular basis. 

Pupils are not only taking learning home, but 
parents are going to the school to “learn” too. 
February saw the fi rst Digital Learning Parental 
Workshop, which gave an overview of apps and 
resources that can be used to enhance learning, 
and the school offers a Cafe Drop-In session 
which brings parents and carers into the school on 
a weekly basis, and focuses on different aspects 
of learning in another informal environment. 
Over the course of the school year so far they’ve 
practised phrases in British Sign Langauge; learned 
about Emerging Literacy; and heard advice 
from a Speech and Language Therapist. Similar 
opportunities are available for nursery parents; the 
“Stay and Play” Sessions allow parents to sit in on 
nursery sessions and cover a range of themes that 
support a child’s learning and engagement.

Families whose fi rst language is not English are 
also supported through the family engagement 
programme, with parents visiting the school to 
discuss resources that support both their child’s 
English language acquisition as well as their 
own. One parent who attended an English as an 
Additional Language (EAL) class reported that 
watching how the teaching and learning was 
carried out in the classroom not only helped them 
understand what their child was fi nding diffi cult, 

but allowed them to support their child at home in 
the same way, too.

Staff at Sgoil Bhaile a’ Mhanaich also work with 
the community and local organisations in their 
parental outreach. Ceolas, for example, have been 
providing community Gaelic classes alongside 
the school’s own Sradagan sessions after school, 
where parents of children who attend Sradagan 
(Gaelic Medium Education nursery) can come 
along and take part in Gaelic classes themselves. 

Then there are all the regular school fundraisers 
and events, like Family Quiz Nights, Bingo, Fun 
Runs, and Sports Day. Digital newsletters and the 
school’s social media accounts also help keep 
parents, carers, and relatives and the community 
up to date with what’s happening within the school, 

whether that’s pupils dressing up as their favourite 
story character for World Book Day, or videos of 
students trying out new numeracy strategies.

This type of family engagement in the life of 
the school has benefi ts that go beyond individual 
homework assessments or fundraising efforts: 
Education Scotland, the Scottish Government 
agency responsible for supporting quality and 
improvement in Scottish education, notes that 
parental engagement in a child’s learning is a “key 
driver” in “achieving excellence and equity in 
Scottish education. The engagement of parents and 
families can help raise attainment for all and help 
to ensure that every child has an equal chance of 
success.”

In that vein, Sgoil Bhaile a’ Mhanaich involves 
parents in general curriculum development as well 
as specifi c learning activities.  Each year, parents 
are invited to the school to discuss the school 
improvement projects, with many of their ideas and 
suggestions being taken on board. Families also 
have input into the curriculum design, particularly 
when it comes to the Interdisciplinary Learning 
Themes, topics which use links across different 
subjects to enhance learning. 

“It’s about engaging with the community and 
our families, asking what their needs are and what 
they’d like to see and be involved in with regards 
to school life,” says Kirsty. “Research has shown 
that when parents are involved in their children’s 
learning, it does have a positive effect on pupils’ 
learning.”

As for the science homework kits, they’ve gone 
down as well with parents as they have with pupils. 
In the words of one parent: “we all really enjoyed 
doing the science experiments as a family – they 
taught us all a thing or two!”




