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Building our communities

Daliburgh School…outdoor learning from crofts to canoes!
By Katie Macleod

From crofting to kayaking, the pupils at 
Daliburgh School in South Uist have been 

making the most of their island environment 
to supplement their classroom learning 
experience. “In order to promote resilience 
and confi dence in our pupils, as well as helping 
them to improve their communication skills and 
develop their own ability to manage risk, we 
have focused on using our natural environment 
to enhance our learning environment,” explains 
Head Teacher Jane MacIntyre.

For the past two years, the outdoor learning 
programme has involved a variety of learning 
sessions both on land and on water. 14 kayaks, 
two Canadian canoes, camping equipment, 
and an “outdoor classroom” – as well as all the 
necessary safety equipment – were purchased 
using over £10,000 of funds raised from Awards 
4 All, part of the National Lottery Fund, and local 
bodies such as the Community Council and local 
councillors. “Through various outdoor sessions, 

our pupils could be seen to gain confi dence, and 
by the end of their kayaking block last year, all 
the P7s were able to demonstrate how to capsize 
confi dently,” says Jane.

Also part of the outdoor learning experience 
was the inter-house triathlon held in June 2019, 
which saw pupils from Primary 1 to 7 take part 
in a competition which covered racing on the 
cross-country track, paddling in kayaks, and 
cycling on school bikes. The triathlon was such 
a success that this year, Primary 7 pupils from 
other Uist schools will be invited to join in the 
fun at a transition event that will include camping, 
climbing, mountain biking, kayaking, and another 
inter-house triathlon.

And it’s not just outdoor sporting events the 
pupils are involved in; they’re learning the 
importance of looking after and cultivating the 
land, too. “We are encouraging pupils to make 
links between their community, their culture, and 
the curriculum in a way that is relevant to their 
lives,” explains Jane. Over the past few months, 
this has included community activities such as 

local beach clean-ups; outdoor learning visits to 
different environments, like beaches, forests, and 
hills; and learning about crofting and growing 
local produce. Staff from TAGSA Uibhist have also 
worked with the school to improve and develop 
the outdoor growing area.

“The children have been learning about the links 
between sustainability, crofting, and local produce 
through the work and development of our Crofting 
Committee, which is made up of pupils from P4-
P7, and our Gardening Masterclass (one of the 
activities offered on a Friday afternoon). Through 
this, pupils have been cultivating and harvesting 
their own produce, some of which was turned 
into chutneys and sold at our Christmas Fayre,” 
says Jane. The pupils are also responsible for the 
school’s hens, and the school Crofting Committee 
is working with local crofters to identify which 
other animals could be cared for on the school 
premises in the future.

Pupils are also going to be learning how to 
develop the school grounds to provide more 
opportunities for imaginative play, creativity, and 

problem-solving activities, and a “wild area” is 
already in development. This learning was enhanced 
by a training session given as part of the school’s 
February in-service by Learning Through Landscapes, 
a UK-based charity dedicated to enhancing outdoor 
learning and play for children. The charity awarded 
the school the Local Schools Nature Grant, which 
included £500 worth of outdoor equipment in 
addition to the training session. 

Outdoor learning of the kind that is taking 
place at Daliburgh School is a key component 
of the national curriculum; the Curriculum for 
Excellence states that “integrating learning and 
outdoor experiences, whether through play in the 
immediate grounds or adventures further afi eld, 
provides relevance and depth to the curriculum in 
ways that are diffi cult to achieve indoors.”

And as Jane explains, Daliburgh School is 
putting this ethos into practice by “enhancing the 
pupils’ learning experiences by taking advantage 
of the benefi ts that island life gives us: our beautiful 
environment, close community, and rich culture 
and heritage.”

Stickleback science work at Sgoil Uibhist a Tuath
By Katie Macleod

There’s a big question currently on pupils’ 
minds at Sgoil Uibhist a Tuath in North 

Uist: why are the local stickleback fi sh losing 
their spines? It’s an investigation that’s seen the 
school recently receive a grant of £2454.41 
from the prestigious Royal Society, the world’s 
oldest independent scientifi c academy, for 
equipment to aid them in their research.

Dr Carl Smith, Reader in Natural History at 
the University of St Andrews, has spent a decade 
researching why the stickleback fi sh population in 
North Uist are completely losing their distinctive 
bony armour of spines and plates. 

Since October 2019, he’s been the STEM Partner 
for Sgoil Uibhist a Tuath, with pupils from Primary 
1-7 helping him with his research on the island and 
increasing their own knowledge of natural history 
and science terminology along the way.

“This is real research that is happening at 
scientifi c level, and we’ve involved our children in 
looking at the types of things that these scientists 
are actually examining,” explains Head Teacher 
Sarah Jane MacSween. 

In terms of science education, the goal is to 
introduce pupils to ideas about evolution, natural 
selection, and how the environment shapes these 
processes, particularly in relation to their local 
surroundings. And the pupils are not only taking 
part in scientifi c activities – such as formulating 
hypotheses about the fi sh, collecting samples 
and data, making observations, and drawing 
conclusions – but learning the terminology behind 
the activities, too. 

“Although the vocabulary is very extensive, the 
students are using that kind of terminology now 
within science, because of the input that we’ve 
had from Dr Smith. He works from P1-P7 and he 
can come right down to their level, but he doesn’t 
dilute the language for them, he still gives them all 
the scientifi c terminology,” says Sarah Jane.

Dr Smith made an initial visit to Sgoil Uibhist 
a Tuath in November 2018 and discussed the 
topic of stickleback evolution with teachers, met 
with pupils, and visited a local loch with them. 
Pupils’ involvement in the research then began in 
October 2019, when Dr Carl Smith fi rst visited the 
school to introduce them to the project. As well as 
familiarising them with the scientifi c ideas behind 
the project, he accompanied staff and students on 
a visit to a local loch to collect sticklebacks, and 
helped the pupils make entries in their new fi eld 
notebooks – just as real scientists would.

In April, Dr Smith will be returning to the island 
to continue his research and update the pupils. The 
funding from the Royal Society is going towards a 

new aquarium which will house sticklebacks and 
sit in the entrance to the school, from where pupils 
can monitor their behaviour and any visitors to 
the school can see examples of the learning that’s 
been taking place. 

Dr Smith will return again in June to help the 
pupils investigate and analyse their fi ndings, 
and the project is due to continue into the next 
school year, with pupils presenting their fi ndings 
to Dr Smith and their peers from Sgoil Bhaile a’ 
Mhanaich in September. To cap it all off, they’ll 
attend a prize giving for the best scientifi c reports, 
drawings, presentations, and notebooks.

The science project has been such a success 
that pupils are bringing their learning home: 
they’re pointing out sticklebacks in local lochs to 
family members, and some are even developing 
ambitions to one day become scientists themselves. 
“There are now about six of children who would 
like to be scientists because they’ve been working 
alongside Dr Smith, doing the fi eldwork that he 
would be doing with his students, and with other 

professors from around the world,” says Sarah Jane 
of the impact of the project. 

The calibre of the project has also been 
recognised not just by the grant from the Royal 
Society, but also in the positive feedback they 
offered the school; it was described as a “very 
impressive” investigation, one that is unique 
“whilst still fulfi lling scientifi c rigour.” The judges 
commented that the pupils’ search for answers to 
the evolution of the sticklebacks “will stimulate 
their thinking and develop scientifi c skills for all 
pupils as they move up the primary school and 
which can be utilised in secondary education.”

“In terms of developing the young workforce, 
it’s really been at the chalk face in terms of the 
work that’s been done,” says Sarah Jane. “We’re 
eternally grateful to Dr Smith for allowing our 
children the opportunity to get that experience. It’s 
an exciting project that will have a lasting effect 
on all who participate and will give them a greater 
understanding of what it means to be an islander, 
living in a unique environment.”




