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Building our communities
Schools are out for summer…and back in August

By Katie Macleod

After three months of lockdown learning, 
staff and pupils across Scotland are 

enjoying a well-deserved break during their 
summer holidays – and enjoying it with the 
knowledge that schools will be returning as 
normal in August.

The announcement that schools would open 
at full capacity after the summer was made by 
Deputy First Minister John Swinney on 23rd June. 

In the Western Isles, staff will return to school 
on 10th August for two days of in-service, and 
pupils will return from the 12th, with special 
provision made for new Primary 1 and S1 pupils 
who were not able to experience their usual 
transition activities. 

“August and September will be slightly different 
for our teachers and for our pupils, because staff 
will be settling children and young people into the 
routines of school again,” said Bernard Chisholm, 
Director of Education, Skills, and Children’s 
Services at Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, during a 
live Facebook Q&A hosted by the department on 
25th June.

Chaired by the Comhairle’s Media Coordinator 
Colin George Morrison, the Q&A panel was hosted 
at e-Sgoil in Stornoway, with some panel members 
joining remotely via video call. In attendance 
alongside Bernard were Western Isles MSP Alasdair 
Allan, Executive Head Teachers, and a number of 
education staff from throughout the islands.

Before the holidays started on 26th June, all 
parents received a copy of An Turas Air Ais, the 
Local Delivery Plan for the return to schools. The 
plan details each phase of the return, from Phase 
1, which covered staff returning to schools last 
month; Phase 2, which outlines the current summer 
holiday period; and Phase 3, which details the 
reopening of schools from 10th August as well as 
any risk assessments that have been put in place.

As outlined in the delivery plan and during the 
Q&A, different schools will have slightly different 
initial approaches to a full reopening, depending 
on their size, stage, and location. Secondary 
schools, for example, are putting in place plans for 
new S1 pupils, and making provisions for senior 
pupils who need to make course changes after 
SQA results are announced on 4th August. 

In The Nicolson Institute, new S1 pupils will be 
introduced to their new school before all pupils 
return. Sgoil Lionacleit will run a similar introduction, 
whereas at Castlebay and Sir E Scott Schools, Primary 
7 pupils already engage in a longer-term transition 
period over their last year in primary school and will 
not be returning to classrooms early.

“The important thing to remember is that our 
secondary schools are very different from each 
other, and we’ll all be doing something slightly 
different, particularly in the bigger secondary 
schools,” said Dr Frances Murray, Executive Head 
Teacher for The Nicolson Institute and Harris 
Schools, who outlined plans for The Nicolson 
Institute. “We’re very conscious of the fact that our 
Primary 7 pupils did not have their usual transition 
activities, and some may never have been in the 
school building.”

Primary schools will also open slightly 
differently, based on their class and school sizes. 
“In the larger schools, it is planned that Primary 
1 pupils will have a staggered start to the day, so 
they may come in small cohorts. That won’t be 
necessary in every school, particularly the smaller 
schools where they have smaller year groups 
coming in,” said Kathleen Macleod, Executive 
Head Teacher for Broadbay Schools.

“In addition to that there has been planning to 
have nursery staff available for the fi rst couple of 
weeks, because transition activities did not happen 
as usual. Staff were very creative with virtual 
tours and we had some enhanced transitions, but 
it’s important that the pupils starting on Primary 
1 also have contact with staff from their own 
nursery, so there’s provision being made for that.” 
Nurseries will also resume normal opening hours 
in August for registered children, but children 
will be allocated specifi c cohorts, as the national 
guidance requires them to be in small groups.

In addition to the practical elements of a 
full return to school, the Education, Skills, and 
Children’s Services department has organized 
extra support for children and young people in 
terms of their learning. Plans have been put in 

place to allow children to partake in additional 
online work at home if they need to “catch up” 
on work that has been missed during lockdown. 

Extra support is also in place for pupils and 
parents in Gaelic Medium Education, particularly 
with the roll-out of the Comhairle’s Gaelic First 
policy, where pupils entering Primary One will 
be automatically enrolled in Gaelic Medium 
Education, unless their parents request otherwise.

“We are fully committed to our Gaelic First 
policy, and we will continue to support – and give 
extra support – these next few months when we 
return to school in August,” said Senior Education 
Offi cer Mary Clare Ferguson, who added that 
parents had already been contacted about the 
support being put in place for both pupils and 
parents involved in Gaelic Medium. 

“We need to emphasize the importance of 
the community in supporting children through 
our language, it’s part of our culture, and I think 
there are opportunities here,” added William 
Macdonald, Head of Service. “We’ll work with 
Multimedia, and with Community Learning and 
Development, to provide opportunities for parents 
and for children to enrich the language.” 

Nationally and locally, however, this detailed 
planned return to schools at full capacity will only 
be possible if certain conditions are met regarding 
COVID-19 infection rates. “As the Deputy First 
Minister has said, going back to school in August 
on a full-time basis is only possible if the current 
progress is maintained and improved. Should 
there be any change in that, and we have to fall 
back to Plan B, we have it ready. Staff have done 
all the preparation, and it has not been wasted,” 
said Bernard.

“All of the schools in the Western Isles have 

a robust plan that focuses on all the different 
measures that they will need to take to allow a 
partial return of pupils to schools,” said Donald 
Macleod, Senior Education Offi cer, of the 
contingency plan that has been drawn up in 
case of a change in position from the Scottish 
Government, or a local outbreak of the virus.

Given the local situation and size of schools, 
attendance during a partial return could be 
anywhere from 50 to 80 per cent – or in the case 
of some smaller schools, 100 per cent – all taking 
into account social distancing, increased hygiene 
measures, alternative arrangements for transport, 
and the temporary use of alternate buildings close 
to current schools.

The curriculum delivery during the contingency 
plan would be a blended learning approach 
comprising in-person teaching and online learning. 
This would be based on the successful approach 
taken by the Comhairle during lockdown, which 
saw over 92 per cent engagement in online learning 
across the Western Isles. A partial return to schools 
would also allow for vulnerable children and the 
children of key workers to attend local school 
hubs, rather than in centralized hubs around the 
islands as has been the case in lockdown. 

For Phase 2 of the return plan, which covers the 
summer holidays, these lockdown hubs are being 
transitioned into summer activity clubs for eligible 
children, with six hubs and three childcare centres 
operating until 4th August.

For now, though, the advice from the 
Department is for staff and pupils to enjoy a well-
deserved break after a challenging few months. 
The panel ended with comments from Bernard 
who thanked staff, parents, and pupils for their 
hard work, and urged them all to “have a fantastic 
break… everybody deserves a really great break, 
ready for another session.”

CnES to run activity hubs for youngsters during holidays
By Katie Macleod

Although schools across the Western Isles 
are now closed for the summer holidays, 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar is still providing 
childcare cover for vulnerable young people 
and the children of key workers, in the form 
of summer activity hubs.

Run by staff from Community Learning and 
Development and Active Schools, as well as 
Pupil Equity Fund Apprentices (funded by the 
Scottish Government’s Pupil Equity Fund grant), 
the summer activity clubs will operate fi ve 
days a week and focus on fun activities, crafts, 
and games, all taking place outdoors whenever 
possible.

This summer provision forms Phase 2 of the 
Comhairle’s Return to Schools Local Delivery 
Plan, “An Turas Air Ais,” which covers the period 

from 29th June to 7th August. 

While the Comhairle has provided school 
cover for eligible children during lockdown in 
10 school hubs, the summer provision will be 
focused on six schools – Stornoway Primary, 
Laxdale Primary School, Sgoil an Taobh Siar, Sir 
E Scott School, and Balivanich Primary School 
– as well as three dedicated childcare provision 
hubs at the Childcare Centre and An Cotan in 
Stornoway, and Cothrom Òg in South Uist.

“For us in the Western Isles it’s an unprecedented 
level of service to be provided, and it’s taken a 
great deal of careful planning and commitment 
and work from our school staff but also partners 
in Community Learning and Development, Active 
Schools, Sport and Health, and particularly our 
Pupil Equity Fund workers, who will form a core 
of that for the summer provision,” said Donald 

Macleod, Senior Education Offi cer, during the 
Comhairle’s Live Education Q&A on Facebook on 
25th June.

“We have constructed that plan with the 
intention – and we believe we can still make that 
commitment – that we will not require any of our 
term-time staff to cover the summer provision, 
which has been a founding idea of what we 
wanted to do. 

“Our school-based staff have worked 
relentlessly and tirelessly since the beginning of 
lockdown, and we need a chance for them to 
have a break ahead of coming back in August.”

“It is based on the hub model that has already 
been running, but takes a smaller footprint, 
because at the moment, based on the information 
that we’ve gathered from our currently registered 
key workers, the demand is about half what we’ve 

been typically seeing in terms of registration for 
the term time hubs.”

Trish Macleod, Executive Head Teacher for 
Rural Lewis Schools, who was also on the panel 
for the Q&A, noted that “there will be a high 
staff ratio to ensure that there are small groups 
and plenty of distancing. Eligible children can 
stay for a morning, an afternoon, or a whole day, 
and there will be designated pick up and drop off 
times. Packed lunches will be provided for those 
who wish to stay for lunch, but it is important that 
you use the booking form so that activities and 
lunches can be planned appropriately.”

For new Key Workers or those who are 
registered but have not requested summer 
access, the form to register for Phase 2 can be 
accessed online at the following link: https://bit.
ly/CNESkeyworkers

CLEANING/HYGIENE 
PRACTICES:

School buildings that have not been used 
as hubs have been fully prepared for 

reopening. Plans and protocols have been 
devised for deep cleaning routines, health 
and safety checks, legionella water testing, 
fi re safety checks, and for the provision of 
PPE and hygiene supplies. Although current 
guidance does not require staff or pupils to 
wear PPE or face masks, anyone who wishes 
to wear a face mask may do so.

Media co-ordinator Colin George Morrison with live-stream participants
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