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AN UNILINGUAL MINORITY LANGUAGE COLLEGE IN A MULTILINGUAL UNIVERSITY: SABHAL MÒR OSTAIG
Prof. Robert Dunbar 
Senior Research Professor and Director, ‘Soillse’ Sabhal Mòr Ostaig/UHIMI 
Sabhal Mòr Ostaig (‘SMO’) was founded in 1973 as a college with the principle aim of offering courses through the medium of Scottish Gaelic and is now one of eleven colleges and two research centres which comprise the University of the Highlands and Islands Millennium Institute (‘UHIMI’), an institution of tertiary education which hopes to gain full University status in 2011. Located in Skye in the Scottish Highlands and Islands, SMO is the only tertiary level institution in the world which functions through the medium of Scottish Gaelic. 
Gaelic is a highly minoritised language, spoken at the 2001 census by just over 58,000 people in Scotland, about one percent of the national population. Gaelic was historically largely excluded from the State-funded education system—from about 1920 through the mid-1980s, instruction was limited to courses at secondary level in the language. Gaelic-medium education (‘GME’) was established at the primary level only in 1985. Also, historically, there has been relatively level tertiary educational provision in the Highlands and Islands, the traditional ‘heartlands’ of the Gaelic language, and there has never been a university based in the region. The combination of lack of education through the medium of Gaelic in schools and the lack of any university provision in the Highlands and Islands has contributed to an on-going ‘brain drain’ from these areas, which, together with a range of other powerful social and economic forces, has contributed to ongoing depopulation of the region and Gaelic language loss. 
In this presentation, the role of SMO and of UHIMI in addressing these forces will be considered. Specific attention will be given to the role of both institutions in contributing to Gaelic language maintenance. There is now in Scotland language legislation, the Gaelic Language (Scotland) Act 2005 (the ‘Gaelic Act’), and a language planning body created under that legislation, Bòrd na Gàidhlig (‘BnaG’, the Gaelic Language Board), and the Gaelic language plans which both UHIMI and SMO are required to prepare, as well as pre-existing language policies of both institutions, will be considered to explore the nature of both as multilingual institutions and the role of both in broader minority language policy. Both the expectations created by the legislative and policy framework, and some of the challenges and obstacles which both institutions will confront, will be considered. The role of both institutions in engaging in research of relevance to the Gaelic language community will be addressed. Finally, the relationship with other tertiary institutions and research bodies at a national and international level will be considered.

