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ShetlandPeerieMakkers is an ambitious initiative to develop the unique hand 
knitting culture of the Shetland Islands and inspire a new generation of knitters 
to take up the craft. It aims to support knitting groups in every community in 
the Islands, hosted by local Primary Schools. It’s an investment in the future of 
Shetland’s valuable creative industries and cultural tourism. It provides space 
to develop life-long transferable skills for the participants and has far-reaching 
positive benefits for both the volunteer tutors and wider Island communities 
through its intergenerational approach to delivery. 

Shetland knitting is internationally renowned, recognisable for its colourful 
patterns and fine lace. Contemporary designers and fashion houses are 
regularly influenced, and Fair Isle in particular is currently of interest. As well 
as being an enjoyable creative outlet, knitting provides employment, and self-
employment: Shetland is home to an active and industrious community of 
knitwear businesses, designers, knitters, spinners, weavers, and dyers and hosts 
an annual celebration of its textiles – Shetland Wool Week. It supports valuable 
tourism and inspires textile design worldwide. Trade in knitwear takes the 
unique cultural heritage of Shetland to an international audience. The future 
sustainability of this rich creative and cultural ecosystem relies on supporting 
the next generation to develop skills, knowledge, and appreciation of the 
craft. Visually and structurally hand knitting is the foundation of Shetland’s 
commercial and industrial knitting.

Brough Lodge Trust, established to restore the historic Brough Lodge on the 
Island of Fetlar, initiated ShetlandPeerieMakkers in response to a community 
consultation which acknowledged the urgent need to support the future of 

A ShetlandPeerieMakkers pilot knitting group shares their work.  
Photo courtesy ShetlandPeerieMakkers.

https://www.facebook.com/ShetlandPeerieMakkers
https://www.shetlandwoolweek.com/about/
https://broughlodge.org/
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Shetland hand knitting. The withdrawal of compulsory hand knitting within 
schools in 2011, alongside a longstanding decline in intergenerational home-
based knitting in the region, inspired a radical rethink about how these skills 
could be transferred. 

Started as a pilot project with seven hand knitting groups in 2014, this initial 
phase supported the development of the SockBox and SockBox Recipe, a 
complete resource containing all the required information and materials to pass 
on hand knitting knowledge and skills to children. The project has since been 
rolled out to more than 24 locations, with 330 children participating in over 500 
knitting meetings between 2017 and 2020. 

Taking place in Primary Schools the length and breadth of Shetland, knitting 
tuition happens in free lunchtime and after school sessions. The project has 
been delivered by 150 skilled and knowledgeable volunteer knitting tutors. A 
unique resource, the volunteers are lifelong experts in Shetland hand knitting, 
passionate about the future of the craft. Working in small groups with a high 
ratio of tutors to participants enables children to receive dedicated support to 
set and realise their individual creative ambitions, learn from mistakes, and build 
confidence and resilience. Over 85% of children participating, the majority aged 
10-12, have been able to knit a piece in Fair Isle or lace after just 10 sessions.

The SockBox and SockBox Recipe resource box (pictured), including printed guidelines, 
materials and tools, has underpinned the successful roll out of the project providing a 
consistent approach to the tuition across all of the locations.  
Photo courtesy ShetlandPeerieMakkers
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“I feel privileged to have the opportunity to 
work alongside the bairns and get out much 
more than I ever put in. The look on their faces 
when they finish their project is amazing. Some 
make garments for younger family members 
and have such pride when they finish. We build 
up a strong bond with the bairns and still have 
this years later.” 
Amanda Pottinger, Volunteer Knitting Tutor and Core  
Team Member

Although designed for community rather than educational settings, hosting 
activity within schools ensures ShetlandPeerieMakkers is delivered safely and 
equitably. The project has demonstrated, even in this early stage, that craft 
education can support learning across the school curriculum for the young 
participants. Interpreting and creating complex patterns develops numeracy, 
problem-solving and creativity skills. The experience has been shown to benefit 
participants’ ability to focus during the school day and schools have reported 
improved handwriting and manual coordination. One of the key things 
ShetlandPeerieMakkers does, is prioritise the child-led exploration of the craft 
and creative design process embedded in routine Shetland techniques:

“The need for confidence in design is something 
I was interested in putting forward... Before and 
during the making of each piece of lace, plain 
knitting, or Fair Isle pattern, design choices and 
decisions are made in colour, form and stitch. 
[ShetlandPeerieMakkers] is an opportunity 
to find ways to encourage confidence in 
young people in making those choices, and to 
establish individuality by allowing early design 
decisions, and freedom of choice for the learner 
in all their knitting projects.”
Hazel Hughson, ShetlandPeerieMakkers Core Team Member

Small groups work together to encourage the development of interpersonal and 
verbal communication skills, building friendships that support the wellbeing of 
both participants and volunteers. Connections between young people, skilled, 
knowledgeable makers and the wider creative industries activity on the Shetland 
Islands, build awareness of career pathways. 
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“New knitters should have the opportunity of 
knowing ways to use techniques and materials 
for original work. It can lead knitters of all ages 
and experience into an original style of practice 
for themselves to enjoy, employment in the 
industry, or creative self-employment.”
Hazel Hughson, ShetlandPeerieMakkers Core Team Member

Despite activity in 2020 being affected by the pandemic restrictions, with tutors 
unable to visit groups in schools, the project is gearing up to continue its roll out 
in 2021, seeking funding to continue the work of the Consultant who oversees 
its administration and evaluation, and volunteer expenses. This approach, which 
costs around £10,000 annually, shows that craft education can be delivered at 
scale and quality in cost-effective ways. 

The project has been underpinned by its gradual and consistent roll-out, and 
strong partnership model of delivery supported by a Task Force and voluntary 
working group which ensures benefits for the multiple agencies involved: Shetland 
Islands Council Children’s Services, Voluntary Action Shetland and others. 

Through ShetlandPeerieMakkers the wider Shetland population are benefitting 
from increased critical appreciation for their past knitting culture and its 
continued contemporary practice. The knowledge and experience of those 
involved is a valuable resource, contributing to the burgeoning ambitions to 
develop the craft education offer in Scotland.

The project is supported by Shetland LEADER Programme 2014-2020, private 
donations, London fashion house Alexander McQueen, in-kind materials from 
Shetland-based yarn producer Jamiesons of Shetland, and Brough Lodge Trust.



This case study was produced as part of the MAKE 
Learn project. MAKE Learn is a partnership 
between Panel (the founders and current custodians 
of MAKE) and Craft Scotland, and is funded by 
Creative Scotland as part of their targeted funding 
to strengthen the craft sector in Scotland.

You can find out more about the project  
and read our other case studies at  
makemanifesto.com/makelearn
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