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THE STORY OF ITCHY COO  

 
 
 

EVALUATION REPORT  
 

 
SUMMARY  

 

Itchy Coo is  the name of a publishing imprint which produces books in Scots, mainly but 

not exclusively for children and young readers.  It was created by writers Matthew Fitt 

and James Robertson i n partnership with  Black & White  Publishing Ltd, with the financial 
support of the Scottish Arts Council.  Its first book s appeared in August 2002 and by 

March 2011 it had published 37 title s.  All but two  of these titles remain in print, many 

have been re printed several times, and the Itchy Coo list as a whole continues to 

flourish.  
 

Concurrent with the creation and development of the  imprint  and as an integral part of 

the overall Itchy Coo project , Fitt and Robertson operated an extensive programme of 

edu cational and community outreach to ensure that the books  produced  had the widest 
possible readership  and usefulness , particularly within  primary and secondary schools.  

This programme ran from 2002 to 2011.  

 

In addition Fitt and Robertson actively engaged  in the develop ment of  strategic policy 

for  the Scots language, placing particular emphasis upon  its educational value : this 
involved the  lobbying  of  and liaison with national and local government, educational 

institutions and literature organisations, and  engagement with international bodies.  

 

In terms of public investment, the Itchy Coo project has been very good value for 
money. Adding together the original Scottish Arts Council (SAC) National Lottery grant 

for the projectôs first two years, subsequent SAC support for Dub Bustersô editorial, 

education and outreach activities and for some of Black & White Publishingôs production 

costs, and income sourced by Dub Busters from local authoritiesô education and culture 
departments, the total public spend on It chy Coo over ten years averages out at 

£50,000 per annum. In other words, all the achievements and developments described 

in this report cost, in public spending terms, approximately one penny per Scottish 

citizen per year. It is remarkable that so much wa s delivered  for so little public 
investment.  

 

The education, outreach and strategic liaison elements of the Itchy Coo project were 

brought to an end in March  2011.  

 
The purpose of the project, as defined in the original application for National Lottery 

fun ding  via  the Scottish Arts Council , was:  

 

óTo establish a publishing imprint, Itchy Coo , which will provide a 
range of high quality texts and other resources in Scots, for use in 

education from nursery to Advanced Higher; and through these to 

work with tea chers and young people in developing appreciation 

of and confidence in their Scots usage.ô 
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Between 2002 and 2003 , the first phase of the project,  Itchy Coo achieved these aims, 

and from 2004 to 2011 it built up on  them and expanded its work in different wa ys.    It 
would be wrong to suggest that indifference  or hostility  to Scots and ignorance of its 

cultural and literary heritage , value  and importance  are not still common , but by 2011 , 

when Fitt and Robertson decided to end the education, outreach and stra tegic liaison 

elements of the project, it had become evident that a positive change in attitude 
towards the Scots language had taken place w ithin Scottish education, in literature 

organisations and at local and national government levels .  While no single enterprise or 

activity can be credited with having produced this change, Fitt and Robertson believe 

that the range and quality of Itchy Cooôs various outputs reflected and , to some 
considerable extent , were  instrumental in enabling a widespread re -evaluati on and 

embracing of the Scots language.   

 

The aim of th is report is to make a considered and reasonable assessment of the 
achievements of Itchy Coo from 2002 to 2011.  

 

 

The major strengths of the project have beené. 

 
 Delivering  consistently high quality publications and  education and  outreach 

 services;  

 

Managing and delivering all aspects of the project on budget and on time, with 
extremely cost -effective use of the public funds invested;  

 

Embedding the use and appreciation of Scots language in the teach ing practice of 

many teachers and schools;  
 

Adopting a non -prescriptive, inclusive approach to Scots language learning;  

 

Supporting the generation  of a more positive attitude towards Scots;  

 
Creating a new readership for books entirely in Scots;  

 

Empoweri ng the primary school sector to incorporate Scots as part of mainstream 

teaching;  
 

Taking a strategic, targeted  approach to effecting change;  

 

Fulfilling the guiding principles of Curriculum for Excellence  through its 
contribution to Literacy, Social Inclu sion and Scottish Identity;  

 

Influencing key policy changes which have impacted on current and future 

 service provision in education and elsewhere;  
 

 Putting in place effective and efficient business practices;  

 

 Being sufficiently flexible to respond t o changing and increasing demand;  

 
 Taking a proactive approach to publicity and marketing;  

 

Securing the interest and support of key individuals and organisations . 
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Areas of difficulty encountered have been é. 

 
Having aspirations which outstripped  the  ability of the projectôs resources to 

deliver  which resulted in over -commitment and opportunity costs;  

 

Creating expectations and demands which were sometimes difficult to satisfy;  
 

Enthusiasm , commitment, rapidly growing demand and  limited resources leading  

to fatigue, exhaustion and opportunity costs for both Matthew Fitt and James 

Robertson ;   
 

Achieving only limited success in encouraging and enabling the use and 

appreciation of Scots language  in secondary schools  owing largely to the absence 

of ass essment of Scots language and Scots literature in S3 and S4;   
 

The time required by the education system to respond to new ideas and 

resources;  

 

The sense  that, owing to its perception as a project aimed primarily at children 
and one concerned with Scots l anguage, Itchy Coo was sometimes not taken 

seriously by policy makers;  

 

A wider  indifference or negativity exhibited towards Scots , and a consequent  
reluctance to engage in discussion , by some  people in politics, the civil service 

and  education.  

 

 
After ne arly ten years of constant effort , Fitt and Robertson believe that much has been 

achieved far beyond the successful establishment of the imprint and the publication of 

37 titles .  Itchy Coo books and their continuing availability are the most visible legac y of 

the entire project, but equally important is the much higher profile now accorded to  the 

Scots language in the Scottish education system, particularly at primary level.  This has 
resulted in new levels of self - confidence and linguistic awareness among  many 

thousands of children, and also among hundreds of teachers.  Itchy Coo would not have 

succeeded if there had not been a n existing  need and desire for Scots language 

resources and activities: what the project accomplished  was to identify that need and  
desire and to produce books and services in response.  That this outcome was achieved  

is supported by feedback received from across the range of project users, partners and 

observers as demonstrated later in the report. (See Appendix 3 )  

 
However , there re mains much more to be done .  There is as yet no coherent , formally 

articulated  government policy towards the Scots language at either national or local 

level, and while the projectôs experience would warn against heavy -handed, top -down 

imposition of langua ge policy, nevertheless a more proactive  attitude to Scots shown by 
government would have the effect of encouraging and enabling further progress to be 

made within the education system.  For example, t he implementation  of even some  of 

the recommendations o f the Ministerial Working Group on the Scots Language, of which 

James Robertson and Matthew Fitt were members, would have a beneficial effect.  Two 

of those recommendations in particular would enable the educational work achieved by 
Itchy Coo to be built upon  and further expanded: first , that a dedicated Scots Language 

and Literature Bureau be established within the new Scottish Education Quality and 

Improvement Agency (SEQIA) to meet the increasing demand from teachers for high -

quality training, informatio n and resources  on Scots; and second , that a nationwide 
Network of Co -ordinators able to deliver Scots language training and advice on 

resources should be formed . 
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A similar situation exists in relation  to  Creative Scotland , which has described  itself as 

óthe new national leader for Scotlandôs arts, screen and creative industriesô.  The authors 
of this  report  fully and gratefully acknowledge that Itchy Coo could not and would not 

have happened without the practical and financial  support of the Scottish Arts  Council  

(SAC)  and latterly of Creative Scotland, specifically the support of  SACôs Literature 

Department and its Head, Dr Gavin Wallace.  It remains the case , however,  that 
Creative Scotland does not , as yet , have an y official policy for Scots .  I n its ne w 

corporate plan for 2011 ï2014,  Investing in Scotlandôs Creative Future, the intention 

to produce a Scots language plan  is declared  but no specific proposals for supporting 

Scots are articulated.  Until such a policy exists, any support for Scots language 
development in the arts and culture is likely to remain piecemea l and unfocused.  I t is 

therefore essential that Creative Scotland demonstrates its long - term , strategic 

commitment to Scots by developing and publishing a policy for the language  and putting 

in place a funded, operational plan to deliver on that policy . 
 

Working with limited resources, Itchy Coo has demonstrated time and again not only 

that the Scots language is enjoyed and valued by children when it forms part of their 

education, but also that  it can have far - reaching positive effects , including 

improvement s in classroom behaviour and understanding of social responsibility , 
enhanced English language skills, increased aptitude for foreign languages and greater 

personal self - con fi dence and awaren ess of Scotlandôs culture and heritage. The evidence 

for these claims is part of the legacy of the Itchy Coo project and is referred to at 

various points in this report.   
 

A clear rationale for the teaching and learning of Scots in the Scottish education system 

now exists which was not demonstrable before 200 1, and it is therefore recommended 

that all relevant bodies, from national government to individual schools, including key 
arts and education agencies, strive to apply that rationale in theory and prac tice in the 

future.    
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INTRODUCTION  

 
 

The purpose of this report is to provide  a legacy document which outline s the history of 

the Itchy Coo project, presents  evidence and opinion from project users  and contributors  

on the impact it has had and leaves  an information base for those who may wish to 
develop Scots language provision further .  

 

The report  

 
 Outlines  the rationale behind the creation of the Itchy Coo project;  

 Describes  how the project was constructed, organised, funded and operated ;  

 Demonstr ates  the outputs from the project;  

 Provides  feedback and commentary on the nature, value and impact of the 
project;  

 Suggests  potential ways forward for national and local bodies and organisations.  

 

 

PROJECT HISTORY  
 

Rationale  

 

The rationale for developing  the Scots language project which eventually became Itchy 
Coo originated in a series of conversations, initially between Matthew Fitt and James 

Robertson, and subsequently involving Susan Rennie.  

 

Robertson and Fitt were respectively the first (1993 ï95) an d second (1995 ï97) holders 
of the Brownsbank Writing Fellowship, based at Brownsbank Cottage, former home of 

Hugh MacDiarmid (1892 ï1978). The Fellowship was hosted by Biggar Museums and 

supported by the Scottish Arts Council from 1993 until 2010.  While in  residence at 

Brownsbank, James Robertson compiled and edited a book of contemporary short stories 

in Scots, A Tongue in Yer Heid  (B&W Publishing, 1994), featuring work by 28 writers. 
One of the stories was by Matthew Fitt and this was the initial point of  contact between 

the two writers.  The first discussion between Fitt  and Robertson  about a Scots language 

educational project took place at Brownsbank in 1996, during Fitt ôs tenure.  The guiding 

principle behind  this discussion was articulated in a letter written by William Soutar 
(1898 ï1943) to MacDiarmid in 1931, in which he stressed the importance of writing in 

Scots for children:  

   

 óIf the Doric is to come back alive, it will come on a cock- horse .ô 
 

It is fair to say, then, that the Itchy Coo project  was inspired by the examples of these 

two great poets, Hugh MacDiarmid and William Soutar.  

 
Further discussions, which included the input of Susan Rennie, helped to shape and 

define the proposed projectôs aims, objectives and ethos. Each of the three individuals 

involved brought particular skills and knowledge to the table: James Robertson as an 

editor and writer of fiction and poetry, and as a former bookseller who also had  

publishing experience; Matthew Fitt as a writer of poetry and fiction, and as a qu alified 
teacher with considerable experience of delivering in -service support on Scots; and 

Susan Rennie as a lexicographer specialising in Scots dictionaries, with experience of 

developing print, CD and web -based materials in Scots. All three had consider able 

knowledge of Scots language and literature.  
 

The group (Robertson, Fitt and Rennie) was conscious that at this period (the late 

1990s) the provision of Scots language materials in Scottish schools was completely 

haphazard. Whether Scots was read, writ ten or studied in the classroom was almost 
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entirely dependent on the personal enthusiasm or interest of individual teachers. As a 

result, most Scottish school students were given only random or o ccasional access to 
Scots texts or none at all.  Furthermore,  spoken Scots was often systematically excluded 

from the classroom. Only in the annual run -up to Burns Night  in January  were Scots 

texts regularly accessed, usually for the purpose of recitation. These resources were, 

more often than not, well -used copies of single poems, by Burns or  others, usually  
written decades or centuries ago  and having  little direct relevance to studentsô own lives. 

This led to the perverse situation that the language used by many Scottish children in 

their daily lives was excluded  from  their education ï except on or around the day 

celebrating the birth of the national bard, whose spoken and written language was 
Scots!  

 

The group, which was formally constituted as Dub Busters in  January  2001, was very 

aware of previous efforts to addr ess this situation .  They were conscious that others had 
developed, produced and dispersed Scots language teaching materials and reading 

resources  and that m any of these were the outcome of immense amounts of , largely , 

unpaid work by dedicated activists.  Scotsoun, a project run for many years by George 

Philp and Allan Ramsay, and the Merlin Press established in 1995 by Sheila Douglas, are 

two examples.  Other publications of note include Grammar Broonie: A Guide Tae Scots 
Grammar  (Rennie & Fitt, Scottish N ational Dictionary Association, 1999), A Braw Brew  

(ed. Niven & Fortune, Watergaw, 1997) and The Kist/Aô Chiste (ed. Jarvie, Scottish 

Consultative Council on the Curriculum, 1996 ; revised edition, Learning & Teaching 

Scotland,  2001 ).  This last publication  was popular with teachers as it provided a range 
of texts , in English and Gaelic as well as Scots, suitable for language work as outlined in 

the pre -devolution Scottish Office Education Departmentôs National Guidelines on English 

5-14 (1991) .  These g uide lines emphasised the importance of acknowledging and 

valuing óthe language children bring to schoolô and this  marked a major advance in 
progressive attitudes to wards  Scots language, dialects and accents . However there 

remained , in Dub Bustersô view, a woeful inadequacy of Scots resources for teachers to 

work with.  

 

A summary of the state of Scots language provision in education as of 2001 can be 
found in John Corbett, óThe Current State of Scotsô, on the website of the Association for 

Scottish Literary Stud ies ( http://www.arts.gla.ac.uk/scotlit/asls/Executive_Report.html )  

 

The members of Dub Busters were of the opinion that all of the previous independent or 
non -government  funded pr ojects suffered from one or more of several problems.  These 

included severely limited budgets, very little or no capital investment, necessarily short 

print - runs, poor distribution, little or no professional publishing expertise, and no long -

term ólistô planning. Additionally, some  of the se projects were focused on  one -off 
publications .  These were often  of poor quality and design, and illustrations, if there 

were any, were generally in black -and -white only .  In other words, alongside the range 

of publicat ions for children widely available in English, they looked like poor relations ï 

mainly  because , despite their creatorsô best efforts, they were. 
 

In order to address these issues Dub Busters formulated project  plans upon the 

following aims and objectives :  

 

 It would be crucial to work with, and build upon , óthe language children 
bring to schoolô as highlighted in the Scottish Office Education 

Departmentôs National Guidelines on English 5 ï14 (1991) . 

 

 While always conscious of the value and importance of Scot s as a 
language, the project would not be about ósavingô Scots or imposing a 

particular version of Scots up on children.  

 

http://www.arts.gla.ac.uk/scotlit/asls/Executive_Report.html
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 It would aim to empower Scots -speaking children, by valuing and giving 

status to their language.  
 

 It would aim to be inclusive, i.e. i t would not exclude children whose first 

language was not Scots or whose knowledge of Scots was limited or non -

existent.  
 

 It  would aim to produce resources that provided continuity through out  the 

different stages of a childôs  education.  At each year, at least one suitable 

book or other resource in Scots would be available.  
 

 It would aim to publish b ooks which match ed in quality the best of 

childrenôs books available in English or other languages . 

 
 Books published by the project would be fully supported by  a programme 

of teacher -training, through classroom engagement by the projectôs 

personnel and via a dedicated website with, for example, on - line teaching 

notes.  

 
 At every stage of the project, forward planning and review of what had 

already been done would  be essential.  The project would be breaking new 

ground and so would need to be flexible, prepared to change course  and  

revise aims and objectives and redirect energies as circumstances 
required.  

 

This was an  ambitious agenda and it became clear at an ear ly stage that in order to 

deliver effective results substantial  capital investment would be required.  Initial 
discussions with the Scottish Arts Council (SAC) proved positive and Dub Busters  was 

invited to draw up and submit more detailed project plans fo r consideration.  

 

Following further discussion with the Literature Department of SAC, Dub Busters 

produced 600 copies of a sampler pamphlet of Scots language educational texts and 
distributed th em to a range of teachers and educationalists who were asked to test the 

material and report back their findings.  The response was overwhelmingly positive, and 

indeed some teachers reported that this pamphlet, The Swatch , was  the best Scots 

language resource they had ever seen. This confirmed the members of Dub Bus ters in 
their view that there was not only a need but a demand for such material, and they 

developed their  project  plans accordingly.  

 

Dub Busters originally proposed not only writing and/or commissioning 30 titles over a 
two -year period, but also overseei ng the production, distribution and marketing of the 

list as well as establishing and maintaining a website and delivering a Scotland -wide 

schools liaison and teacher training programme.  

 
After further consultation with SAC in the run -up to submitting an application for 

funding, it became apparent  that this plan was too ambitious. SAC recommended 

partnership with an existing publisher who would take responsibility for  the production, 

distribution and marketing aspects of the p roject , and this advice was fo llowed.  Dub 

Busters entered into an agreement with the Edinburgh -based publisher, Black & White  
Publishing Ltd  (see p.10).   A joint application was made to SAC for National Lottery  

funding  support for a two -year project, which would aim to publish 16 titl es, supported 

by a n information  website and a schools and communities liaison programme.  Funding 

of £150,000 was requested against a total projected budget of £289,000 and the 
application  was submitted to the SAC in May 2001.  Funding approval was receive d from 

SAC on 10 th  September 2001  and  the project formally commenced on 1 st  January 2002 

although , owing to logistical and practical issues , the first funds were not released from 

SAC until April 2002.  
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All parties involved agreed that t he choice of name was important as it would be central 
to creating a  project identity and to all marketing  and publicity  campaigns.   The name 

Itchy Coo was decided upon : an itchy -coo is defined in the Concise Scots Dictionary  as 

óanything causing a tickling; specifically the prickly seeds of the dog - rose etc., put by 

children down each othersô backsô.  The name was chosen a s it was considered to be 
lively, humorous, memorable  and Scots.  This was  reflect ed in the kicking coo logo 

designed by illustrator Karen Sutherland . 

                                                                                                                  
 
Together with the slogan óBraw books for bairns o aw agesô, the name Itchy Coo would 

prove highly effective in anno uncing the arrival of the new imprint and  indicating Scots 

language content in a non -threatening and engaging way to a public that was largely 

unused to the idea of books for young readers written entirely in Scots .  The óItchy Cooô 
would in time become an  instantly recognisable symb ol for the work of the project.  

 

Publishing Partner: Black & White Publishing  

 

In order to develop the project, Dub Busters agreed to work with an established 
publisher and chose Black & White Publishing as their publishing part ner. Black & White 

brought a wide range of skills and experience to the project as well as enthusiasm, 

commitment and the benefits of a previous working relationship with James Robertson. 

Black & White took on the task of liaising with Dub Busters on all a spects of the 
publishing process, including detailed discussion of new titles, suggesting formats and 

pricing which would work commercially, sales and marketing of all titles, distribution and 

press and media work. Black & White were committed to making th e Itchy Coo list 

different to previous publications in Scots by giving the list a modern, relevant and 
contemporary look wh ich would appeal to the market.  

 

Part of the crucial early work with Itchy Coo was researching the market and identifying 

how the boo k ideas proposed by Dub Busters could best be brought to that market. 
Black & White secured input from Angie Crawford, then the UK children ôs book bu yer at 

Ottakars (now Waterstone s) , whose invaluable expertise helped the partnership  produce 

high quality t itles that were well targeted and relevant to the market from the outset.  

 

The commitment to launch an entirely new imprint and produce 16 new titles in two 
years was challenging but it was recognised from the start that producing high quality 

books releva nt to the market would also produce media interest and give Itchy Coo a 

high profile , which could then be extended into the educational sector. The first batches 

of b ooks produced in 2002 quickly achieved this aim through the joint efforts of Dub 
Busters a nd Black & White.  

 

There was, of course, no guarantee that the Itchy Coo list would succeed commercially, 

but the creative ideas from Dub Busters combined with publishing expertise and 
commitment from Black & White produced a vibrant new list that attracte d booksellers 

and the public and presented Scots in a new way.     
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DELIVERY AND OPERATIONAL ARRANGEMENTS  
 

With funding secured, the work of the project began in earnest.  

 

To facilitate delivery and engagement additional partners had been enlisted a t the 
project planning stage.  These included eight local authority education departments and 

two higher education institutions, all of whom undertook to provide either financial or in -

kind support for the project . For example,  the University of Dundee pro vided rent - free 

accommodation for the Dub Busters office;  North Lanarkshire Council agreed to donate 
staff time to support the development of an in -service training programme  and also to 

pay the project  for creative writing and storytelling workshops .  Such investments  gave 

the project  credibility in its early stages as well as helping to construct extremely useful 

long - term relationships.   
 

A detailed operational plan was put in place  and r esponsibilities  and tasks assigned to 

the core members of the Dub B usters team and to staff within Black & White  Publishing 

according to their specific strengths , professional experience  and identified ability to 

deliver.   Unfortunately at an early stage (August  2002)  in the delivery of this work 
programme differences of approach and vision developed  between Susan Rennie on the 

one hand and the other members of Dub Busters and Black & White Publishing  on the 

other . When it became clear that it was not possible to resolve these  differences , Susan 

Rennie  withdrew from the pr oject. Although this resulted in a  greatly  increased workload 
for James Robertson and Matthew Fitt, as the full range of Dub Bustersô responsibilities 

now fell to them, the project undoubtedly benefited from having a clearer vision and 

focus and a united v iew on how to develop the best possible publications.  

 
Bearing this in mind, the division of labour and responsibilities for this initial two -year 

Itchy Coo project was as follows:  

 

Editorial  

 
List -planning, commissioning of writers and all editorial work:  James Robertson and 

Matthew Fitt . 

Writing of selected titles: James Robertson, Matthew Fitt, Susan Rennie and other 

commissioned writers . 
Commissioning of illustrators, design and layout of books: James Robertson and 

Matthew Fitt, in close collaboration w ith Campbell Brown , Managing Director, Black & 

White  Publishing  and his staff .  

 
Book production  

 

Design, layout and printing of books: Black & White  Publishing, in consultation with Dub 

Busters . 
Distribution: Black & White  Publishing . 

Marketing: Alison Mc Bride , Marketing Director, Black & White  Publishing  in collaboration 

with Dub Busters . 

 

Education  
 

School  visit s and communities liaison: Matthew Fitt supported by James Robertson . 

Continuing professional development, teacher training and curriculum suppor t : Matthew 

Fitt . 
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Website  

 
Creation, maintenance and development: Matthew Fitt and James Robertson, with 

technical support from Roland Tanner , an independent website developer.  

 

Administration and finance  
 

Dub Busters: James Robertson . 

Fund - raising from  local authorities: Matthew Fitt . 

Overall financial planning, budgeting, invoicing, payments and general responsibilities:  
Campbell Brown , Black & White  Publishing . 

 

Project monitoring  

 
James Robertson, Matthew Fitt and Campbell Brown . 

 

Liaison with SAC, other literature organisations, educational bodies, politicians and civil 

servants  

 
James Robertson and Matthew Fitt . 
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KEY ACTIVITIES, DATES AND EVENTS  

 
Activity and Outcome s of the Initial phase of the Project  ï 2002  -  2003  

 

The purpose of the project, as defined in the original application for National Lottery 

funding, was:  
 

óTo establish a publishing imprint, Itchy Coo , which will provide a 

range of high quality texts and other resources in Scots, for use in 

education from nursery to Advanced Higher; a nd through these to 
work with teachers and young people in developing appreciation of 

and confidence in their Scots usage.ô 

 

The Itchy Coo project was different from any previous Scots language publishing and 
educational initiatives (see above ).   Its scope  and scale, including the level of financial 

subsidy received and the high level of income it needed to generate in order to succeed, 

together with  the intended speed and reach of its delivery , marked it out as a new 

departure.  

 
From the outset, this crea ted a range of expectations and opportunities as well as some 

significant stresses and obstacles.  

 

The small size of the core team responsible for delivering the project was mainly an 
advantage in that it enabled quick and frequent communication and consul tation, 

flexibility of planning, regular meetings which all key personnel could attend, and 

facilitated direct  and rapid decision -making. It also meant however, a very heavy and 

unremitting workload for the individuals involved, and especially for James Ro bertson 
and Matthew Fitt, since they were engaged at some level, often as leaders, with every 

aspect of the project.  

 

To illustrate some of these points, key events  and activities from the life of the project in 

these first two years are listed below.   
 

Key event -  Official start of P roject, 1 st  January 2002  

 

Dub Busters  was under pressure to finalise editorial plans for the 16 proposed titles.  In 
liaison with Black & White  Publishing a schedule for publication, in batches of four titles, 

was drawn up; au thors and illustrators were identified for each title.  This  16 - title list 

would be revised several times during the first year of the project, as both editorial 

confidence increased and feedback from readers and teachers provided information on 
the style and content likely to prove most effective both educationally and commercially.  

 

The first four titles produced were:  

 
Animal ABC  by Susan Rennie, illustrated by Karen Sutherland  

 Kat an Doug on Planet Fankle  by Susan Rennie, illustrated by Dave Sutton  

 The Hoose o Haivers  by Matthew Fitt, Susan Rennie and James Robertson  

 A Scots Parliament  by James Robertson  

 
A decision was taken that these titles would not only be edited but also authored óin-

houseô, partly to establish a house style  and partly to ensur e that the se first titles 

covered the full age range (early primary to upper secondary) that Itchy Coo aimed to 

reach.  
 

A special event to mark the publication of these books was planned for the Edinburgh 

International Book Festival in August 2002, when th e brand, imprint, website and 

schools liaison programme would be publicly launched.  
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A key individual to come on board at this early stage was the illustrator Karen 
Sutherland.  She  produced the artwork for Animal ABC  and designed the Itchy Coo 

logo.  Her  distinctive style was vital in establishing a brand ólookô, and indeed by 2010 

Sutherland  had  illustrate d a total of 13 Itchy Coo titles.  In addition her work was used 

on promotional material such as bookmarks, T -shirts, brochures, tote -bags and posters.  
 

                                            
 
 

Key event -  Official launch of Itchy Coo, Edinburgh International Book Festival, 

20 th  August 2002  

 
This launch, which was followed by a second event at DCA, Dundee on 3 rd  September, 

attracted a great deal of media and public interest.  It was the start of a well -prepared 

and multi - faceted marketing programme, which continued over succeeding months, co -

ordinated by Alison McBride of Black & White  Publishing. This campaign was crucial in 

raising awareness of the new imprint.  Marketing tools included the creation of a life -size 
Coo costume (usually worn at launches and similar events by a young actor but, on 

occasion, also i nhabited by Robertson and Fitt!); the production and distribution (to 

schools, libraries, bookshops and individuals) of 10,000 brochures; balloons; bookmarks  

(examples shown below) ; posters; key -rings; badges; tote -bags; and T -shirts.  A close 
promotional relationship was also established with the two leading bookshop chains in 

Scotland  at that time , Ottakars and Waterstones.  
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Key Q uotation  -  from the interim project report submitted to the Scottish Arts 
Council, December 2002  

 

This quotation demonstrates how rapid the growth of enthusiasm was for Itchy Coo 

books in schools, and how clearly the books, when combined with the provision of 
teaching and learning support, were satisfying a hunger for Scots language resources 

wit hin four months of their publication.  

 

óMatthew [Fitt] has é been working (since August 2002) in schools and on 
in-service programmes for teachers. The result of his activities is that 

increasingly education departments across Scotland are aware of Itchy C oo. 

They recognise that Itchy Coo produces quality Scots language books that 

they can really use in classroom contexts, that there are back -up resources 
accessible via the internet as well as the availability of Matthew as liaison 

officer. The effect has b een little short of revolutionary in challenging and 

changing attitudes to Scots language materials, and in particular in 

unlocking the creative talent and linguistic energy of many school students 

who have never had their own language ñlegitimisedò in this way .ô 
 

 

Key Event ï Outcomes at End of First Year   

 
By the end of the projectôs first year a further three titles had been produced and the 

project team was able to report that it had achieved the following:  

 
 Establishment of the brand, logo and name Itc hy Coo in the educational 

community, in bookshops and in the public consciousness  
 Publication of 7 of 16 planned titles  

 Establishment of the Itchy Coo website  

 Higher than anticipated levels of sales  

 Positive and widespread media coverage  
 Publication of new  and established writers in Scots  

 Establishment of a high quality, positively received schools liaison service  

 

There had been some teething problems.  As noted previously Susan Rennie had left  the 

project team , and the pressure on those remaining was inte nse, but there was a growing 
realisation that the project was gathering momentum, being received with widespread  

enthusiasm and hitting most of its targets.  
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Key Event ï Book Award ï February 2003  

 
Itchy Cooôs flagship title, Animal ABC  was awarded the  TESS/Saltire Society Prize for 

Educational Publications in 2002.  Not only did this give Itchy Coo important educational 

validation, it confirmed that educational value and commercial success were not 

mutually exclusive, as sales of Animal ABC were substa ntially  in excess of expectations.  
By 2010 this title had been reprinted seven times and a pocket -sized edition, published 

in 2005, had also sold well.  

 

Key event ï 3 rd  Phase of Publication Programme, May ïJune 2003  
 

Four further titles were published brin ging the total to eleven.  

 

These titles signalled new departures for the project.  One, The Compact Coo , a CD 
with over an hourôs recorded readings  from the Itchy Coo books, involved experienced 

actors Tony Roper and Forbes Masson, along with young actors from the Royal Scottish 

Academy of Drama and Music (RSAMD). This marked the start of a fruitful relationship 

with RSAMD, with Itchy Coo benefiting from the enthusiastic participation of young 

actors in performances in schools, at the Edinburgh Internationa l Book Festival, book 
launches and other events, and RSAMD students and staff benefiting from tutoring, 

mentoring and advice on Scots from both Matthew Fitt and James Robertson.  

 

 

                                                
 

 

 
Two of these four title s featured work commissioned from other writers: Double -

Heider: Twa Novellas in Scots , written by Hamish MacDonald ( The Girnin Gates ) 

and Sheena Blackhall ( Loon ); and King o the Midden: Manky Mingin Rhymes in 

Scots , which contained rhymes and poems from 18  different authors (some, such as 
Edwin Morgan, well - known, and some previously unpublished e.g. Gregor Steele) and 

introduced a new illustrator, Bob Dewar, to the list.  
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Key  event ï 4 th  Phase of Publication Programme ï October ïNovember 2003   

 
Four more titles were published, bringing the total to fifteen.  

 

These included Tam o  Shanterôs Big Night Oot: Wee Plays in Scots, which again 

involved extensive collaboration with RSAMD, and was celebrated in a showcase event in 
Glasgow, with the plays performed by pupils from different schools directed by RSAMD 

students.  

 

 óTam o Shanterôs Big Night Oot was one of the highlights of my teaching 
 career, which has  spanned more than 40 years. The project was genius 

 from beginning to end, and really drew our school together in a very 

 positive way; one of  these crazy ideas which worked perfectly ï and one 

 which sparked off several  others. MAGIC!ô 
 

     Sam Gates , Faculty Head, Music, Arts & Drama,  

     St. Rochôs Secondary School, Glasgow  

 

 
Also published at this time  was  The Smoky Smirr o Rain , an anthology of 600 years of 

writing in Scots , including work by Robert Burns, Robert Louis Stevenson, William 

Dunbar, Robert Henryson, Hugh MacDiarmid, Violet Jacob, Liz Lochhead, Edwin Morgan, 

Janet Paisley, Irvine Welsh, The Proclaimers and many others. The anthology,  compiled 
and edited by Fitt and Robertson , is considered by them to be  one of the most important 

titles  in the Itchy Coo list.    

 

One of the key aims of the project was to produce a range of texts to suit all stages of a 
childôs school education ï The Smoky Smirr of Rain  was designed as the destination 

point for that journey.   Although an excellent resource  for Scots language study in S3+, 

this title is not yet widely used in secondary schools, but  the editors remain convinced of 

its value as a wide - ranging introduction to literature in Scots for senior pupil s, and that 

it has a crucial role to play in Scott ish Government initiatives like Studying Scotland  and 
the development of the new Curriculum for Excellence  exam arrangements.  
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Key event  -  Publication of The Braille Coo , August 2003  

 
The Braille Coo , the sixteenth Itchy Coo title, completed the projectôs original 

publishing remit.  Published in collaboration with the Scottish Braille Press it took the 

work of Itchy Coo to a new readership  as the first ever and so far the only Braille book 

to be published in Scots , and was welcomed and well  received by the target audience.    
 

 
 

 

Key event -  Completion of the original two - year Project , 31 st  December 2003  
 

The original project was completed on time, within budget and with most of the stated 

objectives achieved or surpassed.  Feedback received from a variety of project users  

indicated that the project had been very warmly received.   It had clearly met an 
existing need, but also appeared to ha ve generated a demand for more books and 

related resources and more support for teachers in developing their confidence and skills 

around Scots language and literature.  

 

The following quotation is taken from the end of project report submitted to the Scot tish 
Arts Council in March 2004:  

 

óThe project has done a huge amount to raise awareness among the public 

of the existence of Scots as a spoken and written language with its own 
extensive literature. There has never before been such a significant and 

conce ntrated input of Scots language materials into schools, and we believe 

this has greatly enriched the education of those children and young people 

who have had access to the Itchy Coo books and the work of the schools 
liaison officer. Teachers and language and literature advisers have also 

benefited professionally from the arrival of Itchy Cooôs books and resources, 

including the website www.itchy -coo.com. Furthermore, the continued 

availability of these books and resources means that these benefits will 

con tinue for many years. These benefits are very much as we predicted in 
our application for funding, viz: ñThe project will provide a lasting, long-

term resource for teachers and schools, and, for the first time, give s Scots 

language a recognised validity an d status within the education system. We 

believe this will achieve major benefits in terms of young peopleôs 
appreciation of their own linguistic culture and heritage. òô 

 

At the end of this stage of the project , one of the principal outcomes  was that a new , 

Scottish, childrenôs imprint had been established and that it had had  proven educational 
and commercial success.  Furthermore the fact that this imprint was dedicated to 

producing quality work in Scots was a significant development for Scottish publishin g at 

the start of the 21 st century . 

 
The success of the initial two -year project exceeded even the most optimistic 

expectations of Dub Busters, Black & White  Publishing and SAC.  
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What Happened Next é?  The Second Phase of the Project   
 
It was mutually ag reed  by Dub Busters and Black & White  Publishing that both the 

publishing and outreach aspects of the project should be continued . Further 

consultations with the Literature Department of SAC ensued  which resulted in their 

continued support for the project.    
 

For the next five years (2004 -2009) Dub Busters received project funding on an annual 

basis to support the further development of its editorial and schools / communities 

outreach work.  At the end of this five year period Dub Busters applied for and was 
awarded Flexible Funding status by SAC which covered the period 2009 -2011.   Regular 

discussion took place with SAC and activity and financial reports were prepared and 

submitted to them in accordance with the terms of the funding arrangements.   

 
During thi s period Black & White  Publishing received SAC funding on an occasional basis  

to  support  the production of new Itchy Coo titles.  

 

Fitt and Robertson recognised that it was important to ensure that their outreach and 

editorial activities received profession al advice and endorsement in order to help embed 
the work of Itchy Coo in mainstream educational service planning and delivery.  To this 

end an Advisory Group was established with the following membership:  

 

 John Corbett, Professor of Applied Language Stud ies, University of Glasgow ;   
 Jim  McGonigal, Professor of English in Education, University of Glasgow ;  

 Yvonne Manning, Principal Librarian, Young Peopleôs Services, Falkirk Council;  

 Janey Mauc hline , Quality Improvement Officer , South La narkshire Council ;  

 
Although it met infrequently, this Group provided invaluable advice and support in the 

latter years of the Project.   

 

In addition to the 16 titles published in 2002 ï03, a further 21 books were  published 

between 2004 and 201 1, the outreach and teacher - tr aining programme was greatly 
expanded and Itchy Cooôs on-line presence significantly  enhanced .  

 

Liaison with government , strategic educational bodies and literature and language 

organisations  became an area of core  activity for Dub Busters as did language  advocacy 
at local, national and international levels . 

 

Responsibilities were reorganised to take account of these revised  priorities  and changed 

workload .  While the partnership between them continued, a clear separation was made 
between the activities of  Dub Busters and those of Black & White  Publishing.  These 

responsibilities  were divided as follows:  

 

Editorial  
 

List -planning, commissioning of writers and all editorial work: James Robertson (with 

support from Matthew Fitt)  in consultation with Black & W hite  Publishing . 

Writing of selected titles: James Robertson, Matthew Fitt, and other commissioned 

writers . 
Commissioning of illustrators, design and layout of books: Black & White  Publishing in 

collaboration with James Robertson . 

 

Book production  
 

Design,  layout and printing of books: Black & White  Publishing in consultation with Dub 

Busters . 

Distribution: Black & White  Publishing . 
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Marketing: Black & White  Publishing in collaboration with Dub Busters . 

 
Education  

 

School  visits  and communities liaison: Matt hew Fitt with support from James Robertson . 

Continuing professional development, teacher training and curriculum support : Matthew 
Fitt . 

 

Website  

 
Development and  maintenance: Matthew Fitt, Roland Tanner  until April 2009 , and Mirka 

Ryjackova from 2008.  

 

Adm inistration and finance  
 

Dub Busters: James Robertson and , from 2007, Marianne Mitchelson . 

Fund - raising from local authorities and other sources: Matthew Fitt with support from 

James Robertson . 

Black & White  Publishing: Campbell Brown . 
 

Project monitoring  and reporting  

 

James Robertson, Matthew Fitt , Marianne Mitchelson  (from 2007)  and Campbell Brown . 
 

Liaison with SAC, other literature organisations, educational bodies, politicians and civil 

servants  

 
Matthew Fitt and James Robertson ;   

Marianne Mitchelson represented  Itchy Coo at meetings of th e Literature Forum for 

Scotland  from 2007.  

 

To illustrate the way in which the project continued to develop , some of the k ey events, 
dates  and activities from 2004 ï2011  are listed below . 

 

Key date  -  Phase Two  of the P roject begins, April 2004  

 
Following the successful conclusion of the initial project, Robertson and Fitt de termined  

to continue the outreach, educational and editorial work, and successfully applied to 

SACôs Literature Department for further funding to en able this to happen.   Without this 

support the project would not have been able to continue.  
 

The year 2004 ï2005 saw two further publications , a pocket -sized edition of King o the 

Midden  and a new collection of poems by various authors, Blethertoun Braes . This 

was also a period in which Robertson  and Fitt  strengthened and extended their contacts 
with a range of other organisations, and began  to focus on developing a strategy for 

Scots language policy based on the success of the Itchy Coo project to date.   

 

 


