
Music Education Partnership Group 
 
Dear Mr Dorman, 
 
I write to you as Chair of the Music Education Partnership Group (MEPG) to 
ask for a meeting with the Education and Skills Committee of the Scottish 
Parliament.  
 
MEPG represents 54 organisations with direct interest in the delivery of music 
education in Scotland over the broad canvas of the formal, informal, and non-
formal sectors. You will be aware of recent press interest in the area of 
instrumental music in schools. The context, however, in Scotland has many 
positive indicators, and MEPG has produced the attached paper as a basis for 
further discussion on the subject of music education in Scotland generally and 
instrumental teaching in schools specifically. I would be grateful for the 
opportunity to present the case for national coherence in a subject in which 
Scotland is currently strong, to the committee, and to hear their views about 
the future erosion of this strong position, given the implications of current 
budget decisions.    
 
MEPG have commissioned a wide-ranging piece of research on the current 
position of music education in Scotland - What’s Going On Now? - whose 
results will be published early in 2019 (although a conference on the early 
findings will be held as early as this summer).  
 
I attach a positioning paper for the Committee which sets out the present state 
of play around the country regarding instrumental tuition. I would appreciate 
the opportunity for a small group from MEPG to meet with the Education and 
Skills Committee in the near future to aid our understanding of how music 
education is perceived as part of overall national education policy.  
  
 Yours sincerely, 
  
John Wallace 
  
MEPG Chairperson 
  

  
  



THE MUSIC EDUCATION PARTNERSHIP GROUP (MEPG) 

#ChangeTheTune 

CAMPAIGN POSITIONING PAPER 

Summary 

 Scotland is well-placed to become recognised internationally as a world-
leader in music education 

 We should celebrate success, and develop, not dismantle Scotland’s music 
education system 

 Music as a subject is easy to undervalue 

 Four local authorities in particular are placing their music services in jeopardy 
and we need to work with them to find constructive solutions 

 Conversely, some authorities are maintaining and investing in music provision 

 Around a third of authorities give free instrumental music lessons to all 
children 

 Two-thirds of authorities charge on a means-tested basis 

 In general, charging is a lesser evil than cutting the service 

 Building on success – the Youth Music Initiative, Sistema Scotland – leading 
to a strategic national framework and a national endowment for music 
education? 

 Great home-grown musicians are the evidence for the effectiveness of 
Scotland’s music education: they support our call to develop not dismantle!  

The Narrative 

Celebrate success 

Scotland is well-placed to become recognised internationally as a world-leader in 
music education 

Taken as a whole, Scotland has an excellent national music education system which 
is the envy of most of the developed world. Our instrumental music services in 
particular are regarded by peer nations as a jewel in our crown. Scotland’s 
instrumental music services are characterised by a high level of participation at 
school age. 60,000 children currently receive weekly instrumental lessons. 

A large number of those children, especially from low-income families, receive free 
instrumental tuition. During a period when Scotland’s Government has increased 
spending on education and culture it seems perverse to cut back on such an 
important subject to the development of the whole child as instrumental music 
education. The converse – developing Scotland as a world-leader in music education 
would be a much more positive step to take. That this is within grasp is 
demonstrated by the national conservatoire, the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland 
(RCS) recently reaching no. 3 in the world league tables (currently no. 5). The RCS 
and Strathclyde University are currently undertaking a major piece of research 



commissioned by MEPG (What’s Going on Now?) in order to help evaluate the 
current position of music education in Scotland. This is due to be published early in 
2019.  

What’s the overarching problem? 

Music as a subject is easy to undervalue 

All local authorities have difficult budget decisions to make on an annual basis. 
When it comes to ‘savings’, instrumental music provision is often regarded as a ‘low 
hanging fruit’. The problem is that music is non-statutory and perceived as an extra – 
a ‘nice to do’ subject, not a core ‘need-to-do’ subject. However an overwhelming 
body of evidence suggests that, not only is the pursuit of music enriching to the 
child’s experience in itself - but also that its practice has a profound effect on the 
development of the whole child and to the child’s mental and physical health and 
wellbeing. The list of potential benefits is long. The practice of music develops 
transferable skills such as team working, resilience, discipline, performing, problem 
solving, evaluating, abstract thinking, physical and fine motor coordination. 

What’s the immediate problem? 

Four local authorities in particular are placing their music services in jeopardy and 
we need to work with them to find constructive solutions. 

They have taken drastic action on this budget round, which, for different reasons, 
have profound implications for the future of their music services. If emulated country-
wide in future budget rounds, the overall effect could lead to a dismantling of the 
national system. 

Clackmannanshire have increased fees by 102% from £258.50 to £524. They are 
now one of the most expensive local authorities. This will disadvantage pupils and be 
a serious disincentive to parents. It is likely to lead to a reduction in pupil numbers, 
especially as Clackmannanshire is a Scottish Attainment Challenge authority, 
receiving government funding to reduce the poverty related gap.  They are 1 out of 
11 authorities to receive this, having one of the highest numbers of families living in 
poverty.   

Midlothian has reintroduced charges although they dropped charges two years ago 
because of falling numbers. They will now charge £205.50. Midlothian has also 
decided to charge fees to schools for the necessary instrumental instruction to pupils 
preparing and presenting performances as part of their SQA qualifications. Local 
authorities, have, until now, provided free tuition in the year a student presents for an 
SQA qualification. Moving the charge to the school could discourage schools from 
putting students forward for music and might be copied by other local authorities. 
 
Perth and Kinross plans to increase charges for tuition, central groups and music 
camps from £586.90 in 2017/18 to £939.04 in 2020/21. Tuition alone will rise from 
£245.85 in 17/18 to £295.02 in 18/19 and £393.36 in 20/21. 
 
West Lothian’s new model will see a reduced level of funding – from £993K to £500K 
per annum over two years in order to support free brass, woodwind and piping tuition 
only (no strings or percussion), targeting limited resources where the local authority 
considers they will have greatest impact on increasing attainment and reducing 



poverty and deprivation. West Lothian continues to be one of the declining number of 
councils who still provide free music tuition. However, to maintain free tuition in 
brass, woodwind and pipes, 10 FTE teaching posts will be cut, reducing the number 
of instrumental teachers by half.  
 
In addition, other hard-pressed authorities such as South Ayrshire, after cutting two 
full-time posts two years ago, are introducing charges for the first time from August 
2018, to save further staffing cuts. Other authorities, such as West Dumbarton, are 
introducing fees for instrument hire.  
 
Is cutting country-wide? 
 
No, some local authorities are maintaining and investing in music provision 
Renfrewshire, where tuition is still free, increased its annual spend on its music 
services by 200K. However, many instrumental music services are just coping to 
maintain services at standstill budgets. 
 
Should instrumental music lessons be free? 
 
Around a third of authorities give free instrumental music lessons to all children 

Free music tuition gives maximum impact to pupil equity and maximum contribution 
towards closing the attainment gap. However, because instrumental lessons are the 
‘low-hanging fruit’ described above and non-statutory, charging has been introduced 
over the past decade to maintain instrumental services by passing the financial 
burden on to the parent. Pragmatically, it has been accepted overall that certain 
authorities charge and some parents are able and willing to pay. Different local 
practices have built a rainbow of provision across Scotland and instrumental music 
services are ingenious in their current delivery of a mixed state/private system.  

What have been the effects of charging? 
 
Two-thirds of authorities charge on a means-tested basis 

Charging, where it has been introduced, has generally led to a substantial drop in 
pupil numbers.  However, where there is a sufficient safety net for the ‘squeezed 
middle’ as well as the disadvantaged, charging has had the effect of maintaining 
services. Where music services have been inventive in their deployment of funds, as 
part of new government initiatives to close the attainment gap and so on, some 
services have actually expanded and developed. In these local authority music 
services, the work force has also become more flexible, delivering across primary 
and secondary sectors. Productivity and value-for-money has been enhanced, taking 
the benefits of a rich music education to many children. 
 
What have been the effects of cutting? 
 
In general, charging is a lesser evil than cutting the service 

The effects of cutting, over the past decade, have reduced the numbers of full-time 
teachers in the music services from over 1100 to circa 640. The present cuts of 10 
full-time teaching jobs in West Lothian will lead to between c. 600 fewer children 
taking instrumental lessons in 2018/19 than in 17/18. When multiplied through thirty-



two authorities, this sort of action will diminish the chances of many of the children 
being given the opportunity of developing their talents. Cutting will deny them access 
to excellent, week-in, week-out specialist teaching from full-time professional 
instrumental teachers. If cutting persists at the present rate across the board, within 
the next two decades, local authority music education services may cease to exist 
with consequent impact on the life chances for native talent which currently flows into 
the music and related creative industries in Scotland. Taken on its own, the UK 
music industry is the third largest in the world. At the last count (2016) Scotland had 
an 11% share (greater than its UK population share of 8%) of major portions of the 
UK music industry which was worth £4.2 billion to the British economy. A Creative 
Scotland review of 2014 pointed to a boom in the Scottish music industry, especially 
live music and musical tourism. The Edinburgh Festival is the largest cultural event 
in the world. 
 
Finding solutions 
 
Building on success – the Youth Music Initiative, Sistema Scotland – leading to a 
strategic national framework and a national endowment for music education? 

The past two decades have seen a rise in initiatives to access the social goods that 
can flow from music programmes. Many young people are being introduced to 
music. The Youth Music Initiative reached 240,000 young people last year. Sistema 
Scotland reached 2000.  
 
Blended programmes tapping into flexible project funds using existing human 
resources within the instrumental music services, like Aspire in Dundee, have used 
similar methodologies inventively to get instrumental music to more primary school 
children. Aspire is worthy of further exploration and development.  
 
If allowed, instrumental music services could utilise YMI project funding more 
effectively to reach yet more children. This could be done through a flexible use of 
the funding to support instrumental services to offer greater learning opportunities 
that are progressive, rather than simply an introduction to music. There may also be 
ways to explore partnerships with schools to meet the literacy/numeracy/health and 
well-being imperatives of the Pupil Equity Fund through participation in music - 
Working with schools to deliver music programmes that impact across the curriculum 
and develop wellbeing.  
 
In addition to this, the establishment of a National Music Endowment Fund set up 
jointly through philanthropy and government could help children who are 
disadvantaged economically or geographically to access excellence in music 
learning and teaching. Such a fund would also provide a safety net which does not 
currently exist for children currently caught in the poverty or location trap. It would 
also seek to meet the needs of learners and pupils from homes affected by poverty 
to access progression pathways to excellence. This would help feed our creative 
industries of the future with the fresh talent they need to survive and prosper.  
 
And finally, a strategic national framework as part of statutory provision for music 
education would solve the above problems once and for all.  
 



Great Scots who prove the extraordinary musical talent of our small nation 
 
Great Scottish musicians are the evidence for the effectiveness of Scotland’s music 
education: they support our call to develop, not dismantle!  
 
A cross-parliamentary group on the music industry, chaired by MSP Tom Arthur, has 
recently been set up at Holyrood to articulate the vibrant musical economy of 
Scotland. 

The following support our campaign #ChangeTheTune whose aim is to develop, not 
dismantle Scotland’s music education system. 

Craig Armstrong 
Nicola Benedetti 
Patrick Doyle 
Evelyn Glennie 
James Macmillan 
Donald Runnicles  
Tommy Smith 
Garry Walker 
 
All have been beneficiaries of Scotland’s open and inclusive music education system 
and are net contributors to Scotland’s share of the UK’s £4.2 billion music industry 
(2016). 
 
YOURS SINCERELY 
 
THE MEPG #ChangeTheTune CAMPAIGN TEAM 
 
Matthew Chinn (RCS) 
Gayle Martin (HITS) 
Mae Murray (SAME) 
Kirk Richardson (EIS) 
John Wallace (Chair) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


