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OVERVIEW  

Scotland has historically built up a first-class system of instrumental music tuition in 
schools. This is delivered by one of the largest cohorts of music professionals in the 
UK - c.645 teachers across all instrumental disciplines and genres. They are 
employed in instrumental music service centres through local authorities at the cost 
to those local authorities of some £30 million annually. Of that amount, c. £4 million 
is collected outside the general-taxation revenue system, and consists of extra 
parental contribution through fees. So, in effect, this is an exception to the general 
principle of free school education in Scotland, which extends back to an amendment 
of the 1872 Education Act in 1891, and in some places, much earlier.  

Instrumental tuition is normally delivered by teachers with degrees and teaching 
qualifications. This occurs during the school day, and by the definition that teaching 
that occurs in school during the school day is curricular, instrumental teaching is 
curricular. Despite this, it is often referred to wrongly as extra-curricular.   

The SQA examinations up to Advanced Higher do not specify that a candidate has to 
be musically literate (that is - able to read music). Any SQA music candidate wishing 
to become musically literate in order to pursue a career in music normally learns to 
read music through their instrumental music teacher. Therefore, the instrumental 
music teacher fulfils an important function in skills development and the future 
employability of any school student wishing to make a career in the £4.4 billion UK 
music industry, employing 142,208 people (2016 figures). Scotland enjoys a larger 
share of this industry than the rest of the UK proportionate to its size.     

Local authorities value the richness that their instrumental services bring to school 
life and wish them to continue. Even in councils whose present administration’s 
political philosophy is averse to charging, it is generally accepted that continuing the 
services through charging, rather than not charging and abolishing the service 
completely, is the lesser of two evils. Therefore, there has been a steady 
acclimatisation to the concept of instrumental tuition supported by a parental 
contribution towards the costs. This change of emphasis from free education to a 
subsidised service to which the parents contribute has led to a situation in 2018 
Scotland where three-quarters of authorities charge fees, from a low of £117 to a 
high of £524 per year. Evidence is growing in 2018 that the net result of charging is a 
reduction in pupil equity, resulting in a greater proportion of pupils in the upper 
indices of the SIMD tables that have instrumental lessons, and a lesser proportion in 
the lower indices.  

This reduction in pupil equity is a profound argument against charging for music 
tuition in schools. MEPG’s view is that we should work towards abolition of charging 
during the next Scottish parliament.    

 

 



THE BENEFITS 

The study of music, like other school subjects, mathematics or English, for example, 
has intrinsic value in itself. However, there is a growing body of evidence to support 
the view that music has more added value than any other subject when its beneficial 
effect on a pupil’s overall school performance is taken into account.  

In addition to enhanced mental and physical health and wellbeing, the benefits to the 
child include the development of transferable skills such as team working, resilience, 
discipline, performing, problem solving, evaluating, abstract thinking, physical and 
fine motor coordination. The latest neurological research by Dr Anita Collins in 
Australia points to the lifelong benefits of playing a musical instrument from an early 
age and is influencing radical change regarding music education delivery in the 
Australian national education system. 

HOW MANY SCOTTISH CHILDREN RECEIVE MUSIC TUITION? 

In 2002/3 a piece of research What’s Going On? was commissioned by the Scottish 
Arts Council and conducted by the RSAMD. At that time the instrumental music 
services employed c1200 teachers who taught 50,000 children weekly. One of the 
research findings was 150,000 children who were not receiving lessons wanted to. 
This gave rise to the Youth Music Initiative (YMI) in Scotland which ensured that 
every child who wanted to have one year of free tuition before P7. YMI has been a 
success, reaching some 240,000-young people and adults in both formal and non-
formal sectors last year.     

THE SITUATION IN 2018 

In addition to its first-class system of music tuition in schools, twenty-first-century 
Scotland has a rich and diverse music education sector across formal and non-
formal education. The Music Education Partnership Group was set up in 2015 to 
expedite two main purposes: 

• to advocate the benefits of music education  

• to enhance communication and maximise collaborative working within the 
music education sector 

When organisations such as Fèisean nan Ghàidheal, Drake Music, NYOS, NYCOS, 
West of Scotland Schools Symphony Orchestra, NYBBS, the Scottish Schools Pipes 
and Drums Trust and many, many others are added to the Instrumental Music 
Services and classroom teaching in schools, the critical mass and richness of the 
music education offering, and the appetite for that offering amongst the population at 
large within Scotland is something to celebrate.   

Within this music education ecology, however, classroom music and instrumental 
music tuition is core. School is where most children encounter their first learning 
opportunity in music. Diminish this core and everything else will suffer. And this core, 
with relation to the instrumental music component, is in clear and present danger.  

Ten years of austerity have contributed to a decline in the resources available to 
local authorities relative to the increased demand in their statutory obligations. The 
provision of instrumental tuition is not a statutory obligation and this has led to an 
annualised close scrutiny of spend on instrumental music services. More local 
authorities have introduced charges and instrumental music services have become 



expert in achieving multiple efficiency gains year-on-year. The tenth anniversary of 
the 2008 financial crisis has however brought home the realisation that in certain 
areas of Scotland with chronic demographic challenges, ‘multiple efficiency gains’ 
can so easily lead to ‘death by a thousand cuts’.      

Evidence of the present state of instrumental tuition in Scotland is being gathered as 
part of a new piece of research commissioned by MEPG being delivered by the RCS 
and Strathclyde University: What’s Going On Now? The early findings of this 
research point to a crisis having been reached where the ‘squeezed middle’ of 
parents can no longer afford some of the major increases made in the past year. If 
the decline in numbers indicated by the recent data collected is not arrested then the 
fall of one or more of our previously widely-admired music services is imminent. 
Mindful of this, MEPG has invited representatives of the Scottish Government and 
COSLA to form a working group to seek ways to ensure that instrumental tuition in 
schools remains accessible to the optimum number of pupils. At the time of writing, 
this working group is making positive progress.      

RECOMMENDATIONS  

The What’s Going On Now? (WGON) research team have been asked by its 
commissioners, MEPG, to analyse the data collected in order to provide 
recommendations for the future of music education in Scotland.  

Likely areas of WGON recommendations in January will be in the areas of 
instrumental music services development, pupil equity, SQA provision and early 
learners.  

In the next two years through 18/19 and 19/20 it is the short-term goal of MEPG to 
maintain and sustain the Instrumental Music Services.  

In the longer-term, from 20/21 onwards, we look towards achieving greater equity in 
music tuition in schools through cross-party buy-in to the enactment within the next 
Scottish Parliament of a declaration within Scotland’s education legislation, similar to 
the declaration on the importance of music in Every Student Succeeds Act 2015 
enacted by the 114th United States Congress with bipartisan support.   

Ultimately, it is MEPG’s mission to ensure that Scotland retains its currently high 
position in the international arena of music education, as exemplified by its world-
leading conservatoire, the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland.  
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