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Thank you for the opportunity to put forward my thoughts on “the extent to which charging for 
instrumental music tuition as part of the school curriculum acts as a barrier to participation by 
pupils, particularly those from low-income households”. 

Hopefully, I can answer this question from four personal viewpoints. 

•    As a child, I came from a low-income family and learnt to play the violin through the 
authority music service that did not charge for lessons. 

•    From 1992- 2006 I was an Instrument Teacher in England. I witnessed the decline of the 
English music services due to the reduction of authority funding and the implementation of 
charging for music lessons. 

•    As Head of East Ayrshire Music Service, I had to manage a 60% reduction to the music 
service budget and the introduction of charging. 

•    As Chair of Head of Instrumental Teaching Scotland, I help supported other heads of 
music services in implementing charges and overseeing budget reductions.  I was also a 
member of the Scottish Government working group looking at Instrumental Teaching in 2013.  

Before exploring this question, we need to reflect on the lessons already learnt by the Scottish 
Government’s 2013 recommendations and remember the high regard that Scottish 
instrumental provision has outside of Scotland.  The following two quotes are from page 10 
of the Scottish Governments “Instrument Music Tuition in Scotland” report of 2013 

“The success of the position of music in Scotland has been commented on as follows:  

•    Viewing Scotland’s approach from Europe Martin Prchal (Vice-Principal Royal 
Conservatoire The Hague, former Chief Executive European Association of Conservatoires 
(AEC).) comments: - “Scotland is clearly leading the way internationally in providing access 
for young people to music education. The impact of music education activities in the lives of 
young people cannot be underestimated: it supports their personal and artistic development, 
creates social cohesion and enhances learning skills in other education areas. The fact that 
Scotland is making this investment despite the global financial crisis is nothing less than 
remarkable”.  

•    Darren Henley (CEO Classic FM) remarked that "Schoolchildren in Scotland benefit from 
rich and varied music education, with dedicated teachers delivering tuition to the highest 
standards in many parts of the country. It is to be applauded that Scottish young people are 
offered music education that centres around excellent provision alongside a structured route 
of progression from the very youngest musician through to those who have exceptional talent 
being” 

We also need to look at the current political thinking around the Scottish Governments 
thoughts on the importance of education, and it’s view on pupil equity. 



The Scottish Government prides itself as seeing Education as a critical political driver.  The 
SNP state on its website (https://www.snp.org/our-vision/education)  

“We want to raise attainment throughout the education system and end the decades of 
educational inequality that has existed in Scotland. Addressing this is a priority for the SNP”.   

The key word here is “equality”.  The Government, rightly so, have backed up these words 
with its 2017 Pupil Equity Fund. With the release of the fund 
(https://news.gov.scot/news/pupil-equity-funding) Mr Swinney said: 

 “I want every child in Scotland to have the best possible start in life, and it is unacceptable 
for children from the poorest backgrounds to have their chances limited by circumstances 
outside their control”. 

Based on the above statements I believe that the Scottish Government is at odds with itself 
in regards instrumental music.  How can Scotland allow the access to any part of its 
educational system through a parental charge?  Charging for lessons takes the decision away 
from the child and school and places it directly at the hands of the parent.  Allowing parents 
to make this decision may be seen as a good thing. However, I have seen too many instances 
of parents, irrespective of their financial background, making educational decisions based on 
finance and not the need of the child – this is not equity and fall short of Mr Swinney’s 
statement of children having “their chances limited by circumstances outside their control”.  
From a personal point of view, if I had gone home with a letter requesting payment for 
instrumental lessons, I would not have been allowed to start to play due to finances.  As our 
income would have just been above the concession rate, we would have been charged for 
lessons.  I would have learnt the violin, would not have made a career out of being a musician 
and would not have gained the experience to lead East Ayrshire Music Service to be the most 
awarded music service in the UK.    

Several factors charging for an educational service has on access but broadly speaking these 
fall under two broad categories, social and operational.  Social covers the parental decision 
making around the access of the service while operational covers the complicated puzzle of 
running a charging service. 

Social Factors 

Most Scottish Music Services have a concession policy.  If your household income is less the 
£8,000, you will get free access.  However, some authorities now charge a reduced rate and 
have scrapped their free concessions. 

The reality of concessions is that the form filling and providing the proof required to access 
free lessons is not a simple process.  It needs parents who are literate and/or have the 
communication skills and drive to follow the process from start to finish.  If they do not have 
these skills, the pupil does not gain access to the service. 

I have spoken to many parents who could claim free lessons but do not.  The main reason 
for not claiming the free lessons is usually due to them being too proud or ashamed to claim.  
Parents can be ridiculed by their peers for claiming for another free service that they should 
be paying.  Social stigma should not be underestimated. 



There are hidden costs of learning a musical instrument.  The purchase of music, reusable 
accessories (strings, reeds, valve oil, etc.), also requires additional parental payment. I have 
seen pupils stop because they cannot afford a book. 

The cost to learn an instrument in Clackmannanshire is currently £524.  If you have a 
household income of £10 000, you would have to pay the full fee of £524 or 5.8% of your 
total income.  To put that into context - If you lived in a household of two teachers with a 
household income of £60 000, instrumental lessons, based on 5.8% of your income, would 
be £3480.  In real terms, the percentage cost to the household on low income often means 
that children do not access lessons.  Families with multiple children have other problems to 
face.  I have spoken with families that would like a younger sibling to learn, but they can’t 
afford to pay for two sets of lessons. 

In my professional opinion, as soon as payment is required to access a service, there is no 
such thing as equity, even with the best of intentions.  As stated earlier, access to the service 
is not based on a pupil or educational need; it will be based on finance and the ability to pay. 

Operational Factors 

Charging is never brought in on its own.  Charging is usually brought in as part of a package 
that involves a reduction of staffing.  Reduced budgets and charging brings with it two 
problems.  Operating a reduced service while trying to be equitable with all the schools within 
the authority and generating the required levels of income. 

A reduced service and income generation are both barriers to accessing a service.  One is a 
financial barrier, and the other is a provision barrier.  Less staff can only mean less access 
to the service. 

In my experience, equitable service delivery and income generation, within an authority 
setting, do not, cannot and will not work. Ever!  This statement comes from twenty-eight years’ 
worth of experience working for two English services that charge for music provision, 
managing East Ayrshire Music Service for ten years and all the conversations I’ve had with 
numerous music service managers across the UK over the past twenty-five years. 

As a Music Service Manager of a charging service, your goal is to generate the required 
amount of income for your service.  You know that if you fall short of the target, there will be 
more cuts to your staffing and or large increases to the fees charged. Your managerial goals 
become business focused not educational focused.  Your job should be about the quality of 
delivery and educational opportunities not income generation, income processes and 
procedures. 

While being the Music Service Manager for East Ayrshire, I witnessed an initial drop of around 
20% in the number of pupils accessing lessons.  Numbers did eventually increase, but I 
noticed that there was a shift in postcode access.  This shift in access meant there were 
schools that I had to move instructors from or reduce their timetables and move them into 
more “affluent” areas to help generate our income targets.  One learning partnership lost all 
its instrumental provision completely.  There is no greater barrier to access than no access 
at all. 

If you are a charging service, the income target becomes the focus of your delivery.  As 
managers and instructors, you are looking at how you can increase income.   



•    Increased group sizes based on financial not educational outcomes are now the norm. 

•     Reducing staff travelling times, so rural schools lose access.  

•    Reduced staffing means that teaching time in schools is reduced, so pupils have less 
opportunity to access the service. 

•    Moving instructors to higher income generation partnerships give these pupils greater 
access to more instruments. A school from a more deprived area may only have one 
instructor for 30 minutes where another affluent school may have three instructors for six 
hours.   

The worst job I have had to do, as a music educator, is taking an instrument off a child 
because their parents have not paid their fees.  To look into the eyes of a child and say “I’m 
sorry, I can’t teach you anymore” is the cruellest thing I have done.  I am sure there are many 
children out there that have been traumatised by having a teacher take away an instrument 
from them.  There is no dignified way in removing an educational experience from a child 
because of finance.  That child then usually has to explain to their peers why they are no 
longer playing.  In the worst cases, I’ve seen children bullied because of this to the point of 
having to move school. The only word that comes to mind is for an education system that 
allows this is, cruel. 

The greatest resource we have is our children.  It is their job to be the best they can be, to 
drive the Scottish economy, to pay their taxes to fund our health, social services and 
education departments. Their educational journey should be full and round.  It should include 
the opportunity to play a musical instrument to the best of their ability no matter which school 
they go to or their family background. The benefits of an excellent musical education are so 
widely known.  Charging for lessons will always be a barrier no matter how we want to justify 
it.  Is there truly a place in the Scottish education system for income generation? If we can 
charge for music tuition when do we start charging for in-class support, swimming, sport, 
education psychologists, maths? 

Is this what we want in our Scottish Schools? 

 


