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I am delighted that the Committee is taking evidence on this subject, and I am writing as a 
musician, Instrumental Music Teacher working for one of Scotland’s Local Authorities, and a 
parent.   

I received tuition and the loan of an instrument from Aberdeen City Council – following an 
extremely good grounding from an excellent Primary Music Specialist – for the whole of my 
time at Secondary School.  I also attended Aberdeen Music Centre bands and ensembles 
from age 8 until the time I left school, beginning with the Junior Choir and Junior Recorder 
Group, and finishing with the Senior Orchestra and Senior Concert Band.  I performed as a 
soloist and with many different orchestras and bands all over Aberdeen and the North East 
including the Music Hall, Cowdray Hall and Arts Centre.  Music became my passion, my life, 
my friendship groups, my “happy place”, and made a teenager who struggled with life infinitely 
more able to cope.   

All of this was provided free of charge.  

I progressed on through Grampian Regional Schools Orchestra to the National Youth Wind 
Ensemble of Scotland, and gained a place on the BA (Musical Studies) course at the then 
Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama.  I successfully completed my degree and spent 
some time as a freelance musician, working with the Royal Scottish National Orchestra and 
BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra.  Almost all of my colleagues at the RSAMD followed the 
same pathway that I did – receiving free tuition at school, and going on to find work 
somewhere in performing and music education in Scotland and farther beyond.  Scottish 
graduates from my time at the then RSAMD perform with ALL of Scotland’s orchestras; the 
RSNO, BBC SSO, the Orchestras of Scottish Ballet and Scottish Opera, and the Scottish 
Chamber Orchestra, either as members or “extra” musicians.  Those of us who have moved 
to education are teachers and Principal Teachers of Music and the Expressive Arts up and 
down the country, or working in the Instrumental Teaching field as Instructors or Heads of 
Service.  We all began our musical journeys receiving free tuition.   

It is well known that the workforce of Instrumental Music Instructors in Scotland has halved 
over the past ten years.  This workforce is the bottom layer of Scotland’s cultural pyramid, 
starting thousands of children on their musical journey and giving them opportunities to learn 
not only how to play an instrument, but a range of transferable skills and creativity.  Under 
the current climate of Local Authority budget settlements, it is becoming increasingly so that 
only children from affluent families who can afford to pay for lessons will have access to these 
opportunities.  The fees being set by the majority of Local Authorities are increasing, and well 
out of reach of the “squeezed middle”, causing hundreds of children to have to hand back 
instruments they had already started learning when lessons were free, or indeed ruling it out 
from the get-go as something they will never be able to do as the family just can’t afford it.  
It’s tough going when, as a teacher, a pupil comes to you in tears to hand back a clarinet 
after Mum and Dad have told them they can’t afford the charge for lessons introduced by the 
Local Authority.  That child, and many like her, will never know what potential she could have 
reached.    



The effects of this are already being felt, with numbers of pupils learning instruments 
drastically decreasing across the country, and it is only a matter of time before the effect is 
felt further up the pyramid.  Pupils who can afford lessons may not be able to afford to also 
become members of the National Youth Orchestras of Scotland.  Fewer pupils coming 
through our instrumental music services means fewer applicants to further and higher 
education music courses – where will the next generation of RCS students and members of 
our national companies come from?   

Other genres of music are of course also part of this pyramid, with members of bands from 
Deacon Blue to Admiral Fallow beginning their musical journey with free lessons from their 
Local Authority Instrumental Music Service.  Many of the artists who perform regularly at 
Celtic Connections also started the same way, as did those from the world of jazz - not least 
some of the members of the Scottish National Jazz Orchestra.  Alumni of our Instrumental 
Music Services can be found performing all over the world, in some of the UK and Europe’s 
top orchestras and West End shows.  But also let us not forget the thousands of musicians 
who play as adults in community Orchestras, Wind Bands and Brass Bands – where did 
these people have their very first violin / clarinet / trombone lesson?  

Scotland is on the verge of denying a whole generation of young people the opportunity to 
become something in the performing arts and creative industries as Local Authorities 
continue to chip away at Instrumental Music provision.  But this is about so much more than 
careers in music.  Music education teaches young people creativity, resilience, 
communication and critical thinking, which are all skills becoming increasingly valued by 
employers in all fields.  Music education is good for young people’s mental health, and in a 
time where young people are more stressed and anxious than ever, surely it would be 
incredibly unwise to allow such a valuable coping mechanism to only be accessible to the 
wealthy?  Music education is critical to Scotland’s cultural landscape.   

Local Authorities are of course responsible for Instrumental Music Services, but it is 
absolutely vital that the Scottish Government intervenes to stop this unfair and divisive 
situation, and rescues the fragile network of IMS’s before they crumble away to nothing.  The 
Youth Music Initiative must be re-thought, as its aim of allowing all pupils to receive music 
education by P6 is now no longer fit for purpose.  What use giving pupils a chance to try 
something only to tell them if they wish to carry on, they’ll need to start paying up to £524 per 
year to continue – or worse still that there is no Service left for them to progress in to?  
Instrumental Music Services should remain within Local Authority control and be part of 
Education as a whole.  Moves towards using community and / or private organisations to 
provide instrumental music teaching are, in my opinion, dangerous and to be avoided if we 
want music to remain accessible to all and provision to remain equitable.  If it is completely 
outwith the gift and will of the Scottish Government to ensure that Instrumental Music is 
provided free of charge across the country, then perhaps considering a cap on charges would 
be the next best thing?  

Young people need opportunities.  Schools need bands and orchestras.  People need music.  
Please don’t let the music stop on your watch.   

 

 


