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Introduction 

Connect (formerly SPTC) is delighted to respond to the call for evidence from the 

Parliament’s Education and Skills Committee on the subject of music tuition in schools, and 

how charging for instrumental music tuition acts as a barrier to participation. 

Connect is a long-standing independent parents’ organisation and the only Scottish charity 

which is dedicated to parental engagement in education. We provide membership services 

to Parent Councils and PTAs, as well as offering advice and information to individual 

parents who have concerns about any aspect of the education of their child, or the wider 

education system. We support education professionals in developing their skills and 

understanding around effective partnership working with families and the wider community. 

Given the short timescale to provide a submission, we had limited opportunity to engage 

parents in the conversation around our response, however we were able to conduct an 

online survey, promoted through our social media channels. 729 people responded, 61% 

with children in primary school, and 39% in secondary school. 

Executive Summary 

• The majority of respondents did not know what support is offered to low 

income families to help with the cost of musical instrument tuition 

• Families on low incomes who do not qualify for assistance with fees still 

struggle with costs of tuition 

• Significant costs are incurred by families with more than one child 

• There is a postcode lottery: some local authorities do not charge fees, and 

some schools place more importance on musical instrument education than 

others 

• Parents highlighted issues such as the limited number of spaces available, 

and the quality of provision 

• Lack of awareness about the selection process for instrument tuition means 

many families are not able put their child forward for it 

 

Survey Findings 

The survey asked parents if their child received musical instrument tuition in school (727 

responses): 

• 46% said no 

• 30% said yes, receiving group tuition 

• 8% said yes, as part of a lunchtime or after school club 

• 26% said yes, their child received individual tuition 

 



 

Those who said their child did not receive tuition were asked why this was (able to select 

multiple reasons). (430 responses).  

• 23% identified cost of tuition 

• 8% identified cost of equipment 

• 42% said their child had not been assessed, or had not been offered the opportunity 

to receive musical instrument tuition 

• 17% said the school did not offer an instrument their child was interested in 

• 9% said lack of spaces, or long waiting list 

• 5% said their child was not interested 

• Some additional comments mentioned the lack of music tutors/teachers; parent not 

aware of musical instrument provision at the school; instrument tuition was only 

available to older children; instrument tuition took place in class time and parent did 

not want their child taken out of lessons. 

 

Of the 694 respondents who answered the question ‘Does your school charge a fee for 

musical instrument tuition?’ 68% answered yes, 32% no.  

79% of 521 said the cost of tuition is between £100 and £400 a year, with 18% paying less 

than £100 a year, and 3% paying over more than £500 a year. 

Parents were asked if they arranged and funded musical instrument lessons outside school. 

(724 responses). 

• 38% yes 

• 47% no  

• 16% said their child did not receive any musical instrument lessons at all 

 

The survey asked parents if their school offered support for children from low income 

families to receive musical instrument tuition. (720 responses). 

• 22% free tuition was offered 

• 9% discounted tuition fee 

• 14% answering no 

• 52% of responses did not know what help the school offered.  

 

How is this support claimed? (663 responses) 

• 15% said it was offered where a family claims free school meals 

• 8% said families must fill in an application form 

• 73% did not know 

• Some added comments that funding was provided by an external organisation, or 

was free if families received certain benefits, or if a child showed aptitude.  

 

How does the school make musical instruments available for tuition? (724 responses) 

• 4% said children could borrow an instrument in school only 

• 42% said they could borrow an instrument and take it home 

• 9% said instruments were available for rent from the school or a supplier 



 

• 5% said children had to buy their own instrument 

• Some added comments that free borrowing was available for the first year of tuition, 

then children had to provide their own instrument.  

 

Does your child intend to study music for a qualification? (726 responses). 

• 36% said yes 

• 10% said no 

• 15% did not know 

• 40% said it was too early in their child’s education to make the decision. 

 

Parents were also asked what they considered the benefits of musical instrumental tuition, 

with the ability to choose multiple options. (727 responses). 

• 86% - self-confidence 

• 86% - improved skills (memory, hand-eye coordination, listening) 

• 85% - enjoyment and relaxation 

• 83% - teaches self-discipline and personal responsibility (for practising) 

• 75% - playing and performing with other young people 

• 49% - preparation for future musical study 

 

Qualitative Findings 

The survey participants were invited to provide any other comments. 465 did so, with many 

highlighting the benefits of a musical instrumental education, and that music should be 

more strongly embedded in the curriculum for primary and secondary pupils, as well as 

providing opinions on fees, the quality of provision, and the barriers families face. 

Many made comments against tuition costs: “It should be free,” “It should be free as I know 

of children missing out because parents can’t afford it,” “it needs to be available for all.” 

However, a few individuals made comments that they were willing to pay if money goes to 

help those who can’t afford tuition: “As a high earner I do not believe my children should 

receive tuition for free and would be happy to pay if this subsidised lessons for others.” 

Comments also described the barriers to musical instrument tuition, around the following 

themes: 

Families who don’t qualify for assistance, but cannot afford the tuition fees: 

“The income threshold for free school meals is very low so there are many families for 

whom £354 per year is too much. We are seeing a distinct move in music tuition for those 

who can afford it only which is very disappointing.” 

“A lot of families in my area live just above the threshold for free tuition and as a result can’t 

afford it.” 

“Not everyone falls under the bracket where they can get help to pay but that doesn’t mean 

we still don’t struggle and now have the stresses and pressures to find this money as you 

can’t take away from your child something he loves and looks forward to each week.” 



 

“I am not considered poor enough to receive help with the payment of fees but as a single 

parent, I just can’t afford it.” 

Families having to pay fees for multiple children: 

“My twins had to give up as we could not afford the yearly costs x2. We earn above the low-

income provisions. As always, middle income families hit time and time again.” 

“At present we are just managing to pay for one child to learn an instrument because she 

had already started before the fee increase. We could like our other child to have the same 

opportunity, but we can’t afford it at the current price. After this year if fees don’t change we 

will be leaving the scheme as we won’t offer one child this chance but not the other.” 

Additional costs beyond tuition: 

“Far too expensive and elitist. Perth and Kinross Council intend to increase fees year on 

year plus you feel obliged to pay extra for Central Groups (c£100) and Camp otherwise 

your child will fall behind/lack confidence etc.” 

Families not being informed of what musical instrument provision is available: 

“I have had no communication from school re musical instruments.” 

“Was not aware of it in my child’s primary school though did ask the HT but did not get 

reply.” 

“Not well advertised. My children just got a letter home about if they say they are interested. 

I’d like to encourage my child to take up an instrument but if I don’t get a letter home I don’t 

know what’s being offered.” 

The assessment process: describing how families are not being informed, children only 

getting one attempt, and an unfair advantage to those with previous experience of 

instruments 

“There are too few places. My children were assessed at their school but not selected. This 

is a really negative process to go through at age 7.” 

“Only children that are perceived to achieve from the initial assessment are accepted.” 

“It seems random and unfair- every other girl who wanted to do an instrument in her class 

was allowed to but not my daughter.” 

“Assessment processes undertaken in primary due to limited places means that they are 

often unsuccessful, and both lose the confidence to try again and are never given the 

opportunity. Often it is the same children offered places.”  

“The current system of testing for aptitude in P4 without warning favours young people 

whose parents have already invested in music lessons (anecdotally those in my son’s year 

who have passed the test are all already receiving private music tuition). Whilst there is no 

doubt that some young people possess a talent for music, for the vast majority of musicians 

the key is practice, practice, practice.” 

“My daughter was very keen to learn an instrument in Primary school but didn’t pass the 

test. She is dyslexic and found the test confusing.” 



 

Postcode lottery: differences between local authorities, but also between schools  

“Varies between schools for availability. Disappointing that children not getting opportunities 

my older kids got at a different primary.”  

“My child has additional support needs - he is autistic with sensory processing Issues. He 

has a natural talent for piano but can’t access music tuition as it is not offered at his school 

and sadly I cannot afford private lessons (single parent family with 4 children). 

“It is a postcode lottery. The fees in Clackmannanshire are double most other places.” 

“The situation in Angus is very difficult to accept when a few streets away in Dundee, 

children have free access to musical instrument tuition. I wish it was free for everyone as it 

is such a great opportunity and benefits every aspect of an individual’s development and 

growth.” 

Variation in the quality of provision: while some spoke highly of the quality of musical 

instrument tuition and provision in their school or local authority, others had negative 

experiences. 

“The current cost per lesson for what is usually a 20 minute group lesson does not 

represent good value for money as there is little if any difference in price between council 

costs and private costs.” 

“Hit or miss quality of the teaching” 

“Quality tuition from dedicated instructors. However, not enough time spent in one school 

as instructors often have 8 schools to visit.” 

Cared for children:  

“There are no special circumstances for kids in care. If a carer starts a kid on an instrument 

and that kid then moves to another carer, the new carer may not be able to afford lessons 

and the tuition stops. As a foster family we have six kids, sometimes seven, and it would be 

impossible to offer them all at full price lessons. Music is beneficial to all kids but more so to 

kids who have experiences trauma neglect and abuse.”  

Conclusion 

Learning to play a musical instrument brings many benefits to a child beyond praise for a 

performance. It can help with their cognitive development, improve a range of skills and 

teach self-discipline, but also brings enjoyment and entertainment. While it may not be 

something for every child, every child should have the opportunity discover this for 

themselves. Yet many families struggle financially to afford the lessons, whether or not they 

receive support.  

However, fees are not the only barrier. Many families are not aware of what is available for 

their child, places can be limited, and some children only get one chance at an assessment. 

Wider cuts to music services are also a factor which must be considered, limiting spaces, 

instruments, music teachers and time available to pupils.  

Based on our survey, we recommend: 



 

• National guidance to ensure consistency, inclusion and opportunity for all with 

transparency and openness about provision to parents and children 

• A level playing field for all children so that every child has the chance to enjoy 

learning to play a musical instrument or to sing (recognising voice as an instrument) 

• Specific action to identify means of ensuring children who are looked after or have 

additional support needs are not disadvantaged 

• A national focus on inclusion so that no child is left out 

• National and local recognition that the learning opportunity presented by musical 

instrument tuition for children is crucial for cognitive, personal and skills development 

• Research into the most equitable way to fund musical instruments and instrument 

tuition 

• An end to competitive selection practices – it is important that instrument tuition 

provides opportunities to join in and have new experiences  

 

Eileen Prior 
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