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The Committee held two informal discussion groups with students from the 
RCS. The students were all BEd Music 4 students, in their fourth and final year 
of their BEd studies to become Secondary Music teachers (classroom). The 
students will be dual qualified in that they will be able to teach Music 
peripatetically in Primary school too. The students have undertaken placements 
in schools during each year in their programme including primary and 
secondary school placements. 

Focus Group A 

In attendance were: Clare Adamson MSP; Johann Lamont MSP; 13 student 
teachers and an RCS Lecturer. 

The following key points were raised during the discussion: 

Uptake and cost of tuition 

• The students recounted the age at which they started to learn, and their 
own personal circumstances at the time they were learning. 

• A number of the students were from Glasgow, and had therefore not paid 
for music tuition. Each of these students said that the lack of charging 
was a major reason for taking up and continuing lessons throughout 
school, and that charging may have prevented them from doing so. 

• One student schooled in Dumfries & Galloway benefited from pro bono 
tuition offered by others on a private basis. A student from Perth and 
Kinross referred to a number of peers who had received or were 
receiving private tuition as it was cheaper than paying the local authority 
fee. 

• One student, who was schooled in South Lanarkshire, received free 
tuition until S3, at which point the local authority introduced charges. 
They were able to afford one year of charges before returning to free 
tuition as a result of studying for SQA exams, but said that fees for more 
than one year would not have been affordable for their family. 

• Other students commented that the existence of charges before 
reaching SQA examinations can, for some people, prevent them from 
taking up learning musical instruments at an early stage. This can in turn 
prevent pupils from being proficient enough to pass a National 5 as they 
would have to learn from scratch within a year. 

• Several students highlighted that learning in primary school and the early 
years of secondary school was vital to their musical aptitude, and said 
that learning the fundamentals in the early years of secondary school 
cannot be overlooked. However, it was felt that primary school teachers 



may not always be confident in introducing musical instruments to the 
classroom. 

• One student mentioned a friend whose parents were separated but not 
divorced. As a result, their joint household income meant the friend was 
ineligible for an exemption or discount on their tuition fees, and was no 
longer able to continue learning. 

• More widely, students commented on the other costs of learning an 
instrument and the barriers that paying for sundries, Grade exams, 
concerts, travel etc can pose before tuition fees are introduced. A 
student talked about how their pipe band had to organise a lot of 
fundraising to cover the costs of uniforms. 

Level required to join RCS 

• There was a discussion about the proficiency required to be accepted by 
the RCS. It is necessary for the students to be at a Grade 7 or 8 level at 
piano; however, they do not necessarily need to have passed a Grade 7 
or 8 exam, as they are tested at interview. 

• It was highlighted that, despite this requirement, most local authorities 
do not offer piano tuition, which can present a barrier to those from less 
affluent backgrounds who are unable to afford private tuition. 

• A couple of students took part in Transitions, an arts initiative by the RCS 
and funded by the Scottish Funding Council which aims to support 
students living at postcodes identified within the top 20% of the Scottish 
Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) list. They said that without this help 
they would not have reached the level required to join the course.  

• One of the students noted that they had only started learning in S4, and 
that it was an uphill struggle to get up to the appropriate level.  

• Some students felt that their schools did not appreciate how prestigious 
it was to be accepted to the RCS, and that their achievements were not 
valued in the same way as pupils who were accepted to study medicine.  

• There was a suggestion that there was a general lack of awareness of 
the grades required to be accepted to the RCS – one student mentioned 
that they were initially turned down and had to resit exams to get to the 
necessary level.  

Benefits of music education 

• The students were very positive about the benefits of a musical 
education. A number of students referred to how it has helped their 
mental health, mindfulness and wellbeing, with one student stating they 
would speak to people in their school’s Music Department rather than 
going to their pastoral care.  

• Students also reflected on some of their peers, whose attitude and 
application changed during music lessons compared to other classes. A 
number of students felt that inclusion and attainment can be boosted by 
widespread participation in music lessons. 

• Students highlighted that music has helped them build bridges and 
connect with people they would normally imagine they had nothing in 



common with. A number of students said that they made a lot of friends 
through music. 

• Confidence was another major theme which emerged, with one student 
highlighting their increased self-esteem as people in their school would 
identify them as “the musical one”, and others talking about coming out 
of their shell when in the Music Department. 

• A student pointed out that learning a musical instrument is beneficial for 
those who wish to study medicine, as it can demonstrate dexterity, 
creative problem-solving and wider interests. 

• One student has travelled twice to Germany to perform and made a lot 
of connections as a result of performing. As they are from a lower income 
family, they believe they would not have had this opportunity were they 
not involved in music. 

Role of instrumental music tutors and learning in school 

• A point raised by many students was the “disparity of esteem” between 
classroom music teaching and instrumental teaching. Some students 
highlighted the reaction of classroom teachers of other subjects when 
they had to leave for their instrumental lessons. 

• Students generally felt that instrumental tutors are being provided with 
less quality time to spend with pupils. It was suggested that a lack of 
pupils in individual schools resulted in tutors being asked to travel 
between schools in a local authority in a single day on a very tight 
timetable, which led to both tutors and pupils feeling rushed.  

• It was reported that this change to working patterns has also led to tutors 
feeling less embedded in particular schools, and therefore feeling less 
like part of the department. 

• All of the students felt that the instrumental lessons, whether one-to-one 
or group, were invaluable in their progression. It was pointed out that the 
range of musical instruments means it is impossible for classroom 
teachers to cover all disciplines, highlighting the importance of 
instrumental tutors to maintaining a variety of skills. 

• A student also mentioned that those learning bagpipes can feel 
stigmatised or set aside from other instruments, and that this instrument 
in particular benefits from instrumental music tutors. 

• A student commented that, without receiving instrumental music tuition 
over and above classroom music teaching, joining the RCS would be 
inaccessible for many. 

Key points 

• The group repeatedly returned to the theme of the potential barriers in 
the way of music education, and to the need for music education to begin 
at an early age to maximise potential and reduce the uphill struggle for 
those who could move into music education as a career.  

 

 



FOCUS GROUP B 

In attendance were: Liz Smith MSP; Alasdair Allan MSP; and Gordon 
MacDonald MSP, 15 student teachers and the RCS Lecturer in Professional 
Learning. 

The following key points were raised during the discussion: 

Partnership working 

• A number of contributions highlighted that music tuition should be viewed 
in partnership with classroom teaching, including that: 

o it was unrealistic to expect classroom teachers alone to get 
students to the level required to achieve qualifications;  

o without tuition he classroom teacher would need to be able to play 
all of the instruments played by the class they were teaching and 
that this is not feasible; and 

o without peripatetic tutors the standard required to achieve certain 
qualifications would need to be lowered. 

• Examples of tutors perhaps feeling they have a lesser status that 
teachers in certain schools included an example of a tutor needing to 
hold group string sessions in a bathroom in one school. A member 
highlighted that GTCS full registration would assist as the Code of 
Conduct included teaching conditions. The Lecturer confirmed that full 
GTCS registration is a possibility being discussed at present. 

Encouragement towards learning an instrument 

• It was suggested by one student teacher that it would be beneficial to 
have a standardised approach to the choices of instrument provided to 
young people and on parental involvement by schools. 

• Primary school was highlighted as the key time to identify talent in young 
people, aptitude tests were not widely used but selection processes such 
as rhythm exercises were used and showing a genuine interest was also 
seen as an important indicator. Being able to trial a range of types of 
instruments to seek to identify which would suit was highlighted as good 
practice. Options for different instruments ‘opened up’ in secondary 
schools and was more limited in primary schools. 

• Some local authorities have more of a focus on particular instruments to 
reflect their local community, for example more brass instruments in 
schools in areas where there are community bands. Tutors in certain 
instruments were also rare and this impacts on what young people learn, 
for example was highlighted as an expensive instrument with very few 
tutors in some areas. 

• Good practice to inspire young people who would not necessarily initially 
consider playing an instrument included: 

o Family influence - the Big Noise doing a class for a young person 
in their living room so the family can also appreciate the benefit 
playing an instrument can bring; 



o Watching school bands – one student teacher mentioned a local 
‘battle of the bands’ had generated a lot of interest in learning an 
instrument; and 

o Cluster choirs – choirs including primary and secondary school 
pupils performing for a number of schools was also seen as a 
valuable way of getting young people involved. 

Staffing levels 

• One student teacher suggested a shortage of tutors impacted on 
learning, in his experience a shortage of guitar tutors in his area meant 
he did not get support until 4 weeks before his school exam. 

• It was suggested a shortage of tutors to fulfil demand meant that lots of 
students who could progress up to another level were being told they 
could not receive tuition.  

• When asked whether the removal of charges would have an impact on 
demand a number of students suggested that the system would not be 
able to cope with the demand if fees were removed. Specifically, there 
would be an insufficient number of tutors. 

• There are no tutors in certain specialisms in certain local authority areas. 
An example cited was no singing tutors in Dundee. A number of students 
suggested singing was not viewed as a specialism in the same way as 
playing an instrument and therefore those focussed on singing can be 
told to learn in music class as opposed to receiving tuition. 

• When asked whether there are fewer teachers now than previously, 
there was wide agreement in the group that numbers were declining. 
One student teacher suggested that there was little job security and this 
was demotivating so people she knew in her area were seeking 
alternative employment. Another student teacher said that a bagpipe 
tutor in her area had suggested tutors in the pipes in their local authority 
area were becoming ‘extinct’. Other student teachers suggested it 
depended on your area as this was not the case for bagpipe tutors 
specifically in their local areas. 

Charging for tuition 

• There was wide agreement in the group that charging for tuition was 
causing a reduction in participation. One student teacher suggested that 
when fees were introduced after pupils had been learning an instrument 
through primary school there was a ‘big reduction’ in the numbers taking 
part. Another student teacher highlighted that the number in the school 
band reduced from 40 to 20. One student teacher said their friend was 
a tutor for the drums and when their local authority decided to introduce 
a charge three of their students indicated they would stop their tuition.  

• The impact of charges on particular cohorts of pupils was discussed. A 
number of student teachers suggested that the ‘middle group’ of people 
who are not exempt from charges, but are from low income households 
were the ones most affected by charges. 

• A member raised the suggestion that local authorities may be 
interpreting the 2013 recommendation, that there should not be a charge 



for something that leads to an SQA qualification, in different ways. One 
response was that when you receive music tuition at a young age you 
have no idea whether it will eventually lead to a qualification or not. 
Another suggested whether you are charged fees, and a number of other 
differences in local authority approaches, created a sense of ‘the luck of 
the draw’. 

Cost of instruments 

• Costs at the lower end of the scale for different forms of instrument were 
cited as: £100 violin; £250 flute plus reeds; brass instruments and other 
types of instruments varied by size £150 trumpet and £650 euphonium. 

• Approaches adopted to assist with the cost of instruments included: 
o local authorities bulk buying cheaper versions of instruments, 

such as plastic versions of brass instruments; 
o being able to pay for instruments in instalments (from a private 

company); 
o schools agreeing discounts for students from particular 

instrument suppliers; 
o local bands buying instruments and students being able to loan 

them for free from the bands. 

• It was suggested that some schools and local authorities could be better 
at knowing what support was available locally, such as bands that were 
not connected to schools being able to loan instruments to pupils. 

• A member asked whether there was a central service for the repair of 
instruments or upcycling, as per the 2013 recommendation. One student 
teacher was aware of a repair service provided by their local authority. 

Benefits of playing music 

• One student teacher suggested being in an orchestra ‘set me up for life’ 
as it gave them an understanding of discipline, time keeping, respect. 
Another student teacher agreed and highlighted that these transferable 
skills are valuable in school and employment. 

• Benefits mentioned by others in the group included: 
o improving performance in other academic subjects; 
o improving mental health; 
o improving concentration span; 
o students with reputations for behavioural issues flourishing in 

music class; and 
o providing escapism and a valuable means of expression, for 

example for autistic children. 

Key points 

The group was asked for one issue they would like the Committee to pursue. 
The two points highlighted that gained support in the group were:  

o the need to perceive instrumental tutors and classroom teachers as 
partners in training those studying music; and 



o the need to make music inclusive for everyone as charges were 
impacting on this principle. 


