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26 March 2019 
 
Dear Clare 
 
 
Education and Skills Committee report into instrumental music tuition in schools 
 
Thank you for your letter of 28 January 2019 regarding the publication of the Education and 
Skills Committee’s report into instrumental music tuition in schools. I read the report with 
interest and am in complete agreement with the Committee in recognising music education as 
a great asset that can benefit children and young people in many ways, including through 
positively impacting attainment.  I also recognise the important place of music education in 
relation to Scotland’s culture and economy.  
 
As I highlighted in providing evidence for your inquiry, I share the concerns of Committee 
members, and of young people, their parents and carers and those working in the music 
education sector, over any reduction in participation in instrumental music tuition.  I note the 
Committee’s conclusion that it “…respects the democratic right of local authorities to take 
decisions about local expenditure and acknowledge the financial choices they face” but that it 
“…believes in principle that music tuition should be provided free of charge in every local 
authority.”  As I stated in Parliament on 7 February 2019, in response to question S5F-03043, 
I encourage all local authorities to reflect on that conclusion. 
 
I am pleased to respond to the Committee’s conclusions and recommendations with the 
following remarks: 
 
The status of instrumental music tuition in the curriculum 
 
The Committee’s conclusions highlight the differing views it received in relation to whether 
instrumental music tuition is discretionary or is part of the core curriculum.  The Committee 
has recognised that the inclusion of instrumental music tuition in the core curriculum would 
offer some benefits but has practical implications.  
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The expressive arts, including music, are an essential part of the Broad General Education 
under the Curriculum for Excellence.  This can involve the learning of musical instruments on 
a whole class basis.   In addition to this, some children and young people will receive 
instrumental music tuition.  Decisions relating to the provision of instrumental music tuition are 
for education authorities and they have discretion in determining how to provide tuition, 
depending on local circumstances, priorities and traditions.   
    
My firm view is that local authorities making those decisions should consider fully the range of 
benefits that learning a musical instrument can have for our children and young people and 
the positive impact it can have on well-being and attainment.  It is the responsibility of local 
authorities to ensure that pupils in their area are not prevented from learning a musical 
instrument because of their background, location, disability or financial circumstances. I 
support the Committee’s conclusion that aptitude tests should not be the sole basis for 
selecting pupils for instrumental music tuition.  
 
Local authorities should also take full account of the child-centred focus of Curriculum for 
Excellence.  In doing so there should be a recognition that for some young people, learning a 
specific instrument will be an important part of their personalised learner experience, one that 
should provide them the opportunities to maximise their individual potential. 
 
 
Preparation for SQA qualifications 
 
The Committee found a lack of clarity regarding whether instrumental music tuition providing 
preparation for SQA examinations could be subject to charging and it recommended the 
Scottish Government clarify the legal basis for such charges. There is no express statutory 
link between education authorities’ charging powers and the qualifications framework. 
However, the acquisition by pupils of formal educational qualifications is clearly a fundamental 
principle of school education, as provided by education authorities.  
 
It is my view that instrumental music tuition which is necessary to provide adequate 
preparation for SQA examinations should be provided free of charge.  In November 2018, 
COSLA’s Children and Young People Board agreed that instrumental music tuition should be 
provided free of charge to students studying for SQA qualifications, as well as to those who 
are entitled to Free School Meals.  
 
 
Local Authority decision making 
 
I welcome the Committee’s conclusion that it is not persuaded that a national instrumental 
music service could perform better than local services. The Scottish education system is set 
up in such a way that decision making is devolved to the most appropriate level, enabling local 
education authorities to make choices that meet their local circumstances and needs. This is 
a strength of the system in Scotland. 
 
The Scottish Government has continued to ensure that our partners in local government 
receive a fair funding settlement despite further cuts to the Scottish Budget from the UK 
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Government. We are delivering a funding package of £11.2 billion for all local authorities next 
year - a real terms increase of over £310 million for essential public services in Scotland.  
 
While acknowledging the autonomy of local authorities to make these decisions, I have 
committed to working with key stakeholders to help ensure that instrumental music tuition 
remains accessible to all. As I highlighted in my evidence, this included accepting an invitation 
in 2018 for Scottish Government officials to join a working group, led by the chair of the Music 
Education Partnership Group and including representation from the Convention of Scottish 
Local Authorities (COSLA).  I am pleased that this group has co-produced guidance to support 
local authorities in their decision making in relation to instrumental music tuition policies.  This 
was published by COSLA on 25 January 2019 and can be found at: 
http://www.cosla.gov.uk/music-instrumental-music-tuition-guidance-2019pdf 
 
The Committee will wish to note that the guidance:  
 

• highlights the COSLA Children and Young People Board’s decision that instrumental 
music tuition should be provided free of charge to students who are entitled to Free 
School Meals or those studying for SQA qualifications;  

• recommends local authorities review their charging policies and concessionary 
schemes to ensure that pupils in their area are not prevented from learning a musical 
instrument because of their background, location, disability or financial circumstances;  

• promotes the sharing of good practice and information between local authorities; and 

• places an emphasis on the need to appropriately engage parents and carers when 
making changes to fee levels, offering examples of good practice and recommending 
local authorities avoid issuing invoices to parents and carers of children receiving tuition 
without warning and explanation. 
 
  

Status of instrumental music tutors 
 
I am taking this opportunity to reiterate that the Scottish Government values the contribution 
of all those working in our schools.  Instrumental music tutors play a critical role in our music 
education system and are clearly greatly valued by those they teach and their families.  
However, the pay and conditions of service of instrumental music tutors are matters for 
individual local authorities to consider, as employers, and the Scottish Government has no 
role in that process. 
 
 
Youth Music Initiative 
 
I am pleased that the Committee has welcomed the Scottish Government support for the Youth 
Music Initiative (YMI) as an example of good practice.  Our investment in the YMI since 2007 
now stands at £118 million and has made a significant impact, helping young people in all 32 
local authorities access music-making opportunities and helping ensure every pupil is offered 
a year’s free music tuition by the end of primary school. In 2017/18, all 32 local authorities 
achieved the target of offering pupils a year’s free music tuition by the end of primary school 
with over 240,000 young people taking part in 2017/18 (195,000 in school, 45,000 out of 
school). The quality of evidence supporting the link between skills for learning, attainment and 
the YMI has also greatly improved.   
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In light of the positive impact of the YMI, Scottish Government officials have met with Creative 
Scotland to ensure the YMI builds on its many successes and provides pathways for children 
into future progression routes, including through local authority Instrumental Music Services. 
 
I hope the Committee find these remarks helpful.  I wish to thank the Committee for its interest 
in these issues and offer reassurance that I continue to be committed to working with 
stakeholders, including local authorities and the Music Education Partnership Group, to 
preserve instrumental music tuition in Scotland.   
 
 
 
 
 

JOHN SWINNEY 
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