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In what way does charging for music tuition act as a barrier to participation by pupils, 
particularly those from low-income households? 
 
Talent is not handed out by postcode. 
 
The cultural history of Scotland has been permanently enriched by the creative genius of 
individuals from less advantaged backgrounds.  
But, how many more would have done something with their talent - had they been born to a 
different household? And - more worryingly, how many talented musicians will go unheard in 
the future as a result of local authorities charging for music tuition? 
 
As with any cultural endeavour – music making takes a great deal of time and consistent 
work to get to the stage where a young person can confidently understand, interpret and 
perform music. If a young person lives in a community that values, and freely gives time and 
effort to do this – they will thrive. However - this leads to small pockets of culturally 
advantaged communities. This is equally applicable to all styles and genres of music. 
 
If we in Scotland believe that music making is a cultural entitlement for everyone according 
to their individual needs and talent, then instrumental tuition must be made available to all – 
fairly and equally. 
 
Unfortunately, we cannot rely on short-term projects, or charitable patronage to sustain it 
across the country in an equitable manner. 
 
Others are best placed to supply you with statistics and data that point towards the 
importance of music.1 I believe LEA’s are well aware of this – but unfortunately meaningful 
music tuition is by its very nature difficult to deliver cheaply. Business efficiency models or 
technological 'solutions' do not work. Music has to be done in 'real time'. There is always a 
large element of individuality. ‘Economy of scale’ is not a solution. If there was a cheaper way 
to deliver it, that worked - we would be doing it by now. Creativity and idiosyncrasy are 
paramount to what makes Scottish music special.  
 
Sport, Dance and Drama may be delivered in larger groups - and often benefit from this, but 
instrumental tuition really needs individual or small group tuition.  
 
Ensembles, musical tradition, musical quality all take a substantial time to establish. This 
could be years or even generations. If a service is cut - it cannot be ‘frozen in time’ to be 
resuscitated when finances look better. The hard-gained cultural tradition will have to start all 
over again. That is probably why there is always such an outcry when these things are 
proposed. People know how long it had taken to establish the service. One administration 
can propose it as a saving and generations of work and dedication are gone overnight. 
Central government needs to protect this at a national level. 
 



The problem with charging for music tuition is not about just a few people affording a relatively 
small payment - it is the fact that up to half of the normal uptake will probably fall away due 
to that payment, and the whole eco-system and culture in that area will be affected. It will, 
once more - be weighted towards the bourgeois, (and some of us can actually remember 
when that was the norm in this country). 
 
Providing help for FSM pupils and SQA Music students is politically meritable - but in reality, 
if a student has not received free instrumental tuition before S3 (when they start an SQA 
music course) - they will not be in a situation to be able to consider it. Also, students from 
some backgrounds will avoid anything that is ‘means tested’ or requires parental proof of 
poverty. Although it may look to some like a fair policy - in reality it merely rewards the 
students from advantaged backgrounds who have been able to start with private lessons and 
later qualify for a discount. Is this not just further entitling the entitled?  
 
Another consequence of the current situation is that certain instruments are becoming rare - 
or even 'extinct'. This is because other instruments are, by their nature, more accessible, 
affordable and easier to teach in groups and classrooms. A good instrumental service, that 
is available to all, will spot the potential Double Bass, Bassoon, Oboe, French Horn, 
Trombone, Viola players and also have these instruments available. My colleagues and I are 
auditioning hoards of guitarists, singers, ukulele players - but see very few of the instruments 
on this 'endangered species' list.  
 
Pupils in Independent schools will be able to continue much as they are. Certain instruments 
will suffer less than others. Certain styles of music will suffer less than others. But 
undoubtedly, pupils from low-income households will feature in the musical culture of 
Scotland less and less. That prospect is chilling to me. When I think of actual artists 
representing Scotland on the 'world stage' that would be (by their own admission) not doing 
what they are doing now without free instrumental tuition in Scottish schools - it horrifies me. 
What a waste of natural talent!  
 
More and more - applicants to specialist schools and conservatoire in Scotland come from 
the more advantaged backgrounds and play the 'cheaper to offer' or more easily available 
instruments. Just as some instruments are becoming 'extinct' - some ‘voices’ will never be 
heard. And this will be due to their background rather than talent. From my perspective - this 
is not emotionally over-dramatic. It is what I and colleagues are seeing on a day-to-day basis.  
 
Yes - instrumental tuition is expensive, and not a matter of life and death, but to deny it to all 
is to create an unfair cultural landscape in Scotland. When a more enlightened society 
realises this, and starts to build it up again - it will be difficult. We are destroying the good 
done since the 60s for current financial priorities, but it does not just start again when things 
get better. Some things have to be kept going. And not just in the advantaged sector. The 
voices of all Scottish pupils need to be given the chance to express themselves through 
music. 
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