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Drake Music Scotland is a charitable organisation (SC026908) established in 1997 with the 

purpose of creating opportunities for people with disabilities of all ages to play, develop their 

musical skills, compose and perform. We embrace the principle of access to education for all 

and inclusion of disabled people in arts and culture as enshrined in the European Convention 

on Human Rights and UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. We have 

adopted the social model of disability (as opposed to the medical model) that asserts that 

disabling barriers, both physical and attitudinal, which exist as a result of the way society is 

organised, lead to the exclusion of certain groups from activities that others benefit from.  

 

In our work we emphasize active participation and are focused on practical solutions that 

make it possible for our participants to learn to play a musical instrument or an equivalent. 

We use a range of technologies alongside conventional electronic and acoustic instruments 

that serve as controllable ‘instruments’ for music-making by those with limited physical 

movement or co-ordination, such as the movement sensor Soundbeam, switches, and iPads 

with a variety of apps. We use the colour- and shape-based Figurenotes system, which 

makes it easy for learners to start reading music notation, and have created Figurenotes 

software and other resources.  We provide training for music teachers/ facilitators and 

encourage the development of expertise to widen the use of these resources to strengthen 

the sector. 

 

Through our ‘All Join In’ programme of music projects in schools we aim to offer disabled 

learners the possibility of a quality music education equivalent to that of their peers, and 

advocate for change through partnerships and collaborative programmes.  Drake Music 

Scotland’s school-based music projects take place primarily in special schools and units 

attached to mainstream schools with pupils with physical disabilities, sensory impairments, 

and learning difficulties including those on the autistic spectrum, and pupils with complex 

needs.  We also work on a smaller scale with those with additional support needs attending 

mainstream schools, for example the local secondary in the area we are based in, Castlebrae 

High School in Craigmillar. The programme extends to around 40 schools a year with roughly 



1,100 pupils receiving regular weekly music sessions.  Usually but not always, we work with 

different pupils in subsequent years.  Projects are led by members of our experienced team 

of Associate Musicians and take the form of small groups (around 8-10 pupils per group) in 

up to 4 sessions with different groups across the school day.  They focus on learning to play 

instruments, using technology for music making, group playing, creative activities and live 

performance. 

 

All participants in our school’s projects receive this tuition free of charge. The projects 

generally take place in partnership with local education authorities, occasionally through 

direct liaison with schools themselves.  The work is funded in a variety of ways, mainly as 

part of the package of music activities funded through each authority’s allocation of Creative 

Scotland Youth Music Initiative funding for School Based Music Making (Formula Fund).  We 

are currently working with 9 of the 32 Scottish local authorities.  Over the last 10 years we 

have had an input in around two thirds of the local authority areas and are recognised as the 

main national source of expertise in our field.  In some we have had a very consistent input 

over a number of years. 

 

The main factor that determines whether pupils in special schools are able to access our 

provision is whether the manager of the YMI fund in that area opts to bring in our service. 

Occasionally financial support from Creative Scotland’s YMI Informal Sector funds is applied 

for to support a project.  Occasionally support comes from another external source such as 

a trust; very rarely do special schools have funds they can put towards a music project.  In 

one case our input is funded through Pupil Equity funds.   

 

We are aware that other external providers also have an input to schools through similar 

arrangements, however the national picture is inconsistent, with pupils in those areas where 

we (or another provider) have established a partnership benefiting from access to music 

tuition while others have no tuition. Low expectations and a persistent view that disabled 

pupils can’t play is a contributory factor. On many occasions those experiencing our projects 

say they are surprised to discover how much the young people are capable of.  A remark we 

frequently hear is, ‘I never thought s/he would be able to do that’, or ‘I was amazed that s/he 

sat still and concentrated for as long as that’.  The presumption that these pupils can’t learn 

to play can mean that limited opportunities are made available to them. 



Special schools do of course offer their own music activities, but from our experience and 

research we have commissioned, we know that staff often admit to a lack of specialised 

knowledge and skills to deliver music activities, instrumental tuition in particular.  Also the 

technology we use, because it is the only way that a disabled young person can develop the 

same degree of control of the sound they produce as their peers on a conventional musical 

instrument, presents another a barrier due to the cost.  

 

An important aspect of music tuition is the opportunity to play in area ensembles and also 

apply to join national ensembles if desired. This is often not available to disabled pupils 

(usually only pupils receiving instrumental tuition) although we are aware of instances where 

this does happen for example pupils from Craigmarloch School in Inverclyde attend the local 

orchestra at Port Glasgow High.  Again, we aim to offer this opportunity through some of our 

collaborative projects and encourage our local authority partners to take the plunge and bring 

mainstream and special school groups together to perform in inclusive ensembles as part of 

showcase concerts.  This has happened in Aberdeenshire, Angus, Edinburgh, Inverclyde and 

the Orkney Islands. On a regional and national level, we have established partnership 

projects with the National Youth Orchestras of Scotland, the Scottish Chamber Orchestra’s 

Vibe project and Children’s Classic Concerts amongst others. 

 

Some special schools have a dedicated, qualified music teacher, but even in these cases 

teachers acknowledge they have benefited from the training and techniques we have 

introduced.  In some authorities we are aware that the Instrumental Music Service extends 

to the special schools, but in our experience, it is not generally the case that these pupils 

access regular tuition from instrumental instructors, and there is a widely held view that 

additional skills are required.  In the past we have provided CPD for instrumental instructors 

who by the very nature of their specialist focus on teaching certain instruments and 

techniques can find it challenging when presented with learners who have limited movement 

and co-ordination or whose learning style requires an alternative teaching style and a 

‘toolbox’ of techniques.  

 

In addition, we are aware that there is a much wider group of ASN pupils who are being 

educated in the mainstream but for a variety of reasons, be they financial, cultural, or 

organisational, may not be accessing music tuition.  Local authorities are addressing this in 

different ways and there are organisations that expressly tackle social deprivation and 



widening horizons through music.  We believe that Figurenotes, as an easy way into learning 

music (for classroom teachers as well as their pupils) could be part of a concerted approach 

that would open up opportunities for wider groups of learners. 

 

Achieving fully inclusive music education is a work in progress but over the 20 years of our 

existence we have had some success and see signs of change in the national picture in 

Scotland and a growing awareness of the benefits of music for disabled pupils.  We offer out 

of school opportunities that expand the range of experiences and opportunities available to 

those who are able to travel to our base in Edinburgh, including one-to-one and group tuition, 

and the chance to play in ensembles including our Digital Orchestra, which is gaining 

international recognition as a pioneering example of a national disabled youth ensemble.  

 

To conclude, there are many barriers to participation in music tuition by pupils with disabilities.  

Financial barriers are a factor and it is recognised that poverty rates of families with a disabled 

member are higher than those without.  Other factors that contribute to large numbers of 

disabled pupils (and those with ASN) not accessing music include limits on school budgets 

and pressures on music service budgets, the cost of technology and equipment that could 

make music more accessible, and the need for more training and CPD. The development of 

new more equitable models probably would require some additional resource but capacity 

issues aside, we have the willingness to share our expertise in high quality inclusive practice 

and would welcome any opportunities to discuss a concerted approach to removing barriers 

to participation.  

 

It is also clear that we, our societies, benefit immeasurably from disabled people being 

involved.  We need to start looking at his area from a new perspective.  We need the breadth 

of expression, of voices, of identities for a healthy and vibrant cultural ecology to flourish, one 

that reflects the wealth of experiences of all kinds of people. When disabled people are active 

and effective contributors to the cultural life of our communities this enriches us all, otherwise 

the arts become a narrow pursuit representing the few not the many.  Music is great and 

powerful – but it is even greater when everyone has access to it and can add value to it.  This 

starts with the first steps of music education. 

 

 


