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I am making this written submission to the Education and Skills Committee as a 
brass instrumental teacher for almost thirty-three years. During this time, I have had 
the privilege of teaching many children, passing on my knowledge and experience of 
brass playing and my love for music more widely. I was fortunate to benefit from free 
music tuition while at school and even more fortunate that a tuba was provided for 
me to receive weekly lessons. My parents were not in a position to pay for private 
lessons, nor to purchase an instrument for me. It is no exaggeration to say that, had 
it not been for an enlightened approach to offering free music tuition to children by 
the then Lothian Region Council, I would not be pursuing a career as an instrumental 
music teacher today. That is why I have found myself at the heart of the campaign 
over the future of music tuition in Scotland's schools. 
 
One of the most serious issues facing parents trying to access a local authority 
music service for their children is the embarrassing lottery of fees being charged by 
councils for tuition. Charges range from £117 a year in Inverclyde to £524 in 
Clackmannanshire. If, pragmatically, charging is considered necessary by local 
authorities, then there must be a more consistent approach across the country. Such 
a wide disparity in fees is indefensible. Councils in West Lothian, Midlothian and 
East Lothian have previously operated a free tuition approach. Following budget 
decisions earlier this year, all of these councils have begun charging for music tuition 
- with disastrous consequences for the retention of pupils. It is reported that East 
Lothian (£280 a year) has lost 37% of its previous 1200 pupils receiving tuition. 
Similarly, reports from West Lothian (£354 a year) are indicating a 70% drop out rate 
from its previous 2000 pupils receiving tuition. Since increasing its fees for music 
tuition by 103%, Clackmannanshire Council (£524 a year) has lost 36% of its pupils. 
However, as the remaining parents are paying 103% more in fees for their children's 
lessons, this is more than covering the loss incurred by over a third of pupils leaving 
the council's instrumental service. It is surely a grotesque position for any local 
authority music service to be increasing its income as a consequence of children 
having to drop out of lessons due to affordability issues?  
 
The Scottish Parliament took a decision in 2012, following a high-profile campaign, 
that no charges were to be made for children sitting SQA music examinations in 
Scotland's schools. Earlier this year, however, Midlothian Council took a decision to 
charge individual school budgets for every child sitting an SQA music exam in their 
establishments. If the Scottish Parliament is not willing to stand by its 2012 decision, 
then I fear other local authorities may follow the sleight of hand actions of Midlothian 
Council and the position of music in the curriculum will become seriously imperilled. 
 
The Scottish government's Youth Music Initiative (YMI) is in urgent need of a review. 
It is true that the YMI is reaching many thousands of children across the country. 
What is never acknowledged is that this project is a brief, time-limited introduction to 
learning to play an instrument. Many children wishing to continue tuition are then 
confronted with unaffordable and unrealistic financial demands to gain access to a 



local authority music service. The government, along with councils, has been using 
the YMI as a shield to avoid their responsibility to help stabilise music tuition in 
schools. At present, too many children drop out after the initial funding is withdrawn. 
 
There is a wealth of academic research supporting the view that music tuition has 
benefits which reach far beyond a practice room. I would highlight two contributions 
in this area. Professor Sue Hallam, of the UCL Institute of Research, states in a 2015 
report that children receiving music tuition show heightened literacy, numeracy and 
social skills. A two-year study by Professor Assal Habibi, of the University of 
Southern California, argues that children taking music lessons display advances in 
decision making and impulse control. These are high-value skills, vital to children's 
life chances. Any investment in instrumental and vocal education by local and 
national governments is more than returned by the contribution of young people to 
the cultural, educational and social fabric of our country. 
 
I note that the committee wishes to bring a particular focus on access to music tuition 
for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds. This is a wholly correct approach, but I 
would urge the committee to look at the issue of access more widely, as it is central 
to all the arguments above. Most local authorities have concessionary fee 
arrangements in place for pupils receiving music tuition. These can be applied for by 
parents and carers who are in receipt of qualifying benefits. The effects of this can 
see a percentage reduction in the standard fee for tuition, or free tuition for those 
requiring free school meals or a clothing grant. What has been consistently 
overlooked is that, such has been the size of fee increases in the standard rate for 
music tuition, retaining children of working parents (squeezed middle) in the system 
is proving extremely challenging. I would urge the committee to take a broader look 
at this important point. 
 
Over the last six years the Scottish Government has commissioned two reports into 
instrumental and vocal teaching in Scotland's schools. After reading these reports 
again, it is hard not to escape the conclusion that there have been many missed 
opportunities to address some of the above arguments. I commend both of these 
reports to the committee and hope that they can be used positively in the coming 
weeks.  
 
As a consistent campaigner for instrumental and vocal teaching in Scotland's 
schools, may I thank the Education and Skills Committee and their staff for 
approaching me to contribute to this Inquiry.  
 
 
 
 


