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Music Tuition in Schools Inquiry 

Summary  

The EIS welcomes the opportunity to assist the Education and Skills Committee with 

this inquiry, which seeks to find out the extent to which charging for instrumental 

music tuition as part of the school curriculum acts as a barrier to participation by 

pupils, particularly those from low income households. 

We are commenting from the perspective of teachers (over 80% of teachers in 

Scotland are members of the EIS). We have around 350 Instrumental Music Teacher 

(IMT) members, and an active IMT Network. We also have a long-standing interest 

in the arts and culture as a means of enriching the lives of Scotland’s children; the 

EIS donates 0.5% of its subscription income annually to sponsorship of the arts in 

Scotland, regularly supporting music festivals.  

We believe that music tuition should be free to all children who wish to take part. Our 

submission to this inquiry focuses on four main points: 

1. the catastrophic impact of recent charging decisions taken by local 

authorities and the misalignment between recent decisions and the 

‘excellence and equity’ agenda; 

2. inequitable variance in concessions policies as applied across Scottish 

local authorities  

3. the way in which instrumental music provision has been unfairly and 

wrongly characterised by some as ‘extra-curricular’ and has been 

disadvantaged as a result 

4. the need for urgent action. 

Recent decisions – excellence and equity?  

Our Instrumental Music Teachers’ Network met in the first week of October 2018 and 

shared updates on developments in their local authorities. That network has 

representatives from across Scotland. Their updates were deeply concerning1. To 

give you a flavour of what was discussed: 

• Edinburgh is anticipating a potential budget cut, which would mean a 50% 

reduction in IMT staff and 2,500 fewer pupils able to access the service 

• West Lothian has introduced charges of £354 per year (it was previously a 

non-charging authority) and it was reported that subsequently 1,300 pupils 

                                                           
1 Please note that these reports were based on the current picture in early Oct 2018 as observed by members 
of our IMT Network; we know that the situation is fluid. We have raised FOI queries to gather definitive data 
on drop-out rates in authorities which have introduced new charges.  
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who were previously learning an instrument have dropped out of the service; it 

was further reported that one instructor alone has lost 78% of their pupils 

• South Ayrshire has introduced a £200 charge, and has reportedly lost 

between a third and a quarter of pupils; in some primary schools there is now 

no child learning to play a musical instrument 

• Perth and Kinross has seen a progressive dropping off as charges have risen 

and a 50% rise in applications for charitable support to take part in music 

education 

• East Lothian has introduced charges of £280, and from 1,500 learners, only 

around one third have registered to continue; 3 FTE IMTs who left have not 

been replaced; instruments have not been funded and so many children who 

are paying for lessons have had no instrument provided yet on which to learn 

• Midlothian has seen 2/3 of pupils who were learning musical instruments drop 

out of the service since introducing charges of £205 per year; and those 

pupils who remain in the service are choosing disciplines that involve no 

instrument costs (e.g. singing rather than violin)  

• Clackmannanshire has lost 74 pupils from its service since introducing 

charges of £524 per year (an increase of 103% in the charge); about half of 

paying parents have reportedly said that they would pay for one year only but 

couldn’t sustain this in the longer-term, so further drop-off is expected. 

This is just a snapshot of some of the impacts that the current inequitable approach 

to music provision in schools is having. We trust that the Education and Skills 

Committee will agree that it is alarming to hear of children dropping out of music 

lessons in such great numbers because they simply cannot afford to take part. This 

cohort of young people are missing out on two fronts: on the many benefits that are 

intrinsic to learning a musical instrument, and on the wider cognitive, social and 

emotional, including mental health, benefits which impact positively on achievement 

and attainment in school beyond the curricular area of music. The benefits to be 

reaped from learning a musical instrument are lifelong. The disadvantage resultant 

from being denied access to this valuable learning is also, therefore, lifelong. This is 

unacceptable injustice. 

It is hard to see how this aligns with the agenda to pursue ‘excellence and equity’ 

across the Scottish education system that the Scottish Government has articulated 

over recent years. We would ask, where is the equity in vastly disparate charging 

policies? Is it equitable that ‘who pays, plays’? How can excellence be enhanced 

when, increasingly, music education is becoming available to a narrower field of 

pupils?  

We would argue that rather than striving to enhance excellence and equity, it 

appears that many local authorities’ budgeting decisions are reducing young 

people’s opportunities and increasing inequality. This cannot continue.   
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Variance in concessions policies 

Local authorities apply very disparate approaches to concessions for music tuition. A 

2017 Improvement Service report (Results from the IMS Survey May-July 20172) 

noted that all charging local authorities provide some form of concession for pupils 

from low-income households and pupils sitting SQA music exams. (We note that the 

2018 survey data is not available yet but is forthcoming). However, the report 

highlighted a wide range of measures being used to mitigate charging, with no 

standard approach being adopted.   

For example: 

- Most authorities offer complete exemption from charges to children with 

entitlement to Free School Meals and/or Clothing Grants. 

- Some authorities offer a discounted rate for tuition to children entitled to Free 

School Meals, e.g. at that point, Falkirk offered concession rates of £60.45 per 

year for these pupils.  

- One authority was offering a 50% concession rate for pupils from households 

entitled to Housing Benefit or Income Support. 

- One authority was offering offers different concessionary rates for pupils in 

receipt of free school meals and/or clothing grants (who were charged £66 per 

year), and for pupils whose families are in receipt of housing benefit, council tax 

reduction/benefit or education maintenance allowance (who were charged £189 

per year). 

- Some authorities offer discounted rates for second and subsequent siblings 

receiving instrumental tuition with their service. 

- Several authorities offered other concessions e.g.  

o   North Lanarkshire Council was offering full exemption from tuition fees for 

pupils with Additional Support Needs and a 50% discount on a second 

instrument. 

o   Inverclyde Council was offering full exemption for Primary School Pupils. 

o   Argyll and Bute were offering a 50% discount for pupils learning the 

bagpipes (Argyll Piping Trust Subsidy). 

o   Renfrewshire and Inverclyde were offering 1-year free tuition to new 

starts. 

o   Shetland was offering a free first term. 

o   Scottish Borders was offering a discount rate of £80 per year for new 

starts. 

o   North Ayrshire and Shetland Islands Councils were offering full exemption 

from tuition fees for children who are looked after by the local authority. 

o   In Dundee, instrumental music tuition was being provided free of charge to 

all pupils but hire fees still applied if pupils chose to hire an instrument, 

unless pupils lived in households with annual income of less than £15,800 

per year or were studying SQA music. 

                                                           
2 http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/documents/research/IMS-survey-report-2017.pdf 
 

http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/documents/research/IMS-survey-report-2017.pdf
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We find it very concerning that concession policies are so variable and that children’s 

access to music tuition can depend so greatly on familial income, which part of 

Scotland they live in and how their home authority has defined its approach to 

expanding access.  

Instrumental music as a curricular endeavour  

Learning an instrument should not be characterised as ‘extra-curricular’; this thinking 

has contributed to gross under-investment in music education in recent years and 

inequitable access to music tuition.   

Instrumental Music Teachers deliver education during the school day, often in 

support of National Qualifications. For some courses, e.g. Higher Music, 

performance constitutes 60% of the assessment. Pupils perform their examinable 

instrumental pieces best with access to excellent teaching, delivered by highly 

skilled, professional instrumental music teachers. It is clear to us that if music tuition 

charges continue to rise, that pupils’ subject choices will increasingly be guided, 

indeed curtailed, by a financial rather than an educational motive and that children 

from lower income families will have less access to SQA qualifications in Music than 

their more affluent peers. That is not equitable.     

The EIS firmly believes that universal comprehensive education is a public good and 

therefore should be delivered as a public service free at the point of use, and that 

charging for aspects of education is incompatible with the principles of 

comprehensive education. Instrumental music education should be, especially within 

the terms of CfE, considered a key facet of the curriculum; it should be publicly 

funded and all children should be entitled to this learning, free of charge.  

The scenario which all too commonly exists, where service levels have been 

reduced due to budgeting decisions, whereby children who are taking Music 

qualifications or whose parents are paying fees are prioritised in terms of access to 

tuition over those who are not, is unsatisfactory. The requisite numbers of skilled, 

qualified instrumental music teachers should be recruited to meet the ambition of all 

children and young people, who wish to do so, being able to enjoy the benefits of 

learning an instrument. Clearly, this will require significant investment to enable the 

expansion of this highly valuable service. It is a false economy, which only serves to 

diminish the service. Instrumental music services should be fully funded by ring-

fenced expenditure in order that the creation of a free service is not provided at the 

expense of existing jobs. 

In terms of the alignment of the curriculum to Scotland’s ambitions as a society, it 

would be true to say that there is some divergence with regards to the status of 

music education at present. Scotland rightly values music as a strong element of its 

cultural identity; yet investment in instrumental music education has never been 

protected and is now significantly eroding. To ensure that the school curriculum truly 

reflects the cultural ambition of the nation, the status of instrumental music within the 

curriculum requires to be elevated; and the funding increased and protected to 

enable wide and equitable access to all children and young people who wish to 

participate, free of charge. The young people who engage with the service will be 
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Scotland’s musicians of the future. Failure to invest in them now, will do damage to 

the musical heritage of the whole country in the future.          

The case for urgent action  

It was encouraging to hear at an EIS liaison meeting with the Deputy First Minister 

on 19 June 2018 that he shares the concerns of the EIS and others about the status 

of music education and widely variable approaches to provision in local authorities 

across Scotland. That he was at that stage in talks with COSLA about a way forward 

was a promising development.  

Five months later, however, we are heading into another round of local authority 

budget setting processes, and the situation appears unchanged. There have been 

no announcements about any progress. 

We would argue that urgent action is needed, as children are falling away from the 

service in large numbers because of the introduction of charging regimes and 

increased fees and choosing disciplines based on cost (e.g. singing over violin), 

narrowing their opportunities and causing them distress (one member reported, “One 

of my pupils was devastated to have to stop clarinet lessons due to the 

implementation of charges.”). 

Action must be taken before a further erosion of the service further narrows the 

opportunities available to children from low-income households. We trust that the 

Education and Skills Committee will make rapid progress on this important issue.   

Further information is available from Jenny Kemp, National Officer (Education and 

Equality). 


