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EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 

 
 
John Swinney MSP 
Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills 
 
By email 

T3.40 
The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

Direct Tel: 0131 348 5222 
Fax: 0131 348 5600 

 es.committee@parliament.scot 
  
 12th June 2019 

Dear Mr Swinney, 
 
The Education and Skills Committee considered a negative instrument of subordinate 
legislation that related to St Mary’s Music School on 22 May 2019. The Committee 
agreed to write to you on a matter related to this instrument. Specifically, the timing of 
the next piece of substantive subordinate legislation relating to St Mary’s. An extract 
of your exchange with Ross Greer as part of the music tuition inquiry provides the 
context for this request and is attached below.  

 
I note that the last instrument was laid in 2015. It may be that there are no further plans 
to produce subordinate legislation for this function. If that is the case, for 
completeness, I should be grateful if you could set out the basis for this procedure for 
parliamentary scrutiny ceasing.  

 
Yours sincerely 
 
CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 
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Official Report extract 
 

Ross Greer (West Scotland) (Green): In 1980, the UK Government began direct 
funding of places at the private St Mary’s Music School in Edinburgh. Since devolution, 
that has been continued, first by the Scottish Executive and then by the Scottish 
Government. That practice involves more than £1 million a year of public money going 
to a private music school for funded places. What assessment has the Scottish 
Government made of the value for money that the provision of that funding offers?  

 
John Swinney: We consider on an annual basis, in dialogue with St Mary’s Music 
School, the considerations that are relevant in relation to that public expenditure. We 
assess the contribution that is made to the development of music education in 
Scotland as a consequence, and we judge the funding that is made available to the 
school on the basis of that assessment.  

 
Ross Greer: It does not appear—publicly, at least—that such an assessment has 
been made, but I accept that a substantial portion of budget setting each year does 
not work in that way. At the beginning of the inquiry process, a member of the Scottish 
Youth Parliament who had been affected by the increase in charges for music tuition 
in West Lothian’s public schools described the situation as creating Victorian levels of 
inequality. When music tuition in our state schools is being squeezed as a result of 
wider budget constraints, can you understand why the provision of significant funding 
to a private music school might appear to compound those Victorian levels of 
inequality?  

 
John Swinney: I do not really see a connection between the two issues. St Mary’s 
Music School is an institution of musical excellence that has received funding from the 
public purse on a longstanding basis. The Government also supports specialist artistic 
institutions in our state school system. Broughton high school is one such school that 
is supported directly. Through the local government settlement for Highland Council, 
we support the music school in Plockton. We also support the dance school that is 
part of Drumchapel high school. There are a number of ways in which we support 
specialist artistic provision in the state system. In addition, instrumental music tuition 
is provided through the state school sector in general, although the issue of charging 
that Mr Greer raises might present a financial impediment to some people’s 
participation in that education.  

 
Ross Greer: You mentioned that there are centres of excellence in our state school 
system— there are four centres of excellence for music. Why does the Government 
believe that it offers greater value for money to provide between £1.2 million and £1.3 
million a year to St Mary’s than it does to provide that funding to the centres of 
excellence in our state system or elsewhere in the state system?  

 
John Swinney: We do so because we acknowledge the long-standing value to 
musical education in Scotland that St Mary’s has provided. The school has 
acknowledged expertise. The Government has judged that it would not be appropriate 
to discontinue that support. We recognise the value that it provides and the specialist 
opportunities that it offers for young people to thrive as a consequence of their 
participation at the school.  
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Ross Greer: The block grant for local government, which results in music tuition being 
provided—to a greater or lesser extent—in state schools, has obviously been cut since 
2010. We will have that debate all over again this year, in the coming weeks. Over the 
same period, the grant that is given to St Mary’s—a private school—has not reduced 
at all. Why is that the case, when the funding that is provided to public schools that will 
eventually provide the same service has been reduced?  

 
John Swinney: Local authority expenditure involves a variety of issues. Since 2010, 
the Government has had to wrestle with significant reductions in our budget and, in 
that context, we have dealt fairly with local government. In the past three years, local 
authority education expenditure has increased; in the current and past financial years, 
there have been real-terms increases. It is important to bear in mind all the elements 
of the pattern of local authority financing that have taken their course. Within that 
perspective on local authority financing, some local authorities—I recounted their 
names to Mr Gray—have decided not to charge for instrumental music tuition.  

 
The issues in connection with St Mary’s Music School raise questions about the 
viability of institutions if we significantly reduce the resources that are available to 
them. The Government would have to consider carefully the consequence of actions 
that could be taken if financing was reduced.  

 
Ross Greer: A Scottish statutory instrument on funding for St Mary’s was last made 
in 2015. When does the Government intend to bring forward the next SSI on St 
Mary’s?  

 
John Swinney: I would have to check the details of what is required to answer that. I 
suspect that an SSI would be required only if we were increasing the provision in the 
financing arrangements. I do not want to prejudge the finance secretary’s budget next 
week, so I had better not give Mr Greer’s question a more specific answer, or I really 
will be in difficulty.  

 
Ross Greer: I understand. 


