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I welcome the opportunity to submit, on behalf of the Conservatoire, views on the barriers to 
participation in instrumental music tuition for Scotland's young people. It is vital to appreciate 
some of the nuances of the current situation, as well as to look ahead to the likely future 
effects of current policy. 

 
Learning a musical instrument takes time, and ideally should be begun early in a young 
person's education, especially in certain disciplines (eg. Strings, Piano) that require a good 
deal of practice, tuition and learning to reach a standard competitive enough to contemplate 
entry to a specialist HE environment such as a Conservatoire. The What's Going on Now 
report (due to be presented to Scottish Parliament in January 2019) will seek, as one of its 
key findings, to make a recommendation relating to sustainability of Instrumental Music 
Services, advocating for a more consistent and equitable approach across local authorities. 
It is anticipated (pending confirmation of data to be submitted as part of the WGON 
recommendations) that comparison between datasets that look at learning environments prior 
to the introduction of charges, and subsequent to this, will reveal some striking outcomes that 
corroborate the sectoral anxiety around the future of instrumental music tuition access in 
Scotland. 

 
It is important to note that although those in low income households will undoubtedly find a 
barrier to participation where charges are implemented, the 'squeezed middle' is also 
impacted where the threshold upper earning level that qualifies a family for concessions in 
authorities that charge is exceeded, but only very slightly. However, the nuances mentioned 
above are significant: it is worth remembering that in some cases, it is the ability to charge 
that saves the music service at all, but that these charges vary significantly so that £150 in 
North Lanarkshire can be set against £524 in Clackmannanshire, and the latter is clearly not 
sustainable. [Figures taken from the CPG on music minute dated 23 October 2018]. 
Additionally, in Clackmannan for example, there is no sibling discount and yet music is one 
discipline where interest and talent tends not to be limited to one family member - a reflection 
of the very sociable essence of music making both historically and in the present day. 

 

As things stand, if charging were to be removed in local authorities, staff will be lost, as there 
is no other source of funding forthcoming. EIS figures disclosed to colleagues at the 
Conservatoire and other music professionals during discussions about music tuition suggest 
that there are 458 fewer staff in instrumental music services than there were ten years ago, 
and 45,000 fewer students [CPG 19th June 2018]. The obvious risks here include 
compromising a qualified workforce and thus the quality of the offer to young people. 

 
It is imperative to balance the issues of quality and quantity: The Youth Music Initiative, for 
example, exposes a high number of young people to music making, but does so with a limited 
number of hours across a school year, after which continued music participation relies - in all 
but four local authorities - on payment of fees, beyond the reach of many families. Where 
there is research that demonstrates that musical experience aids attainment across the 
spectrum of academic subjects (Sistema Scotland research corroborates this view), the 
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Instrumental Music Services should be seen as a necessary continuation of YMI 

experience, enabling young people to develop their skills and interests in music to a level 

that at least leaves open the choice as to whether they want to pursue that interest into 

Higher Education, teaching, or professional engagement. It seems particularly concerning 

that the YMI reaches upwards of 230,000 young people, but then frustrates the interest 

that participation in this initiative can inspire by placing a barrier between an excited 

young person and the continuation of their instrumental musical learning. Additionally, 

other contingent factors should be borne in mind, including access to quality instruments, 

travel to lessons, and rehearsal/performance spaces. The CPG on Music minute from 

19th June 2018 references the paradox that music is treated as discretionary within the 

school system yet playing an instrument amounts to 60% of SQA exams within the 

curriculum. A prevailing view of the assembled musical professionals, educators, music 

service leaders and music industry representatives who comprise the membership of the 

CPG - a view shared by the national conservatoire - is that music tuition should be 

statutory and thus access to it protected in the curriculum. It is also our view that we need 

to ensure progression opportunities are available to move young people beyond initial 

access. 
 

This leads us to reflect on the future, and to foresee the 'cliff edge' that is an inevitable 

outcome of instrumental tuition fees that prove prohibitive for certain sectors of society 

now. A child aged between 8 and 10 in 2018, who cannot access instrumental tuition due 

to the barrier posed by fees, and who is aged 18-20 in ten years' time at point of entry to 

HE will not be able to demonstrate a skill level sufficient to secure entry to Scotland's 

national conservatoire. In turn, this will impact upon the quality of Scotland's national 

orchestras and other ensembles, and its international reputation more broadly. In the 

context of Brexit, itself likely to impact on Scottish orchestras and other musical 

organisations which already recruit significant numbers of EU instrumentalists, this will 

precipitate a crisis in Scotland's wider music industry. The impact will be felt most clearly 

on Strings (in the Conservatoire now, the lowest Scots domiciled constituencies are 

strings, and keyboard, when considered proportionally in relation to the other instrumental 

disciplines). It is no coincidence that these are the instruments which benefit most from 

early exposure and commitment. It is worth noting that, over the last four years of intake 

to the BMus degree programme at RCS, the same instrumental departments consistently 

reveal fewer than 50% Scots-domiciled participants, and in turn a heavy reliance on EU 

recruitment. These disciplines are, as mentioned above, Strings, Keyboard and 

Composition. 

 
As a provider of tuition from early years right through to HE level experience, we feel it is 

also important to mention that, whilst a music professional might not anticipate earning 

income that would compete with some other career paths, it is nonetheless worth 

reflecting on the fact that RCS has the highest percentage of graduate in employment six 

months after graduation of any Scottish HEI at 95.8%. There is, along with a need to 

consider the future of a young person in 2018, and consequently the future of the music 

industry and performing arts more broadly in Scotland, an additional need to be aware of 

the parents of today's young people and their perceptions that music is a 'soft skill' subject 

that does not have the employment potential of STEM subjects. 

 
Perceptions, like musical skills, take time to embed, and to flourish; if we act now to 

address barriers to embracing instrumental music tuition as a statutory right of young 

people, we will be able to imagine a more prosperous future (both (socio-) economically, 

and culturally) for Scotland and its music-making, and change perceptions about the role 
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music and creativity can play in life. The consequence of maintaining the status quo, or 

further eroding the accessibility of instrumental tuition, presents the very real possibility 

that in ten years, we will find out - too late - that musical learning, teaching and enrichment 

has been irretrievably compromised. 

 
At RCS we also want to be a part of the solution and welcome our continued 

conversations with SFC and Scottish Government about supporting early years and young 

people's learning in musical instruments. For example, we are interested to develop the 

prospects of group instrumental learning for young people, as one methodology that can 

be shown to enhance skills and prove cost effective, at certain stages in a young person's 

learning. 

 

I look forward to addressing the Education and Skills Committee in person on 14th 

November, to take these important points forward. 

 
Yours sincerely, 

 

Jeffrey Sharkey 

Principal 

Royal Conservatoire of Scotland 
 


