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Clare Adamson MSP 
Convenor, Education and Skills Committee 
Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

   
20th March 2019 
 
Dear Ms Adamson 
 
Thank you for your letter of 28 January 2019 in relation to the publication of the Education and 

Skills Committee Report into instrumental music tuition: “A note of concern: The future of 

instrumental music tuition in schools”. 

As I have previously stated both in writing, and in the oral evidence session to the Committee 

as part of the Inquiry, local authorities fully recognise the value of instrumental music tuition 

and the role that music plays in ensuring children and young people get the best from their 

time at school. As I noted in oral evidence, no local authority introduces charges for any 

service lightly but there needs to be a recognition of the financial constraints' authorities are 

working with.  

Since 2011/12 core funding to local authorities has reduced by £1.64 Billion in real terms a 

situation which means that authorities are facing a range of very difficult choices. 

Our Children and Young People Board discussed the report when they met on 8 February 

2019 and agreed an outline of this response.  You will also be aware that COSLA have been 

working with Scottish Government and the Music Education Partnership Group (MEPG) to 

develop guidance to support local authorities in their decision making in relation to 

instrumental music tuition policies. The guidance was published in February, and we have 

shared a copy with the Committee clerk. 

We note the report and the recommendations in places refers to music education, music 

tuition and instrumental music tuition as if they are all the same thing, and are all subject to 

charging, we feel that to avoid any misunderstanding it is important that the report describes 

the difference and the following quote from the original Report by the Instrumental Music 

Group in 2013 does that: 

“In Scottish schools Music Education as a subject is part of the Expressive Arts curriculum 

area of Curriculum for Excellence. It is taught by GTCS registered teachers to young people 

from Primary 1 (median age 5) and throughout their broad general education phase of 

Curriculum for Excellence to Secondary 3 (median age 15). In the senior phase of school 

(ages 16-18), many pupils elect to take National (SQA) exams in music, which includes being 

able to demonstrate competence in two musical instruments. Students are also able to 



 

 

 

 

achieve recognition through taking external music examinations e.g. Associated Board 

(ABRSM), Trinity College, Rock School etc. and graded qualifications from any age choosing 

from a variety of different instruments / voice and in music theory. 

Instrumental music tuition is an additional and discretionary service, provided by Local 

Authorities. As a discretionary service, Local Authorities decide what and how to provide 

instrumental music tuition depending on local circumstances, priorities and traditions. All Local 

Authorities in Scotland provide young people with the opportunity to develop the skills of 

playing a musical instrument where resources allow. Instrumental music tuition is highly 

valued – by young people themselves, their parents and families - and there are many 

examples of excellent practice in terms of instrumental music delivery and the benefits both 

musically and educationally to young people. Learning to play a musical instrument also helps 

deliver Curriculum for Excellence with young musicians becoming successful in their learning 

as well as confident individuals, responsible citizens and effective contributors.”. 

In relation to the recommendations in the report which relate directly to COSLA we 

have sought to respond in the order in which they are listed:  

“The Committee believes there is a lack of clarity regarding whether instrumental music tuition 

necessary to provide adequate preparation for SQA examinations in the senior phase can 

legitimately be subject to charging. While COSLA states that instrumental music tuition is not 

statutory, there is a risk that this position interprets legislation in light of practice rather than 

adopt practice in light of legislation. The Committee recommends that the Scottish 

Government clarifies in its response to this report the legal basis for such charges.” 

COSLA will note the view expressed in the Scottish Government response to the 

Committee.  It is important to note that all 32 local authorities have agreed not to 

charge children and young people who are taking SQA exams. 

“The Committee recognises there are differing views regarding whether the status of music 

tuition is discretionary or part of the core curriculum. The Committee considers that the explicit 

inclusion of instrumental music tuition in the core curriculum would have practical implications, 

which would need to be carefully considered. However, the benefits in protecting and 

enhancing the provision of music tuition in schools could far outweigh these considerations.” 

COSLA would agree that the inclusion of instrumental music tuition within the core 

curriculum would indeed have practical implications but also has potential financial 

consequences.  It is unclear what impact such a move would have on the current 

flexibility that exists for the design and delivery of the curriculum locally.  Moreover, 

this approach would also run counter to the development of polices on empowerment 

which should ensure that decisions on curriculum, staffing finance and improvement 

are taken as close to schools and children and young people as possible. There are 

also potential financial implications. This could include increased staff costs as well as 

any impact of the ability of councils to charge for the service.  

“The Committee respects the democratic right of local authorities to take decisions about local 

expenditure and acknowledge the financial choices they face. However, the Committee 

believes in principle that music tuition should be provided free of charge in every local 

authority.” 

COSLA welcomes the fact that the Committee recognises the importance of local 

democratic accountability in decision making.  As we have noted no local authority 

takes the decision to charge for any service lightly.  Decisions to charge are based on 

local needs including the overall financial situation in a particular authority.  The in- 



 

 

 

 

principle belief that there should be no charging is probably shared by many Elected 

Members across Scotland’s local authorities.  The Committee does not suggest how 

such a policy would be funded. 

“The Committee supports the approach proposed by COSLA to ensure that, as a minimum, all 

children in receipt of free school meals across Scotland are fully exempt from music tuition 

fees. Although local authorities have the right to set the thresholds of their concessions and 

exemptions, the Committee recommends that they should explore other ways in which types 

of concessions and exemptions (for example, sibling discount) can be more consistently 

applied.” 

The recently published guidance, which was developed by COSLA, Scottish 

Government and MEPG lists examples of various concessions across the country 

including sibling discounts. Other than the commitment to ensure there are no charges 

in any local authority for children eligible for Free School Meals the guidance does not 

seek consistent application of any particular concession.  

“The Committee is also concerned at the weight of evidence that charging for tuition still 

adversely affects those who qualify for concessions and exemptions as well as families with 

an income just above the thresholds for these. While recognising that those authorities that 

charge have autonomy to choose their own thresholds, the Committee recommends that local 

authorities closely monitor the impact of their charging policies.” 

The recently published guidance recommends that the impact of charging policies is 

monitored. 

“The Committee does not believe that local authorities are fulfilling the recommendations of 

the Instrumental Music Group, particularly recommendation 3, which states that pupils' 

individual circumstances should not be a barrier to their ability to access and benefit from 

instrumental music tuition.” 

Concessions are in place as are other means of support for families such as those 

aimed at the cost of the school day.  Where families are not eligible for concessions the 

decision whether to pay is ultimately linked to parental choice. 

“The Committee therefore welcomes COSLA's commitment to revisit the recommendations of 

the Instrumental Music Group, and asks them as part of their response to this report to provide 

an update to the Committee on the implementation of the IMG recommendations and a 

timescale for fulfilling any remaining recommendations.” 

There may have been a misunderstanding in relation to what COSLA committed to. Our 

intention is to ensure the guidance refers local authorities to the recommendations of 

the Instrumental Music Group when developing their charging policies, and it does that.  

MEPG is the successor to the Instrumental Music Implementation Group and they may 

have such information. 

  



 

 

 

 

“The Committee understands that oversubscribed instrumental music services need to make 

decisions about which pupils can and cannot access their service. However, the Committee 

believes that aptitude tests, which have a number of legitimate uses, should not be used as 

the sole basis for selecting pupils for instrumental music tuition and recommends that local 

authorities avoid doing so in future.” 

There is no indication what secondary basis the Committee is suggesting.  It is 

possible that such an action would risk accusations of being inequitable if those with 

the most aptitude are overlooked. 

“The Committee notes that there have been a number of inquiries, reports and strategies 

produced regarding instrumental music tuition over the last 20 years. While reaching broadly 

similar conclusions, responses to each have failed to address the ‘tipping point’ concerns 

regarding the future of IMT in schools. The Committee believes that unless the fundamental 

issue of the status of IMT within the curriculum and associated teaching provision is 

addressed then it will continue to be treated materially differently from other subjects. We urge 

the Scottish Government, COSLA and local authorities to reflect upon this when responding to 

this report.” 

The Committee will be aware that I have repeatedly made the point that concerns about 

the sustainability of Instrumental Music Tuition are due to funding pressures on local 

authorities and the need to take difficult decisions when setting budgets.  All 32 local 

authorities were clear that decisions on whether to charge should remain within local 

authority control.  Where charging is in place it plays a significant role in protecting the 

instrumental music tuition service.  In the current funding environment without the 

ability to charge there would quite clearly be concerns over the future of IMT in 

schools.  COSLA would also be concerned that changing the status of Instrumental 

Music Tuition within the curriculum in an attempt to protect the service from 

consideration in budget setting risks putting pressure on other areas of local authority 

provision.  Absorbing costs would fall on other important areas of local authority 

provision in order to achieve balanced budgets. 

I appreciate the opportunity to provide this response to the Committee. 

Your Sincerely 
 

 
 
 
Stephen McCabe 
COSLA Children and Young People Spokesperson 


