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The All-Party Parliamentary Group for Music Education’s evidence-based 
State of the Nation report1, published in February 2019, draws out the 
significant challenges currently facing music education in England. Some 
highlights, or perhaps more accurately described as lowlights, include the 
following: 
 

• Primary schools are not meeting their obligation for sustained music 
education throughout the primary curriculum; Amanda Spielman, 
Chief Inspector at Ofsted noted: 

..curriculum narrowing, especially in upper Key Stage 2, with 
lessons disproportionately focused on English and 
Mathematics.2  

 
• In secondary schools, some pupils do not get any music education in 

the curriculum throughout their entire secondary school career; and 
in our large-scale University of Sussex research3, more than 50% of 
secondary schools reported that music is no longer compulsory in 
year 9, even in schools which are obliged to follow the National 
Curriculum. 
 

• In terms of GCSE, there was a reduction of more than 20% in the 
number of students taking the examination between 2014 and 2018. 
And the provisional entry figures released by Ofqual in May 20194, 
relating to this current exam season, demonstrate a further fall of 
around 1000 entries this year alone.  
 

• Perhaps it will come as no surprise to hear that the provisional 
figures just released by Ofqual show that entries to the EBacc 
subjects have grown by 4% since 2018, whilst the those not in the 
EBacc have fallen by a further 9% in just one year. As Ofqual point 

                                              
1 https://www.ism.org/images/images/State-of-the-Nation-Music-Education-WEB.pdf 
 
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/hmci-commentary-curriculum-and-the-new-
education-inspection-framework 
 
3 https://www.sussex.ac.uk/webteam/gateway/file.php?name=changes-in-secondary-music-
curriculum-provision-2016-18-november2018.pdf&site=319 
 
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/provisional-entries-for-gcse-as-and-a-level-
summer-2019-exam-series 
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out, the figures show that schools are continuing to focus more on 
EBacc subjects than those that do not count towards the 
performance measure. 

 
• Music has also gained dubious notoriety as the ‘fastest disappearing 

A-level subject’5. The Royal College of Music and the Royal Academy 
of Music are so concerned about this situation that they recently 
commissioned research from Professor Martin Fautley, Dr Adam 
Whittaker and Dr Victoria Kinsella at Birmingham City University to 
investigate changes in the demographics and uptake in A-level 
music over the last few years. As the RCM and RAM point out: 
 

This is a matter of significant importance not only for the 
higher music education sector in Conservatoires and 
Universities, but also for the pipeline of musicians of all types 
for the country and beyond.6 

 
This detailed and rigorous research report Martin Fautley and his 
colleagues, which interrogates the government’s own data, shows a 
predictably bleak picture. Some key findings of interest for today include 
the following: 
 

• Just as with GCSE and sustained instrumental music tuition, uptake 
of A level music is most commonly the preserve of those who live in 
economically advantaged circumstances.  

• Areas with lower levels of A-level music entry tend to correlate with 
lower POLAR ratings and therefore greater levels of deprivation. This 
significant finding has profound implications for equitable access to 
music education.  

• You may be unsurprised but still shocked to know that this research 
revealed that in some local authorities - Tower Hamlets, Knowlsey, 
Middlesbrough and Thurrock – there were no A-level entries at all in 
2018 and in eleven more authorities, there were fewer than five 
entries across the entire borough.  

• It is getting harder to find somewhere near home to study A level 
music; in 2018 there were 105 fewer centres offering A level than in 
2014;  

• Over 20% of A-level music entries are clustered around fewer than 
50 schools.  

• 27.9% of A-level entry centres are independent schools, and yet 
over 93% of students are enrolled in state school provision.  

                                              
5 https://www.ascl.org.uk/news-and-views/news_news-detail.funding-crisis-puts-a-level-music-
and-languages-in-peril.html 
 
6 
http://researchonline.rcm.ac.uk/502/1/RCM%20RAM%20Report%20FINAL%20%20%28redact
ed%29180419.pdf 
 

https://www.ascl.org.uk/news-and-views/news_news-detail.funding-crisis-puts-a-level-music-and-languages-in-peril.html
https://www.ascl.org.uk/news-and-views/news_news-detail.funding-crisis-puts-a-level-music-and-languages-in-peril.html
http://researchonline.rcm.ac.uk/502/1/RCM%20RAM%20Report%20FINAL%20%20%28redacted%29180419.pdf
http://researchonline.rcm.ac.uk/502/1/RCM%20RAM%20Report%20FINAL%20%20%28redacted%29180419.pdf


• The number of entries to A-level is falling rapidly and has been for 
the past seven years. The provisional entries for 2019 show a deeply 
concerning further drop of entries for both A level Music and A-level 
Music Technology this year, with only 5,155 entries in total for 
music.  

The fall in A-level music and technology entries is a significant threat. 
When considered alongside the sharp drop in ABRSM graded music 
examinations of nearly 42,000 entries across the year when comparing 
2012 and 20177, and the nearly 14% drop in grade 5 theory passes over 
the same period, we cannot be placated with the sometimes-aired view 
that a reduction in the number of pupils taking music qualifications in 
school is OK because ‘young people are getting their music education 
outside of school’. Of course, some are. But, like much else in music 
education, it is increasingly only a pathway open to those able to attend 
schools in postcodes where parents can afford to pay for music education.  

Given the strength of evidence that A-level Music is both rapidly declining 
and worryingly skewed towards to those being educated in postcodes 
where economic advantage is evident, we should not be surprised at the 
data reported in the APPG report showing that only 3.5% of all entrants to 
UK music conservatoires in 2017 were from highly deprived postcode 
areas.  

All this further-compounds the very well-documented “postcode lottery” of 
increasingly fragmented delivery of provision within our music education 
hubs.  

 

 
 
 
And yet, we are constantly reminded of the government’s commitment to a 
sustained and high-quality music education for all. As Nick Gibb, Minister 
for Education said in 2016: 

The government is committed to ensuring that high-quality music 
education is not the preserve of a social elite, but is the entitlement 
of every single child.8 

Unfortunately, all the while, the Department for Education (DfE) continues 
to bury its head in the sand about the devastating negative impact of its 

                                              
7 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/vocational-qualifications-dataset 
 
8 http://www.ukpol.co.uk/nick-gibb-2016-speech-on-music-education/ 
 

I will briefly pass over to Deborah Annetts, Chief Executive of the ISM, 
to give us a brief update on her very recent meeting with cross-party 
MP’s and Damian Hinds, Secretary of State for Education, about music 
education hub funding, the NPME and the importance and position of 
music in the curriculum that was briefly mentioned earlier in today’s 
APPG meeting.  
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detrimental accountability measures and in particular the English 
Baccalaureate, which, as they note, is: “ 

a performance measure for schools, not a qualification.9 

The following statement from the Royal College of Music and Royal 
Academy of Music10 points out the fragility of our current precarious 
position in music education at all levels and in multiple settings. They say: 

Music needs to have begun in the early years, been developed 
through primary schools and on into secondary schools. Higher 
music education institutions cannot be charged with increasing 
access to their courses, and simultaneously prevented from doing so 
by the pipeline upstream having been removed!... 
 
As a country, we need to take a long hard look at what we have 
been doing to music education over the past few years, and engage 
critically with recent findings from the sector, of which this report is 
but one contribution. 

 
It is ironic to think that help may be coming from Ofsted, our school 
inspectorate service. In case you hadn’t heard, they have a new education 
inspection framework being introduced in September 2019, and on the 
face of it, a high-quality broad and rich curriculum is at the heart of it. This 
is something we should be cautiously optimistic about as it appears to 
have the potential to be useful.  
 
Susan Aykin, who was Ofsted’s National Lead for Visual and Performing 
Arts until recently, helpfully said: 
 

A school that has all of its eggs in English and Maths would be 
unlikely to get an outstanding judgment because the wider 
curriculum is very important... It would be difficult to be judged as 
an outstanding school if you did not pay heed to the importance of 
the arts in your curriculum.11  
 

This is promising; but we need it to be beyond just plain ‘difficult’ and we 
can only hope that the ‘quality of education’ judgment is indeed diminished 
in schools that do not have a well thought out, high quality and sustained 
and accessible music curriculum for all pupils.  
 
Currently, less than 4% of the most recent 3,280 Ofsted reports in 
secondary schools mention music in the main findings, and in primary 
schools it is mentioned in just over 6%. Those I looked at last night only 
mentioned music in a tokenistic way and so we can see that there is a 
considerable distance to go in order to make a convincing argument that 

                                              
9 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-baccalaureate-ebacc/english-
baccalaureate-ebacc 
 
10 http://researchonline.rcm.ac.uk/502/ 
 
11 https://www.artsprofessional.co.uk/news/ofsted-culture-lead-ive-not-seen-arts-side-lined-
schools 
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Ofsted consider music to be important.  
 
It is interesting to note that in Ofsted’s Parent Survey12, published in April 
2019, 68% of parents do not feel that music is sufficiently covered in their 
child’s education. This alone should ring alarm bells about the breadth of 
children’s current educational offer. Perhaps we should remain worried 
about the implicit suggestion in the new Ofsted Education Inspection 
Framework13 that only Maths and English matter for children in Key Stage 
1 and that it appears that they may turn a blind eye to a narrow, 
constrained and frankly dull curriculum for our youngest school pupils; 
ignoring a tidal-wave of evidence that an arts-rich curriculum can unleash 
the potential for excitement and draw children into learning.  
 
We can also tangibly feel Amanda Spielman’s wagging her finger at some 
other practices that have plagued music education in schools in recent 
years. Firstly, the ‘carousel’ model of teaching, where pupils only study a 
subject for a short period of time each year (often only one term) makes it 
difficult to make progress. And yet, this model is prevalent in music and 
arts education, so we can hope that the new Ofsted Education Inspection 
Framework encourages schools to ditch the carousels, give curriculum time 
back to music and ensure that there is renewed focus on: 
 

curriculum coherence, the sequencing and construction, the 
implementation of the curriculum, how it is being taught and how 
well children and young people are progressing in it. 

 
Secondly, on numerous occasions Amanda Spielman has pointed out the 
disadvantages of closing the curriculum down early. In 2017 she said: 
 

The GCSE tests are designed to cover 2 years’ worth of content. It is 
hard to see how taking longer than 2 years could expose pupils to 
more knowledge and not more test preparation…14 

 
The new inspection framework states that: 
 

…Inspectors will expect to see a broad, rich curriculum. Inspectors 
will be particularly alert to signs of narrowing in the key stage 2 and 
3 curriculums. If a school has shortened key stage 3, inspectors will 
look to see that the school has made provision to ensure that pupils 
still have the opportunity to study a broad range of subjects, 
commensurate with the national curriculum, in Years 7 to 9.  

 
Ofsted’s clear message is: 
                                              
12 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/798240/Ofsted_Parents_Annual_Survey_2018.pdf 
 
13 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/806942/School_inspection_handbook_section_5_060619.pdf 
 
14 
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/30331/1/HMCI%27s%20commentary_%20recent%20primary%20and%2
0secondary%20curriculum%20research%20-%20GOV.UK.pdf 
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There is, and will be, no Ofsted curriculum.15  

 
And yet…in the very next sentence the new Ofsted framework says: 

 
At the heart of an effective key stage 4 curriculum is a strong 
academic core: the EBacc.  

 
Surely this threatens the independence of Ofsted as a credible inspectorate 
of the quality of education in schools. It is particularly disappointing that 
this focus on the EBacc is so embedded in the new framework when the 
rest of the document appears to be at pains to point out the tensions of 
schools narrowing their curriculum because they are effectively being 
forced to put their curriculum time into what they are measured on.  
 
In the 15,000+ responses to the draft Ofsted Inspection Framework, (to 
which we have been assured that they read every one), the EBacc was 
noted as a ‘commonly raised concern’16. Whilst it is reassuring that 
inspectors ‘will not make a judgement about the quality of education based 
solely or primarily on its progress towards the EBacc ambition’, it is 
nevertheless disappointing that inspectors will take schools’ preparations 
for the EBacc into consideration when evaluating the intent of the school’s 
curriculum. 
 
As we have heard earlier in the meeting from the Zena Creed, on behalf of 
the Russell Group of Universities, the DfE can no longer hide behind the 
‘Facilitating Subjects’ to justify the EBacc as they no longer exist and have 
instead been replaced with the Informed Choices website. This is 
extremely positive news and the reasons that Zena explained, including 
that the Russell Group were worried about how they were being used, 
further undermine the credibility of the EBacc.  
 
The bottom line is that the EBacc excludes the Arts. In doing so, there is 
insurmountable evidence from multiple sources and voices within and 
beyond government that provision of music education in is increasingly 
strangled at all levels. All the while, the status of music education 
increasingly becomes undermined and the preserve of those who can pay 
or happen to go to a school in a rich postcode area.  
 
This is not the education that the National Curriculum and the National 
Plan for Music Education promises. It is not the education parents want for 
their children or that children themselves want. Music education does so 
much more for young people than ‘just’ teaching music; in a week when 
mental health and wellbeing has once again come into the spotlight17, the 
DfE and Ofsted should pay more attention to the holistic contribution of 

                                              
15 https://www.tes.com/news/its-naive-believe-there-wont-be-ofsted-curriculum 
 
16 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/education-inspection-framework-2019-
inspecting-the-substance-of-education/outcome/education-inspection-framework-2019-a-
report-on-the-responses-to-the-consultation 
 
17 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-launches-new-mission-to-put-prevention-at-the-
top-of-the-mental-health-agenda 
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music education to children’s all-round learning, confidence, wellbeing and 
happiness. Look no further for a key contributor to ‘character education’.  
 
As a teacher educator, I am pleased that Ofsted’s new framework 
recognises that “Teachers need to have expert knowledge of the subjects 
that they teach.” Clearly, Universities and Initial Teacher Education have a 
significant role to play in this both pre-service and in-service for classroom 
and instrumental teachers. Yet the significant reduction in the number of 
qualified music teachers employed in schools and the persistent under-
recruitment is a massive threat to this. Just yesterday I saw a school 
brazenly advertising for an “unqualified music teacher”18 to teach across 
Key Stages 1 and 2. I believe that our children deserve better than this, 
and seeing so many of you here today shows that I am not alone in my 
desire to see strong and sustained music education in and out of school for 
all children, regardless of where they live, the school they attend or their 
family’s ability to pay.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                              
18 https://ats-npw.jgp.co.uk/vacancies/view/101267 
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