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Purpose 
The purpose of this session is to provide resources, strategies, and techniques with regards to teaching beginning 

students how to tune their own instruments. There will also be a brief introduction on why we should teach tuning 

by ear. 

 

Understanding your own “Tuning Philosophy” 
• Research on tuning practices (Hopkins, 2013) 

• Visual versus aural stimuli (Graulty, 2010; Griswold, 1988) 

• Reference pitch type, acoustic versus electronic 

• It takes approximately 4.5 years of playing experience to develop tuning independence (Hamann, Frost, & 

Wieters, 2002; Hopkins, 2013) 

 

Sequential lesson planning for tuning 
• String teaching is already taught sequentially: posture, left hand, right hand, music-reading, left hand + 

right hand, left hand + music-reading, right hand + music reading, right hand + left hand + music-reading 

(Allen, 2003). Why can’t tuning be the same? 

• Teaching perception should be first in the sequence, next is the performance task, then combining them is 

the last task. 

 

Two tasks needed for tuning 
Perception Task: Listening Performance Task: Playing 

- ‘Input’ information to the brain. 

- Identifying if a pitch is different than another. 

- Identifying the direction of the second pitch, sharp 

or flat? 

- Understanding the difference between pitch 

(frequency) and timbre (quality). 

- ‘Output’ information from the brain. 

- Singing or playing a pitch. 

- Repeating a series of pitches (echo). 

- Manipulating tuning mechanisms. 

- Adjusting the finger. 

 

Prerequisites for successful tuning 
Students must have quality instruments with working mechanisms.  

• Fine tuners should be available on all four strings for all instruments. 

• Fine tuners should also be free-moving and not jammed – Lava soap or paraffin wax as lubricant. 

• Pegs should not be stuck or slipping – Have peg dope handy. Last result alternatives: Chalk/rosin (if slipping) or 

graphite (if stuck). 

 

General timeline to introduce tuning to beginners 

This timeline was designed for the beginning MS class 
 

Teacher tunes each instrument! (students pre-bow) 

• Establish tuning routine. Have a soft drone A produced before students arrive. 

• Instruments are called up to be tuned by teacher. Class may “practice” while they wait. 

• “Bass Time”: Basses are always tuned last, teacher (or a student) announce bass time, the class is quiet, and 

teacher may tune the basses in peace. The class is already quiet and class may begin. 

• Generally, takes 5-10 minutes depending on class size. This 

excludes days of extreme weather change. 

• Stress the importance of tuning accurately! If the students see 

that you care, they will care too! 

“If we can impress upon our students that being in tune is 

similar to being truthful and that being out of tune is being 

less than truthful, then we have developed a concept that 

affects our students’ awareness of tuning on a moral or 

ethical basis” (Alexander, 2008). 
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Teacher tunes each instrument (students with bow) 

• Student bows each open strings while teacher tunes. 

• Hoe down: This is an exercise that can be performed immediately after tuning. This serves the function of 

providing a cue to start class, have the students practice their bow, AND provides an opportunity to have 

the teacher listen to all open strings.  

 

 

Teaching the perception task 
The perception task is essentially “fine tuning” the ears. There are various mobile applications that can be used to 

play intonation games with the class. Play these games in the last ten minutes of class. 

• InTune: a game where you decide whether the second pitch is sharp or flat compared to the reference pitch. 

Uses pure sine-waves. You cannot listen to the pitches again. The distance between the two notes also decreases 

which each correct response. 

• TuneUp: Provides two pitches, first pitch is reference. You can take your time and listen to pitches again. You 

can also pick the type of instrument 

• Tunerval: Instead of just “unison” pitches, this will include intervals such as m2, M2, m3, M3, etc. This would 

be good for more advanced musicians rather than beginners learning how to tune their instrument. 

 

Transition to acoustic pitches 
• Create recordings of an acoustic instrument performing a reference pitch and the note being tuned. Train 

students to recognize that pitch and timbre are different. Although pitches should be the same, the actual sounds 

do not have to be the same. 

• This is easily illustrated when multiple students read the same sentence. They understand each other, the words 

sound the same; however, the pitches/timbre are different (higher/lower). 

 

Teaching the performance task 
Introduction of tuning: 

• Vocabulary: Reference pitch, pegs, fine tuners 

• Tuning Mechanisms: 

o Fine Tuners: If sharp loosen string, counter-clockwise; if flat tighten string, clockwise. 

o Pegs: With beginners, students/parents/friends, do not touch this. 

• Do not let anyone else tune unless they know how!  

• If you can’t tell? Purposely make it too sharp/flat and then try to match it! 

 

Tuning a string: Using pizzicato 

• In the last 10-15 minutes of class, have students switch instruments with each other. Tell them to locate the fine 

tuner an assigned string that all instruments have (A, D, G). Once located, have them turn it three to five times 

in any direction. Let’s say we use A. 

• In the background, produce a drone accompaniment A. 

• Have students follow these guidelines: (1) Teacher pluck A string 4 times in tempo, (2) students pluck their A 

four times quietly in tempo, (3) students adjust, (4) teacher wait a few seconds, (5) repeat steps one through four 

(four to six minutes).  

• During this process students are to remain as quiet as possible. Students are also encouraged to ask their peers if 

they are unsure. 

Aural “Jumpstart” Exercises 

• Echo sequences! - Rote teaching of simple songs, note patterns, finger patterns, singing. 

• Have student assess the model, play something wrong and ask them what was wrong! 

• Have students hum D and A with drone or reference pitch. 

• Hum or sing note names of beginning D- and A-string exercises in the method books. 

• DAD Song:  D A D – D A D –  D D D D  A – A – 

D A D – D A D –  A A A A  D – D – 
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• After several repetitions, check each student individually: (1) Teacher pluck A twice, (2) student pluck A 

twice, (3) teacher provides feedback, (4) next student (six to nine minutes). 

o If A is in tune, student may quietly put their instrument away. 

o If A is not in tune, student will quietly adjust and wait until next rotation. 

o If enough students are not in tune, start the process over again. 

• Follow these steps several times at the end of each or every other class. Focus on one string one week, focus on 

another string the next. Just keep the routine consistent. 

 

Tuning a string: Transition to the bow when you feel the time is right, usually after a few weeks. 

• Use the same steps listed above with the bow. 

• Teach students to play at the tip of the bow with little weight, maybe start up bow. 

• Teach violin/violas how to adjust fine tuner (left hand inside “bowing perimeter”) 

• Cellos have to adjust after bowing. 

The teacher is still tuning class at the beginning; this routine has not changed. 

 

Starting at the beginning of the second year of instruction 
A new routine: Depending on the group and preferred teaching technique, the teacher may want to tune each 

instrument at first for a limited time. However, students must learn how to do it themselves. This will be time 

consuming and patience is paramount; however, the return on this investment is absolutely worth it. 

• Establish a tuning routine! Students walk in, set up instruments, practice, teacher provides cue that it is time to 

tune. 

• A reference pitch is produced on a loud speaker. It is audible but not overbearing. 

• Students listen to it five seconds (perception task), students may hum it (performance), have student softly play 

the string and tune it (perception and performance). Limit amount of feedback provided; however, encourage 

students to help each other out! When students believe they are done, tell them to stop playing and wait quietly. 

When everyone is done, that is the teacher cue to move on. 

• Check with each student individually, same process as above but with bow: (1) teacher bow string twice; (2) 

student bow string twice; (3) teacher provide feedback, if good move on, if not good either help the student 

decide or provide a directional feedback. 

• Eventually, in a week or two, the step above can be reduced to an as needed basis, or not occur at all. 

• Do this for each string. YES, IT IS TIME CONSUMING BUT IT IS WORTH IT! It is also dependent on how 

much class time you have to spend. 

• Successive Approximation: List date and time for each tuning session on the board (or create a tuning chart). 

Students will see that their time to tune decrease from 20 to 5 minutes. Make a 5-minute goal, or even a three 

minute goal! Include 8th grade or other classes, make it a ‘competition.’ 

 

True independence! Student-lead tuning routine 
• Ask the first chair violinist and cellist to function as the “tuner.” This role can be passed around to other 

students! However reliable students are preferred (this could be positive reinforcement) since they must come to 

class ASAP and tune their string with an electronic tuner or cell phone app. 

• Have the violinist stand on the podium to perform the reference pitch. 

• Instruct the class that while this is occurring, they are to demonstrate respect towards the tuner. 

• Violinist plays an A, D, G, E while the cellist plays a C at separate times. 

• The tuner will perform a string, students will listen for 5 seconds and tune softly. 

• The tuner can also serve as a “helper,” student can ask the tuner if they are sharp or flat, however it is 

encouraged that they ask their stand partner first. 

• At the end of the tuning session, students may request the tuner to repeat a pitch. 

• Once this routine is established, students will begin to tune themselves without any prompting of the teacher. 

This is beneficial on those “hectic” days when you have more than the usual hundreds of things to worry about 

in a given hour. Students will simply improve, 8th grade will already know how to tune, high school students 

will be masters. 
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Tuning in fifths 
• Students should have solid understanding of what to listen for when tuning in fifths. The teacher should 

model the “beats” that occur when the fifth is out of tune (pitches clash), then model the same interval in 

tune without the “beats.” 

• Electronic reference pitch (drone): McAdams, Digimet, Dr. Beat, etc. Using an electronic reference pitch 

when starting to tune in fifths. If possible, a student-leader or co-teacher could operate the tuner so you are 

free to assist and assess students. 

• Acoustic reference pitch: Same as above, only the reference pitch is given by a student leader. 

 

Cross-Tuning #1: Tuning in fifths as a group 
1. Students begin on an open A with reference pitch, then adjust their pitch. 

2. The reference pitch changed to D. Violas/cellos begin tuning their D-string while violins/basses remain on 

A. 

3. Violas/cellos return to A, violin/basses begin tuning their D-strings. 

4. Reference pitch changed to G. Violas/cellos begin tuning their G-strings. Violins/basses remain on D. 

5. Violas/cellos return to D, violins/basses begin tuning their G string. 

6. Reference pitch is changed to C. Violas/cellos begin tuning their C-strings, violins/basses remain on G. 

7. Reference pitch is changed to E. Violas/cellos return to A, violins/basses begin tuning E-strings. 

 

Cross-tuning #2: Tuning in fifths and unisons 
This can be performed in multiple variations of instrumental/section order – low to high, high to low, outer to inner, 

inner to outer. You should choose a variation or variations that work best for your students and ensemble. 

1. Students begin tuning open A-strings with the reference pitch, A. 

2. The reference pitch is changed to D. Cellos/basses tune D, violins/violas remain on A. 

3. Violins/violas join on D. 

4. The reference pitch is changed to G. Cellos/basses tune G, violins/violas remain on D. 

5. Violins/violas join on G. 

6. The reference pitch is changed to C. Violas/cellos tune C. 

7. The reference pitch is changed to E. Violins/basses tune E. Violas/cellos return to A. 

8. Basses compare E’s and adjust as necessary. 

 

Tuning with double-stops: Students must have mastery of performing open string double stops before tuning 

in double stops. 

1. Start with A. Students listen to drone for 5-seconds to internalize (perception) the pitch, hum, then perform 

the A on their instrument (performance). 

2. Next, students perform A and D together, then adjust as needed. Then D and G, then G and C, then A and E 

(violins) or harmonic E (basses). 
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