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Orchestra

Teaching your string players how to tune 
their own instruments is a major timesaver 
in your rehearsals. Young students are so 
excited to learn how to turn their fine 
tuners, and it makes them feel very profes-
sional and accomplished when they are able 
to successfully master this skill.

However, the tasks of selecting and 
purchasing tuners, organizing them, main-
taining your supply, and actually teaching 
your students how to use them can be quite 
daunting.

Below you will find some ideas to help 
you get started. The chart includes tuners 
that were recommended in various posts in 
the School Orchestra and String Teachers 
Facebook group. These are tuners that are 
used and liked by at least some of our col-
leagues across the US (and beyond), so it is 
a good way to narrow down the field since 
there are so many models on the market.

There are a lot of tuning apps and con-
sole tuners available, too, but this article 
will focus only on clip-on models. (But, 
if you are looking for a fabulous app that 
works well in a noisy room, check out Tonal 
Energy—well worth $3.99 in the app store.)

Teaching your students to use a tuner
I start this process by establishing a few 
ground rules with my students. One, they 
should use only their fine tuners and they 
should only make small adjustments. I ask 
them to bring the instrument to me if the 
note name registering on the tuner is dif-
ferent from the string they are trying to 
play. Two, they need to check that they are 
playing on the right string and turning the 
correct tuner. This is very important and 
helps avoid many failed tuning attempts.

Then, I instruct the students that they 
should pluck or bow while they are turning 
the fine tuner. No guessing is allowed. They 
need to listen carefully and know where 
they are headed.

The final ground rule is: When in doubt, 
stop! I try to instill confidence in them that 
they can tune themselves, but a healthy dose 
of caution is very helpful. Some students are 
terrified of breaking a string, so I remind 
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them that strings can easily be replaced. 
However, it is also important to teach them 
to be careful.

Once we have established the ground 
rules, we spend some time discussing sharp 
vs. flat. There are two very fun apps that 
teach these concepts. One is Blob Chorus, 
$0.99. The students select which blob sang 
the same pitch as the King Blob. As stu-
dents increase in skill, you can add more 
blobs to the “chorus.” My students love to 
play this game.

The other game is In Tune, $0.99. The 
goal is to identify which pitch is higher or 
lower with the smallest possible interval. 
It is fun to set up a friendly competition 
between classes to see which class can get 
the best score. The interface isn’t necessarily 

“fun,” but students enjoy this game.

In Tune: Level 1—32% of a half step
Level 3—9.4% of a half step
Level 4—4.13% of a half step

Once the students understand the dif-
ference between sharp and flat, we move on 
to what to do in either of those situations. 
We discuss “righty-tighty” and “lefty-loosey,” 
and clockwise vs. counter-clockwise.

Next, it is time for the students to prac-
tice turning their fine tuners. I ask them to 
make their A string just a little bit flat as a 
first step. Once they are all flat, they turn 
around and bring them back up to pitch. I 
usually turn on a drone A for this step.

The final step is to actually use a clip-on 

tuner. I teach them how to attach the tuner, 
and I explain how things will appear on the 
screen. I like tuners that have a multi-col-
ored display with a dial of some sort. That 
type of interface seems easier for students to 
understand. I remind the students to always 
turn off their tuner when they are finished 
so we don’t waste the batteries.

Congratulations! Your students are 
now on their way to musical independence, 
and their skills will continue to develop 
over time. You have saved yourself count-
less hours of rehearsal time by investing in 
teaching this process early on.

Clip-On Tuners
Snark Tuners
In my classroom with 4th and 5th grade 
students, I use Super Tight Snark tuners. I 
love the Snark tuners because they are read-
ily available at music stores or on Amazon, 
they are reasonably priced, and they come in 
some nice colors. Students like to use them. 
They are easy to clip on the instrument, 
especially violin and viola. The dial is easy to 
read and the tri-color display is a key feature. 
Depending on your model, red = flat, yellow 
= sharp, and blue (or green) = in tune.

There are a few potential downsides to 
the Snark. One, the rubber 
pad on the clip falls off very 
easily. This can be fixed with 
some strong glue under the 
pad. Two, the prongs can 
break if a student turns it 
the wrong way or if it suf-
fers from a hard drop.

Instructing students on how to carefully 
handle the tuners is essential. I’ve only had 
two break in two years, but it’s certainly a 
potential concern when you are investing a 
lot of money in a tuner supply.

Lastly, they aren’t ideal for cello or bass. 
They often have a hard time picking up the 
low strings, and the angle of the tuner when 
it’s clipped on the bridge can be awkward. 
I am planning to purchase some SHAR 
Neons or D’Addario Eclipses for my cellists 
and bassists next year.

Overall, though, I’m very happy with 
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the Snark tuners and I definitely recommend giving them a try.

Batteries
Almost all of the tuners listed below use flat CR2032 batteries. You 
can purchase them in bulk on Amazon ($0.41 each) or search some 
out at the dollar store. Keep plenty of extras on hand and be sure to 
instruct your students to turn off their tuners when they aren’t in use.

Storage
Now that you have your supply of tuners, what is the best way to 
store them? Some teachers clip the tuners on music stands and col-
lect them into a basket at the end of the day. This is quick and easy, 
but it’s hard to keep track of any wayward tuners.

If you would like to number your tuners and assign them to 
stands or particular students, search for a cell phone pocket orga-
nizer on Amazon. The option pictured is $14.99, but there are many 
different options available online.

A more economical version is an over-the-door shoe organizer, 
readily available at any discount store or on Amazon. The version 
pictured is $5.99 on Amazon. This could work well if you don’t plan 
to number your tuners.

Some teachers use plastic craft boxes, tackle boxes or tool boxes. 
The craft cabinet with 25 drawers pictured is $19.56 on Amazon. It 
would be easy to add numbers to the drawers if you want to use 
numbers, and this could work well in a space where you can’t hang 
one of the pocket organizers. Try searching “craft cabinet with 
drawers” on Amazon to find many more options.

Tuner Models
All of the tuners listed in the table were referenced with at least one 
positive review in the School Orchestra and String Teachers Face-

book group. The prices are current as of 2/12/2018 on Amazon.com, 
except for the two SHAR models that are only available on SHAR.

Many thanks to the teachers who commented on various posts 
in the School Orchestra and Strings Teachers Facebook group. It is a 
wonderful resource. Since it is a secret group, you need to be added 

Cell Phone pocket 
organizer $14.99

Shoe organizer $5.9925-drawer Craft Cabinet $19.56

Snark ST-8 Super 
Tight 

multiple models 
available; $27.70 for 
2-pack ($13.85 each)

Fender FCT-12 
multiple models 
available; $13.99

D’Addario Eclipse 
-Planet Waves; $14.86

D’Addario NS 
Universal; $13.19

D’Addario NS Violin 
Tuner; $14.99

D’Addario NS Violin 
Tuner on instrument

Eno ET-05SV 
multiple models 
available; $8.99

Korg Sledgehammer 
Pro; $29.99

Korg Pitchclip; $12.99

SHAR Neon; $14.99 - 
sharmusic.com

SHAR Mini; $7.99 - 
sharmusic.com

Fishman FT-2; $13.74

Intellitouch PT10c; 
$21.95
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If you use clip-on tuners with your students, what is your 

favorite model? Do you have any additional tips or tricks? Feel 
free to reach out to me with any ideas you might have: sarah.duffy@
moundsviewschools.org
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High School for six years before joining the team in Mounds 
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by an existing member. If you would like 
to be added, feel free to reach out to me 
on Facebook.

Thank you also to Angela Harmann 
at orchestrateacher.blogspot.com. Her articles 
on teaching beginners how to tune pro-
vided some inspiration for the ideas men-
tioned above. http://orchestrateacher.blogspot.


