FREE TEACHER LESSON 04 | 50-60 MINUTES

Tuning, Intonation, and Cents

An ear-first tuning lesson that turns cents readings into controlled musical adjustments instead of
needle chasing.

Find the Note TEACHER PLAN + STUDENT WORKSHEET

At a glance
Grade band Grouping Prior knowledge Materials
Grades 6-12 Whole class, partners, Sharpl/flat; stable tone Instruments or voices, drones

individual if available, Find the Note

Big idea: A cents reading describes pitch distance. Musicians use it to confirm what they hear and to choose an
effective physical adjustment.

Success criteria:
* Interpret negative, zero, and positive cents readings.
* Distinguish tuning an instrument from adjusting intonation while playing.
* Sustain a centered tone and identify a repeatable tendency.

* Name a specific adjustment and explain its effect.

Launch: can you hear the center? (8 minutes)

Play a reference pitch, then a second pitch that is noticeably flat, sharp, or matched. Students show:
* Hand below center = flat
* Hand centered = matched
* Hand above center = sharp

Do several trials before displaying any tuner. Ask which comparisons were easy and which were uncertain.

Teach: what cents actually measure (10 minutes)

Equal temperament divides each semitone into 100 cents. The detector compares a performed pitch with the nearest
equal-tempered target.

Reading Meaning First response

-25 cents Noticeably flat Listen, stabilize, then raise pitch

Find the Note - findthenote.com Page 1



Reading Meaning First response

-5 cents Slightly flat May be acceptable in motion; refine if
sustained

0 cents At the target Maintain the same setup

+5 cents Slightly sharp Listen before making a large change

+25 cents Noticeably sharp Stabilize, then lower pitch

Clarify two terms:
* Tuning: Adjusting the instrument’s baseline setup—slide, peg, string tension, barrel, head joint.

* Intonation: Adjusting pitch during performance through air, embouchure, voicing, finger position, bow contact, or
alternate fingering.

The goal is not a frozen zero. The goal is a resonant, stable, musically appropriate pitch with a reliable center.

Calibration: steady tone before accurate data (8 minutes)

Model a poor measurement: noisy attack, short duration, moving tone. Then model a stable measurement:
1 Prepare silently.
2 Begin with a clean, supported attack.
3 Wait for the pitch center to settle.
4 Observe the middle of the reading for two seconds.
5 Release without changing the setup.

Students identify which sample produces trustworthy evidence and why.

Partner laboratory: predict—adjust—verify (18 minutes)

Partner A plays; Partner B records. Use three comfortable notes.

Note Prediction First reading One adjustment Second reading What improved?

Rules:
*  The player predicts before looking.
*  Change only one variable per attempt.

*  Describe the adjustment specifically (“slower air,” “lengthened slide”), not “try harder.”
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If tone quality worsens, reject the adjustment even if the cents number improves.

Instrument-specific coaching prompts
Voice/woodwind/brass: What did air speed or voicing change?
Fretted strings: Are finger pressure and placement consistent?

Fretless strings: Can the finger arrive closer before sliding?

Keyboard/percussion: Use the detector diagnostically; do not imply the performer can adjust a fixed pitch during

the note.

Misconceptions to catch

Negative means “bad.” It means below the target.

Every note should be corrected by the same physical action.

The tuner replaces listening.

A visually centered but unstable or poor-quality tone is successful.

Equal-tempered zero is always the best ensemble pitch. Harmonic context can require expressive adjustment.

Formative assessment

Students demonstrate one cycle:
Predict.
Produce a stable tone.
Interpret the reading.
Make one justified adjustment.
State whether pitch center and tone quality improved.

Mastery rubric (4 points): one point for each of stable tone, correct interpretation, specific adjustment, and
evidence-based reflection.
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STUDENT HANDOUT

Printable student page

Interpret

1 Label each reading: -18 cents, +12 cents, 0 cents.
2 How many cents are in one equal-tempered semitone?
3 Explain the difference between tuning and intonation.

4 Why is “chase the needle until it says zero” poor advice?

Practice record

Target Prediction Typical cents range Physical tendency Next action
noticed

Exit ticket

Write a useful coaching sentence for a player who is 20 cents sharp. It must protect tone quality and name only one
variable to test.

Find the Note - findthenote.com Page 4



Answer key and teacher look-fors

1 flat, sharp, in tune. 2. 100. 3. Tuning changes baseline instrument setup; intonation is controlled during

performance.

Strong responses mention natural fluctuation, listening, tone quality, and deliberate rather than reactive adjustment.
Exit responses vary by instrument but should say stabilize/listen first and test one appropriate change.

Find the Note - findthenote.com Page 5



