Tune Into Opportunity, By Don Mitchell, Director of Instruction, Emil Fries School of Piano Tuning and Technology

It is said that 60 to 70% of blind and visually impaired men and women of working age are either unemployed or under-employed. Today these individuals have more career choices than ever before.  A career choice offering high chances for success is piano tuning and technology. 

In the last 30 years, in the Portland, OR / Vancouver, WA area, where the Emil Fries School of Piano Tuning and Technology is located, the number of tuner-technicians has increased over 300%. Approximately 10% of those are graduates of the Emil Fries School. Maurice Unis, founder of two successful music stores in Portland, Oregon, says that there is a “crying need” for qualified piano technicians all over the nation. 

Currently there are nearly 4,000 registered piano tuners in the Piano Technician’s Guild, the national organization that sustains quality standards among piano technicians. Estimates of the numbers of pianos in the United States ranges from 14 to18 million.  If the number of registered technicians is divided into the number of available pianos, there is more work than all 4,000 technicians can handle. If a piano technician has 1,000 clients, and each client pays $90 to have their piano tuned once a year, the annual income would be $90,000 per year. Not every piano is tuned annually and some are tuned every six months. Other services performed on the instrument can increase the income dramatically. 

What types of people are piano tuners? Men and women who like working with their hands; working with other musicians and enjoy working in a variety of environments each day. Piano technicians are people that want financial independents and enjoy the challenge of running their own small business. Many tuners find challenging work and financial security working in music stores, churches, schools, and college. A few piano technicians work in the concert world and work with famous musicians. 

One major advantage to a piano service business is that the instrument has not changed, appreciably, in the last 150 years. It is not necessary to be retrained when the technology changes. Little capital outlay is necessary to get started. When you are your own boss, you don’t have to worry about losing your job because of downsizing. 

The Emil Fries School of Piano Tuning and Technology has been training blind and visually impaired men and women to service and tune pianos for 55 years. Mr. Fries began his tuning career as a tuning student at the Washington State School for the Blind. He put himself through college with the money he earned tuning pianos and then returned to teach piano tuning at the School. In 1949, he started a private school to train blind and visually impaired students in piano technology. 

In its 55-year history the school has had students from 36 states and 10 countries throughout the world. Over 250 graduates have used this career to find personal fulfillment and financial independence throughout their lives. Upon retirement, many of our graduates prefer to sell their existing piano tuning business to another blind student to carry on the tradition of excellence. There is a strong network of alumni ready and willing to help new piano technicians succeed in their careers. 

If this sounds like a good career choice for you or if you know some one who may be interested, please contact the school for information or to arrange a visit or interview.

Emil Fries School of Piano Tuning and Technology

2510 E. Evergreen Blvd.

Vancouver, WA 98661

(360) 693-1511

Email pianohospital@

Pianotuningschool.org

