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Music to Their Ears: Opera education in the digital age
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On a screen, a cheerful, feathered Papageno sits on a stone against an illustrated Pan-African backdrop, introducing The Magic
Flute to students. "Our story is very special because today, you will see every character two ways,” Papageno explains. “When |
speak, you will see me like this” — he appears as a person — “and when | sing, you will see me like this” — he appears as an

animated avatar.
With a grin, he says, “The magic of music is so ... animating, don't you think?”

This scene, from a 40-minute film by San Francisco’s Pocket Opera, has already been shared with around 1,000 middle school
students. It's one of many examples of the ways companies are utilizing education technology — commonly referred to as “edtech”
— to reach out to students and provide access to opera, keeping pace with a trend in the classroom that has seen increased use of

technological tools like computers and tablets in addition to bookbags and notebooks.

Many opera companies first explored digital productions and streaming during the pandemic, and some have continued to do so,
as such projects have allowed them to reach far more students than their in-person efforts alone. From Pocket Opera’s multimedia
Magic Flute to The Dallas Opera’s digital Education Portal and new opera-building workshops at Opera on Tap, early adopters of

edtech have developed a variety of tools to help expand opera’s geographic and financial accessibility — to advance equity, to

attract new funding, and to foster deeper connections to opera in the next generation.

Dallas’ Global Portal

A primary reason to implement technology in arts education is to increase access. Before the pandemic, The Dallas Opera (TDO)'s
in-person education programs, which included workshops and performances in schools and TDO dress rehearsals and matinees at

the Winspear Opera House, reached up to about 20,000 K-12 students in the Dallas-Fort Worth region annually.

When schools closed in March 2020, “it was about finding ways to use what we had to meet differing needs,” says TDO Director of
Education Kristian Roberts. “\We are service organizations. It's about listening.” TDO's education team quickly adapted all their
offerings into an online Education Portal. The one-stop shop featured a virtual version of the popular Kids Opera Bootcamp, for
which singers created a digital version of John Davies' The Bremen Town Musicians — initially using cell phone recordings from
home and later, a digital camera and green screen at TDO's rehearsal center in a COVID-safe environment. It also hosted Zoom

sessions for Career Days and teacher training sessions on the curriculum to accompany TDO productions.
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By 2021, users in nearly every U.S. state and in 22 other countries were taking advantage of TDO's portal content, with Italy supplying

the most international engagement.
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As schools have returned to classrooms, the demand for in-person programs has increased again; TDO's Touring Opera program,
which brings opera performances directly into schools, has an ongoing waitlist. TDO isn't currently developing new digital
educational opera productions but continues to develop online curricular materials for each opera production and offer its
established resources online to provide teachers with flexibility and access. When its in-person season ended in spring 2024, TDO
began releasing one full-length opera production per month on YouTube, each available for two months. The education team is

making plans to link the videos to digital curricula and market them to schools for the 2025-2026 school year.

To better serve Dallas’ large Hispanic population, TDO is also translating some of its curricular materials into Spanish. Additionally,
one of its partner school districts is translating opera synopses — sent home with sixth-grade students — into languages such as
Pashto, Vietnamese, and Arabic to meet the diverse linguistic needs of their community, providing parents with the necessary tools

to decide whether to allow their children to participate in opera trips.

A key focus for TDO's education team is to expand the Education Portal to include a hub of resources. TDO's cross-departmental
Digital Innovation Team is analyzing user metrics to identify the most efficient and effective ways to broaden reach and is even
beginning conversations about collaborating with other opera companies to cross-share content. “There are other people doing
opera in different ways around the country and beyond,” says Roberts. “This is an opportunity for us to help each other out. | don't

care who's doing the opera. | just want kids to get opera.”
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Opera on Tap's Playground

Access is also a guiding principle for Opera on Tap, a New York-based company that has global chapters and a network of teaching
artists across the U.S. During the pandemic, the company — known for its digitally adventurous projects like the world’s first virtual
reality (VR) opera — won a grant from Teach for America’s Reinvention Lab for its digital pivot of the in-school program Playground
Opera. Participating students contributed content for a film version of Hansel and Gretel, allowing them to see themselves

performing alongside professional artists.

This effort caught the attention of partners in other sectors, including the Infosys Foundation USA, which awarded a lead grant to
expand the program and its STEAM-based approach. Opera on Tap worked with fellow grantee Chibitronics in developing tool kits
that enable students to create paper circuits and design electronic costumes and props. Since launching in 2022, the program has
reached 83 classrooms across the U.S., with a target of serving 400 Title |, or majority low-income, classrooms. “We're definitely

serving the communities that we have been wanting to serve,” says Artistic and Executive Director Anne Hiatt.

Opera on Tap offers in-person teaching artist instruction whenever possible, but a new partnership with T-Mobile for Education is
providing online connectivity, free tablets and mobile phones, and subsidized data plans. While there is a cost for all its programs,
Opera on Tap ensures financial access through sliding scale pricing and discounts, and by collaborating with schools on local

funding proposals and engaging family foundations, they have secured support in various regions.

In addition to reaching more students, Opera on Tap is using edtech to engage more students through interactive experiences that
align with new instructional approaches like the Maker Education Movement, where students collaboratively design and create
problem-solving projects. The company received a grant to develop the Opera Maker Lab, which Hiatt calls “the R&D arm for our
education programs,” and partnered with the Make, Innovate, Learn Lab (MILL) at Indiana University to develop curricula. This
summer, pilot programs allowed students to create their own operas, selecting "artivist” themes, composing music with Al, and
building sets for a cabinet-sized puppet theater.
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Pocket Opera’s Animated Adventure

With The Magic Flute, Pocket Opera is engaging students in San Francisco and across the world. Since completing the film this year,
the company has shared it with 1,000 middle school students through a partnership with the San Francisco Opera Guild. In the
program, three film collaborators — animators, musicians, or actors — visit classrooms to discuss their roles (one animator even live-
sketches the serpopard, the serpent-leopard monster that chases Tamino) and introduce students to potential careers in opera as
well as animation, acting, and filmmaking. Teachers receive an eight-minute documentary about the film’s creation as a teaching

resource beforehand.

Nicolas Garcia, Pocket Opera’s general director, is also sharing The Magic Flute with other companies and plans to make it freely
available online after a film festival run. “The spirit of the piece was to provide representation in opera, reach kids, and present an

opera story in a relatable format,” he says. “We could do this program with kids around the world.”

As Garcia explains, digital initiatives offer a chance to help more students see themselves and a multitude of cultures reflected in an
art form that has historically struggled with diversity and inclusion. Mozart originally set The Magic Flute in Egypt, and Pocket Opera
expanded on the idea with a Pan-African setting. The company also partnered with San Francisco’s Lorraine Hansberry Theater, a
company dedicated to showcasing Black works, and hired live actors alongside Pocket's singers, providing paid opportunities to two

casts and doubling the representation of African American artists.

Garcia also collaborated with Shawnee and Shawnelle Gibbs — the Gibbs Sisters, Oakland natives who work with major studios like
Cartoon Network and Warner Brothers — to lead the animation team. The Gibbs Sisters adapted the screenplay and assembled a
global team of artists from Brazil, Portugal, and Canada to storyboard the project, and the Sirnare Animation Studios in Nairobi,
Kenya, rendered the final animation. The opera’s titular flute is an atenteben, a traditional Ghanaian bamboo flute and among the
most treasured musical instruments in Africa. The team consulted an African studies scholar to ensure the film was culturally

appropriate and accurately portrayed diverse communities to students across the world.
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Grassroot Networks

The public education system itself presents challenges to many opera companies’ programs, whether digital or not. Its
decentralization, the lack of synchronization across states, and the self-contained nature of each school community can make it
difficult to reach potential participants and students. “You have a learning curve every time you enter into a new community,” says
Hiatt. As programs expand geographically, she says, the team navigates diverse cultural landscapes and local values, and on rare
occasions has modified their curriculum. Elsewhere in the country, policy changes like voucher systems can divert funds from arts

initiatives.

Robust connections at the grassroots levels have been key to overcoming these barriers. Opera on Tap, for example, has found
traction meeting with government officials who can facilitate introductions to superintendents in their districts and access
discretionary funding. Similarly, TDO has found that strong relationships with arts education networks, parent-teacher associations,

and other local community organizations have helped with program promotion, buy-in, and fundraising.

Roberts says that implementing edtech, and determining the right balance of digital and in-person tools, is a work in progress, but
that the value of digital education efforts is a proven concept: “The moment a child starts using their imagination — even though
some might not have met before and are different grade levels and from different racial and cultural backgrounds — to watch these

kids come together and work as a team ... there's just nothing like it. And that's online or in person.”

Ready-to-Teach Opera Lessons



OPERA America has developed its own digital education hub that is free to access for companies and schools, specially

tailored for high school teachers and students without prior knowledge of opera.

The Humanities and Opera Education Hub provides an opportunity for students to connect with opera through familiar works
of literature that have been adapted into movies as well as operas. The goal is to build appreciation through the lens of
adaptation. The curriculum centers works like Shakespeare's Macbeth or author Jon Krakauer's Into Thin Air: A Personal

Account of the Mt. Everest Disaster, both of which have been adapted into both films and operas.
The Education Hub provides Common Core-approved lesson plans, scripts, slides, and other ready-to-use materials,
everything a teacher might need to integrate opera into their classroom by connecting it to literature their students already
know and enjoy.

This initiative was supported by the Whiting Foundation.

Visit the Humanities and Opera Education Hub to view the lesson plans.

This article was published in the Winter 2025 issue of Opera America Magazine.
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