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Introduction 

The target audience for this document is educators who lead opera workshop courses. While 

many of the resources and exercises could certainly be found helpful to graduate students, they have been 

predominantly chosen to benefit undergraduate students – those young singers who have likely had 

minimal experience with the operatic stage. 

Undergraduate singers’ first experiences with opera are often in classes like opera workshop. As the 

instructor, the proper balance between providing guidance of technique (both musically and dramatically) 

and freedom to experiment and explore (and to make mistakes) is imperative. In this document, I hope to 

provide useful guidelines centered around the dramatic development of the singer in the context of an 

undergraduate opera workshop course. This guide includes handouts for the students at various points of 

the course, ideas for stretches and warm-ups, character development handouts and exercises, guidance for 

students’ role preparation and assigning scenes, and discussions about various other important topics to 

cover, including acting in arias versus acting in scenes and how acting choices can and should be 

modified in an audition setting. 

Modeling clear, thoughtful, and organized collaborations with other faculty members is a strong 

learning opportunity for the new faculty member and opera workshop student alike. Steven LaCosse 

describes opera and this process within an opera workshop course as “arguably the most collaborative art 

form in existence… team effort is essential for the success of the workshop. Introducing and explaining 

the responsibilities of each team member; producer, conductor/musical director, stage director, coach, and 

stage manager will create a healthy work environment of cooperation and respect.”

1
 

This document is in no way meant to be an exhaustive, “hard-and-fast” Opera Workshop Manual; 

rather, a rough outline for the course and for the resources to inspire educators to develop and research 

 

1 Steven LaCosse, “Opera Workshop: A Curriculum Guide and Source Materials Available,” (DM 
diss., Indiana University, 2008), 46. 
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their own exercises and methods. A lot of the resources I found when researching this topic were either 

quite outdated or geared more toward professional directors and more established opera singers, and my 

aim is to provide more updated supplemental materials for a course centered around undergraduate 

students.  
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Chapter 1: Pre-Course Considerations 

Before the course begins, take the opportunity to reach out to your incoming students. If possible, 

send them the Pre-Course Survey handout (in the Appendix) ahead of time or distribute it on the first day 

of class along with the syllabus. It’s essential to ask students about their preferred pronouns, regardless of 

how you distribute the survey. This ensures that you can address each student correctly from the very 

beginning of the course. While it's up to you whether to discuss the survey responses in class, having the 

printed surveys on hand for the first few sessions is advisable. 

Additionally, consider conducting a brief "exit interview" with your students at the end of the 

semester to review their goals. This will help them reflect on their progress and serve as a useful wrap-up 

for the course.  

PRE-COURSE CONSIDERATIONS FOR INSTRUCTORS 

To prepare for the course, it’s important to organize both the logistics and the performance aspects ahead 

of time. 

1. Course Organization 

If your institution uses platforms like Canvas or Moodle, set up the course page in advance. 

Upload the syllabus, worksheets, the pre-course survey (as a Google form if possible), and even a 

tentative class schedule. This will give students easy access to important materials from the 

outset. 

2. Communication with Faculty and Staff 

Reach out to the faculty or staff member in charge of scheduling, especially when planning for 

the final performance. For an opera workshop course, the performance can be held during class 
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hours or in the evening to allow students to invite friends and family, creating a more "real-

world" performance atmosphere. Be sure to confirm the following details early on: 

o Livestreaming: Can the performance be livestreamed? If so, what arrangements need to 

be made? 

o Supertitles: Will you have supertitles? If so, who will be responsible for running them, 

and when will they have time to rehearse? 

o Ticketing: Will the performance be ticketed? If yes, how will this be managed? 

o Publicity: Will there be a poster or social media campaign for the event? Who will 

design the graphics, and when will they need to be completed? 

o Space Availability: Are additional rehearsal spaces needed outside of class time? Make 

sure to book any extra rooms ahead of time. 

3. Collaboration with the Pianist and Costume/Set Design 

o Ensure that the collaborative pianist for the course understands your expectations and has 

all the music well in advance. 

o If you’re planning for costumes, determine whether you’ll need support from the costume 

department or if students will provide their own pieces. 

o Similarly, outline your needs for props and set pieces. What do you have, and what will 

need to be acquired? A scene-by-scene breakdown with links to pictures can be 

especially helpful if you have access to a theatre design and production team at your 

institution. 

4. Budget and Tracking 

If the course has a budget, review how you will track spending and ensure that all expenses are 

accounted for properly. 

By addressing these considerations early on, you will ensure that your course runs smoothly, with 

minimal surprises and maximum support for your students. And while these ideas are not unique to an 



 

 5 

Opera Workshop course, they are not all typical considerations for a course with a more standard class 

format and therefore may be overlooked. Building and leading courses in a more traditional classroom 

setting do not usually include these elements, which is why they are included here. 

 It is also vital to consider the importance of creating a safe space. By its nature, this course will 

ask the students to be vulnerable, move and sing in different experiential ways, and perform in front of an 

audience. The students will have varying degrees of comfort – not just with the performance element, but 

with the preparation and rehearsal process as well. This quote from Wiff Rudd’s book about studio 

teaching resonated: 

It may sound trite to say that I want to create a safe space… for our students… keep in mind that 
in this case, safe doesn’t mean passive. If anything, it means making deliberate and systematic 
choices… it means we care about the people who are willing to jump into the adventure, 

something they are only likely to do if they trust us and if they know we have their best interests 

in mind. It is not about creating a fearless environment, rather one in which our students can fear 

less, deal with shame better, and become more willing to function with a sense of true 

vulnerability.

1
 

Consider how you might establish your course as a safe space. Respect the students’ physical boundaries, 

carefully assign goals and repertoire that will challenge and excite them but not overwhelm them and 

check in throughout the semester to acknowledge their struggles and victories alike. There are ideas and 

activities to support these considerations in the following chapters. 

 

 

1
 Wiff Rudd, Side by Side: Building and Sustaining an Effective Community in the Music Studio 

(Woodway, TX: WR Enterprises 2020), 56. 
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Chapter 2: Audition Preparation 

At some point early in the semester – typically around the second or third class period – each 

student should perform an aria. This has been referred to as “Death by Aria,” but students and the industry 

at large would benefit from renaming this practice to something with more positive connotations like 

“Aria Showcase.” It is a common practice in summer programs, and while singing operatic repertoire may 

be intimidating, this act serves as an important stepping stone to building comfort with the act of 

auditioning. 

Preparing for auditions is a vital skill for undergraduates. They will have to audition frequently 

and in some high-stakes situations, like graduate school, and the more practice they can get in different 

spaces and in front of different people, the more prepared they will feel. Typically, professional opera 

auditions involve a singer performing one or two arias. Singers are expected to have a repertoire list 

prepared, which is also referred to as an “aria package.” A standard aria package will usually include an 

aria in French, German, Italian, and English, and an additional piece that is tailored to the individual 

singer’s strengths and/or the requests of the audition panel. For example, if a company is performing a 

musical, they might include a musical theater piece. Similarly, if the company is performing a Russian 

opera, the fifth aria may include an aria in Russian. Another option is to include an aria that is indicative 

of the directing in which the singer believes their voice is headed. As Joan Dornemann says in her book 

Complete Preparation: A Guide to Auditioning for Opera:  

Your audition list works best if it informs your listeners instead of confusing them. Sing the  

repertoire you do well, and perhaps add in one aria that gives an indication of what you think you  

will grow into. The good-sized lyric soprano might list Micaela’s aria, “Mi chiamano Mimi” from  

La Bohème, the “Jewel Song” from Faust, and quite possibly “Tacea la notte” from Il Trovatore. 
This is my present; that is my future.

1
 

 

 

1
 Joan Dornemann and Maria Ciaccia, Complete Preparation: A Guide to Auditioning for Opera 

(New York, NY: Excalibur Publishing Inc., 1992), 27. 
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You can inform students about this early performance as soon as you have selected a date that 

aligns with both your schedule and the pianist’s. When sending the Pre-Course Surveys to students, 

include the performance date and a request for them to email a PDF of their repertoire to the pianist. The 

more advanced notice you provide, the less overwhelming the task will feel. To make the experience feel 

like a real audition, have each student announce their name and the piece they will perform, and 

encourage them to dress in audition attire. This approach gives them valuable audition experience in a 

relatively low stakes setting, while also allowing you to assess their vocal abilities and comfort level. This 

initial performance is a great way for students to begin singing in front of their peers and for you to gauge 

their experience and confidence. 

While performing arias would best prepare the students most for professional or semi-

professional opera company auditions, it’s also important to recognize that some students may be true 

beginners and may not yet feel comfortable performing an aria in front of others. If you think it is 

appropriate, allow students to present an art song or a musical theatre piece instead. The main goal of the 

exercise is not to focus on vocal quality, but to assess the student’s comfort level onstage and their ability 

to communicate through singing.  

 Further, having an audition segment in a performance-based course helps the student to learn 

more about what works best for their individual process. In Balk’s book The Radiant Performer: The 

Spiral Path to Performing Power, he writes that, typically, “…the only time performers can exercise and 

develop their performance process is in rehearsals, coachings, classes, or lessons, all of them – with rare 

exceptions – product-oriented situations in which performers, concerned about an authority figure’s 

evaluation, are trying their best to give their most acceptable performance.”

2
 As opportunities to explore 

one’s own process are rare once a singer is in the professional performance world, using a “safe space” 

like this course as an opportunity to build their toolbox and discover the methods that will best support 

their audition and rehearsal process. Since no student is cut from the course – everyone has a spot simply 

 

2
 H. Wesley Balk, The Radiant Performer: The Spiral Path to Performing Power (Minneapolis, 

MN: University of Minnesota Press 1991), 56–57. 
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by registering and attending class – the stakes are low, which will hopefully allow for exploration in a 

space that is process-oriented rather than product-oriented. 

 

PERFORMANCE ANXIETY 

Early in the semester, it is incredibly beneficial to have a discussion with students about their 

audition materials and the audition process itself. Many undergraduate singers lack updated and 

professional materials when it’s time to audition, which can be a significant gap in their career 

development. Invite students to sit in a circle and ask them to bring their headshot, resume, and repertoire 

list. It’s also helpful for you to have a few strong examples on hand to guide the discussion. This is an 

opportunity for students to get feedback on the quality and professionalism of their materials. 

In a study about “Music performance anxiety” - or MPA - in students, Mariola Lupiáñez et al 

explained that “during musical studies, opportunities for audition are only available two or three times per 

year and are generally not obligatory.”

3
 The article found “… that MPA affects numerous musicians, 

regardless of their professionality, musical talent, or performance skills. The student’s efforts to acquire 

technical and practical knowledge are not sufficient to complete a musical career or become a successful 

musician. It may be equally important to control MPA and its psychological predictors, such as fear of 

negative evaluation…”

4
 While Lupiánez et al go on to recommend psychological counseling tailored to 

music learning spaces, the article’s relevance to this class both affirms the strong presence of performance 

anxiety among the typical demographic of an undergraduate student and also suggests that frequent 

opportunities to audition – and the receipt of positive evaluation can help mitigate MPA’s detrimental 

impacts. 

Additionally, consider leading a frank discussion about audition jitters and performance anxiety. 

Professional musicians must be prepared to deal with the emotional barriers that can be associated with 

 

3
 Mariola Lupiáñez et al., “Predictors of music performance anxiety in conservatory students,” 

Psychology of Music 50, no. 4 (2022): 1018. 
4
 Ibid, 1017. 
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competition, and work can be done in this course to set your students up with healthy coping mechanisms. 

According to the article “Creating Safe Spaces for Music Learning” by Hendricks, Smith and Stanuch, 

“...the anxiety produced in competitive situations may interfere with students’ abilities to learn to a lesser 

or greater degree, depending on their mental health.”

5 In this course, all students will be featured in roles 

– no one will be cut. This is vastly different than the real world, where there is always a strong likelihood 

that even the strongest audition will not earn a singer a role. Hopefully, this class’s environment will 

alleviate some performance anxiety that may crop up around the audition, and may also provide a chance 

for a student to associate auditions with positive feedback and a more enjoyable experience. Hendricks et 

al state that “As students accumulate successes, they will have positive personal experiences to draw 

upon, which then further develop their intrinsic motivation and willingness to engage with the music.”

6
 

Share techniques and strategies for staying calm before auditions and finding your character. You can also 

consider leading your students through a physical relaxation technique, such as Progressive Muscle 

Relaxation. This is described in Joann Kirchner’s article “Managing Musical Performance Anxiety” as 

follows:  

Progressive muscle relaxation, developed by Edmund Jacobson in 1939, is a two-step process. 

The first step involves deliberately tensing certain groups of muscles, and the second step centers 

on relaxing the muscles and getting in touch with the resulting feelings. When applying tension, 

simply squeeze a particular muscle group as hard as possible for about eight seconds, then let go 

of the tension, allowing it to flow out of the muscles as you exhale. Remain relaxed for about 15 

seconds, then move to the next muscle group. Over time, an individual will learn to recognize and 

distinguish the feelings connected with tense muscles.  

 The following muscle groups are involved, beginning with your feet and progressing 

upward:  

 -Right foot 

 -Right lower leg and foot 

 -Entire right leg 

 -Left foot 

 -Left lower leg and foot 

 -Entire left leg 

 -Right hand 

 -Right forearm and hand 

 -Entire right arm 

 -Left hand 

 

5
 Karin S. Hendricks et al., “Creating Safe Spaces for Learning,” Music Educators Journal 101, 

no. 1 (September 2014): 35. 

6
 Ibid. 
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 -Left forearm and hand 

 -Entire left arm 

 -Abdomen 

 -Chest  

 -Neck and shoulders 

 -Face

7
 

 

When considering performance anxiety, it is important to address early in the course, as students 

can prepare their minds for the possible psychological discomfort and build strategies early in the 

preparation process. Barbara Conable refers to this topic as “performance fear,” and uses the following 

“remedy built on the letters in the word fear…: 

F – feel the fear 

E – embody the fear 

A – arrive 

R – relate.”

8
 

Conable continues, “The device also helps my students remember what to do. Feel the fear. Embody the 

fear. Truly arrive in the performance space. Truly relate to the space, the music, and the audience.”

9
 

It is also important to address staging and movement in the context of an audition. While the 

singer’s energy should remain consistent, they should avoid moving too close to the audition panel, be 

mindful of miming props (such as the Pamina portrait in “Dies Bildnis” in Die Zauberflöte), and stay 

within a space where the pianist can clearly see them. A useful article to review with students is “The Ten 

Commandments of Auditioning” by Darren Keith Woods and Keith Wolfe, the Artistic Directors of 

Seagle Music Colony. This piece provides clear, practical advice on what should be prioritized during 

auditions, while maintaining a friendly and supportive tone. 

 

 

7
 Joann Kirchner, “Managing Musical Performance Anxiety,” American Music Teacher, 54, no. 3 

(December/January 2004/2005): 33. 

8
 Barbara Conable, “Appendix A. What to Do About Performance Anxiety,” in What Every 

Singer Needs to Know About the Body, by Melissa Malde, MaryJean Allen, and Kurt-Alexander Zeller 
(San Diego, CA: Plural Publishing, 2020), 288. 

9
 Ibid. 
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ATTITUDES EXERCISE 

 A great exercise to incorporate into the early student performances is the Attitudes Exercise, 

inspired by Carol Vaness’s Graduate Opera Workshop at Indiana University. This activity works well for 

both graduate and undergraduate students. This activity helps singers discover new approaches to 

communicating emotion through their physicality, facial expressions, and vocal technique while singing 

their audition pieces. The Attitudes Exercise takes the pressure off the singer to decide on the emotional 

arc of the piece, as the emotions are decided for them. 

Before the class, prepare “attitude cards”—pieces of paper with different attitudes (such as 

“brave,” “elated,” “flirty,” “sleepy,” “furious”) printed in large font. After each student performs, engage 

them in a brief discussion about their character. Then, as the student sings their piece for a second time, 

have the other students hold up attitude cards one at a time, facing the performer. The singer’s job is to 

incorporate each attitude into their performance. 

Afterward, have another short discussion about how different attitudes influenced the 

performance. This exercise helps students think creatively about character development and the impact of 

emotional expression on their performance. A list of attitudes can be found on the Hoffman Institute’s 

website, and a selection is also included in the appendix. 
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Chapter 3: Getting Started 

There is a strong chance the students will already at least know each other a bit (likely they will 

not need any “name games”), but to ensure that there is a sense of ensemble and camaraderie between 

everyone in the class, icebreakers are a fun way for you to know the students and for the students to get to 

know each other. Acting and improv-based icebreakers can also be used effectively right off the bat.  

 

BALL OF FUN FACTS 

One favorite icebreaker (not acting based necessarily, but fun, quick, and easy) is to give everyone a small 

piece of paper and have them write a fact that no one else knows about them, ball up the paper, and throw 

it into the middle of the circle. One by one, students then each grab a balled-up fact from the middle, read 

it aloud, and try to guess whose fact it is. This can help you assess their personalities as well – who is 

outgoing, who is shy, etc. This also works even if some students in the class know each other very well. 

 

ZIP ZAP ZOP 

This game serves as an introduction for the students to begin listening to each other, making eye contact, 

and paying attention to body language. Some students may already know this game. Here’s a description 

of how to play Zip Zap Zop from Michael Rohd on the Drama-Based Learning website: 

What is it and Why Use It?:  

Zip, Zap, Zop is about focus and energy. As students pass the energy across the circle (in the 

form of a Zip, a Zap, or a Zop), they make eye contact with the person they send the energy to, 

and work together to keep the rhythm going. The activity also provides an opportunity to explore 

pace, specificity of choice, “energy” and sequence. 

Directions:  

Invite students to stand in a circle. Ask the group to repeat the words “Zip, Zap, Zop” three or 

four times, all together. Introduce the activity: Imagine that I have a bolt of energy in my hands. 
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To start the game, I will send the bolt out of energy out of my body with a strong forward motion 

straight to someone else in the circle (use hands, body, eyes, and voice to make contact across the 

circle) and say, “Zip.” Explain that the next person takes the energy and passes it immediately to 

someone else saying “Zap.” That person passes it on to another participant with a “Zop.” The 

game continues and the “Zip, Zap, Zop” sequence is repeated as the energy moves around the 

circle.  Encourage all plays to use their whole body to send energy and to make eye contact. They 

can send the energy to whomever they want but the goal is to include all players. Practice the 

game. If there is a mistake, encourage students to simply resume playing without discussion. The 

group challenge is to go very quickly and stay consistent in rhythm; if students struggle, pause the 

game, discuss strategy and try again.

10
 

 

NUMBER GAME  

Have the students stand in a circle with their backs toward the center and their eyes closed. (The circle 

can feel tight). The goal is to count as high as possible, beginning with the number one, with random 

students saying a number out loud. If two students say a number at the same time, the game resets and the 

students start over at one. This game builds teamwork and helps them to work on timing as a class and 

being comfortable with silence. The Number Game could also be repeated various times throughout the 

semester. 

 

ONE-WORD STORY 

This one may feel a bit silly to the students, but it helps them work on their timing, listening and 

reacting skills. Have the students stand in a circle. Someone begins by saying one word, and the person 

next to them says another word, slowly building a sentence and then a story. If necessary, you can guide 

this effort by giving a prompt before the game begins, such as “Tell me a story about Sarah’s first 

 

10
 Michael Rohd, “Zip Zap Zop,” Drama-Based Instruction: Activating Learning Through the 

Arts, https://dbp.theatredance.utexas.edu/node/29. 
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birthday party.” The result should allow the students to get creative. You may need to encourage the 

students to pick up the pace at which they say words so that it is free-flowing and has a rhythm rather than 

just stale mad libs. 

 

FREEZE 

 This is a classic improv game, and some of your students may already be familiar with it. This 

game can help young singers loosen up and free inhibitions. Hopefully, proving that they can take risks 

and even have fun onstage. In the past, this game has really helped singers who seem shy or 

uncomfortable onstage relax while “in the spotlight.” It also introduces “Yes, and…” - one of the major 

rules of comedic improv. The concept behind “Yes, and…” is to support and continue the ideas of your 

scene partner, no matter how wild and crazy they might seem, and to go with the flow of the scene rather 

than halting it entirely.  

While this sort of free-form performance is not usually associated with opera, it is important to be 

able to think and react quickly and spontaneously onstage. More and more smaller opera companies with 

“out-of-the-box” ideas for staging are forming, and being comfortable with different styles of staging will 

benefit young singers greatly when faced with unique spaces and concepts. Additionally, you or your 

scene partner could miss some lines or a critical piece of blocking. This will happen to everyone at some 

point in their career, and having experience with improv will help the singer keep the scene from falling 

apart. Finally, some directors give very little direction, and the singer will have to find something 

interesting and in-character to do on stage and with a scene partner. 

 

INSTRUCTIONS 

Usually played two at a time, two students start in the “scene.” The premise of the first scene can 

either be set by you, a prompt from the observing students, or by the actors themselves. The two actors 

then improvise the scene until an observing student shouts, “Freeze!” At that point, the actors in the scene 

freeze, and the observing student takes the exact same physical position as one of the two actors in the 
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scene (who then returns to the observers). From the same physical position as the person the new actor 

replaced, the new actor then begins an entirely new scene that should have nothing to do with the scene 

prior. This usually continues until each member of the class has participated in at least one scene. 

Remember to ask the class after playing how they felt about the game and why they might think it is 

beneficial. 

 

NUMBER WALK 

 This exercise was observed in Michael Shell’s Undergraduate Workshop Course at Indiana 

University. The Number Walk is yet another tool to help the students wake up their bodies and introduce 

them to the speed at which they can comfortably move onstage – and, just as important, the speeds that 

are uncomfortable for them as well.  

Have the students walk around the room and challenge them to try to avoid walking in a circle or 

making “laps” around the room. Have them walk as slowly as possible, establishing that this pace is 

considered 1. Increase the numbers to 10, which should be a full-out sprint. A neutral, regular walking 

pace should be around 4. Then, call out different random numbers so they can feel how their body adjusts 

to different paces of movement. Play music throughout the activity. An interesting question to pose after 

the exercise is, “What is the highest number pace you think you can move at while still singing 

comfortably?” If you feel so motivated and have the time, invite the students move at that pace while 

singing and discuss how that felt. 

 

DECK OF CARDS GAME 

This exercise is used in Michael Shell’s Undergraduate Workshop Class at Indiana University. It 

introduces status and class to the students. For example, someone who just lost their job and got caught 

outside in the rain would move differently and have a different focus than a confident lawyer or a regal 

queen.  
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Remove the jokers from a regular, 52-card deck of playing cards and establish whether aces are 

high (ranked higher than a king) or low (below a 2, the bottom of the barrel). One by one, have the 

students draw a card and keep it to themselves. Then, in silence, have the students observe each other 

walk across the room as their number. For example, a 3 might be kind of skittish, head bowed, and 

moving apologetically, where a Jack or Queen would strut across the room, head held high. After 

everyone has crossed the room, instruct the students to (silently) line up according to number. Once they 

have lined up, have them reveal their cards and see how they did. This is another exercise that would be 

useful to revisit throughout the semester if time permits. Another chance to work this game into scene 

assignments is to ask the student which card their character in each scene might be. For example, Susanna 

might be a 6, but the Count might be a King. Another point worth discussion – does a character’s “card” 

change throughout the scene? What influences those changes? 

 

CONTENTLESS SCENE 

 Repeated texts occur frequently in opera. Add the extra barrier of a foreign language, and it can 

be even more difficult for a singer to imbue meaning and intent into the texts of their arias and scenes. To 

practice this, consider assigning the students some “contentless scenes.” In Acting Techniques for Opera, 

LizBeth Abeyta Lucca describes a contentless scene as “one where the text has very little dramatic 

content… Working with contentless scenes is great exercise for the acting instrument. There is nothing in 

the scene except what you put in.”

11
 

 She includes an example of a contentless scene with ideas for motivation: 

Person 1: Hello 
Person 2: Hi. 
Person 1: How are you today? 
Person 2: Couldn’t be better.  
Person 1: Well, that’s great.  
Person 2: Yeah. 
Person 1: Bye. 
 

 

11
 LizBeth Abeyta Lucca, Acting Techniques for Opera (Pomona, CA: Vivace Opera 2007), 120. 
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Run this scene with the following different circumstances: 

• You are both great friends and have not seen each other in a while. 

• You are both great friends, but Person 1 is totally unaware that Person 2 is mad at her. 

• You do not know each other at all, but Person 2 is a serial killer, choosing the next victim. 

• Person 1 mistakenly thinks Person 2 is dying of cancer.

12
 

 

Having the students watch each other’s performances and guess what their classmates’ circumstances are 

will help them to unpack how elements like inflection, dynamic choices, body language, and pacing can 

make a significant difference in a performance. Because singing an opera or musical theatre scene does 

not always allow for liberties in timing and inflection, intent, facial expressions, and body language are 

that much more important. 

 Games like these and others that individual instructors may utilize are also important to build the 

camaraderie of the group. A class like Opera Workshop, which requires lots of teamwork throughout the 

semester, operates best when there is a level of trust between the students. We can look to social cognitive 

theory for deeper insight. According to Schunk et al.’s book Motivation in Education: Theory, Research, 

and Applications, “Social cognitive processes also are influential in group situations. Group motivation 

operates according to many of the same principles that apply to individual motivation: having goals and 

receiving feedback indicating goal progress, feeling efficacious about performing well, holding positive 

outcome expectations, and attributing success to such factors as ability, effort, and strategy use.”

13
 

Hopefully the class will begin to form a culture of community and feel as though they can trust each other 

as fellow musicians and scene partners. 

 

APPLICATION OF SPECIFIC ACTING METHODS 

 This document does not adhere to one “method” of acting, although certainly ideas and exercises 

from the great acting teachers Sanford Meisner, Uta Hagen, and Constantin Stanislavski offer a wide 

array of acting techniques from which to draw inspiration. While Meisner and Hagen’s concepts are 

 

12
 Ibid. 

13
 Dale H. Schunk, Judith R. Meece, and Paul R. Pintrich, Motivation in Education: Theory, 

Research, and Applications (New York, NY: Pearson Education Limited, 2014), 187. 
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important to acting training, both were students of Stanslavski. Because of this, it would be worthwhile to 

look at Stanislavski’s ideas about acting. Charles Metten is quoted in Alan E. Hicks’ book Singing and 

Actor: Acting Techniques and the Operatic Performer as describing Stanislavski’s “system” as follows:  

1. For the gaining of truth in a role the actor can use life experience, observations, 
and imagination upon which to build. The actor should not try to wipe out his or her 

personality but rather use it advantageously for the role. 

2. The actor makes a role consistently believable by concentrating upon the “through actions” of the 
character or upon his or her main drives, which can be found by a careful study of the script. He 

or she concentrates on these and the other actors rather than on the audience. 

3. The actor must adhere to the script. 
4. The actor strives for ensemble. 
5. An actor must have technique, i.e., a flexible, expressive, and controlled voice and body with 

which to express the inner reality of his or her role. 

6. An actor should play simply and naturally. 
7. The actor should respect his or her work and colleagues in the theatre, always maintaining an 

individual discipline as well as helping contribute to a group discipline.

14
 

There are many different theories of acting, and the research and potential application of these 

methods to an undergraduate workshop course will be left to the discretion of the instructor for the 

purposes of this document. Should there only be time to discuss one acting method throughout the course 

of a semester, consider focusing on Stanislavski, as his work inspired those other famous teachers 

mentioned above. In Hicks’s words, “Though little is known of his success with singers, Stanislavski’s 

work as a theatre teacher spawned many great actors and many schools of thought, all striving toward the 

same ideal. Among the practitioners and, ultimately, carriers of the acting torch were Uta Hagen… [and] 

Sanford Meisner…”

15
 

If you are interested in further reading concerning the application of specific acting methods to 

operatic performers, Alan E. Hicks’s book Singing and Actor: Acting Techniques and the Operatic 

Performer (referenced above) discusses these topics in depth and includes helpful charts and examples 

with characters from the operatic canon.

 

14 Charles Metten, “Artist and Lawgiver of the Russian Stage,” Educational Theatre Journal 14 
(March 1962): 44, quoted in Alan E. Hicks, Singer and Actor: Acting Technique and the Operatic 
Performer (Milwaukee, WI: Amadeus Press, 2011), 16. 

15
 Alan E. Hicks, Singer and Actor: Acting Technique and the Operatic Performer (Milwaukee, 

WI: Amadeus Press, 2011), 20. 
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Chapter 4: Movement Exercises 

Physically warming up the body in some way is important for both young singers who are still 

working on body awareness and seasoned singers alike. It is certainly as important as warming up the 

voice for an opera workshop course, especially if it is held earlier in the day. Some instructors may 

choose to make warm-ups a way to begin every class; others may opt to introduce some warm-ups early 

in the semester and use class time for other purposes with the hopes that students will warm themselves 

up before class begins.  

Physical warm-ups prove doubly important when discussing acting techniques, as it is difficult to 

properly use and feel emotion through a stiff, “sleepy” body. In Heather Lyle’s book Vocal Yoga: The Joy 

of Breathing Singing and Sounding, she also advises that warming up the body is “strongly advised for 

singers and actors before singing or acting. In singing and acting, our body is our instrument; so the first 

thing we want to do is check in with our body.”

1
 Developing a routine of physical warm-ups can also help 

the student understand when they might be unknowingly holding tension, a concept Lyle refers to as 

“bracing” and one that can be caused by deep emotional stress or anxiety. “The physical being believes 

that if we do not breathe, we will not feel. Many people who suffer a strong heart-breaking experience 

will not breathe into the chest. Our voices can be affected by emotional trauma. We can actually get 

‘choked up’ when we are filled with emotion.”

2
 Guiding students through regular physical warm-ups that 

include breathwork can also help reduce performance anxiety. “Psychologists often instruct their patients 

to do deep breathing exercises during anxiety attacks… breathing deeply and diaphragmatically… results 

in relaxation of the body and mind.”

3
 

 

1
 Heather Lyle, Vocal Yoga: The Joy of Breathing Singing and Sounding (Pacific Palisades, CA: 

Bluecat Music & Publishing 2014), 11. 

2
 Ibid, 7. 

3 Ibid, 51. 
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The first three physical warm-ups listed below are from Mark Ross Clark’s Singing, Acting, and 

Movement in Opera: A Guide to Singer-getics:  

1. Warm-up 
 

Objective: Releasing tension, feeling the weight of the arms from the shoulders so that the 
hands/arms/shoulders do not rise during singing. 

 

Directions: Start by shrugging shoulders, loosening them up, and shaking out the arms. Add loose 
twists, swinging the arms. Bend at the hips, and touching the floor, allow the weight of the head 

and arms to hang until all of the tension is released. Then slowly “roll up vertebra by vertebra to a 

vertical position. 

 

2. Pendulum Swing 
 

Objective: Releasing the tension of the shoulder/neck area, awareness of the weight of the arms 
that will affect the gesture. 

 

Directions: Let the weight of your upper body fall to the floor, bending at the hips, swing 
sweeping the floor, then swing into a sustained position back and arms parallel to the floor. Lift 

your shoulders as high as possible, then let go. Feel the weight of the arms. 

 

3. Stretching 
 

Objective: Developing focus while engaged in a physical task. 
 

Directions: From lying down on the back position, lift the head and find a point on which to fix 
your focus. It can be an object on the wall or ceiling, or something imaginary. Begin as slowly as 

possible to move upward, continuing to breathe and to keep the focus fixed. This movement can 

be practiced to a standing position. It is a very important exercise to find focus and sustain energy 

simultaneously.

 4
 

 

A brief word on the above warm-ups – remember that modifications may be necessary for 

students depending on their physical abilities. Additionally, adding vocalization to any of these exercises 

would help the singer transition into singing. For example, once the stretching exercise has been done a 

few times in class, you could have the students sing a phrase while rising from lying flat to standing. 

Then, have them sing the same phrase while slowly reversing the exercise, going from standing to the 

initial position flat on the floor. 

 

4
 Mark Ross Clark, Singing, Acting, and Movement in Opera: A Guide to Singer-getics 

(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2002), 6. 
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Please also keep in mind that touching the students, whether to demonstrate a point or in a staging 

rehearsal, needs to be carefully considered. Simply asking permission is not always sufficient. As Lynn 

Helding describes in her book The Musician’s Mind: Teaching, Learning, and Performance in the Age of 

Brain Science, “Due to the asymmetrical power dynamic inherent in the teacher-student relationship, the 

student may not feel free to say no… Students should know that they have the fundamental right to forbid 

touching – even if doing so creates awkwardness or anxiety.”

5
 For the comfort and protection of everyone 

in the classroom or rehearsal space, always ask for permission before touching. With your students, 

review the importance of keeping blocking that involves touch consistent. 

 

LABAN MOVEMENT 

 Laban Movement is a theory of movement developed by choreographer Rudolf Laban. The goal 

of studying these movements is to provide your students with frameworks of movement to help with 

character study and development. Todd Espeland describes Laban Movement in his article “The Eight 

Efforts: Laban Movement” on theatrefolk.com: Initially a tool for dancers, Laban’s Eight Efforts “help an 

actor both physically and emotionally identify and play characters who are different from themselves.”

6
 A 

discussion of Laban Movement and time dedicated to trying it out will greatly benefit your students, as it 

will give them specific and easily understood ideas to apply to their characters. Laban Movement 

techniques should be introduced early in the semester. Espeland goes on to introduce Laban as “a 

movement theorist, a choreographer, and a dancer. He is considered a pioneer of modern dance.

7
” The 

below description of Laban’s Eight Efforts is taken directly from his blog article: 

Laban categorized human movement into four component parts: 

• Direction 
• Weight 
• Speed 
• Flow 

 

5
 Lynn Helding, The Musician’s Mind: Teaching, Learning, and Performance in the Age of Brain 

Science (London: Rowman and Littlefield, 2020), 138. 
6 Todd Espeland, “The Eight Efforts: Laban Movement,” Theatrefolk: The Drama Teacher 

Resource Company, https://www.theatrefolk.com/blog/the-eight-efforts-laban-movement/. 

7
 Ibid. 
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Each of those parts has two elements: 

• Direction is either direct or indirect. 
• Weight is either heavy or light. 
• Speed is either quick or sustained.  
• Flow is either bound or free. 

 

So, for example, if you’re looking at Flow and the movement is bound, then it’s very tight. It’s 

very held in. Think uptight businessman or administrator. Whereas someone who moves freely is 

the opposite of bound. Think of children. They are always running, always free. And if you’re 

looking at direction, you’re either moving toward something directly or you’re meandering 

toward it. 

 

Laban then combined these parts together to create The Eight Efforts: 

• Wring 
• Press 
• Flick 
• Dab 
• Glide 
• Float 
• Punch  
• Slash 

 

For each effort, Laban identified which component parts were to be used. For example: 

For WRING 

• The Direction is Indirect 
• The Weight is Heavy 
• The Speed is Sustained 
• The Flow is Bound 
• Speed is either quick or sustained.  
• Flow is either bound or free.8 

 

Todd Espeland also created useful charts of the Eight Laban Efforts and a worksheet for students, 

which are downloadable from the same blog entry referenced several times throughout this section. A 

worksheet for students of Opera Workshop can also be found in the Appendix.  

To introduce these ideas to your class, distribute the handout and discuss the basic concepts for a 

few minutes. At that point, have them use the space and practice moving across it within the constraints 

 

8
 Ibid. 
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(or lack thereof) of the various efforts. It may be helpful to offer suggestions, such as “Push a 700-pound 

boulder across the room” for Press and “Pretend your feet aren’t touching the ground” for Float. If your 

class seems to respond well to the Laban Efforts, incorporate them into their character study. The Efforts 

also open opportunities for discussions around different stock characters and their go-to movements. For 

example, how would a murderous villain move? How would a heroic tenor move? How would a more 

parental, warm person move? Consider circumstances, too – Suor Angelica may move differently before 

and after she finds out about the tragic fate of her son. A further step would be naming different 

characters from the worlds of opera and musical theatre that we would associate with each effort.
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Chapter 5: Repertoire Selection 

Once you have heard your singers, gotten to know their personalities, and worked with them on 

movement and acting exercises, scene selection will hopefully be an easy step. Even though the students 

may not be performing the entire work, it is important that they familiarize themselves with the entire 

opera. In Mary Elaine Wallace’s book Upstage, Downstage: A Handbook for Educational Opera 

Directors, she explains that “The students should be assigned roles which are sufficiently challenging to 

motivate and interest them but which they can master and present credibly. This means that the best 

singers and musicians will get the most difficult parts and others will get less demanding roles.”

1
 Be 

cautious when assigning “stretch” scenes to students – better to give them a scene that is a bit too simple 

where they can shine rather than something that is too difficult, which could frustrate them and their scene 

partners. You can also consider assigning certain students to cover or understudy other students in their 

roles as an opportunity for them to get more experience with role preparation. 

You will likely have more treble voices than tenor/bass/baritone voices and coming up with 

repertoire that is suitable and varied for a class of 6 sopranos, 2 mezzos and a baritone (for example) can 

seem daunting. If you find yourself searching for scene ideas, check with the voice faculty members. 

They know their students well, and may have some suggestions. It might also be worth checking previous 

opera workshop programs, if they are available. While you may want to avoid most scenes performed 

recently, scenes from five years ago are more than fair game. Finally, be sure to consult Mary Elaine 

Wallace’s books Opera Scenes for Class and Stage and More Opera Scenes for Class and Stage: from 

One Hundred Selected Operas. She has scenes from many operas broken down by vocal range, length, 

and most importantly, how many voices (and which types of voices) in each scene. While these resources 

 

1
 Mary Elaine Wallace, Upstage, Downstage: A Handbook for Educational Opera Directors 

(Canyon, TX: National Opera Association, 1992), 23. 
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are not recent (the later book is published in 1990), they do cover a significant amount of repertoire and 

are worth consulting. Some scene ideas are also included in the Appendix. 

One of the first steps after the scene assignments have been distributed is for the student to sit 

down with the score and either watch or listen to the opera. When assigning scenes, check with your 

institution’s music library and see what they have on-hand. Putting recordings, scores, and DVDs on 

reserve might be a good idea. If your institution has access to the MET HD Player, let the students know 

it is available. If you are trying to decide between two different scenes, perhaps the number of resources 

available to the students could be the deciding factor. Also check the availability of the Nico Castel IPA 

and translations for the selected scenes.  

It helps to have a scanned version of the scores available on-line for the students to access (and 

print). The scanned version is ideal, as it will help assure that you, the students, and the pianist are all 

working from the same edition. Do keep students with disabilities in mind, as well - be ready to print 

enlarged versions of the scenes or allow extra time for their study, for example. Finally, when assigning 

the scenes, communicate your expectations clearly. Make sure the students know exactly when they need 

to be off book, when staging rehearsals will begin, and the level of preparedness you expect from each 

step. For your reference, checklists for teachers and students are included below. 

 

SCENE ASSIGNMENT CHECKLIST FOR TEACHERS 

• Clearly indicate in the music where scenes begin and end. 

• Clearly indicate which edition of the score you want to use. It’s easiest to upload and share a 

scanned copy of the scene if possible. 

• Clearly communicate to the students when their scenes need to be off book (memorized). Try to 

choose a firm date with no “wiggle room.” 

• Confirm that the students have access to the Role Prep Worksheet. It’s preferable to have on-line 

access, but having a stack of them to physically hand out can work, too. 

• Check with your institution’s library to assess available resources for the students, including: 



 

 26 

• Nico Castel translations and IPA of the libretti 

• DVD or streamed recordings available to the students 

• CD or streamed audio recordings available to the students 

N.B. If you have any students with cognitive or physical accessibility issues (auditory, visual, etc.), 

confirm that there is a fair and sufficient substitution for them. 

 

SCENE ASSIGNMENT CHECKLIST FOR STUDENTS 

• Research the piece - when it was written, the composer, what else the composer wrote.  

• If there is source material for the opera, it’s worth at least researching if not reading/watching 

entirely.  

• For example: If you’re doing a scene from Gounod’s Roméo et Juliette, it’s worth reading 

the corresponding scene in Shakespeare’s play.  

• Double check the score that you have is the right edition (Ricordi, Schirmer, Bärenreiter, etc). 

• If the score is an uploaded scan, double check that no pages are missing and no text or 

musical staves are cut off. (If they are, let your teacher know). 

• Print out several copies. I recommend the following copies: 

• One “clean,” unmarked copy for yourself (helpful if you ever revisit the scene or 

need a last-minute copy for a pianist). 

• One “working” copy to highlight, write-in musical notes, IPA, translations, 

dramatic ideas, etc.  

• One copy for your pianist/coach. 

• One copy for your teacher (if they usually ask for copies of your music, this 

would be no exception). 

• Make sure your copies are clean, nothing is cut-off, and they’re all double-sided 

and hole punched. They should be in a binder. 

 



 

 27 

* If your teacher or pianist feel more comfortable with an electronic version of the score, provide that for 

them. There is still find value in having a physical copy, as many find it easier to cleanly write in 

translations, IPA, blocking, etc. Be sure to check with your instructor first. 

 

WHILE you watch and/or listen to the entire opera with the score and translation in front of you… 

• “Track” your character. Listen to what other characters say about them. Watch how they interact 

with other characters. Watch how the actor playing your character moves on the stage. Do you 

think they’re representing the character well? Do you find inspiration in any of the ways they’re 

portraying the character? Do you think you’d like to play the character differently in any way? 

 

AFTER you have listened to and/or watched the entire opera with the score and translation in front 

of you… 

• Time for score prep! 

• OPTIONAL FIRST STEP: If the score feels really “cramped’ and the text is tough to 

read, this is often due to having two languages in the score. One option to make more 

room for your notes and translations is to white out the other language on your “working” 

copy. This can be kind of tedious, but ultimately makes for a speedier learning process. 

• Highlight your part. 

• Highlight in a DIFFERENT color any important musical markings, including: 

• Measure or “box” numbers 

• Key signature changes 

• Time signature changes 

• Tempo markings 

• Fermate or grand pauses 

• Dynamics 
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N.B. Please note that some scores will have more musical “stuff” than others. If 

you’re doing the Laundry Scene from Mark Adamo’s Little Women, there will be 

a bit more highlighter work than most any Mozart scene. 

• If the scene is in a foreign language: write in the word-for-word translation. The Nico Castel 

translations, though not perfect, are your best friend here. Write in what you are saying and what 

other characters in the scene are saying, too. What people are saying to you is just as 

important as what you say to them. 

• Write in the phrasal translations if the word-for-word English translation doesn’t make sense. 

• Write in the IPA, even if you don’t think you need it. Questions may arise in the music (or 

sometimes even staging) rehearsals, and it’s much easier to reference the IPA when it’s already in 

your score.  

N.B. Please note - for some scenes, the translations won’t be available in the Nico Castel books. Check 

with your teacher if you can’t find translations or IPA. In rare cases, you may have to translate the scene 

yourself. If this is the case, try to get all the members of the scene, your musical coach, and your teacher 

together to agree on translations and work through it together. 
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Chapter 6: Role Preparation and Rehearsal 

A discussion of acting “clues” in the music could inform the students and help them further apply 

their character through the music. The composer often gives clues as to when dramatic beats occur and 

change through things like fermate, tempo or key changes, or dynamic changes. Included here are some 

questions to help guide conversations about common musical styles in opera, and how they might inform 

your students’ role and musical preparation. This work is as effective applied to scene work as it is to 

arias, but arias will likely require a bit more imagination and filling in the gaps than a fully staged scene. 

Is there a fermata after a cadenza? Why do you think the composer included it? Are any of your lines 

intended to be performed as “asides?” Are they an aside to yourself, to the audience, or perhaps to another 

character? Are there any substantial interludes in your scene? Why are they there? 

 Additionally, repertoire often includes melismas or cadenzas on the same syllable of text (or just 

on “Ah!”). Is your character singing this cadenza in reaction to a thought or feeling, or are they processing 

several emotions at the same time? Does your character have repeated text? Did the composer have the 

character repeat the text for a specific reason? How can you as the actor convey different emotions 

through your character with each repeated phrase? How different can you make them while still 

maintaining the integrity of your vocal technique and the scene itself? Challenge your students to take 

risks and write in subtextual ideas for each repeated phrase. Included here is an example of ideas 

regarding an aria’s subtext. This demonstrates how a young singer might add blocking ideas (imaginary if 

performed in an audition or possibly real if you stage their arias or if they are part of a bigger scene) and 

subtextual thoughts to help motivate repeated text in “Vedrai, carino” from W.A. Mozart’s Don 

Giovanni.1 

 

 

1
 Robert L. Larsen, ed., Arias for Soprano (New York, NY: G. Schirmer, 1991), 59. 
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Example 1 – Motivating repeated text. 

Slow, beckon Masetto with eyes 

Sharp look 
toward Masetto Turn toward Masetto Masetto slowly raises to his 

knees. Reaction: Fake 
surprise (He’s not really hurt 
that badly, right?) 

Encourage him! Subtext: You 
feel better! Subtext: I’m so proud of you! 

Subtext: Do you know 
how much I love you? 

Subtext: Do you 
REALLY know? 

Subtext: Let 
me show you: 

Subtext: Come here and 
let me hug you – gesture 
to Masetto 

On rest, Masetto embraces 



 

 31 

CHARACTER STUDY 

 Now that the scenes have been assigned, try to meet with the various sets of scene partners to 

discuss their character development. If time permits, you could first meet with each student individually. 

Have them come prepared to answer the below listed questions about their character. 

GENERAL 

• What is your character’s full name (if known)? 

• Do they have any nicknames? How else are they referenced throughout the opera? 

• How old are you? 

• Describe your family. 

• Describe your friends. 

• What’s your education level? Can you read and write? 

• Are you healthy physically? Mentally? 

• Describe an average day in your life. 

• Are you married? Engaged? Have a crush on someone? Describe them and what you like and 

dislike about them. 

• Describe your relationship to ALL characters you encounter in the opera, not just the ones in your 

scene. 

 

SCENE SPECIFIC – SETTING THE STAGE 

• What do you need for this scene (props, furniture – things you or other characters specifically 

mention)? 

• What could also be used? Think: table, chair, hand mirror, bench, blanket, etc.  

• If there was lighting for this scene, how should it be lit? Dimly and mysteriously? Sunny and 

happy? Describe it. 

• Who MUST be onstage? 
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• Who else could be onstage? 

• Where, specifically, are you? (“In a secret passageway between the banquet hall and my 

bedroom” or “We’re in the village square at a festival that’s held every May to celebrate spring.”) 

 

The other helpful list of questions to help guide the students’ character development is that spelled 

out by director Leon Major on page 11 of his book The Empty Voice: Acting Opera. If the student has 

thought about all the above questions, the five below will be easy. For each scene, have each student 

discuss the following ideas for their character: 

 Leon Major’s questions to ask in a scene 

1. Where am I coming from? 

2. Where am I going? 

3. What do I want (objective)? 

4. What is blocking me? 

5. How do I overcome this obstacle/block?

 2 
 

Later in their studies, when students move onto performing full roles, Major’s five questions will 

help prepare them for each scene in which their character appears. The rules are relatively easy to 

remember, and having at the very least thought about each of these questions will impress any director 

during the staging process. The great acting teacher Uta Hagen also structured her teaching around similar 

questions relating to character study. There is a character study worksheet in the Appendix.

 

2
 Leon Major, The Empty Voice: Acting Opera (Milwaukee, WI: Amadeus Press, 2011), 11. 
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Chapter 7: The Performance and End of Semester 

Hopefully, your students’ experience in an Opera Workshop course will culminate in a 

performance of some kind. After the performance, ideally you will have at least one class period or a 

session of some kind to discuss the students’ feelings. In “Opera Workshop: A Curriculum Guide and 

Source Materials Available,” Steven LaCosse suggests that “Soon after the performance it will be useful 

to have a debriefing. Success for the purposes of this class should be the process. Each student succeeds 

on different levels, and it is that part that should be celebrated. If he didn’t prepare as well as he could 

have, and he is able to recognize that, then this is a success for that student.”

1
 Their reactions and 

encouraging them to find positive feelings about their performances may help make that practice a habit 

for the future. Additionally, remember to ask them for feedback about the semester. Assessing what they 

found helpful and what they did not understand will help you to improve and streamline the course for 

future semesters. Allow in-class time for Student Opinion Surveys if mandated by your institution. 

 

PERFORMANCE CONSIDERATIONS FOR INSTRUCTORS 

• SPACE: Will your performance take place where you and the students have been rehearsing and 

having class regularly? If not, be sure to arrange a few rehearsals in the space before the 

performance. 

• PROGRAM: Will your performance have a program? If so, will it be physical and/or accessible 

with a QR code? Consult with your institution if necessary, as there may be a dedicated staff or 

faculty member who can take care of a program for you. Be sure to show a proof to the students 

before disseminating to confirm their names are properly listed. 

 

1
 Steven LaCosse, “Opera Workshop: A Curriculum Guide and Source Materials Available” (DM 

diss., Indiana University, 2008), 67. 
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• SUPERTITLES: If you have supertitles for the foreign language pieces, who will run them and 

how? A recommendation is to secure a volunteer (student or otherwise) who can read music and 

provide them with a copy of the music with the places where the supertitles change clearly 

indicated. In an ideal situation, the volunteer can attend a rehearsal ahead of time to rehearse the 

supertitles. Making supertitles for the scenes is something students can do themselves for each of 

their scenes and can even be used as an extra credit project if one is needed. 

In the case of many undergraduate vocal programs, there is significant ground to cover when it 

comes to acting training. Keep in mind when planning and teaching undergraduate opera workshop 

courses that this may be your students’ first time featured on any stage since high school, and everyone 

will react differently in that scenario. Also, remember that you cannot possibly cover every element of 

stagecraft in a semester. Prioritizing which topics to cover extensively and which to briefly study is not 

only encouraged, but necessary with consideration to the time constraints of a semester. Finally, 

remember to always and needs of your students at the top of your list of priorities. 
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Chapter 8: Assignment and Assessment Ideas 

Because Opera Workshop is a performance-based course, it makes sense for most of the graded 

work to be directly related to performance targets. However, including a writing component allows 

students who express themselves better on paper to have an opportunity to share their thoughts. Also, 

some institutions prefer that a course have a writing component even when it is not the primary focus of 

the course. With that in mind, here are some assignment suggestions. 

Musical Theatre Listening Assignment:  Pick approximately ten musicals from different genres. 

Have the students listen to a cast album (preferably the Original London or Broadway Cast), and answer 

questions about them. Then, on pre-determined dates, discuss the musicals as a class. You can also have 

students sign up to lead discussions about the musicals – in this case, the students would submit 

discussion questions in advance. A sample discussion leader sign-up sheet and guided questions can be 

found in the Appendix. 

Opera Viewing Assignment: the goal for this assignment is to expose students to a wide variety of 

operatic repertoire. Moving chronologically from Handel to present day, choose some scenes and arias 

from each major era or composer for the students to watch. Some ideas for categories include: bel canto, 

Mozart, American, French Grand, and Wagner. This assignment is most easily completed for institutions 

with access to the MET HD Player, but the instructor can use scenes from YouTube if the HD Player is 

not an option. Have the students write about each category and discuss their comments in class. Like the 

musical theatre assignment described above, you can also use discussion leaders for this assignment. 

Guided questions for the Opera Viewing Assignment can be found in the Appendix. 

Having these scenes and soundtracks as topics for discussion provides a positive opportunity for 

students who might feel more comfortable expressing themselves through conversation than they do 

through performance. In Colleen M. Conway and Thomas M. Hodgman’s Teaching Music in Higher 

Education, some advantages of including discussion are: 
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• “Discussion gives students time to think and form opinions about class content… 

• Discussion gives students an opportunity to speak in their own words. 

• Discussion provides a setting for immediate feedback from colleagues and/or the 

instructor.”

1
 

A note about course structure: the structure for this course can vary greatly from class to class. 

The ideal balance includes enough time for the instructor to get to know the students and their voices, and 

sufficient time to rehearse the music and stage the scenes themselves. This may require some class 

sessions where the collaborative pianist is in one space rehearsing a scene’s music with students and the 

instructor is in another space staging a different scene with other students. In the end, students will need 

to be responsible for independently learning most of their music for the final performance outside of class 

time.  

When considering assessment for this course, finding an appropriate and fair balance between 

somewhat subjective factors like quality of performance and clear grading components like attendance 

can be difficult. Students and educators alike can have a complicated relationship with grading – as 

Catherine J. Denial says in her book A Pedagogy of Kindness: 

Grades are complicated, not least because they are a proxy for a host of feelings about belonging,  

not belonging, success, failure, and choice. To one student they might represent the extrinsic  

motivation they need to organize their time and do well… for another, they might generate  

paralyzing anxiety. For one educator, they might provide a clear way to provide feedback… for  

another, they may represent something that feels crushing antithetical to what they became an 

educator to do.

2
 

 

When planning memorization deadlines and setting performance expectations, it is also important to 

consider the underlying ableism present in academia. As Denial puts it,  

The way that many people do college is predicated upon physical and mental ability: the liberty to  

move around easily, to have a reasonable supply of energy each day, to be free from lasting pain,  

to be able to easily organize one’s thoughts, to moderate sensory input, to distinguish between  

real threats to the self and threats that seem real because of psychological conditioning, for  

 

1
 Colleen M. Conway and Thomas M. Hodgman, Teaching Music in Higher Education (New 

York, NY: Oxford University Press 2009), 115. 

2
 Catherine J. Denial, A Pedagogy of Kindness (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press 2024), 

72. 



 

 37 

example.

3
 

 

Many of the expectations of a “typical college student” mirror expectations of a typical performer. Being 

aware that your students may need accommodations and having a plan in place to adapt to students who 

may need more time for staging a scene or extra coachings to learn their music. 

 If preparation is part of the students’ grade (as in the sample syllabus located in Appendix B), 

having a rubric of what is expected as a part of this grade will assist the students in understanding your 

expectations and allow you to assess the students fairly. According to Marilla D. Svinicki and Wilbert J. 

McKeachie’s McKeachie’s Teaching Tips: Strategies, Research, and Theory for College and University 

addressing the students’ self-regulation (i.e. role preparation, both dramatic and musical) throughout the 

course would include consideration of the following processes: 

“(1) organize and manage their approach to reaching a learning goal 

(2) keep them on target and warn them if they are not making sufficient progress toward meeting the goal 

in a timely and effective manner, and  

(3) build up a repertoire of effective strategies that they can call on in the future to complete similar 

tasks.”

4
 

 

CONCLUSION 

 Undergraduate opera workshop courses serve as an important moment in the development of 

young singers. This course is an opportunity for the student to learn how to learn – how to break down the 

seemingly daunting task of performing an operatic scene – sometimes in a language foreign to them – and 

bring it to life both dramatically and musically. As their instructor, you can encourage your students to be 

strong colleagues and help them identify areas they can improve. Whether that is developing stronger 

onstage skills or gaining confidence with their musicality or simply the opportunity to practice 

 

3
 Ibid, 65. 

4
 Marilla D. Svinicki and Wilbert J. McKeachie, McKeachie’s Teaching Tips: Strategies, 

Research, and Theory for College and University Teachers (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, Cengage 
Learning, 2014), 300. 
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performance, the ideas in this project will help you support your goals for the students and, perhaps more 

importantly, the goals the students set for themselves. Meet the students where they are when they walk in 

the class, and help them to be stronger and more confident in even one area of performance by the end of 

the semester, and you have done your job. 
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Appendix A: Worksheets and Assignments 

OPERA WORKSHOP PRE-COURSE SURVEY 

Name:_______________________ 

Nickname or Preferred Name:__________________________________ 

Pronouns:_________________________ Voice Type:__________________ 

Year:____________ Teacher:_______________________ 

Please describe your stage experience and list any highlights that are important to you. 

This can include opera roles, opera choruses, musical theatre, dance, straight theatre, etc. 

(Feel free to use the back for extra space.) 

 

 

Please list three goals for this course. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

What arias are you working on right now or have you worked on recently? 

 

What are some of your favorite operas? How about musicals or operettas? 

 

What questions do you have for me?
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LABAN MOVEMENT WORKSHEET 

Effort Direction Speed Weight Flow 

Punch Direct Quick Heavy Bound 

Dab Direct Quick Light Bound 

Press Direct Sustained Heavy Bound 

Glide Direct Sustained Light Free 

Slash Indirect Quick Heavy Free 

Flick Indirect Quick Light Free 

Wring Indirect Sustained Heavy Bound 

Float Indirect Sustained Light Free 
 

1. Name 3-5 example characters for each effort. The characters can be from opera, musical theatre, 
tv, books, anything that will work as a strong reference for you. (Try to include at least one operatic 
or musical theatre character). 
  

 PUNCH: ________________________________________________________________ 
 

DAB: ___________________________________________________________________ 
 
PRESS: _________________________________________________________________ 
 
GLIDE: _________________________________________________________________ 
 
SLASH: _________________________________________________________________ 
 
FLICK: _________________________________________________________________ 
 
WRING: ________________________________________________________________ 
 
FLOAT: _________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
2. Consider the scene and roles assigned to you this semester. Which Laban efforts might work for 
your portrayal of these characters? Your scene might call on your character to utilize multiple 
efforts.
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Character and Scene Study Worksheet 

Review the entire plot of the piece. Know what happens before and after the scene, 
especially for your character. 
 
What is your character’s full name (if known)? 
•	Do they have any nicknames? How else are they referenced throughout the production? 
•	How old are you? 
•	Describe your family. 
•	Describe your friends. 
•	What’s your education? Can you read and write? 
•	Are you healthy physically? Mentally? 
•	Describe an average day in your life. 
•	Are you married? Engaged? Have a crush on someone? Describe them and what you like  
and dislike about them. 
 
 
•	Describe your relationship to ALL characters you encounter in the piece, not just the  
ones in your scene.  
 
 
 
Be able to answer the following questions… 
 

1. Where am I coming from? 
 
2. Where am I going? 
 
3. What do I want (objective)? 
 
4. What is blocking me?  
 
5. How do I overcome this obstacle/block?
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Musical Theater Listening Assignment Example 

MUSICAL Description of cover on Spotify 

SHOW BOAT Music Theater of Lincoln Center Cast Recording (1966), yellow and black album cover 

OKLAHOMA! 1952 Studio Cast Recording - white cover with blue sky/cornfield cover 

MY FAIR LADY 1956 Original Broadway Cast Recording (white cover with pink and tan letters) 

 

 

Find the above listed musical theatre albums and listen to the recordings. Then,  write your 

thoughts about what you heard. 1-2 pages is fine. No need for complete sentences, bulleted lists are 

acceptable. Be ready to discuss these soundtracks when we meet on Thursday 9/15. 

 

Please be sure to include the following information in your assignment: 

 

• Date of premiere 
• Is this musical based on another work (book, play, movie, etc) 
• Composer and librettist 
• Address how it sounds - does the music draw from any specific style of music (Opera, 

country, pop, rap, etc)?  
• List at least 3 themes in this musical. 
• Are there any roles in this show that you’d like to play in the near/distant future? 

 

You can also consider the following questions: 

• Are there any barriers or challenges that you can see with producing this musical? 
• Do you think it would sell well with audiences? Why or why not? 

 

 

 

 



 

 43 

Opera Viewing Assignment Example 

UNIT 1 – HANDEL AND MOZART  

 

Go to the MET HD player link on the DePauw Music Library website home page. You can search by 

opera title or composer at the bottom of the MET HD page. I’ve indicated the production I’d like you to 

watch as well as the exact tracks on the track list. The track list is found as a drop down menu on the right 

side of the screen (at least on my computer). Remember to go full screen if you can’t see the subtitles!  

HANDEL 
• RODELINDA (2011 - Bicket; Fleming, etc)  

○ #10 Act I: Lo farò  

 

• GIULIO CESARE (YouTube links) 

o   Da tempeste 1 - Glydebourne - Danielle de Niese  
o   Da tempeste 2 - Sills  
o   Piangero recit - Battle (only need to watch the first 1:05)  

 

• THE ENCHANTED ISLAND (2012 - Christie; de Niese, DiDonato, etc)  

 #23 Act I: Wonderful, wonderful  

 

 

MOZART 
 

● LE NOZZE DI FIGARO  
○ 1985 Recording (Levine; Vaness, Battle, etc.) 

■  #20 Susanna, or via sortite through #26 Voi signor, qui giusto siete 
 

● COSI FAN TUTTE 
○ 2018 Recording (Robertson; Majewski, Malfi, etc) 

■ #13 Soave sia il vento 
○ 1996 Recording (Levine; Vaness, Hadley, etc) 

■ #26 Ah, che tutta in un momento through #29 Dammi un bacio 
 

● DON GIOVANNI  
○ 2000 Recording (Levine; Fleming, Kringelborn, etc) 

■ #10 Madamina, il catalogo e questo (this aria is also known as “The Catalogue 
Aria”) 

■  #15 Alfin siam liberati and  #16 La ci darem la mano 
 

○ 1990 Recording (Levine; Vaness, Mattila, etc)  
■ #52 Crudele?... and #53 Non mi dir… 

 

● DIE ZAUBERFLÖTE 
 

○ 2017 Recording (Levine; Schultz, Lewek, etc.)  
■ #9 O zittre nicht, mein lieber Sohn and #10 Ist’s denn auch Wirklichkeit… 
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Opera Viewing Response 

Please write your thoughts about these scenes. Feel free to address the below questions. Your response 

should be no more than two pages, and can be formatted as paragraphs or a bulleted list. We’ll discuss 

these operas in class on THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 15

th
. 

●  What did you notice about the style of singing?  

●  What are some differences and similarities you noticed between the stagings of these operas? 

●  We hear some examples of both secco and accompanied recitative. What does recitative sound 

like? Were there any singers who treated it especially well?  

●  Did any singers stand out to you positively or negatively? Think about their acting, vocal 

color, and musicality.  

●  How did the singers motivate repeated text dramatically and musically?  

●  Any roles you’d like to play?  

●  What are some of the challenges to think about when producing any of these works? What 

about when preparing the roles as a singer?  

●  Did anything surprise you in any of these productions?  

●  Did you have a favorite production? Any opinions about updating or changing the settings of 

these operas? 
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Sample Musical Theater and Opera Discussion Sign-Up Sheet 

     
OPERA 
SIGN-UP     

     

Unit Composer/Genre Due Date Discussion Date Name 

1 Handel 2.15 9:00 PM Thu Feb 16  

1 Mozart 2.15 9:00 PM Thu Feb 16  

     

2 Bel Canto (Donizetti, Rossini, Bellini) 3.1 9:00 PM Thu Mar 2  

2 
French Grand (Bizet, Gounod, Massenet, 

Offenbach) 3.1 9:00 PM Thu Mar 2  

     

3 Verdi 3.22 9:00 PM Thu Mar 23  

3 Puccini 3.22 9:00 PM Thu Mar 23  

     

4 Wagner 4.12 9:00pm Thu Apr 13  

4 Strauss 4.12 9:00pm Thu Apr 13  

     

5 
English/American (Britten, Blanchard, Adams, 

Adamo) 5.10 9:00 PM Thu May 11  

     

     

     
MUSICAL 
THEATRE 
SIGN UP     

     

Unit SHOW (Year of Broadway Premiere) Due Date Discussion Date Name 

1 Show Boat (1927) 2.15 9:00 PM Thu Feb 16  

1 West Side Story (1957) 2.15 9:00 PM Thu Feb 16  

     

2 The Sound of Music (1959) 3.1 9:00 PM Thu Mar 2  

2 Camelot (1960) 3.1 9:00 PM Thu Mar 2  
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3 Company (1970) 3.22 9 PM Thu Mar 23  

3 Godspell (1976) 3.22 9 PM Thu Mar 23  

     

4 The Phantom of the Opera (1988) 4.12 9 PM Thu Apr 13  

4 Rent (1996) 4.12 9 PM Thu Apr 13  

     

5 Hadestown (2019) 5.10 9 PM Thu May 11  

5 A Strange Loop (2022) 5.10 9 PM Thu May 11  
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Appendix B: Sample Syllabus 

IMAGINARY University  
School of Music  
SPRING 2032  

Course Title: MUS 24601A – Undergraduate Opera Workshop 

Professor:  
Room:  

Email:  

Phone:  

Class Meetings:  

Office Hours:   

COURSE DESCRIPTION  

● Develop artistic excellence, creativity, and critical thinking skills as the foundation for all you do.  

● Growing your comfort level on-stage, including acting/storytelling while singing.  

● Develop skills to learn how to engage audiences, paying special attention to access, inclusivity, 

and awareness.  

● Explore the process of role-preparation.  

● Learn more about what is expected of professional performers.  

 

COURSE OBJECTIVES & STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES  

● Students will explore acting techniques and stage movement.  

● Students will prepare roles and perform scenes from the operatic, musical theater, and operetta 

canons.  

● Students will develop a comprehensive knowledge and thorough understanding of their assigned 

roles and scenes.  

● Students will use their knowledge and skills to present musically engaging and 

believable performances.  

REQUIRED MATERIALS  

Students are encouraged to purchase original scores of all assigned repertoire. 

Once scenes and pieces are assigned, student must have the following for all repertoire: 

-One clean copy of music  

-One copy of music for notetaking (including IPA/word-for-word  



 

 48 

  translations when relevant)  

*Both copies can be electronic if the student brings their tablet to class, consistently, and it is 

fully charged. The format of their electronic copy must be one with which the student is able to 

take and save notes. The student may not use a laptop or cell phone for their music. 

MASKING POLICY: As of 8.17.22, masks are no longer required for students or faculty on a regular 
basis. However, you may always wear a mask in our class if you’d feel more comfortable doing so. Some 

reasons for that may include a recent illness or exposure to COVID-19, a recent trip or situation where 

you were in a large crowd, or if you simply feel like you may be getting sick. I will not be wearing a 

mask in our lessons unless I feel unwell or have recently traveled; however, if you’d prefer me to wear a 

mask, please let me know and I’d be more than happy to put one on. ALSO – this policy may change as 

the semester progresses. We will follow the direction of Imaginary University. 

 

 

GRADING  

The final grade will be based on the student's effort in the preparation and presentation of repertoire. 

The grade will consist of the following components:  

50% - Attendance and Participation, Punctuality  
30% - Preparation  
20% - Written Work & Other Assignments 

Attendance and Participation: Attendance is required for all class sessions. If you are sick and/or 
physically unable to attend class, you are expected to contact me no later than 7:00am before class time 

(via e-mail) for it to be considered an excused absence. If you are unable to attend for any other purpose, 

you are expected to contact me as soon as possible. I may request written verification. Failure to contact 

me and provide the appropriate communication before class will result in an unexcused absence. After 
one unexcused absence, the second unexcused absence will result in a 5% reduction of your Attendance 

and Participation grade, 3

rd 
will be an additional 6%, and so on. PLEASE do everything in your power to 

attend staging days especially, as those are difficult to make up. If you are unable to attend a staging 

rehearsal, it may result in your removal from the scene, or the scene being removed from the final 

performance.  

If you miss a staging rehearsal that you are called for and do not communicate with me in a timely 

manner, your Attendance grade will drop 3% regardless of the reason. I must know by 10:00am if you 
will be absent, especially for staging rehearsals. If you think there’s a chance you’ll be absent the night 
before, please communicate with me. Again, if you are unable to attend a staging rehearsal, it may result 

in your removal from the scene or the scene being removed from the final performance.  

Punctuality: Please be on-time for every class period. If you are running late, please email to let me 
know. After two days of tardiness (5 minutes or more late to class), your third day will be considered 

an unexcused absence. 

 

Preparation: My hope for this course is that you learn more about the process in preparing and 
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performing a role in a major work. To do this, you must be ready to work like a professional. This 

means self-regulation and time in the practice room memorizing your music and lines. This also means 

bringing your music to your voice teacher and making sure it feels comfortable technically. You must 

be prepared for all musical coachings and off-book (memorized) when staging scenes. I will do my best 

to communicate clearly what is expected to be prepared for every class. Failure to reach preparation and 

memorization targets may result in a reduced letter grade and/or scenes cut from the final performance.  

Attitude: Remember that we are seeking progress, not perfection. The energy you bring into the 
rehearsal space impacts your scene partner and the rest of the class. Do your best to come into this space 

with an open mind and positive attitude. Be willing to step outside your comfort zone and try new 

things.  

Written Work: This includes Opera Viewing Assignments, MT Listening exercises, notes about your 
scenes, songs and arias, IPA/written word-for-word translations, etc.  

 

ATTENDANCE POLICY  
 

Excused absences. Students will be excused in the following cases:  
(a) serious illness  

(b) illness or death of a family member  

(c) extra-curricular activities (University-related) with at least 2 weeks written notice.  

(d) major religious holidays -please communicate with me in advance  

(e) other circumstances found to fit “reasonable cause for nonattendance” by the professor.  

Arrangements can be made for possible extension or makeup work. Please e-mail me to request 

any excused absences as soon as you know about them.  

Students are expected to withdraw from the class if they miss two weeks of classes or more (excused 

or unexcused).  

COURSE OUTLINE  
Thu 2/2, Tue 2/7, Thu 2/9 – Mock auditions etc.  

Thu 2/9 – All scenes assigned by this date  

Tue 2/14 -Begin music rehearsals for scenes  

Wed 2/15 – UNIT 1 MATERIALS DUE BY 9:00PM  

Thu 2/16 – UNIT 1 DISCUSSIONS  

 

Wed 3/1 – UNIT 2 MATERIALS DUE BY 9:00PM  
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Thu 3/2 – UNIT 2 DISCUSSIONS  

Tue 3/14 – Sing-through – All music memorized by this date  

Thu 3/16 – Staging rehearsals begin  

Wed 3/22 – UNIT 3 MATERIALS DUE BY 9:00PM  

Thu 3/23 – UNIT 3 DISCUSSIONS 

Mon 3/27 – Fri 3/31 – Spring Break - No classes 

  

Wed 4/12 – UNIT 4 MATERIALS DUE BY 9:00PM  

Thu 4/13 – UNIT 4 DISCUSSIONS  

Tue 4/25 – Dress Rehearsal #1 – Class goes until 12:30pm  

Thu 4/27 – Dress Rehearsal #2 – Class goes until 12:30pm  

 

Tue 5/2 – Final Dress Rehearsal – Class goes until 12:30pm  

Wed 5/3 – Performance – Call time 5:00pm – 7:30pm performance  

Thu 5/4 – No class  

Tue 5/9 –Unit Discussion Makeup Day  

Wed 5/10 – UNIT 5 MATERIALS DUE BY 9:00PM  

Thu 5/11 – UNIT 5 DISCUSSIONS  

 

No final exam 

 

WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS  

For the written component of your grade (20% of your total grade), you will be expected to complete 

one of the following “paths”:  

-IF THIS IS YOUR FIRST SEMESTER OF UNDERGRADUATE OPERA 
WORKSHOP: You will complete the Opera and Musical Theater Listening/Viewing 
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Assignments. They’ll be due by 9:00pm on the dates listed.  

-IF THIS IS YOUR 2ND+ SEMESTER:  

-You will choose one musical and one operatic composer. You will lead the discussions 

about those pieces in class on the assigned dates.  

-You will listen to at least 2 different recordings of the musical you chose, and watch at least 

one full opera of the composer you select, as well as all the scenes listed for your composer on 

the worksheets.  

-You will submit 5 questions each for the musical and the composer about the content to discuss 

with the class. (Due to time constraints, you may not get to all of the questions).  

-All the above work will be due at 9:00pm on the dates listed above. I’ll give you a 

worksheet to follow.  

-We will NOT discuss any composer or musical for more than 10-12 minutes at most, so please 

be ready to moderate the timing of the discussion as well (I can keep time for you if you’d like).  

-You will choose your musical and composer at the beginning of the semester. I’ll make a sign-

up sheet available. Please take your schedule into consideration – for example, if you have a 

recital on March 3, you may want to pick a composer and musical that aren’t a part of Unit 2, 

which is due on Wed 3/1.  

-The musical and composer you choose do not have to be on the same day, but can be. 
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Appendix C: List of Attitudes 

Embarrassed  Confused  Longing  Suspicious 
Humiliated  Restless  Nervous  Isolated 
Dejected  Jittery   Tense   Murderous 
Hopeful  Sympathetic  Uneasy   Reluctant 
Elated   Mellow 
Excited   Comfortable 
Nervous  Peaceful 
Stressed  Balanced 
Hungry  Resigned 
Thirsty   Loving 
Dying   Serene 
Sickly   Warm 
Haunted  Skeptical 
Scared   Drunk 
Terrified  Tipsy 
Flirty   Frazzled 
Coy   Overwhelmed 
Demure  Valiant 
Proud   Strong 
Brave   Vengeful 
Calm   Humbled 
Bored   Delighted 
Exhausted  Enthusiastic  
Sleepy   Refreshed 
Tired   Disturbed 
Heroic   Frustrated 
Shy   Fascinated 
Childish  Intrigued 
Angry   Safe 
Aggressive  Compassionate 
Furious  Resistant 
Sassy   Lethargic 
Confident  Hollow 
Bratty   Trusting 
Thrilled  Amazed 
Sore   Fulfilled 
Wounded  Free 
Apprehensive  Silly 
Enamored  Goofy 
Infatuated  Loopy 
Irritated  Determined 
Restless  Capable 
Hyper   Grieving 
Shocked  Hostile 
Concerned  Thankful 
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Appendix D: Scene Suggestions 

Composer Opera Scene Voice Types 
W.A. Mozart The Magic Flute Opening “Zu hilfe” T, S, S/M, M 
  “Bei Männern” S, Bar 
  “Papagena! Papageno!” S, Bar 
 Le nozze di Figaro  “Cinque! Dieci!” S, Bar 
  Trio “Cosa sento?” S, T, Bar 
  “Sull’aria” S, S 
  “Via resti servita” S, M 
 Così fan tutte Locket Duet M, Bar 
 Don Giovanni “La ci darem” S/M, Bar 
  Act II Sextet S, S/M, S/M, 

T, Bar, B.Bar 
  Act II Trio S, Bar, B.Bar 
Englebert Humperdinck Hansel and Gretel Prayer Duet S, M 
  Dancing Scene S, M 
Domenico Cimarosa Il matrimonio segreto “Signora sorellina” S, S, M 
Leo Délibes Lakmé Flower Duet S, M 
Giancarlo Menotti The Medium Opening/Séance Scene S, S, M, Bar 
 The Old Maid and the 

Thief 
Opening S, S, M, Bar 

Jacques Offenbach The Tales of 
Hoffmann 

“Belle nuit”/ 
Barcarolle 

S, S/M, opt. 
chorus 

 Orpheus in the 
Underworld 

Fly Duet S, T 

Emmanuel Chabrier L’étoile Tickle Trio S, S/M, M 
G.F. Handel Serse “Troppo oltraggi” S, S/M 
Claudio Monteverdi L’incoronazione di 

Poppea 
“Pur ti miro” S, M 

Giuseppe Verdi La traviata “Libiamo” S, T, chorus 
Rachel Portman The Little Prince Fox and Prince Duet S/M, M 

 
MUSICAL THEATER AND OPERETTA 
 

Librettist/Composer Work Scene Voice Types 
W.S. Gilbert and Arthur 
Sullivan 

The Mikado “Three Little Maids” S, S/M, M, SSA chorus 

  “So please you sir” S, S/M, M, B.Bar, SSA 
chorus 

 The Pirates of 
Penzance 

“Climbing over rocky 
mountain” 

S/M, M, SSA chorus 

  “How beautifully blue 
the sky" 

S, T, SSA chorus 

  “I am a Pirate King” Bar, TB chorus 
  “When the foeman 

bares his steel” 
B.Bar, S, M, SATB chorus 

 H.M.S. Pinafore “Things are seldom 
what they seem” 

Bar, M 

 Princess Ida “Death to the invader!” S/M, SA chorus 
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Librettist/Composer Work Scene Voice Types 
Johann Strauss II Die Fledermaus “To part is such sweet 

sorrow” 
S, S, T 

Stephen Schwartz Wicked “What is this feeling?” S, S/M, opt. chorus 
Richard Adler, Jerry Ross The Pajama Game “Small talk” S/M, T 
  “I’m not at all in love” S/M, M, M 
Sandy Wilson The Boy Friend “Poor little Pierette” S, S 
Stephen Sondheim Sweeney Todd “Pretty women” Bar, B.Bar 
 Into the Woods “It takes two” M, T/Bar 
  “Agony” T/Bar, T/Bar 
 Frogs “Invocation and 

Invitation to the 
Audience” 

Lots of flexibility with 
solos but written as a duet 

 Company “Sorry-Grateful” T, T/B, T/B 
Sheldon Harnick, Jerry Bock Fiddler on the Roof “Matchmaker” S, S/M, S/M 
Claude-Michel Schönberg, 
Herbert Kretzmer 

Les Misérables “Master of the House” M, Bar, SATB chorus 

  “One Day More” S, M, M, T, T, T/Bar, Bar, 
Bar, SATB chorus 

Adam Guettel The Light in the 
Piazza 

“Say it somehow” S, T 

  “Statues and stories” S, M, Chorus 
Mindi Dickstein, Jason 
Howland 

Little Women “Some things are meant 
to be” 

S/M, S/M 

Frank Loesser Guys and Dolls “Marry the man today” S, S/M 
Dana P. Rowe, John 
Dempsey 

Witches of Eastwick “Look at me” S, S/M, S/M 

Irving Berlin Annie Get Your Gun “Old-fashioned 
wedding” 

S/M, Bar 

  “Anything you can do” S/M, Bar, flexibility 
Brenda Russell, Allee Willis, 
and Stephen Bray 

The Color Purple “What about love?” S/M, M 

Janine Tesori, David 
Lindsay-Abaire 

Shrek the Musical “I know it’s today” S/M, S/M, S/M 

Richard Rodgers and Oscar 
Hammerstein 

The Sound of Music “Problem like Maria” S, S/M, S/M, M 

  “How can love 
survive?” 

S, Bar 

 Oklahoma! “All er nothin’” M, Bar 
 Cinderella Stepsisters Lament M, M 
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Appendix E: Course Proposal Information 

Bulletin Description:  
This course will explore scenes from the opera, operetta, and musical theater canons. Students 
will work toward building a character and understanding musical and dramatic intentions. The 
course culminates is a performance of scenes. 
 
Arts and Humanities Course Characteristics: 
This course allows students to explore human expression through musical performance. The 
students will create artistic works culminating in group performance of scenes. Undergraduate 
Opera Workshop will incorporate the students’ ability to express opinions and ideas and argue 
rationally about them through discussion about the works performed as well as works from the 
canon as a whole. 
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Appendix F: Grading Rubric Ideas 

Preparation Grading Rubric: 
 
To earn an A, students must: 
 
1. Sign up for at least three musical coachings. Arrive on time and prepared (iPad charged or music 
printed and in a binder, pencil in hand or writing device charged).  

 

2. Learn accurate pitches and rhythms – the entire coaching should not be spent teaching those to you. 

 

3. If the piece is in a language other than your native tongue, write your text’s word-for-word translations 

and IPA written into the music by the date outlined in the syllabus. For other characters in the scene, you 

need only write the word-for-word translations, not the IPA. 

 

4. Be able to thoughtfully discuss your character’s motivations before, after, and throughout the scene. 

Research the opera and participate in a discussion with your scene partners about the themes and dramatic 

arch of the characters. 

 

5. Arrive prepared for staging rehearsals. Wear proper attire and have your music memorized to a degree 

that you can sing and move. Write in your staging notes immediately. Practice the staging outside of class 

so that when it is re-visited, you have remembered the majority or all of the blocking. 

 

A Preparation grade of B is earned by: 
 
1. Student signs up for two musical coachings and/or arrives late and not sufficiently prepared as outlined 

above. 

 

2. Student is somewhat prepared with some pitch and rhythm accuracy, but spends more time in a musical 

coaching learning pitches and rhythms than working on style, musicality, and memorization. 

 

3. Student writes in their text’s word-for-word translations and IPA and the other characters’ word-for-

word translations, but it is incomplete and/or late. 

 

4. Student has put some thought into their character’s motivations. The student has not fully researched or 

understood the opera and dramatic arch of the characters. 

 

5. Student arrives prepared for most rehearsals, but occasionally wears improper attire (flip flops, for 

example). Student has music mostly learned but may have some memory slips. Student does not 

remember the majority of their blocking when the scene is revisited, and some blocking notes have to be 

reviewed. 

 

A Preparation grade of C is earned by: 
 

1. Student signs up for 1-2 musical coachings. Student arrives late and is not sufficiently prepared as 

outlined above. 
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2. Student is mostly unprepared with some pitch and rhythm accuracy, and spends most of the time in a 

musical coaching learning pitches and rhythms rather than working on style, musicality, and 

memorization. 

 

3. Student’s writes in their text’s word-for-word translations and IPA and the other characters’ word-for-

word translations, but it is incomplete and late. 

 

4. Student has put little thought into their character’s motivations. The student has done little research and 

does not understand the opera and dramatic arch of the characters. 

 

5. Student arrives prepared for some rehearsals, but may occasionally wears improper attire (flip flops, for 

example). Student has memory slips to the degree that it slows the rehearsal process, but can get through 

the scene. Student does not remember the majority of their blocking when the scene is revisited, and most 

blocking notes have to be reviewed. 

 

A Preparation grade of D is earned by: 
 

1. Student signs up for 1-2 musical coachings.  Student arrives late and is not sufficiently prepared as 

outlined above. 

 

2. Student is mostly unprepared with some pitch and rhythm accuracy, and spends most of the time in a 

musical coaching learning pitches and rhythms rather than working on style, musicality, and 

memorization. 

 

3. Student does not write in the majority of their text’s word-for-word translations and IPA and the other 

characters’ word-for-word translations. 

 

4. Student has put little-to-no thought into their character’s motivations. The student has done little 

research and does not understand the opera and dramatic arch of the characters. Student is unable to 

meaningfully participate in a discussion about the scene. 

 

5. Student does not arrive prepared for most rehearsals, which may include wearing improper attire (flip 

flops, for example). Student has memory slips to the degree that it slows the rehearsal process, and 

struggles to get through the scene. Student does not remember their blocking when the scene is revisited, 

and most or all blocking notes have to be reviewed. 

 

A Preparation grade of F is earned by: 
 

1. Student does not attend any musical coachings. 

 

2. Student is unprepared with pitch and rhythm accuracy, and spends the entire musical coaching learning 

pitches and rhythms rather than working on style, musicality, and memorization. 

 

3. Student does not write in any of their text’s word-for-word translations and IPA and the other 

characters’ word-for-word translations. 

 

4. Student has put no thought into their character’s motivations. The student has done no research and 

does not understand the opera and dramatic arch of the characters. Student is unable to meaningfully 

participate in a discussion about the scene. 
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5. Student does not arrive prepared for rehearsals, which may include wearing improper attire (flip flops, 

for example). Student is unprepared to the extent that a staging rehearsal cannot take place. Student does 

not remember their blocking when the scene is revisited, and all blocking notes have to be reviewed. 
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