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Building an opera
by Jane Werry

INTRODUCTION

Why build an opera with your KS3 class? Opera is perhaps one of the styles that students find most off‑putting, 

and about which they probably have the most preconceived ideas – mainly that it’s boring, posh, and most 

definitely not for them. Busting these myths is one of the biggest reasons for doing this project: showing 

students that opera can be exciting and accessible, and perhaps sparking a lifelong interest in it, is surely an 

irresistible prospect for any music teacher with an evangelical streak.

This project also keeps singing right at the forefront of what is happening in the classroom, exploring different 

types of voices, and how they can be used in conjunction with instruments to tell a story. Along the way, students 

will learn about different compositional techniques, and work together as a class and in smaller groups.

PROJECT OUTLINE

This is likely to be a meaty project that takes between half a term and a whole term. Here’s an outline of how 

the project breaks down:

 � What is opera anyway? The differences between opera and musical theatre. Drawing on prior experiences 

and knowledge, exploring the conventions of opera-going, and how opera singers do what they do.

 � Building a plot: collectively devising a story for the class’s opera.

 � Workshopping an opening and closing chorus for the opera over a descending bass line.

 � Listening tasks: using plenaries or homework opportunities for listening to and watching some inspiring 

moments from great operas.

 � Building detail into the plot: groups work on individual scenes. Exploring different approaches to casting; 

Brechtian methods and the possibilities for actor-musicians.

 � Assessment: responding to feedback to improve work, rehearsing, and demonstrating progress over time.

 � Creating an opera festival: sharing each class’s opera, getting feedback from a professional, or even making 

the project into an inter-class competition.

WHAT IS OPERA?

Learning points in this part of the project:

 � What opera is, and what it is not, including the differences between operas and musical theatre.

 � The cast consists of soloists, who play the main characters, and the chorus, who play everyone else.

 � The singers are accompanied by an orchestra. The opera opens with an overture, which is a purely 

instrumental piece played before the curtain goes up. This sets the mood for the rest of the opera.

Without any preamble, show your class a scene from an opera. You could choose anything suitably large‑

scale, but I usually go with the ‘Toreador’s Song’ from Carmen, from 1:25 in this video. Ask them what it is, what 

they think is going on, what language they can hear, what instruments are playing the accompaniment (can 

they be seen?), and whether they have seen anything similar. Make a list of the questions they come up with – 

once the ball is rolling there are likely to be many – and compile these on a Wonderwall, to be answered either 

by you or through research over the course of the project. For now, it will suffice to establish that an opera is a 

play set to music, with singing taking the place of some (although not necessarily all) of the dialogue.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RNPjH01PtZ4
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Next, show a video of an opera overture: this one, of the Carmen Overture from the Royal Opera House, is a 

good one as it gives a good view into the orchestra pit and around the auditorium. Allow students to ask any 

questions they have about the instruments and the set‑up. You may want to tell them that tickets at the Royal 

Opera house cost anything between £10 and £190, depending on where you sit: the cheaper seats are higher 

up, and may have a restricted view. There is no dress code for attending an opera, so the idea that you have 

to wear evening dress very out of date.

Establish that the overture’s purpose is to set the mood, and may introduce some melodies that will be heard 

later. Referring back to the earlier video, talk about the chorus and the soloists. Escamillo, who sings the 

‘Toreador’s Song’ in Carmen, is a baritone: you may wish to start compiling a list of different voice types, to be 

added to as the project goes on.

BUILDING A PLOT

Learning points of this part of the project:

 � Opera composers work from a libretto, which is usually written by someone else.

 � Generic features of opera plots and opera stories in general.

Before we can start building our own opera, we need a story, and if this is to be a class opera, the story must be 

agreed upon by consensus. Of course, you could pick a story for your class and use the teacher’s prerogative 

to impose on them: this will certainly be quicker, but it will be a lot more fun to use a generic plot outline to 

shape your own story. This way, students will have a much greater sense of involvement with, and ownership 

of, their opera.

Take suggestions from the class, writing down suggestions on the board and voting at each stage to make 

decisions more or less democratically (you may decide to implement your casting vote if necessary!). Here are 

some suggestions for the things you need to decide on:

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN OPERA AND MUSICAL THEATRE? [/C]

The difference between opera and musical theatre is an interesting point for discussion or research 
in this project. The answer is quite difficult to pin down. It is not to do with the presence or absence 
of spoken dialogue, as there are plenty of musicals (Les misérables, Jesus Christ Superstar) that are 
through-sung, and plenty of operas (Carmen, The Magic Flute) that have spoken dialogue. Neither is it 
to do, particularly, with the style of the music, as there are some musicals that have classical-sounding 
music, and some operas that have all kinds of non-classical influences.

What it boils down to is the way that the singers sing. Singers in musical theatre are nearly always 
amplified using a radio mic. Opera singers are not. In order for an opera singer to be heard above the 
orchestra, they need to employ a vastly different vocal technique, using the resonating chambers in 
their sinuses, throats and chests to create a ‘cutting’ sound. This is done by maximising the frequencies 
around 3,000Hz, which are absent from speech and the singing of people who have not trained to 
sing opera.

The training required to sing opera ‘properly’ takes years. It is easy (and can be lots of fun) to emulate 
the sound of an opera singer, but to sing an operatic role without amplification takes a similar sort 
of muscular training that an athlete requires before competing at Olympic level. This is combined 
with musical coaching and language tuition. Some of the singers who compete as ‘opera singers’ in 
competitions such as Britain’s Got Talent may have done this training, but many have not.

This method of 
formulating a plot 
– and indeed of 
putting together a 
piece of musical 
theatre in a hurry 
– has been very 
much inspired by 
Showstopper! The 
Improvised Musical, 
which is touring all 
over the UK in the 
summer of 2016, 
together with its 
kids’ variant, aimed 
at 5‑ to 10‑year‑olds. 
The show is highly 
recommended for 
inspiration or just for 
entertainment value! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vpUJ4-qqV-I
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1. The setting. This does not need to be realistic, and could be anywhere in time and space. We are already 

asking our audience to suspend disbelief about the fact that we are singing everything, so the location for 

the story can be as imaginative as you like.

2. Who the main character is, and their place in the setting. Are they the king or the servant? The street urchin 

or the millionaire?

3. It is important that the main character wants something that they do not yet have. This could be anything: 

peace between warring nations, the love of the princess, a machine that makes cheese into gold, an 

Olympic medal, a dream job.

4. The main character’s first steps in achieving their goal – these must include some small successes.

5. The disaster: something must happen that prevents our hero from achieving their goal. This may involve an 

evil character or merely an unfortunate event.

6. How the hero overcomes their difficulties and how the story ends: happily or in tragedy?

DEVISING AN OPENING AND CLOSING CHORUS 
THROUGH CLASSROOM WORKSHOPPING
Learning points of this part of the project:

 � How to construct melodies over a given chord sequence and bassline, including constructing a quodlibet.

 � How to vary figuration and instrumentation to provide variety when the chords repeat.

 � Fitting lyrics to a melody – beginning to create a libretto.

 � Singing technique.

 � Performing skills.

For a starting point, I have shamelessly borrowed this chord progression from Les misérables:

You could, of course, use any chord progression you like. If you were worried about your opera turning into a 

Les mis parody, you could put the progression into a minor key:

A circle of 5ths could work brilliantly (this progression is stolen from ‘I Will Survive’):

Or you could go for an ascending bass line just for a change:
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The source of your chords is not important: opera composers have been borrowing from other styles for 

centuries, so there is no shame in robbing a chord progression from a 1970s disco classic or anywhere else.

Get your class playing the chord sequence with any and all instruments you have available. Provide tab, chord 

boxes, keyboard diagrams or notation depending on your students, your usual routine and the skills they 

have acquired previously. Decide on a tempo, and use either a sequenced backing track or a drumbeat to 

keep everyone in time. Here are some tips for getting the chords going with differentiation to keep everyone 

involved, and for then starting to devise melodic material over the top:

 � Start with the bassline: everyone can play this to begin with, while they get used to the timing and the feel 

of it. Keep a pulse with a cowbell or woodblock, or any other rhythmic accompaniment (live or backing track) 

to keep everything in time.

 � Once you feel ready, start adding the chords. Any students who feel less confident with these can be 

encouraged to play single notes, or just one or two of the chords, waiting for the right moments to play.

 � More confident keyboard players can play the bassline with the left hand and the chords with the right. 

Encourage keyboard players to use their thumbs, and play the chords in whichever inversions require the 

least movement.

 � Play around with rhythms and figurations for the bassline and the chords: ask students to improvise, while 

you look around and see whether there’s something that other students could copy. Simply ask everyone 

else to stop, to focus on the chosen student while they play, and then to reproduce what that student is doing 

if they can. More able or experienced players can be encouraged to try out broken chord patterns.

 � Now you can begin to add some melodic material. Keep one half of the class playing the chords and bassline 

while the other half improvises some clapped rhythms: you could model this by doing a few as a call and 

response first. Encourage each student to devise a rhythm that they can remember – it can be really simple 

or more ambitious, as they wish. Then, using one of the notes of the first chord as a starting point, they should 

make their rhythm into a melody, improvising on their instruments. Keep an ear out for what’s happening, and 

if someone comes up with something good, get everyone else to copy it, assisting as necessary.

 � Continue developing and rooting out melodies, giving the other half of the class their turn in due course. If 

you wanted to keep the process democratic, you could even whittle down the contenders to a handful, and 

get the class to vote on their top two melodies. It will be good to have at least two, for reasons that we will 

come to shortly.

 � Ensure that whatever ideas are devised are recorded in some way, so that they do not get forgotten between 

lessons. The easiest way to do this is with an audio recording, which can be used as the starting point for 

resuming practical work in the next lesson.

Now it’s time to add some lyrics, so that the devised melodies can be turned into choruses to start and end the 

opera. Return to the plot, and see what students can come up with in the way of lyrics. For the opening chorus 

these may just outline the setting, the main character and their situation. Reassure your class that great poetry 

is really not required here – while some librettos could be considered good literature, others really are not. It 

could be a good idea to make the recording of the melodies from the previous lesson available to students so 

that they can compose some lyrics as a homework task.

If you end up with an embarrassment of great ideas at this point, you could try to incorporate as many as 

possible, put decisions to a vote, or simply make an executive decision about which ones will be used. Decide 

on who will form the orchestra at this point in the opera, and who will be the chorus (or, indeed, whether you will 

have any actor‑musicians who will do both, perhaps simultaneously). If you wish, you could make a stipulation 

that everyone will both sing and play at some point in the opera.

Put together a format for the opening chorus, with the musical material that you have. Taking students’ ideas 

into consideration at each point, devise a strategy for varying the texture and figuration, perhaps starting with 

just the bassline, and adding chord instruments before the voices come in. Do the instruments need thinning 

out when the voices enter? How can the sentiments of the plot best be mirrored in the music?

Can two or even more melodies be combined at the end of the chorus? What we might call the ‘One Day More’ 

effect, where previously heard melodies fit together in counterpoint, is properly called a quodlibet, and if it can 

be pulled off in your KS3 opera then it is absolutely worth doing. As previously discussed, Les misérables is 

not an opera (notice in this video that all the singers are wearing radio mics), but the musical and dramatic 

principles are exactly the same. Watch the video of ‘One Day More’ and ask your class which ideas from it 

could be adapted for their opera. Would it be most effective for the quodlibet to happen at the end?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=peOzWQcf8Xs
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The quodlibet will certainly be most effective if the melodies are established separately before being combined. 

Try out different combinations to see what works. You will need confident singers on each part!

FOCUSING ON SINGING TECHNIQUE, AND 
EXPLORING VOCAL RANGE AND RECITATIVE
Learning points for this part of the project:

 � How to create projection using control of air flow and nasal resonance.

 � Other techniques that opera singers use to increase the resonance of their voices.

 � Their own vocal range, and what to do to protect a changing male voice.

The extent to which students attempt to sound like opera singers through this project is a decision that you and 

they will need to make. Whatever happens, confidence and communication are paramount, and focusing on 

some basic vocal technique will certainly help with this, as well as giving students an insight into the kinds of 

things that go into an opera singer’s training.

Two things to focus on here are breath control and ‘twang’. Even if you are not a singer yourself, you can lead 

some simple exercises to build these techniques:

 � Ask students to stand with their weight evenly distributed between feet hip-width apart, with their hands on 

their bellies. Say ‘Wey-hey-hey!’ in a dramatic, excited tone of voice, and get them to copy you. Then ask 

them to say ‘Wey-hey-hey!’ in a dramatic stage whisper. They should be able to feel their abdominal muscles 

working: these are the muscles singers need to support their air flow. Next, ask them to breathe in while 

you count to four, and then purse their lips and imagine they are blowing bubbles into a thick McDonald’s 

milkshake through a straw, sustaining the outward breath for as long as possible. This feeling of keeping a 

constant flow of air, without losing lots of surplus, is an important part of good singing technique.

 � Choose a comfortable pitch that all your students will be able to manage; if you start on middle C, this is 

good, but emphasise that if any of the boys are more comfortable an octave lower, they should always go 

for the lowest pitch that lies within their range. Boys’ changing voices can sometimes be unpredictable, and 

might go through a period of only being able to manage a narrow range. Avoiding forcing the upper register 

is important for them at this time. Sing up and down a scale of a 5th, first of all to a sustained ‘ng’ as in ‘sing’:

Move up and down in pitch so that the start note varies. Mix up the syllables: try zz, vv, mm, jj (like the French 

‘j’ in ‘déjà vu’), and then a rolled ‘rr’ (anyone who cannot roll an ‘r’ with their tongue can make a ‘rr’ with their 

lips, as though they are saying ‘brrrr’ in the cold).

 � Now it is time to focus on the ‘twanger’. This develops some of the ‘cutting’ qualities to a singer’s tone that 

enables them to be heard above an orchestra. Musical theatre singers have twang in spades. Opera singers 

combine it with other techniques, but it is one of the things that young singers can try relatively safely and 

easily to begin to think about singing technique. Try the same scales over 5ths, singing to an exaggeratedly 

nasal ‘quack’, then a ‘meow’ and then a witch’s cackle. Feel the resonance in your nose – that’s the twang. It 

will need a bit of toning down – try singing some of your chorus lines with lots of twang, and then a modified 

version. Remind students about sustaining the air flow without letting breath escape. Hopefully the singing 

now sounds much more focused.

 � Opera singers generally sing with a low larynx position – this can be much more difficult for young and 

untrained singers to achieve, but to explain what this means, ask students to gently cup one hand around 

their throat, and then swallow. The bump that they can feel moving downwards is their larynx, or voice box. 

Opera singers are able to move their larynx deliberately, and also open up the back of their throats by raising 

their soft palate or pharynx. Try yawning to experience what this feels like: it is by opening up the cavity that 

more resonance is created, and the operatic sound begins to form. Your class should not necessarily try 

to do this themselves when they sing – they can just focus on air flow and twang – but this will give them a 

further insight into the opera singer’s craft.

 � It can be interesting and fun to find out what each student’s vocal range is. Doing this all at the same time 

is the most efficient way to do it. Have a full-size virtual piano on the board: this one is good as it shows the 

name and frequency of each note as you play it. Start at middle C and work upwards and downwards from 

http://piano-player.info/
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there, with students joining in with singing the notes until they run out of range, and making a note of which 

is their highest and lowest.

 � Young voices do not have the stamina of older, trained voices, and need to be treated with some caution. 

Singing should never hurt! Anything too high, too loud or too sustained should be avoided. While girls, in 

particular, may be reticent about using their head voices and should be encouraged to use the higher part 

of their range, stay within what is comfortable.

LISTENING TASKS: WIDENING OPERATIC 
HORIZONS
One of the most enjoyable parts of this project is introducing students to some of the most awe‑inspiring opera 

scenes and arias. You may decide to do this at the end of each lesson, showing a different example each time, 

or make it a homework task.

If you are setting opera‑viewing as a homework task, make it absolutely clear that questions will be targeted at 

individuals at the start of next lesson, and that you will be able to tell if they are fudging their answers!

An alternative is to use something like EDpuzzle to set questions to go with your choice of YouTube videos. 

EDpuzzle is a free web service that allows you to add multiple‑choice questions to any video. When you set 

your homework, you issue students with a link that takes them to the video and the questions you’ve set. Details 

of when they completed the task, and how many of the questions they got right, are automatically saved to the 

teacher’s account, enabling you to check up on homework with the absolute minimum of fuss.

You may well have your own must‑see, must‑hear opera excerpts, but these are my unmissables:

 � The Queen of the Night’s aria from Mozart’s The Magic Flute: a mind-boggling coloratura going up to an F6 

reinforces the idea that opera singers’ technique really is something quite special. Mozart uses these vocal 

gymnastics to demonstrate the character’s magic powers: the ‘ordinary’ characters in The Magic Flute sing 

much simpler music.

 � The closing scene of Poulenc’s Dialogues des Carmélites: the most shocking death scene, this will horrify 

and fascinate students in equal measure. Set in the time of the French Revolution, the nuns are forced to 

choose between giving up their faith and death at the guillotine. One by one they mount the scaffold and go 

to their deaths. The guillotine sound is written into the score.

 � The ‘Presentation of the Rose’ from Richard Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier introduces the idea of ‘trouser 

roles’ – male parts taken by female singers. It’s a tradition rather similar to that of the principal boy in 

pantomime, and the male characters portrayed by female singers in operas are usually adolescents, such as 

Octavian here, and Cherubino in The Marriage of Figaro. It’s another example of opera requiring suspension 

of disbelief on the part of the audience. Here, the music demonstrates beautiful sustained singing, calling 

upon the singers’ breath control and stamina.

 � The ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ is well known as an orchestral piece, but here it is in its original operatic setting as 

part of Wagner’s Die Walküre, with its troupe of mythological Valkyries who decide which soldiers live or die 

on the battlefield. This is probably where the stereotype of operatic women in horned helmets comes from!

 � For something completely different, try Philip Glass’s Einstein on the Beach. Loosely based on the 

discoveries of Albert Einstein, this five-hour ‘plotless’ opera features much spoken dialogue over slowly 

evolving minimalist music.

 � Monteverdi’s Orfeo dates from 1607 and is the earliest opera to survive in its entirety. As well as 

demonstrating a very different musical style, this particular production shows how modern dress, a minimalist 

set and physical movement have their place in opera productions.

https://edpuzzle.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uSdPrX8IZio
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mkOK3aXzMpc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vuYNilYrF3Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xeRwBiu4wfQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1cS-WFNLBVk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jb2TURdBeEQ
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BUILDING UP THE CLASS OPERA USING 
GROUP WORK
The opening and closing scenes of the class opera will involve everyone in the choruses, which are now 

composed. What happens in the middle, to carry through the rest of the plot, is down to group work. Divide 

up the remaining scenes between the groups in the class. Adopt a Brechtian approach to casting: the main 

character can be played by a different student in each scene, perhaps with an item of clothing or identifying 

prop (hat, cloak, crown, cape, sword or similar) to make it clear who is who. There are also possibilities in 

our opera for actor‑musicians: singers who also play instruments, whether this is at the same time or not. 

The challenge for each group is to deploy each person to best effect, whether this is singing, providing 

accompaniment, or doing both.

Each group could start off by making a silent tableau that represents the crucial moment in their scene. The 

music and action can then build outwards from there. Remember, recurring musical ideas are a feature of many 

operas, so the chord sequence from the opening/closing chorus could be borrowed for individual scenes. 

Alternatively, now students have seen how a chord sequence can be used to form the basis of melodies, you 

might provide them with a choice of other chord sequences that they might use in their own scenes.

Introduce the idea of recitative: sung dialogue to get through chunks of text. If you are confident to do so, 

throw students right into the deep end by having a lesson in which everything that would normally be spoken 

is sung, right from the invitation to enter the room. Obviously this involves leading very much by example, and 

insisting that students sing back to you. Extend the principle to any visitors to the room, too. Students will soon 

get the idea!

CHARTING PROGRESS OVER TIME, PROVIDING 
FEEDBACK, AND THE FINAL PERFORMANCE

Frequent recording of students’ work in progress (whether video or audio) is an essential part of showing 

the progress they make over time, and allowing them to reflect on and improve their work. Provide written 

feedback, or allow the recording to stay running while you give oral feedback. Make responding to feedback 

a specific criterion for marking.

One way of keeping track of assessment over the course of a big project like this one is to use a radar diagram 

like this one:

Each student has a diagram, with the diagrams for each group on a single sheet. Use a different coloured pen 

each time, and assign marks out of five by drawing a blob on the relevant spoke of the wheel. So, a group 

could have 1 out of 5 for ensemble one week, but may have improved this after a couple more lessons, and 

could achieve a higher mark at a later date. Do not attempt to mark all 12 spokes on one occasion: do whatever 
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is appropriate for the stage in the project, and the overall picture will build up over time. You can also add text 

comments that are relevant to individuals or to the whole group.

The sheets can be given out to groups at the start of each lesson, so that students can see what they need to 

do next. This process makes the whole assessment process transparent, and focuses on providing the teacher 

and the students with the information they need.

When the opera scenes are finished, the day will come for the final performance. At the very least these could 

be videoed, but you could go so far as to put on a KS3 opera festival, with all classes performing to each 

other or to parents. Perhaps you could invite the school singing teacher or any other local experts to provide 

feedback on the finished operas, or even make it into a competition, with the judges pronouncing a winner.


