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What is Opera? 

Before telling your students about opera, brainstorm ideas and words that they think of 

when they hear the word.  Write these words down on a chalkboard or poster board.  Discuss 

where these ideas or stereotypes come from.  Then define opera: 

 

Opera is a story told through music.   

 

 The two components that all operas must have are music and a story.  Discuss how 

music might add to the plot of a story.  Here are some activities to help teach the role and 

importance of music: 

 

 Discussion: 

1. Play a piece of music for your students and encourage them to describe the music.  What  

mood does the music invoke?  What emotions does the music suggest? What elements of 

 the music ï speed (tempo), volume (dynamics), combination of voices and instruments

 (instrumentation) help the students make these decisions. 

 

Writing: 

2. Play an instrumental piece of music for your students.  Encourage them to listen and 

think about a story that the music could be the soundtrack to.  Have them write the story 

while listening to the music another time. 

 

 Acting/ Physicality: 

3.   Activity # 2 can also be done as a group activity ï Split the class into small groups and 

 have them work together to develop a plot that the music could be a soundtrack to while 

 listening to the selected music.  They can either mime the action or add dialogue.  After 

 they have worked it out, have each group act the story in front of the class.  Then ask the 

 class to discuss the different responses that the music invoked in each group. 

 
 Visual Art:  

4. For a slightly younger group of students, play a piece of opera for them and ask them to 

draw a picture of a scene that might go with that music.  Discuss the mood that the music 

invokes (sad, happy, frantic, loving, peacefulé) and encourage them to draw scenes that 

fit that mood. 

 

 Discussion: 

5. To teach students about what music adds to text, read the lyrics to a song that the students 

may not have heard before (classical, musical theater, or popular) and then ask the 

students to describe what kind of music would be appropriate to accompany that text. 

(Many poems have been set to music throughout history.)   Then play the song for the 

students.  Ask them to talk about how the composer sets the music to the text.  Is it 

appropriate for the text?  How does it add to the text? 

 

 Pre and Post-test: 

      6. On the following page, is a quick visual test to see how much knowledge the students 

 have about opera before and after the performance.   An answer key is included  

            on the next page. 




