
looking at issues of pre-literacy and
student self-esteem as learners, and Long
Island City High School is focusing on
reflective thinking, creativity, and life skill
preparation for the students involved in
secondary school opera classes. The
Ramsey School LLSN team has developed
their own creating opera program, now
guided by Learning Through Music cur-
riculum-assessment consultants and
currently focused on social studies and a
wide range of “music literacy-language
literacy” connections.

T R A C I N G  T H E  E X P A N D I N G
R O L E  O F  O P E R A  M A K I N G
T H R O U G H  T H E  D I G I TA L
P O R T F O L I O  S Y S T E M

In the Learning Laboratory School
Network the RUBRICS CUBE based digital
portfolio system serves as an interactive
presentation device for communicating
complex program development and its
impact to peer schools. The slides selected

from the project section (green slides)
below provide a visually and aurally (some
of the screen artifacts activate QuickTime
movie files) illustrated narrative under-
standing of the fourth grade opera
program, a project that has evolved over
many years at the Ramsey School.

The first slide sets the stage for under-
standing how the creative process of

making opera in schools fits into the
Learning Through Music program devel-
opment guidelines. Not surprisingly, the
project embraces academic and artistic
goals simultaneously in the form of the
study of human migration and the power
of the voice to express this understanding
through storytelling, songwriting, and the
production of an opera as a public demon-
stration of this understanding.
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THE RAMSEY OPERA PROJECT DIGITAL PORTFOLIO SLIDE SHOW EXHIBIT
The opera project overview
stresses the evolution of opera
making at Ramsey from purely
academic curriculum connections
toward including a focus on music
content understanding and skill
development.

S T U D E N T  R E F L E C T I O N S
O N T H E  P A C H E L B E L  U N I T

The students in the class were seen as
bright kids interested in music, yet desig-
nated as learning challenged in math and
language arts. The Musical Matrix unit
became a prototype intervention where
music and storytelling (the adventures of a
musician getting lost in Europe) activated
music integration learning experiences.

When asked to name “things that you have
learned, relearned, would like to know,”
students did not typically limit their
responses to a single discipline. It was not
uncommon to get responses that blended
the concept of music reading and under-
standing math such as:

“I learned about musical notation and
the coordinates, too.”

“I relearned the do re mi and beats
and to get at the right time.”

“I want to know more about coordi-
nates and beats.”

Virtually all the students indicated that
the problem solving aspects of the units
were the most fun, particularly when “we
were finding Ken, and Major Scale was
helping us.” Looking over additional
samples provides a window into these
students’ growing curiosity about new
ways to explore music, music-math-geo-
graphic coordinates, Europe, and Ken the
traveling musician.

“I was learning to use musical
notation and to help Ken and find
Ken’s way.”

“I relearned how the use musical
notation.”

“I would like to know about the coor-
dinates that Ken was in.”

“I learned music notation and the
scale and the coordinates.”

“I learned that Stuttgart was in
Europe, Cologne was in Europe, and
Dusseldorf, too.”

“I relearned traditional musical notes
and London is the capital of England.”

“I want to know more about Europe.”

“I want to know more about Ken.”

“I had fun writing a letter to Ken.”

When challenged to come up with more
types of assessment for the lesson, Dee
responds, “Now the students will have a
much better time playing the ‘Battleship
game’ actually knowing what the coordi-
nates are during the course of the game!”

S U M M A R Y

In the model building phase of the
Learning Through Music Project,
standards were set for design, teaching, and
documenting the work of teachers, music
teachers, orchestra members, and LTM
consultants all focused on the Pen-Pal
concerts with the orchestra. In terms of
the RUBRICS CUBE evaluation frame-
works, the design quality of the LTM units
increased in terms of design specificity,
adherence to LTM principles, and
relevance to the Ramsey School music and
academic curriculum. Baseline standards
for quality of student work documentation
also were established.

The next section of this Case Study Report
focuses on an LTM approach to one of the
most successful music residency projects
found in public schools today: creating
original opera.

T H E  F O U R T H  G R A D E
O P E R A - M A K I N G
C U R R I C U L U M  A T
T H E  R A M S E Y
S C H O O L  
A Music-in-Education Approach 
Dee Lundell, Corey Sevett, and Larry
Scripp 

O P E R A M A K I N G  A N D  T H E
M I E N C  

In 1983, the Metropolitan Opera Guild
received a grant from the National
Endowment for the Arts to develop a pro-
fessional development program for

Creating Original Opera based on a
residency model that began in 1977. In the
Champions of Change report over 10 years
ago, Dennie Wolf reported that learning
outcomes in creating original opera
programs were focused on language arts
acquisition, higher forms of reasoning and
reflection that emerged in the opera-
making process, and community building.
[Wolf 1999].

After joining the MIENC, the Guild has
evolved beyond the Creating Original
Opera model [previously reported in the
Journal for Learning Through Music 2003]
and has developed a new program called
the “Research and Professional
Development Opera Institute,” of which a
New York based LLSN school (PS 10 in
Brooklyn) is a part. Far from the ‘add
water and stir’ approach to curriculum
implementation programs in the past, the
Guild’s ‘creating opera’ programs are now
in line with the music-in-education
models of program dissemination
practices that build opera making into the
context of authentic, comprehensive, and
interdisciplinary music teaching and
learning practices. As a result of joining
the MIENC, the Guild’s leadership took a
serious look at all their programming in
terms of higher education guided intern
programs and research-assessment models
for music and music-integrated teaching
and learning. Today spin-offs of the
creating opera residencies have become
commonplace in schools dedicated to arts
learning and often function as a center-
piece of interdisciplinary music learning.

From the MIENC perspective, the most
important developments are those that
continue to build evidence-based
assessment practices into the school opera-
making residencies. Following this case
study report, Carroll Rinehart poses
research questions for creating opera
programs stemming from his vast expe-
rience in many areas of the country, such
as the “Music! Words! Opera!” program
used by the Opening Minds Through the
Arts program in Arizona [see “Creating
Opera in Schools: Music as a Model for
Integrated Learning”].

In the Consortium Learning Laboratory
Schools, researchers and faculty at PS10 are
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THE PROJECT EMBRACES ACADEMIC AND ARTISTIC
GOALS S IMULTANEOUSLY IN  THE FORM OF THE
STUDY OF  HUMAN MIGRATION AND THE POWER OF
THE VOICE  TO EXPRESS  THIS  UNDERSTANDING
THROUGH STORYTELL ING,  SONGWRITING,  AND THE
PRODUCTION OF  AN OPERA AS  A  PUBL IC
DEMONSTRATION OF  THIS  UNDERSTANDING.
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Dr. Dee Lundell, the LTMCG
academic consultant, created
multiple assessments for capturing
and evaluating student learning in
the opera project.  Seen here is a
sample student open-ended guided
response assessment instrument
developed for the opera project.
This portfolio page reveals a clear
conception of opera making as a
collaborative process that requires
attention to details of rhythm and
rhyme in composition and ensemble
performance. 

The elaborate storyboard in this
portfolio page captures the
student’s understanding of
aspects of human migration as
storytelling. Additionally, the sto-
ryboard illustrates the quality and
purpose of data collection and
analysis of student work in the
context of the opera making
projects.
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This slide demonstrates a com-
mitment to action research as an
ongoing investigative process of the
inquiry questions.  The documen-
tation sheet embedded in the slide
captures the purposeful as well
logistical aspects of project 
development guided by the LTMCG
consultants. The LTMCG project
development and management
process documentation sheet
helped teachers revise their
planning process from year to year.

As the digital portfolio progresses,
the popup menu bar illustrates how
the goals of the opera project are
transformed into an expanding set
of inquiry questions that guide the
development of the project from the
learner’s viewpoint. Guided inquiry
questions such as those listed here
became the driving forces behind
the development of the opera
project. Assessment questions
focused also on the nature of
setting text to music, a topic that
connected this project to other
music writing projects at Ramsey,
including the Setting Odes to Music
project already in place in the third
grade classrooms.
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Ramsey’s mission, “To engage all students’ passion for learning in and through the arts,” is fully embodied in the opera program, with
learning activities in lyric and music writing and in costume, set and prop design and construction.  All the 4th grade students take part
in all aspects of opera production.  Lessons take place throughout the school year and culminate in a 4-week period of intensive writing,
rehearsing, and performance.

Teaching opera as an art form has become a more extensive component of the 4th grade opera project.  Before the writing of the opera
begins in the spring, students experience a number of lessons and field trips and work with visiting artists and the Kenwood pen pals.
Activities include presentations by opera singers and a costume designer; a tour of the Minnesota Opera facilities; lessons on setting text
to music with a visiting composer; “Ode” writing; attending an opera performance; and analysis of previous years’ opera productions.

A student illustrates the final scene from Puccini’s ‘La Bohème’ where ‘Mimi is
dead and people are standing around her.’ Another student states in an interview
that the ‘slow music sounds beautiful, like the Pachelbel Canon only with voices.’

A highly detailed and expressive student drawing
submitted as a reflection on opera after seeing a live
opera performance.

E V I D E N C E  O F  S T U D E N T  R E F L E C T I V E  U N D E R S TA N D I N G  O F  O P E R A  

A Kenwood Orchestra Pen Pal and teaching partner point out details of a projected score
from Puccini’s ‘La Bohème’ for a fourth grade Learning Through Music unit on patterns in
music and math.
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Opera project post-performance
critique sheet captures stages of
reflective thinking with regard to
performance aspects of the project.
The post-critique assessments
revealed the extent to which
students were able to discern and
reflect on multiple aspects of the
opera performance.

Collecting individual student and
group composition work samples
is a critical strategy for evalu-
ating the music literacy connec-
tions to opera making learning
goals in music. Student
engagement in the composing
process takes many forms in the
opera project.  The artifacts in
this portfolio page suggest how
the brainstorming process and the
final collection of verses for the
‘Hurricane Blues’ became part of
the opera.



R E A D I N G  T O  T H E
B E A T
A Learning Through Music-Language
Arts Curriculum Intervention
Jennifer Vaillancourt and Dee Lundell

In music-in-education laboratory schools, it
is not unexpected that teachers and con-
sultants invent new ways to incorporate
music into the curriculum. In this case,
Jennifer Vaillancourt, Sandi Likely, and LTM
Consultant Dee Lundell initiated a pilot study
focused on the effects of music for Ramsey’s
most challenged third grade readers.

T H E  P R O B L E M

Some students arrive in third grade at
Ramsey without having mastered high
frequency/sight words. This interferes
with fluent reading and affects their com-
prehension. They are identified as strug-
gling readers and need a major
intervention to catch up with grade level
reading skills. The students demonstrate
disfluent, choppy oral reading. There is
little to no automaticity in their reading
and thus no smooth "flow."

T H E  I N Q U I R Y Q U E S T I O N S

• How can music be used to actively
engage the students in learning and
developing automaticity of high
frequency/sight words that will increase
their reading fluency?  

• More specifically, will using rhythmic
beats using rhythm sticks and taiko
drums increase the fluency of sight/high
frequency words?  

• What is the effect of drumming in a circle?

T H E  L E A R N I N G  
T H R O U G H  M U S I C  P L A N :  
A D R U M  C I R C L E / R H Y T H M
S T I C K / W O R D  F L U E N C Y
I N T E R V E N T I O N

STEP 1: Identify concepts and 
processes shared between language
reading and music 

Because the classroom teacher, Jennifer
Vaillancourt, and special education teacher

and taiko drummer, Sandi Likely, were part
of the LTM project, they decided to design
an intervention by looking at the concepts,
processes and skills shared between music
and language reading to design lessons for
increasing the fluency of sight/high
frequency words.

Students lacking word fluency skills read
slowly, a word at a time, often pausing
between words or phrases; they make
frequent mistakes, ignore punctuation
marks, and read in a monotone. Fluent
readers know the words automatically and
therefore move easily from word to word.

Thus, the collaborative team found that
skilled music performance and proficient
sight word reading skills share the
following concepts and qualities:

• Rhythm: movement, flow; characterized
by regular recurrence of beat, accent 

• Tempo: the speed at which a task is
performed with a good pace and with
phrasing and expression; rate of activity,
timing   

• Fluency: flowing smoothly; ease in
speaking, performing, problem solving
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S U M M A R Y :  
O P E R A  L E A R N I N G  
A N D  T H E  P R I N C I P L E  
O F D I F F E R E N T I A T I O N  
A N D  S Y N T H E S I S

The digital portfolios make clear that the
opera project is aligned with the MIENC
principle that “a comprehensive music
program assumes its full power in
education through the dynamic tension
between music as a distinct authentic
subject area and as part of a rich cur-
riculum integrated with other subject
areas.” Thus, opera study and opera
making serve as a medium and model for
arts-integrated learning through music.

The portfolio examples also demonstrate
alignment with national and district
standards for both music and social
studies. The fourth grade opera program
is a year-long project with two strands of
curriculum, opera as an art form and
social studies. These two strands are
taught separately and then integrated by
students creating and performing an opera
based on the broad social studies topic of
‘Regions in the United States,’ a topic that
was of considerable interest to students
due to their awareness of people needing
to move from New Orleans to Minnesota
because of Hurricane Katrina.

The underlying RUBRICS CUBE sequence
ensures that student learning is well docu-
mented and assessed, and that teachers have
multiple opportunities for reflection on the
design and implementation of the unit as
well as on its value to the school and its pro-
fessional cultures. Through engagement in
all aspects of this project, students come to
understand that opera has a particularly
rich tradition of addressing fundamental
social issues while combining various art
forms such as storytelling through musical
composition and performing, which also
depend on acting and movement and
costume, set, and lighting design. Students
also experience integrated learning by
paying attention to fundamental concepts
of social studies, language arts, and music
literacy skill development. Through docu-
mentation and assessment practices,
student work and assessment data in the
Ramsey portfolio provided multiple ways of
demonstrating learning and competencies.
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Student, classroom teacher, and music teacher comments on the Ramsey Opera project.  

C O M M E N T S  O N  T H E  O P E R A  P R O J E C T  F R O M
T H E  R A M S E Y  T E A C H E R S  

Most of Ramsey’s teachers bring their classes to the opera performance.  Comments from
classroom teachers, music teachers, and parents (Figure 50) reinforce the value of the
program from the whole-school perspective (RUBRICS CUBE Rubric 7):

The final performance served as a culminating learning activity.

Tabulation of questionnaire results regarding knowledge of the structural components of
opera making.

A N  E X A M P L E  O F  S T U D E N T  S U R V E Y  D A TA
A N A LY S I S

Following the RUBRICS CUBE sequence from documentation to analysis of student work to
test results, the following chart is an example of the data tallied over the year on students'
progress of learning and their ability to identify the "ingredients" needed for an opera.
These data summarize results from both the beginning-year pre-questionnaire and end-year
essays. The teachers were able to use the data to reflect on the effectiveness of instruction
and problems with consistency in individual assessment measures.  Results indicate signif-
icant changes in knowledge about opera as an art form as the unit progressed.


