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I N T R O D U C T I O N

A
t the turn of the last century, the educator

Francis M. Parker wrote for a broad public

that all deep learning was “expressive”, and

combined “the manifestation of thought and emo-

tion.”[1] The philosopher, John Dewey, carried the

point a step further by arguing for the central role of

the arts in all general education.

In a culture more inclined to value the immediate

over the eternal and the applicable over the aesthetic,

we have frequently neglected their arguments. In many

American schools that claim to teach the arts, children

receive instruction no more than an hour a week for

the thirty-two weeks they are in school.

However, a century later, contemporary educators

are reclaiming Parker’s and Dewey’s arguments by using

avenues different from philosophical argument. In the

last few years we have seen not only the creation of

national arts standards and the collection and reporting

of the National Assessment of Educational Progress

data on American students’ performance in the arts, but

the appearance of a number of research studies

suggesting that there are substantial benefits to be

gained from arts education. [2]

Having begun to demonstrate that  arts education

matters, we are in a position to muster the understand-

ing and resources to ask the next questions: Why does

involvement in music, theater performance, or the

visual arts spark engagement with school,higher levels

of academic performance and increased participation

in community service? Under what conditions do the

arts have these effects? These are difficult questions, but

they are the keys to gaining the deeper understandings

that will permit us to explain the importance of arts

education to a public that is just beginning to listen.

Moreover, answering them will g ive us the capacity to

design quality programs likely to yield lasting effects.

Lifting the Lid: Understanding Why Arts
Education Has Effects 

The customary approach to demonstrating the effects

of arts education is to sel ect two groups of s tu den t s ,

prefera bly similar in their back gro u n d s . One gro u p

receives no formal arts edu c a ti on , while the secon d

group receives arts training in forums su ch as the

ad d i ti on of music to their curri c u lu m , the integra ti on of

vi sual arts into their social studies curri c u lu m , or a seri e s

of a rtist re s i den c i e s . Fo ll owing that interven ti on , we

i den tify what distinguishes the stu dents who have had

a rts edu c a ti on from their peers .

S (Time 1) —-> No arts education ——> S (Time 2)

S (Time 1) —-> ARTS EDUCATION —> S (Time 2)

While hel pful as far as it goe s , this approach tells us

nothing abo ut the specific ef fects that arts edu c a ti on has

and why those particular ef fects occ u r.

For instance ,i m a gine we find that, as a gro u p,

s tu dents invo lved in an inten s ive vi sual arts progra m

perform bet ter in sch ool than their peers . What can we

claim abo ut the specific ef fects of vi sual arts learning on

ac ademic perform a n ce? If these stu dents also perform

bet ter on ac ademic te s t s , and su cceed in the next level of

edu c a ti on , we might claim that their vi sual arts ex peri-

en ce has conveyed gen eral learning stra tegies and

u n ders t a n d i n gs . But su ppose we find that these stu den t s

a re bet ter at re ading diagrams and gra ph s , and doi n g

geom etry and that doing well in geom etry places them in

h i gh er level math classes with peers who are more

i nve s ted in sch ool ? What if a ll that distinguishes these

s tu den t s , beyond their high er grade s , is regular atten-

d a n ce ra tes? Do we want to argue that vi sual arts tra i n i n g

l ent them pers i s ten ce? Do we con s i der wh et h er sch oo l s

give high er grades to good citi zens? Depending how we

a n s wer these qu e s ti on s , our understanding of the ef fect s

of vi sual arts learning would be dra m a ti c a lly differen t .

The rest of this paper discusses the particular ro l e

that qu a l i t a tive re s e a rch can play in providing a deeper,

i f not yet con clu s ive , u n derstanding of what ef fects art s
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edu c a ti on programs have and why these ef fects may

occ u r. The focus of this work is a mu l ti - year stu dy of

“Cre a ting Ori ginal Opera (COO ) ,” a program in wh i ch

el em en t a ry stu dents form a com p a ny to wri te and

produ ce an ori ginal opera .

Beginning with “Gregarious” Moments

In a prel i m i n a ry eva lu a ti on of the Cre a ting Ori gi n a l

Opera progra m , te ach ers made the claim that “the opera

m a kes stu dents work harder and smarter.” To under-

stand what they meant, we worked cl o s ely with te ach ers ,

in ob s erving classes and examining tapes and tra n s c ri pt s

of s tu dent work . We asked te ach ers to iden tify instance s

of l e a rning that they bel i eved were specific to the opera .

Th ey poi n ted out situ a ti ons su ch as the fo ll owing in

wh i ch a te ach er and two stu dents (Wen dell and An n a ) ,

a l ong with two other stu dents (S1 and S2) devel oped a

s et of fe a s i ble soluti ons for a ch a n ging set :

T(eacher): So let me re-state the problem for you.

All right,the fact is that we are going to have two

drops.

S1: The library.

T: The library, and the other one is…? The what?

S2: The playground.

T: The playground.

T: Now, they are going to be happening in the same

space on stage. Now we don’t have a high place to

hang these things from… I need some of your

thoughts….

A: Well, you know how you have those maps up on

the wall there? (she points) If we could just find

something to sort of hang it from,and then pull it

down each time and then when you’re finished you

can just pull it down and…

T: You mean like a shade?

A: Yeah.

T: OK, let’s think about that. That wall is a folding

wall they open and close frequently...

A: So it might have to be a little forward…

T: …The whole idea of something that pulls down

and goes back up is a neat idea, but the idea of

putting something…across the wall might not

work. Does anyone else have another idea of what

we could do? Wendell?

W: We could take like a long st rip of wire or

something like that and get a piece of paper, and

get a big roll and like a garbage can kind of thing,

but bigger, and we could staple the design on it,

and keep rolling it when we want a different design

on it.Like if you want a different set design…and

then if you don’t want the people to see what

you’re doing you just close the curtain and…

T: Do we have curtains?

W: No, but I mean, you could just turn the lights

out or something.

T: Oh, blackout…go to black.

W: Yeah. [3]

When we asked what the teacher saw in this

episode, she said unhesitatingly, “They just keep

working toward a solution. The opera’s so…gregari-

ous.” In short, she had a theory about what students

were learning from the opera: something about

persistent joint work. She also had a sense of why that

persistence mattered: somehow it created an ecology in

which quality was a central issue.

Our challenge as researchers was,in part, to follow

up on that intuition by examining what exactly

happened in those “gregarious” moments and asking

why gregariousness should improve, not merely

animate, what students were able to do.

What is learned in an opera company

To pursue these qu e s ti on s , we sel ected four cl a s s-

rooms in wh i ch the COO program was fully imple-

m en ted (e.g. , cl a s s room and specialist te ach ers were

i nvo lved , te ach ers were tra i n ed in the progra m , t h ere was

adequ a te cl a s s room ti m e , and so fort h ) . Si n ce we were

devel oping an understanding of “grega ri o u s n e s s” a n d

why it mattered , we wanted maximum insight into the
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fine work i n gs of opera cl a s s room s . In a sen s e , we wanted

to take the back of f the watch and see how the fine cogs

and wh eels produ ced movem ent and ch a n ge .

To help us gain su ch insigh t , we devel oped a set of

qu a l i t a tive approaches to co ll ecting data. These inclu ded

cl a s s room ob s erva ti on s , tra n s c ri pts of te ach er and

s tu dent intervi ews , and stu dent et h n ogra ph i e s ,l ogs of

i m portant activi ties and co ll ecti ons of s tu dent work .

From these sources we sel ected mom ents of s h a red

probl em - s o lving that we com p a red to similar ep i s ode s

f rom non - opera set ti n gs , su ch as working in small

groups to answer an open - en ded math probl em or to

devel op an oral pre s en t a ti on on Na tive Am erican leaders

in social stu d i e s . By stu dying and coding a su b - s a m p l e

of this data, we devel oped a set of fe a tu res that disti n-

g u i s h ed many of the opera ep i s odes of whole cl a s s

d i s c u s s i on from probl em - s o lving in other con tex t s .

Using the larger pool of ep i s ode s , we could see wh et h er

or not these con trasts in co ll a bora tive work held up.

These initial findings are su m m a ri zed in Ta ble 1.

These data suggested that students in the opera

setting participate in more substantive ways in group

interactions then students in the alternative settings. In

addition, these data demonstrate that during opera

sessions,students operate in a more cohesive way,

connecting what they say to others’ turns, their own

earlier comments,and to issues that have a long-

running history for the group.

Interestingly, this overall pattern holds in three of

the four classrooms studied. It breaks down in the

fourth, where students were more often a work force

doing teachers’ bidding than a company of individuals

in charge of making choices and decisions. In that

classroom, the data from opera contexts is no different

from that of non-opera settings.

F i n a lly wh en we look ac ross three time peri ods (T1 =

o ut s et of the opera proce s s , T2 = midpoi n t , T3 = the

week of the final produ cti on) another equ a lly intere s ti n g

p a t tern becomes app a ren t . The cro s s - time com p a ri s on s

s h ow that within opera con texts these su b s t a n tive and

co h e s ive co ll a bora tive beh avi ors actu a lly increase in the

l a r ge majori ty of the categori e s . This pattern su ggests that

the opera work is not simply one wh i ch is more con-

du c ive to joint work , but one in wh i ch co ll a bora tive

i n teracti on grows over ti m e .

Thu s , we go beyond the ob s erva ti on that the opera

ex peri en ce produ ces stu dents who co ll a bora te ef fectively

to solve arti s tic probl em s . We can begin to specify what it

is that stu dents learn abo ut co ll a bora ti on in the search

for qu a l i ty. In the con text of con ti nuing and well -

i m p l em en ted opera work , groups of s tu dents becom e

i n c re a s i n gly ex pert at active parti c i p a ti on in the form of

taking tu rns and asking qu e s ti on s . Moreover, s tu den t s

become incre a s i n gly ex pert at co h erent work tow a rd s

qu a l i ty. That is, t h ey build of f what others propo s e .

S tu dent rem a rks link back to earl i er tu rn s ,t h ey can make

con s tru ctive com m en t s , and they can edit their own

e a rl i er su gge s ti ons in the light of an evo lving discussion .

F i n a lly, t h ey can see their current convers a ti on as linking

b ack to, or shedding light on , an idea or issue that they

h ave taken up earl i er and are con ti nuing to ad d re s s .

This ph en om en on of su s t a i n ed and co h eren t

co ll a bora ti on is app a rent not on ly to ob s ervi n g

re s e a rch ers , but to stu dents them s elve s . S tu dents are

keen ly aw a re of the way in wh i ch joint cre a ti on def i n e s

t h eir opera work . Wh en asked to de s c ri be import a n t

ch oi ce s , dec i s i on s , and insights (“a h - h a’s” ) , t h ey qu i te

Table 1: Collaborative Interactions across Opera and

Non-opera Contexts

Dimension: N o n -opera Context Opera Context

% students participating 33 50

% students taking 
substantive turns 20 26

% of student turns 
with questions 11 12

% student turns with links 
back to previous comments 18 38

% stu dent tu rns with 
con s tru ctive cri ti que of o t h ers 9 32

% stu dent tu rns with 
revi s i ons of a stu den t’s own 
e a rl i er ideas or propo s a l s 9 26

% stu dent tu rns with links 
b ack to a long term theme or 
i s sue for the gro u p 7 20
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typ i c a lly, focus their re s ponses on gradu a lly evo lvi n g

s o luti ons to an arti s tic ch a ll en ge . Here , for ex a m p l e ,i s

an el em en t a ry sch ool stu dent explaining how com po s ers

and wri ters devel oped the con cept and stru ctu re of a

s ong that had long elu ded them . It is a song to be su n g

to ch i l d ren tra pped in a natu ral history mu s eum by

d i n o s a u rs who come to life and warn them to save the

e a rth or meet ex ti n cti on .

See, see, we knew that we wanted to have a song, you

know, where the dinosaurs come to life and warn the

kids that they better not fight or they will become

extinct just like they did. And so we made up this

tune, and we were fooling around with it on the

keyboard. And Marcus keeps switching like the

background beat—you know, like disco or Latin, or

Caribbean—and we were getting angry with him.

Then he won’t quit and he makes it into this, like this

rap, and going “Hs- shahs - shh shh.” And it was

good. So we like started to snap and slide around.

And then we took it to the writers who said, “No, no

rap, no way.” And then we got back at them and said

that it made the dinosaurs seem cool, like they knew

what was up, so the kids should listen to them. [4]

Why Does Coherent Collaboration Matter?

Having identified what it is that students may be

learning as part of opera sessions, we must still deal

with the question of why it matters. What do these

findings teach us about how or what arts education

contributes to learning? 

S tu den t s’ n a rra tive s ,l i ke the dinosaur story above ,

were tell i n g. Th ey hinted at a po s s i ble link bet ween

co h erent co ll a bora ti on and the ach i evem ent of m ore

than “h o - hu m” s o luti ons to arti s tic ch a ll en ge s . To pursu e

this po s s i bi l i ty we retu rn ed to all the instances of

su s t a i n ed , j oint discussions that were abo ut solving an

a rti s tic probl em in the opera , su ch as com posing a son g

or not firing a set de s i gn er. E a rly on in the opera proce s s ,

as the scri pt and son gs are first wri t ten ,i n c re a s i n g

nu m bers of s el f - con t a i n ed (i.e., occ u rring all in on e

s e s s i on) co ll a bora tive discussions occ u r, for ex a m p l e :

The classroom teacher (JB) and the writers are going

over a moment in the script where one of the kids in

the opera is about to stomp out of the clubhouse. JB

asks a student to read aloud from the script as it

stands in draft:

S:( reading from the script as “Casey”) 

“Well I’m not chicken and I’m not going! Yay.”

Other students correct in unison: “Yeah.”

Student continues to read from the script:

“She has been acting like a brat!”

Other student:“Isn’t that in the wrong place?”

Table 2: Longitudinal Changes in Collaborative Interactions across Three Classrooms

Dimension: Classroom 1 Classroom 2 Classroom 3

T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3

% stu dents parti c i p a ti n g 10 15 53 50 44 60 10 13 50

% students taking substantive turns 20 23 33 25 44 67 17 33 53

% of student turns with questions 13 17 17 17 27 27 8 8 6

% student turns with links back to
previous comments 27 27 40 38 27 60 21 25 29

% student turns with constructive
critique of others 13 15 40 32 40 40 6 21 29

% student turns with revisions of a
student’s own earlier ideas or proposals 9 17 40 17 15 27 6 8 29

% student turns with links back to a 
long term theme or issue for the group 7 7 10 20 15 27 8 8 21
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Teacher: “No. After uh… after uoohh! 

Well, I wanna…Then…Okay.

Casey leaves here. Good. I’m glad you caught

that… I missed that. Okay.”

Teacher reads the corrected version of the script,

checking it with the students:

“Let’s go. C’mon.C’mon, chickens. Well, I’m not a

chicken and I’m not going. Yeah.”

Teacher asks “And then (referring to the need for

better stage directions) Casey kind of storms out…

instead of leaves…?”

Student:“In a temper tantrum…”

Other student: “Casey storms…”

Teacher: You like storms out…or…

Other student: Or blazes out…

Teacher: Blazes out. Okay. What’s “blazing”

telling the director?

Student: That he’s furious…Like she’s thinking

“Why do I have to be in a club with a bunch

of chickens?”

Teacher: Okay. So when the writers do their

subtext, I think that’s probably what the characters

will say… Okay…Casey… We can put a little stage

direction here. So do you think it should read

“storms…”

Student: Storms out.

Teacher: Storms or blazes?

Other student: Blazes.

Teacher: Blazes isn’t a word that we usually use for

moving, but it works here. Okay.

Students call out simultaneously “zooms,” “storms,”

“blazers,” “zooms”.

Teacher: Zooms just means to be fast but we don’t

want that…

( S tu dent voi ces get louder, yelling “s torms out”,

“bl a ze s”, “We want bl a ze s”,“S torms out! Storms out ! ” )

Teacher: Storms out.

Student: She shuts slams the door and…

Student: Thunders out.

Teacher: Thunders out! [5]

An Evolving Meaning

A second type of co ll a bora tive discussion , on e

that evo lves over ti m e , occ u rs with increasing fre-

qu ency as the opera work en ters its final stage s . It was

evi dent in one cl a s s room wh ere stu dents were cre a ti n g

an opera abo ut how a test divi des a group of f ri en d s

i n to gi f ted and ord i n a ry stu den t s . The stu dents atten d

a sch ool that uses su ch a test to sel ect participants in a

gi f ted and talen ted progra m , and the test is very mu ch

on every third graders mind. For dra m a tic ef fect the

s tu dents cre a te a ch a racter, Ch a rl i e , who comes from

“aw ay ” and who is caught unaw a res by the te s t .

In i ti a lly, t h ey simply pick Kansas for his hom e , but

over repe a ted convers a ti ons Kansas acqu i res an

i n c re a s i n gly com p l ex meaning within their opera .

Time 1: Informational view of Kansas

S tu dents dec i de that the new kid, Ch a rl i e , wh o

wi ll be trying to get into a special sch ool (like thei r

own ) , should come from “ Ka n s a s ,” wh ere they have

opera pen pals.

Time 2: Kansas as signaling “outsider”

Writing the dialogue for the scene in which Charlie

first appears, students build in all kinds of jokes about

Kansas, such as the taunt: “ We can kids from Kansas.”

Time 3:“Home”

As work on the libretto continues, the conversation

in class comes around to the parallels between Charlie’s

Kansas and the Kansas of Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz.

Students return a number of times to discuss how both

children have been carried away from a familiar life in

Kansas to a place where they are strangers and face

dangers. In Charlie’s case, it is the danger of not passing

the test to get into the gifted and talented program.
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Time 3: Kansas Vs Oz

Mu ch furt h er on in the devel opm ent of the opera ,

s tu dents are wri ting the lyrics to a song in wh i ch the kids

f rom New Jers ey at last wel come Ch a rlie into their clu b.

As they work on the lines to this son g, t h ey con ti nue to

think abo ut what Kansas stands for in his life and in thei r

opera . This secti on of the song is abo ut what he wi ll be

a ble to do now that he is a mem ber. (JB is the te ach er, S

stands for the several different stu dents in the discussion . )

S: And now you can play baseball, even though

you’re not in Kansas.

S: You are in Emerald City

S: Yeah, like Dorothy in OZ.

JB: So what might Charlie find if he were in the

Emerald City?

S : The scarec row got a bra i n , the Tin Man got a heart .

JB: We can be pretty sneaky here. We still have the

name of the town to choose. I think calling it

Emerald City would be hitting them over the head.

S: Jewel City

S: Green City

S: Club City

S: No, we want to get them to think Kansas—green

city, emerald, lessons. (6)

Time 4: Lost Kansas

Af ter mu ch discussion ,s tu dents dec i de they want to

end their opera with Ch a rlie failing the te s t , but stayi n g

on in the com mu n i ty. The other stu dents who on ce

te a s ed him merc i l e s s ly su d den ly understand what it is to

be an out s i der. Th ey also understand their com mu n i ty as

exclu s ive . The stu dents have been working on the repri s e

of a song from earl i er in the opera . In a previous discus-

s i on ,t h ey had planned that Ch a rlie would join the other

kids in making fun of his old hom e . But at this mom en t

the class devel ops a more nu a n ced meaning for Kansas as

a place that Ch a rlie (and they) have lost forever.

JB: Sings the first verse of the lyrics as they occur

earlier in the opera.

S: Why not just keep the rest of the song?

JB: We could.

Ss: No, it’s different now./ Uh-huh./ No.

S: Things have happened.

S: (suggesting a new version of a line) 

“You’ve found a place to replace Kansas.”

(Conversation about what Charlie is escaping).

S:(emphatic) No, I don’t think so.

JB: Why not?

S: Charlie wants to return to Kansas—like Dorothy.

J B : O h , s o, t h ey are consoling him? 

It won’t be so bad here ?

S: He is not about to start saying bad things about

his old home.

JB:Works on re-ordering lines.

Ss: Sing out different possibilities:

S:Now you know what Kansas is.

S:Now you know what Kansas really is

S: Kansas will always be in your heart. [7]

These instances su ggest one of the re a s ons why

s tu dents produ ce su ch strong work in the con text of

the opera and why opera learning might con tri bute 

to ach i evem ent in other tasks and dom a i n s . Th e

com p a ny stru ctu re cre a tes a set ting in wh i ch stu den t s

a re ex pected to co ll a bora te on matters of qu a l i ty, a n d

in wh i ch they learn to sel ect the best from a wi de fiel d

of po s s i bi l i ti e s . The su s t a i n ed natu re of the proj ect

means that these convers a ti ons need not be on e - s h o t

d i s c u s s i ons of l ocal matters . Si n ce discussions rec u r

over ti m e , both qu e s ti ons of qu a l i ty and of com p l ex

m e a n i n gs , su ch as “ Ka n s a s” devel op a long life .

In their exit intervi ews , ch i l d ren as young as

t h i rd grade , wh en asked to wri te revi ews of a vi deo

perform a n ce of the comic opera “Gianni Sch i cch i ,”

s pon t a n eo u s ly interpreted the many messages that

that a perform a n ce can convey. For ex a m p l e :
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The way (the gre edy rel a tives) acted , t h ey re a lly

expre s sed the ch a ra cters they pl ayed . The scen e s

re a lly fit their show. W h en all the rel a tives se a rch ed

for the wi ll , t h ey to re the apa rtm ent to piece s , even

the pill ows . Fe a t h ers were flying every wh ere . T h e

way they moved , a cted , and espe ci a lly how they

d re s sed . For exa m pl e , the gre edy fancy aunt, Zi t a ,

was dre s sed like she was so ri ch she only thou gh t

a b out money. And she acted like she was too good to

even breathe the smoke from her ci ga ret te (she had

to have a long hol d er.) So get your ti ckets befo re they

sell ou t . Rem em ber, d o n’t be fool ed by no ot h er. Go

to see the real Gianni Sch i cchi near you . [ 8 ]

This data su ggests that the work stu dents do on thei r

own operas can be app l i ed more broadly. S tu dents can

ex tend their understanding of the many - l ayers of

meaning and the many mod a l i ties for conveying it to the

work of o t h ers . It is robust en o u gh to tra n s fer. A next step

in the inqu i ry would be to ask wh et h er their opera work

has given stu dents a broad understanding of h ow arti s ti c

com mu n i c a ti on work s , or en h a n ced their abi l i ty to

u n derstand that many messages have mu l tiple meanings

[ 9 ]. Are opera stu dents bet ter non - l i teral re aders? If s o,

the kind of qu a l i t a tive inqu i ry out l i n ed here wi ll have

h el ped us to uncover a produ ctive partn ership bet ween

a rts edu c a ti on and a fundamental human capac i ty.

C O N C LU S I O N

Cl e a rly we can dem on s tra te that arts edu c a ti on

m a t ters . We can show how, in the con text of opera

work , s tu dents co ll a bora te of ten and ef fectively. But it

is not en o u gh to say “Opera work improves perfor-

m a n ce .” We need to ask “What exa ct ly is bei n g

l e a rn ed ? ” Si m i l a rly, we need to ask why su ch ef fect s

occ u r. What is it abo ut su s t a i n ed and co h erent co ll a bo-

ra ti on that su pports the devel opm ent of a taste for

m ore than conven i ent soluti ons or a capac i ty for

u n derstanding com p l ex meanings .

Su ch qu e s ti ons are sign i f i c a n t , for their prec i s i on

c a rries us from knowing that the arts matter in

edu c a ti on to understanding why and how they matter.
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