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ABSTRACT 

 Opera education is a relatively new addition to opera companies in the United 

States, introducing children and adults to opera and spreading the message that operas are 

dramatic stories told through music. This paper focuses on the opera education group 

OperaTunity and its relationship with the company Arizona Opera, which is based in 

Phoenix and Tucson, Arizona. The majority of the paper consists of a history of Arizona 

Opera, the establishment of its Opera Education Department, and the inception and 

activities of OperaTunity. The information in this account comes from interviews with 

personnel involved with OperaTunity and from documents pertinent to the program. This 

study also examines the reception and success of the group in Arizona and includes 

examples of educational materials to provide to teachers who are introducing children 

and adults to opera. This account of the history and activities of OperaTunity is intended 

to aid future educators and opera companies in developing opera education programs.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 Opera is a combination of many art forms. It brings together visual art, 

movement, ballet, drama, theatre, and design, all for the simple act of telling a story 

through music.  Hugely popular in New York City, originally, opera slowly began to be 

available to more of the United States. With the opening of the Civic Opera House in 

Chicago in 1929, the War Memorial Opera House in San Francisco in 1932, the Houston 

Grand Opera in 1955, the Seattle Opera in 1963, and the Arizona Opera in 1972, opera 

became more and more accessible nationwide. 

 In 1970, Seattle Opera’s general director, Glynn Ross, persuaded twenty of the 

regional opera company leaders to come together to discuss ways in which they could 

collaborate to improve the quality of opera in America.
1
 As a result, the American 

National Service Organization called OPERA America was established. Not only did 

these company leaders talk about ways to improve the quality of opera, but they made it 

possible for singers to participate in regional auditions and for companies to share in the 

rising costs of mounting new productions. An important resolution was to expand opera 

education for children and adults. 

 Opera education became a topic of interest in the late 1970s. Opera companies 

saw a need for opera education in schools in order to inspire future audiences. Houston 

Grand Opera and the Manhattan School of Music recognized the importance of opera 

education early on and had their own arts education programs. The Manhattan School of 

Music program was founded in 1968 by Cynthia Auerbach and offered mainstage in-

                                                           
1
 Kelley Rourke. "OPERA America." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press. 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/A2252096. Accessed:14 July 2015. 
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school performances. Houston Grand Opera’s general director, David Gockley, created 

the Texas Opera Theatre in 1972, and it toured performances in Texas successfully until 

the 1980s.
2
  The topic of arts and opera education was further discussed at the First 

National Conference of Opera Education in 1977 in New York City. Following that year, 

two organizations were created to spread awareness to companies throughout the United 

States about the need and desire for arts education. These organizations were Opera for 

Youth, Inc., and the Education Department at OPERA America.
3
 As a result, many 

children and adults in the United States were exposed to some form of arts education 

during the 1970s and 1980s.  

 According to the 1992 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, opera audience 

numbers have increased by 30% since 1980, but opera still remains the least attended of 

the fine arts.
4
 The survey details show that 3.3% of Americans actually attended one 

opera during the year surveyed, and that the largest proportion of the opera audience is 

between ages 25 and 49. The survey also reports that opera audiences are more likely to 

have had arts education exposure or early music lessons prior to age 18. According to 

Lynn Eustis, 

  Eighty percent of opera attendees reported participation in at least one  

  amateur art form, suggesting that the key to adult arts involvement lies  

  in participation as much as in early arts exposure. The study  

  recommends education outreach programs for both K-12 and adults  

  as avenues for expanding opera audiences, speculating that  opera  

                                                           
2
 John Dizikes. Opera in America (New Haven: Yale University Press (1992): 514. 

 
3
 Martha Louise Malone. “Opera for American Youth: A Practical and Analytical Study.” Ph.D. 

dissertation, University of Cincinnati (1994). OPERA America is a non-profit organization, a division of 

the National Endowment for the Arts. 

 
4
Joni Mays Cherbo and Monnie Peters. American Participation in Opera and Musical Theater 

1992. National Endowment for the Arts Research Division Report #32. Carson. California: Seven Locks 

Press (1995): 3. 



3 

  education may strengthen the connection between early exposure  

  and adult opera attendance.
5
 

  

 Further efforts by OPERA America led to programs that assisted in funding 

creation of new American operas, a permanent endowment in 1983, and a 

multidisciplinary curriculum called Music! Words! Opera!, introduced in 1993 to schools 

across the country.
6
 With opera houses and organizations coming together, opera was 

becoming increasingly accessible to people nationwide.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5
 Lynn Eleanor Eustis. "Educational Outreach Programs at Regional Opera Companies: Guidelines for 

Effectiveness." Ph. D. dissertation, Florida State University (1998): 4.  

6
 Kelly Rourke. "OPERA America." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press. 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/A2252096. Accessed: 14 July 2015. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

HISTORY OF ARIZONA OPERA 

 The Arizona Opera Company was founded in 1971 as the Tucson Opera 

Company. It emerged from the Tucson Gilbert and Sullivan Society and presented its first 

performance, a production of The Barber of Seville by Giacomo Rossini, in 1972. In 

subsequent productions of Verdi’s La Traviata and Puccini’s Tosca the company used 

local singers including the Metropolitan Opera baritone Igor Gorin (Germont) and a 

former Tucsonan, Margaret Canning (Tosca).  

 The following year the company offered a full season with three productions: 

Verdi’s Un Ballo in Maschera in October of 1973, Mozart’s The Magic Flute in February 

1974, and Puccini’s Madama Butterfly in April 1974. Tucson Opera Company founder, 

James P. Sullivan said, 

  Our purpose is to bring fine artistic operatic productions to the Tucson  

  community. We are not interested in becoming a “mirror of the MET”  

  instead we must create and maintain high standards through our own  

  artistic conceptions. 
7
 

 

The company added performances and expanded repertoire each season. In 1976, the 

Tucson Opera Company began performing in Phoenix, Arizona.  

 The Tucson Opera Company changed its name to the Arizona Opera Company 

during the 1977-1978 season and became a statewide organization with major 

productions presented in both Phoenix and Tucson. Since its inception in 1971, Arizona 

Opera has produced over 170 fully staged works. The company’s artistic repertoire has 

featured works from the Baroque, bel canto, and verismo periods, including turn-of-the-

century masterpieces, operettas, and American operas. Arizona Opera has also presented 

                                                           
7
James P. Sullivan. Madama Butterfly Tucson Opera Company Program (1974). 
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Wagner’s complete Ring Cycle twice, a feat that has been accomplished in North 

America by only four other companies.
8
  

 Arizona Opera has been under the leadership of several general directors who 

have all added successful elements to the company. James P. Sullivan, a tenor turned 

conductor, came to Tucson in 1966 to attend the University of Arizona. Sullivan also 

directed for the University of Arizona Opera Theater and the Tucson Gilbert and Sullivan 

Theatre before establishing the Tucson Opera Company in 1971. During Sullivan’s 

leadership, the company achieved membership in OPERA America, added performances 

in Phoenix as part of the regular schedule, and gained recognition in the world of opera as 

a major regional company. Sullivan was general director until 1981.
9
 

 Richard J. Woitach held the position of Artistic Advisor for two seasons at 

Arizona Opera. He was a graduate of the Eastman School of Music and made his 

Carnegie Hall debut in 1958. He was known primarily as a conductor at the Metropolitan 

Opera and Principal Conductor and Coach for the Wolf Trap Company’s Young Artist 

Program.  Woitach was succeeded by Glynn Ross, former General Director of the Seattle 

Opera, in 1983. Under Ross’ leadership there was a period of growth during which the 

company expanded the season to include five productions instead of three. The company 

gained recognition in 1996 and 1998 when it presented Richard Wagner’s entire Der 

Ring des Nibelungen as a summer festival in Flagstaff, Arizona.
10

 The company, with 

                                                           
8
 http://www.azopera.org/about-arizona-opera. Accessed: 16 July 2015. 

 
9
 Madama Butterfly Tucson Opera Company Program (1974). 

 
10

 http://www.azopera.org/about/azo-history. Accessed 16 July 2015. 
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help from generous donors and volunteers, also gained a new building in Tucson to house 

both administrative offices and artistic productions.  

 When Ross retired in 1998, David Speers became General Director. In an effort to 

improve the quality of the concert and operatic productions, he increased company 

spending, and subscription and ticket prices increased in turn. In addition to the five 

fully-staged opera productions, Speers contracted internationally famed singers to 

perform recitals. Among these singers were Jerome Hines in 1978, Kiri Te Kanawa in 

1999, Denyce Graves and Jerry Hadley in 2000, Sylvia McNair in 2007, Christine 

Brewer, Dolora Zajick, and Gordon Hawkins in 2010, Sarah Coburn in 2014, and 

Deborah Voigt in 2015.  

 Arizona Opera continues to feature emerging and local talent as well as 

international favorites to sing principal roles in the opera productions. Arizona’s own 

musical talent is showcased in the company’s acclaimed orchestra and opera chorus. The 

orchestra, established in 2000, consists of symphony orchestra and university faculty 

members from Flagstaff, Phoenix, and Tucson. The opera chorus is comprised of Phoenix 

and Tucson community members and students from the local universities and community 

colleges.
11

  

 In 2003, Arizona Opera welcomed Joel Revzen as Artistic Director. Revzen kept 

the number of productions each season at five and continued to mix the repertoire with 

favorite standard works and less-known operas such as Bizet’s The Pearl Fishers, Weill’s 

Three Penny Opera, Handel’s Semele, and Menotti’s The Consul. Revzen trained at the 

Juilliard School of Music. He took over conducting the opera productions when the 

                                                           
11

 http://www.azopera.org/about-arizona-opera. Accessed: 7 December 2015. 
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principal conductor, Karl Stewart Kellogg, left to direct the Symphony of the Southwest 

in 2004.  

 Revzen also continued outreach programs implemented by David Speers and 

established new programs such as Pre-Opera Lectures, Opera Talkbacks, In-School 

Tours, Encore! Guest Concerts, The Docent Program, and The Marion Roose Pulin 

Studio Artist Program. These programs became extremely important in gaining member 

support, reaching out to the community, and creating new interest in opera.  

 Scott Altman became General Director in 2009 and Joel Revzen stepped down to 

take over as principal conductor. Altman continued the tradition of five productions 

during the season, with three performances at Phoenix Symphony Hall and two 

performances at the Tucson Music Hall. He also oversaw the construction of the new 

Arizona Opera offices, black box rehearsal space, and production center located in the 

upper arts district of downtown Phoenix. Despite Altman’s efforts to improve the 

company’s production and office space, Arizona Opera was not in a solid financial 

position. Season subscriptions and ticket holder numbers were down, membership 

support was not on the rise, and community relationships were not as strong as they had 

been in the past.  

 In January 2012, the Arizona Opera board hired Ryan Taylor to fill the position of 

Director of Artistic Administration. Taylor had had a very successful international 

singing career and received great success as Artistic Manager and Public Relations 

Director for the last four seasons at ADA Artist Management in New York and as 

Manager of Community Development at Wolf Trap Opera. He had other notable posts, 
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such as General Director of Berkshire Opera, Artistic Director of Singers Beyond 

Borders, and co-founder of the Southeastern Festival of Song.
12

 

 Taylor took immediate action to help the company overcome its financial distress 

and repair relationships with the opera board and company donors. He hired new staff 

members who had the same vision to help the company increase its membership and gain 

community support. In spring of 2013, he took over as General Director of Arizona 

Opera and implemented two successful Million Dollar May campaigns, which resulted in 

“the best fundraising year in the company’s 44-year history.”
13

 He also implemented a 50 

for 500 Challenge, and most recently the transformative Arizona Bold artistic initiative. 

In just two short years, Arizona Opera has eliminated all of the debt the company held for 

over a decade. In a press release about the 50 for 500 Challenge, Mr. Taylor said, 

  We are so grateful for the incredible support that we have seen,  

  with donations coming in from all over the country.  It is so gratifying  

  to see such a powerful transformation taking place in our company,  

  one that is simultaneously connecting with a nationwide community.  

  Now after two successive Million Dollar May campaigns, an   

   incredible commitment from our season sponsor, Copperpoint Mutual  

  Insurance Company, and this year's successful 50 for 500 campaign, our  

      momentum continues to grow in an exciting, healthy direction.
14

 

 

Arizona Opera’s momentum from 2012 through 2015 has brought the company back to 

life and its success continues to grow.  

 

 

                                                           
12

 http://www.azopera.org/about/our-team/ryan-taylor. Accessed: 7 December 2015. 

 
13

 http://www.azopera.org/about/press-release/broad-community-support-lifts-arizona-opera-successful-50-

500-campaign. Accessed: 7 December 2015. 
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 http://www.azopera.org/about/press-release/broad-community-support-lifts-arizona-opera-successful-50-

500-campaign. Accessed: 7 December 2015. 
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Education Department 

 Arizona Opera’s focus in the early years was to build the company’s reputation 

through quality of productions. The production staff included the basic positions of 

general director, technical director, costume department head, pianist/vocal coach, 

administrative secretary, bookkeeper, lighting director, and promotional consultant. 

 During the 1976-1977 season, the Tucson Opera Company also had a Director of 

Development, Barbara R. Levy, who was responsible for outreach as well as 

development. The company felt that it was time to give back to the community with arts 

education. Students were invited to come to free matinee performances and an Affiliate 

Artist Program was introduced. This program sent professional opera singers out to 

perform informal presentations at schools, service organizations, and hospitals. These 

outreach activities were supported by special assistance grants from the Arizona 

Commission on the Arts and Humanities, the Tucson Commission on Arts and Culture, 

Pima Community College, the Opera Guild of Southern Arizona, Sahuarita Schools, and 

Sunnyside Schools.
15

 

 During the 1978-1979 and 1979-1980 seasons, Arizona Opera had an outreach 

group called Arizona Opera Puppets, consisting of two members from Puppeteers of 

America, Donald R. Hayes and David Byrne. They offered puppet adaptations of the 

current productions and an original work called Theseus and the Minotaur. These puppet 

shows were a means to educate and inspire young audiences through opera and to teach 

them what makes opera, opera.
16

 

                                                           
15

 Faust Tucson Opera Company Production Program (1976-1977). 

 
16

 Rigoletto Arizona Opera Company Production Program (1978-1979): 44. 
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 In 1982, the Artists-in-Residence Program was established. The program was a 

long time in the making and fulfilled two basic community needs: training of young 

opera singers and exposure to opera for new audiences through community outreach. The 

company wanted to bring opera to the people in a comfortable and intimate way with this 

program. The training of the young singers would include not only covering principal 

roles and singing minor roles for the mainstage productions, but also going out into the 

community and presenting opera previews and performances in schools, hospitals, clubs, 

and other organizations.
17

 The outreach events performed by the Artists-in-Residence 

were presented in Tucson and surrounding areas, and funding was sought to expand to 

the Phoenix area. In the 1982 program of Moore’s The Ballad of Baby Doe, Richard 

Woitach says, 

  Just as we hope to offer more productions in the near future,  

  so do we hope to reach new audiences through outreach programs  

  in our communities.
18

 

 

 Funding for many of the opera’s activities was acquired by the Tucson Opera 

Dames, the same group that envisioned Arizona Opera and the newly formed Arizona 

Opera Foundation. The Tucson Opera Dames were a group of women who contributed 

many hours to fundraising, office work, community education, and publicity. The 

Arizona Opera Foundation was based in Tucson. The main goal of both groups was to 

make the public aware that the opera company is a major statewide employer, hiring 

more than 200 people, including singers, musicians, chorus members, choreographers, 

dancers, conductors, pianists, coaches, stage directors, set designers, painters, costume 

                                                           
17

 The Ballad of Baby Doe Arizona Opera Company Program (1982): 51. 

 
18

 Richard Woitach. The Ballad of Baby Doe: 2. 
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designers, seamstresses, lighting designers, electricians, stage managers, technical 

directors, set construction crews, and administrative staff. The company also has a 

profound effect on tourism, hotels, restaurants, transportation, and other industries that 

are important to Arizona’s economy.
19

 

 The Education Department at Arizona Opera had a large turnover of volunteers in 

leadership during 1984-1996; each person in the position contributed according to his or 

her interests. For more than ten years, articles on opera etiquette frequented the program, 

giving the audience members a list of “do’s and don’ts” during an opera performance. 

There was also an article in the Don Carlo program of 1992 entitled “Traditions at the 

Opera” that featured traditions such as throwing flowers at the Prima Donna or shouting 

“bravi” after a successful performance.  

 Even though there was not a consistent Director of Education for many years, 

education and outreach played a major role in the company and community. From 1988 

to 1989, Christine Nelson, the head of the Education Committee of the Opera Guild of 

Southern Arizona, prepared school children to see Arizona Opera’s final dress rehearsal 

of each opera that season, namely Verdi’s La Traviata, Delibes’ Lakmé, Bizet’s Carmen, 

Puccini’s Il Tabarro and Gianni Schicchi. The Education Committee sent school teachers 

audio cassettes of the operas in order to prepare the students for the dress rehearsal 

performances.  

 The Education Fund was established in 1997 and helped to educate elementary 

and secondary school children about opera. The program included an introduction to 

opera and was carried out through a lecture that included musical examples, pictures, 

                                                           
19

 Madama Butterfly Arizona Opera Company Program (1983): 66. 
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costumes, and props. The teachers then followed up with quizzes and coloring contests 

for the students. The Education Fund program also included a lecture series called “Say 

Hello to Opera,” sponsored by the Opera Guild of Southern Arizona, which offered pre-

performance lectures that were free to the public.
20

 These opportunities enhanced the 

quality of life and inspired audiences to be involved in the arts. Glynn Ross says in the 

1987 program of Gounod’s Roméo et Juliette, 

  The arts experience is your experience. Learning about art is  

  learning about your goals. Art is discovery and its abundance  

  and accessibility are factors in determining the quality of your life.
21

 

 

 The next few years were crucial to the development of the Education Department 

at Arizona Opera. In 1999, the company hired Deanna Hoying, who continued the 

Education Fund and implemented a handful of new programs within the department to 

create further approaches to opera education. These programs included Opera Look-In, 

which featured a “behind–the-scenes” tour of the stagecraft; master classes for university 

students, offered in Phoenix and Tucson, taught by professional artists such as Samuel 

Ramey and Warren Jones; and Opera Briefs, a group of young singers who presented 

condensed operas in English to students in kindergarten through twelfth grade.  

 In addition, Music! Words! Opera! was a statewide effort involving university 

faculty and education professionals to bring opera into Arizona schools. This innovative 

program, taught by Dr. Carroll Rinehardt, explored how humans communicate with 

words, music, dramatic expression, and visual arts. A project on Floyd’s Of Mice and 

Men, beginning February 2000, gave high school students the opportunity to study 

                                                           
20

 Manon Arizona Opera Company Program (1997): 30. 

 
21

 Glynn Ross. Roméo et Juliette Arizona Opera Company Program (1987): 24. 
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Steinbeck’s novel and Floyd’s opera through special study guides, in-class presentations 

with guest lecturers, and opera attendance. Finally, Opera Perspectives consisted of pre-

performance lectures offered to adults before all opera productions and featured lecturers 

from Arizona State University and the University of Arizona, as well as visiting artists.
22

 

 Arizona Opera was not only successfully delivering productions and insightful 

outreach and education events, it was also bringing opera to the classroom. In the 1999 

edition of Arizona Opera Magazine, David Speers was forthcoming about the company’s 

goals for the future: “Our goals consist of developing theatrical and visual components to 

all productions, developing education and outreach programs, and presenting diverse and 

interesting repertoire.”
23

 The company was well on its way to reaching Speers’ goals, 

with new productions of old favorites and first-time productions such as Tchaikovsky’s 

Eugene Onegin, Floyd’s Of Mice and Men, and Puccini’s Turandot. Arizona Opera 

Outreach programs were also successful among children and adults. The “Take a Seat!” 

program was in its fourth year and introduced over 360 students to Arizona Opera 

productions and raised over $6,000 to purchase thirty-nine season tickets.
24

  

 The Opera Look-In program (Figure 1) was so successful with the 1999 

production of Verdi’s Aida that it was now offering backstage tours for four out of the 

five productions. The children in this program were observed as being “wowed” by the 

jewels and costumes; teens commented on how this experience was “life-altering;” and 

adults recorded positive experiences and promised continuing support of opera in the 

                                                           
22

 Le Nozze di Figaro Arizona Opera Company Program (1999). 

 
23

 David Speers. Arizona Opera Magazine (1999):5. 

 
24

 Arizona Opera Magazine (1999): 30. 
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community.
25

 The Opera Look-In program offered an exciting opportunity for children to 

see the stagecraft of the operas currently in production and gave them an idea of how 

opera magic is created.  

 
Figure 1.1. Opera Look-In Backstage Tours Article (1999).

26
 

 

 

 The education and outreach programs were geared toward specific age groups. It 

was important that children were given a brief synopsis of the opera and shown props and 

costume pieces; teenagers were given specific literary references in order to tie the 

themes of the opera to their curriculum. In the program for the 2001-2002 production of 

Poulenc’s Dialogue of the Carmelites, children can be seen enjoying an Opera Brief 

performance of Rossini’s Cenerentola at their school (Figure 1.2). 

                                                           
25

 “Education Update: Preparing the Future Generations” Arizona Opera Magazine (1999): 32. 

 
26

 “Look-In” Carmen Arizona Opera Company Program (2001): 22. 
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Figure 1.2. Reaching Out to Future Opera Fans Article (2001).

27
 

 

 Music! Words! Opera! was also a very successful program. Its aim was to help 

students create an opera in their own classroom. Written by Dr. Carroll Rinehardt and 

sponsored by OPERA America, this program is featured at the school for one year and 

incorporates opera into all aspects of the curriculum. The teachers attend workshops with 

Rinehardt at the beginning of the school year to learn how to teach the program and then 

they have the choice of which opera they will study based on the age group of their 

students. In the spring, the students create and produce the music, libretto, sets, props, 

and costumes, and then, at the end of the school year, perform their opera. Education 

Director Deanna Hoying said of the program, “Throughout this time, Arizona Opera in 
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conjunction with area universities and their production team, provide workshops for 

teachers, in-school residencies, and assistance for participating schools.”
28

   

 Arizona Opera’s Education Department remained successful in reaching out to the 

community with these multiple education and outreach programs. In the years 2000 

through 2003, over 150,000 children were exposed to opera through school tours; 10,000 

full-season subscribers were recorded; and new attendance records were set for four years 

in a row. In the 2001-2002 production program a page is devoted to illuminating the 

company’s achievements in the community (Figure 1.3).  

 
Figure 1.3. Opera in the Community Article (2004).

29
 

 

 Opera itself was evolving and becoming a total collaboration of music and 

theater, and its audience was growing younger every season.
30

 Arizona Opera was also 
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becoming more involved online. The company realized the importance of keeping up 

with the younger generation, who are always connected, and developed a website that 

offered online resources such as electronic playbills, study guides, sound clips, a synopsis 

of each opera for the season, composer biographies, press releases, reviews, downtown 

Phoenix traffic alerts, and the ability to order tickets and make contributions.
31

  

 In 2002 the company began a partnership with Arizona State University’s Kerr 

Cultural Center in Scottsdale and created a new lecture series called Opera dell’Arte. 

Lectures were given by Dale Dreyfoos, professor of opera at the School of Music at 

Arizona State University. He provided unique and interactive explorations of one or more 

of the season’s operas.  

 During the 2004-2005 season, Arizona Opera hired an Education Director named 

Mary Jane McCloskey. McCloskey received her Master of Music degree from the 

University of Michigan and was also a member of the Arizona Opera Chorus. She 

developed opera education programs and ideas for grant proposals. Although McCloskey 

held the position for only a year, she accomplished a great deal and paved the way for the 

new Education Director, Laura Baldasano, who joined the company in 2005. Many of the 

programs that were successful the last few years were retained and a few more interactive 

programs were added, such as Opera in a Box (a professional teaching artist and a box 

full of costumes bring opera to life in the classroom) and Opera Talkbacks (post-

performance interactive sessions with the cast and director providing production 

insights). In the 2004 production program of Rossini’s La Cenerentola, there was an 
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entire page devoted to the Education Department, with descriptions of its achievements 

and a sample of children’s responses (Figure 1.4).  

 
Figure 1.4. Education and Outreach Article (2004).

32
 

 

 In 2007, the Marion Roose Pulin Arizona Opera Studio was established. 

Consisting of four singers and a conductor, this studio provided training for young artists 
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to transition from the university setting to the demanding professional life of a singer.  

These artists also take part in master classes given by the Arizona Opera mainstage 

artists, vocal coaching, acting and movement instruction, and performances for 

community events. In just two years the Opera Studio increased the number of outreach 

performances statewide and reached students in both Phoenix and Tucson.  

 The Arizona Opera Street Singers were created in 2009 and included members of 

the Arizona Opera Orchestra. They performed highlights from the current opera season at 

bookstores, hospitals, and Opera dell’Arte lectures at the Kerr Cultural Center. During 

this 2009-2010 season, Arizona Opera offered a commission for a composition of a 

Navajo opera called The Little Warrior Woman Who Came Home. This project was a 

collaboration with Arizona Opera, Navajo composer George Quincy, the Heard Museum 

of Phoenix, and the Arizona State University American Indian Studies Program. The 

Little Warrior Woman premiered in the Navajo Nation in September and October 2010 as 

part of the Arizona Opera Annual School Tours.
33
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CHAPTER THREE 

HISTORY OF OPERA-TUNITY 

 Opera companies nationwide took the initiative to develop and perfect their 

education and community outreach programs. Meanwhile many local school districts 

phased out music programs and music education, making the primary focus on math and 

sciences. Elementary and secondary school children were not given the opportunity to 

participate in musical experiences unless it was through extra-curricular activity. 

 Opera-Tunity (hyphenated until 2011) was created in 1989 by an Arizona native 

named Arlyn Brewster. Opera-Tunity was the second group to be created by Brewster, 

the first being the Royal Renaissance Singers in 1978.  Both organizations were a part of 

Showcase Concerts, Incorporated, which was established in 1989. Brewster believed that 

there was a need for music in the elementary and secondary schools and if the schools 

were not going to teach it, then someone should bring it to them. She stated,  

  Opera-Tunity was founded because I became aware that a large number  

  of people in concert and opera performances had white hair! I was  

  raised with an appreciation for classical music, majored in music  

  education, taught music in both elementary and high school, and  

  directed a variety of choirs in addition to some vocal and stage   

  performing. Music was a vital part of my life and when it began to   

  disappear from local schools, I determined somebody needed to fix this  

  concern!  Gradually it became my obsession.
34

 

 

Recently appointed as Arizona District Director for the Metropolitan Opera National 

Council Auditions, Brewster had a great deal of support from the Phoenix community. 

She also had the musical training, educational background, and access to business 

personnel within her family to help her dream become a reality.  
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 Brewster became acquainted with Ron Caya, Director of Special Events and 

Music Projects in the Peoria School District, one of the few Arizona school districts still 

providing music in the classroom in the upper grade levels. Caya shared Brewster’s 

vision of bringing music back into the schools and he believed opera could be both 

educational and entertaining for these middle school children, specifically seventh 

graders.
35

 

 Caya approached Brewster about bringing an Informance (“Informing by 

Performance”) to his seventh-grade class. At the time, Brewster was choir director at the 

First Christian Church of Phoenix and had access to many talented singers throughout the 

Phoenix area. She asked a baritone named Julian (Ray) Fielder, who was a Metropolitan 

Opera National Council Auditions Regional Finalist, to participate in this Informance 

before he started his Phantom of the Opera contract in Hamburg, Germany. He accepted 

the offer and with an accompanist, Deb Offenhauser, performed the “Toreador Song” 

from Carmen to a classroom full of eager seventh graders. As Brewster described the 

performance, 

 Julian introduced the next aria from Faust saying “I’ve recently been to   

 Hell. Do you want to know how that happened?” “Yes!” the kids   

 exclaimed. “Because of opera. Ever hear of Faust?” He related parts   

 of the Faust story and then sang an aria from the opera. The class was   

 hooked and from a pretty rough group of seventh graders, it was like magic!
36

 

From that one performance an opera education group was born. Ron Caya called 

Brewster informing her that the children loved the performance and he wanted to put 

together a contract to have Informances for the entire Peoria School District. 
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 Brewster also believed in giving young emerging singers an opportunity to share 

their talents. “Young talent has a really difficult time starting out. I want to give them 

performance opportunities and see them discover that they can earn a living doing what 

they love.”
37

 Brewster contacted singers who were willing and interested in participating 

in this new opera education group. Her main objective was to hire three or four singers 

with outstanding vocal abilities, good communication skills, and an ability to move. An 

accompanist who could play all types and genres of music was also a very important 

element. These objectives were met, and work on a 45-minute program suitable for 4th-

8th grades was under way.  

 Opera-Tunity had a specific performance for each grade. For kindergarten classes 

of 25 students or fewer, Opera-Tunity would send only two singers and an accompanist; 

for 1
st
-and 2

nd
- grade classes with 80 students or fewer, three singers and an accompanist 

were sent, unless a specific opera performance was requested such as The Three Little 

Pigs, then five singers went with an accompanist. Usually three to four singers could 

perform an Opera 101 Intro to Opera Informance, in which the soprano would also teach 

about the mezzo-soprano, likewise the baritone and tenor. Ultimately the best 

performances included four singers and the accompanist, especially for the upper grade 

levels. 

 Opera-Tunity used four core singers and an accompanist (Figure 2.1). Each 

performer was contracted for a school year (9 months) and additional singers could be 

added when needed. These core singers participated in formal concerts and any Opera-

Tunity event during that contracted time. As Aryln Brewster described a performance, 
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  Whenever Opera-Tunity entered a room, ‘opera hats’ were worn and  

  everybody expected them! ‘Warming up’ in a classroom, the hats   

  were great props, getting students interested and primed for the   

  program.  Ken Goodenberger (OT tenor) was superb in creating a   

  positive opening scenario.  Selecting a student, Ken would kneel in  

  front of them, and sing a glorious cadenza. Then quickly placing his  

  opera hat on the student, would admonish ‘now you can do it’ and  

  the student would nearly always mimic what Ken had just sung, to the  

  delight of fellow students and amazement of the singer!
38

  

 

 
Figure 2.1. The original Opera-Tunity Troupe; Core Singers and the “Horned Hats” 

(1989).
39
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 Opera-Tunity offered two different programs: Opera 101 Intro to Opera and The 

Three Little Pigs. The music for The Three Little Pigs
40

 was taken from famous 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart operas, and the libretto was by American bass-baritone, John 

Davies. The Three Little Pigs was a favorite among grades K-4, lasting only 35 minutes; 

because it was short, an Opera 101 Intro to Opera Informance was usually included. 

Although the message of The Three Little Pigs was anti-bullying, it had a clever portable 

set and fun costumes. 

 The original Opera-Tunity troupe members were Ken Goodenberger (stage name: 

Kenneth Alton), Patti Goodenberger (stage name: Denise Auber), Wendi Washington-

Hunt, Marshall Taylor, and Mark Fearey (Figure 2.2). Each member had extensive 

musical training before joining Opera-Tunity.  
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Figure 2.2. Original Opera-Tunity troupe. Marshall Taylor, Wendi Washington-Hunt, 

Kenneth Alton, and Denise Auber (1989).
41

 

 

 Ken Goodenberger (tenor) currently serves as Director of Music at Shepherd of 

the Hills United Methodist Church in Sun City West, and is the Artistic Director of the 

West Valley Chorale. Goodenberger is also an experienced musical theater director. He is 

the AriZoni-winning Musical Director of Disney’s Beauty and the Beast and Avenue Q: 

School Edition, both at Theater Works, and Les Misérables. He is a featured soloist with 

the Grand Salon Orchestra of Phoenix, performs in mainstage productions with Arizona 

Opera, and was a District Winner of the Metropolitan National Council Auditions. He is 

also a frequent oratorio soloist, teaches private voice, and is currently the director of 
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Showcase Concerts, the Royal Renaissance Singers, and OperAntics (formerly known as 

Opera-Tunity).
42

 

 Patti Denise Goodenberger (lyric soprano) was married to Ken Goodenberger at 

the time Opera-Tunity was founded and worked with the troupe until 2003. Currently 

known as Patti Graetz, she was born and reared in Texas. She received her Bachelor of 

Music degree in Vocal Performance from Concordia College in Moorhead, Minnesota, 

where she minored in piano and organ. Ms. Graetz has sung leading roles with major 

opera companies, including the Houston Grand Opera and Arizona Opera. She has also 

sung numerous solo recitals and performed as soprano soloist with symphony orchestras 

in the United States and in Australia. 

 Ms. Graetz returned to the Phoenix area in 2012 and re-established her music 

career. In addition to her private studio, she founded an innovative business, the Music 

Bus, in 2013. The Music Bus is a state-of-the-art digital piano lab in an RV that travels to 

schools, day care centers, community centers, and neighborhoods, offering affordable, 

small-group lessons in piano, voice, and guitar. Ms. Graetz returns to Australia several 

times a year to give master classes in bel canto singing and to lecture on the care and 

health of the singing voice for the speech pathology department at Charles Sturt 

University in Australia.
43

 

 Wendi Washington-Hunt (coloratura soprano) began studying music at the age of 

three and knew early on that she wanted to pursue a professional career in opera. Ms. 

Washington-Hunt has performed with opera companies and symphonies all over the 
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country. Her most notable roles include Queen of the Night from Mozart’s Die 

Zauberflöte, all three heroines in Offenbach’s Les Contes des Hoffman, Adele in Strauss’ 

Die Fledermaus, and Cass in Craig Bohmler’s The Achilles Heel. Ms. Washington-Hunt 

is also a three-time regional finalist in the Metropolitan National Council Auditions in 

Los Angeles, California; a first place winner of the Jennings Butterfield Young Artist 

Competition; second-place winner in the Bel Canto Foundation Voice Competition; and 

she was twice awarded an Igor Gorin Memorial Fund grant for career development in 

acknowledgment of her work in opera education.
44

 

 Marshall Taylor (baritone) performs principal roles with opera companies all over 

the country, including Civic Light Opera in Seattle, Arizona Opera, Lyric Opera Theatre 

at Arizona State University, and Special Opera in Wisconsin. He holds Bachelors and 

Masters degrees in Music and Theater Performance. He was also a member of The Royal 

Renaissance Singers and is currently the Artistic Director of the Quisisana Summer 

Music of the Lake Festival at the Quisisana Resort in Lovell, Maine.  

 Mark Fearey (piano) earned a Bachelor of Music in Piano Performance from the 

D’Angelo School of Music at Mercyhurst College in Erie, Pennsylvania, and a Master of 

Music in Piano Accompanying from Arizona State University. Mr. Fearey has worked 

with vocal and instrumental artists in Germany, Austria, New York, Miami, Los Angeles, 

and throughout Arizona. Recently he performed the Grieg Piano Concerto with the 

Meridian Symphony Orchestra in Boise, Idaho. In Pennsylvania, he was accompanist for 

the Pennsylvania Governor's School for the Arts, and served as accompanist and vocal 

coach for the D'Angelo Opera Theatre. He also spent two seasons as the opera music 

                                                           
44

 http://www.wendiwashingtonhunt.com/bio/. Accessed: 12 January 2016. 



28 

director for the Quisisana Summer Music of the Lake Festival at the Quisisana Resort in 

Lovell, Maine.  

 Mr. Fearey is currently music director of the Valley Youth Theatre and the 

Abiding Savior Lutheran Church in Tempe, Arizona, and is the accompanist for the 

Classical and Pop/Jazz Vocal Division of ARTS Week with the National Foundation for 

Advancement in the Arts (NFAA) in Miami, Florida. He also performs a cabaret show, A 

Broadway Songbook, with baritone Marshall Taylor, and has played master classes with 

Dalton Baldwin, Margo Garrett, and Placido Domingo. 
45

 

 Each member of Opera-Tunity was devoted to teaching opera education and 

making the community aware that opera is for everyone. Being a member of Opera-

Tunity gave each performer the opportunity to develop their skills in singing as well as 

teaching. These skills would prove to be essential for their future endeavors in the field of 

opera. 

 Opera-Tunity was gaining popularity around the Phoenix area, and Brewster 

decided that it was time to create an official organization that would oversee both The 

Royal Renaissance Singers and Opera-Tunity. An accountant and a family lawyer 

generously volunteered their services to assist in forming a Board of Directors with 

Brewster as the volunteer Artistic Director. The name Showcase Concerts, Inc., was 

selected to be the official title of this impressive new organization. When Showcase 

Concerts, Inc., was granted 501(c)3 Non-Profit Organization status, Brewster started to 

book programs and solicit for cash gifts and donations while continuing to musically 
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prepare both ensembles. The organization soon had a performing budget reaching 

$100,000.
 46

 

 To increase exposure and awareness of both The Royal Renaissance Singers 

(Figure 2.3) and Opera-Tunity, Brewster entered Showcase Concerts, Inc., into a contest 

sponsored by a local advertising firm. The contest awarded the most productive and 

interesting arts organization in the Phoenix area free promotional materials. Showcase 

Concerts, Inc., was selected as the winner and the advertising firm designed and printed, 

free of charge, 5,000 brochures, envelopes, post cards, and order mailers.
 47

 These 

marketing materials provided a tremendous boost to the organization, resulting in 

increased exposure and performances.
48

 

 
Figure 2.3. Royal Renaissance Group Photo (1978).

49
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 Opera-Tunity auditioned for the Arizona Commission on the Arts in the early 

1990s and was accepted to participate on the Artist Touring Roster. Arizona Opera did 

not have a formal opera outreach program at the time and Opera-Tunity was the only 

opera education “game in town.” It was booked to full capacity during the school year.
50

 

Brewster stated,  

  If you’re doing the job right, it will eventually grow so big you  

  can’t keep up with it. While at the same time you work very  

  hard to keep up with it.
51

 

 

 Arizona Opera’s General Director, Glynn Ross, was familiar with Opera-Tunity’s 

popularity in Phoenix and since Arizona Opera did not have an official outreach group at 

that time, he was determined to hire Opera-Tunity to represent the company. Ross led 

Arizona Opera in many successes, including expansion of the company’s season, 

production of Wagner’s entire Der Ring des Nibelungen, and construction of new 

administrative offices for the company in Tucson. The relationship between Arizona 

Opera and Opera-Tunity was successful for many years, even though Informances in 

Tucson were limited due to cost.  

 When Ross retired and David Speers took over the position of General Director in 

1998, funding was again an issue. Opera-Tunity represented the company for two years 

until concerns over specific responsibilities and payment issues became more of a 

problem. Opera-Tunity eventually parted ways and solely represented Showcase 

Concerts, Inc. The demand for Opera-Tunity performances was still on the rise despite 

the departure from Arizona Opera, and the company attempted to continue an outreach 
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and education program on its own but was unsuccessful. Eventually all educational 

endeavors were halted when Speers was removed from Arizona Opera in 2003.
52

 

 Opera-Tunity continued to grow and eventually exceeded Brewster’s original 

dream of bringing music back into schools. She was elated over the success of Showcase 

Concerts, Inc., and wanted to retire. Marshall Taylor, the baritone performer in Opera-

Tunity, took over the position of Music Director for Showcase Concerts, Inc., and 

Artistic Director for Opera-Tunity for a short time before his relocation to New York 

City.  After his departure, Ken Goodenberger, one of the original Opera-Tunity troupe 

members, took over the position. As shown in Figure 2.4, the later Opera-Tunity group 

consisted of three singers and a pianist: Jennifer Song-Sheldon (soprano), Jeffrey Stevens 

(baritone), Ken Goodenberger (tenor), and Mark Fearey (pianist).  

 
Figure 2.4. Later Opera-Tunity troupe. The Three Little Pigs costumes (2004). 

Mark Fearey, Jeffrey Stevens, Jennifer Song, and Ken Goodenberger.
53
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 When Joel Revzen became the Artistic Director in 2003, he brought Opera-Tunity 

back for part-time outreach and educational work. Funding was scarce, as it was in 

previous seasons with David Speers, and school performances were not consistent. It was 

impossible to guarantee Opera-Tunity performers regular involvement with the company 

but whenever there was funding, the troupe was contracted.  

 Scott Altman became General Director of Arizona Opera in 2009 and when he 

saw a presentation of Opera-Tunity, he made an offer to the Board of Directors of 

Showcase Concerts, Inc., to make Opera-Tunity the official educational outreach group 

for Arizona Opera. After the Board of Directors agreed, a contract was implemented and 

Opera-Tunity remains an extremely important part of Arizona Opera’s programs. 
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Reception of Opera-Tunity 

 We work to provide unique performances of the highest quality using Arizona 

artists; to establish the arts as a basic part of daily life by education and entertainment to 

and for all ages. We imagine an Arizona where everyone can participate in and 

experience the arts.
54

 

Arizona Commission on the Arts Mission Statement 

  

 Opera-Tunity succeeded in teaching school children throughout the Phoenix area 

about opera and educating them in a fun and accessible way. Programs presented by 

Opera-Tunity were designed to fit the Mission Statement of the Arizona Commission on 

the Arts. Competitive auditions were held to select the highest possible caliber of 

performer for Opera-Tunity and each performer was also required to be flexible and 

willing to travel to nearby states and Mexico.  

 In one year, the troupe performed a symphony concert in Los Angeles, California, 

and with the Oklahoma, Phoenix, and Tucson Symphonies. They also travelled to rural 

towns such as Jerome, Sedona, Clarkdale, and Tubac and performed smaller works such 

as The Telephone by Menotti and The Impresario by Mozart. Whenever Opera-Tunity 

was booked for an out-of-town concert, a school appearance would be offered at a 

discounted fee on the same day as the concert. Often times, Opera-Tunity was asked back 

to do a week-long in-school residency to teach the children about opera. This type of 

format was followed in other Arizona cities such as Kingman, Lake Havasu, Page, Green 

Valley, Marana, Fort Huachuca, Sierra Vista, Tombstone, Bisbee, and Douglas.
55
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 Opera-Tunity offered many different interactive opera performances. Educational 

materials included study guides for each Opera-Tunity Informance and were sent to each 

school before a scheduled visit in order for the teacher to prepare the students for the 

opera performance.
56

 Each study guide included cast of characters, a brief history about 

opera, the composer of the music, synopsis of the opera, musical and opera terms, 

classroom activities, quizzes, and a blank page for a review of the performance.  

 The most popular interactive performance was the Opera 101 Intro to Opera 

Informance, which was a collaboration written by Arlyn Brewster and Marshall Taylor. 

This Informance was designed to introduce the ensemble and to teach the students the 

basics about opera and music; it was intended for all ages.
57

 Lasting only 35 minutes, The 

Three Little Pigs was a favorite among grades K-4. The music for The Three Little Pigs 

was incorporated into Opera-Tunity’s repertoire in 1997.
58

  

 Opera-Tunity was also invited to participate in artist-in-residence/in-school 

residency programs. The Peoria School District was the first district in the Phoenix area 

to contract Opera-Tunity to participate in these experiences. The residencies lasted five 

days and were flexible depending on funding and the school’s needs. Each Opera-Tunity 

member would work with different classes and venues assisting the students in writing 

their own opera. The words of non-copyright arias were re-written and Opera-Tunity 

members would sing the newly composed opera. The students would fill in the speaking 

parts, the recitatives, and other stage requirements. The troupe also traveled to 
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Wickenburg, Arizona, many times to perform Informances and conduct in-school 

residencies (Figure 2.5). 

 When Opera-Tunity visited Page, Arizona, for a residency at Page Middle School, 

the teacher had spent many hours preparing the students for Opera-Tunity’s visit. The 

theme for this particular performance was called Operas of the Renaissance. When 

Opera-Tunity arrived at the school, they found the art department had joined with the 

music and choral departments in making the inside cafeteria ceiling to look like the 

Sistine Chapel. In keeping with the theme, some of the students even made costumes, and 

the cooks in the cafeteria studied recipes of the Renaissance and served items on specific 

days. A skit called “Manners and Politics in the Time of Shakespeare” was also 

presented.  

 
Figure 2.5. “OPERA-tunity presents.” Newspaper Article (2000).

59
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 During this in-school residency the school produced an opera called Mohave 

Gold. It was first performed at a school assembly by the 6th graders, then for the PTO
60

 

and community in an evening ticketed performance.
61

 Opera-Tunity returned to Page 

Middle School two more times for in-school residencies until the Arizona Arts funding 

ended the association.
62

 

 Opera-Tunity was primarily funded by the schools and organizations that hired 

the troupe. Grants were helpful but not the primary source of income. Corporations, 

community concert series, and private events also generated a large part of the funding 

for Opera-Tunity. Corporations booked Opera-Tunity for performances for their 

employees. These performances took place at the businesses, usually in the cafeteria or in 

a space large enough with an outlet for the electric keyboard. Realizing that more people 

will attend an opera if they are familiar with the repertoire and style, the businesses 

scheduled the Informances during the lunch-time hour. The cost of these Informances 

was generally $800-$1,000 per show, with a 15 per cent discount if Opera-Tunity 

performed two shows. Occasionally, the businesses even paid for the piano rental in 
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addition to the performance fee. A typical schedule for Opera-Tunity was filled with all 

three types of performances.
63

 

 The Arizona Commission on the Arts co-sponsored the Community Concert 

Series and had specific requirements and fees that were to be met by both parties. The 

Commission was very helpful in the development of promotional materials, suggestions 

for overnight lodging, and establishing fees in advance. The performance fees for local 

events such as these were based on distance and length of performance, and ranged from 

$1,500 to $5,000. The fees for an out-of-town performance event could be as much as 

$10,000.  

 Private parties and fundraising events had to be carefully and thoroughly 

organized because last-minute changes often occurred. Contracts that were written for 

these performances had to cover all expenses, including fees, insurance, stage 

construction, performer concerns, and parking; AGMA (American Guild of Musical 

Artists) requirements were also a necessity. For these private parties and fundraising 

events the Opera-Tunity singers were guaranteed a minimum of $250 per 45 minutes 

with additional funds if circumstances changed on site. During these events the troupe 

would often wear the Horned Hats (Figure 2.6). 
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Figure 2.6. Later Opera-Tunity Troupe and the “Horned Hats” (2004).

64
 

 

 Performers in Opera-Tunity were contracted for one season, which was equal to 

one school year (September to May). The contract covered fees for one season and other 

events were contracted separately on an as-needed basis. Each performer was paid a 

minimum of $45.00 per performance for three Informances on the same day and location. 

If only one performance was scheduled, then each performer would be paid $50.00. The 

cast was required to set up and strike the scenery and provide their own transportation to 

the school. If the distance to the performance location was over twenty miles from a 

central pre-determined departure point, then a gas allowance was paid.
65

 Whoever was in 

charge of bringing the set also had to drive it back to the rented warehouse on 7
th

 Avenue 

in Phoenix, where Showcase Concerts, Inc., kept all of their costumes and set pieces.   
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 Archival photo, property of Jeffrey Stevens (2004). 
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 Arlyn Brewster. In-person interview. 
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Success in the Community 

 Opera-Tunity was experiencing much success throughout the Phoenix Valley and 

surrounding areas. The troupe was nominated in 1997 and 1999 for the Arts Organization 

of the Year Award, and in 1998 Arizona Opera contracted Opera-Tunity to represent 

outreach and opera education for the company. The troupe members obtained performing 

gigs outside of Opera-Tunity as well. Marshall Taylor and Ken Goodenberger frequently 

performed with Arizona Opera and with the Phoenix Symphony in mainstage and concert 

productions.  Menotti’s Amahl and the Night Visitors was performed in 1990, 1991, and 

1992 with members of the Phoenix Symphony in cooperation with Center Dance 

Ensemble at the Herberger Theater in Phoenix. The costumes shown in Figure 2.7 were 

from the collection from London owned by Showcase Concerts, Inc. They were used for 

both the Royal Renaissance Singers and Opera-Tunity performances. 
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Figure 2.7. Photo of the Three Kings in Amahl and the Night Visitors (1992).

66
 

  

 During the years 1996-1998, attendance numbers were steadily on the rise at 

Arizona Opera, and Opera-Tunity had performances all over the Phoenix Valley in 

school districts including Chandler, Gilbert, Mesa, and Scottsdale. From just fifteen 

school performances in 1990, Opera-Tunity now had a full schedule with over one-

hundred performances. Reviews from the schools were received in the mail with 

statements such as, “The children had no idea how enjoyable and fun opera could be. 

Everyone is eager to get you back again. What wonderful musical experiences you 

provide for young people.” A sample correspondence, from Osborn School District, No. 

8, is shown in Figure 2.8. 
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 Archival photo, property of Arlyn Brewster (1992). 
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 Opera-Tunity enjoyed a residency in Ajo, Arizona, and created memorable 

experiences with the children as well as members of the community. The Ajo Arts 

Organization requested Opera-Tunity to perform two school presentations and an evening 

concert. As plans were being finalized the school principal called Arlyn Brewster and 

begged Opera-Tunity not to come. The principal said he would pay the fee anyway but 

asked them not to perform at the school because he did not want to deal with the 

discipline problems that were going to occur. Brewster assured him that things would be 

fine and Opera-Tunity made the two-hour drive to Ajo. The town and school were 

primarily Hispanic, and Opera-Tunity had come prepared with an interpreter. The 

Informances were very successful and no problems occurred. Arlyn Brewster said of the 

performances, “Students in both elementary and high school liked the program so much 

they returned that night in record numbers to see the concert!  They also gave a Mariachi 

party after the concert and had us back for another engagement.”
67
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 Arlyn Brewster. In-person interview. 
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Figure 2.8. Correspondence from Osborn School District, Phoenix, AZ (1997).
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 Archival letter, property of Jeffrey Stevens (1997). 
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 Another memorable residency was in Globe, Arizona. During the school program, 

members of Opera-Tunity told the students they could come to the evening concert, 

which was a ticketed event, for free if they or any member of their group sang a cadenza 

at the door. (Cadenzas were introduced and demonstrated during the classroom 

Informances.) A few students attempted to sing cadenzas with various degrees of success 

and it was assumed that there would not be any attempts at the evening performance. 

Arlyn Brewster said, 

  That evening, an Apache girl, with an entourage of 8 or so  

  from the nearby reservation stood outside the box office 

   and sang one of the best, most glorious cadenzas I've ever   

  heard!! Beautiful mezzo-soprano voice and she did it perfectly.  

  I asked her to do it again, and she said "Nope. You said I had  

  to do one and I did. Now do we get in free?” They did, and with  

  a round of free Cokes tossed in.
69

 

 

 The musical talent and appearance of the Opera-Tunity ensemble are highly 

important. The ability to act and communicate successfully with audiences of all ages is 

what brings continued success. If these qualities are met then the impact will be 

memorable. The ensemble will gain recognition and funding will come, as will audiences 

to the opera house. “Many opera companies have education outreach programs with 

varying degrees of success. Opera-Tunity continues to be a pacesetter and any company 

would be proud to sponsor the troupe.”
70

 

 Opera-Tunity successfully established a rapport among schools in the Phoenix 

area and they were receiving requests to come and share their Informances all over the 

state of Arizona. During a trip to Bullhead City, Arizona, and Laughlin, Nevada, they 
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 Arlyn Brewster. In-person interview. 
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performed Opera 101 and The Three Little Pigs at the local schools. After the 

performances they went to lunch at one of the local restaurants. Jeffrey Stevens said, 

  We were all dressed in jean overalls, that was our costume,  

  so the person waiting on us said, “Are you the ones who are  

  singing in the schools? Because my daughter came home,  

  she’s 6 years old, and she was singing all over the house.  

  I asked her what she was doing and she said I’m singing an    

  opera.” It was cool to see that happen.
71

 

 

Opera encompasses all art forms, encourages expression, and inspires creativity. Opera-

Tunity was succeeding in passing on the idea that opera can be fun and appealing for any 

age group.  

 The desire for new operas and opera for young audiences was also gaining 

momentum. Opera companies were looking for new ways to encourage young people to 

come to the opera. A composer and vocal coach named Craig Bohmler, who was then 

working with the Houston Grand Opera, was interested in why there had not been any 

opera targeting middle-school and high-school children. He and a colleague, librettist 

Mary Carol Warwick, wrote an original story called The Achilles Heel. They proposed 

the story to general director David Gockley for a commission from the Houston Grand 

Opera. The commission was awarded and Bohmler and Warwick set to work on creating 

the one-act opera. The Achilles Heel premiered on February 22, 1993, at the Heinen 

Theater with the Texas Opera Theater in Houston and won the National Opera 

Association Competition in 1995. 

 The Achilles Heel is a one act-opera in English, lasting only 65 minutes. It is a 

story of two high-school boys, one blind (Harry) and one African American (Achilles), 

discovering and admitting their vulnerability. In addition, a parent overcomes prejudice, 
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 Jeffrey Stevens. In-person interview, Phoenix, AZ (21 July 2015). 
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and a high-school girl (Cass) learns that outward appearance is not as important as inward 

beauty. The subject matter is pertinent to middle-school and high-school students, though 

adults can relate as well. It addresses racial prejudice, physical handicaps, the importance 

of staying in school, self-esteem, and self-image. The musical style is a blend of opera, 

musical theater, and rap, and can be considered a contemporary cross between Leonard 

Bernstein and Samuel Barber. The instrumentation is for piano, percussion, bass, and 

reeds, requiring only four players. The cast requires five principal characters and a 

dancing/singing trio. 

 Craig Bohmler was friends with Patti Goodenberger and worked with her at 

Houston Grand Opera. When Ms. Goodenberger moved to the Phoenix area she 

presented The Achilles Heel to Arlyn Brewster in hopes that it would be possible for 

Opera-Tunity members to perform the opera for the Phoenix community. Brewster and 

Goodenberger worked together to apply for a grant from the Arizona Commission on the 

Arts that would award Opera-Tunity the funding to mount such a production. Their 

efforts were successful and the Commission awarded Opera-Tunity $20,000 to produce 

Craig Bohmler’s The Achilles Heel.  

 The Achilles Heel was performed at the Herberger Theater in Phoenix in the fall 

of 1998. Opera-Tunity members Ken Goodenberger (tenor) and Wendi Washington-Hunt 

(soprano) sang the two lead roles, Harry and Cass. Bohmler himself conducted all the 

musical rehearsals and the opera when it was performed at the Herberger Theater. 

Michael Barnard, who worked with the Phoenix Theater and Disney in California, 

directed the opera. The Tribune in Phoenix published an article in January of 1998 that 

discussed opera’s rising success nationwide and how Opera-Tunity “tries to banish 
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opera’s stodgy reputation.”
72

 The article in Figure 2.9 also features Craig Bohmler and 

information about Opera-Tunity’s future performance of his opera, The Achilles Heel. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
72

 “Opera Hits Popularity High Note in Valley.” The Tribune  (1998). 
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Figure 2.9. Opera Hits Popularity High Note in Valley article (1998).
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 Opera-Tunity was paving the way for opera education, doing away with the old 

stuffy reputation of the fat lady and traditional Viking attire associated with the art form 

and creating a new look. Opera-Tunity was introducing young audiences to musical 

story-telling and the idea that opera can be enjoyable.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

A GIFT FOR ARIZONA OPERA 

 In 2009 the General Director of Arizona Opera, Scott Altman, attended a 

presentation of Opera-Tunity and initiated steps to acquire the name of the successful 

outreach group. A contract was written by the board of Showcase Concerts, Inc., and in 

2011, Opera-Tunity became the official educational outreach group for Arizona Opera. 

The hyphen was removed from the name and the official name became OperaTunity.  

 The Education Department of Arizona Opera hired a new director, Lori Fisher, 

and an intern, Jessica Besecker, in 2011. Auditions were held in both Tucson and 

Phoenix for two groups that would offer in-school performances in both cities. Fisher and 

Altman hired new singers, who were just beginning their operatic careers, for both the 

Phoenix and Tucson groups. The Tucson troupe sang performances in the fall semester of 

the school year. The Phoenix troupe sang performances in the spring semester. 

 The primary goal of the new education department was to create an after-school 

program in partnership with the Arizona School for the Arts through which students 

would create their own operas from start to finish. Ms. Fisher also wanted to revitalize 

the repertoire and expand the department, envisioning a larger role in the community. 

David A. Christensen, Chairman of the Board of Trustees of Arizona Opera, was quoted 

as saying, “We endeavor to enrich the cultural life of the entire state, for everyone to 

explore the rich world of opera.”
74

 The three major areas of focus for the Education 

Department were to enrich, develop outreach experiences, and create an atmosphere of 

inclusion.  
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 David A Christensen. Orfeo ed Euridice, Arizona Opera Company program (2011). 



50 

 Different types of programs were created for educating the community. For 

Arizona Opera patrons, pre-performance lectures and post-performance talkbacks were 

offered. For adults who desired to learn more about opera, Opera dell’Arte lecture 

performances at the ASU Kerr Cultural Center in Scottsdale and Osher Lifelong Learning 

Institute classes were available. Master classes with guest artists and production staff 

were offered for university students and for children, as well as OperaTunity and Opera-

In-A-Box Informances, and Community Night at the Opera performances.  

 In December of 2011, Arizona Opera also created a program called The Gift of 

Music Concert Series. This program was specifically designed for a quartet of singers to 

provide holiday music to hospitals, hospices, and assisted living homes. The singers 

would perform at these locations and sing a cappella arrangements of holiday carols. 

 The singers in the Phoenix and Tucson OperaTunity troupes were given the title 

of Teaching Artist.
75

 Both groups received a six-month contract and biweekly payments 

of $425, totaling $5,000. The Teaching Artist’s responsibilities included being punctual 

for all music and staging rehearsals, arriving at these rehearsals with material prepared, 

and appearing in full costume and make-up at dress rehearsals. Teaching Artists were 

also required, if needed, to appear in archival photographs and/or video recordings in 

order to promote Arizona Opera’s Education Department and/or mainstage productions. 

 The Tucson OperaTunity troupe consisted of four singers and an accompanist 

(shown in Figure 3.1): Ian Sidden (bass), Johanna Anderson (mezzo-soprano), Mitchell 

Sturges (tenor), Dori M. Smith (soprano), and Rouzbeh Tebyanian (piano). 
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 See Appendix H for a sample Teaching Artist Contract (2012-2013). 
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Figure 3.1. Tucson OperaTunity Troupe (2012).

76
 

 

 The Phoenix OperaTunity troupe (shown in Figure 3.2) also had four singers and 

an accompanist: Rhea Miller (soprano), Kerry Ginger (mezzo-soprano), Thomas Strauser 

(tenor), Stefan Gordon (baritone), and Jeremey Peterman (piano). Their contracts began 

in the spring of 2013. Both groups of Teaching Artists had either completed their degrees 

or were finished with course work in their current degrees.  

                                                           
76

 Archival photo by Mark Voss, property of Ian Sidden (2012). 
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Figure 3.2. Phoenix OperaTunity troupe, Arizona Opera Center (2013).
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 Both OperaTunity troupes gave in-school performances of an Informance called 

Who Wants to Be an Opera Star?. This 45-minute work was written by Paula Fowler and 

Patricia Weinmann with musical assistance from Dr. Carol Anderson. Opera Star was 

originally created for Utah Opera’s Young Artist Program in 2008. Opera Star was an 

opera pastiche that featured a game show format presented in a series of categories, and 

was designed to teach students opera terminology, the different voice types, and musical 

elements found in operas through presentations of scenes from operatic repertoire (as 

shown in Figure 3.3).  

 In each category an opera convention was taught. In category one, each singer 

would sing an excerpt of an aria to demonstrate their voice type. In category two, the first 

to answer the question about arias would then have to demonstrate an aria. In category 

three, whoever answered the question about opera terms had to sing a duet with another 

contestant/singer that demonstrated melody, props, or rhythm.    
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 Phoenix OperaTunity troupe, performing “The Rain Quartet” Archival photo, property of Arizona Opera 

(2013). 
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 In category four, breath control was demonstrated and two examples from the 

music list were performed by three of the four singers. Category five involved all four 

singers and either the Rain Quartet or the Omelette Quartet was performed. To end Opera 

Star, all four singers performed a re-worded excerpt from Lehar’s The Merry Widow to 

say good-bye and thank you to the student audience. Opera Star was fast-paced and 

included lots of costumes and props. Ken Goodenberger, the tenor from the original 

OperaTunity troupe, was invited to direct Who Wants to Be an Opera Star? for its 

performances in both Phoenix and Tucson. 

 Study guides were also sent to the music teachers at each school that booked an 

OperaTunity Informance. It was the teacher’s responsibility to prepare their students with 

the material sent to them as part of the education portion of the contract. The material 

was then solidified when the OperaTunity troupe performed the Informance.
78
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 See Appendix I for Who Wants to Be an Opera Star? study guide. 
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Figure 3.3. Music List for Who Wants to Be an Opera Star? (2012-2013).
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 Paula Fowler and Patricia Weinmann. Music List from Who Wants to Be an Opera Star? Teaching Artist 

Score (2012-2013). 
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 The funding for OperaTunity was similar to that of the original troupe: schools 

paid the company for the performances, grant funding was awarded, and donations were 

collected. If the schools paid for the troupe to perform, it was $400 per performance. If a 

school scheduled more than one performance, then the second was $200. The schools that 

qualified as Title-One
80

 would receive a free performance.
81

  

 There was extra funding from donor events such as Curtain Dinners before each 

opera mainstage performance and a TRIO Gala performance that included the opera, 

symphony, and ballet.
82

 There was also a performance called “An Old English Holiday” 

at L’Auberge de Sedona in Sedona, Arizona, and Culinary Mischief (an opera-themed 

four-course meal).  Most of these donors were members of the various Arizona Opera 

leagues: Valley Friends of Arizona Opera, Arizona Opera Tucson League, and the 

Prescott Friends of Arizona Opera. 
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 Title-One, under the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), provides financial assistance to local 

educational agencies to meet the needs of special educationally disadvantaged children at preschool, 

elementary, and secondary school levels. The purpose of Title-One is to help all children achieve the state’s 

academic standards. This is accomplished through supplemental programs that consist of instructional 

services, instructional support services, school wide reform efforts, and increased involvement of parents in 

their children’s education. http://www.azed.gov/title-i/. Accessed: 28 February 2016. 
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 Joshua Borths. In-person interview, Phoenix, AZ (20 April 2015). 
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 TRIO Gala 2013 was sponsored by The Virginia G. Piper Charitable Trust's Board of Trustees. The Trust 

awarded Arizona Opera, Ballet Arizona, and the Phoenix Symphony $25,000 each in recognition of the 

TRIO Gala (February 2013)—an inaugural event uniting three of Arizona’s world-class arts organizations 

on one stage for a unique and spectacular performance. Further, the TRIO partnership represents the 

organizations’ additional efforts to work collaboratively toward new efficiencies and ways to add value for 

patrons." http://pipertrust.org/my-news/5432/. Accessed 28 February 2016. 
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Success in the Community 

  In the fall of 2012, Arizona Opera’s Education Department struggled with 

scheduling OperaTunity in-school performances. The Education Director hired one of the 

singers in the Phoenix OperaTunity troupe to schedule performances. This person 

scheduled a full slate of performances for the Tucson troupe. However, calls to schools 

were made too late in the semester and most of the schools in the Phoenix area ran out of 

special-event money by early December. As a result, most of the major school districts 

were not able to schedule performances with the Phoenix OperaTunity troupe. The 

scheduling process required a full-time person for the position, someone who could be 

available during school hours to make phone calls in order to book performances.  

 Arizona Opera was also experiencing administrative struggles in 2013, and Ryan 

Taylor was brought in as Artistic Administrator to help the company find a way to renew 

its identity within the community. During these difficult times, the Education Department 

was not a priority and relationships with school districts and educators were not 

cultivated. The goals of the Education Director were ambitious but not executed. As a 

result, the Phoenix OperaTunity troupe was contracted with only a few major school 

districts and not many children were reached. 

 Fortunately, a few school performances were booked during the spring of 2013 

and the children enjoyed what was presented in the in-school Informances. They were 

exposed to operatic repertoire and the performances demonstrated to the audiences that 

opera can be enjoyable. Arizona Opera received thank-you notes from children (Figure 

3.4) that showed their appreciation for OperaTunity.  
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Figure 3.4. Thank-you Note Flower Bouquet from St. Francis School in Phoenix 

(2013).
83

 

 

 The Tucson OperaTunity troupe was active in Tucson and the wider southern 

Arizona community with locations as far away as Safford. The troupe experienced much 

success, evident in the students’ reactions to the Opera Star performances. Ian Sidden, 

the baritone of the 2012 Tucson troupe, was quoted as saying, “Many students expressed 

a desire to sing themselves, and the question and answer session at the end of the 

performance was always lively.”
84

 

 In the 2013-2014 season, more money was spent on the Education Department 

and Arizona Opera was in a position to hire an assistant, Regina Haefer. Haefer’s official 

title was Community Engagement Coordinator and it was her job to schedule in-school 

performances and to be the primary contact for the schools. OperaTunity continued using 
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 Archival photo, property of Arizona Opera (2013). 
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 Ian Sidden. Interview via Email (2015). 
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Who Wants to Be an Opera Star? for the younger age groups (kindergarten through third 

grade) and hired Ken Goodenberger for another season to stage the scenes in Opera Star.  

 OperaTunity was also able to include another Informance specifically for older 

age groups (fourth through eighth grades) called Instant Opera. Instant Opera was 

originally developed for the Wolf Trap Opera in Virginia and was adapted for Arizona 

Opera by the improvisation specialist Jim Doyle, who currently works at Disney World’s 

Hollywood Studios.
85

 Instant Opera was an improvised opera, 40 minutes in length, that 

was produced entirely by the children at each school. Instant Opera consisted of four 

singers to demonstrate each of the different voice types, and an accompanist who also 

participated in the dialogue.  

 The outline of Instant Opera was a series of segments. The first segment began 

with an introduction by the accompanist followed by an excerpt of the Finale from 

Mozart’s Le nozze di Figaro in which the quartet would sing, entering from various 

locations around the room. The next segment was a teaching moment in which a musical 

or opera term was demonstrated and explained. Next was a dialogue with the student 

audience for suggestions of characters and plot devices, followed by a demonstration of 

the different voice types and two contrasting aria excerpts from each singer. Each 

character, aria, and plot choice was written on a white board that was clearly visible to 

both the singers and the audience.  

 After the first two characters (mezzo and tenor) and their actions were decided, 

the singers began the opera. Every bit of dialogue was sung to demonstrate recitative, and 

when it came time to act out the action, the mezzo would perform the chosen aria. After 
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the tenor was introduced, the soprano would enter and halt the forward motion of the 

opera. At this time, the student audience would decide if they wanted the soprano to be 

the “hero” or the “villain” and also decide what action she would display.  

 After this important decision, the singers would return to the beginning of the 

opera. This next segment was performed in a fast-forward motion and only the first line 

of the mezzo’s aria was sung. The tenor would do the same at the appropriate time. Then 

the soprano would enter into the scene in “real-time” and start the new segment with 

recitative to develop the plot. The soprano would then complete her chosen action and 

sing an aria. (At this point in the opera, the soprano’s aria turned into a battle with the 

mezzo and tenor because she was usually nominated to be the villain.) When the aria 

concluded, the baritone would join the scene as the “hero” and sing his aria.  

 When the baritone had finished his action and aria, the ending needed to be 

established. The student audience was consulted as to whether they preferred a happy or 

sad ending. After the ending was chosen, the singers started from the beginning and sang 

the “fast-forwarded” version of the entire opera with the ending in “real-time.”  

 Having the options of both Who Wants to Be an Opera Star? and Instant Opera 

proved to be beneficial when booking performances with schools. The two shows also 

gave the performers a chance to develop acting and story-telling skills.  

 In the spring of 2014, the Phoenix OperaTunity troupe performed for Eisenhower 

Elementary School in Mesa. They had performed at this school the previous year with 

just Opera Star and were requested to come to the school again and perform both Opera 

Star and Instant Opera. Sarah James, music teacher at Eisenhower Elementary, said of 

the Instant Opera performance,  
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  Instant Opera was neat because it was the students’ ideas guided  

  really well into something that was manageable for the singers  

  so it wasn’t going to be something completely out of left field.  

  There were things strategically placed that made it engaging  

  for them, able to relate but still with real music. They felt like  

  they had ownership of the story and they learned some terms  

  and were able to reconnect with this and that. We could talk  

  about things after the fact and they remembered it because it  

  was in a fun context.
86

 

 

Each Instant Opera performance was unique, based on student suggestions and aria 

choices. The more creative the character choices and character activities, the more 

inventive the plot became; Figure 3.5 shows an example of student choices for characters 

and plot. Each performance was an opportunity for the students to participate and to 

connect with the opera art form. 
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Figure 3.5. Instant Opera Board, Concho Elementary (2014).
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 During the 2013-2014 season, OperaTunity was booked Monday through Friday 

with two and sometimes three performances of both Opera Star and Instant Opera. The 

Phoenix OperaTunity troupe also traveled to areas outside of Phoenix. In February 2014 

OperaTunity traveled to Globe, Arizona, for a four-day tour and performed Opera Star 

and Instant Opera to local schools in the area. They also traveled to Snowflake and Show 

Low in May 2014 for two days to perform both Informances at the local schools. 

 The number of children exposed to OperaTunity’s Informances increased and 

many pictures and thank-you letters were being sent to Arizona Opera (examples are 

                                                           
87

Archival photo, property of Rhea Miller (2014). 



62 

shown in Figures 3.6, 3.7, and 3.8). OperaTunity was beginning to make a name for itself 

within the community. 

 

 
Figure 3.6. Thank-you Letter from Verrado Elementary School in Buckeye, AZ (2014).
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Archival photo, property of Arizona Opera (2014). 
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Figure 3.7. Letter from Teleos Preparatory Academy in Phoenix, AZ (2014).
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Archival photo, property of Arizona Opera (2014). 
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Figure 3.8. Who Wants to Be an Opera Star? “The Muleteer and the Peasant Maid 

Scene” (2014).
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A New Chapter for OperaTunity 

 Arizona Opera underwent major administrative changes in 2013, and by May 

2014 the General Director, Scott Altman, had been removed from the company and was 

replaced by Ryan Taylor. The Education Department also acquired a new director, Joshua 

Borths. Borths’ training was in musicology and opera production at the University of 

Michigan (undergraduate degree) and Florida State University (graduate degree). He 

brought with him a thorough understanding of both the operatic canon and the production 

of opera. Borths worked with many opera companies across the country, including 

Michigan Opera Theatre, Wolf Trap Opera, Opera Memphis, and the Crested Butte 

Music Festival.
91

 

 Borths had new ideas and inventive ways to revitalize the Education Department. 

He implemented innovative programs that were focused on narrative performances, 

guided by Arizona Opera’s new motto, “We Tell Stories Worth Singing.” Borths said, 

  As an opera company, the number one thing we have to educate  

  people with is what we do, which is opera. We want to think  

  about story-telling and about how it is just like theatre where  

  the music heightens the drama.
92

 

 

In taking this narrative approach to opera, an outreach program can develop an 

abbreviation or reinterpretation of an older work. This work can then be used as the basis 

for exposure and the outreach group can give a performance of the condensed opera.
93

 

Borths also took the Once-a-Month Brown Bag Lunch Recitals and used that as an 

opportunity to promote the current or upcoming mainstage production. The program for 
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these recitals would run for 60 minutes during the lunch hour; audience members were 

encouraged to bring their lunch and enjoy the concert. The members of the Marion Roose 

Pullin Young Artist Program were featured when available, in which case the members of 

the Teaching Artist Program were used in all other programs.  

 For the 2014-2015 season, the Tucson and Phoenix Teaching Artists performed a 

version of Mozart’s The Magic Flute, which was reworked and condensed by Borths. 

This version of The Magic Flute was 40 minutes, sung in English to piano 

accompaniment, and was intended for student audiences in kindergarten to third grades. 

The plot line and major characters were kept intact while excerpts of the original score 

were taken to create a fast-paced rendition of the opera (Figure 3.9). The Magic Flute 

Mini coincided with the company’s full-length mainstage production of the opera, which 

opened in Phoenix in February 2015. The company hired Ken Goodenberger for another 

season to stage this work. Study guides were also sent to teachers in order to prepare the 

students for what they were about to see at a performance.
94
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Figure 3.9. The Magic Flute Mini Cast Photo. Loren Battieste, Suzanne Rovani, Rhea 

Miller, and Phil Morgan (2015).
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 Borths also created a Reader’s Theater version called The Magic Flute for Young 

Audiences. The script required about 10-15 minutes to perform and guided the readers 

and audience members through the first act of the opera. The script was written for 3
rd

 -

6
th

 graders and helped develop skills in reading fluency, comprehension, and 

imagination.
96

 The script included the major characters: The Three Ladies, Pamina, 

Tamino, The Queen of the Night, Sarastro, Monostatos, Papagena, and Papageno. It also 

included a pronunciation guide for the names of the characters and a list of props.
97

 

 Instant Opera was used for another season for students in fourth through eighth 

grades. New singers were hired for both fall 2014 and spring 2015, so the dynamics and 

the representations of the characters were different from the previous season. The 

                                                           
95

 Archival photo, property of Rhea Miller (2015). 

 
96

 Josh Borths. Reader’s Theater version of The Magic Flute for Young Audiences (2014): 2. 
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company also hired Jim Doyle from Disney World for a second year to direct this work 

(Figure 3.10). 

 
Figure 3.10. Phoenix OperaTunity Troupe with Jim Doyle (2015).

98
 

 

 Borths’ choice to emphasize narrative story-telling in the Informances proved to 

be successful during the 2014-2015 season. Students were more engaged and enjoyed the 

fast-paced action of the “scene-and-aria” format. Jessica Lacy, music teacher at Sonoran 

Science Academy in Phoenix, said of The Magic Flute performance, 

  It was wonderful! It was just so cool. For me to introduce  

  this to my students who’ve never really seen live music….  

  They’re from a very different culture. My job is to get them  

  to understand our culture and appreciate it, in all its greatness  

  and variety, so it was such a great way to do that. They all were  

  just sizzling with excitement afterwards!
99

 

 

Sonoran Science Academy of Phoenix, a STEM
100

 college preparatory school
101

 

celebrates diversity, and many students come from cultures that do not have the privilege 
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Jessica Lacy. In-person interview, Phoenix, AZ (21 July 2015). 



69 

of seeing live theatre or opera. The students were respectful and very attentive during The 

Magic Flute and Instant Opera performances. They were also curious to learn more about 

opera during the question-and-answer sessions following each performance. 
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 STEM- A rigorous skill-level curriculum including science, technology, engineering, and math. 

http://www.sonoranschools.org/History.aspx. Accessed: 7 March 2016. 
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 Sonoran Schools Mission Statement: The mission of Sonoran Schools is to provide a rigorous, college 

prep, STEM-focused education through a challenging, comprehensive curriculum, continuous assessment, 

and dedicated teachers, inspiring students to become the leaders of tomorrow. 

http://www.sonoranschools.org/MissionVision.aspx. Accessed: 7 March 2016. 
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Opera Education for a Grand State 

 Arizona Opera’s Education Department was flourishing, and donors around the 

state were eager to be a part of the opera company. More and more corporations became 

sponsors, and funding for different programs within the company became available. The 

numbers for season subscriptions, ticket sales, and opera attendance were higher than 

they had been in years. During the 2014-2015 season, over 20,000 children were reached 

at schools with OperaTunity performances; over 7,000 opera patrons were present in the 

opera house; and over 1,000 people attended the cultural festivals held in both Tucson 

and Phoenix.
102

 

 In 2014, CopperPoint Mutual Insurance Company became a major sponsor for 

Arizona Opera and the company put forth an initiative called ARIZONA BOLD. As 

described in the 2016 Don Giovanni program,  

  This new community-based initiative seeks to bring new  

  and exciting stories to Arizona, featuring relevant and intimately  

  familiar tales to our statewide audience. Arizona Bold represents  

  a new frontier for Arizona Opera presenting thrilling classic  

  productions alongside challenging and innovative programming.
103

 

 

For the 2014-2015 season the operas selected for this initiative were Cruzar la Cara de la 

Luna by José “Pepe” Martínez and Leonard Foglia and Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin; 

for 2015-2016 the operas were Arizona Lady by Emmerich Kálmán and Catán’s 

Florencia en el Amazonas; for 2016-2017 the operas are Dvořák’s Rusalka and the world 

premiere of Craig Bohmler’s Riders of the Purple Sage; and in 2017-2018 the operas will 
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 “Education and Community Engagement” Don Giovanni Arizona Opera Company Program (2016). 
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be Silent Night by Kevin Puts and Mark Campbell, and Dead Man Walking by Jake 

Heggie.  

  In the fall of 2015, more education programs were added to the already 

successful list available each season: Say Hello to Opera, Brown Bag Recitals, 

Rediscovered Voices Festival, Latin American Cultural Festival, Pre-Opera Lectures, 

Opera Talk Back, The Ring Cycle Lectures, Exploring Verdi Lecture Series, Opératif, 

and Arizona Opera Book Club. 

 The Rediscovered Voices Festival celebrated Jewish composers and featured the 

composer Emmerich Kálmán, whose opera Arizona Lady opened the 2015-2016 Arizona 

Opera season. The festival events, which took place throughout the months of September 

and October, included Music and Stories of Jewish Composers, Music and Stories of the 

West, and a series of films to celebrate the people who pioneered the Western Frontier. 

There were also joint performances in Phoenix and Tucson in September 2015 of Hans 

Krása’s Brundibár with singers from the Education Department and members of the 

Phoenix Boys Choir (Figure 3.11). 
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Figure 3.11. Brundibár with the Phoenix Boys Choir (2015).

104
 

 

 Say Hello to Opera events featured singers from the University of Arizona’s vocal 

arts program to perform arias from the current opera season. The Latin American Cultural 

Festival explored the artists and works that inspired Catán’s Florencia en el Amazonas. 

The festival also celebrated the impact these artists made on the people of Arizona and 

how the Latin culture continues to be an inspiration to the Southwest. The Ring Cycle 

Series Lectures were presented by Education Director Joshua Borths, in three segments 

throughout the 2015-2016 opera season. In these lectures, Borths discussed Wagner’s 

monumental and controversial works. Borths also presented the Exploring Verdi Lecture 
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Series during the month of April 2016 discussing the life, music, and times of Giuseppe 

Verdi.
 105

 

 Opératif events were a chance for opera patrons to enjoy a glass of wine and 

discuss details of the current opera season with General Director Ryan Taylor. The 

Arizona Opera Book Club explored literature that inspires opera and featured five books 

that coincided with the five 2015-2016 Arizona Opera productions. The Book Club was 

sponsored by Antigone Books in Tucson and Changing Hands Bookstore in Phoenix.
106

  

 US Airways became Arizona Opera’s Education Sponsor for the 2014-2015 

season and remains the current sponsor for the Education Department. Because of this 

sponsorship, Arizona Opera was able to enhance the quality of its outreach performances 

in the Arizona schools. Both the Tucson and Phoenix troupes performed two different 

Informances during the 2015-2016 season: Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf? and Opera 

101. Both Informances were written and directed by Joshua Borths. Who’s Afraid of the 

Big Bad Wolf? is a 40-minute adaptation of Mozart’s Don Giovanni and reinterprets the 

Don himself as the Big Bad Wolf. The characters of Little Red Riding Hood and the 

Three Little Pigs team up to show the wolf the error of his ways. It also uses the magic of 

puppetry for the pigs and Little Red’s grandma (Figures 3.12 and 3.13). This work is 

performed in English with English dialogue and is appropriate for elementary schools (K-

3
rd

 grades).
107
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 “Find Your Voice!” Don Giovanni Arizona Opera Company Program (2016): 26. 
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Figure 3.12. Tucson OperaTunity troupe performing Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf? 

(Jenina Galloway, Gabriella Carrillo, Alejandro Banuelos, and Woan Ching Lim).
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Figure 3.13. Phoenix OperaTunity Troupe performing Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf? 

at Parkridge and Sunset Elementary Schools (2016). 

Rhea Miller, Loren Battieste, Erin Tompkins, and Thomas Nixon.
109
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 In Opera 101, students are introduced to the stories, conventions, and music of 

opera. This work is a 35-minute story sung in English and is presented in three acts. The 

story line concerns three students (baritone, mezzo, and soprano) who attend a high 

school dance. The first act begins with each character introducing their voice type and the 

conflict is established: the baritone asks the mezzo to the dance even though the soprano 

really wants to go with him. In the second act, the soprano expresses her frustration and 

how she wishes she had the courage to ask the baritone to the dance. In the third act, the 

conflict is resolved and all three characters go to the dance together as friends. The story 

connects with students and helps them to understand opera. This work is appropriate for 

elementary and middle schools (4
th 

-8
th

 grades).
110

 

 Currently, for high school age students, special tickets are made available for the 

final dress rehearsal of each mainstage production. These tickets are free to Title-One 

schools and $5.00 for non-Title-One schools. Students participate in pre-show and post-

show presentations at the opera venue.
111

 

 The Education Department has become a huge asset to Arizona Opera. More 

children are exposed to opera with OperaTunity performances in two weeks than the 

number of audience members during the opening weekend of a mainstage production. 

After viewing the Informances, teachers are booking OperaTunity a year in advance to 

ensure availability and to see that their school gets first priority with scheduling. Arizona 

Opera’s motto of “We Tell Stories Worth Singing” is proving to be an excellent way of 

connecting with the public and assuring the community that opera is for everyone. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

OPERATUNITY AND BEYOND 

 Arizona Opera is making its mark at the state level as well as nationwide. With 

the high caliber of singers who are brought in and the quality of performances being 

offered, Arizona Opera is quickly becoming a major opera company. The creativity of its 

outreach and networking has also made it a diverse and inviting company. Because it 

offers so many events and learning experiences, Arizona Opera is able to reach a wide 

audience.  

 The company continues to expand and every season the Education Department 

adds to its list of events that connect with the diverse cultures in the state of Arizona. 

These new events augment those already in existence, such as Pre-Performance Lectures, 

Opera Talk Backs, OperaTunity in-school performances, Student Night at the Opera, 

Kerr Cultural Center Lecture Series, Brown-Bag Lunch Recitals, Opératif, Cultural 

Festivals, Say Hello to Opera, and the Arizona Opera Book Club.  Online offerings such 

as Skype sessions and Webisodes are being developed, and educational fundraising 

campaigns are in the planning stage. Joshua Borths said of opera education, 

  Our goal is to support music education but not replace it. What  

  we offer that music educators does not is the production, which 

  includes musicians, costumes, and set. We bring the opera  

  experience to the community.
112 

 

Ultimately, for opera to thrive, the company must continue to cultivate future audience 

members. Through creative and innovative educational materials and events it 

demonstrates to the community that opera is relevant.  
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 Keeping up-to-date with 21
st
-century technology, Arizona Opera can offer opera 

education to students throughout the state, ultimately making the company truly 

“Arizona’s” Opera. In Skype sessions, the company will work with teachers to design 

tailored content to better serve the needs of their students. Each session will enable 

students to experience opera while supplementing their classroom learning. Also online, 

the Education Department could build a database of OperaTunity webisodes. These 

webisodes would include three-minute videos that teach about opera and assist in the 

classroom as supplemental learning. For example, if a teacher has just spent the class 

period lecturing about the different voice types found in opera, then the teacher would be 

able to go to Arizona Opera’s website and click on a video of a Teaching Artist 

demonstrating that voice type. 

 Joshua Borths intends to create a collection of applications that students can 

download on their electronic devices to supplement opera education and technology. For 

example, a Super-Title application allows students to follow along on their electronic 

device, or a Pop-Up application, similar to a pop-up video during the opera, would 

display facts about the particular opera, performers, and story-line. Borths also mentioned 

that he would like to develop an I-Pad Storybook-Opera that plays music from a selected 

opera, coordinated with page turns and screen changes (similar to the Disney Story-

Books).
113

  

 Borths also intends to continue fundraising campaigns to improve the production 

value of the OperaTunity shows. Ideally, students should be transported and feel like they 

are experiencing something special. Taking the money that is given to the Education 
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Department and putting more creativity and value into the costumes, set pieces, and props 

will provide a better illustration of how opera is a synthesis of multiple art forms: visual 

art, movement, ballet, drama, theatre, and design. Borths said about the future of Arizona 

Opera, “The world is changing and Arizona Opera needs to be more aware and change 

with it.”
114

 

 During the last four seasons, 2012-2016, I have held the position of the Soprano 

Teaching Artist in the Phoenix OperaTunity troupe. I have experienced highs and lows 

with the educational program and outreach repertoire presented. At the end of the 2014 

season, I concluded there needed to be a selection of repertoire that was appropriate for 

different age groups and a full-time assistant to schedule school Informances.  

 The two Informances that were used in 2012-2014, Who Wants to Be an Opera 

Star? and Instant Opera, were fun and fast-paced for young audiences but did not present 

an actual opera. From a performer’s perspective, both Informances had positive and 

negative reactions from student audiences. Some students were very involved and loved 

to participate, whereas others were bored and non-responsive. I also observed that the 

more prep-work teachers gave the students, the higher the level of the audience 

participation.  

 During the 2014-2015 season, Borths was hired to be the new Education Director. 

He revitalized the education program and changed the repertoire presented to coincide 

with the mainstage production repertoire. This decision was very effective and allowed 

OperaTunity to present adaptations of specific operas to schools and create interest in the 
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mainstage productions. Ticket sales soared from this exposure and the education 

programs undoubtedly generated future audience members.  

 In 2014-2015, OperaTunity presented an English adaptation of Mozart’s The 

Magic Flute. Student audiences loved the story, music, and characters such as Papageno 

and Papagena. The most effective music selections from this opera were the numbers that 

included Papageno because his music is lively and fast-paced. The least effective 

moments from the opera were slow-tempo selections such as Pamina’s aria, “Ach, ich 

fühl’s,” and the duet between Pamina and Papageno, “Bei Männern welche Liebe 

fühlen.” Any lull in the forward action and the students would lose interest.  

 In the 2015-2016 season, OperaTunity presented an English adaptation of 

Mozart’s Don Giovanni, called Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf? Borths shortened the 

length of the opera to 35 minutes and included only high-energy music to keep the action 

moving. This reduction proved effective with student audiences and left more time for the 

question-and-answer session following the performance.    

 OperaTunity reaches more people than the mainstage productions. With 25 

mainstage productions in Phoenix and Tucson, and with an average of 75% attendance, 

more children are seeing OperaTunity performances than adults are seeing the mainstage 

operas. While OperaTunity is expensive and time-consuming in terms of planning and 

implementation, it is less so compared to everything else that makes up an opera 

company. OperaTunity is the biggest part of the Education Department at Arizona Opera, 

and I am very fortunate to have had the opportunity to participate in its foundation. 

Making these few additions to the productions and educational materials would allow 

opera education to become even more vital in the classroom and the community.  
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 Education is crucial in all fields of interest if the subject in question is to remain 

relevant in society. Opera is not a dying art form, but its attendance remains the second-

lowest, along with ballet, in communities around the country. Opera companies nation-

wide are constantly updating their education programs in order to cultivate younger 

audience members and to encourage the community to value the conventions and stories 

of opera. Educating the community about opera firmly establishes the value of the art 

form in today’s society and helps to perpetuate the tradition that opera is story-telling 

through music.  
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INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
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APPENDIX E 

THE THREE LITTLE PIGS  

STUDY GUIDE 
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APPENDIX F 

OPERA 101 

STUDY GUIDE 
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APPENDIX G 

Opera-Tunity and Royal Renaissance Singers Schedule  

Showcase Concerts, Inc.  

(1999) 
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APPENDIX H 

OPERATUNITY TEACHING ARTIST CONTRACT 
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APPENDIX I 

WHO WANTS TO BE AN OPERA STAR? 

STUDY GUIDE 

(2012-2013) 
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APPENDIX K 
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APPENDIX L 

READER’S THEATER SCRIPT 

THE MAGIC FLUTE FOR YOUNG AUDIENCES 

 (2014-2015) 
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