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Research Questions

When elementary school students form a company to write and produce an original
opera, what kinds of learning take place? For example, do students become more persis-
tent workers and do they become better at solving problems in groups?
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METHODS

This is a qualitative, multi-year evaluation of a program called Creating Original Opera (COO), a program in which elementary students form
a company to write and produce an original opera. The studly investigated the claim made by teachers in the program that “the opera makes
students work harder and smarter” and that when working on opera, students work together over long periods to solve problems. Through
observations of classes and student work, the researcher noted the kinds of collaborative learning occurring while students were creating an
opera. The researcher compared the collaborative learing process when children were making opera vs. when they were engaged in an
open-ended math problem or when they were making an oral presentation on American Indian leaders in social studies.—E.W.

RESULTS

The ways in which children worked together when creating opera differed from how they worked together in non-opera settings. In opera
settings, students were likely to participate, they were more likely to connect what they said to previous comments, they were more like-
ly to make constructive critiques of others, they were more likely to revise their own earlier ideas, and they were more likely to link their
comments to a theme that had been raised by the group. In addition, these cohesive collaborative behaviors increased in frequency over
time. Thus, what students learn from creating operas is how to participate actively and collaboratively, how to take turns, and how to ask
questions. They become able to listen to others and take off from what others propose. The researcher suggests that the next step would

be to ask whether opera work has given students an enhanced ability to interpret texts that have multiple layers of meaning.—E.W.

CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE FIELD

This study documents the sustained collaboration in solv-
ing problems that goes on among children when they work
together to create an opera.—E.W.

COMMENTARY

This is a rich, qualitative study showing that when children
work together to create an opera, they engage in collabo-
rative problem-solving over time. This observation there-
fore provides us with a testable hypothesis that the kind of
collaborative problem-solving used in opera might transfer
to academic subjects and lead to greater learning in these
areas.—E.W.

CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE FIELD

"This article highlights the methodology and the research

employed to investigate the impact of a unique arts edu-
cation initiative. The results of the study, significant in and
of themselves, are used to illustrate the power of the qual-
itative approach and to illuminate a path for future
research.—J.W.-D.
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COMMENTARY

Accepting the broad premise that the arts do matter in
education, Dennie Palmer Wolf conducted a multi-year
qualitative evaluation study of Creating Original Opera
(COO) designed to begin answering questions related to
the specific effects of arts education experiences. This arti-
cle provides rich descriptions of the ways in which children
engage in the learning process while participating in COO,
an arts education program in which elementary school stu-
dents form companies in their classrooms to write and pro-
duce original operas. Wolf's work provides further docu-
mentation that the arts can indeed matter in childrens
learning by describing the process by which children par-
ticipating in COQO classrooms engaged in learning and the
outcome of that process—increased collaborative prob-
lem-solving. Further, the capacity to make meaning and
convey it to the work of others promoted by these arts
experiences is, according to the author, "robust enough to
transfer.” This research also offers some insight into the
conditions that may make transfer more likely—classrooms
where teachers create opportunities for authentic and col-
laborative experiences.

A major contribution of this study is its methodology.
The qualitative design provides a model for other
researchers attempting to answer central questions about
the nature of the effects of arts education programs and
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how it is that these effects occur. Looking closely at stu-
dent/teacher interactions and student work over several
years provides a more useful understanding of these effects
than correlational analyses of test scores, attendance
records, and other guantitative data sets. This study goes
beyond identification of gross effects to paint a picture of
the lived experiences wherein such effects are created—
clarity about the effects and clarity about the experiences
that promote the effects are equally important. Future
research needs to focus even more clearly on what is
learned and why such learning occurs in arts education con-
texts.—J.W.-D.

106

RS

-]



































































































































































