
NOA Conference – Boston 2026 

 

Unlocking Creativity, Vulnerability, and Joy 
Interactive Opera for Young People  
 
 
The mission of NOA’s Young People’s Opera Committee is to encourage 
and support the creation and performance of opera made by and for 
pre-college audiences, while also offering a collaborative space where 
those engaged in Young People’s Opera can share ideas, learn, perform, 
and create together. 
 
We maintain the YPO Works Database and encourage you to explore 
and submit works for consideration for our webpage NOA.org/ypo. 
 
This pamphlet shares successful examples of young people’s opera 
from across the nation, spotlighting the impactful work being done in 
Boston, particularly emphasizing the power of participatory music 
making for young audiences. This session shares insights, best 
practices, performance excerpts from a panel of experts in music 
education, improvisation, opera production, and youth music 
ensembles. 
 
Agenda: 
 

Included Topics 
1. The importance of musical interaction for the development of young 
musicians 

a. Musically 
        b. Creatively 

c. Emotionally 
 

2. Harnessing the power of improvisation in youth performance 
 

3. The effects of inter-generational musical mentorship 
 

4. Successful partnership strategies and ways to incorporate young 
people into an opera season 
 

5. What opera companies, university teachers, and/or composers 
should know about working with young singers 
 
Featured Creators/Producers: 
 

  • Rhaea D’Aliesio, Chief of Staff, Boston City Singers  
 

  • Dan Ryan, formerly of VOICES Boston  
 

  • Emily Gallagher, creator/performer of Enchanted Melodies: An 
Interactive Fairytale Opera 
 

  • Jason Buckwalter, General Director & James Harp, Artistic Director - 
Maryland Opera Kids Camp 
 

  • Nina Evelyn, Maryland Opera Kids Camp/BOCO/Soul Recharge     
 
Organizations – Missions & Activities: 
 

Boston City Singers (BCS) fosters youth development through musical 
activities in their neighborhoods: BostonCitySingers.org   
 

 Jane Money, Founder/Artistic Director: jmoney@bostoncitysingers.org  
 

 Rhaea D’Aliesio, Chief of Staff: rdaliesio@bostoncitysingers.org      
           

 • Singing programs for Age 4-Grade 12 
 

 • Kodály Singing Classes through Touring Choir Levels 
 

 • OperaKids - a unique opportunity for singers to participate in 
professional staged performances with regional companies. OperaKids 
has performed in Boston Conservatory’s Cunning Little Vixen, The 
Boston Camerata’s medieval mystery Play of Daniel and Nueva España: 
Close Encounters in the New World, Odyssey Opera’s Die tote Stadt, 
Trinity Chorister’s Noye’s Fludde, and Bernstein’s Chichester Psalms. 
  
Voices Boston Children’s Choir’s mission is to give children agency 
and artistry within the operatic process. 
 

 Dan Ryan, conductor/composer/artistic leader in the Boston area: 
www.DanConducts.com  
 

• Dan has worked with VOICES children choir, NEMPAC (North End 
Music and Performing Arts Center), Boston Symphony Orchestra, 



Boston Lyric Opera, White Snake Projects among others, and is a co-
founder of The Gena Branscombe Project.  
 

• In June of 2025, Dan conducted the New England Premiere of Dean 
Burry’s The Hobbit. This groundbreaking collaboration between VOICES 
Boston and the Boston Lyric Opera, was brought to life by nearly 100 
young artists and one towering Gandalf. 
 
Enchanted Melodies: An Interactive Fairytale Opera (EM) is a one-
woman show with highly interactive elements for audience members.  
 

 Emily Gallagher: emilygallaghersoprano@gmail.com 
 

• “Enchanted Melodies is an immersive theatrical experience for the 
whole family. This fairytale opera tells the story of a princess who finds 
her own storybook and needs to reckon what it means to know the 
ending to your own story through a narrative empowering children to 
follow their own paths. The audience is invited to sing, dance, and play 
along to bring the story to life.”  
 
Maryland Opera (MDO) is an opera company through education and 
outreach programs, impact 30,000 young people with school initiatives 
and its signature free Summer Opera Camp, where high school students 
create and produce their own opera in just three weeks. 
 

 Jason Buckwalter, General Director: info@marylandopera.org  
 

 • Maryland Opera's Summer Camp is an exciting and significant 
opportunity for talented high school and early college age singers and is 
completely free of charge to those selected. It was underwritten by two 
private entities, The Kenneth S. Battye Charitable Trust and Michael 
McNamee in 2025.  
 

  -The program was first implemented in the summer of 2010 and is 
highly successful in promoting students’ awareness of opera and the 
vocal and theatrical arts. Graduates have gone on to major educational 
institutions and careers.  
 

  -Campers receive daily classes in movement/dance, 
acting/improvisation, and chorus/vocal techniques, in addition to twice 
weekly yoga sessions. 
  

  -Visiting artists and professionals give classes on all aspects of opera 
and singing including wigs, make-up, costumes, and stage combat.  
 

Organizational Structure  
Supporting Young People's Participation 
 

The way these organizations are structured is key to their success: 
 

• MDO reaches 30,000 young people per year. This signature program, a 
free 3-week Summer Opera Camp, provides in-depth training and 
nurturing of young singers and is integral to their development and 
planning for their future. 
 

• BCS – group performs on stage throughout the year in nearly two 
dozen performances. Their OperaKids program trains singers to perform 
in a number of Boston’s most significant opera productions. “We view 
performance as an integral component of the developmental process. 
Performance opportunities allow singers to put into practice the 
discipline, teamwork, and musical skills learned in rehearsal, and 
positive audience interaction and feedback enhances self-awareness 
and self-confidence.” 
 

• Dan Ryan believes young singers are collaborators and creators, 
impactful to the opera/story, and they should not be treated as props, 
extras or accessories, or worse, a way to increase ticket sales, secure 
grants, or market a show.  
 
Practical Ways to Get Children Involved 
Involved Productions Lead to Powerful Results 
 

• Dan Ryan - When young people are involved with music making, they 
have ownership over sound and story. It builds agency, empathy, and 
resilience, unlocking exciting creative revelations. Asking the children 
questions about the story, music, staging, or intention makes the adults 
in the room intentional and refreshed in a way to justify their choices. 
 

• EM - All audience members are given a prop bag when they enter the 
theater and the show opens with the Narrator (who doubles as the 
pianist for the performance) explaining to the audience how and when to 
use their props during the show (this includes creating dramatic 
dynamic effects with egg shakers, playing a royal fanfare on kazoo) and 
the Princess engages the audience by teaching them a dance for the ball 
they will be attending, teaching them to an excerpt of the song she is 
writing, and engaging them in a group song writing activity where they 
help the Princess find the words to finish writing her Enchanted Melody. 
 



“Music making has an incredible impact on the young people attending 
the performances. They are engaged throughout the show, excited to 
participate, and leave inspired and humming the music they have 
learned. The shows are intelligent and engaging for children and adults 
alike. On more than one occasion I have seen a teenager in the audience 
who thinks they are too old or too cool to like princesses at the start of 
the show interacting and singing and dancing along by the end of the 
performance.” 
 
The Power of Improvisation & Interaction 
 

A common theme among these organizations is the frequent use of 
improvisation and/or interaction skills. This is how they accomplish it: 
 

• MDO - It is integral. Every year during Opera Camp there is a dedicated 
class and faculty member on improvisation and acting. It is always one 
of the most vigorous and interactive elements of the program. 
 

• EM - Gallagher believes that the future of live performance is in 
immersive and interactive experiences. “I think that it is something that 
all conservatories and schools of music should consider in the training 
of young singers.” 
 

• BCS - These mindful and methodical music practices help students 
gain skills in deep listening, patience, and strong musicality. 
 

• Dan Ryan: “I don’t separate improvisation as a special skill because 
discovery like this, is the foundation of everything. Every rehearsal is an 
act of improvisation. Every phrase requires choice and discovery.” 
 
Effects of Participatory Music Making 
 

Commonalities in the effects of participatory music making on young 
people: 
 

• BCS - We take notice of ‘soft-skills’ such as emotional regulation, 
critical thinking, and positive affect, and members also self-report on 
these measures. One singer wrote “Boston City Singers showed me how 
to respect myself to achieve my full potential, teaching me about 
cultures beside my own, and finally, to feel like I had a second family 
when mine was in the middle of falling apart.”     
     

• MDO - The communal aspect of performance, of course creation and 
composition, brings people together in positive situations and helps 
understanding of diverse backgrounds and perspectives. 

Deeper Dive: Nina Evelyn’s Journey 
 

Nina Evelyn, based in Baltimore: https://www.ninaevelyn.com/  
 

• Attended Maryland Opera camp at age 17; had immersive training 
(acting, yoga, stage makeup) and wrote/performed an original opera. 
She states that experience helped her discover her love of opera, 
uncovered her composition ability, and built her confidence.  
 

• Now 27, holds a BA in Vocal Performance (University of Maryland), MM 
and Professional Studies Certificate from Boston Conservatory at 
Berklee (graduated 2023). She has sung roles with Maryland Opera 
(Frasquita in Carmen and Gretel in Hansel and Gretel), Opera Vermont 
(William Grant Still’s A Bayou Legend) and is a two-time winner of the St. 
Louis District MET Laffont Competition. 
 

• Impact on career: Maryland Opera Kids Camp made her comfortable 
with improvisation, composition, and learning new music quickly; 
helped her tackle challenging contemporary works (e.g., White Snake 
Project) without fear. 
 

• “I think having that early exposure to writing music and seeing newer 
music... primed me for being able to tackle new, difficult works.” 
 

• “Kids will just go for things — they're so creative and they're not afraid 
to mess up. I would have benefited from that even younger.” 
 

• Extra projects: Co-runs the Embodied Musicians Collective and Soul 
Recharge — monthly workshops combining Reiki, tarot, meditation, and 
tools for artists’ mental wellness and creative development. 
 

Outcomes and Takeaways 
 

Mentorship Programs 
How do mentorship programs affect participants?  Are there any 
inter-generational musical mentorships in their programs?  
 

• BCS - Our mentorship model encourages the development of 
professional, academic, and social skills. Positions include ‘Peer 
Leaders’ who shape and manage programs, ‘Mentors’ who assist 
younger groups, and ‘Section Leaders’ charged with ensuring musical 
excellence. Intergenerational musical mentorship is also a strong 
feature of our programming. 
 

• Dan Ryan - Mentorship is at the heart of the program. In productions, 
professional artists and young performers create side-by-side. 



“Watching a twelve-year-old rehearse next to a professional singer is 
transformative, for both.” The young singers begin to internalize a 
professional standard through proximity, and the professionals 
rediscover play and curiosity through the children. It builds a kind of 
intergenerational ensemble energy that’s rare and deeply human. 
 

• MDO - Coachings, offering performance opportunities, and 
mentorship is a mission for our artistic director, and he has impacted 
countless young singers and creatives with his espousal. 
 

• Nina Evelyn - “I love Maryland Opera. I love Mr. Harp (the Artistic 
Director). He holds a very special place in my heart. He's been a mentor 
to me since I did the opera camp when I was 17 years old. And he has 
been such a fierce supporter of me and my career. And I'm so grateful to 
him.” 
 
Partnerships and Fundraising Strategies 
 

Please share any successful partnership or funding strategies that 
you have discovered/created that help you incorporate young 
people into your operatic/music performances:  
 

• Dan Ryan - Partnerships are essential to sustaining this work. One 
example is, a CJP (Combined Jewish Philanthropies) grant supported our 
current effort to bring Brundibár, the children’s opera, written in the 
Theresienstadt concentration camp, into dialogue with Boston’s 
synagogues and interfaith and arts communities. Another instance 
occurred with The Hobbit, when a local “Tolkie” was invited to present a 
cycle of songs, pulled from the text, as a way to charge the performance. 
 

• MDO - Our generous and dedicated donors are thrilled to see the hope 
of the future alongside the best of the present. The Opera Camp is 
entirely funded by private donors, so it is free for participants. We also 
expressly seek our partnerships with groups such as the local high 
schools and groups such as the Denyce Graves Foundation. 
 
Conclusion 
 

What do you wish opera companies, university teachers, and/or 
composers knew about young singers?  
 

• BCS - “Young singers are thrilled with the opportunity to not only learn, 
but to perform alongside professional musicians and be part of 
something extraordinary.” 
 

• MDO - “Our young artistes are very serious about their love of music 
and their desire to make an impact in the world of art and creativity.” 
 

• Nina Evelyn - “I wish people knew that young singers are absolutely 
capable of being held to professional standards… you don't have to 
infantilize something because it's for kids.” 
• Dan Ryan - “Opera is generally presented as an old antique art form 
first. Young audiences are then ‘educated’ about why it’s not. This 
approach sets opera companies, university teachers, and composers 
back. Children want to make any creative endeavor their own. ….They 
want to build it. They want to remix it. They see no contradiction between 
Mozart and Lin-Manuel Miranda. To them, it’s all new and creative 
storytelling and that’s something we should be learning from them.”  
 
Ready to program interactive opera for young people?  
 

Some of our favorites… 
 

Amazing Grace, Christopher Pratorius Gomez and Roma Olvera 
 (children’s chorus) 
Brundibár, Hans Krasa and Adolf Hoffmeister (children’s chorus) 
The Christmas Spider, Clint Borzoni and John de los Santos (children 
performers) 
Elijah’s Violin, Meria Warshauer and Susan Levi Wallach (children’s chorus & 
audience participation) 
The Fox and the Cookie, Maria Thompson Corley (audience participation) 
Harriet's Spirit, Marcus Shelby and Roma Olvera (children’s chorus) 
The Hobbit, Dean Burry (children performers) 
The Golden Ticket, Peter Ash and Donald Sturrock (optional children’s chorus) 
Griffelkin, Lucas Foss and Alastair Reid (children performers) 
The Haberdasher Prince, Rosabelle Gregory and Dina Gregory (audience 
participation) 
The Hiding Tree, Edward Barnes (audience participation) 
I Am a Dreamer Who No Longer Dreams, Jorge Sosa and Cerise Lim Jacobs 
(children’s chorus & two soloists) 
The Lion, the Unicorn, and Me, Jeanine Tesori and J.D. McClatchy (children’s 
chorus) 
Listen, Wilhelmina!, David Hanlon and Kathleen Kelly (audience participation) 
Little Nemo in Slumberland, Daron Hagen and J.D. McClatchy (children 
performers & children’s chorus) 
The Little Prince, Rachel Portman and Nicholas Wright (one child performer & 
children’s chorus) 
The Little Sweep, Benjamin Britten and Eric Crozier (several children 
performers) 



The Lunchbox Project, Bernofsky, Dalglish, Lee, Neiner, Rodríguez, Shitandi 
and Alejandra Martinez (audience participation) 
Monkey and Francine in the City of Tigers, Kamala Sankaram and David 
Johnston (audience participation) 
A Muskrat Lullaby, Edward Barnes (optional children participants or audience 
participation) 
Mystery on the Docks, Edward Barnes (optional children’s percussion band) 
Ocean World, Peter Rose and Anne Conlon (children’s chorus) 
Odyssey, Ben Moore and Kelley Rourke (children performers & children’s 
chorus) 
The Pied Piper of Hamelin, Seymour Barab (children performers) 
A Place to Call Home, Edward Barnes (teenage chorus) 
The Prairie Dog That Met the President, Bruce Trinkley and Jason Charnesky 
(optional children’s chorus) 
The Rip Van Winkles, Ben Morris and Laura Fuentes (children’s chorus) 
Rootabaga Country, Rachel J. Peters (children performers & children’s chorus) 
Rufus and Rita, Lauren Bernofsky (optional children performers) 
Rumpelstiltskin and the Unloved Children, Jens Ibsen and Cecelia Raker 
(children’s chorus) 
The Secret World of Og, Dean Burry (children’s chorus) 
Sketchbook for Ollie, Rachel J. Peters (audience participation) 
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Seymour Barab (children performers) 
The Spiders’ Revenge, Peter Maxwell Davies (children performers) 
Super Storm!, Scott Gendel and Diane Garton Edie (children’s chorus) 
Sweet Potato Kicks the Sun, Augusta Read Thomas and Leslie Dunton-
Downer (children’s chorus) 
The Three Feathers, Lori Laitman and Dana Gioia (children’s chorus) 
Wilde Tales, Laura Karpman and Kelley Rourke (children’s chorus) 
Xochitl and the Flowers, Christopher Pratorius Gómez and Roma Olvera 
(children’s chorus)  
 
Production details of all of these are found in YPO’s searchable 
database, which currently houses over 200 fantastic operas for 
children, along with info on their casts, publishers, lengths, themes, 
instrumentation, synopses and more!  

                          
               YPO Session Prezi Presentation      

                                
 
Contact Information in Presentation: 
Boston City Singers 
Jane Money, Founder/Artistic Director: jmoney@bostoncitysingers.org  
Rhaea D’Aliesio, Chief of Staff: rdaliesio@bostoncitysingers.org 
 

Dan Ryan 
www.DanConducts.com 
danconducts@gmail.com  
 

Enchanted Melodies 
Emily Gallagher: emilygallaghersoprano@gmail.com 
 

Maryland Opera Kids Camp 
Jason Buckwalter, General Director: info@marylandopera.org 
 

Maryland Opera Kids Camp/BOCO/Soul Recharge  
Nina Evelyn: https://www.ninaevelyn.com/about 
 



NOA 2026 YPO Committee Contact Information:  
  

Lynette Pfund, Chair  
University of Florida  
Opera Theater Assistant Director  
917-916-5433 / lpfund@ufl.edu  
 
Courtney Kalbacker, Co-Chair 
Augusta University / Summer Music in Tuscany Festival 
Professor of Voice and Opera/Director    
919-414-9349 / ckalbacker@augusta.edu  
 
Jenny Madruga Chavez 
Sing Pretty Designs 
PO Box 97762, Phoenix, AZ 85060 
jennymadrugachavez@gmail.com 
www.singprettydesigns.com 
 
Sorrel Bohannan McCarthy 
University of North Texas / Actors Conservatory Theater 
UNT Opera TA & Resident Stage Manager / Director of Education 
sorrelmccarthy@my.unt.edu 
smccarthy@actorsconservatorytheatre.org 
  
Gordon Ostrowski  
Manhattan School of Music  
Faculty—Opera Workshop  
646-215-0962 / gostrowski@msmnyc.edu  
  
Rachel J. Peters  
Opera Composer / Librettist  
917-653-7765 / rachel@racheljpeters.com   
  
Theo Popov  
Composer of Opera, Theater and Film Music  
Professor, San Francisco Conservatory of Music 
609-751-6699 / theo@theopopov.com  
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