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What is the Iliad Project?

The Iliad project was set up in 2000 by the Cambridge School Classics Project (CSCP) to develop an oral retelling of Homer's Iliad for primary schools for use as an oral resource to develop pupils’ speaking and listening skills. Two professional storytellers, Hugh Lupton and Daniel Morden, were commissioned to create their own version of the Trojan War. This retelling, called War with Troy: The Story of Achilles (War with Troy for short), was trialled with live performances in three Cambridgeshire primary schools, re-worked in the light of feedback from teachers and pupils, and then recorded onto CD. In spring 2002 the CDs were piloted in five primary schools, two in the London Borough of Barking and Dagenham and three in the Thetford Education Action Zone. Drawing on the findings from the pilot, CSCP published a Teacher's Guide to accompany the three-CD set of War with Troy.

Scope of the evaluation

The evaluation focused on the experiences of teachers and pupils in the London Borough of Barking and Dagenham. Lessons were observed and interviews undertaken with teachers and pupils over a period of three years. All interviews and a number of teaching episodes were recorded and transcribed.

The original aim of the evaluation was to assess the effectiveness of the three-CD set, War with Troy, as a classroom resource for developing pupils’ literacy skills in Years 5 and 6 (children aged 9-11) and fostering enjoyment and understanding of one of the most influential stories in western literature. But in the course of the lesson observations and interviews a number of broader educational issues, such as motivation and creativity, were raised and these are included in the findings below.

Key findings

Inclusion

The most important point to emerge from interviews with the teachers was the value of War with Troy as an inclusive resource, accessible to children of all abilities and aptitudes. In particular, for children for whom reading was still a challenge the oral nature of War with Troy removed a major obstacle:

The great thing about the actual CD, is that they do not have to worry at all about whether or not they can read it. (Teacher, William Bellamy Junior School)

It’s [accessible to] all children from the highest to the lowest attainer: they can each enter the story and become involved in it, which in other lessons they may not, because they are text-bound … If you’re a child that’s actually struggled for five years, it’s quite disheartening and then all of a sudden you’ve got this lesson where actually you can join in and can shine. (Teacher, William Ford)

But higher attainers also responded well to War with Troy:

The challenge in the story is something that the high attainers really appreciate and really benefit from, and use again and again in their work. So it doesn't leave them out. They rise to that challenge and enjoy that challenge too and, you know, perhaps try to use the more sophisticated vocabulary… (Teacher, St. Joseph’s)

But the gains are greater, perhaps, for lower attainers, especially in terms of self-esteem:

I think it gives the children confidence to write because they haven’t had to struggle to read and they feel there’s something they actually want to write. You know, they’ve shared something. They’ve suddenly realised that they are on a level footing with everybody else, that actually what they said was as valuable and they respond to the way, I suppose, that you’ve responded to their discussion. (Teacher, William Ford)

Enjoyment

Teachers emphasised the extent to which pupils engaged with and enjoyed War with Troy:

I don't think I've ever known children be so engaged. It was just, it was, they were superb. (Teacher, William Ford)

We had a World Book Day event, you know, 6 months later, it was something like that, we thought that they would pick Harry Potter, that's what we'd guess they'd pick. There was no shifting them, it had to be the Iliad. (Teacher, St. Joseph’s)

They don't see it as a chore at all, they don't see it as work. … (Teacher, St. Peter’s)

I think because it's on the CD and they're all listening  to it together, they talk about it themselves a lot more, like when we're lining up for dinner, you know, coming, you can hear snippets of discussion … they'll try and predict what's going to happen next or say something about a character. (Teacher, St. Joseph’s)

This level of enjoyment and engagement was also reflected in comments from pupils:

… the best thing about the Iliad is that from the beginning there is pure excitement. (Boy, St. Joseph’s) 

Every Friday I used to walk home telling my mum all about it, it was so fun. (Girl, William Ford)

The story is action filled to the very brim, bursting with blood and gore and full of passion. (Girl, William Ford)

It was not, however, just the ‘blood and gore’ and ‘passion’ which they enjoyed. Pupils also liked the use of cliff-hangers at the end of each episode and the range of characters in the story. [Insert video clip?]

Motivation

With the virtuous circle of engagement and enjoyment came motivation to read:

[The Iliad and The Odyssey] used to sit there gathering dust before [War with Troy] came along. Nobody ever chose that book, very few children actually chose it. After this it's the most popular book in the[image: image1..pict]



 box, everybody wants it. (Teacher, St. Peter’s)

It made my boys that were reluctant readers want to read. They actually wanted to go out and get more stories and it... they brought in books that they'd found in the library. (Teacher, William Ford)

[They read] anything on gods and goddesses. Really it's that factual element as well, isn't it? They can go and find out more about Greece and things like that that they were choosing lots of those books and still do. (Teacher, St. Joseph’s)

It also encouraged pupils to produce work unprompted:

You see this whole group of children that actually are quite reluctant writers getting bits of paper and coming in with them the next day, with writing that you haven't even asked for. (Teacher, William Ford)

… most of the time there was no written outcome but sometimes the children actually wanted to do something. A couple suggested writing a play … (Teacher, Godwin)

Creativity

Teachers were impressed with the range of responses to War with Troy from the pupils. In one school, when children were asked to make a creative response to the story for a homework, more than half the children chose not to draw a picture or write a story but to make a model. The detail included by some of the children provides clear evidence of the extent to which hearing the story had enabled them to imagine, to visualise the story.

A number of the teachers used War with Troy as a springboard for drama activities:

There is a lot of creative kind of work you can get from [War with Troy]. Drama particularly gets them thinking about the ideas, using the freeze frame at important moments. We got a lot of discussion from them about what the character might be thinking, what they were going to say. You know, the children really took off on that.

The most ambitious work involved 30 Year 5 and Year 6 pupils putting together a ten-minute dance performance that they performed at Barking town hall. [insert video clip?]

Literacy skills

All teachers agreed that using War with Troy helped develop pupils’ speaking and listening skills. They observed that pupils were able to sustain concentration longer as they grew accustomed to listening to the CDs. This was evident both in pupils’ demeanour while listening to an episode and in the quality and detail of responses to questions afterwards.

One teacher liked the material because of the opportunities it provided to develop pupils’ capacity for inference and deduction:

I thinks it's superb because they all are able to understand the story and they can all see what's happened because this character did, behaved in a certain way, and they make assumptions and they can predict... (Teacher, William Ford)
But the strongest evidence for the development of the pupils’ speaking and listening skills rests in the quality of discussion shown by a wide range of pupils interviewed over the last two years. Pupils were able not only to identify scenes and characters they liked but also to articulate why they liked them. They had the confidence to express their views in front of their peers, and could support their argument with reference, often very detailed reference, to specific moments from the story.
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Priam asks Achilles to return Hector’s body.


[Girl, William Ford)











