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The War of the Worlds in the Classroom
C.E. C. Greely

As a schoolteacher, I have always attached great importance to the shared
experience of a class reader, but am only too aware of the difficulty of finding texts
suitable for the third year of a mixed comprehensive. It is therefore particularly
rewarding to note the success of The War of the Worlds with an upper-band
third-year class.

When I chose the book, reasons for caution readily sprang to mind: it is manifestly
an adult book written with an adult readership in mind; it features no teenagers,
the narrator is hardly cast in the heroic mould, while the prose, with its wide
vocabulary and ‘period’ style, might not find instant favour with the young readers
of the 1980s. Indeed, how would the sophisticated fourteen-year-old react to the
suggestion of an invasion by creatures from one of the more accessible planets?

In fact, my fears were groundless. The story-line immediately captured the
attention of the class and proved a splendid springboard for creative work, while to
my intense relief the response of the girls was as positive as that of the boys. I think
it was particularly the author’s attention to realistic details and very specific
location, together with his ability to convey the feelings of mounting terror and
despair, leading swiftly to the collapse of civilisation, which accounted for its
success.

As I expected, some of the class were already familiar with the Jeff Wayne musical
version of the story and the exciting music, coupled with the inimitable voice of
Richard Burton, had its role to play in promoting the book. Likewise there are
numerous episodes which lend themselves to visual interpretation and there wasa
ready supply of illustrations of Martians emerging from their cylinders or tripods
marching across the landscape with heat rays at the ready.

For creative work, we began with local newspaper reports of the landing of the first
cylinder in the school field, an exercise which focused attention on Wells’s concern
for authenticity. This was followed by reports sent back by the Martians to their
mission control — an attempt to view the Earth through alien eyes.

After listening to a tape of the famous Orson Welles spoof report of a Martian
invasion, the next project was the script for a similar spoof item: this time a TV
news report of the sighting of the Loch Ness monster — a programme which
included eye-witness accounts and interviews with ‘Scottish scientific experts’.
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