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For any year six Literacy teachers, the SATs are a constant cloud from the first week of September until the day the results arrive in July. Teachers tire themselves considering how to present the curriculum in a way that is interesting and engaging while covering every aspect of the NLS down to the last comma and connective. My class love using computers and are always excited when they know we are going to work in the ICT suite.  It is always a relief to find something that grasps the student’s imagination. That is what I found in Caspian Learning’s Dracula. 

Caspian Learning promotes itself as a company which creates learning-based games. They use sensory 3D gaming environments combined with educational content and have developed a range of educational learning-based games which are matched to QCA, NLS, NNS and AQA Schemes of Work. Titles to date include: A Village in India, WWII, The Tudors, Industrial Britain, Local and National Politics, Friction, Numeracy: Problem-solving and Electricity. 

I was excited to have the opportunity to trial their Dracula Literacy programme with my year six high ability Literacy class. The programme covers year six NLS objectives for term two and is based on Exemplary planning units – Narrative Writing 1 & 2 and Formal Writing. In the programme, a variety of on-screen tasks are used to develop the story of Dracula and to address specific learning objectives taken directly from the NLS. 
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The programme was used over a three week period, with students using the ICT suite during hour long Literacy lessons once or twice a week. I also revisited the programme during revision work on formal writing in the weeks immediately before the SATs. The Dracula programme is divided into six sections. The first two sections focus on the plot and characters, section three focuses on formal writing styles including writing wills and letters; section four is about narrative order, section five focuses on  the historical and fictional character of Dracula and section six focuses on authorial intent and gives some information about Bram Stoker. 

Ideally the students should have some background knowledge of the story of Dracula before they use the programme, but this could just be a synopsis of the story which is read during the whole class text section of the first lesson. Other than that the students need no other prior knowledge or specific skills. The programme is very easy to use and is a low threshold/high ceiling activity. Students can use both the keyboard and mouse. This programme does come with text to speech which aids children with specific learning disabilities or SEN. 
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It is most effective when the Dracula programme is planned into the week’s Literacy lessons. Students should receive direct teaching and should apply the knowledge they have gained from using the programme e.g. writing a formal letter or diary entry. The students were very motivated by the 3D environments and enjoyed interacting with the characters from the book. The use of Dracula ensured high engagement as it appealed to both genders.

The students particularly enjoyed working through a Qreplace task in section three of the programme. In this task the students are presented with a bad example of a formal letter. They must then gather the correct information in the environment to correct the bad example and present it to a character. Other tasks include Qgather in which students are given information and must then gather and answer multi-choice questions and Qclassify which consists of students finding information and giving it to the correct character. 

The programme can be effectively used on stand-alone PCs or a network. Ideally students should work independently so that they receive their own feedback and revision but I used the programme in an ICT suite where computers are 1:2. Some of the tasks work very well if delivered to the whole class on an interactive whiteboard and this is a good way to check student’s knowledge and understanding gained through individual tasks or a section. 

As a tool to enhance learning, improve student engagement and deliver lessons in a creative way, I found Caspian Learning’s Dracula programme to be extremely effective. Whether it has made a marked difference in results remains to be seen, but the pupils thoroughly enjoyed using the programme and were able to apply the knowledge they had gained from using the programme in other areas of the Literacy curriculum. The students were certainly experts in formal writing and narrative structure by the time they had used the Dracula programme. 
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Students interact with the characters of Dracula and Mina Murray. They are given information which they must use in a variety of ways.





The front screen on Caspian Learning’s Dracula programme.





Students are immersed in the programme allowing the teacher to focus on dealing with misconceptions and bridging gaps in knowledge.
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