River Road by Bill Nagelkerke

Overview

This poem describes the reputation and reality of River Road in Nairobi, Kenya from the viewpoint of a traveller.  It brings to life the vibrancy of a city, and the audiotape, in particular, strongly interprets it as African.  Your students should be able to relate this poem to a city or place important to them.

Poetry can be initially presented for pleasure and to help fluency in reading aloud.  Many students could be studying poetry at senior level and will need to understand the terminology and poetic devices and how they contribute to meaning.

Teaching purposes

Use this text to help your students:

· read, understand and respond to a poem;
· develop an awareness of some poetic devices and how they contribute to the meaning of the poem;
· read a poem aloud with appropriate stress, rhythm and intonation;
· participate in a choral reading or a dramatisation of a poem; 
· write (or contribute to writing) a short poem.
Features of the text

The language features and poetic devices you select to focus on will vary according to the needs of your students.  Note that many students could be studying poetry for the Read Extended Texts university literacy standard and thus will need not only appropriate terminology but also an understanding of how poetic devices contribute to meaning. 

“River Road” is a short lyric divided into three stanzas of free verse (verse without regular rhyme or rhythm).  

· The first stanza of seven lines gives the reputation of River Road in Nairobi.  It warns people to stay away from it because it can be dangerous.  It advises that if you have to go there, you need to be cautious and should leave your cash behind. 

· The second stanza of six lines contrasts with the first.  It describes what you can hear and see in River Road.  It appeals to a variety of senses: the soaring music, the broken shops, the cafés serving ugali the African way, and the buses coming and going.  
· The final couplet sums up the importance of the place in an emphatic statement.  It extends the metaphor of the river by using the verb “flow” and repeating “River Road”, thus linking it with the other stanzas and tying it up with the title.  River Road has become a symbol for life along with its potential dangers in that locality.

Language features

Nouns and noun phrases

· “River Road” is the title of the poem and is also used in each stanza.  This repetition emphasises that this is the main topic of the poem and also gives the poem cohesion.

· Proper nouns are used to define the location, for example, Nairobi, Kenya, Africa.  

· Common, concrete nouns that evoke the setting are used, for example, “music”, “shops”, “cafés”, “buses”.

· More general abstract nouns are also used, for example, “danger”, “life”.

· An African word, “ugali”, is used to evoke a sense of place.

Verbs and verb phrases

· Action verbs predominate, for example, “soars”, “serve”, “flows”.

· Phrasal verbs are also used, for example, “stay away from”, “leave behind”.

· Imperatives are used in the warning, for example, “stay”, “go”, “leave”.

Other features

Various poetic devices are used for specific effects:

· Figures of speech such as metaphors make the place come alive, for example, “music soars”, “life flows”.

· Long vowels act to slow the rhythm, for example, “road”, “border”, “flow”.

· The imperative language of the warnings (“Stay away”, “go cautiously”) adds to the sense of River Road as a potentially dangerous place.

Learning outcomes

With your students, set one or more of the following learning outcomes for working with this text.

By the end of this work, I will be able to:

· read, understand and respond to a poem;
· identify some poetic devices and explain how they contribute to the meaning of the poem;
· read a poem aloud in a way that supports its meaning;
· present a choral reading or a dramatisation (with sound effects) of a poem; 
· write (or contribute to writing) a short poem.
Before reading – introducing the readers to the text

1.
Tell the students that they are going to read a short poem that describes a place in Africa.  Ask them to think about a place that they know well because they will be able to turn some of these ideas into their own poem after the poetry study.  Fill in a Concept Table (see the copymaster on page 21) using single words or phrases only.  If you have students in the class who share the same language, encourage them to work in pairs or small groups.  Encourage your students to use their first language in discussion and to use bilingual dictionaries.

2. Set the scene for the poem they are about to study.  Locate Africa, Kenya and Nairobi on a map and encourage the students to share what they know about Africa.  If they’ve read “Where Angels Fear to Tread” (by the same author), encourage them to draw on what they’ve learned about Africa from that text.

3. Ask the students to look at the illustration and layout on page 9 and to note down five things under the heading First Impressions.  Discuss their responses.  

4. You could pre-teach difficult vocabulary at this stage, for example, “border”, “cautiously”, “ugali”, or you could ask the students to note down any unknown words to discuss after the reading.

5. Remind the students of the learning outcome(s).

During reading – thinking through the text

· Explain that this poem is written in free verse (poetry without regular rhyme or rhythm).

· Have them listen either to you reading the poem or to the audiotape of the poem.  It is important that poetry reading is modelled well.  Note that it is especially important to read the poem according to the meaning (which will often mean not stopping at the end of the line but running the poem on until the idea is complete).  

· Have the students listen to the poem several times, encouraging them to join in the reading as they become more familiar with the text. 

· Listen to the audiotape together and discuss why the speaker has presented the poem the way he has.  Discuss the accent of the speaker and the sound effects used and how these contribute to the meaning.

After reading – using new understandings

Select from these suggestions according to your purpose for the lesson and your knowledge of your students.

· Address any difficulties the students have noted about the words or phrases in the poem.

· Focus on the meaning of the poem.  Ask the students:

· Who is the narrator of the poem?  (Note that this poem is by the writer of “Where Angels Fear to Tread”, so it is written from the perspective of a traveller rather than someone who lives on River Road.)

· Who is the narrator of the poem speaking to? 

· What is the difference in tone between the first and second stanzas, and which word signals a change in tone?

· Test your students’ initial understanding with true/false questions.
	“River Road” True or False.  Mark your opinion of the following statements as true or false.  Be ready to justify your answer.  You may use your dictionary if you need to.  Compare your answers with a partner’s.

	1. River Road is in Asia.

2. River Road has a reputation for being safe.

3. River Road would be a good tourist destination.

4. There are thieves on River Road.

5. River Road is very tidy and orderly.

6. River Road is a very important transport centre.

7. River Road is a very busy and vibrant place.




· In pairs, reassemble the jumbled lines of the poem.  Make it a timed game.

· Disappearing text: Write the poem on the board.  Have your students read the poem in unison several times.  Then rub out parts of the poem.  You may wish to randomly rub out words or focus on a particular feature, such as the action verbs or concrete nouns. Discuss various sounds, blends and pronunciation issues as they arise.  Check that the students understand the difference between vowels and consonants, hard and soft sounds, and long and short vowels.  Repeat this exercise over a few days until the students have memorised the poem and can recite it fluently and with appropriate pronunciation, stress and rhythm.  Alternatively, have different groups memorise different stanzas and each present them as a group.

· Present a choral reading or a dramatisation of the poem.  Your students could do this in groups.  The groups can either use voice alone to interpret the poem or use sound-effects and/or movement to interpret it.  You could make this into a competition using peer assessment.

· You could explicitly teach poetic devices used in the poem.  Make up cards with the names of poetic terms or devices in one colour of print and their definitions on cards with print of another colour, or use two different colours of card.  Have the students work in pairs or small groups to match the terms and definitions and then learn them individually.  Peer-test this skill.

· At a more advanced stage, the students can match the terminology with examples from the poem being studied.  For the university entrance literacy stage, they will need to add an Explain the Effect card.  Use the explanation at the beginning of these notes to teach various points about the structure and language features of “River Road”.  You could use a table like this:

	Title of poem:

Author of poem:

	Poetic device used
	Explanation of device
	Example/quote from the poem
	Effect in the poem

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


· Ask the students to write a personal response to the poem.  If necessary, model this for the students.  (See the ELIP folder, Stage 2 Reading, 16; Stage 3 Reading, 11; or Stage 2 Writing, 24.)

· At a simple level, they could write a one- or two-sentence response using a starter such as I enjoyed this poem because … 
Students at a more advanced level may express several reasons they liked, disliked or enjoyed the poem and be able to justify them, for example, I enjoyed “River Road” because it gave me a clear idea of what that place in Kenya was like.  It talked about the busy street filled with people in cafés, music, and buses.  I also liked it because it reminded me of my home town, which has a bad reputation, but to me, it’s an exciting place where I go and talk with my friends.
Beyond the text – extension

· The students can write their own poem or contribute to a group poem, referring to the notes from their concept tables (see page 18 of these notes) and using “River Road” as a model.  Their poem should include at least one metaphor.  They could then present their poem to the class as an illustrated poster or present it orally, drawing on their earlier experience with the disappearing text or choral reading activities.
Related texts from the ELIP folder

	These are model texts that make explicit the structure and language features, suggested teaching components, sample strategies, grammar scope and suggested assessment tasks for the particular text.

	ELIP Stage 2

Reading 

16a to 16d – Can read, understand and respond to a simple poem

Writing 

24 – Can write a simple personal response

24c “Around the World in 80 Days”

24d “Whale Rider”

	ELIP Stage 3

Reading 

11 – Can read, understand and respond to a poem


Copymaster: Concept table

	A Place (City or Street) I Know Well

Name of place:



	What other people say about the place (its reputation):



	What I/we think about the place:

What can you

•
see?

•
hear?

•
smell or feel?

Why it is important to me/us:



	Why it is important to the city or country:




