OXFORD ROLLERCOASTERS
River Boy    Lesson 1

OHT 1a


A Record of Class Ideas on Character

•
Write facts in the central box, supported by quotations

•
Write inferences and deductions in the outer box, with reference to the text
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Things we can infer and deduce about the character

e.g. Mum is sensitive and appreciates Jess’s feelings – she agrees to call the ‘coffin’ the ‘roof box’, page 7


Character Profile: Jess
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Things we can infer and deduce about Jess

Write down your point. Provide your evidence by referring to part of the text.


Appealing to the Senses

Read this extract from Chapter 2 of River Boy.

•
Circle all the words that bring sounds to mind

•
Underline any words that suggest other senses, e.g. touch or sight.

She listened to the river again and finally its restlessness mastered her…

‘What are you saying?’ she murmured to it. ‘What are you trying to tell me?’

The waters slipped past, dark and sleek, gurgling over the rocks just down from her window, then twisting away towards the lower ground hidden beyond the house. And part of her seemed to run with them, all the way to the sea.

She sighed.

There was something strange about this place, unsettling even, yet not scary. It was as though there were a spirit here, not some ghoul or creeping shade, but a spirit of the river, of the trees and hills, a spirit running through all this like a magic charm.

The waters ran on, tinkling like a musical box.

Reading the River

Read the section from page 23, ‘It was so beautiful, this stream…’ to the end of Chapter 3. As you read, notice how the writer appeals to your senses, and which sense is most important in this section.

After reading, fill in the answers to the questions below.

	To which of the senses does the writer most powerfully appeal in this section? Record three words/phrases as examples.


	

	Identify three places where the writer uses personification to describe the river. Record the words/phrases.


	

	Jess was testing the river – what are her conclusions? Find a quotation that gives her conclusions and write it down.


	

	The writer has worked hard to give the reader a strong sense of the river, using powerful language to shape it. Why do you think the writer has given so much time to describing the river in this way?


	


Themes in River Boy


Focus Points

Note down key points in answer to these questions as you read Chapters 8 and 9. Move on if you cannot answer any question swiftly.

	Chapter 8

	1 Find one thing that Jess thinks has caused the tense mood in Grandpa’s room.



	2 What help is Grandpa wanting from Jess?



	3 What does Jess ask Alfred, and what effect does his answer have on her thinking?



	Chapter 9

	1 What is the river boy doing when Jess thinks she sees him in Chapter 9?



	2 What words does Jess use to try to explain the river boy to her father (look at page 58)? Is he right to say it’s just because she’s worried about Grandpa?




What further questions do you want to ask Jess now?

1

2

3

What’s New?

	What new information do we gain about the river boy in Chapter 10? Select three short key quotations to show this.




	How far do the events in the second half of Chapter 10 follow the course you expected? What happens that you did expect?




	What happens that you were not expecting?




Plotting the Tension

Use this tension graph to plot the highs and lows of Chapter 10.



Identify events in the novel in chronological order, giving the page reference and a very short quotation. Small illustrations could be added if desired.

Meet the Challenge

‘He was part of the mystery of this place. Perhaps the whole mystery.’ (page 78)

What do you make of the strange and unexplained figure of the river boy? Take a look at some of things we’ve been told about him already:

	In a strange way the river boy had been part of her all along, like the figment of a dream. 
And the dream was her life. (page 1)


	The feeling started to grow that she had not been – and was not – alone. (page 26)


	She said nothing about the river boy. Yes, she’d started calling him that, though the words sat uncomfortably in her mind alongside associations with Grandpa’s picture. (page 50)


	He seemed at one with the water, a creature spawned by the river itself. (page 69)


	Every movement he made seemed to have authority, yet there was wildness, too… a natural swimmer, a swimmer of such power and grace, she could only stand and admire. (page 80)


	She studied the face that watched her from within that shock of black hair… 
not conventionally good-looking, but… striking, especially in the way the eyes moved… 
an electric intensity about them… but there was a tenderness there, too. (page 87)



One Way to Solve the Mystery?

In your groups, try this process:

	Stage 1: Think and write

Record some of your thoughts about the river boy – don’t talk to anyone else yet!
What would you really like to know or ask about the river boy? Why do you think Jess keeps seeing him?



	Stage 2: Talk and think again

Now, share your ideas with your group.

Have you any questions or ideas in common? Do any of them link up in some way?



	Stage 3: Make a choice

Choose one question to discuss by group consensus (you all agree on its choice).



	Stage 4: More thinking and talking

Whoever thought up the question in the first place must explain to the others how he or she came to think it up – where did the idea come from? This will get everyone thinking and talking.



	Stage 5: Agree? Disagree?

Everyone can join in ‘I agree…’, or ‘I disagree because…’, or ‘I’m not sure about that…’


Now just let the conversation flow – a bit like that river – but listen carefully to each other, generate more questions and thoughts, and talk through ideas that might lead to some interesting answers.

Chapter Titles and Endings

	Chapter
	Title
	Ending words
	Topic

	1
	Grandpa


	‘the more she looked… the more the presence of the absent boy seemed to grow.’
	Boy in painting

	2
	
	
	

	3
	
	
	

	4
	
	
	

	5
	
	
	

	6
	
	
	

	7
	
	
	

	8
	
	
	

	9
	
	
	

	10
	
	
	

	11
	
	
	

	12
	
	
	

	13
	
	
	

	14
	
	
	

	15
	
	
	

	16
	
	
	

	17
	
	
	

	18
	
	
	

	19
	
	
	

	20
	
	
	


Creating Empathy

How does Tim Bowler encourage his reader to empathize with both Jess and Grandpa as he struggles to complete the painting (pages 97–100)?

Use the questions below to help you work through some possible ideas. Find one or two points in pages 97–100 for each prompt.

	How Grandpa is described (nouns, adjectives, similes):




	What the two characters say and how they respond to each other (smiling, frowning, etc):




	The actions of the two characters – their relative strengths, and the words used to describe those actions – verbs (e.g. struggled, stretch) and adverbs (e.g. slowly, gently):




	Their contrasting responses to the finished picture:




	The way the chapter ends:




Now write a short paragraph around each of the prompts.

The River as Metaphor

‘Everything flows and nothing stays… you can’t step into the same river twice’ Heraclitus, 540–480 BC

1 Remind yourself of the technical meaning of metaphor. Discuss it with a partner, then check out the term in a good dictionary.

Rivers can be very different – some are slow and sluggish, some are raging torrents, some dry up in summer, others never stop flowing. Sometimes a river is people’s friend but at other times it is an enemy – a river in flood is an uncontrollable force. Writers have used the river as a metaphor for many things. This is your chance to think through how the river is used by writers as a metaphor…

2 Look at these words and phrases – what do they mean to you? Discuss each with a partner. Can you think of any other watery phrases?

Water under the bridge

Swimming against the stream

Tide and time will wait for no man

Go with the flow

The river of life

Still waters run deep

3 Now read these quotations from River Boy. How might Tim Bowler be using the river as a metaphor or symbol? How do other writers use the river as a metaphor?

‘All rivers run into the sea; yet the sea is not full: unto the place from whence the rivers come, thither they return again.’ Ecclesiastes 1:7 (Epigraph)

In the end, the river would win. (Jess’s thoughts, page 26)

‘Everything changes, Jess. Everything. Nothing stays the same. Nothing lasts for ever. There’s no use fighting it. We have to accept it.’ (Grandpa to Jess, page 21)

‘I didn’t know we could see that far… It’s like… seeing a 
whole life… the life of the river’ (Jess and the river boy, pages 108–109)
Classic Narrative Structure



River Progress

Different Views of River Boy?

1 Decide what you think about each of the views expressed below.

In River Boy Jess must find the part of herself that is Grandpa – the river boy. Once she’s done that she is reconciled to his death.

Grandpa finds the part of himself that he lost when his parents died – he has to come back to the river and find that spirit in order to paint it and complete his life. Jess helps him to do this as she is the only other person who understands his passion for the river, swimming and achievement.

The river is a symbol of all human life – constantly changing and flowing. Life has to flow with the current and all human life is finite.

The river teaches Jess about time and change. Its spirit speaks to Jess and helps her accept the death of her grandfather.

Jess feels unable to come to terms with Grandpa’s death. But the encounter with the river of Grandpa’s boyhood helps her accept change. She sees his boyhood, senses how like her he was, helps him to realize his goals and shares with him the fulfilment of those goals in preparation for his death and her acceptance of that death.

The finishing of the painting is the same event as the river swim, but played out in different minds.

We see everything through Jess’s consciousness – the novel is really the exploration of a young woman’s growing awareness of human life/death. Grandpa’s death is the birth of a new heroic spirit.

The whole thing is in Jess’s imagination – it’s how she copes with Grandpa dying.

2 What does the Tim Bowler have to say about his novel? Check out his views in his video interview.

3 Now, record your ideas in your journal. You can begin:

I agree with…

I disagree with…

I think…

My interpretation is…



Reading Assessment Progress Sheet

Put a tick in the column that you think applies to you.

	
	
	You practised this when:
	I do this well
	I can do this sometimes
	I need to 

practise this
	Teacher comment

	AF2
	understand, describe, select or retrieve information, events or ideas from texts and use quotation and reference to text
	You collected ideas and quotations on characters

You answered questions on Chapters 8 and 9
	
	
	
	

	AF3
	deduce, infer or interpret information, events or ideas from texts


	You made predictions at several stages

You thought about what characters did and what that might mean about them

You interpreted the relationship between Grandpa’s painting and the mysterious river boy

You made a mindmap of themes
	
	
	
	

	AF4
	identify and comment on the structure and organization of texts, including grammatical and presentational features at text level


	You thought about the shape of Chapter 7

You ordered chapter headings

You drew your tension graphs

You identified the stages in the story, e.g. crisis

When you reached the end, you thought about how that related to the beginning
	
	
	
	

	AF5
	explain and comment on writers’ uses of language, including grammatical and literary features at word and sentence level
	You explored how the writer used language to a) appeal to the senses b) create mood c) create strong feelings and empathy for characters

You explored the river metaphor
	
	
	
	

	AF6
	identify and comment on writers’ purposes and viewpoints and the overall effect of the text on the reader


	You kept a reading journal

You thought about how the writer used pace and tension to keep you reading

You compared Tim Bowler’s writing with other writers who have different purposes

You thought about the effect of the novel on you
	
	
	
	

	AF7
	relate texts to their social, cultural and historical contexts and literary traditions
	You thought about how the text related to your own experience and beliefs, and others’ beliefs about the family, life and death
	
	
	
	


Tick the reading strategies that you have used in your work on River Boy.

	Strategy
	Tick
	I did this when

	See images
	3
	I was guided around the holiday cottage

	Hear a reading voice
	
	

	Predict what will happen next
	
	

	Speculate
	
	

	Ask questions – tease at puzzles
	
	

	Make comments
	
	

	Feel
	
	

	Empathize
	
	

	Rationalize what is happening
	
	

	Re-read
	
	

	Reinterpret
	
	

	Interpret patterns
	
	

	Relate to own experience
	
	

	Pass judgements – likes, dislikes
	
	

	Relate to previous reading experience
	
	

	Establish a relationship with the narrator
	
	








Events in novel in chronological order





Things we are told about the character


e.g. Grandpa is ‘fiercely independent, fiercely driven’, page 5





Amount of narrative tension








‘There’s something I’ve got to do… the biggest challenge of my life… If your grandfather finishes his picture, will you help me then?’ (page 90)





‘You finish the picture… you be his hands.’ (page 89)





Things we are told about Jess


Write down the facts, or the quotations that tell you these things, with a page reference.























‘Neither swimming medals nor being fifteen seemed relevant now’, page 4





‘A stubborn, prickly old man’, page 3





The cottage: ‘the sound of the birds… the ripple of the stream’, page 22





Home – ‘street… clogged with cars and buses’, page 4





Town/country





Grandpa





Jess





Dad





Grandpa and Jess





Driving ambition/ lack of ambition





Youth/age





RIVER BOY


THEMES





An arresting opening





Developing plot





Complication(s)





Crisis/crises





Satisfying resolution





Grandpa has first �heart attack
































Word level





Superlatives, e.g. best, and qualifying adverbs, e.g. beautifully, used to express personal views


Vocabulary of comment, e.g. some people might think…, I found the �book compelling…


Vocabulary of constructive criticism, e.g. while the story was original, the characters were unbelievable…





Purpose and audience





To record likes and dislikes, strengths and weaknesses of a book


To inform other potential readers


To guide others’ choices or share ideas about a book


Written for a target age or interest group


Informative but contains personal opinions





WRITING A REVIEW








Sentence level





If formal, then third person


If informal, then first and second person


Mostly present tense but may refer to past events in author’s life


Questions may be used to engage the reader


Connectives balance strengths and weaknesses, to qualify, emphasize or compare e.g. although, most of all, compared with


Connectives also indicate the use of evidence, e.g. this shows that


Varied sentences to keep the reader’s interest – often complex to justify and explain views





Text level





Title usually includes the title and author of the book


May begin with an outline of content or selected plot details


Points in order of importance or in logical order according to book content


Ideas may be supported by references to the text or quotations


Concludes with comment summing up the view of the writer
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