Slum life in Kenya


Avenue First School

Number on roll: approximately 240


Age Group: 

Year 2

Size of class:
30 children

Length of lesson:
60 minutes

Subject links:
Geography, Citizenship

Resources:
‘Slum hut’ built in the classroom, made out of cardboard and inspired by photographs from Kibera, the shantytown on the outskirts of Nairobi.  

Anna, a dedicated PGCE student, who was willing to sit inside the hut, unseen by the children for a whole hour.

Lauren, a skilled classroom assistant, who helped build belief and understanding amongst a group of pre-identified children.


The aims of the lesson

· To develop greater sensitivity to the needs of others.

· To better understand the living conditions of people in the slums of Kibera, Nairobi.

· To understand that the needs and feelings of people in different economic and geographical situations are in many ways similar to their own.

How it built on previous learning

As a class, we had agreed to take on the role of architects who specialised in designing buildings for environmentally sensitive locations.  In previous sessions, we had been preparing for a commission from our customer, to design a safari lodge on the outskirts of a Maasai village.  We stumbled across Kibera by accident.  A child had brought in an article from the internet, detailing the plight of the people living in the slums there.  We collectively agreed that we could become lost in Nairobi and find ourselves in Kibera.  The children really wanted to find out more about the place and the drama seemed a really good way of doing this in a non-superficial way.  

In the previous session, the children had viewed a dramatic situation where a woman called Maria was turned away from a water standpipe because she didn’t have sufficient money (this is again inspire by real life – water in Kibera is up to 10 times more expensive than in New York).  We had a brief conversation with her, before she departed for home.  Later, we had agreed that we had to help her and set about finding where she lived amid the sprawling Kiberan slums.


The teacher wanted to…

Create a tense and evocative situation, where the children would need to utilise their pre-existing skills and knowledge in a context that ‘felt real’.  I wanted the children to take control of the situation as much as possible, with me adopting a variety of role registers, ranging from interested listener, to facilitator, to devil’s advocate.  

Before the lesson…

I arranged for the school hall to be free, as I wanted to start the lesson away from the shanty hut, set up in the classroom.  I wanted to build tension and anticipation before the hut was encountered for the first time.  In addition, I briefed the PGCE student as to my lesson aims, and asked her just to ‘be’ in the hut, moving around as she needed to.  I did not want her to respond to the children’s attempts to communicate with her, unless something the children said or did absolutely compelled her to respond.  In short, I wanted the children to ‘work their socks off’ for any response from the hut.

The teacher began the lesson by…

Recapping on where the drama had taken us so far.  I decided to use the 

3-2-1 approach, giving everyone a minute to speak to two other children about 3 things that happened last time.  As we shared our responses, I was trying to be as inclusive as possible in my language, using ‘we’ and ‘us’,  as I wanted to communicate early on that we were going to be working collaboratively on anything we encountered this session.

I wanted to see how committed the children still were to finding Maria, and so gave them the chance of an opt-out, using a decision continuum (children arranged themselves in a line, depending upon whether they felt strongly for or against tracking down Maria).  Some children volunteered to speak in front of the class, attempting to persuade children to their point of view.  Eventually, all but 2 children were in favour of pursuing Maria, and I checked with these children that they were okay to go along with the majority.

The teacher then….

Tried to help build the landscape of Kibera again in the minds of the children.  I used a range of questions to evoke the sights, sounds and smells that were surrounding us.  The smells seemed to be what the children latched onto the most: one noted the “smell of blood”; another, the “sewerage smell”.  I also wanted to establish an entry point into today’s dramatic episode: could anyone say what time of day it was, as my watch was still not working from a previous incident? Did the children know of any ways to find Maria’s house amongst the squalid sprawl? (As usual, the children had all the answers!)

Together, we established that it was dusk and that one of the children had seen Maria’s daughter running in the direction of a particular hut.  The fact that it was dusk added extra tension to the scenario, as the children knew from their previous work that Kibera was a lawless place, particularly during the hours of darkness.  After re-affirming our commitment to finding Maria we set off on the journey to her hut (in actual fact, we went around the school and into our classroom through the back door).  The children kept pouring on extra tension during our slow walk to the hut.  There were shouts of “what was that?” and “look where you’re walking” on the way.

The children…

Gasped with excitement when they saw the hut for the first time.  This was the nearest the session came to falling apart, as some of my more inquisitive boys wanted to peak inside the hut straight away.  Thankfully some of the other children suggested that this wouldn’t be a good idea (“she might be scared – be quieter”; “she might think that we’re baddies”). 

I wanted to continue to build the tension, as I knew from previous sessions, the children’s abilities shone when put to the sternest of tests.  With this aim in mind, I planted the possibility that, perhaps, this wasn’t Maria’s house after all; or if it was Maria’s house, somebody else might be inside.  Should we still try to make contact?  

The remainder of the session focused entirely on how we were going to make contact with whoever was inside.  There were some great suggestions about how to do this – a group of children grabbed the Swahili phrase book we had created as a class and suggested trying to communicate in her native language.  Some thought we should shout ‘hello!’ and see if we recognised the voice of whoever responded.  We tried out both suggestions, but there was no response from the hut.

The teacher then….

Decided to focus on exactly how we were going to approach the hut.  We collectively agreed that it wouldn’t be right for everyone to approach the hut at once.  If Maria was inside, then the noise could scare her; if someone else was inside, then it may not be safe to send everyone.

We eventually chose 2 people to take the short walk to the hut.  Firstly, we thought-tracked how our intrepid colleagues would feel prior to making their approach and sculpted their bodies to reflect their innermost feelings.  Just then, “Maria” (the person actually inside the hut) had to adjust her positioning, and this further added to the tension – there was actually someone inside!

After this, I indicated to the children that we would use a convention whereby the action could be stopped at any moment and rewound or fast-forwarded if necessary (like a video).  What we were looking for was complete believability in body language and facial expression as we approached the hut.  I was amazed by how many times the children rewound the video without every getting to the door of the hut.  They wanted to add further nuances in body language and facial expression, and the anticipation just kept building.

Eventually, the children agreed upon exactly how the hut was going to be approached.  There was a taut silence as the two volunteers approached the hut: crouching, clinging nervously to each other, gradually inching forwards.  They finally got to the door, knocked quietly, and one girl said, completely unscripted, “Hello, don’t worry, we’re here to help.”  The door opened and “Maria” gradually crawled out of the hut.

At the end of the lesson …

We reflected on what had happened.  The children commented upon each other’s efforts with great generosity.  I asked why they had kept rewinding and rewinding, to which Krysta responded, “to persevere and get it right”.  I hope these children can go forward recognising the importance of this sentiment.

At the end of the lesson, the teacher…

Discussed the session in detail with the colleagues who were present.  It was interesting to listen to the different perspectives.  Anna, the PGCE student who had been cocooned in the hut for an hour, had a fascinating insight as she had only been able to hear what had gone on.

At the end of the lesson, the children…

Did not want to leave the classroom and go to lunch.  They hung around, asking the student questions and chattering about what had happened amongst themselves.

What the teacher said…

“I was delighted with the session.  It took quite a bit of organising, but was most definitely worth it.  I think it worked so well because there were several layers of tension at work, really putting the children’s humanity to the test.  To begin with, they were caught up in a dangerous landscape at a unfortunate time-of-day.  In addition to that, they were unsure whether they had found the right hut – in their imaginations, anyone could have been inside.  Furthermore, when they heard scufflings from inside, their dramatic imaginations were conjuring up all sorts of possibilities.

I guess I’ve learnt that good drama doesn’t need to be spread thick with layer upon layer of conventions.  It’s the inherent tension of the situation that really drives learning forward.”

What the children said…

“That was really fun” – Dylan, to another child while exiting the classroom.

“It was different from our other lessons.  People just kept trying and trying again” – Jake.

“Emma was determined to master it” – Jonty, talking about how one child had worked on conveying her feelings through her body language.

