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Directions 
Read this poem. Then answer questions 1 through 6.

Going Down Hill on a Bicycle, 
A Boy’s Song

by Henry Charles Beeching

1 With lifted feet, hands still, 
I am poised, and down the hill 
Dart, with heedful1 mind; 
The air goes by in a wind.

5 Swifter and yet more swift,  
Till the heart with a mighty lift 
Makes the lungs laugh, the throat cry:— 
“O bird, see; see, bird, I fly. 
“Is this, is this your joy?

10 O bird, then I, though a boy 
For a golden moment share 
Your feathery life in air!” 
Say, heart, is there aught like this 
In a world that is full of bliss?

15 ’Tis more than skating, bound  
Steel-shod to the level ground. 
Speed slackens now, I float 
Awhile in my airy boat; 
Till, when the wheels scarce crawl,

20 My feet to the treadles fall.  
Alas, that the longest hill 
Must end in a vale;2 but still, 
Who climbs with toil,3 wheresoe’er, 
Shall find wings waiting there.

1 heedful: paying attention
2 vale: valley
3 toil: hard work
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 1  Which line suggests that the speaker of the poem knows his joyful experience is temporary?

A “Is this, is this your joy?” (line 9)

B “O bird, then I, though a boy” (line 10)

C “For a golden moment share” (line 11)

D “Your feathery life in air!” (line 12)

 2  Which theme is best supported by the details in the poem?

A True happiness lasts a lifetime.

B Joy is sweeter because it is short-lived.

C Hard work is its own reward.

D If you climb up, you must climb down.

 3  Which details in the poem work to develop the theme? Use two details from the poem to 
support your response.
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 4  What does the word “poised” in line 2 suggest about the speaker? 

A He is nervous about going too fast. 

B He is ready to go down the hill. 

C He is new at riding a bike. 

D He is worried about falling off his bike.

 5  Which sentence provides the best summary of the first and second stanzas of the poem?

A A boy darts down a hill, stops to think, and talks to a bird along the way.

B A boy looks down a steep hill, and his heart starts to race with excitement.

C A boy lifts his feet and hands off his bicycle and feels the air whizzing by him.

D A boy speeds so fast down a hill that he cries out to a bird that he, too, is flying.

 6  Which details would be most important to include in a summary of “Going Down Hill on a 
Bicycle, A Boy’s Song”? Use two details from the poem to support your response.
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1 Who will throw his fire the farthest? Nou wonders as he sits on 
the beach a short distance from the warrior circle. He watches 
the other warriors carve their names on their firebrands—dried 
sticks that they will set alight and throw from the mountain.

2 Nou keeps to himself, for he knows that the others laugh at him. 
‘Ukiki, they call him—little runt—because they think that he is 
too small to be a warrior.

3 It is ancient times on the island of Kaua’i, when each river valley 
3is a kingdom and every young man is a warrior. Tonight is the 
most important night of the year: it is the night of the fire-
throwing ceremony.

4 When the sun sets, the warriors will climb swiftly to the top of 
Mount Makana, and from the highest point, they will hurl their 
firebrands out over the sea.

5 Far below, the king of Kaua’i will observe from his great canoe, 
watching the firebrands fly through the air and fall into the sea. 
He will judge which one has flown the farthest, then he will 
retrieve it from the water. At the feast, he will read the name 
from that stick and honor the winner.

6 A sudden gust of warm air sweeps across the beach, silencing the 
warriors’ talk. The wind is rising, making the warriors anxious, 
for it is difficult to throw well in the wind.

7 Nou considers his own branch. It is smaller than most, and much 
lighter—almost weightless. He made it from papala, a very light 
wood, carving out the pith center to make it hollow. Now, he 
carves his name on it and waits for the ceremony to begin.

Directions 
Read this story. Then answer questions 7 through 13.

Throwing Fire
by Skyler Tegland, Highlights
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8 As the sun dips into the sea, the warriors leap to their feet and race to 
the sacred mountaintop as the villagers cheer. Nou tries to keep up, but 
the climb is steep and difficult in the growing darkness.

9 One by one, the warriors reach the summit,1 light their firebrands, and 
take a place in line. From the beach, the villagers can see a great line of 
fire along the top of Mount Makana. None of the warriors notice that 
Nou is missing.

10 The king watches from his canoe as the first firebrand is thrown. Up, 
up, into the air it soars, and a cheer rises from the beach. Then, slowly, 
the firebrand begins to fall, streaking a trail of smoke and sparks 
across the evening sky.

11 One by one, the flaming torches fly up in a tremendous arc, then fall 
hissing into the sea.

12 Soon there is no more fire on the mountain. The last of the firebrands 
has been thrown, and the warriors are descending.2

1 summit: the top of a hill or mountain
2 descending: moving downward
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13 Suddenly there is an outcry from the beach. Another spark of fire is 
seen on the mountain. Another firebrand floats slowly, magically 
upward. Up and up it climbs, much higher than the others. The 
villagers cheer, for they have never seen anything like it.

14 The firebrand floats up, then outward, far out over the sea, much 
farther than any warrior has ever thrown a firebrand. It seems to float 
in the air, and the villagers are amazed.

15 In his canoe, the king watches as this last firebrand soars overhead, 
buoyed by the wind. When it finally touches gently to the sea, he 
directs his men to paddle.

16 Once there, the king fishes the smoldering3 branch from the water. He 
notices its curious hollowness, and he smiles.

17 That night, as the warriors and villagers sit down to the feast, everyone 
wonders who threw the last firebrand. 

18 The king stands up, holding the stick that he rescued from the water. 
Finally the king reads the name aloud: “Nou.”

19 There is a pause at first, then laughter. The people think that the king is 
joking. “Nou?” some say. “The ‘little runt’?” “How could he possibly 
throw so far?”

20 The king brings them to silence again with a wave of his hand.

21 “O my people,” he begins, “strength is a wonderful quality for a 
warrior. Strength is very useful, but it is not the only thing he needs. 
Cleverness and intelligence guide strength. Tonight we honor one who 
was clever enough to make a friend of the wind instead of fighting it. 
Come forward, Nou, and sit by me.”

22 As Nou rises to take his place beside the king, he notices that no one is 
laughing.

23 On that night, Nou earns a new nickname from the warriors. 
Keakamai, they call him—the Clever One.

3 smoldering: burning slowly
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 7  How do the other warriors compare to Nou?

A The other warriors are sneakier than Nou.

B The other warriors are bigger than Nou.

C The other warriors are weaker than Nou.

D The other warriors are older than Nou.

 8  Which detail would be most important to include in a summary of the story?

A “He watches the other warriors carve their names on their firebrands—dried sticks that 
they will set alight and throw from the mountain.” (paragraph 1)

B “It is ancient times on the island of Kaua’i, when each river valley is a kingdom and every 
young man is a warrior.” (paragraph 3)

C “When the sun sets, the warriors will climb swiftly to the top of Mount Makana, and 
from the highest point, they will hurl their firebrands out over the sea.” (paragraph 4)

D “A sudden gust of warm air sweeps across the beach, silencing the warriors’ talk.” 
(paragraph 6)

 9  What evidence can readers use to infer that the last firebrand belongs to Nou, even before 
his name is called? Use two details from the story to support your response.
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 10  How is Nou similar to and different from the other warriors? Use two details from the story 
to support your response.

  

  

  

  

  

 

 11  Read this sentence from paragraph 15 of “Throwing Fire.”

   In his canoe, the king watches as this last firebrand soars overhead,  
buoyed by the wind.

What does the word “buoyed” mean? 

A slowed 

B touched

C carried

D marked

 12  Which paragraph best explains how the king’s feelings differ from the warriors’ feelings?

A paragraph 5

B paragraph 10

C paragraph 18

D paragraph 21
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 Plan your writing for question 13 on another sheet of paper.

 13  The warriors and villagers change their opinions of Nou from the beginning of the 
story to the end of the story. How do their opinions change throughout the story? 
What happens to cause their opinions to change? Use details from the story to support 
your response.

In your response, be sure to

•  explain how the warriors’ and villagers’ opinions of Nou change throughout  
the story

• explain what causes their opinions to change
• use details from the story to support your response
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