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Symbols 

Identify and list three 

important symbols from the 

book. What do they 

symbolize? 

One major symbol is Sputnik. When the Russians launched the satellite, Sonny said it was 

a defining point in his life. Watching it pass over his house, Sonny became obsessed with 

space. It became a symbol, for him, of his future. “I guess it’s fair to say there were two 

distinct phases to my life in West Virginia: everything that happened before October 5, 

1957 and everything that happened afterward.” (18)  

Setting 

Find information in the text 

that describes the setting: 

where and when the story 

takes place. 

The story is set in Coalwood, West Virginia, in 1957. “Coalwood, West Virginia, where I 

grew up, was built for the purpose of extracting the millions of tons of rich bituminous 

coal that lay beneath it. In 1957, when I was fourteen years old and began to build my 

first rockets, there were nearly two thousand people in Coalwood.” (1) 

 

Figurative language 

 

“We crunched past the little houses perched precariously on the nearly vertical slope on 

both sides of us.” (230) crunched: onomatopoeia, perched precariously: alliteration and 

personification  

Character 1 

Find information in the text 

that describes the MAIN 

character: appearance, age, 

personality traits, etc. 

The main character is Homer Hickam, Jr. At the beginning of the book he is fourteen. He 

becomes obsessed with bulding rockets and working for NASA. He has a difficult 

relationship with his father. “In 1957, when I was fourteen years old and began to build 

my first rockets, there were nearly two thousand people in Coalwood.” (1); “I want to go 

work for Dr. von Braun, Dad.” (203); “How could I let Dad get at me like that? I knew he 

didn’t understand what I was doing, but I was right, wasn’t I?” (267)  

Conflict 1 

Find information in the text 

that indicates a conflict, 

identify what type of 

conflict it is (man v. man, 

man v. self, etc.), and relate 

whether or not it is resolved 

and how. 

One of the conflicts in the book is between Elsie and Homer, Sonny’s parents. They have 

a solid, but rocky relationship. She hates the mines because she knows it will eventually 

kill Homer. Homer loves the mine’s excitement and that it provides them with a good 

living.  They often fight about the mine. This type of conflict is man v. man. The conflict 

is never really resolved, but both of their children do make it out of Coalwood and to 

college, which is mostly what Elsie was fighting for. 

     “ ‘What the devil’s wrong with you, Elsie?’ Dad hissed, reaching to take her arm. 

        She pulled back. ‘This mine’s killed you, but it’s not going to kill my boys!’ “ (205) 

Theme 2 

What is one theme (lesson 

the author wants readers to 

learn) of the novel? 

One of the themes of the story is pursuing one’s dreams.  

*Sonny states over and over wants to build rockets and work for Dr. von Braun at NASA. 

*Even though he cannot join in the calculus class he actually organized, Sonny studies it 

on his own. He feels he must learn it to achieve his dream. 

*Sonny defies his father’s orders to not build rockets at least three times. 

*Even though his science fair exhibit is stolen, he calls for help and his hometown 

community rebuilds the portions that he needs and gets them to the fair on time. They 

believe in Sonny, too.  

Favorite Passages 

 

     ‘Dad huffed a near laugh, reached down for a handful of coal dust, and tossed it in the 

air. He took a deep breath of it. “I thrive on this stuff. It’s like mother’s milk to me!’ “ 

(205) 

I love this passage because it is one of very few times Homer Sr. really shows emotion. It 

shows that he is a man of deep passion and makes him more real to me. I felt like I 

understood him better when I read this. I know he loves his wife and children, but he does 

not express that love. He DOES express love for the mine, perhaps because it is an 

indifferent entity, unlike his family, and he feels safe openly loving the mines. 

 


