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The Bridge Builders
Read the story. Level 3 · 949 words

Chapter 1: The Challenge
1 “Two hundred craft sticks,” Mr. Haddad said, holding up a bundle wrapped in a rubber band. 

“One bottle of glue. Your bridge must stretch across a gap of fifty centimeters, the space 
between these two desks. In three weeks, we will test every bridge. We’ll hang a bucket from 
the middle and add sand, one scoop at a time, until something breaks.”

2 Kwame already knew what he would build. When he was little, he had built dozens of bridges 
out of blocks, and he had watched videos about famous bridges all over the world. “We’ll make 
it long and flat, like a road,” he told his team. “Simple. Strong. Done.”

3 Sun-hee pushed her notebook across the desk. She had drawn a bridge with sides made of zigzag 
lines that formed a row of triangles. “My aunt is an engineer,” she said. “She says triangles are 
the strongest shape. You can push a square until it leans over flat, but a triangle keeps its 
shape.”

4 Kwame barely glanced at the drawing. “That looks complicated. We only have three weeks.”

5 Eli, the third member of the team, looked from one of them to the other and said nothing. He 
had moved to town in January, and he did not want to start an argument.

6 So they built Kwame’s bridge. They glued sticks side by side in four thick layers to make a long, 
flat deck. It was heavy and solid, and it looked like a tiny wooden road. Kwame tapped it with 
his knuckles and grinned. “Nothing is getting through that.”

7 For two weeks, Kwame gave the orders. He told Eli where to put the glue and told Sun-hee 
which sticks to cut. Once, Sun-hee started to say, “What if we added some sides...” but Kwame 
was already talking about how thick the next layer should be. After that, she closed her 
notebook and did what he asked.

Chapter 2: The Test Run
8 A week before the real test, Mr. Haddad let each team try a practice run. Kwame’s team set 

their bridge across the gap and hung the bucket from the middle. The class gathered around.

9 One scoop. Two scoops. Three. At the fifth scoop, the deck began to sag like a hammock. At the 
seventh, there was a crack like a snapping branch, and the bridge folded in the middle. Sand 
poured across the floor.

10 Kwame stared at the broken sticks. The other teams had stopped to watch, and his face burned. 
Someone behind him laughed, and someone else said, “Ouch.”

11 “It bent before it broke,” Eli said quietly. It was nearly the first thing he had said all week. “The 
middle had nothing holding it up. All the weight pushed down in one place.”

12 Kwame wanted to argue, the way he always did. He opened his mouth. Then he closed it again, 
because he could suddenly see Sun-hee’s drawing in his mind: the zigzag sides, the row of 
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triangles, each one passing the weight along to the next. She had shown him the answer on the 
very first day, and he had been too sure of himself to look.

13 He swallowed hard. “Sun-hee,” he said, “can I see your drawing again?”

14 Sun-hee hesitated. Then she opened her notebook and slid it across the desk.

Chapter 3: Triangles
15 Mr. Haddad gave each team a fresh bundle of sticks for repairs, and the three of them started 

over. Before they glued a single stick, Kwame took a deep breath. “I should have listened to you 
on the first day,” he told Sun-hee. “Sorry.”

16 Sun-hee shrugged, but she was smiling. “My aunt says almost every engineer has a bridge that 
falls down,” she said. “The good ones figure out why.”

17 This time, they planned first. Sun-hee measured and drew each piece in pencil. Kwame cut and 
sorted the sticks. Eli turned out to be the most patient person Kwame had ever met. He glued 
each joint and held it perfectly still, counting to sixty under his breath, until it was dry. It took 
four afternoons, and their fingers were sticky with glue the whole time.

18 They built two zigzag sides, each one a row of triangles, and joined them with short sticks 
across the top and bottom. The new bridge was lighter than the first one. It looked almost too 
thin to work.

19 “Are you sure about this?” Kwame asked.

20 “No,” Sun-hee admitted. “But I’m sure about triangles.”

21 On testing day, the whole class crowded around the desks. One scoop. Five. Ten. The bridge did 
not sag. Fifteen. Twenty. The sticks creaked, and everyone held their breath. Twenty-five. 
Thirty. Mr. Haddad scraped the last of the sand out of the bag and poured it in. The bucket was 
full to the brim, and the bridge was still standing.

22 The class cheered so loudly that the teacher next door came to see what had happened.

23 Eli crouched down and peered under the bridge, as if he could not quite believe it. “It didn’t 
even sag,” he said. Then, a little louder than Kwame had ever heard him speak, he added, “Next 
time, I want to try a bridge with arches.”

24 Kwame laughed. “Next time,” he said, “you can draw the plans. I’ll start by listening.”

25 Sun-hee took a photo of the bridge to show her aunt. Then she wrote one word under her old 
drawing in her notebook, in big letters: TRIANGLES.

26 That night, Mr. Haddad asked every student to write one sentence in their engineering journal 
about what they had learned. Kwame chewed his pencil for a long time. Then he wrote, “Our 
first bridge didn’t fail because of the sticks. It failed because I didn’t listen.”
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The Bridge Builders: Questions
Answer the questions about the story.

1 Why does Kwame ignore Sun-hee’s drawing in Chapter 1?

a. He can’t see it. b. It costs too much. c. He is too sure.

2 In Chapter 2, the deck began to “sag like a hammock.” What does this simile show?

a. It bent in the middle. b. It swung side to side. c. It felt soft.

3 Eli speaks up a lot during the first week. true false

4 How does Chapter 2 change the story?

a. Kwame starts to listen. b. The test gets canceled. c. Eli quits.

5 What does Eli add to the team in Chapter 3?

drawings patience speed

6 How does Kwame respond to the failed test run? Quote one sentence from Chapter 2 that 
shows his choice.

7 What is the theme of the story? Use Kwame’s journal sentence to support your answer.
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Answer key For the teacher or parent

The Bridge Builders: Questions
Answer the questions about the story.

1 Why does Kwame ignore Sun-hee’s drawing in Chapter 1?

a. He can’t see it. b. It costs too much. c. He is too sure.

2 In Chapter 2, the deck began to “sag like a hammock.” What does this simile show?

a. It bent in the middle. b. It swung side to side. c. It felt soft.

3 Eli speaks up a lot during the first week. true false

4 How does Chapter 2 change the story?

a. Kwame starts to listen. b. The test gets canceled. c. Eli quits.

5 What does Eli add to the team in Chapter 3?

drawings patience speed

6 How does Kwame respond to the failed test run? Quote one sentence from Chapter 2 that 
shows his choice.

He wants to argue, but instead he remembers Sun-hee’s idea and asks for help:

“Sun-hee,” he said, “can I see your drawing again?”

7 What is the theme of the story? Use Kwame’s journal sentence to support your answer.

Listen to other people’s ideas, even when you feel sure you are right. Kwame writes

that the first bridge failed because he didn’t listen.

everyworksheet.com


