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That year the goslings had a choice between two flight instructors here on Hawai’i Island. 
 
I know I’ve talked about nene school before. It basically covers two topics: how to fly and how 
to find good things to eat. As I said, there were two flying teachers that year, and the goslings 
were able to choose which class to attend. One teacher was an older male nene, and he had 
charisma. He strutted around and hooted and honked, and you just knew that if you didn’t do 
just what he told you, he’d be honking right there in your beak. 
 
The other teacher was smaller and quieter. She was well known as one of the best fliers of all 
the flocks on the island, but she never made much of it. You could hear her fellow teacher’s 
voice for miles. You hardly ever heard her say anything. 
 
One young nene was, to be honest, pretty intimidated by both these teachers. He was pretty 
intimidated by flying in general. He didn’t really want to be judged by a nene considered one of 
the best fliers of the island, but he also didn’t want to be yelled at a lot by a big, noisy teacher. 
Most of his classmates, though, were impressed by all the honking and the strutting and the 
bravado – and maybe they were afraid that if they didn’t go to his class, they’d look like they 
were afraid.  
 
When the day came to choose teachers, most of the goslings went with the big noisy male 
teacher, and a smaller group chose the smaller female teacher, including the young nene who 
was scared of them both. 
 
It didn’t take long before he wondered if he’d made the right choice. His teacher never raised 
her voice, but she never missed anything, either. She could spot a single feather out of position 
and she always made her student fix it. Her classes started early and they ran late. Across the 
slopes her students could hear the agitated honks of the male teacher for a while, but then his 
voice would fade. They’d hear the voices of those other students, now released from their class, 
playing and foraging for snacks, while they were making tightly controlled – and closely 
inspected – circles in the sky. 
 
“I need this to be easier,” said the young nene one morning, and instead of going to his class he 
made his way to the other class. Nobody minded. He joined the small crowd and watched the 
teacher honk at the students until they all stretched out their wings and took off. With his 
agitated honking behind them, they tried to form a flying V, but none of them had really 



mastered keeping a straight, level, and steady course. They veered from side to side, everybody 
except the young nene who’d just joined their class that day. He knew how to fly straight and 
level. He wouldn’t fly faster than the goose ahead. But he found himself dodging gosling after 
gosling as they zoomed back and forth across the formation. 
 
The teacher’s honks were plenty loud, but he was saying things like, “Don’t do that! No! The 
other way! The other way!” Since none of the flyers knew what “that” was, or who was doing 
“that,” and which way might be this way and what way might be the other way, well. It didn’t 
help. 
 
The teacher honked himself to hoarseness and dismissed the class early, flying off to find some 
‘ohelo. The young nene watched him go, and flew over to where the smaller class was still 
meeting, with the sharp-eyed female teacher. 
 
“You’re back?” was all she said. 
 
“I’m back,” he said. “I’ve found it’s easier to learn to fly by working hard.” 
 
by Eric Anderson 
 


