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Abstract 

Every school year the Hawai‘i Department of Education (HIDOE) recruits hundreds of teachers 

from the continental United States to fill much needed special education positions (Hawai‘i 

Education Policy Center, 2008; Hitz, 2002; State of Hawai‘i Teacher Retention Information, 

2013). Research purports high rates of attrition in special education nationwide are due to 

working conditions, job assignment, certification status, lack of support from colleagues, 

principal, administration, low student motivation, discipline problems, behavior issues, and lack 

of student progress (Castro, Kelly & Shih, 2009, Mansfield, Beltman, Price, & McConney, 2012; 

Muller, Gorrow & Fiala, 2011). Moreover, cultural challenges experienced by teachers from the 

continental U.S. in Hawai‘i may contribute to high attrition rates in the HIDOE. Challenges such 

as race, ethnicity, and cultural factors as they relate to teacher-student relationships, teacher-

family relationship, and colleague, staff, and administrative support were identified as cultural 

challenges for special education teachers. Despite increasing cultural and linguistic diversity in 

student population, the majority of the teaching force on the continental U.S. are 85% White, 

female, and middle class (Howard, G., 2006; Ullucci, 2010), but in Hawai‘i for general and 

special education the majority of teachers is stated to be 44% Asian (NCES.gov, 2008). 

Qualitative research methods such as autoethnography, focus group, and interviews were 

conducted in efforts to identify challenges related to cultural differences experienced by special 

education teachers from the continental United States and to identify resiliency factors that 

contributed to the teachers remaining in Hawai‘i. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Special education teachers are in great demand at the beginning of every school year 

across the United States. Over the years, there has been persistent concern about the national 

shortage of highly qualified, certified, and licensed special education teachers (Butler, 2008; 

Chambers, 2008; Higher Education Consortium for Special Education, 2010; Katsiyannis Zhang, 

& Conroy, 2003; McLesky, Tyler & Flippin, 2004; Nance & Calabrese, 2009; National 

Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality, 2009; Thorton, Peltier, & Medina 2007; US 

Department of Education, 2012; Washburn-Moses, 2005; Winsniewski & Gargiulo, 1997).  For 

decades, Hawai‘i has continually faced challenges to fill special education positions. McLesky et 

al. noted that Hawai‘i has been mentioned along with a few other states as being in dire need for 

highly qualified, certified, and licensed special education teachers (U.S. Department of 

Education (2012).  Furthermore, Hawai‘i had nearly 30% of special education teachers who were 

not fully certified serve as teachers for students with special needs (McLesky et al., 2004) as 

compared to the national shortage of highly qualified special education teachers of 11.2% 

(HECSE, 2010).  

Hawai‘i poses some unique challenges for hiring and retaining highly qualified, certified, 

and licensed special education teachers. Along with the continental U.S., Hawai‘i’s shortage of 

special education teachers can be attributed to attrition due to lack of teacher support, low salary, 

copious paperwork lack of administration support, student discipline and behavior problems 

(Butler, 2008; Chambers, 2008; Higher Education Consortium for Special Education, 2010; 

Katsiyannis, et al., 2003; McLesky et al., 2004; Nance & Calabrese, 2009; National 
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Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality, 2009; Thorton et al., 2007; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2012; Washburn-Moses, 2005; Winsniewski & Gargiulo, 1997). Unlike the 

continental U.S., Hawai‘i faces unique challenges of retaining highly qualified, certified, and 

licensed special education teachers due to geographical location/ isolation, high cost of living 

(Chorpita & Donkervoet, 2005; Hitz, 2002; Okamura, 2008), and more specifically because of 

cultural differences experienced by special education teachers from the continental U.S. These 

reasons may play a key role as to why Hawai‘i may have higher rates of attrition of and difficulty 

retaining highly qualified, certified, and licensed special education teachers.  

People from the continental U.S. refer to Hawai‘i as paradise. Despite its location, 

numerous people come to these islands for vacation, to work and to live. For those that come to 

live and work, many bring their ideas, their culture, and their way of doing things. Conversely, 

for many locals, Hawaiian/part Hawaiians who call paradise home, the struggle to maintain a 

place in paradise is closely tied to their deep rooted cultural heritage.  

 Hawai‘i receives many products, merchandise and goods from the continental U.S. 

Moreover, they receive ideas, laws, statutes, policies and procedures that many may not 

appreciate or agree. Hawai‘i, because of its history with the continental U.S. has been resistant 

and at times leery of change.  When it comes to change, Hawai‘i is known to have both informed 

critical attitudes and skepticism towards imposed and external innovations or initiatives, which 

typically come from the continental U.S. (Chorpita & Donkervoet, 2005).  

Teachers from the continental U.S. are crucial to filling a never ending stream of teacher 

turnover.  Conversely, local students, families of the students, and others have expressed their 

disregard and distrust of some teachers from the continental U.S. As a result, some students 
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create very difficult situations for teachers new to the islands and thereby, teachers find it hard to 

remain at HIDOE schools. 

Hawai‘i is a place with rich cultural diversity. According to the U.S. Census (2010), 

Hawai‘i’s 1,360,301 resident demographics consist of Asian 38.6%, Caucasian 24.7%, Native 

Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 10%, Hispanic or Latino 8.9%, and African American 1.6%. 

When the percentages for the Asian category are disaggregated the Filipinos are the largest group 

with 14.5% followed by the second largest Asian group, the Japanese with 13.6%, then the 

Chinese with 4.0%, the Korean with 1.8%, and the Vietnamese with .7% (US Census, 2010).  

HIDOE system has approximately 13,000 teachers of which the largest ethnic group is reported 

to be Japanese American (NCES, 2008; Okamura, 2008). Though the majority of teachers within 

HIDOE are Japanese American and the majority of students are Hawaiian/part Hawaiian, the 

mismatch between teacher and student does not appear to be with the Japanese American 

teachers and the Hawaiian/part Hawaiian students. The mismatch appears to be between teachers 

from the continental U.S. but more specifically, the White or haole (Hawaiian term for White 

people) teachers from the continental U.S. and the local Hawaiian/part Hawaiian students.   

Teachers from the continental U.S. are often placed in hard-to-fill areas where the largest 

population of students are identified as Hawaiian or part Hawaiian. With its rich diversity of 

races and cultures, HIDOE needs to look at ways of addressing the cultural challenges many 

teachers from the continental U.S. have experienced while teaching in their school system.  

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to identify the cultural challenges that special education 

teachers from the continental U.S. experience while teaching in Hawai‘i. Nationally, special 
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education teacher attrition rates have been estimated to be 20% annually (Thorton et al., 2007). 

Copious studies, research, and literature on special education attribute attrition factors as copious 

paperwork, lack of administrative support, lack of student discipline, low salaries, and lack of 

student progress as reason for teacher shortage in this field (Butler, 2008; Chambers, 2008; 

Higher Education Consortium for Special Education, 2010; Katsiyannis et al., 2003; McLesky et 

al., 2004; Nance & Calabrese, 2009; National Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality, 2009; 

Thorton, et al., 2007; US Department of Education, 2012; Washburn-Moses, 2005; Winsniewski 

& Gargiulo, 1997).  

However, there is a dearth of information that speaks directly to the emphasis of culture, 

ethnicity, or race as reasons for shortages of highly qualified, certified, and licensed special 

education teachers in Hawai‘i. I posit that HIDOE has difficulty retaining special educators 

because cultural challenges that various teachers from the continental U.S. experience and are 

not equipped with the necessary tools to navigate the rich cultural diversity that is present 

Hawai‘i. I also suggest that further studies on issues related to cultural challenges within HIDOE 

be researched as a means of addressing the lack of highly qualified, certified, and licensed 

special education teachers in Hawai‘i. 

According to Hawai‘i Educational Policy Center (HEPC) Teacher Education Work Force 

Research Group (TEWFRG) (2008), there were approximately 11, 500 teachers in the HIDOE in 

2006.  During that year, HIDOE hired 1,616 new teachers. Seven hundred and four of these hires 

were from colleges within the State of Hawai‘i resulting in over 900 teachers from out of state. 

In order for HIDOE to fill those vacant teaching positions many teachers were recruited from the 

continental U.S.   
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According to the information in Table 1, HIDOE’s largest ethnic group of students are 

Asian/Pacific Islander with 73.1%. When the group is disaggregated about 25% of public school 

students are reported as being Native Hawaiian. As indicated in Table 2, according to the 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) for the 

2007-08 school year the majority of teachers in Hawai‘i were Asian, non-Hispanic with 43.9% 

followed by White, non-Hispanic with 31.7% but fewer than 8% of teachers are of Hawaiian 

ancestry (Au & Blake 2003). 

Issues to be Addressed 

The significance of this information is that in all of the other states listed in the NCES 2007-08 

report, the percentage of White, non-Hispanic teachers was the highest in every state except 

Hawai‘i. It is imperative that the HIDOE address the fact that when recruiting for teachers, 

cultural differences may be a contributing factor in their inability to obtain and retain highly 

qualified, certified, and licensed special education teachers from the continental U.S. According 

Howard, G. (2006) and Ullucci (2010), the teaching force for general and special education on 

the continental U.S. is stated to be 85% White, female, and middle class. Furthermore, the 

majority of teachers often recruited from the continental U.S. are also White. Therefore, a 

mismatch of teacher and student often occurs particularly in Hawai‘i’s special education field 

because many of the new hires are often placed in hard-to-fill areas where most of the students 

tend to be Native Hawaiian/part Hawaiian. Consequently, these new hires which can include 

emergency hires (people who are hired as special education teachers but are not highly qualified, 

certified, or licensed) are repeatedly placed in areas where the need is great but the teachers lack 

the experience or knowledge to navigate the workplace. 
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Table 1.  

Percentage Distribution of Public School Students by Race, Ethnicity, and State  
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Black, 

non- 

Hispanic 
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of race 

American 
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Alaska 

Native 

 

 

 

Asian/ 

Pacific 

Islander 

 

Hawai`i 

 

19.4 

 

2.4 

 

2.4 

 

0.8 

 

73.1 
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Table 2.  

Percentage Distribution of Public School Teachers by Race and Ethnicity  

2007-08 National Center for Educational Statistics-School and Staff Survey (SASS) 

http//nces.ed.gov US Department of Education 
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Hispanic 

 

Hawai`i 
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31.7 
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43.9 

 

10.1 

 

7.2 

 

6.0 
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This mismatch of cultures and lack of special education training tends to yield high 

teacher turnover rates which becomes problematic to HIDOE but ultimately serves as a 

disadvantage to the students (Fouts, 2008). Because Hawai‘i relies heavily on teachers from the 

continental U.S. (Hitz, 2002; Okamura, 2008), addressing this concern may be advantageous in 

attracting and maintaining special education teachers in the future. Furthermore, the difficulty for 

HIDOE to maintain a sufficient number of highly qualified, certified, and licensed special 

education teachers may continue to disrupt the education of students with disabilities and prevent 

them from receiving the appropriate education they are entitled to.  

Definitions of Terms 

 Attrition is defined as the frequency and factors that contribute to rate in which special 

education teachers leave the field (Nance & Calabrese, 2009).  

Culture is defined as a highly valuable system of beliefs, attitude, and values which are 

learned and shared by people or identifiable segment of population (Rohner, 1984). 

Local is defined as any person who was born and or raised in Hawai`i. Person does not 

have to be of Hawaiian decent. (Okamura, 2008). 

Haole is a Hawaiian word generally used to refer to White/Caucasian person (Ohnuma, 

2002; Okamura, 2008). 

Pidgin is defined as Hawaiian Creole English Language spoken in Hawai‘i (Okamura, 

2008). 

Race is generally defined in terms of physical characteristics such as hair type, skin color, 

facial features which are common to an inbred, geographically isolated population (Betancourt & 

Lopez, 1993). 
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Recruitment is defined as obtaining teachers to fill positions (Nance & Calabrese, 2009). 

Retention is defined as maintain required number of teachers (Nance & Calabrese, 2009). 

In Chapter II, I will provide background information on special education teacher 

recruitment to Hawai‘i and illuminate several important inquiries in the literature review. I will 

also discuss related research such as current understanding regarding the problem, the 

importance of the proposed research, discuss theoretical framework to which will guide this 

research, offer contribution to theory, knowledge, and practice, and discuss how this research 

will improve the quality of life for individuals with disabilities. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

Students of color are projected to make up almost half of all school-age children by the 

year 2020 (Gollnick & Chinn, 2009). Furthermore, about one in five or approximately 20% of 

the U.S. population over the age of five speaks a language other than English at home (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2011). Despite this increasing cultural and linguistic diversity in the schools, the 

majority of the teaching force for general and special education is stated to be 85% White, 

female, and middle class (Howard, G., 2006 ; Ullucci, 2010), and sadly about 40% of schools 

have no teacher of color on staff (National Collaborative on Diversity in the Teaching Force, 

2004).  

In Hawai‘i, diversity is very evident and permeates every facet of the culture. Hawai‘i’s 

local culture is an amalgamation of people from various regions.  People from the continental 

U.S. represented are namely Whites, African Americans and Latinos. Ethnic groups from the 

Pacific region represented are Samoans, Tongans, Fijians, Japanese, Tahitians, Micronesians and 

of course Hawaiians.  People from Asia, are represented by, Chinese, Filipinos, Koreans, and 

Vietnamese.  These various racial, ethnic, cultural, and linguistically diverse groups are 

represented all across the state and are present in many classrooms which form a melting pot that 

creates a unique situation for many teachers from the continental U.S. who are primarily White.  

Although Hawai‘i is a part of the United States, its geographic location and cultural 

diversity are unlike any other state. “Hawai‘i’s unique environment combines geographic 

isolation with a richness of cultural and economic diversity” (Chorpita & Donkervoet, 2005, p. 

317). Hawai‘i, located in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, is recorded to be the most isolated land 
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mass in the world (Hitz, 2002; Okamura, 2008, U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). Because of its 

geographical location, Hawai‘i relies heavily on the continental U.S. to fill many of its teaching 

positions. With the majority of the teaching force stated as being White and female, there may be 

cause for concern when many of these teachers arrive to Hawai‘i and are faced with a cultural 

mismatch while transitioning into the HIDOE and encountering Hawaiian/local culture.  

HIDOE system has approximately 13,000 teachers of which the largest ethnic group is 

reported to be Japanese American (Okamura, 2008). Though the majority of teachers within 

Hawai‘i’s DOE are Japanese American, and the majority of students are Hawaiian/part Hawaiian, 

the mismatch between teacher and student does not appear to be with the Japanese American 

teachers and the Hawaiian/part Hawaiian students, but the mismatch appears to be between 

teachers from the continental U.S. but more specifically, the White (haole) teachers from the 

continental U.S. and the local Hawaiian/part Hawaiian students. Fostering a discussion about 

race, ethnicity, and culture as it pertains to education in Hawai‘i with teachers from the 

continental U.S. may be advantageous in cultivating better retention rates of special education 

teachers here in the islands. 

  Cose (1993) poignantly stated that, “Race is spoken on two levels- either in shouts or 

whispers” (p9). Race is defined as the physical characteristics such as hair, skin color, and facial 

features particular to a group of people from a similar geographic location (Betancout & Lopez, 

2003). Rohner (1984) defined culture as a highly variable system of beliefs, attitudes, and values 

that are passed from one generation to another. We live in a racially and culturally sensitive 

society. Speaking about someone’s race or insulting one’s culture or even the perception of a 

racially/culturally inciting statement has resulted in people losing their jobs, financial 
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opportunities or even future employment. In some places in the continental U.S., discussions 

about race and culture are viewed as taboo. Conversely, in Hawai‘i, people are proud to share 

their racial and cultural makeup (Okamura, 2008). Students and adults take pride in sharing 

about their ethnic make-up and often proudly boast up to three to five different ethnicities. 

Because of the increasingly diverse population in the United States, it is incumbent for 

teachers to be in tune with diverse groups that are represented by their students, parents, and 

community. When teachers from the continental U.S. arrive in Hawai‘i they are expected to 

teach, interact and make connections with students, parents, colleagues, staff, and administrators 

from diverse groups. It is imperative they become aware of the different racially, culturally, and 

linguistically diverse groups that reside in the community in which they teach and live.  

Related Research  

Research that specifically identifies cultural challenges experienced by continental U.S. 

teachers in Hawai‘i is scare.  Two organizations that may be able to shed some light on current 

and past cultural challenges they have experienced while living and teaching in Hawai‘i are 

Teach for America (TFA) and Columbus Educational Services (CES).  These two groups were 

contracted by HIDOE in order to meet the dire need to supply Hawai‘i with highly qualified, 

certified, licensed special education teachers. Teach for America is a movement which started 

with 500 college graduates in 1990 in an effort to “eliminate educational inequity” (Teach for 

America, 2012). According to TFA’s website teachers who participate in this organization are 

given the responsibility of not only trying to educate students from underprivileged schools, but 

they are inculcated by TFA with notion they are there to be the saviors of these low income, 

poverty stricken students. TFA teachers are placed in special education classrooms located in 
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hard-to-fill areas. One of the drawbacks of recruiting TFA teachers from the continental U.S. to 

teach in Hawai‘i is that many have little to no knowledge of history, diverse ethnic cultures in the 

area, or of the cultural norms within the families of the students they serve.  According to Au 

(2005), teachers who are effective have an understanding of their students, an understanding of 

the community, and have an understanding of content and of themselves. With the substantial 

recruitment of teachers from the continental U.S. to Hawai‘i’s hard-to-fill areas, many of these 

teachers do not share the same or even similar cultural or ethnic backgrounds with the students in 

which they serve. This can cause a mismatch between teacher and student. TFA teachers often 

hail from academic backgrounds other than education and therefore may have little to no 

knowledge of the skills, laws, or procedures and protocols necessary to work with students with 

special needs. Also, TFA teachers have little to no experience or educational knowledge of 

working with students with special needs.  

In 2005, HIDOE contracted with TFA for five years which allowed them to place 50 plus 

teachers each year to service students (Fouts, 2008). These teachers were mainly placed on the 

Leeward coast of Oahu where there is a high Native Hawaiian population along with hard-to-fill- 

teaching positions.  An interview with several TFA teachers revealed that cultural challenges and 

lack of special education training may have played a part in their decisions to leave the island. 

Fouts (2008) interviewed six TFA teachers placed on the Leeward side of Oahu which has high 

numbers of Hawaiian/part Hawaiian students and families. He asked each TFA teacher the 

following question: How can teacher educators better develop and prepare outside teachers to 

teach in Hawai‘i? Subject # 1 responded by saying: 
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There is a certain pretentious energy from TFA, there seems to be an assumption that they 

did everything in the world to prepare us at Institute…and at Institute we got special 

education training like once a week…5 times and we asked ‘what is an IEP’ and they are 

like ‘well it is different for every state so we can’t tell you…therefore, nothing was taught. 

It was frustrating and it was information overload and most often I would just shut off… 

TFA wants teachers placed in special education but they just don’t know how to train 

special education teachers nor support the special education teachers once they’re in their 

classroom. (Fouts, 2008, pp.137) 

This statement was echoed by several of the TFA recruits and many found it difficult to 

remain in the classrooms. TFA attempts to meet the challenging demand of special education 

students in Hawai‘i with little to none or insufficient training at best, is ongoing. This temporary 

fix to what seems to be an insurmountable feat appears to exacerbate the situation even greater 

when these TFA teachers become frustrated and leave.   

Columbus Educational Services (CES) is a department within The Columbus 

Organization that recruits highly qualified, certified, and licensed special education teachers to 

fill much needed positions throughout the United States. As a result of the Felix Consent Decree 

landmark case, (which will be discussed later), CES was hired to meet the requirements of the 

case’s decision which required students with special needs to be taught by highly qualified, 

certified, and licensed special education teachers. According to CES’ website, they have 

“partnered nationwide with over 140 state and local agencies in more than 40 states to deliver 

staffing, consultative and educational services” (http://www.columbusorg.com). In the year 

2000, CES was hired to recruit hundreds of special education teachers from the continental U.S. 

http://www.columbusorg.com/
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who were then placed in classrooms across the state of Hawai‘i. These teachers represented a 

wide range of experiences, age, race, and ethnicities. With the majority of recruits being White 

and placed in hard to fill areas, teachers had a myriad of racial experiences when confronted with 

local students, teachers, parents, teachers, staff, and administrators. CES remained in Hawai‘i 

from 2000 to 2008 when the benchmarks of the Felix Decree case were successfully fulfilled. 

The HIDOE has attempted to fill the dire need of special education teachers by using 

TFA and CES because the local universities have been unable to successfully meet the demands 

of special education teachers needed to serve in Hawai‘i’s schools. Teach for America hires 

people from non-educational backgrounds and reimburses them for a Master’s degree in 

education upon completion of their contract. However, there is no guarantee they will stay in the 

field or here in Hawai‘i. Columbus Educational Services on the other hand recruits teachers who 

are already certified and licensed in special education and have experience teaching students 

with a range of special needs. In theory these two approaches may temporarily address the 

problem of qualified special education teacher shortage in Hawai‘i. Today, the special education 

teacher shortage in Hawai‘i remains without a realistic solution to the problem of recruiting, 

training, and retaining teachers from the continental U.S. to work with the growing population of 

special needs students. 

Felix Consent Decree 

One sweeping occurrence that caused Hawai‘i to seek highly qualified, certified, and 

licensed special education teachers was the class action lawsuit initiated by a parent against the 

HIDOE in 1993 for not providing their child with mental health services. A year later in 1994, 

that class action lawsuit was settled which became known as The Felix Consent Decree 
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(Chorpita & Donkervoet, 2005).  As a result, the HIDOE was mandated to establish an 

accountability system between the courts and other child care services to provide special 

education services to all students with disabilities.  One group that Hawai‘i had to become 

accountable to was the Child and Adolescent Services System Program (CASSP). The principals 

of CASSP put emphasis on different values such as “family strengths, access to services, 

continuity of care, use of least restrictive environment, youth participation in care, and cultural 

sensitivity” (Chorpita & Donkervoet, 2005 p. 318).  

Before the Felix Consent Decree was implemented, Hawai‘i had local and state 

leadership availability to ensure mental health services were being rendered to its students. 

However, as a result of this consent decree, external leadership was now being imposed on the 

state because it could no longer rely on the state’s systems to self-govern (Chorpita & 

Donkervoet, 2005). With all of the new programs, systems, procedures, and policies mandated 

by the consent decree, many people in Hawai‘i were not prepared to engage in the change that 

was about to occur. It was not a smooth transition for the teachers of Hawai‘i and their resistance 

to change from the outsiders was noted.  

Current Understanding Regarding the Problem 

Katsiyannis et al., (2003) and Thorton et al., (2007) postulates that the retention of highly 

qualified, certified, and licensed special education teachers is of national concern. There are 

several reasons why The U.S. continues to experience challenges with obtaining and retaining 

special education teachers. Several reasons of high attrition rates are contributed to working 

conditions, job assignment, certification status, lack of support from colleagues, principal, 

administration, low student motivation, discipline problems, behavior issues, and lack of student 
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progress (Butler, 2008; Chambers, 2008; Higher Education Consortium for Special Education, 

2010; Katsiyannis et al., 2003; McLesky et al., 2004; Nance & Calabrese, 2009; National 

Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality, 2009; Thorton et al., 2007; US Department of 

Education, 2012; Washburn-Moses, 2005; Winsniewski & Gargiulo, 1997) and possibly cultural 

challenges from teachers from the continental U.S. 

At one time, race relations in Hawai‘i was emphasized as being a model for the rest of the 

world as different races and cultures came together to live in paradise. Hawai‘i boasted of a 

multicultural model which would make it pleasant and advantageous place to work, marry, raise 

a family and live.  

Hawai‘i illustrates the nation’s revolutionary message of equality and opportunity for all, 

regardless of background, color, or religion. This is the promise of Hawai‘i, a promise for 

the entire nation and indeed the world that peoples of different races and creeds can live 

together, enriching each other, in harmony and democracy. (Lawrence Fuchs, 1961, pp. 

449 as cited in Okamura, 2008, pp. 9) 

As compared to the continental U.S., Hawai‘i boasts of a more harmonious acceptance of 

different racial and ethnic groups.  According to Okamura (2008), Hawai‘i maintains a 

multicultural model that serves a place where there is a “tradition of tolerance and peaceful 

coexistence” (p.11).  However, there have been many instances of fighting amongst different 

cultural groups that may negate this idea of a cultural harmonious paradise. For example, in several 

schools on the continental U.S., upper class students boast of a day in which they try to scare the 

incoming freshman with what is known as ‘freshman day’. This is a day in which the 

upperclassmen play tricks or try to frighten the freshman, sort of a way to remind them that they 
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are the lower classmen in the building and to remind them of their place in the schools’ unspoken 

hierarchy. In Hawai‘i, the schools boast of a day known as ‘kill haole day’. This day is meant to 

remind the haloes on the island of their place here in the Hawai‘i. It is ironic and somewhat 

disheartening that in paradise there is such a day specifically designated to inflict bodily harm on 

a specific group of people as a means of letting them know how they are thought of in the islands.  

The cultural challenges encountered by continental U.S. teachers have become a 

significant impediment that has affected Hawai‘i’s ability to retain highly qualified, certified, and 

licensed special education teachers. Though Whites (haoles) have a long historical presence here 

in Hawai‘i for more than 200 years (Okamura, 2008) “many from the continental U.S. lack an 

understanding of Hawai`i’s multiethnic history and often have limited social relationships with 

Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders, the groups that together are the a majority in the state”  

( p.38). Furthermore, “these predominately White teachers are even less culturally prepared to 

teach in the local public schools since they have no prior experience in instructing students from 

Hawai‘i as part of their education” (Okamura, 2008, p. 66).  

Importance of Proposed Research 

The United States has been and continues to be a place that reflects an amalgamation of 

racially, ethnically, culturally, and linguistically diverse people. As a nation, we have benefitted 

greatly from the commingling of cultures which has allowed the United States to become a place 

where many desire to live, thrive and educate their children. Moreover, our schools have become 

a reflection of those rich cultural mixtures.  However, our teaching force and curriculum do not 

mirror those we teach.   
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This study will focus on race, ethnicity, and culture as it pertains to teachers from the 

continental U.S. and teaching in Hawai‘i. It will focus on the cultural disparities of Hawai‘i’s 

population but more specifically the teachers from the continental U.S. and students within 

HIDOE.  Furthermore, as a special educator for the past 20 years with 14 of those years spent 

living and teaching in Hawai‘i, I have witnessed how some student’s reactions and interactions 

with teachers would change depending on the ethnicity and race of those teachers. As an African 

American teacher who has taught in several different schools across the island of Oahu and 

observed different intensity of interactions between teachers and students I began to observe and 

experience the cultural challenges related to differences experienced by some special education 

teachers from the continental U.S.  

Theoretical Framework  

Critical incident. The use and technique of critical incident (CI) was first introduced by 

Flanagan (1954). He described the procedural technique of critical incident as a means for 

“collecting direct observations of human behavior in such a way as to facilitate their potential 

usefulness in solving practical problems” (p.327). These events are usually presented in a written 

or verbal account by means of a structured narrative form. Furthermore, critical incident 

technique (CIT) is principally a procedure for ascertaining certain crucial facts concerning 

behavior in defined situations (1954).  For this study CI is defined as an issue or situation in 

teachers’ experiences that produced and ethnic racial or cultural reflection. CI has extended its 

usefulness to the education field by which students, teachers, principals, and administrators can 

attain valuable information about particular occurrences that transpire within the school 

environment. The importance of CI “relies on the idea that critical incidents will be memorable, 
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making their capture either through, interview, observation, or self-reports” (Alastuey, Justice, 

Weeks, & Hardy, 2005, p. 39).  

Critical incident analysis (CIA) encompasses four core components. Acknowledgement, 

the first component is reported to be the step that involves the most risk. It includes an authentic 

recognition of an occurrence. It may often require some sort of transparency and vulnerability to 

acknowledge what just occurred.  Once the incident is acknowledged, a genuine discourse can 

begin that moves beyond what happened during the interaction. The next component is 

confrontation. Confrontation moves beyond the interaction and discloses the process that 

internally occurs. One important factor of this element is that speaks to the “affective responses 

that accompanied the behavioral response” (p. 18). The third component of CIA is reflection. 

Reflection entails that the individual form a genuine acceptance of the interaction. In doing so, 

this process is crucial to gaining understanding of the moving experience. Finally, commitment, 

the fourth element “includes an acknowledgment of the process of trying to understand an 

appreciation of each individual’s choice to engage in a moment of learning” (Collins & Pieterse, 

2007, p. 19). Overall, these components of critical incident analysis are crucial in examining 

situations and encounters that occur in a naturalistic setting where incidents that are viewed as 

being in the wrong can be addressed, processed and ultimately understood in the context in 

which they occurred. Vachon and LeBlanc (2011) declared that in order for CIA to be useful and 

beneficial it requires the event must have a particular significance and importance for the learner 

in order to gain a significant insight on the occurrence.   

Deficit thinking. Deficit thinking is an extension from the Eugenics Movement which 

state that people with more desirable traits are encouraged to procreate and people with less 
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desirable traits are discouraged from procreating (Howard T., 2010). Eugenics movement posited 

a biological superiority of Whites, thereby creating inferiority of all non-Whites. This thinking 

became the fabric of mainstream literature, university research and popular thinking in the early 

1900’s into the current day. (Howard T., 2010). This movement of thinking extends to deficit 

thinking knowingly and sometimes unknowingly and becomes a part of the belief system that 

some teachers sadly subscribe to. Eurocentric middle class culture, thinking, behavior, and 

communication styles are considered normal and any deviations from these mainstream forms of 

cognitive and verbal processing are viewed as dysfunctional, inferior and abnormal (Howard T., 

2010; Milner, 2007;). Deficit thinking takes the position that minority students and family are at 

fault for poor academic performance because students enter school without normative cultural 

knowledge and skills and parents neither support or value their child’s education (Yosso, 2005). 

Thereby schools default to the ‘banking’ method of education (Friere, 1970) and begin to see 

students of color as empty vessels void of any education or knowledge of worldly events and 

situations. The reality of deficit thinking is that it challenges personal and individual race, gender 

and class prejudices expressed by educators, as well as a critical examination of systemic factors 

that perpetuate deficit thinking and reproduce educational inequities for students from non-

dominant social-cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Yosso, 2005). Teachers that subscribe to 

this deficit-based thinking will continue to perpetuate Eurocentric hegemony in schools that 

often lead to students being looked at as incompetent and inferior (Howard, T., 2010). Teachers’ 

negative beliefs are often based on no real interaction in urban settings (Ullucci, 2010).  

Another factor within the framework of deficit thinking is known as Gestalt Psychology 

(Koffka, 1935). Gestalt Psychology refers to the process of how the mind takes partial 
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information gathered from an experience, an interaction, a concept of a thing or person, and uses 

that information to formulate new thinking or draw a conclusion of a person or experience. This 

partial information received, whether positive or negative is then used to interpret information 

about a person or group of people and can lend itself to prejudgment or bias thinking. Some 

teachers who are not familiar with students from culturally, racially, and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds maintain perceptions, interactions or experiences, introduced including negative 

ones, become a part of their thinking about that group. Gestalt Psychology can explain how 

teachers perceive present classroom behaviors as favorable or unfavorable based on what they 

have experienced and either formulate new thought processes or use those perceived behaviors to 

solidify thoughts already formulated whether positive or negative.   

Media plays a significant role in perpetuating stereotypes and misguided images and 

thinking of people of color (Gay, 2001; Gay & Howard, 2000). The popular press and mass 

media educate more people about issues regarding ethnicity and race than all other sources of 

education available to US citizens (Bartolome & Macedo, 1997). This can affect how teachers 

view students from culturally, linguistically, and racially diverse backgrounds. One example is 

the way the animation and movie conglomerate Walt Disney Company has used its films to bring 

entertainment and some awareness of different cultures to the masses through the use of 

animated movies. Walt Disney Company has been a leader in animated movies that portray 

culturally, linguistically, and racially diverse groups of peoples’ lives and experiences and can be 

applauded for portraying different ethnicities as leading characters in their films. Nevertheless, 

their efforts to foster diversity have not been without controversy.  
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Beside the American classics of Sleeping Beauty 1959, Snow White and the Seven 

Dwarfs 1937, and Cinderella 1950, that elucidated mainstream fairytales to the world, in 

1992Walt Disney released the animated film of Pocahontas, which highlighted the interactions 

of Native American people and historic facts of their role in building America. In 1996, Aladdin 

premiered which featured characters of East Indian descent and in 1998, Mulan was released 

which portrayed the strengths and traditions of Asian folklore and culture. Also in 2002, Lilo and 

Stich was released which spoke to the land, people, and culture of the Hawaiians. However, in 

1994 with the release of The Lion King, Walt Disney’s attempt to display African/African 

American people and culture was met with heated backlash because of the portrayal of Africans 

and African Americans as animals instead of humans as in their previous cultural animations. 

Furthermore, in Disney’s 2008 release of The Princess and the Frog, the main character Princess 

Tiana was a beautiful animated African American princess however she appeared in more than 

half the film as frog, again sadly portraying African Americans as animals. This is just one 

example of how media can formulate people’s perceptions of ethnically diverse backgrounds and 

begin to relate to them in a manner that is perceived favorable or unfavorable within the deficit 

thinking framework.  

Contributions to Theory, Knowledge, and Practice 

This research will contribute to the theory, knowledge and practice of special education 

and culture but identifying cultural challenges experienced by teachers from the continental U.S. 

of students with special needs. It will clarify and highlight experiences that teachers from ethnic, 

racial, cultural, and linguistically diverse backgrounds and showcase differences and maybe 

some similarities that occur while teaching special education in Hawai‘i. Significant findings 
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may pinpoint some areas that future teachers to the islands may become aware of. Also, HIDOE 

may want to take into consideration from these findings and implement them when recruiting 

future teachers to the islands from the continental U.S.  

Curriculum hegemony. In public schools, the curriculum is designed to meet the needs 

of White students. Therefore, from CRT perspective, the interest of White teachers takes 

precedence over those teachers of color (Milner, 2007). Emphasis is on the multiple historical 

perspectives, strengthening of the intercultural consciousness and reduction of prejudice and all 

forms of discrimination as all members of a nation develop social action skills, become aware of 

the state of the nation, planet and global dynamics (Dixon, 2002). Deeply ingrained cultural 

socialization becomes problematic in education when the schooling process operates on one 

cultural model to the exclusion of all others, or when culturally different children are expected to 

set aside all their cultural habits as a condition for succeeding in school (Gay, 1994). There is a 

need for a critical approach to study communication pedagogy.  Kahl (2011) states that many 

instructors “may not realize that their teaching practices can serve to foster hegemony and 

subjugate students, because instructors have not examined the presence of power in their own 

classrooms” (p.1927).  

How will this research improve the quality of life for individuals with disabilities? 

Investing in highly qualified, certified, and licensed special education teachers who are 

passionate and committed to working with students with special needs will provide these 

students with consistency and stability in the schools. Retaining these teachers would build 

confidence in the community that these students are cared for and in return, these teachers will 
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receive the support they need from the community to stay and overcome cultural obstacles that 

special education teachers and students face with in the HIDOE schools.  

Could the field get along without addressing this problem? I believe it is crucial for 

HIDOE to address this problem. Obtaining and retaining highly qualified, certified, and licensed 

teachers in Hawai‘i is a pressing issue. Hawai‘i has continually faced challenges to fill special 

education positions for decades. McLesky et al. (2004) noted that Hawai‘i was mentioned along 

with a few other states as being in dire need for highly qualified, certified, and licensed special 

education teachers (US Department of Education 2012).  As compared to the national shortage of 

highly qualified special education teachers of 11.2% (HECSE, 2010), Hawai‘i had nearly 30% of 

special education teachers who were not fully certified serve as teachers for students with special 

needs (McLesky et al., 2004). I posit that addressing the cultural challenges that special 

education teachers from the continental U.S. face here in Hawai‘i may give a clearer 

understanding to some of the difficulties of retaining this group of teachers. 

Teacher education programs and diversity training. Currently, teacher preparation 

programs do not graduate enough special education instructors to fulfill the need of the K-12 

system (Thorton et al., 2007). Teachers face challenges of how to reach, teach, connect, and 

understand students from various backgrounds within their classrooms. Teacher education 

programs are responsible for primarily preparing pre service teachers to meet the academic needs 

of the students. With increasing racial, ethnic, cultural, and linguistically diverse students in 

schools, teachers find themselves unprepared to meet the needs of the students in which they 

teach. The teaching force, which is predominately White and female, (Howard, G., 2006; 

Ullucci, 2010) attend teacher programs that are largely tailored to meet the needs of White 
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female teachers, thereby leaving out the considerations of males and teachers of color (Gay, 

2000).  Part of the problem is that schools and parenthetically, teacher education departments 

have been extraordinarily successful at what they do: reproduce mainstream values and 

knowledge, maintain hegemonic competition and hierarchialization, and assimilate or devaluate 

difference (Shapiro & Purpel, 1995 as cited in Yeo, 1997). Teacher education programs 

continued in this manner stem from centuries of dominance by European hegemony. 

European domination of indigenous people throughout the centuries has perpetually 

demonstrated that through whatever social reality, such as religion, education, government 

procedures and policies, the notion of a “they” and “we” mentality continues even to today  

whereby, natives and anyone different have been categorized as “the other” (Howard, G. 2006).   

The function of education has become a means to reproduce the ideologies of the dominant 

culture in society. European male history, perspective, mindset, thoughts, and behaviors have 

been the model in which we teach, think, interpret and behave.  We have accepted this model to 

be the norm and anything contrary to that has been dismissed as irrelevant or non-truth.   This is 

attributed to the concept that the dominate group, tends to claim truth as their private domain 

(Howard, G. 2006).  In explaining the assumptions of rightness Howard states: 

“As Whites, we usually don’t think of ourselves as having culture; we’re simply “right”. 

Dominant groups don’t hold “perspectives,” they hold “Truth.” This assumption of 

rightness has been a powerful force in the establishment of White dominance.” (p.54) 

This type of thinking is equivalent to a parent’s words of “This is the way it’s going to be 

because I said so”. Though people are no longer regarded as infidels, savages, and uncivilized, 

the way we teach and more importantly what we teach continues to reflect the dominate ideology 



27 

 

 

 

of Eurocentric styles and beliefs. This in turn creates a chasm of how teachers are ill prepared to 

reach the current racially, ethnically, linguistically, and culturally diverse population in which 

they are being prepared to teach. Many urban and inner city schools are greatly affected by the 

lack of adequate teacher preparation to meet the needs of this growing culturally, racially, and 

linguistically diverse population of students. Teachers of diverse backgrounds are in short 

supply. Diverse student population is increasing while the number of diverse teachers is 

declining (Au & Blake, 2003). Teacher education programs are struggling to broaden teachers’ 

understanding of the diversity within their classrooms because they themselves have not taught 

in urban schools that they require their student teachers to teach in.  

In today’s continuous change in diversity, teachers and students would benefit from having 

an open minded view of how the world continues to evolve. For teachers coming from the 

continental U.S. to teach in Hawai‘i becoming or even broadening a multicultural perspective is 

beneficial to navigating this society. In the continuum of worldviews it is essential to implement 

the Multicultural Identity Development (Langelier, 1996) in Table 3. 

Teachers and self –reflection. In order to address diversity within the classroom, teachers must 

first delve into their own lives and examine their thoughts, feelings, and actions towards students 

who are culturally and linguistically diverse. Teacher self-reflection on race and culture allows 

them to introspectively identify their experiences, thought patterns, reasoning for teaching, 

behaving, and thinking the way they do. Self- reflection or self-examination allows teachers to 

look through the lenses of their culture, lives, and experiences and examine various elements of 

their thought process and to address their feelings, actions, and thoughts towards a diverse 

population (Rogers, 2009).  If teachers do not or refuse to participate in self-reflection, it can 
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impede their growth as a teacher as well as unfortunately impede the learning of their students. 

According to Milner (2007), student learning opportunities may be hindered when teachers fail 

to consider their own race as well as their students’ racial and cultural background and adopt 

color and culture blind beliefs, practices and ideology. For many White teachers, reflection on 

race has been and continues to be problematic and very challenging because White teachers 

don’t often talk about race or racism (Howard, G., 2006, Milner, 2007, Ullucci, 2010). Ladson- 

Billings (1996) refers to this refusal to discuss race and culture as ‘silence weapons’. 

 Some White teachers adopt an approach that for some can be inconsiderate and hurtful.  

Cultural and racial conflicts, incongruences, and student teacher mismatch can exist between 

teachers and student if color-blind and culture blind epistemologies are adopted and are not 

confronted by the educator thereby limiting learning opportunities (Milner, 2007).   

 Culturally responsive teaching. Special education and diversity continues to be an 

important facet in meeting the needs of students with special needs. Cultural and ethnic 

dynamics of student’s population constantly evolve to reflect the world in which we live. Our 

classrooms are microcosms of the world. Teachers need to be equipped with the tools to 

successfully reach and teach these students beyond our classroom walls. Two methods that can 

be utilized to increase cultural responsive teaching are Culturally Relevant Instruction (CRI) and 

Multicultural Education (MCE). CRI is a method that benefits both teacher and students. CRI 

takes the position that teachers take inventory of who they are first, their thoughts on self, their 

beliefs about others and about how their experiences shaped their thinking (Gay, 2001).  

 Multicultural education is another method that support teachers in creating a varied 

approach to education. MCE posits that people who are represented in this country have 
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contributed and even shaped the ways we live, interact and how we respond to others. 

Banks (2001) suggested that teacher programs need to better serve pre-service teachers by 

incorporating topics, discussion, events and revealing the importance of seeing all who reflected 

in our classrooms as important, necessary, and valued people in our society. With teacher 

demographics largely being White, (Howard, 2006), some teachers are fearful, are 

uncomfortable or just are not equipped with the background information to address the diverse 

cultures in which they teach. However, Gay (2001) poignantly noted that being from the same 

cultural, racial ethnic or linguistic background does not automatically yield better learning 

experiences. 

 Overrepresentation of minority students in special education. Consequently, when 

teachers fail to consider the importance of culturally relevant teaching, it can lead to 

overrepresentation of ethnic minorities being referred for special education placement and 

services. Currently, the issue of overrepresentation of ethnic minorities is still an area of great 

concern (Beratan, 2008). In the 2004 reauthorization of The Individual with Disabilities Act 

(IDEA), the federal government recognized and expressed concern about minorities, particularly 

African Americans being overrepresented in special education. 

 It stated that African Americans continue to be disproportionately overrepresented in 

special education specifically identified in the categories of emotionally, behaviorally, and 

mentally disabled. Furthermore, it stated that in 1998-1999, African American in special 

education ages 6-21 made up 14.2% of the student population but accounted for 20.8% of special 

education placement (IDEA, 2004). In Hawai‘i, the largest group of teachers for general 

education and special education is stated to be 44% Asian (NCES, 2008) while the largest group 
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Table 3. 

Multicultural Identity Development as a Continuum of Worldviews 

Monocultural Worldview Multicultural Worldview 

 

Singular view of reality 

 

Multiple views of reality 

Lacks multicultural awareness, knowledge, 

and skills 

 

Multicultural awareness, knowledge, and 

skills 

Culturally Insensitive Culturally sensitive 

Negative attitudes towards diversity Positive attitudes towards diversity 

Limited cultural flex Cultural flex 

Limited cognitive flex Cognitive flex 

Ethnocentrism Plurism 
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that make up special education are Hawaiian/part Hawaiian. 

Research Questions 

1) What are the challenges related to cultural differences experienced by special 

education teachers from the continental U.S. in Hawai‘i? 

2) What factors contributed to the resiliency of these special education teachers? 

In Chapter III, I will discuss the research methodology used in this study. I will offer 

information on the type of sampling used, the instrumentation chosen, and address the issues of 

credibility to the research. I will also share on my role as participant observer. Furthermore, I 

will give detailed descriptions of the participants, provide complete responses to each of the 

questions that guided this research, and share on the data analysis, interpretation, and 

presentation of the information obtained from the research. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

 Several qualitative research methods were used during this study.  These methods 

included an autoethnography, a one-time focus group, and individual interviews. These methods 

worked best in obtaining vital data that revealed key responses to the research questions. This 

method allowed the researcher to elicit information in a natural environment where the 

participants felt safe, comfortable, and willing to share critical incidences pertinent to this 

research topic. Furthermore, due to the nature of the topic, applying these methods permitted the 

researcher to probe and revisit the participants for information needed for clarification of 

answers. 

Participants Description 

 The participants in this study were assembled using a purposeful sample of current and 

former special education teachers in the HIDOE that I have worked with. This study involved six 

former and current special education teachers from different DOE schools in Hawai‘i. The 

teachers were from the continental U.S. and have taught in the HIDOE for five or more years. 

Participants were from diverse ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and racial backgrounds. They varied in 

age, race, years of experience, levels of education, and gender. See Table 4 for teacher 

demographic information.  

Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research is an umbrella concept covering several forms of inquiry that 

provides an understanding and explanation to the meaning of social phenomenon with as little  
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interruption to the natural setting as possible (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Klinger, Pugach, Richardson, 

2005; Key 1997; Merriam, 1998).  The goal of qualitative research is to produce descriptive or 

procedural knowledge that answers questions which focuses on why or how something is 

happening in relation to human interaction. It involves a small number of participants’ 

understanding of a social or cultural phenomenon. (Agee, 2009; Gelo, Braakmann, & Benetka, 

2008).   

Qualitative research is not new to education and in fact has been utilized in the field of 

special education for many decades. Its uses can be traced back to the French physician Itard in 

his single subject case study of The Wild Boy of Aveyron (1962) that spoke of his attempts 

acculturate a boy who was found in the wild after several years. It was also the research method 

used in Ann Sullivan Macy’s efforts in working with Helen Keller. These two seminal research 

case studies gave an in depth understanding of strategies and techniques used to approach these 

subjects. 

Another key case that utilized the qualitative approach was Robert Egerton’s (1967) 

interviews with adults that were labeled as mentally impaired and had been institutionalized and 

sterilized in order to prohibit reproduction. The results of his research revealed the atrocities 

occurring within these institutions and as a result laws were implemented prohibiting the 

sterilization of adults with mental disabilities. 

Qualitative research seeks to answer the questions why and how of a social phenomenon 

and uses different approaches in doing so. It also has a more subjective outlook on information 

and many researchers that subscribe to more quantitative approaches often question the validity 

and reliability of its results. 
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Table 4.  

Participant Race, Gender, Years of Teaching, and Level of Education 

*Participant is from military family and did not indicate specific state 

  

Teacher 

name 

Race/ 

ethnicity 

Age Male/ 

Female 

Experience  

(yrs.) 

 Years 

in 

HIDOE 

Original 

state/ 

country 

Highly 

qualified 

Level  

of 

education 

         

Mountain Middle 

Eastern/ 

Persian 

42 M 8 7 Iran Yes M.A. 

 

Monique 

 

White/ 

Native 

American 

 

65 

 

F 

 

15 

 

7 

 

*USA 

 

Yes 

 

M.S. 

 

 

Papaya 

 

White 

 

66 

 

F 

 

26 

 

11 

 

New 

Mexico 

 

Yes 

 

M.S. 

 

Lucille 

 

African 

America/ 

Native 

American 

 

52 

 

F 

 

25 

 

13 

 

Alabama 

 

Yes 

 

PhD 

 

 

Pepper 

 

White 

 

42 

 

F 

 

10 

 

7 

 

California 

 

Yes 

 

PhD 

 

Sweetie 

 

African 

American 

 

41 

 

F 

 

20 

 

15 

 

New 

York 

 

Yes 

 

M.S. 
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Interviews. The interview process is a qualitative research method that researchers agree 

is a great way to collect data and understand circumstances in people’s lives (Al-Yateem, 2010).  

Interviews are commonly used to ascertain information and are conducted individually or in 

focus groups. With the researcher as the key instrument in the interview process, it is imperative 

that the researcher is prepared with the appropriate type of questions as well as the necessary 

tools in order to conduct an effective interview.   

Effective questioning is crucial during the interview design. The questions should be 

created in such a way as to reveal as much and as in depth information as possible. The questions 

should be able to delve “into the experiences and or knowledge of the participants in order to 

gain maximum data (Turner, 2010, p. 757). Questions need to be open-ended (Chenail, 2011; 

Turner, 2010), allowing the interviewee to answer the question as openly and freely as possible. 

Questions also need to be neutral and free from words that may influence the participant’s 

answers. Furthermore, questions should be worded clearly and specific use of terms and cultural 

terms need to clarified (Turner, 2010).  During these interviews it is important to prepare follow 

up questions that will expand the participant’s answers as well as keep them focused and on track 

with the topic. 

The use of equipment such as video and or voice recorder is very crucial to the interview 

process (Al-Yateem, 2010; Merro-Jaffe, 2011). These tools allow the researcher the necessity to 

review recordings for coding (Turner, 2010) clarification and accurate information. It also 

permits the researcher to validate answers and to create follow up questions for future interviews 

based on given information. However, it is incumbent on the researcher to notify the participants 

that they are being recorded. Al-Yateem (2010) noticed that when recording was being 
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conducted for a study, several participants were not as comfortable and forthcoming with 

information. It became evident throughout the interview process that participants began to speak 

freely and feel more comfortable and spontaneous by opening up about the subject when 

recording was not used. 

 In order to ensure bias is limited on the part of the researcher there are several key 

elements that must be in place. Because researchers are the key instrument in the interview 

process it is essential to be aware of the nonverbal cues that the researcher may display during 

the interview. Nonverbal cues such facial expressions such as frowns or smiles during an 

interviewee’s response, raised eyebrows, quick note taking after a participant’s response, body 

language such as leaning in or head nods (Onwuegbuzie, Leech & Collins, 2010; Sagoe, 2012; 

Turner, 2010) can all be ways that the researcher may influence the participants’ answers.  

Interviews are an effective way to gather rich and detailed data about specific 

occurrences in people’s lives.  It is a commonly used within qualitative research design that 

allows the researcher to ascertain valuable and insightful information. When performed 

correctly, interviews can yield essential information pertinent to the topic being researched.  

Focus groups. Focus groups are a research tool used to gather information 

simultaneously from individuals in a safe and social environment.  Researchers define focus 

groups as a small group of selected individuals that comment on, share, and discuss information 

on a particular subject based on personal understanding and experiences simultaneously in a safe 

environment with little no distractions (Onwuegbuzie, Dickinson, Leech & Zoran, 2009; 

Onwuegbuzie et al., 2010; Sagoe, 2012). Focus groups have been utilized by different fields of 

study to obtain attitudinal information on a given a topic. The origin of focus groups stems from 
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the field of sociology (Sagoe, 2012) and was primarily used by market researchers to learn about 

people’s attitudes or beliefs about a topic and even to generate ideas. Though initially used in the 

sociology field, focus groups are an integral part of gathering information in many areas and are 

an essential tool of attaining information as a qualitative research method. 

 Focus groups range from 6 to 12 individuals and can last anywhere from one to two hours 

(Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2010; Roberts, 2011; Sagoe, 2012). Individuals 

are selected and assembled together for group discussions on a given topic lead by a facilitator. 

Researchers suggest not giving questions to the participants beforehand in order to assure 

responses be as authentic as possible. However, informing the participants of the topic is 

important as to acquire valid and useful information. As questions, articles, videos, documents, 

quotes, pictures, stories, and or audio clips are presented to the group, researchers record 

information either using video recorder, audio recorder, and/or note taking (Onwuegbuzie et al., 

2009; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2010; Roberts, 2011; Sagoe, 2012). Gatherings should be held in a 

place that is safe, secure and with little to no interruption from outside noises or people. 

Conversations need to be as open and honest without fear of retaliation or fear of rejection from 

group or even furthermore, fear of information being shared to others outside of selected group.  

 Information obtained from focus groups have limitations. Depending on the topic, group 

discussions may be too intimidating or sensitive for some to share personal experiences, thoughts 

or behaviors. If the topic being investigated is too delicate, participants may shy away from 

engaging in the discussion about personal feelings and experiences whereby pertinent and 

valuable information may not be attained (Sagoe, 2012).  Furthermore, control of the group and 

the discussion is of utmost importance by the moderator or researcher. Problems may arise where 
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one person in the group may dominate the discussion (Roberts, 2011; Sagoe, 2012) or the group 

may get off topic during the discussion (Onwuegbuzie, Leech & Collins, 2010). Another major 

concern about focus groups is the external validity of the information received.  Many 

researchers feel the information attained may not be generalizable, and therefore it may not be 

possible to broaden the findings of that particular research to other people or situations (Sagoe, 

2012).  

Though these limitations are viewed as shortcomings for using focus groups, other 

researchers are aware of their benefits and continue to utilize this qualitative research method in 

many fields. The benefits of focus groups can yield the researcher with valuable and useful 

information. Moreover, it has been noted that focus groups may even result in information not 

intended by the researcher and may generate ideas that may springboard into further topics of 

future research. Lastly, researchers regard the material generated within the rich detailed and 

opinionated discussions as very useful, essential, and beneficial information. 

Autoethnography. Autoethnography, though born in the discipline of anthropology only 

50 years ago, is a relatively new research tool in education (Hughes, 2008).  Several researchers 

may not fully accept autoethnography as a qualitative research tool because of its relatively new 

use within the research field. According to Anderson (2006), some scholars eschew the use of 

authoethnographic methods because the writing can appear to be a self- indulgent personal 

account with limited significant impact. He went on to state that the “deeply personal and self-

observant ethnography can rise above idiographic particularity to address broader theoretical 

issues” (p. 379). However those that accept and approve of its use see it as a valuable and 

reflexive tool with the potential to be transformative. 
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Kahl (2011) suggests that the use of autoethnographic writing can begin to allow teachers 

to become aware of their own hidden prejudices and hegemonic pedagogical acts within the 

classrooms. There is no set time limit to engage in autoethnographic writing. It can follow a 

teacher’s experience from one day, one week to a year (Kahl, 2011). Authoethnography involves 

a level of reflexivity that is imperative in one’s examination of past actions, thoughts, and beliefs 

and how they will affect future encounters with similar situations. Therefore reflexivity is not 

merely a reflection or a “mirroring or accounting of the past” (Fassett &Warren, 2007 as cited in 

Kahl, 2011) but it speaks to how one’s past actions, thoughts, and feelings can affect future 

actions.  

Autoethnography is an individual writing process. However, there are principals that do 

exist to assist authors focus their writing. Engstrom (2008) outlines five general principles: 1) 

critically reflecting upon prejudices that one brings to the situation, 2) examining the effect an 

instructor has on the students, 3) evaluating the role that ethics plays in one’s writing and the 

interaction, 4) discussing the impact that writing has on oneself and students, and 5) reflecting on 

one’s overall learning about the power in society through their interactions with students.  

Diversity amongst teachers is significantly underrepresented in today’s school systems. For 

teachers to be effective in a climate of layered and complex diversity, they must become 

reflexive educators (Banks, 2001). Starr (2010) suggests that the use of autoethnography allows 

educators to interrogate one’s identity, reveal pivotal interactions, and expose core beliefs and 

ideologies of educational philosophy and pedagogical practices.  

Special education teachers in urban settings face many challenges. One particular 

challenge is that of racial, ethnic, cultural, and linguistic mismatches between teacher and 
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students (Hughes, 2008).  As the United States becomes more and more diverse a dialectical 

relationship between teachers and students is becoming based in a cultural conflict of identity 

(Starr, 2010).  Starr noted that, “The focus of autoethnography is not the literal study of self but 

the space between self and practice” (p2).The purpose of using the autoethnographic method is 

not to merely relate occurrences in a self-narrative form but its’ purpose is to reveal information 

through research and writing that forms a bridge between the personal and the cultural, political, 

and social discourse. In this study, I used autoethnography to attain an understanding of who I 

am as a special educator and as a researcher. It is through these lenses which I analyzed the data. 

Procedures 

In this section I will explain the steps I used to obtain, sort, and analyze the data.  I used 

three qualitative methods to ascertain information for this study. Autoethnography, a focus group 

and interviews. My autoethnography supplied information pertinent to the topic by exploring my 

personal experiences as special education teacher from the continental U.S. The focus group 

permitted the participants to share information on the topic in a group setting with others who 

have experienced the same or very similar incidences. Finally the interview process allowed me 

to gather more information by probing for deeper understanding and clarification of answers. All 

three methods were conducted in safe environment.  

Data collection and management. Data collected for this research were via 

autoethnography, focus group, and interview. Information obtained from the focus group and 

interviews were kept confidential and secured on computer, in field notes, and on a digital 

recording device. Participants were given a demographic questionnaire to fill out prior to the 

focus group meeting which took approximately 10 minutes to complete. After securing a date, 
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time, and place for the focus group the participants were emailed the focus group questions a 

head of time in order to generate incidents pertaining to the topic.  

Purposeful sampling. The participants used in this study was the result of purposeful 

sampling. Purposeful sampling is appropriate for this study because the participants were 

selected according to the relevance of the study and on the basis of the analytical insights that 

may be provided according to the research topic (Petty, Thomson, & Stew, 2012). Furthermore, 

the deliberately selected participants will provide information on the research topic that may not 

be attained from other selective strategies (Maxwell, 2005). The use of purposeful sampling for 

this study provided rich data (2005) pertinent to the themes and issue central this study.  

Instrumentation. The instruments used to collect data in this research study were an 

autoethnography, a one- time focus group and questions for interview. See Appendix A for 

teacher demographic information sheet and Appendix B for interview and focus group questions. 

See Appendix C for consent to participate form.  

Credibility. Credibility of this study was addressed through triangulated methods 

(Creswell, & Clark, 2014; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). I collected data from a variety of 

sources mainly autoethnography, interview and focus group questions, and a short questionnaire. 

Also, credibility of data occurred through member check (Creswell, & Clark, 2014; Petty, 

Thomson, & Stew, 2012). Member check allowed the researcher and the participants to have an 

ongoing dialogue of collected data. It also permitted the participants to review the transcribed 

responses from the focus group and interview and verify accuracy of recorded and interpreted 

information. An example of member check occurred when the description of the participants was 

sent to each person in the focus group. When Mountain read the write up of his background and 
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personal description, he asked me to change one word when describing his move from Iran to 

America. I described his move from Iran as escaping his war torn country and he informed me 

that at 13 years old he did not escape but he relocated via official documents and legal 

procedures to America. I willingly changed the information and verified the change with him as 

it did not alter the findings of this research. 

Another occasion where member check was necessary and useful was after analyzing the 

data, I realized all of the answers that Mountain gave for each focus group question was positive. 

In the direction for the focus group, it asked that if all the answers are positive, ask for examples 

of incidences that were negative. When I brought that to his attention, his immediate response 

was that his replies verify his claim that as a person of color, his experiences with race, culture, 

and ethnicity for the most part have been positive and reiterated his belief that, “Hawai‘i is a 

good place to be brown.” 

Furthermore, member check verified information in this study after analyzed responses 

revealed that Papaya did not give a clear and concise response to focus group question # 1. After 

revisiting the transcribed discussion, I sent Papaya another copy of the transcript and asked her to 

indicate if she indeed answered the question and gave her a week to reply. After a week with no 

reply, I contacted Papaya via telephone and asked her to give an example of how her race, 

ethnicity, and or culture played a significant role in how she related to her students. She then 

shared an incident which I informed her I would be recording and then was able to obtain 

information for that particular question. Undoubtedly member check allowed continuous 

communication between to the participants and the researcher for clarity and verification of 

information shared during this research. To conclude, credibility of this research implies that this 
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research and its data collection methods are believable, authentic, and yields plausible results 

(Bailey, 2007). 

Focus group criteria. I contacted special education teachers that I currently work with 

and have worked with in the past through email and via phone and asked if they were interested 

in sharing any cultural challenges they may have experienced while teaching in Hawai‘i.  I 

identified seven special education teachers to participate in this study. When it was time to 

conduct the focus group two teachers were no longer able to participate therefore five teachers 

participated in the focus group and one teacher participated in an interview for this research 

study. Once the special education teachers were secured I sent a consent form explaining the 

requirements of their participation. Once consent was received, I set a date, time, and place to 

conduct the focus group. I held a one- time focus group with all of the participants at a library for 

an hour and a half. One participant was not able to make the focus group thereby she was 

interviewed separately using the same questions as the focus group. During the interview, the 

follow up interviews, and focus group, I recorded the answers by taking field notes and by using 

a digital recording device. I conducted follow up interviews via phone calls, email, and face- to -

face contact to complete and clarify information I received. For each question if all responses 

only addressed negative incidences, the researcher followed-up by asking for positive incidences 

involving race, ethnicity, and or cultural identity that played a significant role in how they related 

to the students, families, and or a colleagues, staff or administrators.  If all responses only 

addressed positive instances, the interviewer followed up the question by asking if anyone had a 

story of negative incidences involving race, ethnicity, and or cultural identity that played a 
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significant role in how they related to the students, families, and or a colleagues, staff, or 

administrators.   

I have worked as a special education teacher here in Hawai‘i for the past 20 years with 14 

years teaching at five schools on Oahu.  I believe the history, relationships, and experiences I 

have with these special education teachers allowed them to feel comfortable with me in order to 

share openly about challenges they experienced related to cultural challenges while teaching in 

Hawai‘i. I also believe that sharing their experiences with me and with others facilitated the 

discussion and generated some ideas and suggestions on how to make future special education 

teachers from the continental U.S. understand and handle culturally related challenges while 

teaching in Hawai‘i. 

Participant observer. The role of participant observer allowed the researcher to gain 

insider access (McMurdy & Uldam, 2014; Maxwell, 2005; & Merriam, 1998) to valuable and 

sensitive information pertinent to this study. The participant observer’s role is described as a 

person’s activities being known to the group yet are “subordinate to the role as participant” 

(Merriam, 1998 p 101) while having access to in-depth information with a level of 

confidentiality understood by the participants. My role as participant observer permitted me to 

serve concomitantly in ascertaining information on this sensitive yet central topic of race, 

ethnicity, and culture as well as the ability to share in their experiences. Shared incidences about 

racial, ethnic, and cultural occurrences conveyed my investment and commitment to the topic 

which made them possibly feel comfortable sharing experiences. Serving as a participant 

observer further allowed not just sharing and listening but also probing the other participants for 

clarity on shared incidences, exploring topics that were essential to the data, and commenting on 
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answers and responses from other group members. Overall, the role of participant observer 

permitted the researcher to attain emotional access (McMurdy & Uldam, 2014) to information 

essential to this study and identify with the members about personal, sensitive, but vital data.  

Data analysis, interpretation, and presentation. The information received from 

participants during the focus group and the one individual interview was transcribed through 

Cabbage Tree Solution© Services. It was uploaded to their website and once transcribed, it was 

returned to the researcher within four days. I reviewed the focus group conversation and 

removed all identifiable information that was mistakenly shared such as first or last names of 

participants or names of actual students, teachers, and colleagues. I also corrected Hawaiian 

names and spellings of schools and terms. After rereading and editing the transcribed 

information, I emailed it to the participants and asked them to review it for verification and 

accuracy and recorded their responses. Mountain was the only participant that asked me to 

remove one statement at the end of the focus group that had been recorded. That particular 

information from the recording but not really pertain to the conversation or alter the results so it 

was removed.  All of the participants responded except one who was unable to be reached due to 

travel outside of the country. After the time period for corrections passed, I wrote down follow 

up questions that I had for each participant as needed for clarification. After attaining clarified 

and corrected information it was then entered into ATLAS qualitative data software where the 

responses were analyzed and coded. Themes and trends from the autoethnography, focus group, 

and interviews emerged and was explored. The results of the data were interpreted through the 

framework of critical incidences and chunked into three categories, teacher-student relationship, 

teacher-family relationship and teacher-teacher, teacher-staff, and teacher-administration 
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relationship. Afterwards, the results were presented in a research paper with the intention to 

broaden the findings and recommendations in order to enhance better experiences for special 

education teachers from the continental U.S. residing and teach in Hawai‘i public schools. 

Chapter IV will focus on the results of this research. The participants background 

information, experiences, and demographics will be shared in detail. Each question and answers 

posed to the participants will be presented in tables and then described in detail. I will also 

present my autoethnography and how my experiences as a special education teacher from the 

continental U.S influences who I am as a teacher and has shaped my teaching experiences here in 

Hawai‘i. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

This chapter identified four themes that emerged from the focus group and interview 

questions (see Tables 4, 5, and 6). The participants were described in more detail to illuminate 

their significance in this study. My autoethnography was also shared which highlighted the 

importance of this topic, the process, and experiences encountered which led me to this research. 

The importance of critical incident analysis was explicated in this chapter as it pertained to the 

results. The three focus group and interview questions that facilitated this research were: 

1) Tell me a story of an incident that occurred while teaching in Hawai‘i in which your 

race, ethnicity, and/or cultural identity played a significant role in how you related to 

your students. 

2) Tell me a story of an incident that occurred while teaching in Hawai‘i in which you 

believe your race, ethnicity, and/or cultural identity played a significant role in how you 

related to the family of one of your students. 

3) Tell me a story of an incident that occurred while teaching in Hawai‘i that your race, 

ethnicity, and/or cultural identity played a significant role in how you related to your 

colleagues, staff, and /or administrators. 

The participants in this study were selected as a result of a purposeful sample of current 

and former special education teachers within the HIDOE that I have worked with. This study 

involved five former and current special education teachers from different HIDOE as well as the 

researcher as a participant observer which makes six total participants. All of teachers were from 

the continental U.S. except one teacher who was originally from Iran but had lived on the 
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continental U.S. long enough to meet the criteria for this study as described in Chapter 3. 

Participants were from diverse racial, ethnic, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds. They varied in 

race, years of experience, levels of education, and gender. Each teacher is described in detail in 

this chapter. 

My Autoethnography 

 In this study I used autoethnography to discuss who I am as a teacher and to understand 

how my experiences shape and who I am as a special educator. It is through this lens that I am 

able to identify what has influenced my decisions and reactions to teaching in this environment 

as well as the lens through which I analyzed the data. Furthermore it allowed others to get a 

glimpse of how I am able to navigate and remain in the field as a special educator. 

How it all began. Teaching was something I knew I was called to do since the third 

grade. I can remember coming home from elementary school and going into my closet and 

teaching my shoes as if they were my students. I also remember writing the daily news of the day 

on the walls of my closet just as I had written it in my notebook during school that day. Needless 

to say that my parents were not thrilled about the daily news on the wall but they never said 

anything to me about it.  

Two teachers that stand out as my motivation and desire to go in the direction of teaching 

were my third grade teacher Ms. Wyatt and my fourth grade Social Studies teacher Mr. Miranda. 

Ms. Wyatt was so vibrant and full of life. She made school fun by incorporating dance and 

creative arts into her lessons. I specifically recall a play that I wanted to be a part of very badly 

and Ms. Wyatt was casting positions. From the looks of it, I didn’t think I would get a part in the 

play because all of the positions were nearly assigned to the remaining students. When it came to 
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the last position and my name had not been called, I felt really sad and even began to cry. After 

lunch recess, we returned to the class and to my surprise Ms. Wyatt offered me a position in the 

play and I felt extremely happy. Her ability to turn my day around by simple acts of kindness and 

concern made me feel extraordinary at that time and I still remember that incident to this day.  

Mr. Miranda was my fourth grade Social Studies teacher. He was tall and lanky and 

almost seemed to float around the class. He had a way of making history come alive. He was 

strict and well respected. I remember that he was from the West Indies and was very strict but he 

students were excited to learn and did learn in his class.  Lessons were not confined to just dates, 

places and people. Mr. Miranda molded our minds to soak in the events of the current day and 

allowed us to delve into history beyond the restraints of textbook and worksheets. I can still 

recall some of the capitals of the 50 states and some capitals of countries because of him. When 

he asked questions nearly every hand in the class was raised because we knew the answers to the 

questions. I remember a time we were reviewing for a quiz and as he started to ask the question 

students hands were already prepped to answer. It was as if we could read his mind and pose the 

questions ourselves. I really enjoyed learning Social Studies from him because he was a dynamic 

teacher. These two teachers left an indelible impression on me as a student and have shaped me 

in some way that influenced even to this day, why I became a teacher and even how I teach my 

students. 

 It wasn’t until my senior year in high school that my career was defined for me. In one of 

my classes called Community Service we had to choose which community we wanted to 

volunteer our services. We chose to serve in a hospital, a school, or an elderly care setting. I 

chose to work in a school for the deaf and hard of hearing because of a neighbor who was deaf 
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and I wanted to communicate with him but did not know sign language. In the community 

service program for school I chose to volunteer at St. Francis School for the Deaf for six months.  

Our tasks were to go to our chosen places, learn our responsibilities and perform whatever 

community service was necessary. I was in awe of my placement because I became fascinated 

with how the students were able to go through their daily routines without speaking but yet 

communicating. What I experienced there left me wanting more knowledge and opportunities to 

work in the deaf and hard of hearing community. That experience propelled me to apply to 

Brooklyn College in search of continuing my love for working in the deaf and hard of hearing 

community. When I arrived at the Education Department at Brooklyn College, I was told there 

was no program for deaf and hard of hearing and that I should just go into special education 

since it was the same thing anyway. Thus began my academic coursework resulting in a 

Bachelors and Masters and currently a pursuit of a doctoral degree in special education.  

From the Big Apple to paradise. When I arrived in Hawai‘i in December 2001, it was 

with much anticipation, awe, excitement, and fear all at the same time.  The anticipation, awe 

and excitement were obviously normal because of the location of Hawai‘i and my enthusiasm of 

living and teaching in the warmth of the islands. At the same time I also experienced a 

tremendous and unprecedented amount of fear. That fear did not stem from the unfamiliar 

environment in which I was about to embark on or the thoughts of being away from my family 

for the first time. My fear stemmed from my angst of leaving my family behind in New York 

City only months after the September 11 attack on the World Trade Center or what New Yorkers 

affectionately referred to as The Twin Towers. It was with this bag of mixed emotions that I 
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embarked on a teaching experience in Hawai‘i that has spanned nearly 14 years and has broaden 

my perspective on working with cultural, ethnic, linguistic, and racial diversity. 

 After living in New York City for 29 years at that time, I was under the impression that I 

was well aware of the many different cultures of the world. In retrospect, I was sadly mistaken. 

Growing up in a city with 8 million people, one would expect to have an awareness of the 

throngs of cultures and ethnicities that permeated throughout the city. From high school 

throughout college, I met and became friends with many people from different backgrounds. I 

had friends and classmates from Russia, Greece, India, West Indies, Puerto Rico, Jamaica, 

Ireland, Guyana, Trinidad and Tobago, St. Vincent, Haiti and Dominican Republic just to name a 

few. My parents who are from Liberia West Africa, along with my bicultural upbringing gave 

me the sense of cultural diversity. Though New York is considered one of the most, if not the 

most, diverse place in the world, I’ve come to realize that my exposure to diversity was limited. I 

had no idea that living on an island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean would expose me to so 

many different clusters of cultures. 

 The first five and a half years of my teaching career was spent in the inner city of 

Brooklyn New York.  The majority of students, staff, and parents that I interacted with were 

African American and Hispanic. There were also several White teachers who also taught at the 

school. Those first five and half years of teaching experience in Brooklyn prepared me for 

whatever I was to encounter no matter where I was to end up; or so I thought.  There’s an adage 

common amongst New Yorkers that states, “If you can drive in New York City then you can 

drive anywhere!” I believe the same could be said for teaching, especially if you’ve taught in 

New York’s inner city. However, as diverse as New York City boasts to be, schools, 
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communities, and neighborhoods tend to be very much segregated. Major metropolises are very 

segregated. They are segregated by socioeconomic status, by culture, by ethnicities, and race. 

Living and teaching in Hawai‘i though not as populated at New York City is segregated yet very 

diverse. Before moving to the islands I had no previous knowledge of Hawai‘i or its rich cultural 

diversity. Other than it being the 50th state and being known as a tropical paradise, I knew very 

little about the people of Hawai‘i, including little of the history of Hawai‘i and the treatment of 

the different races and ethnicities by the locals.  

Welcome to the Aloha State. One of the first racial incidents I experienced here in 

Hawai‘i occurred at while taking a walking tour through Chinatown. As I newcomer to the state I 

wanted to learn as much about the history of the people and places that would become my home. 

During the walking tour I encountered an Asian man who in his broken English, struck up a 

conversation with me. I was taken aback to his initial inquiry when he asked if I was military. I 

had been asked that several times before and I guess I was distraught with people’s assumption 

that all Black people must be military. When I told him that I wasn’t military, he asked in his 

broken English, “Then what you do here?” I began to become enraged because I felt that as an 

African American in the 50th state, I should be able to walk the streets of Hawai‘i without being 

stared at or being grouped with the other African Americans who were military. Needless to say 

I left the tour feeling unwelcome and somewhat discriminated. It wasn’t until later that I realized 

the majority of African Americans in Hawai‘i are affiliated with the military either as active duty, 

a spouse, a child or retired military and that peoples attempt to place me was not being racist or 

discriminatory but in actuality trying to create for themselves some type of reference as to my 
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presence here. However, I feel the more appropriate approach would be to just ask the simple ye 

unassuming question, “So, what brought you to Hawai‘i?”  

Becoming an insider. As a result of the Felix Consent Decree, I along with several 

hundred other teachers from the continental U.S. had been recruited by Columbus Educational 

Services (CES) to teach special education in Hawai‘i. After we were hired and placed at 

perspective schools, we were immersed into the job with bringing with us bag of tricks that we 

teachers use to navigate our classrooms. Unbeknownst to us, we would need an upgrade of 

‘tricks’ to navigate our new teaching environment. CES did their best to provide us with a 

cultural immersion into Hawai‘i and Hawaiian culture. However I believe what was more 

effective and eye opening was when we received on the job training in our perspective schools 

by our colleagues, parents, and most of all the students. 

The first school that I taught at in Hawai‘i was an elementary school located in Waikiki 

on the island of Oahu. I was hired as a resource room teacher for students with learning and 

behavior disabilities. While at the school I was treated with respect for the most part. However, I 

also perceived an air of derision by some of the teachers and staff. This contempt was not from 

the fact that I was from the continental U.S. or even being African American which I originally 

thought.  None of these were the reason for such treatment. The contempt was from being a CES 

teacher.  It was rumored that CES teachers made $100,000, received yearly bonuses and received 

new computers for teaching in Hawai‘i. Though part of that was true, it did not mean that I was 

less qualified to teach or better than anyone or didn’t have to work.  It meant the opposite. I felt 

the need to prove to these people that I was a good teacher. It wasn’t apparent to me at first that 

this had become a problem with some of the staff. But there was nothing I could do about that. 
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My concern now was my ability to perform my job to the best of my abilities while trying to 

navigate this culture. 

Hawai‘i’s local culture is not an easy one to assimilate as an outsider. Though I had two 

degrees in special education and years of experience teaching I was still lacking some essential 

tools needed in order to connect with my students and those I worked with. There were several 

tenents I learned and there were people who facilitated in my transition from an outsider to one 

who became more accepted into the culture as well as into the culture of the school. Over the 

years I had come to understand that some local teachers are a little leery of and readily don’t trust 

outsiders or people from the mainland. An examination of Hawai‘i’s history can reveal the 

locals’ reservations about outsiders. Nevertheless, I had a job to perform whether or not I was 

liked or accepted. 

 One important person that helped me navigate the local culture was my educational 

assistant (EA) “Jenny.” Jenny was a local born and raised Japanese woman with three children. 

She worked as an EA for several years at that school and was familiar with the students and staff. 

After the niceties of the introduction I began getting acquainted with the teachers, the students, 

the procedures, and protocols of the school. Because I arrived at the school in January right after 

the Christmas break, I knew the transition into a new class would probably not be an easy one.  I 

was not aware of how or why the previous teacher was no longer with them and it did not appear 

important enough for them to tell me nor was it important for me to ask. 

Though I was the teacher for the class, I relied heavily on Jenny to show me the ropes. 

She was an integral part of my successful transition into this new culture. Looking back now I 

was very appreciative and thankful for her patience and understanding with me. One of the 
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things that took a while for me to get a solid grasp on was the local dialect spoken and written in 

class.  Besides the regular duties of an EA, Jenny had become my go-to person for whenever 

something cultural arose that I could not understand. One of those things that took me a while to 

grasp was the language. Pidgin, a common language amongst local people, was very unfamiliar 

to me. Students as well as adults communicated in this language. After some time, I began to 

pick up on what these words meant and how these words were used. As an African American I 

have come to learn, speak, use and understand “Black talk” or Ebonics which in a way helped 

me understand some of the things the student and adults said in pidgin or Hawaiian Creole 

English. 

Jenny served as my translator. She unknowingly had been given the unpaid job of 

ushering my words commands, directives and scoldings to students as well and translating for 

me what some of the students were trying to share. After several months, I began to pick up on 

Pidgin and even began incorporating it in my communication with the class. I recognized early 

on that it was not as important for me to teach correct American Standard English as it was for 

me to learn the language of the people. I realized that once I started to relate to the students in a 

language they were familiar with and understood, I could connect with them better. I did not feel 

the need to correct them or forcing them to speak like me but I was perceptive in knowing that if 

I wanted to gain an ‘in’ and have the students respect me, I needed to respect them as well and 

their language. 

One situation that stood out was when a parent volunteer was clearly upset with the 

principal for suspending her son. This parent was a local woman who spoke Pidgin and was 

assigned to my room as a parent volunteer. Although at the time I really did not need the help I 
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didn’t mind having the extra hands. When the mother of the suspended student began explaining 

her son’s actions and the principal’s reactions, she was clearly upset and the Pidgin and other 

choice words flowed freely and with fierceness. When she came to the end of her sentence she 

turned to me and ended the sentence with “da kine.” Using all my comprehension skills, context 

clues and superpowers as an educator I could not decipher if the word da kine was an expletive, 

or was it something I was to respond to. In the end, I just told her, “Right on sista!” and walked 

away to attend to something else.  

Say what? Another aspect of Hawai‘i’s culture that was very foreign to me was how 

eager students and some adults were to share their ethnic makeup and the importance it was for 

them to know mine. Living in Hawai‘i for the past 14 years allowed for the understanding and 

awareness of the importance of knowing and sharing personal information with students and 

adults. By the third or fourth time of students asking me what I was, (I didn’t want to respond 

with answer ‘human’ out of my frustration and lack of understanding  for the significance in 

knowing) so I made up a combination of ethnicities that inquisitively I thought would suffice. So 

in my attempt to fit in and make a connection, I began to tell the students that I was half Japanese 

and half Samoan. It wasn’t said to make fun of either ethnic group but it was my attempt to 

assimilate into this culture and bond with my students. However without missing a beat, as soon 

as I said that I was half Japanese and half Samoan one student said, “Naw, Ms.!”  I said, “Yes I 

am!” And then the next two words out of my mouth must have convinced him because when I 

said “Arigato and Talofa!” his eyes became as big as coconuts.  I bowed and said, He could not 

believe what he was seeing and hearing. And again, without skipping a beat yet with a perplexed 
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gape, this student said to me, “Then Ms. how your hair come li dat?” I just shrugged my 

shoulders and smiled at his innocence. That was a moment I will never forget! 

African-Hawaiian connection. As a teacher, I bring a lot of things about myself to my 

classroom specifically my hobbies, my travels, my experiences, my likes, and even my dislikes. 

One of my goals was to connect with my students and share with them how much I had in 

common with them. I did not want my students to just see me as a Black lady but as a person 

with whom they had something in common with. One thing that is very noticeable about 

Hawaiians as well as the other represented ethnic groups on the island is their pride of being 

Hawaiian or Samoan or Tongan or Filipino. They show their pride through their clothing, by the 

mini flags hanging from their rearview mirror in their cars to the bumper stickers plastered all 

over their cars. My connection to my students was not represented in this way but in a way that 

was bigger than anything I had anticipated. 

While teaching at an elementary school on Oahu, I was granted the opportunity by the 

principal to share my culture not just with the students but with the school, the staff, the 

community, and ultimately the state of Hawai‘i. February is recognized throughout the 

continental U.S. as Black History Month. However, some schools in Hawai‘i don’t celebrate or 

even acknowledge Black History Month. Every February since teaching in Hawai‘i I have asked 

the principals for permission to celebrate Black History Month with the students, staff, and 

faculty and all but one principal granted permission. The one principal that denied my request 

when I approached her about doing a program responded, “Why should Blacks have their own 

month when no one else gets a month to celebrate their culture?” Needless to say I was shocked 
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by this response but was also disappointed with this woman’s disregard for the opportunity to 

teach and share American history and promote diversity. 

During the morning announcement with the principal’s permission, I was allowed to 

share about Black History and African Americans who made a significant difference in our 

society, the nation, and the world. I called the segment, “Who am I?” Every morning I read a 

vignette of a person’s achievement and by the end of the announcement the school had to guess 

who the person was before I revealed it. Many students and teachers enjoyed the morning 

segment as evidenced by their excitement when they approached me throughout the day and 

shared that they knew the answer to the question before I revealed it. That often brought a smile 

to my heart. 

 On February 26, 2004 history was made at an elementary school on Oahu by producing 

its first ever full-scaled Black History Month celebration. This occurrence left an indelible mark 

not just on my face and heart but ultimately on the hearts of all who were involved and all who 

experienced the show. The opportunity to put on this show was a school-wide effort. The 

principal allowed me to turn the school into a colorful and vibrant atmosphere that reflected 

pieces of Africa. An EA who liked to draw began producing pictures of places of things that 

represented Africa. Another EA began to paint those pictures. The students and other staff also 

joined in creating a fun and beautiful atmosphere throughout the school. The two EA’s were very 

enthused with the drawings and paintings to the point that when there was nothing left to draw 

and paint, they continued finding and creating more things. Television news crews along with 

news writers, people from the community and personal friends were invited. That evening on the 

news, a little clip from the Black History Month celebration was featured.  But nothing prepared 
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me for what I was about to experience the next morning. The next morning when I arrived at 

school on the front page of the Honolulu Advertiser (2004) was an article featuring the students 

dancing and singing titled, “School Brings Africa to Kalihi.” I was so overwhelmed with joy to 

see how my cultural connection was featured on the front page of the state’s newspaper. My 

ultimate goal was to make a connection with my students to share how we are more alike than 

different and in the end, a connection was made beyond my classroom, beyond school, and 

beyond the community. Even to this day, Black History Month celebrations continue at the 

school I currently teach. I have been grateful to the administration, staff, and students for 

allowing me to make cultural connections in efforts to draw upon our similarities rather than 

focusing on our differences.  

You can take the girl out of Brooklyn. For most of my teaching positions here on Oahu, 

I have been the only African American faculty or the only African American female teacher on 

campus. I had been used to that scenario for some time and it didn’t bother me then nor does it 

disturb me now. African Americans make up less than 3% of the population in Hawai‘i 

(Okumura, 2008). However, in my 20 years as a special educator, one incident stands out as the 

lowest point in my teaching career.  Just as I had encountered stares and prejudiced questioning 

of my purpose in Hawai‘i, nothing prepared me for what I was about to experience or my 

reaction to this situation. While teaching English at Waianae High School, I knew I would 

encounter students with attitudes because they were teenagers whose moods change as quickly as 

the tides. However, I was not used to being disrespected by students and would not stand for it. 

A situation arose where a class had to be split because the number of special education students 

exceeded the maximum allowance of students for that particular class. I was directed by the vice 
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principal to take half of the class and the other half remained with another teacher. I had no 

authority of who was to go with what teacher. I was given a list and a room and told to take the 

students on my list to their new classroom. While we walked towards the new class I heard a 

student expressing his dislike of being moved and thus began taking his anger out on me. He 

began with statements that said, “I no like go wit dis teacha!” “I no like dis teacha!” “Dis teacha 

junk.” I understood his angst but tried to reassure him that I was aware of his apprehension going 

to a different class with a different teacher and that I was not the one who created the new class. 

After a couple more remarks of him not wanting to go he began using racially derogatory 

epithets towards me. I gave him a look and a reply that caused him to stop talking. I knew he was 

not happy but I let him know he needed to watch what he was saying. I guess he didn’t like my 

tone or the fact that I stood up to him and then he unleashed a barrage of choice words and left 

me standing in a heap of expletives that no one has ever used towards me in my life. And that’s 

when I quickly moved from professionalism mode and went into self -preservation mode. 

Throughout the day and even on my way home his words kept coming to my mind and I felt 

myself getting more and more upset with the word choice this student used towards me. Black 

motherf--ker were words that were so vile and debase and one that never came out of my mouth 

nor anyone else’s mouth directed towards me; at least not in my hearing. I was in no way upset 

that he called me Black because indeed that is what I am. But the other term is what sent me over 

the edge and I just lost myself in words and actions that still cause me to cringe because of my 

loss of control. 

Looking back, this was probably another situation where changes occurred and the 

students felt a loss of control or had no voice in their environment. In their minds they probably 
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thought this teacher from the mainland came in and made changes that they did not like and 

instead of articulating it respectfully, their frustration through their words and behavior came 

across as vile and unappreciated. I believe this situation could have and should have been 

handled very differently. If the administration or special education supervisor could have spoken 

to the students ahead of time alerting them to the upcoming transition, maybe their reaction 

would have been different. If I had shadowed the teacher a week prior to the split in order for the 

students to get to know me and I them, the movement to another space and area could have been 

seamless. As the saying goes, hindsight is 20/20 and though I cannot erase what happened I have 

learned a great deal from that situation. 

The west side of Oahu is known to be regarded to be one of the toughest school areas to 

retain teachers. It is considered a hard-to- fill area because depending where a teacher lives, it 

can take an hour or more to get to. Also the administration has been reported to be not as 

supportive, and there are limited and outdated supplies and material for students. Some teachers, 

students, and parents consider that area to be “ghetto”. I consider the west side to be a beautiful, 

developing, and family oriented section of the island and none of those aforementioned reasons 

deterred me from going because I taught on the west side for 6 years and enjoyed working with 

the students, parent, and teachers.  

Ms., my muddah says she loves you. The next incident brings a chuckle to the teachers 

and to me whenever I share it and the response from locals is the same across the board. While 

teaching on the west side I gave the students “the talk” at the beginning of every year; no, not 

that that talk, but my talk. I had taken that teaching adage, “Smile in September, cry in June” to 

heart and had to let these students know, I meant business! I knew that teaching on the west side 
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of Oahu was not going to be easy but I also knew that the west side was like home for me. For 

the similar population and statistics attributed to the west side of the island was akin to which I’d 

become baptized within my first five and a half years of teaching in New York City.  By the time 

I had begun teaching on the west side of Oahu, I had become very familiar with local ways, 

customs, protocols and perceptions. I had seen how other teachers particularly White teachers 

from the continental U.S. were treated by local students and had determined under no 

circumstance will I allow any student to disrespect or harm me or my personal property. 

Every year I taught on the west coast I introduced of myself in the following manner, 

“Aloha students! My name is Ms. Howard and I am originally from Brooklyn NY. I have been 

teaching for many years and I love it!” And as I stood in front of these unsuspecting students 

pointing to my skin and letting them know that under no circumstances were they to be 

disrespectful or even think about harming me or my property (specifically my car, because high 

schools students are known to take revenge on teacher’s cars if they don’t like them) because if I 

found out, there will be hell to pay. I also told them, half seriously and jokingly of course, “I am 

from Brooklyn New York and I am not afraid of any of you and will bust your ass if you even 

think about messing with me!” The next day, one of the students came to me and said, “Ms. I 

wen tell my muddah wat you said yesterday about bussing my ass!” My response to her was, 

“Well, what did your mother say?” With the biggest smile on her face she said, “Ms., my 

muddah say she loves you!”  I have to be honest and say that was not the response I was 

expecting. But it also confirmed the fact that I knew how to handle certain students in a 

particular environment and did not want these students to get the impression that they could be 

disrespectful or insubordinate to me just because I was from the continental U.S. I know this 
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approach does not work for everyone and is not appropriate for all levels. Furthermore, I do not 

recommend teachers saying this to their students, and yes it is an unorthodox and for some, 

inappropriate approach to teaching but honestly speaking, my approach has worked for me for 

the past 20 years and I don’t intend to change the script! 

West coast manifesto. One particular incident that solidified this notion for me occurred 

while teaching at a school on the west coast of Oahu where I had been teaching resource room 

English class for three years. Large numbers of the newly hired teachers from the continental 

U.S. were placed on the west coast because of the constant and great need for teachers 

specifically special educators. The teachers were either in teaching programs such as CES or 

TFA or recent graduates from University of Hawai‘i or from some university on the continental 

U.S. The majority of the new teachers were young and White. There was one teacher of East 

Indian descent as well. At the beginning of each school year, there had been several new teachers 

introduced to the faculty on the first day back to work. As the semester began, one by one some 

of the newly hired teachers were quitting. One particular couple that had been hired at the 

beginning of the school year both quit over the weekend and the news quickly spread. The 

following week another teacher resigned and it was rumored they returned back to the 

continental U.S. The veteran teachers, namely those who were there more than two years, were 

not surprised. 

Because I had proven myself as a teacher not easily intimidated by these high school 

students and lasted a long time, approximately three years, some students felt comfortable with 

me and often shared things with me and even joked with me.  I seemed to have gained their 

confidence and respect and they shared something with me that I will never forget. Several of the 
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students came into my class very giddy and excited about something. When I inquired what was 

going on, one of the students shared, “Ms. did you know Mr. left?” Because students in Hawaii 

often refer to teachers as just Ms. and Mr. It had become uncanny that I knew which teachers 

they referred to. Then they proceeded to share with excitement about other teachers who left. As 

they shared one student pulled out a crumbled piece of paper and read from the list of names of 

all the teachers that had left. He, along with some of the other students boasted that they were the 

reasons why these teachers left. I asked them to explain and they shared that they didn’t like 

those teachers and so they made it hard for them to teach. I could not believe what I was hearing. 

When I asked to look at the list the students showed it to me. What I saw shocked me!  Teacher’s 

names had been crossed off one by one as if it were a shopping list. What came over me was 

utter astonishment and disbelief of what I was seeing. Was this a manifesto? Was it a ‘hit list’?  I 

could not believe these students would deliberately act in such a manner as to cause teachers to 

one by one pack their things and leave the school and the state in the numbers that were 

occurring. 

Though I was astounded at what just transpired it did not occur to me that I should take 

‘the list’ and hand it in to the administration. For this was not the first time new teachers left 

within the first weeks or months of the new school year. As I drove home I wondered did I do 

the right thing by not doing anything. What I realized is that I had no proof of whether the 

students made the list prior to the teachers leaving or after the teachers left. But what stuck with 

me was the fact that these students knew that they, like other high school students in their 

demographics, have a ‘voice’ in their classroom. I was determined to not allow these students or 

any students make me pack my things and leave.  
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She said what? Working at a new school on the Windward side of Oahu, I was met with 

a different population of teachers and students than from the West Side in which I had just left. 

My first year there was a smooth transition into an inclusion position. I no longer had a class of 

students to teach but had now become a support teacher in the general education classroom with 

a primary focus on the special education students. Though it was different from the previous 18 

years of having my own class, I quickly adjusted to my new role. Having lived in Hawai‘i for 

over a decade I had become accustomed to the local culture and the way things operated here. 

However one incident proved that I still had some learning to do. 

During the second year of school teaching on the Windward side, I encountered a teacher 

who after four weeks of working together for only 40 minutes a day complained to the Special 

Education Department Head that I had an attitude problem, didn't seem happy and that I was not 

performing my job to her liking. This was very shocking to me for many reasons. The first 

reason was because to my knowledge I had never interacted with this teacher in a manner that I 

perceived as unprofessional or in which I was upset with, or ever had an attitude towards her. I 

never worked one-on-one with her and barely spoke to her in the class. The majority of my time 

in that class was spent working with the students. The Department Head approached me and 

said, "What's up with you and Ms. Wang?" "Are you not getting along with her?" With a 

perplexed expression I asked him, "What do you mean?" He repeated the question and then 

followed up by saying, "She complained to me that you and her not getting along very well." My 

shock turned instantly from confusion to anger because to my knowledge I had not done or said 

anything to Ms. Wang for her to complain to the Special Education Department Head about. 

Moreover I was upset that if she felt there was an issue between her and I that she should've 
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come to me and we could discuss it. My years of experience working within this culture allowed 

me to realize that several ethnic groups in Hawai‘i are non-confrontational and in order for you 

to find out that there is a problem it usually goes round robin until the information, complaint, or 

disapproval lands on your desk.   

Every Tuesday of the week was time designated for team meetings so I decided that 

during the next Tuesday's meeting I would confront Ms. Wang about what she stated to the 

department head to get clarification. I specifically made sure that I spoke in a tone that would not 

be perceived as aggressive or having attitude but how could I have ensured that? When I asked 

her what was her complaint about she explained that she felt I had an attitude problem. As she 

spoke I made sure listen intently to not misconstrue her words. She went on to state her thoughts 

of me having an attitude was the result of roaming the classroom whenever she came near me.  

She said, "While in the classroom, every time I would come close to you would move to the 

other side of the room.” Now in my mind I could not recall what instances this had occurred until 

I realize that she was referring to times during science labs that half of the class was on one side 

of the room and the other half of the class was on the other side of the room. To ensure that there 

was a teacher on each side of the room monitoring the student’s work on a lab or doing 

bookwork I rotated within the class. So as Ms. Wang would come to one side of the room I 

instinctually moved to the other side to assist the sped students.  When I realize this was what 

she was referring to she said, "Oh, I thought you did not want to be next to me." I could not 

believe my ears!  

When I addressed her comment of her perceptions of me being unhappy I explained to 

her that she is not the keeper of my happiness. Moreover, the other teachers on the team readily 
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refuted her statement by sharing how they always hear me singing and laughing in the hallways. 

After more minutes of the discussion it became clear that she had shared the situation with the 

other team members, her husband and the department head. When I asked her why she did not 

seem to be able to ask me if there was a problem between her and me, she stated that she tried to 

confront me on many occasions but could not. I blatantly asked to give me one occurrence when 

she tried to speak to me and I was not willing or able to speak with her. She could not recall of a 

time that she tried to speak to me and I would not give her audience. To my recollection she had 

never said Ms. Howard can I speak with you for a second to discuss something that's been 

bothering me or anything of the matter. So I asked her, “Why did you feel you could not just 

confront me?” And in jest and curiosity I said, "Are you afraid of me? Do you think I'm going to 

do something to you?” Her answer left me aghast. When I asked did she think I was going to do 

something to her she answered sheepishly "I don't know." Her answer spoke volumes to me and 

at that point I decided we were at an impasse and that I was going to make an appointment with 

the administrator, the department head along with a union representative. It had been clear to me 

at this point that this woman for whatever reason was afraid of me because I'm Black. Before I 

left that team meeting I had clearly stated to her as well as the other people in that meeting that if 

she ever wanted to know how I was feeling she should just ask me. I told her I thought she was 

very sneaky and deceptive and I will never trust her.  

This teacher for many unfounded reasons decided to make a judgment call against me 

after only four weeks of working together. I could not understand why she would speak to my 

department head without speaking to me. I shared with my EA whom has worked with this 

teacher before about the situation and she enlightened me to Ms. Wang’s approach with teachers 
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that she feels she cannot control. My EA specifically said, “Ms. Howard you are an alpha female 

and she is an alpha female and she feels threatened by your presence.” I mentioned to the EA 

that I have not done anything to my knowledge to cause her to feel threatened. My EA said to 

me, “Ms. Howard it's just who you are, it’s just how you carry yourself and she feels 

intimidated.” 

During the meeting with the union representative, the principal and the department head 

it was decided that I would continue working in her classroom and if there were any more 

situations where there was miscommunication or mediation was needed we would have another 

meeting. I was fine with that. But before I left that meeting I reiterated what I stated in the team 

meeting and that is if she ever needed to know what I was thinking she should just ask me. I 

continued working with Ms. Wang throughout the year but will never forget this incident. As a 

person from the East Coast I was not used to communicating with colleagues like this and I don't 

think I will ever be used to this. Moreover, I have lived here nearly 14 years and am still learning 

how to get my message across without being perceived as confrontational.  

Longevity. I have often been asked how I have lasted so long in this field. My response 

is always that teaching is not for the faint of heart and special education is definitely for the 

chosen few.  One of the reasons I think I have lasted so long in the special education field is 

because I truly love the profession and the students. The attrition rate for special education 

teachers in the United States continues to be of growing concern.  In order to last in this field for 

years and even decades something intangibly motivating allowed me to continue. For me, I 

believe it stems from the fact that I desire all students to receive a quality education that they are 

entitled to. I feel as if sometimes I have to fight for the underdog and protect the students from 
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those that feel they are not appropriately placed or may not be able to carry their weight in the 

regular education class.  Looking back on my decision to become a special education teacher for 

the learning and behaviorally disabled I know now was the best decision I made as a career 

choice. 

Participant Description 

Mountain is a 42-year-old male from the Middle East. He relocated from his war torn 

country of Iran with his family when he was 13 years old and has since lived in America. He 

relates to the difficulties of his special education students he works with by sharing his story as a 

way to inspire his students that they can overcome whatever obstacles they may face. He is very 

positive and encouraging yet a tenacious teacher whose goal is to push his students to the point 

where they can be rescinded from special education by the time they leave middle school. He is 

an avid traveler and hiker. His international expeditions along with his domestic excursions 

allowed him to attain a myriad of cultural experiences at home and abroad. He has traveled to all 

of the 50 states and explained how he experienced racism in several states but concluded that 

Hawai‘i is the best place to live and a place where it's good to be brown. He is a highly qualified 

teacher in special-education and in Social Studies and his prior experiences in working with 

diversity and multicultural classes was teaching Alaskan Native students prior to coming to 

Hawai`i. He currently serves as the Dean of Behavior at a school on the Windward side of Oahu. 

He greets all the students and teachers often with a high-five or a hug and has a sense of love and 

respect for the students, staff, faculty, and parents.  

Monique describes herself as a White and Cherokee Native American 65 year old 

woman. She has lived in Hawai‘i for since the 1960s and has an extensive background in 
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working with students from different cultures. She was first a counselor after graduating from 

University of Hawai‘i before becoming a special education teacher. During one summer she had 

the opportunity to teach summer school and discovered she really enjoyed teaching. She hails 

from a military background and has lived in different places. She has taught foreign students in 

Second Language English Proficiency (SLEP) classes and Teaching English to Speakers of 

Other Languages (TESOL). She has taught English classes from elementary through college 

level. She had studied languages and traveled to countless countries. She is familiar with being 

an outsider from her hears of travel as being part of a military family as well as being a foreign 

student both in Germany and in Mexico.  

Papaya is a 66-year-old White woman from New Mexico where she taught special 

education for 15 years before being recruited to Hawai‘i by a private company. She is also a 

certified educational diagnostician and is currently retired from teaching from the HIDOE. She 

has worked in the special education field with students who were multi-handicapped and with 

students labeled as having Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD) and Intellectually Disabled (ID).  

She taught in the resource room and also worked on the diagnostic team which included an 

occupational therapist (OT), a speech and language pathologist (SLP), and a physical therapist 

(PT) to determine initial needs for students requiring special education services. Her experience 

in working within a multicultural environment is an extensive one. She explained that New 

Mexico is a tri-cultural state where diversity classes are required when studying education. She 

has worked on The Ysleta Reservation with a Native American population as well as with Native 

Americans in the New Mexico Public Schools that has a significant Hispanic population with 

deep cultural roots that is evident throughout the state.  
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Lucille is a 52 year old African-American and Native American woman from Alabama. 

She taught special education for 25 years where 13 of those years were in Hawai`i. She has 

worked with students from all levels of special-education including SLD, Autism Spectrum 

(AS), and Emotionally Disabled (ED). Lucille has an impressive resume that extended from the 

educational field to athletics and sports to communications and the journalistic field. Prior to 

teaching she was a news reporter in Alabama and a producer and editor of a thirty minute talk 

show called “HI-FIVE.” She has hosted her own TV show called “Truth and Justice” in Maui. 

She is also a retired Heavyweight Boxer and was hired as a professional bodyguard. She had 

minority leadership training and was a teacher of multicultural education classes with extensive 

experience in working with students in a therapeutic residential setting. Lucille is currently 

retired from teaching. 

Pepper is a 42-year-old White female from Vermont who has taught special education for 

10 years. She worked as a Student Service Coordinator (SSC) for one year, as a University 

Professor, and a University Supervisor for two years. She also worked as the Educational Liaison 

for the children’s hospital on Oahu. Pepper worked in HIDOE schools and in the juvenile prison 

system with students labeled as ED, SLD, and AS. Many of the students she worked with on the 

Windward side of Oahu are described as Hawaiian part Hawaiian, Filipino, and Samoan. She 

currently works as a fully self- contained (FSC) teacher in the Honolulu District. She is a 

tenacious advocate for students with disabilities and is aware of students who are in need of 

special education services that are underserviced or not receiving services at all. She is very 

supportive of the students and enjoys making connections with them by supporting their families 



72 

 

 

 

to understand the IEP process and sharing a love for surfing, swimming and all outdoor 

activities. 

Sweetie is a 41-year-old African-American woman who is from New York and has 

taught special education for nearly 20 years. She taught five and a half years in New York and 14 

years in Hawai`i. Her multicultural experiences ranges from working students of Hispanic and 

African-American backgrounds while in New York to currently working with students, parents, 

faculty, and teachers from multicultural backgrounds such as Hawaiian/part Hawaiian ethnicity, 

Samoan, Marshallese, Fijian, and other different Polynesian ethnic backgrounds. She continues 

to teach special education on the Windward side of Oahu as an inclusion teacher. As a way to 

connect to her students and colleagues she often shares information from her history and other 

cultural expressions from her African ancestry.  

The focus group was conducted at a public library conference meeting room and lasted 

approximately 90 minutes. The participants willingly shared their experiences and agreed to be 

recorded. They were emailed a demographic sheet prior to the focus group/interview which took 

approximately 10 minutes to fill out. The questions for the focus group were also emailed prior 

to the meeting in order for participants to think about specific incidences that could be shared 

during the meeting that pertained to the specific questions. Pseudonyms were used during the 

focus group and interview to maintain anonymity. All participants were licensed and highly 

qualified in special education and more than half taught special education for 20 or more years. 

Furthermore, the majority of the participants in this study had extensive experience in working 

with students, parents, colleague, staff, and administrators from racially, culturally, and 

linguistically diverse backgrounds.  
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Focus Group Question #1.  

Research Question 1 asked the participants to tell me a about story that occurred while teaching 

in Hawai‘i in which your race, ethnicity, and/or cultural identity played a significant role in how 

you related to your students. Participant Responses to Focus Group Question # 1 were 

summarized in Table 5. During the focus group each question was asked and the participants 

each took a turn in sharing an incident that answered that particular question.  

Participant’s Responses to Focus Group Question #1 

Mountain. Mountain viewed the different races, ethnicities, and cultures represented in 

his class in a positive way. With Hawai‘i’s diverse racial, ethnic, and cultural populations, a 

teacher’s classroom can sometimes reflect a gathering at The United Nations during one of its 

meeting. Mountain decided to use that opportunity to focus on the positive aspects of an 

amalgamated group of racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse students, teachers, and EA. He 

shared an incident that occurred three years ago where he had a Lebanese student, two Filipino 

students, three Hawaiian students, two White students, one Latino student, one Portuguese 

student, two Japanese students, a South African student, an African American student, a 

Vietnamese student, and EA who was Hawaiian, and himself who is Middle Eastern. The best 

thing about it was having them all take a look around as he said, “Look, adults cannot even pull 

this off! You’re a United Nations here.” He was proud that there were so many people in the 

school but in particular that classroom that could speak different languages. He encouraged them 

to focus on the positive things about being different and not the things that would cause them to 

dislike one another. He noted, that the only way they were going to move forward is if they 

respected each other’s cultures. He illustrated how they came together as the most amazing   
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Table 5. 

Participant Responses to Focus Group Question # 1 

Participant Critical Incident Theme 

Mountain “United Nations” Teacher-Student Relationship 

Monique “Dumb  haole” Race, Ethnicity, and Culture/ 

Island Norm 

 

Lucille “You’re Black...Black 

rappers cuss all the time” 

Race, Ethnicity, and Culture / 

Island Norm 

 

Papaya “F-----g haole” Race, Ethnicity, and Culture / 

Island Norm 

 

Pepper “ Haole bitch” Race, Ethnicity, and Culture / 

Island Norm 

 

Sweetie “Hi Black lady” Race, Ethnicity, and Culture / 

Island Norm 
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group he had ever worked with and that for him it [race] had been a positive thing. He explained 

that he heard the negative things about what others thought of the students but chose to ignore 

them and focused on the positive. Mountain challenged his students to think outside of the 

classroom walls and encouraged them by sharing that, “Inside of these walls, you understand 

why you shouldn’t do that [focus on the negative] because each one of you will be hurt if 

somebody else is making fun of your background, your nationality, the way that your skin color 

is, the way that your hair is, the way that you eat, and the way that you speak.” According to 

Mountain, by the end of the year the students saw each other’s differences as positives and 

something to embrace. He shared that by the time the year was over, that particular group looked 

at each other as united as ever and he saw that as being positive and when they become adults, 

they are going to be more tolerant than most adults already are.  

Monique. Monique recounted how even though she had been living and teaching special 

education in Hawai‘i since 1966 just as recently as this school year she had been referred to as a 

dumb haole. She repeated the recent incident of asking her student to remove earbuds in the 

classroom and to put them away. After instructing the student to remove them the student called 

her dumb haole and retorted, “What? You taut I stupid?” Monique responded to the student that 

she didn’t think she was stupid but in fact made a very stupid choice. Because Monique had lived 

in Hawai‘i since the late 60’s she had encountered the term dumb haole and even f__king haole 

on several occasions and according to her has arrived at a place in her teaching career where it no 

longer bothers her. She shared that though she does not like being called or referred to as a 

dumb/f__king haole she understood the history of Hawaiian people and took a stance to listen to 

the people and understand their culture. 
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  Lucille. Lucille’s encounter with race, ethnicity, and culture with her students 

materialized during a situation where profanity use in the classroom appeared to be the norm and 

accepted by student and administration and but would no longer tolerate it in her classroom. 

Lucille shared that coming from the South she was not used to the students cursing in front of the 

teacher or in class. When she addressed this issue with her students they responded by saying, 

“Miss you’re Black, Black rappers cuss all the time.” Her response to them was that even though 

rappers do curse and use profanity they are entertainers and they get paid to curse. She reminded 

them that they were in fact students and not rappers and they are not getting paid to curse. 

Moreover, she expressed circumstances in which these rappers would not attempt to curse in 

front of their parents. She even referenced one of their favorite rappers at the time. She 

remarked, “Your favorite one, Snopp Dogg, you can’t pay Snopp Dogg to cuss in front of his 

mother, or his wife, or people he respects like teachers.”   

After speaking to the principal about this issue, Lucille was told that cursing was 

accepted by the culture and she should not think anything of it. She declared how shocked she 

was to hear this because as she stated before being from the South, it was disrespectful to curse 

in a teacher’s presence. However here in Hawai‘i according to the administration and the 

students, cursing was seen as normal and just part of the accepted language in this culture. 

According to Lucille, she was not comfortable with the just allowing the students to curse in her 

presence so she created a means for the students to express themselves in a more appropriate 

way. During the focus group she shared that she allowed the students to use other words in place 

of the profanity laden language they were used to. Lucille shared the strategy of replacing an 

unacceptable and inappropriate word for a more tolerable and appropriate one. She proposed the 
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notion by saying, “Whenever you want to say, ‘f__k,’ say, ‘fire truck’. It starts with an F, and it 

ends in a K.  So if you say fire truck, everybody in my classroom knows you mean f__k.” 

She further expressed her knowledge and concern with Hawaiian history by interjecting 

the fact that she understood that things are always being taken from the Hawaiian people and 

declared, “I know you’re tired of people taking from you. I want to take this F word, but I’m 

going to give you another word in the place of it.” And according to her it worked. She shared 

that the students thought it was funny at first but then as time passed they never said the ‘f- 

word’ anymore. She mentioned that she substituted other cuss words for words for her students 

and eventually developed their own classroom language.  

Papaya. Papaya shared an incident that she says truly hurt her feelings when she 

understood what the word haole meant. She described a time while teaching third and fourth 

graders who were of Hawaiian/part Hawaiian ancestry when one of the students referred to her 

as a f__king haole. She stated she did not know what the word meant and had heard it so many 

times that she thought it was one word. When another teacher heard this she told the students that 

the word haole and more specifically ‘ha’ the Hawaiian word for breath and or spirit, and ‘ole’ 

which means without or no, thereby haole meant without spirit. Papaya lamented how it hurt her 

feelings to be referred to as not having a spirit without further explanation. In her understanding, 

Papaya noted that, “The students understood the word haole as being white and that we took 

their land and they knew that they didn’t have anything to do with haoles.” She noted that 

coming from the students there was more disregard for her based on ignorance and the color of 

her skin than disregard based on experience with White people. She felt the students were 



78 

 

 

 

parroting what they heard other adults and family members repeat and not based on actual 

interactions with White people.  

Pepper. Pepper’s experience with being called a haole bitch occurred within days of her 

first teaching assignment after moving to Hawai‘i from California. She realized that when the 

students were angry and didn’t want to do their work they would use those words towards her. 

She observed that the student were not interacting with her in the same manner as they interacted 

with the older Japanese teachers and Hawaiian/part Hawaiian EAs. She observed how even the 

custodial staff had more rapport with the students than with her and this troubled her. She 

acknowledged that, “Instead of coming to me, I was trying to figure out why that was and I was 

trying to figure out how to get through to them because it bothered me not being able to interact 

with my students and having a relationship with them.” Her observation revealed that several of 

the other White teachers were experiencing the same treatment from their students. Pepper’s goal 

was to build a relationship similar to what she saw the older Japanese teachers had and to do a 

good job but knew she had to change her approach.  

Sweetie. While walking across the campus to class, a little boy of about five or six years 

old, walking with a female adult, smiled and waved and said, “Hi Black lady!” After her initial 

shock and perplexed reactions, she looked at the little boy and with clenched teeth and beckoning 

finger, summoned the boy towards her. With anger in her voice and bewilderment in her heart, 

she asked the boy, “Why did you call me Black lady?” The little boy responded ever so 

harmlessly and stated, “Because I wanted to say hi but I didn’t know your name.” His response, 

which was so matter of fact and yet with innocence, melted her anger and left her puzzled at the 

same time.  Later in the year, she had come to realize the labels such as ‘aunty’ and ‘uncle’ were 
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terms of endearment that local people referred to one another. She pondered back to the little boy 

and the Black lady comment and wondered why hadn’t he seen her as aunty? She pondered that 

if she were Korean or Japanese or even Samoan, would he have addressed her by saying, “Hi 

Asian lady!” or “Hi Samoan lady?”  But for whatever reasons in his eyes, she was merely a 

Black lady. That incident has stuck with her for many years and had become her introduction to 

the racial, cultural and ethnical norms of Hawai‘i.  

Focus Group Question # 2.  

Research Question 2 asked the participants to tell me a story of an incident that occurred 

while teaching in Hawai‘i in which you believe your race, ethnicity and/or cultural identity 

played a significant role in how you related to the family of one of your students. Participant 

Responses to Focus Group Question # 2 are summarized in Table 6.  

Participant’s Responses to Focus Group Question #2 

Mountain. Mountain’s role as the Behavioral Dean at the Windward school where he 

works has allowed him to experience how race, ethnicity, and culture play a part of his everyday 

responsibilities. His role as the behavior specialist authorizes him to speak to parents on a daily 

basis. When a student is sent to his room by a teacher the protocol is that he calls the parents 

whether at work or at home to inform them that their child has been sent out of the classroom by 

a teacher. According to Mountain when the parents are informed of this he reported that the first 

question they ask him is, “Is the teacher haole?” Before rendering an answer he tries to assuage 

them by not answering that question but concentrating on this issue at hand which is the 

student’s misbehavior in class. However, if the parent is adamant and pushes for further 

specificity he replies that yes the teacher is but nonetheless the student was sent out of the class. 
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The response that he often gets from the parents is, “Well, if the teacha is haole it doesn't 

matter.” 

Monique. Monique remembered an incident where she was working with a student of 

Hawaiian/part Hawaiian ancestry who was labeled ED and had difficulty following directions as 

well as taking instructions from Monique. She surmised that the student needed a more 

structured environment. She stated that this is not what the parents wanted to hear. They wanted 

their son to be taught in the Hawaiian language and learn all things Hawaiian and that was to be 

done at Hawaiian charter school. Even though Monique was not against that, she still informed 

the parents that their son would benefit from having more structure. The parents disregarded 

Monique’s suggestions and pulled their son out of the school and place them and Hawaiian 

charter school. Months later when Monique was informed that the student was returning to the 

school because he was kicked out of the Hawaiian charter school. She was told that he was 

removed from that school because he lacked discipline and structure. Upon his return to the 

school and specifically her class, she began to work with the student providing him with 

structure and work that she knew he was able to accomplish. Several years after the student left 

the parents thanked Monique for her dedication and hard work and working with their son. 

Lucille. Lucille's experience with parents at the Maui school where she taught led her to believe 

that parents were not as interested in their schooling as parents from the south were. Lucille's 

teaching experience as an African American from the South allowed her to see how many 

parents were happy that their children went to their alma mater and thought that Hawaiian 

parents whose children went to their high school alma mater would be excited about their child 

being at their former school and wanted to know what was happening in their classes. 
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Table 6. 

Participant Responses to Focus Group Question # 2 

Participant Critical Incident Theme 

Mountain “Is the teacher haole?” Island Norm 

Monique “Your son needs a structured 

environment” 

Teacher-Student Relationship 

 

Lucille 

 

 

“I invited the parents to my 

classroom and made them 

feel welcomed” 

 

Teacher Dedication 

 

Papaya 

 

 

“You’re under arrest for 

trespassing” 

 

Teacher-Student Relationship 

 

Pepper “What did you do?” Island Norm/ 

Teacher-Student Relationship 

 

Sweetie “Black n------s, White n-----s, 

and, red n------s” 

Race, Ethnicity, and Culture 
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It wasn't until she began to extend to the parents an open door policy in her classroom 

that she realized that the Hawaiian parents had as much care and concern for the child's 

education as the African American parents she previously worked with. Lucille began to have an 

open door policy with parents allowing them to come to her classroom to see what their child 

was learning at any time. Lucille also was struck by parent’s comments of how they felt 

unwelcomed at the school and how the parents did not trust the school. But she stated once she 

began making them feel welcomed they would just begin to show up unannounced and thereby 

had to set limits. 

Papaya. Papaya’s encounter with a certain family on Molokai left her shocked and 

traumatized. Papaya disclosed that families often handle most situation by using the police. She 

recounted an incident where is she had a student who was removed from her class because of his 

misbehavior. During that break when the child was removed from her class Papaya, in order to 

make the child feel comfortable upon his return, decided she stop by his house and drop off a 

book. When she knocked on the door to give the book to the student, the parent opened the door 

and became irate and yelled at her. The parent ranted that she was calling the police and that she 

was going to be arrested because Papaya was trespassing on her property. Papaya detailed how 

she left the child’s house visibly shaken and bewildered. She said called a representative from 

the company that she was contracted to work for and the representative came to her house and 

explained that she would not be arrested. Papaya was very concerned about having a police 

record for the simple gesture of dropping off a book to her student. She was relived to realize 

that even though the parent appeared angry and claims she was going to get arrested that nothing 

detrimental resulted from that incident. 
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Pepper. Pepper made it a habit of calling her students’ parents to inform them of how 

they were doing in her class. Pepper recognized that other teachers were also calling the parents 

but only leaving negative reports. When Pepper called to share with the parents of some of her 

students she was stunned that parents quickly blamed her and asked, “Well, what did you do?” 

When Pepper inquired further about that question, she detected that because she was haole the 

parents automatically assumed that she did something to cause their child to misbehave thereby 

taking the blame off the child and placing it on her, the teacher. Upon further questioning of did 

they know that you were White, she replied they probably did because they could tell by my 

voice. From that experience she acknowledged that she needed to change her methods to win 

over the parents. 

Sweetie. Sweetie noted an incident when she was teaching home hospital instruction 

(HHI) for a student who was unable to attend school during the regular school day. Sweetie 

recollected that the student had a creative writing piece to do for English. The student chose to 

write about Hawaiian myths and legends. As Sweetie was correcting the student’s paper for 

grammatical errors and writing mechanics the grandmother of the student appeared while 

bursting from the house yelling at Sweetie that she should not correct the story. The grandmother 

proclaimed that this was a Hawaiian story and that nothing was to be changed.  Then she began 

to berate the teacher by stating that, “You have your White n------s you, have your Black n-----s, 

and you have your Red n----s.” Because she felt that outburst was unwarranted and unnecessary, 

Sweetie stated she decided to remove herself from that home and never returned again. 
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Focus Group Question # 3.  

Research Question 3 asked Tell me a story of an incident that occurred while teaching in 

Hawai‘i that your race, ethnicity and/or cultural identity played a significant role in how you 

related to your colleagues, staff, and /or administrators. Participant Responses to Focus Group 

Question # 3 are summarized in Table 7. 

Participant’s Responses to Focus Group Question #3 

Mountain. Mountain’s relationship with colleagues, staff, and administration was 

described as being very good. Mountain really appreciated his colleagues and particularly the 

ones that worked on his team. It's because of his colleagues that he really enjoys coming to work 

and being a part of his team. Mountain’s ethnic culture of being from Middle Eastern descent 

allowed him to focus on the good in people. Because of that upbringing and because of his 

experiences growing up as a Middle Eastern student in America he declared that it gave him the 

insight of looking for the good in people. 

Monique. Monique spoke of an incident about being the new teacher at a school and not 

having many people to assist her in understanding the protocols, policies, and procedures for the 

new school. Monique was very open and caring towards her students and recalled a time during a 

student dance that she willingly danced and interacted with her students and had fun while the 

other teachers were more guarded and reserved. When a security guard saw how Monique cared 

for the students and had a genuine love for them she decided to help her. When it appeared that 

Monique was struggling with certain issues in school, she received help from the security guard. 

Monique inquired of the security guard why she decided to help her and according to Monique  
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the security guard said, “I figured this white missionary woman needed all the help she can get!” 

Monique stated how she was very grateful that this security guard offered her assistance at a time 

when no one else seemed to help her become acculturated to the new school. She explained 

further how they became good friends and continue to be friends to this day. 

 Lucille. Lucille recounted an incident where she was new to the island as well as the 

school in Maui. This was at a critical time with teachers had just begun to strike in HIDOE. 

Because Lucille was a contracted teacher she was obligated to be at work every day and 

therefore had to cross the picket lines. One way Lucille decided to show her camaraderie to her 

colleagues was through her gesture of providing the teachers on the picket line with donuts and 

coffee in the mornings as she drove into work. She stated how she felt bad for these teachers who 

were not getting paid and the fact that she was working compelled her to do something kind. 

 Papaya. September 11th left a permanent mark on many people throughout the world. 

When 9/11 happened Papaya was on Molokai and not aware of what transpired hours before. Her 

husband who is retired military had just arrived to the island a week prior to the incident. When a 

neighbor called and woke her, she was told to turn on the television and saw the destruction of 

the World trade Center. Papaya had not received any instruction from the school as to what 

would be the procedure for the day. She was awaiting instruction on where to go and what to do. 

She even wondered whether she and her husband was to head out to the airport to leave the 

island. According to Papaya she stayed home. Later that morning she received a phone call from 

the school inquiring why she had not shown up for work. Papaya said that she assumed that there 

would not be work that day because there appeared to be a national tragedy occurring. 
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Table 7. 

Participant Responses to Focus Group Question # 3 

Participant Critical Incident Theme 

Mountain “Work is great because of my 

co-workers” 

Colleague, Staff, and 

Administrative Support 

 

Monique “Little white missionary 

woman needed help” 

Colleague, Staff, and 

Administrative Support 

 

Lucille 

 

 

“Donuts and coffee for 

everyone” 

 

Colleague Staff, and 

Administrative Support 

 

Papaya 

 

“Why aren’t you at work?” 

 

Island Norm 

 

Pepper “Oh boy…here she goes 

again” 

Island Norm 

 

Sweetie 

 

“Black ass…I don’t have 

time right now” 

 

Island Norm 
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She recalled her perplexity when the colleague responded, “Oh, do you have family there?” 

Papaya stated that she was confused by the question and didn't understand the reasoning for the 

question.  

Pepper. Pepper’s experience in working with her colleagues and administration appeared 

to be strenuous at the beginning of her teaching career in Hawai‘i. She discerned that the other 

faculty members did not like the fact that she always asked questions or made comments about 

the information given at the sped or faculty meetings. She felt that if she didn't understand 

something and had a question it was normal for her to ask and get clarity. But it was soon 

revealed that many of her colleagues began to grumble against her because she would always 

have a question. She didn't understand why these people were so upset at her. She later realized 

that many of the people that she was working with knew each other because they were graduates 

of the school and now had come back to work at the school in the sped department. Furthermore, 

being a new teacher, haole, and from the continental U.S. Pepper’s formal and cultural training 

did not prepare her for working within the local norms of how things operated in Hawai‘i.   

Sweetie. On the west side where Sweetie taught for six years she was shocked at the 

blatant disrespect for the student’s use of racially derogatory words used towards teachers at the 

school and the lack of discipline or perceived concern from the administration when addressing 

the issue. One incident she shared occurred in her Science class. At the end of her class it was 

apparent that one of the students that just left wrote the words “BLACK ASS” on the desk. When 

the incoming student sitting at that desk pointed it out, the teacher took a picture of it and 

showed it to the principal. She was shocked at the principal’s uncaring and dismissive behavior 

towards the situation. Sweetie recounted the incident that when she showed the principal the 
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picture of the word ‘Black ass’ he looked at his watch and said, “Ms. Sweetie, someone’s 

picking me up in 15 minutes and I can’t deal with it right now and we’ll talk about it later.” She 

shared that he never met with her discuss the situation or the consequences or that student. 

Sweetie shared that she took maters in her own hands and called a meeting with the student, his 

parent, the vice principal, and counselor to discuss the repercussions of the student’s actions. 

Ultimately no consequence were rendered in the form of reprimanding or disciplining the 

student. 

Themes 

 Four themes emerged from the focus group responses of the participants. Each them will 

be described as it pertains to the participants and their experiences with each theme. The four 

themes that emerged were teacher-student relationship, colleague/administrative support, race, 

ethnicity, and culture, and island norms. One or more themes appeared to be related to one or 

more participants in the study.  

Teacher-student relationship. In this study the participants appeared to cultivate 

relationships with their students that consisted of respect, boundaries, an understanding of who 

they were, and the expectations they had for their students. Mountain expressed his expectations 

for his students was for them to do their best in school. His main concern was that the students 

worked hard, believed in themselves, and behaved in class. His relationship with his students as 

well as the entire school body can be described as being positive and fortuitous. During recess, 

he is often seen walking around, giving high fives, hugs, and graciously shares apples with the 

students. He maintains contact with his students even after they have graduated. He explained 

that, “I’m still in touch with them and a few of them are doing amazing jobs out there. One of 
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them has gotten a scholarship for a full ride to Stanford.” Students who have graduated often 

return to campus and are seen walking and talking with Mountain and sharing things about their 

lives and their high school experiences.  

 Monique's drive to work with her students was evident in the fact that even though she 

has been called racially negative names by some of her students she still was dedicated to 

working with them. In one instance where she told a parent that their son needed a more 

structured environment, she was speaking as a special education professional looking at the best 

outcomes for that student. Even though the parents were adamant that they wanted their child to 

be taught and in a Hawaiian immersion charter school Monique still shared with the parents her 

concern for their child. When the student returned to the public school because his behavior was 

not acceptable nor tolerated at the Hawaiian immersion charter school Monique continued to 

work with that student in which she created a positive relationship with him as well as the 

parents. The parents expressed their gratitude to her after he graduated and was happy with what 

Monique was able to accomplish with their child.  

Papaya expressed genuineness and dedication of a teacher-student relationship by 

bringing a book to a child who had been dismissed from her class for several days due to his 

misbehavior. Upon taking a book to the student’s house she was threatened with arrest because 

the parents felt that she was trespassing. But her dedication towards the student showed that the 

relationship with her student was important to her. She wanted to make sure information, time, 

no academic skills would be lost due to the student’s absence from class. This revealed 

genuineness, concern, and for the student’s education and well-being. 
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Colleague, staff, and administrative support. Mountain shared how much he enjoyed 

his relationships with his colleagues, staff, and administration at his school has been. He 

expressed that he really enjoyed working at his school because of his colleagues. He stated that 

he admired working with the team that he had been placed with and found that the people on his 

team where some of the nicest and smartest people. He voiced how he enjoyed coming to work 

for that reason.  

Pepper. Pepper articulated how her EA provided her with support when it came to 

relating with her students. As Pepper realized her approach was not working to establish the 

relationship she wanted with her students, she turned to her EA who offered her sage advice. Her 

EA helped her to overcome the tension and the misinterpretation of student- teacher interaction 

that she was experiencing. Pepper’s EA helped her understand that she needed to relax a little. 

From the EA's perspective Pepper was too rigid and needed to relax in order to cultivate the 

relationship she saw the other teachers had with their students. Pepper indicated that, “In 

California there’s a very clear line between student- teacher relationships. It is very set because 

there’s been a lot of lawsuits and that’s what we’re taught you have to maintain 

professionalism.” Her EA stated that if she relaxed a little bit things will go a little better for her. 

Pepper realized she had to change. She shared, “I’m not in California anymore and I started 

taking cues from that and just saw how the kids were. I noticed that they always went to my EA 

for help and didn’t come to me for help.” Once Pepper listened to the EA she began to see 

changes not only in herself but how the student reacted and responded to her.  

Sweetie. Sweetie’s experience with colleague/administrative support appeared to have 

been a negative one. The incident of the student writing ‘Black ass’ on the student’s desk 
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prompted her to seek support from the principal. Sadly, according to Sweetie, the principal 

appeared to have expressed little to no concern for her plight and continued with business as 

usual. However, just as in Pepper’s situation, Sweetie’s EA was a tremendous asset in helping 

her navigate within the culture. Her EA also helped her immensely because she did not 

understand the Hawaiian language, pidgin terms, expectations, or the cultural norms of this new 

school. Sweetie really relied on her EA and other colleagues to help her understand what was 

necessary in order to participate respectfully within the new school setting.  

Monique. Monique's experience with colleague, staff, and administrative support came 

in the form of a security guard who took the initiative to help her when no one else would. When 

the security guard observed Monique’s dedication and concern for the local students she realized 

that helping her was more important than the fact that she was a haole. According to Monique 

when the security guard saw that she was struggling in some areas she reached out to help her. 

Monique mentioned that the security guard was instrumental in understanding the ways of the 

school. As a result, she in that security guard became very close and still keeps in touch to this 

day. 

Lucille. Lucille's experience with colleague/administrative support was conveyed in the 

form her helping out with during the teacher strike. As a contracted teacher with an outside 

agency and not a member of the teacher’s union, she was obligated to go to work though her 

colleagues were on strike. As a gesture of solidarity with her colleagues, she stood with them by 

bringing coffee and donuts to the teachers. She articulated, “I went to the grocery store on the 

way to work and brought them food, food they can eat now and food they could take home and 

eat later.” Her colleagues acknowledged her kind gestures and understood that thought she could 
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not strike with them they recognized her kindness and appreciated how she helped them any way 

she could. In turn made her colleagues made sure that she was allowed to cross the picket line 

entering and leaving without any risk of harm to her or her vehicle.  

Race, ethnicity, and culture. Nearly all the teachers in this study encountered some 

positive and or negative aspect of racial, ethnic, and or cultural challenge when interacting with 

students, families, and or colleagues, staff, and administration. Coincidently this theme 

corresponded with the island norm theme. Monique, Papaya, and Pepper all experienced being 

called dumb haole, f__king haole, or haole bitch by their students. The term haole appeared to be 

used and ingrained in the culture as a negative derogatory descriptor of Whites. It is often used in 

a pejorative manner towards White teachers by students ranging from third grade to high school 

and even into the workplace.  

In the case of Lucille and Sweetie, references to them being Black was also evident in 

their experiences. Whether through the generalization in a student’s statement that, “All black 

rappers cuss” or in the writing of ‘Black ass’ a reference projected towards the teacher racial 

challenges appeared to be experienced by all. Though Mountain did not encounter race directly 

in forms of direct insults or generalizations but he reportedly experienced race through 

interacting with local students and their parents. When Mountain informed parents that their 

child misbehaved and was removed from the class, the race of the teacher appeared to take 

precedence over their child’s noncompliance with class or school rules. Their concern consisted 

more towards whether the teachers who removed their child from the class was haole or not. In 

other words the race, ethnicity, or culture of the teacher dictated a parent’s response when 

disciplining their child. 
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Pepper also experienced this island norm at her school. She described an incident when 

she called the parents of her students due to their misbehavior in class. She shared that the first 

question from a parent was directed to her and asked, “What did you do?” During the interview I 

probed if the parents knew she was White and her response was, “Yes, they knew I was White 

and could tell by how I spoke that I was White.” This frustrated Pepper greatly and she realized 

that this cultural or island norm was something that she would have to struggle with. She 

continued to share that as a White woman her first teaching experiences in working with 

Hawaiian/part Hawaiian students and staff, she would also ‘play dumb’. She stated that, “I knew 

that people were talking about me because I was fresh off the boat and I started making fun of 

myself along with them and played up the ditsy blonde.” She described how even the custodians 

made fun of her and that in order to appear amiable she stated that, “ I would joke with them and 

I would try whatever food that the brought in no matter how gnarly it was, I would try it.” 

Island norms. Island norm is a theme that encapsulated all of the teacher’s encounters 

even though the norms may have been different for each participant. These norms, embedded in 

the culture, were apparent throughout the study and occurred in everyday interactions.  

One particular island norm can be described as a seeming disconnect between occurring 

events that transpire on the continental U.S. and Hawai‘i. Papaya expressed that during her first 

week on the island of Molokai when 9/11 occurred staff at the school were upset that she had not 

reported for work. They wanted to know why she was not at work and this troubled her because 

what was transpiring appeared to be a national tragedy and a horrifying attack as expressed in the 

news, on the radio, and online and the assumption of reporting for work as if it was business as 

usual disturbed her. Additionally, her husband, a retired military officer, had just arrived to the 



94 

 

 

 

island of Molokai a week prior to the attack and did not know what to do or where to go. She 

was shocked and dismayed that no word had come from the principal addressing the protocol for 

the day. She later stated that it was clear to her that life on these islands would be as if she were 

detached from the rest of the world. 

This chapter identified the themes that emerged from the autoethnography, focus group, 

and interviews with the participants. The presented data revealed similarities throughout the 

participants’ experiences as teachers from the continental U.S. The theme of teacher-student 

relationship exposed the teacher’s dedication to their profession and how they worked toward 

making connections with the students. The themes of colleague, staff, and administrative support 

illuminated the camaraderie of teachers despite being local or from the continental U.S. Race, 

ethnicity, and culture which is the nexus of the teacher’s experience consisted of both positive 

and negative incidences.  

Resiliency Factors 

The participants were asked to identify factors that contributed to their resiliency of 

remaining in Hawai‘i as special education teachers. Each teachers shared several components of 

navigating Hawai‘i and things that aided in their decision to remain instead of leaving the island. 

See Table 8. 

Mountain. Mountain shared that his life was dedicated to traveling and he usually does 

not spend a long amount of time in one place and in fact Hawai‘i was the only place that he had 

remained for a significant amount of time. He explained that when he arrived in Hawai‘i he 

stayed with a Hawaiian family and became acculturated in the Hawaiian ways and customs. He 

reflected how living with them made a huge difference and recalled how being thrust into the 
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culture was good for him. He also surmised that living in Hawai‘i had been better than living 

anywhere else in the United States. He expounded by stating, “I’ve seen that it pays to be brown  

here and it’s nice because for 49 other ones, it doesn’t.” Mountain also credited his longevity in 

Hawai‘i with people like his colleagues and faculty members at his school. He stated that, “I'm so 

honored to work with them that every day I look forward to seeing them and giving them a huge 

hug and how they just keep me pumped up and motivated to go.” He said being with his 

colleagues was a huge factor that just made him want to come back the next day and do it again. 

Therefore the combination of traveling and having people in Hawaii was very helpful in making 

him want to stay. 

Monique. By the time she moved to Hawai‘i, Monique believed her experiences growing 

up in a military family prepared her to cope with feeling like the outsider. She understanding 

what was like to be a foreigner in other countries and realized that any where she went people 

will have prejudiced feelings towards her in some degree. This caused her to be more open to 

other people. Monique remarked, “I was always attracted to the outsider people and in my high 

school there were seven Blacks and one girl from Hawai‘i, and one girl from Turkey and I 

became friends with them because they didn't have such a narrow perspective on life.” Lastly, 

Monique also shared the fact that she was a professional and cared about the students and how 

that aided her in being seen more as an insider than an outsider. She stated, “If you can show 

that, above all, they will let you in and it doesn't matter what race you are.” 

Lucille. Lucille shared how she was able to remain in Hawai‘i because she had interests 

that were not associated with school or the education field.  
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Table 8.  

Participant Resiliency Protective Factors 

 

 

 

  

Participant Resiliency Element Resiliency Protective Factor 

Mountain Traveling Outside Interests 

 

Monique 

 

Awareness of being an outsider 

 

Self- Efficacy 

 

Lucille 

 

Heavyweight Boxer, Politics, TV reporter 

 

Outside Interests 

 

Papaya 

 

Husband, CES colleagues 

 

Strong Interpersonal 

Relationships 

 

Pepper 

 

Surfing, diving, student interests 

 

Meaningful student 

relationships, Outside 

Interests 

 

Sweetie 

 

Relied on EA 

 

Strong Interpersonal 

Relationships 
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She explained that having outside activities outside of teaching was beneficial for her. 

She indicated, “That for me it was having activities outside of teaching and when I left work I 

had different roles in different clothes.” For example, she stated that she had her own talk show 

in Maui, that she was also a professional boxer, and was even active in the political arena. 

Finally, Lucille mentioned that if she would have just focused on teaching she would not have 

made it in Hawai‘i.  

Papaya. Several factors helped Papaya remain in Hawai‘i as a special-education teacher. 

She believed one very important factor that kept her in Hawai‘i was the fact that she was not 

alone. She shared, “I was married to a retired military man which was very helpful while living 

on the island of Molokai.” The second factor that helped her remain in Hawai‘i was that the 

organization that she came over with, Columbus Educational Services, was very instrumental in 

providing workshops and supported her when she needed it. She spoke the incident in which she 

was being charged with trespassing for delivering a book to one of her students. She recalled, 

“Having someone from Columbus allowed me to feel supported and encouraged.” She stated that 

had it not been for this person in the organization to help get her through that incident she would 

have left HIDOE long before. One last thing that helped her navigate the system was discussions 

with some peers that also came to the island with the same educational group. They shared with 

one another the incidences that occurred which happened to be very similar to the ones Papaya 

had experienced. 

Pepper. Pepper’s experience of resiliency factors came in the form of making fun of 

herself because she knew the other people at her job were making fun of her. She stated, “One 

thing that helped me and that I use to my advantage was I knew that everyone talked about each 
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other at the school and I knew they were talking about me because I was fresh off the boat. I 

started making fun of myself along with them and played up the ditzy blonde act. I just asked a 

lot of questions and stuff and then I wanted to them to share the culture with me.”  Pepper also 

spoke to trying the different kinds of foods that were offered her. She also made fun of herself 

because she knew the students asked her to say certain things and repeat certain things and when 

she did it they would just laugh at her. Her way of getting to know the students, the school, and 

trying to become acculturated was trying out different foods, asking questions, and laughing at 

herself.  

Sweetie. Sweetie noted the importance of having people, specifically her EA, as an 

integral part of helping her navigate this new environment and culture. She remarked how 

essential her EA was for her because her EA informed her of cultural norms and accepted 

behavior of the school and of Hawai‘i. She mentioned how little tidbits like bringing food and 

talking story with the parents or guardians before beginning and IEP was important to parents. 

Knowing that there was someone there for her who guided her when she didn't know things or 

wasn't aware, was beneficial to her.  

Each of these teachers utilized some type of resiliency factor which enabled them to 

withstand the negative things they encountered while teaching. Each resiliency factor appeared 

to be indicative of their personality, their situation and or their surroundings.  In spite of the 

many reasons for these teacher to leave the field and Hawai‘i, these teachers were able to utilize 

outside sources in order to maintain healthy and appropriate relationships with students, families 

of the students, colleagues, staff, and administrators while teaching in HIDOE. 
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Chapter V will present the discussion and interpretation from the information obtained 

from the result section of this paper. I will also provide themes that resulted from each question 

and elaborate on the significance of how it relates to the current research. Furthermore, I will 

share limitations and recommendations for future research on this topic. 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

The purpose of this research was to identify a) cultural experiences by special education 

teachers from the continental United States with students in Hawai‘i and to b) identify factors 

that contributed to these teachers’ resiliency for remaining in Hawai‘i.  In this chapter I will 

discuss the data in terms of the themes generated from the critical incidences shared and expound 

on them as it pertains to the literature. Furthermore, I will elaborate on the resiliency factors that 

fortified the participants’ decision to remain in the Special Education field in Hawai‘i. Finally, I 

will share recommendations for future research on the topic and detail the limitations of the 

research. 

The critical incidences shared in this research were obtained through interviews, a focus 

group, and an autoethnography. Several teachers experienced similar incidences in terms of 

issues with race, ethnicity, and culture as it related to students, families, colleagues, staff, and 

administration while others had different experiences. Four themes emerged from the study as it 

related to each question. The themes were race, ethnicity, and culture, teacher-student 

relationship, colleague, staff, and administration support, and island norms. Incidences related by 

participants provided insight to how these teachers from the continental U.S. encountered and 

worked through cultural challenges while teaching special education in Hawai‘i. These 

incidences can serve as learning opportunities and can be utilized for future teaching examples 

for educators hired from the continental U.S. who may encounter similar experiences. In spite of 

cultural challenges faced by these teachers they displayed levels of professionalism, strength, 

integrity, resiliency, and commitment to teaching students with special needs in Hawai‘i.  
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The teachers’ experiences related through critical incidences answered the questions 

presented in Chapter I of this research paper. Their incidences reflected personal, positive, 

negative, and at times hurtful and humiliating experiences related to race, ethnicity, and culture. 

These teachers allowed themselves to become transparent by revealing specific and at times 

wounding incidences that occurred between their students, the families of their students, and 

their colleagues, staff, and administration.  

Autoethnography 

Throughout my autoethnography, I shared several incidences that shaped me as a teacher 

and have shaped my thinking of cultural interactions with certain students, their families, 

colleagues, staff, and administrators. Because of this, I can and have brought several biases 

which were applied to several situations. My experiences of being born and raised in the east 

coast and by African parents have greatly shaped my thinking, my expectations and most of all 

my understanding of people. It has also molded my communication styles which appear to be at 

times, opposite of some of the cultures which reside in Hawai‘i. Therefore my interactions, my 

response to students, families of the students, colleagues, staff, and administrators are profoundly 

based on my past experiences and my cultural upbringing. 

Specifically speaking to the incident with Ms. Wang that occurred over two years ago, I 

recognize that while reflecting and writing about that particular situation, it still produces a 

visceral reaction. I was under the impression that Ms. Wang was being childish, sneaky, and evil 

with how she handled the situation which led to my sense of feeling hurt and angered. Since then 

I realized that apparent cultural mismatch in how some groups within the local culture chooses to 

address situations are in direct contrast of my east coast ways of handling situations.  
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As an east coast person for 30 years prior to coming to Hawai‘i, I had learned to confront, 

talk out, and handle situations myself before involving the next person in the chain of command. 

Seemingly, here in Hawai‘i among certain groups, if there is an issue with a person, direct 

confrontation is not how things are accomplished. Apparently, speaking to others, soliciting 

advice of other colleagues, staff, and administrators before confronting the person face-to-face or 

in a group setting is how certain groups operate. This was and still is a difficult concept for me to 

learn and accept. I now understand that as much as I expected and wanted Ms. Wang to approach 

me in a direct manner and enlighten me with what her concerns were, it was just as difficult for 

me accept her non -confrontational approach. She relied on her local understanding, knowledge, 

and cultural upbringing of how to solve her issues with me yet I relied on my direct 

confrontational style of discussing, working it out, settling it, and moving on east coast 

understanding.  Though there have been several more incidences similar to this, this particular 

incident is the hardest cultural challenge I have experienced while living in Hawai`i. 

Focus Group Question #1 Theme of Race, Ethnicity, and Culture in Education 

Research question number 1 asked the participants to tell a story about an incident that 

occurred while teaching in Hawai‘i in which their race, ethnicity, and or cultural identity played 

a significant role in how they related to their students. Each participants’ response yielded a 

critical incident that resulted in the theme identified as race, ethnicity, and or culture and island 

norm. Only one teacher’s encounter appeared to be a positive experience of teacher-student 

interaction. Mountain’s experience, in what was described as “The United Nations,” is what 

many classrooms currently reflect or will reflect in the near future. His ability to positively 

influence, integrate, and promote student racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity was pivotal in how 
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his students interacted with each other in and out of the classroom. This experience confirms 

what research states about the student population in schools across the continental U.S. The rapid 

change of the U.S. diverse demographics is reflected more and more within the school system. 

According to Jeffy and Cooper (2011) by the year 2050 students of color will make up 47 

percent of the students in the nation’s public schools. This teacher’s approach to addressing the 

racial, ethnic, and cultural differences in his class can be utilized as an exemplar of speaking to 

the changes that are occurring in classrooms in Hawai‘i.  

The rest of the teachers experienced negative, pejorative, and racial outbursts by their 

students that caused some to feel hurt and humiliated. As teachers new to Hawai‘i, they had not 

been prepared to face such disrespectful and upsetting encounters by the students they were 

responsible for teaching. Racial and stereotypical views expressed by the students were common 

amongst the teachers’ experiences. Racially charged and derogatory words were used in 

everyday conversation which displayed intentional animosity towards some teachers. One word 

that was ubiquitously hurled at White teachers even in different situations was the term haole 

followed by or preceded by an expletive or insult. Haole, a Hawaiian term defined as foreigner, 

was used as a descriptor for White people and had been used in derogatory ways to insult, hurt, 

humiliate, and diminish some teachers who are White. As told by Hawaiian Kumus (teachers), 

the term haole simply means one without breath or spirit. However, for each one of the White 

participants, that definition is hurled with the offensive sting and degradation often felt by each 

recipient. Though the teaching force in Hawai‘i consists of 44% Asian (NCES.gov, 2008), White 

teachers who are recruited to teach in Hawai‘i from the continental U.S can be subjected to 

similar incidences. 
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Due to Hawai‘i’s rich ethnic and cultural mixture of inhabitants, students are very proud 

to share their ethnic makeup and can sometimes boast anywhere from four to five ethnicities. 

Sadly, some students tend to use race to mock, mimic, and shame fellow students and teachers. 

Jokes negatively portraying racial, ethnic, and stereotypical characteristics of groups are 

considered an island norm in Hawai‘i. Furthermore, Hawai‘i’s history which speaks to White 

missionaries, businessmen, and foreigners from the continental U.S. and their connections in 

Hawai‘i was often troubled and unwelcomed (Howes & Osorio, 2010; McDermott, Tseng, & 

Maretzki, 1980; Meyer, 2003; Trask, 1993) and still bears the scars of their contact with the 

Native Hawaiians even to this day.  

In the end, each teacher recalled an incident that caused him or her to internalize how 

race was viewed by their students. For the majority of teachers, they encountered a negative 

incident that involved their race but only one teachers’ experience with race, ethnicity, and 

culture was viewed as positive. Race, ethnicity, and culture is embedded in the everyday lives of 

the Hawaiian/part Hawaiian students and it is often used as a mechanism to identify themselves 

and others. But sadly it is also used a way to hurt or to belittle someone knowingly or 

unknowingly. For these teachers from the continental U.S, the use of race as a conversation 

starter, an arbitrary identifier, or as a means to belittle someone, became a cultural challenge that 

they encountered. Some students used race, ethnicity, and culture to identify, describe or to 

connect to a teacher but for those teachers who were White, some students used race, ethnicity, 

and culture to project displeasure or hate. Despite these negative incidences that involved race, 

ethnicity, and culture as it related to their students, the teachers continued to teach their students 

and some used race issues as a teaching tool to connect to their students. 
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Focus Group Question # 2 Theme of Teacher-Student Relationship 

 Research question 2 asked the participants to tell a story of an incident that occurred 

while teaching in Hawai‘i in which they believed their race, ethnicity, and or cultural identity 

played a significant role in how they related to the families of their students. The incidents 

described by the teachers illuminated the prominence of race, ethnicity, and culture in how 

parents related to teachers. All of the teachers except one described negative encounters with 

parents of their special education students.  In most incidences teachers were accused by parents 

of inadequate or insensitive communication with the students. Specifically, if the teacher was 

White and described a student’s inappropriate behavior, parents placed the blame on the teacher. 

Some parents inquired about the race of the teacher when their child received disciplinary action. 

Upon learning the teacher’s race, if White, the parents questioned the integrity of the teacher and 

in essence blamed them for the students’ misbehaviors. (For example, in Pepper’s account of 

calling a parent to explain a student’s misbehavior, the parent asked her if she was White and 

when she confirmed that she was, the parent wanted to know what she did to cause the student’s 

misconduct). This was inexplicable to the teachers because the parents’ reactions connoted 

cynicism of their credibility as teachers to truthfully describe their child’s classroom 

misbehaviors thereby absolving the student from classroom/school misconduct. These incidences 

were viewed as racial because many of the responses that they received from the parents were 

negative and mentioned the teachers’ race, ethnicity, and/or culture as factors for dismissal of 

inappropriate behavior and insubordination. In the incidences described by the teachers in this 

research, interacting with the parents of the students may have caused the teachers to become 
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uncomfortable with open communication and thereby not being forthcoming with information 

about the students’ subsequent behaviors. 

Teachers described being shocked and disappointed about this situation and the negative 

interactions with some parents based on race. For the most part, these teachers did not find 

working with parents advantageous because of the parents’ negative views about their race. 

Collins & Pieterse (2007) poignantly stated that, “With regards to race, individuals are generally 

socialized to be polite and courteous and, above all, to deny or repress the automatic feelings that 

surface” (p 19). However, in Hawai‘i where race, ethnicity, and culture are proudly voiced by 

parents and students, teachers who are unfamiliar or uncomfortable with the topic and issues of 

race may find it difficult to interact with some parents.  

Focus Group Question # 3 Theme of Colleague, Staff, and Administrative Support 

 Research question 3 asked the participants to tell a story of an incident that occurred 

while teaching in Hawai‘i where their race, ethnicity, and or cultural identity played a significant 

role in how they related to their colleagues, staff, or administrators. This question resulted in 

three stories of positive experiences and three stories of negative experiences from teachers. The 

three teachers who had positive experiences described incidences that had very little to do race, 

ethnicity, and culture in how they interacted with their colleagues, staff, and administration. 

Interestingly, teachers who experienced positive support expressed incidences in which they 

performed their duties in the natural way of them just being themselves. It appeared that the 

natural expressions of who they were was manifested in how they related to their colleagues. 

Specifically, Mountain expressed his appreciation for his coworkers and was motivated to come 

to work and teach with people whom he respected. Monique’s joy of teaching students with 
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special needs was expressed through her every day classroom activities as well as her ability to 

communicate her love for the arts with her students often going above and beyond what some 

teachers would do. Lucille’s southern upbringing played significant roles in how she interacted 

with her colleagues, staff, and administrators. Her motto of ‘treat everyone how you like to be 

treated” was evident in how she interacted on a daily basis. For these participants, their 

interactions could be described as them just being who they were no matter what the 

environment and being able to amicably and professionally connect with colleagues, staff, and 

administration rather than interactions centering on their racial, ethnic, or culture differences. 

Equally interesting is the understanding that three teachers experienced negative 

incidences when they interacted with their colleagues, staff, and administration. These teachers 

felt as if race, ethnicity, and culture were the impetus that caused strife and dissention amongst 

people at school and therefore made it difficult to have a positive work relationship with their 

colleagues, staff, and administration. These incidence were identified as what could be 

considered island norms. These island norms were situations that occurred in which it appeared 

to be within the normal and accepted behavior of some colleagues, staff, and administration. For 

example, Papaya’s shock and dismay of local residents’ calling police on her for delivering a 

book to a student and being threatened by that parent for trespassing. She was distraught in 

thinking her gestures as a considerate and caring teacher could be viewed as negative by a parent 

was something she had never experienced before. Moreover, Lucille’s account of students’ 

prolific use of profanity in the classroom towards students, faculty, and staff which was 

explained by the administrators to be acceptable and normal behavior for the students. When it 

came to addressing problems that teachers faced either with students, colleagues, staff, or 
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administration where race, ethnicity, and culture was an issue, it appeared that administrators 

dealt with the issue by not addressing it. In other words, if teachers had a complaint about what 

someone said or did as it related to race, ethnicity, or culture, very little to nothing was done to 

address the teachers’ concern.  For the teachers who experienced negative reactions from their 

colleagues, staff, and administration, it made them realize how race is sometimes handled in 

Hawai‘i and that for some schools, this was how things of this nature appeared to be settled. 

These positive and negative incidences experienced by the participants in this study 

support the research that highlight the importance of fostering a positive and supportive 

environment and the consequences of not maintaining such. One predictor of teacher retention is 

teachers’ ability to connect and feel a part of school environment through the support they 

receive from colleagues, staff, and administrators (Bataineh & Alsagheer, 2012; Jones, 2011; 

Jones, Youngs, & Frank, 2013; Noremore & Floyd, 2005; Sass, Seal, & Martin, 2011; Tasdan & 

Yalcin, 2010). Studies revealed that, “poor relationships with colleagues have been cited as a 

source of burnout for beginning special education teachers, and they have negative influence on 

retention decisions (Jones, Youngs, & Frank, 2013, p 367). Furthermore, studies revealed that 

dissatisfaction with support from administrators resulted in large numbers of special education 

teachers for leaving their positions (Jones, 2011). 

Resiliency Factors that Contributed to Participants Remaining in Hawai‘i 

In spite of the large numbers of special education teachers needed at the beginning of 

every year, teachers who participated in this study have succeeded in remaining in the field by 

exhibiting unyielding resiliency. Resiliency is defined as the ability to bounce back (Malloy & 

Allen, 2007), stay the course (Brunetti, 2006), and thrive (Beltman, Mansfield & Price, 2011) 
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after a distressing or traumatic setback with the capacity to overcome challenges and “gain new 

insights which minimize the impact of adversity for future encounters (Castro, Kelly & Shih, 

2010, p 623). Though the participants in this study encountered challenges related to race, 

ethnicity, and culture while teaching in Hawai‘i, they demonstrated levels of persistence and 

fortitude that is often lost by many beginning teachers who work with students with disabilities.  

Table 9 shows resiliency protective factors and risk factors special education teachers 

often face while working in this field. Risk factors such as copious paperwork, lack of 

administrative support, low salary, challenging student behavior, lack of colleague support or 

collaboration, limited and outdated resources, high caseload, feelings of low professional status, 

inability to meet the needs of disadvantaged students, geographic and social isolation, and 

relationship with students’ parents were listed as reasons many teachers leave the field. 

Protective factors listed as a strong sense of competence, self-efficacy, humor, being organized, 

purposeful career decision-making, professional freedom, strong interpersonal relationships, 

outside interests, altruistic motives, meaningful student relationships, and emotional intelligence 

were reasons that allowed the participants to not only remain in the field but in Hawai‘i. 

All of the participants in this research have been successful in remaining in the special 

education field for five or more years. In fact, the average number of years for the participants 

teaching special education in this study was 18. Unlike the research that proclaims special 

education teachers stay in the field on average of four to five years before leaving (Jones, 2011; 

Muller, Gorrow & Fiala, 2011; Olivarez & Arnold, 2006; Stough & Palmer, 2003) these teachers 

established protective factors for overcoming the desire to leave and have remained in the field 

well beyond what studies assert to be the average number of years before leaving. 
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Meanwhile teachers who possess protective factors related to resiliency eventually 

experience fulfillment and longevity in the field. These teachers appeared to possess common 

qualities such as a strong sense of competence in content area (Benedict, Brownell, Yujeong, 

Bettini & Lauterbach, 2014),  

self- efficacy (Beltman, Mansfield & Price, 2011; Benedict, et al, Mansfield et al, 2012 ), a sense 

of altruism (Jones, 2011; Mansfield et al, 2012 ), meaningful student relationships,( Beltman, 

Mansfield & Price, 2011; Benedict, et al, 2014; Brunetti, 2006; Malloy & Allen 2007;), a sense 

of humor (Mansfield et al, 2012), strong interrelationships (Castro, Kelly, & Shih, 2010; Malloy 

& Allen 2007; Stough & Palmer, 2003;), and outside interests (Castro, Kelly, & Shih, 2010). 

Protective factors such as having outside interests, altruistic motives, maintaining 

meaningful student relationships, and sustaining strong interpersonal relationships were reasons 

cited for remaining in the field as long as they have. These teachers enjoyed their lives outside of 

school and invested their energy into other interests and hobbies that kept them well-balanced. 

Participants’ outside interests ranged from political endeavors, dancing, hiking, surfing, and 

traveling. Others verbalized their desire to teach student with disabilities as sincerely wanting to 

make a difference in their students’ lives. Interestingly, the majority of these teachers were 

familiar with and had worked with students, parents and faculty who were racially, ethnically, 

and culturally diverse prior to working with students in Hawai‘i.   

Schools across the continental U.S. and in Hawai‘i struggle every year to meet the 

demands of retaining certified, licensed, and highly qualified special education teachers. The 

necessity for special education teaching positions to be filled causes concern for administrators at 

the beginning of ever school year. 



111 

 

 

 

Table 9. 

Risk and Protective Factors of Special Education Teacher Attrition and Resiliency 

Risk Factors Protective Factors 

Copious paperwork Strong sense of competence 

Lack of administrator support Self- efficacy 

Low salary Humor 

Challenging student behavior Organized  

Lack of colleague support/collaboration Purposeful career decision making 

Limited/outdated resources Professional freedom 

High case load Strong interpersonal relationships 

Low professional status 

Meeting needs of disadvantaged students 

Geographic/social isolation 

Relationship with students’ parents 

Outside interests 

Altruistic motives 

Meaningful student relationships 

Emotional intelligence 
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However, though these teachers faced many obstacles and cultural challenges while 

teaching special education students in Hawai‘i, they have remained here longer than many of the 

teachers that are currently recruited today. Because of their love for teaching, their dedication to 

the field, and their growth and maturity in who they are and what they know these teachers can 

be described as some of the most dedicated special education teachers in Hawai‘i. Across the 

continental U.S. and Hawai‘i special education teachers encounter a myriad of reasons to leave 

the profession. These teachers experienced a range of obstacles beyond what is emphasized in 

the current studies. They endured issues related to race, ethnicity, and culture and yet 

demonstrated the resiliency to remain in the profession and remain in the special education field 

in Hawai‘i. Though two of the participants have retired, they continue to work in the special 

education field as substitute teachers and tutors while the remainder of the participants still work 

and teach students with disabilities in Hawai‘i.  

These teachers experienced a range of obstacles that were related to race, ethnicity, and 

culture but demonstrated tenacity and resiliency to remain in the special education teaching 

field. Additionally, at the time of the study, two teachers had retired from special-education 

profession. 

Discussion of theoretical framework as it relates to results. The theoretical framework 

of critical incident was very relevant to supporting the findings in this research. The information 

gathered on cultural differences experienced by the participants was collected via interview and 

self-report. The participants were interviewed in a focus group and individually. Each participant 

shared specific and critical incidences on race, ethnic, and cultural occurrences that related to the 

students, families of the students, colleagues, staff, and administration. This information can and 
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should be used to solve practical problems that prevent Hawai‘i from maintaining the necessary 

number of highly qualified and licensed teachers in special education. The four components of 

critical incident analysis were salient throughout this study. Each participant encountered the 

essential tenents of acknowledgment, confrontation, reflection, and commitment (Collins and 

Pieterse, 2007) as it related to their individual encounters. Vachon and Leblanc (2011) declared 

that CIA’s usefulness and benefits require events to have a particular significance and 

importance for the learner in order to gain significance insight for the learner. All of the 

participants gained an insight to how cultural differences impacted teacher’s ability to teach, to 

connect to the students, families, their colleagues, staff, and administrators.  

Conversely, the theoretical framework as it applies to deficit thinking and eugenics 

movement did not appear to have any significant role in these teachers interaction with their 

students, families of the students, colleagues, staff, and administrators. Hawai‘i’s demographics 

consists of a majority of minorities.  In other words, there is no majority race in Hawai‘i. Hawai‘i 

has many groups that forms its state population and no one group has statewide dominance. 

Therefore deficit thinking and eugenics movement philosophy as described earlier in this 

research had no bearing on how the participants in this study interacted with students, families of 

the students, their colleagues, staff, and administrators. As a matter of fact, the opposite of deficit 

thinking and eugenics movement occurred due to the fact that all of the White teachers from the 

continental U.S. and some African Americans experienced some form of racial mistreatment by 

the students, families, their colleagues, staff, and administrators.  

The theoretical framework of critical incident and critical incident analysis allowed the 

teachers to express and reflect specific occurrences that pertained to cultural challenges while 
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teaching in Hawai‘i. Vachon and LeBlanc (2011) emphasized a key component of reflection and 

clearly stated the conventions that led to particular actions in critical analysis process. The 

teachers in this study clearly identified race, ethnicity, and or culture as the impetus of cultural 

challenges with students, families, colleagues, staff, and administrators. Thereby, their actions of 

who they were as an African American, Middle Eastern, or White cannot be changed in order to 

predict or alter future outcomes when teaching special education students in Hawai‘i. In sharing 

these situations that involved race, ethnicity, and or culture teachers realized that these types of 

incidents are not isolated but in fact are experiences that teachers experience when coming to 

Hawai‘i from the continental U.S. As teachers reflected on some incidences during the focus 

group and through individual interviews, similarities emerged which revealed commonalities in 

students’, parents’, colleague, staff, and administrators’ behaviors towards teachers from the 

continental U.S.  

Meanwhile, the critical incident framework supported the need for teachers, 

administration, and hopefully the state of Hawai‘i to recognize the role that race, ethnicity, and 

culture serve when recruiting teachers from the continental U.S. As teachers, we bring who we 

are into our classrooms. Our thoughts, our beliefs, our traditions, our worldviews, our race, 

culture, and ethnicity accompany us every day and are essential to who we are. According to 

Hanhimaki & Tirri (2009) “teachers cannot separate their own moral character from their 

professional self” (p. 108).  If this is the case, one can postulate that teachers cannot separate 

their race, their ethnicity, or culture from their professional selves. Therefore, how can race, 

ethnicity, and culture not play a significant role when teaching in a culture as diverse as 

Hawai‘i’s?  Numerous residents of Hawai‘i proudly boast their genealogical make up that 
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sometimes claim four to five ethnicities. With such racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity in this 

society one would expect there to be an acceptability, tolerance, and understanding of such 

diversity to be a non-factor in every day interactions. Collins & Pieterse (2007) poignantly stated 

that, “With regards to race, individuals are generally socialized to be polite and courteous and, 

above all, to deny or repress the automatic feelings that surface” (p 19). They also espouse that 

race is in fact “an integral aspect of American society and that interpersonal interactions are 

deeply affected by race relations” (p. 18).  These subtle or blatant interactions are sometimes 

based in differing racial, ethnic, and cultural viewpoints. Race, ethnicity, and culture may not be 

a salient factor in schools that are primarily homogeneous. However, in Hawai‘i, public urban 

schools, and locales on the continental U.S. where the student population is dynamically shifting 

to reflect the cultural and ethnic explosion occurring in American culture, teachers are expected 

to reach and teach to the diversity reflected in their classroom.  But equally important, the 

diversity of teachers as it pertains to their race, ethnicity, and culture need to be respected by and 

supported by students, parents, colleagues, staff, and administration not just on the continental 

U.S. but in Hawai‘i as well.  

Limitations  

 One limitation of this study can be contributed to the researcher’s role as participant 

observer. It was imperative that when interpreting the critical incidents shared by the participants 

I did not assign racial, ethnic, or cultural challenges to their experiences that in other terms could 

be interpreted as ordinary teacher issues. Several occasions of this occurred where clarity on my 

part was necessary in understanding a shared incident by a participant which needed to be 

clarified because of my misinterpretation. Furthermore, the use of the term ‘incident’ in each 



116 

 

 

 

question could have biased the participants’ responses to only share negative situations. The 

majority of incidences shared tended to be negative and could have been a result of the 

terminology used in the questioning. Instead of using this term, a different one could have been 

used to get similar or different responses. 

In addition, this study included only six teachers from the continental U.S. The 

information obtained from the small number of teachers may not be significant enough to 

generalize to all special education teachers from the continental U.S. Unfortunately, in terms of 

gender, only one male participated in this study. The male perspective on perceived cultural 

challenges related to race, ethnicity, and culture could provide an insight on cultural challenges 

experienced in Hawai‘i that differs from the female perspective.  Limited male perspective may 

have restricted generalizability of information on this topic.  

Lastly, this study was limited in the diversity of racially, ethnically, and culturally 

participants needed. This study included only African Americans, a Middle Eastern, and White 

participants. I believe this research could have been more beneficial by including Asian 

American, Latina and Latino teachers, and other racial and ethnic groups represented in the 

HIDOE.  

Recommendations/Implications for Future Research 

 The United States struggles every year to fill special education positions with certified, 

highly qualified, and licensed special educations teachers (Butler, 2008; Chambers, 2008; Higher 

Education Consortium for Special Education, 2010; Nance & Calabrese, 2009; National 

Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality, 2009; US Department of Education, 2012). In 

Hawai‘i the struggle to fill special education positions is exacerbated by its isolated geographical 
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location (Okamura, 2008). The purpose of this study identified challenges related to cultural 

differences experienced by special education teacher from the continental U.S. that may also 

make it difficult for Hawai‘i to hire and maintain certified, highly qualified, and licensed special 

educations teachers.  An interview, a focus group and an autoethnography were integral in 

obtaining information for this study. These qualitative methods allowed for rich description and 

detail of events that gave insight to cultural challenges experienced by these teachers. Their 

stories illuminated the difficulties that some of them experienced and can possibly assist the 

HIDOE with strategic hiring and placement of teachers. 

Recommendations for this research include interviewing students of special education 

students that are taught by teachers from the continental U.S. The students have a first-hand 

knowledge of what it's like to be taught by teachers from the continental U.S and can provide a 

unique insight into their experiences. Recommendations for further research on this topic may 

elucidate cultural challenges experienced by teachers from the continental U.S. by interviewing 

local students to give them a voice and have discussions to understand their perspectives.  

Another recommendation is to interview families that have students taught by teachers 

from the continental U.S. Parents, guardians, and care takers could give their perspective of what 

issues they perceive are occurring as a result of having teachers from the continental U.S. teach 

their children. These parents are key to how their students behave in class with teachers who may 

not look like them. For some parents having teachers from different racial, ethnic, and cultural 

backgrounds stood as a barrier for them to understand and communicate respectfully about their 

child’s behavior. Speaking with parents and providing them with an opportunity to express their 

viewpoint as well as providing them with an understand of the lack of the necessary numbers of 
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local and Hawaiian/part Hawaiian, or Polynesian teachers that are needed to meet the special 

education teacher demand can possibly alleviate the struggle for parents and teachers to work 

amicably as they support each other and the student. 

Additionally, it would be beneficial to interview EA's that work in the classroom with 

local students and with teachers from the continental U.S. EA's play an integral role in the 

classroom. In many classrooms, EAs provide cultural background and knowledge of the school 

and community and often perform as ‘cultural brokers’ between the teacher, the students, and 

their families. EA's are a vital part of special education bringing with them a cultural capital that 

is extremely useful to new teachers. Compared to teachers EAs are often older, more 

experienced, and connected with the families and community that provide a wealth of knowledge 

to new and teachers. Without the knowledge, insight, and experience EAs possess and bring to 

the classroom, I believe teaching special education in Hawai‘i could be even more difficult. Their 

wealth of knowledge extends beyond the classroom and covers things these new teachers lack. 

They have access to and knowledge of the community, of the students, and of the school but 

more importantly of how these teachers can become successful in working in this culture.  

Lastly, interviewing administration could be beneficial to this topic as many 

administrators face the high turnover and low retention rates of special education teachers at their 

schools. Administrators specifically principals, vice principals, and special education department 

chairs, can expand knowledge in this area as they are the ones interviewing, hiring, and engaging 

potential teachers in order to fill vacant positions. For administrators in hard-to-fill areas on this 

island and also the neighbor islands, creating dialogue with teachers from the continental U.S., 



119 

 

 

 

student, parents, and EA’s could possibly enlighten the struggles facing Hawai‘i with teacher 

retention in this area. 

Our special education students require and deserve licensed and highly qualified, and 

licensed teachers. In order for schools across the nation as well as in Hawai‘i to meet the 

demands for qualified teachers, issues of race, ethnicity, and culture along with on-going 

concerns regarding retention must continue to be addressed. These concerns need to be not only 

addressed but eventually solved in order to provide students with special needs a beneficial, 

stable, and adequate education. Lastly, studies on teacher resiliency but more specifically special 

education teachers and resiliency, should remain an area of focus for research. Numerous studies 

have been published on the risk factor of teacher attrition, but few on resiliency and protective 

factors associated with retention. Although other factors contributing to the retention and 

attrition rates of teachers have been identified, factors such as race, ethnicity, and culture have 

limited studies recognizing resiliency factors within the special education field (Olivarez & 

Arnold, 2006).  
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CHAPTER VI 

Summary 

Special education teachers continue to be in constant demand at the beginning of every 

school year. The attrition rate for special education teachers in the United States is reported to be 

4 to 5 years (Castro, Kelly & Shih, 2009; Jones, 2011; Olivarez & Arnold, 2006; Shernoff, et al 

2011; & Stough& Palmer, 2003). Challenges that plague the field range from disruptive student 

behavior, unsupportive colleagues, staff, and administration, copious paper work, and low salary 

(Castro, Kelly & Shih, 2009, Mansfield, Beltman, Price, & McConney, 2012; Muller, Gorrow & 

Fiala, 2011). These and other factors contribute to increased rates of special education teacher 

shortage.  

Moreover, the concern of special education teacher shortage in Hawai‘i is exacerbated by 

other dynamics such as cultural challenges teachers from the continental U.S. experience while 

working within HIDOE. The challenges identified in this research were teacher-student 

relationship, colleague, staff, and administrative support, race, ethnic, and cultural challenges, 

and concerns that can be categorized as island norms. Furthermore, special education teachers 

from the continental U.S. faced obstacles such as geographical isolation, economic, and cost of 

living issues. Geographically speaking, Hawai‘i is the most isolated piece of land located in the 

middle of the Pacific Ocean. Consequently, Hawai‘i’s cost-of-living as compared to other states 

on the continental U.S. is higher in regards to the salary of first year and new teachers on the 

continental U.S. These components of island living should be of great concern for HIDOE as 

they struggle to obtain and retain highly qualified, certified, and licensed special education 

teachers.  
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The main focus of this study was to identify a) cultural challenges experienced by special 

education teachers from the continental U.S. in Hawai‘i schools and b) identify factors that 

contributed to the resiliency of these special education teachers. The questions that guided this 

study were as follows:  

1)  Tell me a story about an incident that occurred while teaching in Hawai‘i that 

your race, ethnicity, and or cultural identity played a significant role in how you 

related to your students. 

2) Tell me a story about an incident that occurred while teaching in Hawai‘i in 

which you believe your race, ethnicity, and or cultural identity played a 

significant role in how you related to the family of one of your students. 

3) Tell me a story about an incident that occurred while teaching in Hawai‘i that 

your race, ethnicity, and or cultural identity played a significant role in how you 

related to your colleagues, staff, and or administrators. 

Qualitative methods were used during this study to ascertain data. The intention of 

qualitative research for this study allowed the researcher to provide rich descriptive information 

to answer questions about why or how something occurs in relation with human social 

interaction (Agee, 2009; Gelo, Braakmann, & Benetka, 2008). A one-time focus group, 

interviews, and an autoethnography were conducted with six former and current special 

education teachers from the continental U.S. This study utilized critical incident analysis 

technique for ascertaining crucial facts concerning behavior as defined situations (Flanagan, 

1954) and was crucial in obtaining data for this research. Critical analysis provided vital insight 

to cultural circumstances and challenges that emerged during teaching experiences of special 



122 

 

 

 

educators from the continental U.S. Each participant taught in HIDOE for five or more years, 

was from the continental U.S. therefore, met the criteria for this study and was able to 

participate. 

The themes that emerged from the study revealed challenges in the areas of teacher-student 

relationships, colleague, staff, and administrative support, racial, ethnic, and cultural 

interpretations, and island norms. The experiences of the participants provided information on 

the cultural challenges that they encountered while teaching in Hawai‘i. Each teacher provided 

critical incidences of how their race, ethnicity, and cultural identities related to their experiences 

as a special education teacher in Hawai‘i.  

 Hawai‘i is saturated with its uniquely beautiful cultural traditions, customs, and behaviors 

which at times can overwhelm people from the continental U.S. For newly arriving teachers, 

navigating cultural trends, parents’ expectations and attitudes, and the job requirements can be 

daunting. EA's often act as cultural brokers and play an integral part with assisting these new 

teachers and their transition to the island and school community. Their knowledge of the school, 

the students, and the community are integral in facilitating a teacher’s transition from the 

continental U.S. to Hawai‘i.  

Resiliency factors such as having a support system, outside interests, and altruistic 

motivations can also support the teachers to remain in special education despite proclivities of 

abandoning the field. Hawai‘i will continue to face shortages in the special education field and 

struggle to obtain and retain certified, highly qualified, and licensed special education teachers 

unless issues such as racial, ethnic, and cultural differences are addressed by the HIDOE. 
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Providing historical background for all new teachers about Hawai‘i and sharing key information 

to incoming teachers will allow them to potentially experience a pleasant transition from the 

continental U.S. to Hawai‘i and facilitate better relationships with local and Hawaiian/part 

Hawaiian students, families, colleagues, staff, and administration.  
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Appendix A 

Demographic Information 

1) Race: (Check all that apply) 

 African-American (Black), not Hispanic or Latino 

 American Indian/Alaska Native, not Hispanic or Latino 

 Asian: Specifically _______________ 

 Hispanic or Latino 

 Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander: Specifically____________ 

 White, not Hispanic or Latino 

 Two or more races, not Hispanic or Latino 

 Other: _________________ 
 

2) I am ____ years old. 

3) What state/country are you from? __________ 

4) Number of years you lived in that state/country? ______ 

5) Number of yrs. teaching special education? _________ 

6) Number of years in Hawaii Department of Education? __ 

7) Are you currently licensed in Hawaii? ___Yes ___No 

8) Are you highly qualified to teach in Hawaii? ____Yes ___No 

If Yes, in what area(s)? _____________________ 

9) What is your highest level of education? ______________________ 

10) Have you served in any other positions besides classroom teacher? _____Yes _____No 

If yes, please list____________________________ 

11) Are you currently retired from teaching? Yes____ No___ 

 

12) Sex: ____ Male   ____ Female ____ Prefer not to answer 
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13) On the back of this paper, please write a brief description of your overall teaching 

history. Include any description of multicultural classes or experiences with diversity prior to 

teaching in Hawaii. 
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Appendix B 

Focus Group/Interview Questions 

Race, Ethnicity and Cultural Diversity 

 

1) Tell me a story of an incident that occurred while teaching in Hawai‘i that your race, 
ethnicity, and/or cultural identity played a significant role in how you related to your 
students. 
 
 If all responses only addressed negative instances, follow-up this question by asking 

if anyone has a story of a positive incident involving race, ethnicity, and/or cultural 
identity that played a significant role in how you related to your students.....or, If all 
responses only addressed positive instances, follow-up this question by asking if 
anyone has a story of a negative incident involving race, ethnicity, and/or cultural 
identity that played a significant role in how you related to your students. 

 

2) Tell me a story of an incident that occurred while teaching in Hawai‘i in which you 
believe your race, ethnicity, and/or cultural identity played a significant role in how you 
related to the family of one of your students. 
 

 If all responses only addressed negative instances, follow-up this question by asking 

if anyone has a story of a positive incident involving race, ethnicity, and/or cultural 

identity that played a significant role in how you related to a family of one of your 

students......or, If all responses only addressed positive instances, follow-up this 

question by asking if anyone has a story of a negative incident involving race, 

ethnicity, and/or cultural identity that played a significant role in how you related to a 

family of one of your students. 

 

 
3) Tell me a story of an incident that occurred while teaching in Hawai‘i that your race, 

ethnicity, and/or cultural identity played a significant role in how you related to your 
colleagues, staff and /or administrators. 

 

 If all responses only addressed negative instances, follow-up this question by asking 
if anyone has a story of a positive incident involving race, ethnicity, and/or cultural 

identity that played a significant role in how you related to colleagues, staff, and/or 

administrators...or, If all responses only addressed positive instances, follow-up this 

question by asking if anyone has a story of a negative incident involving race, 

ethnicity, and/or cultural identity that played a significant role in how you related to 

colleagues, staff, and/or administrators. 
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Appendix C 

University of Hawai‘i  

Consent to Participate in Research Project 

Marcia D. Howard 

Primary Investigator 

808-387-3000 

marciaho@hawaii.edu 

 

 

Challenges Related to Cultural Differences Experienced by Special Education Teachers from the 

Continental United States with Students in Hawai‘i. 

My name is Marcia D. Howard, a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa 

(UH), in the Department of Exceptionalities.  As part of this program, I must conduct research. 

The purpose of my current research project is to identify challenges related to cultural 

differences experienced by special education teachers from the continental United States in 

Hawai‘i. I am asking you to participate in this project because you are a special education teacher 

from the continental United States and have taught in Hawai‘i. 

Project Description- Activities and Commitment:  If you participate, I will interview you once 

in a face to face meeting. The interview will be approximately an hour to an hour and half.  I will 

record the interview using a speaker phone and a digital audio-recorder. I am recording the 

interview so I can go back and transcribe a written record of what we talked about during the 

interview and analyze the information from the interview. If you participate, you will be one of 

seven special education teachers I will interview individually. One example of the type of 

question I will ask is, “Have you experienced any challenges related to cultural differences while 

mailto:marciaho@hawaii.edu
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teaching here in Hawai‘i?” If you would like to preview a copy of all the questions that I will ask 

you, please let me know.  

Benefits and Risks: I believe there are no direct benefits to you in participating in my research 

project. However, the results of this project might help me and other researchers learn more 

about challenges related to cultural differences experienced by special education teachers from 

the continental Unites States and what affect that may have on special education teacher 

retention and attrition. I also believe there is little to no risk to you participating in this research 

project. Risks that you may experience may be loss of privacy if experiences are distinct and 

identifiable. If, however, you are uncomfortable or stressed by answering any of these research 

questions, we will skip the question, take a break, stop the interview, or you can withdraw from 

the project all together. 

Confidentiality and Privacy: During this research project, I will keep all data from the 

interviews in a secure location. Only I will have access to the data, although the University of 

Hawai‘i Human Studies Program will have the right to review research records. 

After I transcribe the interviews, I will erase the audio recordings. When I report the results of 

my research project, and in my typed transcripts, I will not use your name or any other 

personally identifying information. Instead, I will use a pseudonym, (fake name) for your name. 

If you would like a summary of the findings from my final report, please contact me at the 

number at the listed near the end of this consent form. 

Voluntary Participation: Participation in this research project is voluntary. You can choose 

freely to participate or not to participate. In addition at any point during project, you can 

withdraw your permission without any penalty without loss of benefits. 
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Questions: If you have any questions about this project, please contact me via phone at 808-387-

3000 or email me at marciaho@hawaii.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a 

research participant in this project, you can contact the University of Hawai‘i, Human Studies 

Program by phone at 808-957-5007 or by email at uhirb@hawaii.edu. 

Please keep the prior portion of this consent form for your records. If you agree to participate in 

this project, please sign the following portion and return to Marcia D. Howard 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Tear or cut here 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Signature(s) for Consent: ____________________________________________ 

I agree/do not agree to participate in the research project entitled, “Challenges Related to 

Cultural Differences Experienced by Special Education Teachers from the Continental United 

States with Students in Hawai‘i.” I understand I can change my mind about participating in this 

project at any time by notifying the researcher. 

Your Name (Print): _________________________________ 

Your Signature: ____________________________________ 

Date: _____________________________________________ 

 

  

mailto:marciaho@hawaii.edu
mailto:uhirb@hawaii.edu
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