
 

Hawaiʻi Breathes Multilingualism
 

Patricia Espiritu Halagao and Cheryl Ka‘uhane Lupenui 

Four years after serving on the Hawaiʻi State Board of Education, Patricia Espiritu 
Halagao and Cheryl Ka‘uhane Lupenui engage in conversation about their work on 
linguistic and culturally sustaining policies. Lupenui was instrumental in establishing Nā 
Hopena A o̒ (HĀ and BREATH, Policy E-3), a new “Ends” Policy of learning outcomes 
grounded in Hawaiian values and culture for the educational system. Halagao’s work on 
the Seal of Biliteracy (Policy 105-15) and Multilingualism for Equitable Education 
(Policy 105-14) policies comes out of this context. 

Here they reflect on the past and imagine a future around the question: “What is 
multilingualism in Hawai‘i?” They bring in voices of language scholars to get to their own 
na a̒u (gut, heart), and they invite you to join their search for conditions where 
multiculturalism and multilingualism thrive in Hawai‘i’s past, present, and future. 

Cheryl: Since we’ve left the Board, it’s rewarding to see where our culture and lan­
guage policies have taken root and spread because of schools’ and community 
support! Under Director Kau‘i Sang’s leadership, the Hawai‘i Department of Edu­
cation’s (HIDOE) first Office of Hawaiian Education just turned five years old, and 
they are grounding education in Hawaiian ways of knowing. ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i teach­
ers are getting bonuses, HĀ and Hawaiian culture-based learning opportunities 
abound, and Hawaiian language courses are free to educators. 

The three Hawaiian-focused policies we approved also made room for the Seal 
of Biliteracy and Multilingualism for Equitable Education policies. Both firsts in 
the history of Hawai‘i. 

Patricia: This year, HIDOE sponsored its second annual multilingualism sympo­
sium and awarded more seniors with the Seal of Biliteracy, signaling their 
proficiency in Hawaiian or English and an additional language, like Filipino and 
Chuukese. Multilingualism is in the Governor’s Hawai‘i Blueprint for Education 
and HIDOE Promise Plan, which it defines as “people or groups with the ability to 
use more than two languages for communication.” Multilingualism values the cul­
tural and linguistic assets of people and fosters language maintenance and acquisi­
tion. But multilingualism is more than that—it’s a way of life and a mindset. 
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Cheryl: For me, multilingualism was always something I wasn’t—that is, “fluent in 
more than one language.” But working together on these policies opened my eyes 
to see that I have been learning different languages throughout my life. Rather than 
categorizing students by what they don’t know, as in English, your work shifted my 
perspective to focus on their strengths as multilingual learners. When we get 
together, I always learn or see something new. Likewise, these Hawaiian and multi­
lingual policies are creating a different picture of what education can look like. 

Patricia: It’s actually a different picture of education than what I grew up with in 
the Midwest. I remember feeling ashamed to be Filipino, embarrassed by my par­
ents’ accents, and rejected speaking Tagalog. I was told to “go back home.” I went 
into the field of multicultural education because I don’t want any child to experience 
what I did. 

Cheryl: As a young girl growing up in the suburbs of Maryland, I was embarrassed 
to be Hawaiian. It made me different from everyone else, and at the time, I wanted 
most to fit in. It’s been a long journey to get to a place in my life where I value all my 
ancestors and can navigate with care between both Hawaiian and Western 
cultures. 

Patricia: We both didn’t fit in. Sometimes I wonder how I ended up being a multi­
lingual advocate when I’m not proficient in multiple languages. But we are probably 
committed to inclusivity precisely because we felt excluded. We do the work of 
belonging because we felt like we didn’t belong. 

Our pasts have shaped who we’ve become and why we care so deeply about 
this work. Now let’s look back to see what Hawai‘i’s multilingual past looked like, 
how it shapes us today, and what lessons can inform our future. 

Cheryl: So here is something I hadn’t known before this conversation . . . before 
Pidgin English, there was Pidgin Hawaiian called ‘Ōlelo Pa‘i‘ai . . . with Polynesian 
Pidgin showing up as early as the 1760s and lasting for over a century. Thanks to 
Pila Wilson and Derek Bickerton, I learned that a variety of languages were spoken 
by immigrants in the early 1800s before plantations. Pidgin Hawaiian was spoken 
by members of most, if not all, immigrant groups. And now we know Pidgin Hawai­
ian is the direct ancestor to Pidgin English. This means the roots of Pidgin English 
are actually Hawaiian rather than English! I understand better when I listen to tapes 
of my Hawaiian Chinese grandmother speaking Pidgin English that I hear her 
Hawaiian thought processes as well. 

Knowing our immigrant ancestors spoke Hawaiian and Pidgin Hawaiian 
fluently while still retaining their mother tongue is a great, early example of multi­
lingualism! Though it wouldn’t have been called that at the time. 
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Patricia: Multilingualism is a modern day term for a normal way of communicating 
in the past and in places like Hawai‘i. By the mid 1800s, Hawaiʻi was one of the 
most multilingual and literate countries in the world, with 90–95 percent of the 
population literate in the primary language of ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i alongside the mother 
tongue of immigrants and the lingua franca of Pidgin Hawaiian. 

Cheryl: The presence of multilingualism seems to be more than just an individual 
competency. It’s also an indicator of the values, strengths, and culture of a collective 
people. ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i remained strong even in some places until the early 1900s. 
Likewise, Hawaiians remained steadfast in their political and cultural identity and 
beliefs. The welcoming and inclusion of strangers and their different languages 
came from a position of strength by Hawaiians. The value of pilina (meaningful 
relationships) is evident in Hawaiian language and culture. As visitors arrived and 
moved into communal working and living arrangements with Hawaiians, pilina 
would be a concept that embraced them too. 

Patricia: The use of ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i and Pidgin Hawaiian was an acknowledgment 
of a Hawaiian way of life. Language advocates Kahea Farias and Angela Haeusler 
speak to how immigrants and Hawaiians in the early 1800s demonstrated recipro­
cal respect, wanting to communicate with speakers of other languages. Multilingual 
businesses and government practices pervaded everyday life. Angela shared how 
foreigners were stronger in Hawaiian than English, and courts had professional, 
multilingual interpreters to translate from Chinese to Hawaiian, for instance. 

Cheryl: In the nineteenth century, Hawaiian language was always to be a part of 
Hawai‘i’s future. The issue seems to have been for the English speakers. 

Patricia: Yes, eventually English was used to disconnect and subjugate. As teacher 
educator Brook Chapman de Sousa once heard from a colleague, English can be a 
“carnivorous language.” When Westerners and other foreigners devalued and 
rejected the native Hawaiian language, Hawai‘i lost its practices of multilingual 
communication and communal respect for linguistic diversity. It also disrupted 
generational continuity and family ties. I often wonder how different it would be 
today if communities valued all their languages. 

Cheryl: Had we embraced “the many and more than one,” Indigenous and immi­
grant students wouldn’t have low literacy rates in the US. 

Patricia: This is all helpful in thinking about what multilingualism can and should 
look like in a Hawaiian context today. 

Cheryl: As I look back to our time on the Board of Education, I realize that the 
ground was fertile for these new policies including HĀ, Multilingualism, and the 
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Seal of Biliteracy. As difficult as this policymaking journey was, I know we were 
following a well-travelled path started long before us. The renaissance of Hawaiian 
culture and the revitalization of Hawaiian language that began in the 1960s was a 
critical platform to firmly stand on before we lifted anything else up, so Hawaiian 
language would become a medium of instruction again in our schools. And in addi­
tion to English, some Hawaiian-language-medium schools are now teaching all stu­
dents languages of our immigrant ancestors. 

Patricia: While we’ve come a long way, I remember resistance toward multilingual­
ism at first. One assistant superintendent feared, “we have over 100 different lan­
guages, how are teachers supposed to know all of them?” There were fears of 
students losing English, resource issues, and the attitude “But, this is America.” I 
remember another assistant superintendent had leaders say “multilingualism” out 
loud five times at a meeting, stating it’s not a disease or something to be afraid of. 

As we listened to our immigrant communities, they didn’t want another 
English Learner (EL) policy, but a policy that valued their children’s languages as 
assets. Our multilingualism policy reframed our students as Multilingual Learners 
rich with linguistic resources. To some this was new and controversial. It took col­
laboration with the community to challenge the status quo and persist. 

Cheryl: This takes me back to the 2014 Hawaiian Education Summit, when the 
community birthed a collective vision for education, ‘O Hawai‘i ke kahua o ka 
ho‘ona‘auao (Hawai‘i is the foundation of learning). As a BOE member, I was very 
clear that the advancement of ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i and Hawaiian culture must include 
everyone and not just Hawaiians to achieve normalization. 

As the HĀ policy states, a comprehensive “Hawaiian education will positively 
impact the educational outcomes of all students.” We recognized that students edu­
cated in both Hawaiian and Western ways and language will be better prepared for 
life in a multicultural, multilingual society. This was something quite new for our 
system. 

Patricia: So in retrospect, a Hawaiian context breathes multilingualism. Multilingual­
ism policies would not have happened unless Nā Hopena Aʻo, an outcomes policy 
rooted in Hawaiian values, established space for other languages to flourish. My 
thinking shifted when I talked to you and Kau‘i about Hawaiian education and lan­
guage policies for all students, and not just Hawaiian students. But I questioned the 
tactic of a broad multilingualism policy. In the end, you and Kau‘i validated our 
decision to not focus on the EL student, but change the context so language diver­
sity would be the norm. Maintaining home languages and learning new languages 
would be cool for all students! 

Cheryl: And to think, HĀ almost did not make it into policy! I remember a com­
plex area superintendent exclaimed, “When I walk into a Hawai‘i public school, I 



190 The Value of Hawai‘ i 3

 

 

 

 

want to close my eyes and know that I am in a school in Hawai‘i . . . and not some­
where else.” It seemed the system was ready for change, but was I up for the chal­
lenge? As student achievement chair, I presented HĀ to various communities in 
and outside of the DOE to determine the level of support. This was one of the most 
painful parts for me. We had to stand before a crowd of strangers to justify the value 
of Hawai‘i in education. Holding this space became a test of my conviction that 
Hawaiian language and culture are valuable to everyone. 

Patricia: As a settler to Hawai‘i, I am conscious of the importance of ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i 
to our place. Hawaiian is not under the umbrella of multilingualism. Hawaiian lan­
guage scholar Kalehua Krug reminded me that more still needs to be done for 
Hawaiian language education. I can see being protective of languages that need to 
be reclaimed as opposed to being maintained. Language scholars Dina Yoshimi and 
Pila Wilson always made sure Hawaiian was included as a base language in our Seal 
of Biliteracy. My colleagues helped me see how we can be equitable, holding space 
for the languages from where we are now and where we are from. We must lift up 
everyone’s lives and languages! 

And now, as we are writing this piece, we are living amidst challenging, uncer­
tain times. We’re experiencing a global pandemic and racial upheaval with the con­
tinued subjugation of Black and Brown people—COVID-19, anti-Asian 
sentiments, Black Lives Matter. We can either run from, or we can embrace our 
diversity, courageously face our fears, and do something. 

Cheryl: Perhaps this global pandemic is a hulihia moment for education to be 
overturned, reshaped. When we started on BOE, the shape of education was repre­
sented in a single triangle sliced in three representing a tri-level educational system. 
Though the triangle is now 3-D, the shape hasn’t really changed today. There’s still 
only one triangle, with a top, middle, and bottom. 

Patricia: What’s the hulihia? What’s being overturned, revisited, reshaped? Multi­
lingualism once flourished in Hawai‘i during a time of significant change and chal­
lenge. What does it need to thrive in Hawai‘i today? 

Cheryl: Multilingualism needs Hawai‘i to thrive again! 

Patricia: Hawai‘i shows up in the HIDOE 2030 Promise Plan, which states that 
“student success will be grounded in Nā Hopena Aʻo (HĀ), empower a multicultural 
society and honor Hawaiʻi’s local and global contribution.” I noticed in the plan 
that ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i and multilingualism are literally on the same page, side-by-side. 
However, this separation doesn’t acknowledge the relationship between mul­
tilingualism and ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i. We’ve seen multilingualism exist in an English and 
a Hawaiian language educational pathway. 
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Cheryl: What if HĀ was the overarching framework for the entire Promise Plan, 
instead of it under the theme of Hawai‘i? When Hawai‘i is no longer just another 
promise, it can then become a native context for our educational system again. The 
plan holds our generation’s promises for Hawai‘i. In return, Hawai‘i becomes our 
teacher, classroom, guide, and learning environment. After a hulihia of volcanic fire, 
it’s the natives that show up first. Now the hulihia is that space being cleared in edu­
cation for Hawai‘i to return once again. 

Patricia: If anything, living in a pandemic has shown us that we must adapt and be 
flexible to survive. It’s forced us to make room for multiple learning spaces—from 
our families, in our homes, virtually across space and time. 

Cheryl: Kau‘i Sang shared a vision of what she sees education looking like in one 
hundred years as a shift back to many schools. ‘A‘ohe pau ka ‘ike i ka hālau ho‘okahi. 
All knowledge is not learned in just one school. Environments inclusive of many 
are where multiple languages thrive! 

Patricia: This sounds good, but I recognize it is difficult for educators (and myself) 
to change. We need to learn to be comfortable with “not knowing,” despite a system 
that strives for standards and rewards “knowing.” Often when we don’t know the 
language being spoken, we feel lost and left out. So we don’t go there. We need to 
shift the mindset from what Paulo Freire describes as the “banking system of 
knowledge” to curiosity and inquiry. 

Cheryl: The space of learning is one of discovery, not achievement! What is really 
clear for me is that multilingualism is a sign of relationships between humans and 
their environmental kin. Multilingualism from a Hawaiian context includes the lan­
guages of trees, rocks, birds, roots, insects, and winds, as understood by our ances­
tors. This is one of those hulihia moments turning me towards something I hadn’t 
seen before. We need many more languages to truly be in a relationship with the 
world around us. 

Patricia: Many of us don’t realize it, but we’re actually plurilingual—having just 
enough competence in multiple cultures and languages for communication and 
intercultural interaction. We can learn about a group’s culture through its language: 
multiculturalism through multilingualism. The pandemic shows we are more 
connected than we think. 

So where do we go from here? As former Board members, what would we like 
to see happen with the future of languages in Hawai‘i? What gifts do we have to 
give? 

Cheryl: Soon after the HĀ outcomes were put into policy, the question emerged, 
“How do we measure them?” On our journey of discovery, we changed course to 
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include looking at the context for learning, and not only the content. This begins to 
change the shape of public education. 

Patricia: Currently, World Language is under the Office of Curriculum and Instruc­
tional Support, Ke Kula Kaiapuni is under the Office of Hawaiian Education, and 
the EL program is under the Office of Student Support Services in the HIDOE. But 
they are all related. How can we connect the system so all our students’ languages 
are seen as central to the curriculum and context of learning, not only as support? 
Finally, we need to move away from the federally-designated term English Learner 
to Multilingual Learner. 

Cheryl: I wonder what the design of our educational system would look like if it 
was shaped like koa leaves, sails of our wa‘a, a calabash, or a constellation? Or if it 
was a series of shapes like the patterns on kapa, a woven mat, or on skin as kākau 
(tattoos)? Opening up many shapes rather than just one enables us to shape what 
education looks like in our unique places. 

Patricia: So how would we measure the shape of our wa‘a sails? It would be multi­
dimensional. Indicators would be hearing the happy chatter of children translan­
guaging; a teacher pronouncing students’ names properly or being plurilingual and 
able to say “hello” in five different languages. Another indicator might be the num­
ber of Seals of Biliteracy and language-inclusive career programs where having lan­
guage awareness and the ability to communicate is crucial for everyday and 
workplace living and breathing. Look at Waipahu High School’s course on Ilokano 
medical terms in their Health Academy as an example! 

Cheryl: If we measure what matters, I think our collective learning can be reflected 
back to us by how many generations-long our knowledge transmission system is, 
how many kupuna-keiki learning exchanges and caring touchpoints with ‘āina hap­
pen, how many observations of readiness are captured, and how many teachers 
come from the families they teach. All of these measures are place-based, quantifi­
able, and come from Hawai‘i as our foundation for learning. 

Listening to the wisdom of our past, people, and place, Patricia and Cheryl dug deep to 
understand multilingualism in Hawai‘i and set a course forward. ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i is not 
just one of many languages, but one that opens up space for many. Coming from a place 
“of Hawai‘i” and not just “in Hawai‘i,” they found that what matters most is creating rich 
conditions for multilingualism to breathe. Hawai‘i shows us the value of “the many,” of 
being comfortable with “not knowing,” and most important of all, of pilina. Hawai‘i 
reminds us of the gifts of our place to education here and beyond, and in turn, education’s 
responsibility to give back to Hawai‘i. 
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