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ABSTRACT

For decades Hawaiian students have failed to thrive academically in public
education. In order to understand the reason behind that difficulty, this study examines
the history of education in Hawai‘i and the cultural dissonance between the
expectations in mainstream classrooms and expectations for how Hawaiian children are
to learn and behave. With public charter schools as a vehicle, Hawaiian leaders and
educators design a culturally congruent pedagogy that side-steps the mismatch of
expectations in the conventional schools. By using Hawaiian cultural wisdom as a
foundation, Kanu o ka ‘Aina Charter School aims not only to ground their students in
cultural knowledge but also prepare them to thrive in the 21* century. This study

explores how effectively Kanu o ka ‘Aina is able to navigate between two worlds.
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EXPLANATION OF TERMS

As the reader will soon notice, many Hawaiian words are included in this text. If
they are words common enough in English to be in an English dictionary (such as aloha
and hula) no translation is provided. If there are words that a reader unfamiliar with
Hawai‘i would need assistance with, then a translation in parenthesis follows the
Hawaiian word. All Hawaiian words are written with the proper macrons, including
kahako(s) (long vowel marks) and ‘okina(s) (glottal stops that are written as a backwards
apostrophe.) Calibri font is chosen because of the clarity with which it presents the
Hawaiian macrons.

There are some words that even though in English, still need explanation. The
proper name of the Hawaiian charter school | am reporting on is Kanu o ka ‘Aina. Since
that is a long name and people typically refer to it as Kanu in daily conversation, | will
often refer to Kanu o ka ‘Aina as simply Kanu.

Another term that is thorny even in English is “conventional” or “mainstream”
public schools. Kanu and the other thirty charter schools are also public schools within
the DOE (Department of Education) of the State of Hawai‘i. But because they are so
innovative in their curriculum and the facilities (of start up charters) are not typical of
what is presented in the “regular” neighborhood public schools. Since it is not my
intention to speak dismissively of the standard public schools by referring to them as the

I”

“regular” public schools | will refer to them as the “conventional” or “mainstream”

schools as my way of differentiating them from charter schools.
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Another term that needs clarifying is “projects,” because it is used to mean
several different things. In education and business, a project is a defined task or unit of
study. Students and classes at Kanu as well as all schools do work on projects. But at
Kanu and other schools that emphasize a holistic, interdisciplinary approach, they teach
using project-based learning. That means focusing on a theme that ties together
learning from a variety of different content areas. An example is the imu (underground
oven) project described in a later section that draws together experiential lessons in
social studies (history, culture and chant), science (biology and environment) with
language arts (logging the process and creative writing.)

There is one other use of the word “Projects” with a capital “P”, that might add
confusion to the word. At Kanu they refer to their homeroom groupings of secondary
students as “Projects”. When they talk about a “Project” such as “Pu‘upllehu Project”,
they are referring to a set of middle and high school students along with their teacher
and the site where they work and study.

The name of the town where Kanu o ka ‘Aina is located can be a source of
confusion because it has two names. Its official name is Waimea, but because there are
other towns by the name of Waimea on O‘ahu and Kaua‘i, “the post office and zip code
took on another name for it — Kamuela” (Ching, 7.) “Kamuela”, Hawaiian for Samuel,
was selected, honoring a prominent resident” (Sperry 2010.) Throughout this study, |
will refer to the area of the Big Island where Kanu is located as Kamuela, but the maps

of charter schools in Hawai‘i, name the area as Waimea. Please be aware that the town



and area of Kamuela and Waimea on the Big Island (Island of Hawai‘i) are one and the

same.



PREFACE

This thesis examines the varied mismatches that occur in the educational system as
people try to teach or learn cross-culturally. Mismatches between students and the curriculum,
between students and teachers, and between the educational system and schools in Hawai‘i

and the various strategies people deploy to overcome them will be investigated and explained.

My Connection to the Difficulties Hawaiian Students Face

As a haole (Caucasian) teacher recruited out of the Midwest to teach in Hawai‘j, |
experienced a mismatch and my career reflects the strategies | used to walk in multiple worlds.
As a mainland recruit, the Department of Education brought me over from Michigan State
University because | had teaching credentials. Although | might have eased into a teaching
career with only the usual amount of difficulty in the Midwest, | was pretty much worthless to

my students for the first several years because of cultural differences.

Just as many mainland recruits are placed in vacancies on the Leeward Coast of O‘ahu, |
was one of forty new recruits out of a total faculty of seventy, placed at Nanaikapono
Elementary School. Two other mainland recruits and | formed the special education
“department” in 1970. One of my partners (brought in from Wisconsin) left in June as soon as
her first school year ended. The other (brought in from Florida) lasted two years. At least my
partners completed whole school years. One woman with whom | was becoming friends bailed

out in October saying: “I loved teaching for two years. But this isn’t teaching!” The office staff
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told a story about a teacher with a contract who drove out to Nanakuli, drove around the school

parking lot taking a look at Nanaikapono and drove back out never to return.

Only a small percentage of mainland recruits stay long enough to acclimate into society
in Hawai‘i. It took years of shopping at the same stores; reading the same newspapers;
belonging to a few community organizations; marrying and owning a home before | was viewed
as being part of the community. Only through this gradual process of acculturation that
demonstrated investment in becoming part of the community, did | attain any standing in the
eyes of the other teachers, much less my students and their parents. | had to adapt, taking on
new attributes (style of clothing, relationships, an ear for the speech patterns, knowledge of
Hawaiian language, culture and places) before | could put what | had learned in the Midwest
effectively into practice in the schools of Hawai‘i. Up until that time, even with a newly minted
master’s degree, | was unable to make the skills | possessed work in this new culture. While this
was aggravating for me, it represented a considerable amount of lost learning time for my
students. My journey of learning how to walk in the world of my newly adopted home in the

Hawai‘i schools was very slow indeed.
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My Path to this Research Topic

My attention was completely captured when a family of four boys (three of whom were
eligible for special education) transferred out of my school to enroll in Halau Lokahi a nearby
charter school with a Hawaiian cultural focus. Why would parents pull students out of a fully
supported mainstream DOE school with credentialed teachers plus free lunch and free breakfast
to attend an underfunded Hawaiian culture based charter school? There was something about
that type of education that superseded facilities, funding and teacher credentials, which was so
compelling parents and children chose that style of learning. To me, it was such a
counterintuitive choice for parents with such a discrepancy between facilities, funding and
credentials in the conventional public schools on one side and the cobbled together facilities of
the Hawaiian charter schools on the other. As my career was ending, | had to find the answer to
this perplexing choice. Along my research path | came upon the pedagogy of Dr. Ki Kahakalau

who created Kanu o ka ‘Aina.

At Kanu o ka ‘Aina New Century Public Charter School, their curriculum laden with
Hawaiian cultural values strives to enable students to “walk in two worlds.” This study explores
the mismatch between Hawaiian cultural values and the instructional methods employed by the
conventional public schools with the resultant underachievement by students of Hawaiian
ancestry. That understanding highlights how Kanu o ka ‘Aina narrows the breach between
schools and students. What | learned as a participant observer at this school is that Kanu o ka
‘Aina avoids the frustration and ineffectiveness Hawaiian youth too often experience in the
public schools by grounding youth in their own culture while simultaneously achieving the

academic skills required by the Western style educational institutions.
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My admiration goes out to Ki Kahakalau and the founding parents of Kanu o ka ‘Aina for
creating a thriving, innovative solution to the mismatched education of the past. My gratitude
also goes out to Dr. Kahakalau for the invitation and continuing support of my research at Kanu
in Kamuela on the Island of Hawai‘i. The three months and a week (September 12" through
December 19" of 2009) comprised the core of my research along with three preliminary visits
plus two follow-up visits. During my three-month residence as a participant observer | observed
every classroom and Project from pre-school through high school, except one. Regretfully, due
to scheduling conflicts, | was unable to experience secondary education in the Waipi‘o Project

located in unspoiled Waipi‘o Valley at the end of the Hamakua Coast.

This group photo of students and staff of Kanu o ka ‘Aina was taken on December 16, 2009
on the grounds of Halau Ho‘olako. Val Hanohano, the Technology Coordinator, who did
the photography, gave permission for use of this photograph.

The author (with white hair) kneels on the right of the photo.

Teachers and staff of Kanu o ka ‘Aina were all gracious to me in a helpful,
solicitous manner exemplifying the Aloha Spirit making my stay not only productive but
enjoyable as well. Some | connected with on a deeper level than others, as is typical of

all human relationships. Two faculty members opened their hearts and classrooms to
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me from the first days of my research period at Kanu. Nicole Anakalea of Project
Pu‘ukapu and Val Hanohano in the Technology Center welcomed me during normal
weeks, distinctly non-normal special event times and when | did not have any particular
place to go and needed a place to hang out. They provided places from which to look
out, observing the rhythm of life at Kanu. Since | spent so much time in both of these
locations and had so many conversations revealing deep and unguarded thoughts, my
perspective of Kanu was formed with Pu‘ukapu and the Tech Center as my home base. |
extend my deepest appreciation to Aunty Nicole and Aunty Val for their willingness to
open their hearts, thoughts and classrooms to me. | only hope that | fully and faithfully
describe this daring, innovative solution to mismatched education that is Kanu o ka

‘Aina.

XV



INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem

Students of Hawaiian ancestry have struggled in the public school system for at
least fifty years. The underachievement of a large proportion of Hawaiian youth and the
Hawaiian community in general is not due to their individual failings. The American
style of education from the missionaries in early nineteenth century until today does not
match their cultural values and so depresses Hawaiian students’ chance at academic

success.

Purpose of this Study

Since there has been marked underachievement on the part of Hawaiian youth
for an extended period of time, continuing on with the same style of education will only
lead to further dismal student achievement. The purpose of this study is to document a
new style of pedagogy in alignment with Hawaiian cultural values that strives to enable

Hawaiian youth “to walk in two worlds”.



Scope of this Study

Although it took more than a year to write up this research, the focus will remain
on the research period. The research period started with preliminary visits and then the
three plus month period of residence in Kamuela with daily observation at Kanu o ka
‘Aina from September 12 through December 19" of 2009. By extension, how well the
students and seniors did on assessments and college acceptance throughout the 2009-
2010 school year, is pertinent to this discussion.

During the writing period, which extended over three semesters, life at Kanu
continued on. Kanu was granted accreditation and various faculty members
transitioned. While it is tempting to discuss those changes and at times it feels as if | am
writing about “ancient history”, | will restrict my focus to describing what Kanu was like
at the time of my research period. Kanu o ka ‘Aina was in operation nine years prior to
my arrival and a year and a half after my departure until the completion of this thesis.

For the sake of this particular study, this one moment in time will be the focus.

Trying to Cope as a Mainland Haole (Caucasian) Teacher Recruit

As a new teacher recruit beset by problems on all sides, it was impossible to sort
out which difficulties were due to inexperience; lack of instructional materials; lack of

understanding of Hawaiian culture or appropriateness of the style of instruction for that



community. Although we did not know statistics or root causes at that time, | did know
that my special education class in the 1970’s was filled with Hawaiian students who
were eligible for special education because they were “educably retarded”. That is an
archaic term that meant they were mildly retarded, ones who did not learn to read or
write well but blended into the community during non-school hours. Karen Roberts,
who taught fourth grade, reports “there were only three or four students in her (regular
education) classroom who read even close to grade level. About half of her class read at

the first grade, primer or even pre-primer level” (Roberts, 2/3/11.)

| also was aware of a teacher turn-over rate that was so high the office staff
refused to teach us how to fill out purchase orders, field trip or film strip request forms
because it was a waste of their time. They assumed we mainland recruits were going to
“run home” at any moment, so it was not worth their time to explain those forms. The
ladies who managed the school office were not far off in their appraisal of us. Karen
Roberts remembered that by the end of the semester, six new recruits had left
Nanaikapono to return to the mainland. Out of a faculty of seventy, forty were brand
new. Ms Roberts recalls a prediction that about the same number of new recruits
would be needed again the following year due to the turnover. It was true. The

following September, there were 35 new teachers on campus (Roberts, 2/3/11.)

Classroom behavior was a major concern. Not only did | lack credence as an
authority, but no teaching materials (books, textbooks or even office supplies) were

provided for my classroom when | arrived. None of us mainland recruits could
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understand what the students were explaining to us in Hawaii Creole English (Pidgin
English) so we were unable to referee any difficulties between students. Our students
were quick to solve frustrations by non-verbal means, such as fighting or escaping.
During my first semester, my Principal counseled me “Don’t even worry about
academics for awhile. Just get their behavior under control. Try to keep them from
jumping out the windows and running away.” Obviously, rigorous academic
achievement was not the top priority when | arrived to teach in a Hawaiian community.
The Administration was happy if | could just keep the students inside the classroom and
the ladies who ran the office were happy, even openly amazed that we stuck it out long

enough to learn a thing or two about teaching in a Hawaiian community.

The first reason | refer to historical studies documenting educational problems in
Hawaiian communities is because that was the era (1960’s and 70’s) when | and other
teachers at Nanaikapono, learned there was a fully developed Hawaiian culture that did
not match the school expectations of individual academic achievement. The second
reason is that now that | am getting to be of historical age myself, it is time to vouch for
the fact we were keenly aware of the gulf between the world of the school and the
world of the Hawaiian student’s family. In those days, there was a sense of urgency
about dealing with the problems Hawaiians face in education. When Kamehameha
Schools Research and Evaluation Branch states: “Research shows a lack of positive
educational experiences that have endured for the past 50 years” (KSBE 2008, 2), | can

personally corroborate 40 of those years.



If educational difficulties for Hawaiian students were the norm in the 1960’s and
early 1970’s, has that trend continued? David Sing illustrates the longevity of this
problem with his opening sentence:

Despite efforts since the early 1970’s to raise their achievement in formal

education, native Hawaiians, as a group, continue to rank among the

lowest in the nation in terms of standardized test norms and academic

performance in the classroom (Wery and Piianaia, 1973; Ikeda, 1982;

Kanahele, 1982; Data Book, 1984). This fact is evident at all levels of
education from kindergarten to college (Sing 1986, 1).

Educational Achievement of Hawaiian Students Mid-Twentieth Century

When the first sentence in the preface of Culture, Behavior and Education: A
Study of Hawaiian-Americans (1974) states: “This book is about Hawaiian-American
youth, their culture and behavior and the problems they encounter in the public
schools” (Gallimore, Boggs & Jordan, 13) it is apparent the difficulty Hawaiian students
face is an issue several decades in duration. In this section, | will present evidence from
several written sources plus memories of experience as young teachers in a Hawaiian
community. My own memories plus those of Karen Roberts, another mainland recruit,
will confirm that the pattern of Hawaiian underachievement is a long-standing problem
of at least fifty years duration, for two reasons. Reason one is that forty years ago is

when research was conducted in this particular Hawaiian community determining why



Hawaiian students had academic difficulties. And reason two was that was the time |

happened to arrive in that very Hawaiian community and became aware of the problem.

The first reason is due to the amount of research in the 1960’s centering on the
difficulty minority groups (Afro-American, Puerto Rican, Chicano and Hawaiian) face in
school. Previously those cultures had been thought of as being deficient, having
“deficits — motivational, cognitive, linguistic, and the like” (Gallimore, Boggs & Jordan,
19.) Due to a series of studies in the 1960’s and 70’s it became accepted that these
groups were not deficient but rather had fully-developed cultures. The difficulty in
achievement arose “at the interface of cultures, which occurs in majority group-
dominated classrooms occupied by minority culture students” (their italics) (Gallimore,
Boggs & Jordan, 22.) In a brief span of years, three anthropological books Studies in a
Hawaiian Community: Na Makamaka o Nanakuli (Gallimore and Howard) followed by
Ain’t no Big Thing (Howard) and also Culture, Behavior and Education: A Study of
Hawaiian-Americans (Gallimore, Boggs and Jordan) were published. These three studies
were researched and written by an interdisciplinary team of anthropologists and
psychologists about the Hawaiian community where | was assigned as a beginning

teacher.

Having major research projects launched in the community where we were
assigned due to a “state-wide concern of agencies in the fields of health, education and
welfare, recognized the necessity for a preventive program of social action in order to

overcome the difficulties of the Hawaiian people which are reflected in court, health,
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and school statistics” (Gallimore & Howard, 3) was a heady feeling. The choice of that
community meant that it was considered representative of Hawaiian culture.
Additionally, even though it was rich in culture, the community faced many socio-

economic issues besides educational difficulties.

Educational Achievement of Hawaiian Students Today

As Sing’s research suggests, educational difficulties for Hawaiian students
continued into the mid-1980’s and are evident today according to the Department of
Education’s data®. In accordance with the DOE’s request that researchers do not reveal
exact identity of schools used for comparison, | will be non-specific in labeling a set of
schools as being “Rural Area of Hawai‘i with High Concentration of Native Hawaiian
Students.” Two school complexes in a rural area which consists of two high schools plus
their feeder schools have Hawaiian students comprising the majority of their population
with one school nearly entirely composed (93.1%) of students of Hawaiian ancestry.
Although | have developed charts of data for comparison, | will streamline this report by

summarizing my conclusions.

! Data found on HIDOE’s Accountability Resource Center Hawaii web site:
http://arch.k12.hi.us/state/superintendent report/annual report.html (accessed 8
September 2010)



http://arch.k12.hi.us/state/superintendent_report/annual_report.html

When schools with Native Hawaiian concentrations are examined, certain factors show
a strong correlation with each other. Schools with high concentration of Hawaiian students also
have high levels of “Free and Reduced lunch” rates. Students are granted either free meals
(lunches and breakfasts) or meals at reduced rates if the parents’ income is lower than a certain
level. This is a major federal subsidy program to assist students of low socio-economic status.
According to Sharon Nakagawa, the Title | Program Specialist for the State of Hawai‘i, this
program has been in place since 1965 when the War on Poverty was launched. The free and
reduced lunch rate is used to determine the poverty rate so that Congress could allot extra
funds to schools with 40% or more students in need of free and reduced lunch assistance.
Those funds are to be used “to impact the school’s ability to meet the needs of the students”

(Nakagawa, 2/10/11.)

That is the official State Level explanation of the federal government’s Title | program.

III

The “school level” interpretation is the free and reduced lunch rate determines if students or
the school as a whole is considered to be “at risk” for educational failure. This assumes that
families who are economically stressed are dealing with day to day issues without sufficient
time, attention and resources to devote to their child’s education. Therefore this free and

reduced lunch rate is used as an indicator of schools that have student populations that are

educationally “at risk.”



Structural Difficulties that Impede Academic Success for Native Hawaiian

Students

A second characteristic of schools in those communities is that they also have a
correspondingly high rate of teacher turn over. This challenge is a structural difficulty built into
the educational system. It is one of the ways the public education system in the State of Hawai‘i

fails to meet the educational needs of Native Hawaiian students.

The DOE tracks the teacher turn-over rate for each of the complexes. A high school and
all the elementary and middle schools that feed into that high school comprise a complex.
According to the DOE’s ARCH web site (Superintendent’s Report, 28) the two complexes have
low rates for faculty stability. Both complexes had less than half their teachers stay for more
than five years, with one complex having 43% and the other 47% of their teachers stay for more
than five years. As explained in the Superintendent’s Report “Research suggests that schools
experiencing high levels of staff turn over have difficulty establishing a culture of continuous

curriculum improvement” (Superintendent’s Report, 28).

The Superintendent’s statement matches and reinforces my personal experience as a
new teacher. In the first few years as a teacher, you are just trying to find your way through the
personalities, resources and procedures of a school. If a teacher leaves that school before five
years, he/she does not have a chance to effectively make use of that knowledge. From the
point of view of the entire school’s faculty, it is difficult to put changes into effect if the faculty is
changing over from year to year. From the students’ point of view, it is a revolving door of new,

inexperienced teachers presenting curriculum inconsistently because they have not established



the relationships or learned how to access the resources of the school to present a consistent,

effective curriculum.

By the time teachers in these rural schools start gaining effectiveness as teachers, they
often transfer out to “easier” schools closer to town. The remoteness, lack of housing in the
area, commuting time combine with the high cost of living in Hawai‘i to convince teachers they
would rather work in the urban centers. Let me compare a complex (high school plus
elementary and middle schools that feed into that high school) in the urban core that also has a
high poverty rate. This school complex in an urban area has a student population that is nearly
as economically disadvantaged but has more stable teaching faculty. In town, the students who
are economically at high risk have 53% of their teachers stay at their schools for five or more
years. Although not dramatically higher, it is a slightly higher level of stability thereby giving the
students in urban areas, even though economically disadvantaged, a better chance at stable
teaching staff who know how the school and the curriculum works. The staff members have
established relationships within the school and have a “buy-in” on curriculum decisions. Those
students in the urban area have a better chance at receiving instruction from teachers who

know how to deliver a consistent curriculum.

An additional consequence of high teacher turnover is that teachers who are not fully
qualified are hired because personnel directors have to find someone to fill vacancies. Often
“emergency hires” without full credentials are placed in these rural areas with limited chance of
being able to teach effectively. For the sake of this comparison, we are looking at secondary
teachers teaching core classes (English, math, science and social studies.) To provide
comparison, let us look at Honolulu district for the qualifications of their teachers. There are six

complexes within Honolulu (based upon the high schools) with rates varying between 74% and
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97% of their teachers who have met federal standards as “highly qualified”. Comparing two
complexes, one complex has 81% of its secondary teachers “highly qualified” and has a good
representation of credentialed faculty. But the other rural school has only 46% of its secondary
teachers certified as “highly qualified” (Vorsino, 11/29/10.) Since student academic
achievement is related to teacher qualification level, the academic chances for the students in
those two rural complexes with a high concentration of Hawaiian population are being short-

changed.

The Kamehameha Schools, Research and Evaluation Division confirm the disadvantages
with which Hawaiian students are coping by assessing the certification rates of teachers. Their
research team divided schools into those with less than 25% Hawaiian students, those with
between 25% and 50% Hawaiian students and those with over 50% Hawaiian students. Schools
with low and mid-rates of Hawaiian student population have similar levels of teachers without
full certification (14.0% and 14.2 %.) However, at schools where the majority of students are
Hawaiian, the rates suddenly jump to 25.9% teachers with either partial or provisional
certification (Kamehameha Schools 2009, 5.) Even though students might rise above one or
two disadvantages, factors start piling up making the chance of succeeding educationally less
and less attainable. If Hawaiian children in rural areas are coping with economic pressures on
their families and high turn over rates among their teachers who often are not fully

credentialed, how well do these Hawaiian students and their schools achieve?

The No Child Left Behind Act became law in 2001, with testing to determine whether
schools made “Adequate Yearly Progress” commencing in the spring of 2002. By the time of the
research period, there had been nine years of assessments rating the performance of students

as individuals and schools as a whole. If a sufficient number of students meet or exceed
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proficiency in reading and math (plus graduation rates), then a school is judged to have
met Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP.) Schools that meet AYP are rated as “In Good
Standing, Unconditional.” For the first few years, the benchmarks for meeting AYP were
lenient, but as the years went by the benchmarks of students who need to meet or
exceed proficiency have been raised every three years. Consequences for not meeting
AYP have become increasingly harsh. As Karen Knudsen (Second Vice President of
Board of Education) explains “so many aspects of the law as it’s currently written are

punitive in nature” (Mariani-Belding.)

Including the spring 2010 No Child Left Behind test results, nearly a third (32%)

III

of the schools state wide achieved “In Good Standing, Unconditional” rating. However,
none of the schools in the two complexes with high concentration of Hawaiian students
did. At the other end of the eight rung ladder of NCLB Sanction Status are schools that
have failed to meet Adequate Yearly Progress repeatedly until they slid their way down
the sanction status into “Restructuring.” As of the 2010 assessment results, nearly a
third (32%) of the schools state wide are in “Restructuring.” Unfortunately the schools
in those two rural complexes with a high concentration of Hawaiian students had more
than double (77.7%) the percentage of schools in “Restructuring.”

As these statistics indicate, one big improvement is that we now have readily
available statistics of test results on web sites accessible to all with internet access.

These statistics are presented as percentages and graphs as well as being summarized in

the Superintendent’s report. Instead of sweeping rhetorical questions such as: “Why
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do children of Hawaiian ancestry experience so much difficulty in the public schools?”
(Gallimore and Howard, 28) we now have the capability of analyzing the academic
difficulties specifically. Other than being better at quantifying the academic difficulties
are the difficulties themselves any less? Unfortunately, that does not seem to be the

case.

Taking all these results into consideration, it is safe to say that students of
Hawaiian ancestry are continuing to struggle academically, as individuals and the
schools they attend. That rhetorical question “Why do children of Hawaiian ancestry
experience so much difficulty in the public schools?” was posed by Gallimore and
Howard in 1968 in the Studies in a Hawaiian Community: Na Makamaka o Nanakuli
study for the Bishop Museum. A better question would be “Why after major
anthropological studies in the 1960’s and 1970’s have determined that students of
Hawaiian ancestry have so much difficulty in the public schools are they continuing to

struggle forty to fifty years later?”

Earlier in this introduction, one quote alluded to the “interface of cultures”
(Gallimore, Boggs and Jordan, 23) being the reason behind the Hawaiian students’
difficulty in the classroom. This concept will be explored in more detail in the following
chapter focusing on root causes leading to the struggle Hawaiian student face in the
conventional public schools. In order to understand the underlying cause of Hawaiian
students’ underachievement, | will give a brief history of the development of public

education in the State of Hawai‘i before a more thorough explanation of the conflict in
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values between the dominant culture controlling the school system and the manner in

which Hawaiian students are raised to act and learn in their home culture.

Overview of this Study

In order to understand why students of Hawaiian ancestry are not achieving at a
level commensurate with their intelligence, in Chapter 1 | describe what | propose as the
two root causes: the history of education in Hawai‘i and cultural reasons which conflict
with the patterns of instruction utilized in the conventional public schools. An
understanding of what is known as the Mismatch Theory reveals why Hawaiian students
have struggled for decades in Department of Education classrooms. All of thisis a
prologue to the explanation in Chapter 2 of how Ki Kahakalau experimented with a few
educational prototypes before realizing that charter schools are the most effective
format for delivering a new style of education designed for Native Hawaiian students.
Included in Chapter 2 will be a description of rise of the charter school movement in

Hawai‘i and the types of charter schools available.

Chapter 3 will explain how K Kahakalau and the founders of Kanu o ka ‘Aina
avoid the mismatch in education that students of Hawaiian ancestry experience in

conventional schools. By designing culturally congruent curriculum at Kanu o ka ‘Aina,
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students are able to learn unencumbered by the dissonance that has held Hawaiian
students back in the past and even today. Kanu o ka ‘Aina aims so high, it sets a goal for
its students to acquire full sets of both the Hawaiian culture and Western style academic

skills.

At Kanu, they refer to the ability to be comfortable bi-culturally as being able to
“walk in two worlds.” Conclusions in Chapter 4 will include a discussion on whether it is
indeed possible for individuals or even organizations such as a Hawaiian charter school
to “walk in two worlds”. Two continuing challenges Hawaiian charter schools
experience when dealing with the educational power structure are the No Child Left
Behind Act, and the assessments that are used to determine their effectiveness. How
Kanu o ka ‘Aina navigates between the world of Hawaiian culture (Hawaiian values and
community organizations) and the requirements of educational authorities will be
described. A brief summary of Kanu’s academic achievement compared with schools
geographically and demographically similar will be included. All of these factors along
with ideas of scholars who wrote about the metaphor of “walking in two worlds” will be
used to draw conclusions about whether students at Kanu and Kanu o ka ‘Aina as an

entity can “walk in two worlds”.
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Chapter 1. Root Causes of Mismatch Problem

In the introduction, | stated that the problem driving this research study was that
Hawaiian students experience difficulties in the conventional public schools resulting in
underachievement. Now that we have the computer capability of crunching test scores
for every subject and grade level tested for every school in the state, we can confirm
that students in schools with a high concentration of Hawaiian population do indeed
have academic difficulties. Of course this is unfortunate but the most distressing part is
this is not a new phenomenon that arose with the assessments for No Child Left Behind.

This is a longstanding problem of at least forty or fifty years duration.

As young bewildered teachers in the early 1970’s we knew the Hawaiian
students were not achieving academically and we knew there were scholarly research
studies being conducted in our community producing authoritative results for what we
knew intuitively. Anthropologists, psychologists and educators conducted research
studies with remarkably similar “Statement(s) of the Problem.” Here is one statement:

“Problems in the Education of Hawaiians: Besides their poor socioeconomic status,

Hawaiians have also not fared well as students in the Hawaii public school system” (Sing,
17.) That particular statement of the problem is from 1986, but it sounds just like the
one written in 1968 in the Studies in a Hawaiian Community: Na Makamaka o Nanakuli
study. Then decades later, the statistics on the Department of Education’s ARCH

(Accountability and Research Center of Hawaii) web site confirm that Hawaiian students
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attend schools that have failed to meet Adequate Yearly Progress repeatedly for enough

years that their schools face the sanctions of “Restructuring.”

For the academic difficulties of Hawaiian students to be such a longstanding
problem despite research studies explaining the reason behind the difficulty means it
must be a very deeply-seated problem with deep roots. This chapter will investigate the
two interconnected roots that | argue are the basis of this problem. First, | will present a
brief history of the way education is presented in what is now the State of Hawai‘i,
focusing on who determines the curriculum and for what purpose. Rounding out that
discussion will be an explanation of what Dr. David Sing refers to as the Mismatch
Theory. | will argue that the dissonance Hawaiian students experience between what is
expected of them in the classrooms of conventional public schools contrasted with
expectations of their families about how they are to act and learn, is the cause of the

marked underachievement of Native Hawaiian students.

Native Educational Traditions of Hawai‘i

Long before Europeans sailed out across the Pacific (or even the Atlantic) Ocean,
Hawaiians effectively educated their children to become skilled, contributing members
of their society. “The Hawaiians had a rich and extensive system of both formal and

informal education” (Dotts & Sikkema, 14.) The type of skills taught would be
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determined by the gender and class of the child (Kahakalau 2003, 39.) Knowledge of
such topics as governance and warfare would be reserved for ali‘i (chiefly) children
(Kahakalau 2003, 38.) Children were guided into fields that they seemed to have an
affinity for without the regimentation of all children being taught the same curriculum
(Kahakalau 2003, 40.) There were many professions that required extensive training,
including: kahuna (priests), astronomers, navigators, irrigation system designers and
healers. In order to be trained as a canoe builder, kahuna (priest) or dancer of hula,
courses of formal education lasting fifteen to twenty years were required (Dotts &
Sikkema, 14.) The body of knowledge needed to master these fields with all the
accompanying chants was vast and mirrors the length of study through college and

graduate school in the Western system of schooling.

Introduction of Literacy-based Education by Missionaries

Prior to written literacy, Hawaiians based their learning upon careful
observation, memorization and practice (Chun, 10.) When the missionaries arrived in
1820, since they were Protestant missionaries their goal was to bring the Word of God
to the Hawaiians. Therefore, setting the orthography for the written form of Hawaiian
language and bringing basic literacy to the Hawaiian populace were of primary

importance. Hawaiians were fascinated by learning to read the printed word and the
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technology of printing (Goodyear-Ka‘opua 2011b, 10.) Large numbers of Hawaiian adults
readily acquired a simple level of literacy in Hawaiian language by 1832 (Dotts &
Sikkema, 18.) Considering that thousands of Hawaiians attended schools to learn to
read while only a limited number of missionaries were available, Dr. Goodyear-Ka‘opua
reasons that most of the teachers from the mid-nineteenth century until the end of that

century had to be Native Hawaiian teachers (Goodyear-Ka‘opua 2011b, 11.)

Despite the Hawaiians’ eagerness for the written word, there was something
insidious embedded within the education presented by the missionaries. Underlying
religious beliefs and the missionaries’ attitude towards the Hawaiian people must have
been part apparent to Native Hawaiian students. Although the missionaries came to
Hawai’i with full intention of helping the Hawaiian people their appraisal of the
Hawaiian personality tainted their efforts at education. One of the more gracious of the
missionary wives’ journals was written by Laura Fish Judd, who often described
Hawaiian ali‘i (chiefs and chiefesses) with affection although some bemusement. But
even she explained her goal as: “To help these degraded beings up and out of the
depths of their heathenism;” (Judd, 45.) Other missionaries did not feel the balancing
affection mixed with their sense of superiority over the Hawaiian people. Hawaiian
philosopher, Manulani Meyer writes: “Mostly, | am overwhelmed with the amount of
written materials that condemn, dismiss and disregard an entire race of people” (Meyer,
20.) Missionary attitudes viewing Hawaiian people as ignorant and inferior permeated

educational instruction in Hawai’i from the 1820’s onward.
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Since missionaries wanted their own children to be educated in the finest
available Western-style schools (without sending them back to New England) “select”
schools were created, with Punahou the first in 1841. “Select” schools, attended by
missionary and hapa-haole (mixed Caucasian-Hawaiian) children where instruction was
presented in English, led to the “two-class” system of education we have had in Hawai’i

until today (Dotts & Sikkema, 20.)

Gradually as the nineteenth century progressed in Hawai’i, haole (Caucasian)
missionaries, doctors and businessmen cemented their control over Hawaiian law,
private property, business and education. With the development of plantations growing
labor-intensive crops, thousands of workers were brought in from China and Japan. By
the end of the nineteenth century Hawaiian, Chinese and Japanese children attended
public schools while the haole children of the plantation managers and owners attended
private (formerly known as “select”) schools. By 1893 when the haole businessmen
dethroned Queen Lili‘uokalani, the Chinese and Japanese were considered a threat who
might challenge the controlling grip the haole had on Hawai‘i (Dotts & Sikkema, 42.)
There was now a multi-ethnic population in the public schools, which the Caucasians

controlled but did not have their own children attend.

In 1896, the use of Hawaiian language was legally banned in the classroom with
English becoming the official medium of instruction. For the last half of the nineteenth
century many Hawaiian parents had wanted their children to learn English to give them

an advantage. But once Hawaiian language was formally banned, anyone who spoke

20



Hawaiian at school was punished and humiliated. Ngugi wa Thiong’o, the Kenyan
author, analyzes the violence done a culture when the language of the home is banned
and the language of the colonizer is instituted as the official language of the school. He
refers to this imperialistic tactic as a “cultural bomb to annihilate a people’s belief in
their names, in their languages” (Thiong’o, 3.) No longer is learning to write a matter of
putting the spoken language down on paper. The harmony between spoken and
written words has been broken as “the association of the child’s sensibility is with the
language of his experience of life” (Thiong’o, 14.) Substituting the colonial language for
the home language is a tactic designed to produce “the destruction or the deliberate
undervaluing of people’s culture, their art, dances, religions, history, geography,
education, orature and literature, and the conscious elevation of the language of the

colonizer” (Thiong’o, 16.)

It does not matter whether the substitution of English is for Giklya in Kenya or
for Hawaiian in Hawai‘i, the effect is the same. It is all about the “domination of the
mental universe of the colonized” (Thiong’o, 16) which results in alienating the child’s
world of the home from the world of the school. While the colonizer’s language is
elevated as the language of achievement and literature, the home language is
associated with “low status, humiliation, corporal punishment, slow-footed intelligence
and ability or downright stupidity, non-intelligibility and barbarism” (Thiong’o, 18.)

Without a doubt, banning the use of Hawaiian language in the classroom depressed
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Hawaiian students’ morale and sense of efficacy as learners during the twentieth

century until the lifting of the ban in 1978 by the Constitutional Convention.

What was once the Kingdom of Hawai’i before the overthrow of the Queen
became the Territory of Hawai’i in 1900. From then until World War Il changed the
power dynamics between the ethnic groups, Hawai’i was under the political and
economic control of haole (Caucasian) businessmen with the economy revolving around
the sugar plantations. The governor appointed the superintendent and the Board of
Education resulting in “an extreme form of centralization that is not typical of other
public school systems in the United States” (Dotts & Sikkema, 42.) To a great extent
with only recent, limited allowance of community input for SCBM (School Community

Based Management) and public charter schools, this pattern continues to this day.

Education in Twentieth Century Hawai‘i

During the Territorial years, the balancing act of how to use the public schools to
Americanize students demonstrated a considerable amount of contradiction. Men who
had the political/economic control of the islands were running the islands’ education
system. They wanted to believe in and teach about American democracy, but still
continue to be in control. They wanted to educate youth to grow up to be good workers

on their plantations but it was dangerous to educate them too much. A plantation
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manager reported: “Public education beyond the fourth grade is not only a waste, it is a
menace. We spend to educate them and they will destroy us” (Dotts & Sikkema, 45.)
The public schools were a decidedly two-class system with all educational decisions
made by the Caucasian elite for the multi-ethnic, primarily non-Caucasian student body
with the purpose of Americanizing them by ridding them of their home language,
cultural identity and non-Christian religion (Dotts & Sikkema, 46.) The governor,
superintendent and Board of Education used the public school system as “an instrument

of social, economic, and political control” (Dotts & Sikkema, 47.)*

While those in political power in the early twentieth century wanted to
Americanize the non-Caucasian students tipping their hats to the concept of democracy,
they certainly did not want those youth to acquire the idea that they personally could
come to influence or control political or economic systems. This style of educational
management worked in the Caucasian power-brokers’ favor until World War Il shifted

the economic and ethnic power balance.

Throughout the twentieth century, education in the public schools was an
increasingly multi-cultural endeavor. Early in the twentieth century, there were a
scattering of American Caucasian students (2.35% of student enrollment), along with

Hawaiians, Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, Portuguese and Filipinos (Dotts & Sikkema, 58.)

> That is not in the least surprising because recognition of the power public education
has to shape society continues in today’s news: “Education is one of Governor
Abercrombie’s highest priorities. He believes the success of our state’s future depends
on the success of our public schools” (State of Hawaii, April 1, 2011.)
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Towards the end of the twentieth century, adding to that mix were Samoan and Indo-
Chinese students. At the very end of the twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first
century, there was an influx of students from Micronesia (particularly from Chuuk and
the Marshall Islands.) Throughout that century, Hawaiian and part-Hawaiian students
were the highest percentage of students of any of the ethnicities in the public schools.
In 1908, Hawaiian and part-Hawaiian students were the largest ethnic group with
33.45% of the public school population (Dotts & Sikkema, 58.) This trend continued
until the present time. During school year 2009, 27.7% of the Department of
Education’s student population was either Hawaiian or part-Hawaiian (Superintendent’s
Annual Report 2008-2009.) Since 19.78% of the State of Hawai‘i’s population is either
Hawaiian or part-Hawaiian (State Data Book, Table 1.38), that means Hawaiians are
over-represented in the public school system. If native Hawaiian students constitute the
largest ethnic group in the public schools, a little over one-quarter of the student

population, what has the State of Hawai‘i, done to assist this population?

Let us briefly look at the programs during the decades when | assert the
Hawaiian student population was underachieving and that fact was known through
anthropological studies in 1968 and two more in 1974. There were several attempts to
boost the education of Hawaiian students by the state & federal governments and
private agencies, particularly through trusts left by the ali‘i (chiefs.) When we new
recruits arrived in Nanakuli, the Model Cities Program was there working as part of

Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty. It worked on curriculum development of Hawaiiana
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with a hands-on component but also math and language arts. Model Cities also

provided demonstrations of effective techniques for the teachers.

The Reading Improvement Program for the Leeward District provided a Reading
Resource Teacher for each school. My friend, Karen Roberts who had just finished her
master’s degree in education specializing in teaching reading, stepped into that resource
position for Nanaikapono. These resource teachers were given extensive training by the

State, which they in turn delivered to the teachers.

A federal program focused on Nanakuli and the schools on the Waianae Coast
was the Title | program. Eligibility for this program is determined by the rate of students
eligible for free and reduced lunch, therefore the Leeward Coast schools with their high
rates of poverty benefited from the Title | program. Title | provided the funds to hire
four to six extra teachers to supplement reading instruction. All students were assessed
with students needing the most assistance pulled out of their homeroom to be given
small group instruction in Title I. In the regular classroom, the homeroom teacher was
able to concentrate on a narrower range of students whose reading skills were closer to
grade level. With these additional teachers, Title | enabled the school to provide small
group reading instruction so that all students, no matter their reading level, could be
challenged and moving ahead in their reading. Additionally, Title | provided thousands
of federal dollars to purchase sets of reading text books, workbooks and teaching aids to

supplement and vary the teachers’ reading instruction (Roberts, 4/13/2011.)
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Kamehameha Schools developed its Project KEEP (Kamehameha Early Education
Program) in the early 1970’s aimed at providing reading using instructional techniques
that match Hawaiian learning patterns (North Central Regional Educational Laboratory,
1995.) Two DOE first grade teachers at Nanaikapono partnered with and were assisted
by two Project KEEP resource teachers who were highly trained reading specialists.
They not only trained those two teachers and more in succeeding years but also offered
training opportunities for us DOE teachers to observe in their classroom (Roberts,
4/13/2011.) Project KEEP was making headway at Nanaikapono and other schools until

it was abruptly discontinued by one of the Bishop Estate Trustees.

Each of these programs pumped funds and personnel into Nanaikapono and
other Leeward District schools. Each had its own particular focus determining how their
money was to be used but it was a yeasty mix of private, state and federal programs all
trying to boost achievement. Neither Karen Roberts nor | know of any longitudinal
studies that documented improved test scores. During the 1970’s, teachers at
Nanaikapono received a considerable amount of professional development increasing
our skills at providing effective reading instruction. By the early 1980’s many of us
transferred to schools closer to our homes thereby reducing the strain of long

commutes, but in the process, taking all that training with us.

Another highly successful program is Na Pua No‘eau created in 1990 and funded
by Office of Hawaiian Affairs to bring enrichment in the arts to Native Hawaiian students

from kindergarten through twelfth grade (Hawaii 24/7, 2011.) Students in this program
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learn Hawaiian culture and develop their artistic skills thereby increasing their sense of

themselves as able learners and people of value.

Far too often the State program offered native Hawaiian students was special
education, because they did not learn in the same style as the literacy-based curriculum
developed by the dominant culture. This is when and where | came on the educational
scene in Hawai‘i. Although | never applied to the State of Hawai‘i, | was recruited at a
Conference for Exceptional Children held in Chicago, April 4, 1970 where | am certain
the recruiter would have attempted to sign up anyone attending that conference who
could walk, talk and knew anything about special education. The need for special

education teachers in Hawai‘i was so great at that time.

Even though that was forty years ago, the need to bring in special education
teachers continues in the State of Hawai‘i. Far too often the solution to the different
learning style of Hawaiian students was addressed by the State of Hawai‘i by certifying a
disproportionate number of Hawaiian students as disabled and needing of special
education assistance. During school year 2009-2010, a school with a high percentage of
Hawaiian students has one-fifth of its students (21.6%) certified as special education
(according to the ARCH web site), which is significantly higher compared to the national

average of 13.4% (National Center for Education Statistics.)

What is wrong with having students in classes with small class size, more teacher

attention and less academic pressure? Students in special education are provided with
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a skill-based curriculum that is limited and less rigorous than what is presented in
regular classrooms. That is accompanied by lowered expectations and fewer high-
achieving role models, resulting in diminished academic and post-secondary
opportunities (NEA, 2.) The National Education Association has tracked this trend
because disproportionality in special education is a concern not just for students of
Hawaiian ancestry but nationwide for all students in non-dominant ethnic groups.
“Disproportionate representation of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students in
special education programs has been a national concern for nearly four decades” (NEA,
1.) ltisinteresting how that quote from the national teachers’ union notes the problem
of special education eligibility rates for nearly four decades, refers back to the late
1960’s. This corroborates the Hawai’i based research studies of why non-dominant

ethnicities end up being labeled as “disabled” in need of special education.

When students do not learn in the same style as the dominant culture who
determines the curriculum, they experience difficulty achieving and all too often are
labeled as disabled. Has the education provided Hawaiian students for the last half-
century been totally ineffectual? Well, not entirely. Dr. Kahakalau in her dissertation
describes several programs that have benefited groups of Hawaiian students. Many
public schools offer ALC’s which are officially known as Alternative Learning Centers
(and unofficially known as “Asshole’s Last Chance” before being sent to Detention
Home)(Kahakalau 2003, 53.) These typically employ culturally-oriented and project-

based learning strategies that are hands-on. Since this style matches many students’
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learning needs combined with the lower student teacher ratio some students turn
around from frustration and failure to starting to succeed. Unfortunately, even when
students succeed in these programs it is a tempered success because many educators
view these programs as watered down or lacking in academic rigor (Kahakalau 2003,

53.)

In 1978 when the Constitutional Convention for the State of Hawai‘i was
convened, a set of laws was enacted that opened the doors for programs beneficial to
native Hawaiians. The 1896 ban on use of the Hawaiian language in the classroom was
lifted when both English and Hawaiian were named as the two official languages of the
State. Article X from this Constitutional Convention mandated “the State shall promote
the study of Hawaiian culture, history and language and provide for a Hawaiian
education program consisting of language, culture and history” (Kahakalau 2003, 48.)
Public elementary schools started offering Hawaiian Studies or what is more commonly
called “the kiipuna (elder) program” where Hawaiian elders bring lessons in Hawaiian
culture and geography into the classrooms. These lessons delivered in an oral/aural
manner often include crafts, singing and dancing. Even though there is little follow
through by the regular classroom teachers leading this program to have the status of an
“add-on” and not a core course, many students respond well to this style of instruction.
This one period of the week might be the highlight of the week for certain children,

when “they can spend (time) in an educational environment that respects and values
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their native traditions and where they can learn more about their culture” (Kahakalau

2003, 50.)

For secondary education, the Article X mandate set the stage for a required
Hawaiian history course (Kahakalau 2003, 50.) An additional benefit of Article X and
making Hawaiian one of the official languages of the State of Hawai‘i, opened the door
for the Hawaiian immersion schools. In order to extend the Punana Leo (language nest)
private preschool programs, Hawaiian immersion classes were created in 1987 within
the public schools. As students in these programs grew, more grade levels were added
due to parental demand. Since 1999 whole graduating classes have completed their
entire education from preschool through high school within the Hawaiian immersion
program (Ka Papahana Kaiapuni Hawai‘i.) These programs are limited and do not
receive as support as they should. There are only 1500 students in the Hawaiian

immersions programs throughout all the islands (Ka Papahana Kaiapuni Hawai‘i.)

With the kiipuna (elders) who deliver the Hawaiian Studies lessons in the
elementary schools employed only on a part-time basis (without the fulltime salary,
benefits or classrooms/offices) they are on the periphery of the schools’ programs and
not in the center of the decision making. But even though these programs are limited in
numbers of students served and amount of support provided, they still reach certain
students who do not respond well to the literacy-based curriculum presented in typical
public school classrooms. Alternative Learning Centers, even though faculty members

disparage the level of academic rigor in these programs, they do meet the needs of
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some students not reached by the standard curriculum. Dr. Kahakalau recognizes the
improved grades and attendance in these programs as indicative of the power of
culturally based programs reaching students who are kinesthetic types of learners or
those motivated to learn about Hawaiian culture. Even though these programs were
seriously flawed by only reaching a small number, or because they lacked academic rigor
or support from the department, they did make a difference in some children’s school
life (Kahakalau 2003, 52.) Analyzing the aspects of these programs that worked helped

K Kahakalau shape the culturally-focused Hawaiian charter school she came to create.

Mismatch Theory

When children enter classrooms where the teacher and curriculum matches
their home experience, they embark upon their academic career as confident, eager
learners. This has been my experience as a long-term educator and is confirmed by the
anthropologists who conducted the Studies in a Hawaiian Community: Na Makamaka o
Nanakuli study at the school in which | was placed upon arrival in Hawai‘i. “If the school
culture does not differ from the home culture, the child is usually able to make the
transition from one to the other with little distress or difficulty” (Gallimore and Howard,
30.) Unfortunately the transition from home culture to school classroom is not a

smooth and rewarding one for most students of Hawaiian ancestry. In the introduction
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and first half of Chapter 1, | have shown through personal anecdotes, test scores and
the history of education in Hawai‘i, how education since the arrival of the missionaries,
was designed for the purpose of “Americanization” (Dotts & Sikkema, 47) of Hawaiian

and other non-Caucasian students.

While employing curriculum that reflects the Western values and intention of
Americanizing the Hawaiian students, certain instructional techniques run counter to
Hawaiian cultural sensibilities. These are the ones that contradict how Hawaiian
students are taught at home to learn and behave and so put them at a disadvantage in
the classroom. In this section, | will examine what Dr. David Sing refers to as the
“Mismatch Theory” because of the disconnect between the way Hawaiian cultural
values prescribe how children are to learn with the typical instructional techniques in
the conventional public schools the end result is lowered academic achievement
amongst Hawaiian children. Included in the following discussion will be a few specific
cultural contradictions illustrating the mismatch causing tension within Hawaiian

students.

Dr. David Kekaulike Sing, has been director for Na Pua No‘eau at the University
of Hawai‘i at Hilo for thirty years. As a native Hawaiian, he was one of only three
professors of Hawaiian ancestry on the faculty, when he arrived. With the longest
tenure of any of those with Hawaiian ancestry, he has the perspective to reflect upon
his own experience and view the educational careers of other Hawaiians over an

extended period of time. Theory for this section will be based upon interviews with
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Professor Sing, his dissertation and anthropological studies on education in Hawaiian

communities.

Dr. Sing’s own personal experience in education illustrates the difficulties
Hawaiians face in the educational system. While David Sing was a high school student in
Waimanalo, the guidance counselors told him that he did not have the ability to go to
college trying to convince him to become a fireman, as many of his friends became.
Fortunately, David knew that he had more inside of him than just that. When University
of Hawai‘i did not accept him, he took remedial courses. Later when in college, he had
to take some courses over, so it took a long time to get through college. But he
continued on at Claremont University, finally obtaining a doctorate. While in college, he
met his wife, Nalani, who is also of Hawaiian ancestry. Nalani Sing is currently the

principal of Kea‘au Elementary School.

Even though the Sing family is academically and achievement oriented, their
children have had as many educational struggles as David Sing experienced. He
counsels his own children to ho‘omau, to keep on, keeping on, as the only way for them
to succeed in education. Dr. Sing argues that the more closely the family lives Hawaiian
values, the more difficulty the children will have with the education system. Families
who live traditional Hawaiian values expect certain things of their children, which are in
conflict with what the schools are expecting of their students. This is what David refers
to as the “Mismatch Theory.” In his dissertation, he cites research studies from the

1960’s and 1970’s concluding that the difficulty Hawaiian students have in school was
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due in large part to not being “receptive to the learning conditions because of its

incongruency with how they learned at home” (Sing 1986, 22.)

Cultural Values that are Incongruent

This section identifies a number of Hawaiian cultural values that conflict with the
expectations in mainstream classrooms. Hawaiian children are expected to show
respect for their elders and people in authority. One way of showing that respect is for
the children to keep their eyes downcast, maka‘ainana, in Hawaiian, which is also the
word for the commoners (Pukui 1972, 54,) For Hawaiians, it would be extremely bold,
challenging and rude for a child to establish and maintain eye contact. Unfortunately,
many Caucasian teachers interpret a child’s looking down as appearing shifty or guilty.
Sometimes they even demand “Look at me when I’'m talking to you!” which puts the

student in a horrible bind.

Hawaiian children are expected to learn by observing, i ka nana no a ‘ike (by
observing, one learns) (Pukui 1983, 129.) This results in the expectation that children
will be “all eyes” with their mouths shut. Accompanying this is the injunction against
being nosy, mai niele! (Pukui 1972, 51.) Children are not supposed to pester adults with

qguestions. This is considered intrusive for the child to impose upon the adult and it
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might be dangerous in certain circumstances, such as launching canoes. Children are
expected to learn by watching and when the adult offers the opportunity, the child may
ask a thoughtful question. Besides, children are supposed to pa‘a ka waha (keep one’s
mouth shut) (Pukui 1983, 282.) As cultural expert Malcolm Chun explains: “Instead of
jumping to conclusions, it is better for one to reflect on all the options, putting the

experiences of observing and listening together (Chun, 5.)

In the classroom, teachers, and even university professors, expect questions and
observations as a sign that the student is actively attending to the lesson. A well
phrased question about an apparent inconsistency, or a missing detail or a comparison,
will demonstrate that the student is perceptive and keenly logical. Students who are
incisive enough to point out these things impress most teachers and professors. They
usually appreciate someone who participates actively so that the teacher does not have
to lecture to an unresponsive group. Haole (Caucasian) students are typically the
outspoken ones often dominating the class discussion. Hawaiian students have already
learned to “Nana ka maka; ho‘olohe ka pepeiao; pa‘a ka waha” at home (Pukui 1983,
248.) So the Hawaiian students come to school trained to “observe with the eyes: listen

with the ears; shut the mouth,” resulting in students ready to listen and take notes.

At first, students who just sit in class and listen, might seem “well behaved” and
easy to teach. But it shortly becomes frustrating for the teacher to attempt to engage

the students to no avail. It is even more obvious when there is a mix of ethnicities in the
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class, leaving the teacher to assume the Hawaiian student(s) must be slow, unmotivated

or inarticulate (Sing 1986, 27.)

From the Hawaiian student’s point of view, it would be unreasonably risky to
raise his/her hand to add ideas to a class discussion. Even if his/her ideas are correct
and pertinent, he/she jeopardizes his/her relationships with his/her peers. There is an
injunction in Hawaiian culture against being overly assertive, called: “Mai maha ‘oi”
meaning “Do not thrust the temple forward” (Pukui 1972, 54), which is interpreted as
being a warning against being overly-proud and self-important. The same
admonishment carries over into Pidgin English as: “No act”, which means “stop showing
off” (Simonson, no page numbers listed). “If a Hawaiian says or does something which
suggests he is above the others, he has more power or influence, or his opinions are
more substantive, then he is pursuing personal gain at the risk of embarrassing,
annoying or hurting someone else” (Howard, 28). If the Hawaiian student’s comments
turn out to be right, he/she is still wrong. Actively volunteering the right answers calls
attention to himself/herself causing the group to bring that student back into order with
comments such as: “who do you think you are?” type of comments. Whenever
Hawaiians are singled out for praise, it is considered bad form to accept congratulations
for achieving something by their own effort. The proper way to handle praise is to
deflect it by pointing out the major contributions and assistance provided by other

people. Or, the accomplishment should be belittled as “no big deal.” In this way,
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accomplishments of all sizes from venturing a correct answer in a class to earning a

degree should graciously be attributed to the support of family and friends.

Returning to Hawaiian students’ internal debate over whether to volunteer ideas
in class, if the answer turns out to be wrong, the Hawaiian student “Makes A” or “makes
a fool of himself” (Simonson, no pages listed). It is embarrassing for students of any
ethnicity to venture an answer that turns out to be incorrect. Haole (Caucasian)
students shrug it off with an “oh well, | tried” attitude. But for Hawaiians, there is a
tendency to minimize risk. The basic reason for the “Ain’t no big thing” attitude is to
minimize risk, so if a venture does not “pan out”, there is a minimal level of investment.
There is little hurt or embarrassment because not much effort was put forth to succeed
in the first place. Underneath the appealing, carefree Hawaiian image is a strategy that

avoids vulnerability and disappointment (Howard, 32).

One of the key Hawaiian values interfering with the pursuit of education is the
valuing of affiliation over personal achievement. Relationships with family, friends and
community organizations are top priority for Hawaiians of all ages. It is assumed that a
Hawaiian’s time, energy and resources should go into their relationships. Their sense of
self-worth is based upon the strength and number of their relationships (Howard, 67).
Hawaiians use their resources to share with others instead of accumulating wealth
(Howard, 73.) Using resources to increase the family’s social standing is a higher priority
than investing in more education. As long as there is enough money and resources to

provide a basic standard of living, then strengthening relationships is more important
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than personal achievement in the form of college degrees or professional level careers.
It almost seems selfish spending time at school on one’s own personal achievement.
For many Hawaiians, working to provide for the family and concentrating on family and
friends is far more of a priority than spending years focusing on the individual
achievement of a college or graduate degree. Hawaiian young people “are taught as
they mature to measure achievement in terms of their contributions to the family”

(Gallimore, Boggs and Jordan, 262.)

Summary of Root Causes of Mismatch

There are hundreds of teachers in the public schools of Hawai‘i, who are
culturally sensitive to the learning preferences of Hawaiian students. Unfortunately, |
was not one of those for many years. And | suspect there is a basic structural mismatch
between the Western oriented teaching techniques typically employed in the
conventional public schools of Hawai‘i and the learning style of the Hawaiian students.
When there are “majority group-dominated classrooms occupied by minority culture
students” there are sure to be conflicts “at the interface of cultures” (Gallimore, Boggs
and Jordan, 23.) Test results for Hawaiian students and schools with concentrations of
Hawaiian students as presented in the Introduction testify to continuing conflict

between cultures.
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As my Professor of Curriculum and Instruction, Dr. Margaret Maaka, explained to
our seminar: “The main problem with education is that it is not innocent. Embedded in
curriculum are other elements some of which are written, but many unwritten, some of
which are spoken, but many unspoken” (Maaka, 2007.) The thought pattern of the
ethnic, socio-economic group that designed the curriculum is contained within the
curriculum, schedule, discipline and even physical characteristics (setting, architecture &
furniture) of the school. Any student who matches the ethnic, socio-economic group of
curriculum designers will have the cultural capital needed to do well socially and
academically. Any student whose ethnicity or socio-economic group does not match the
cultural capital or habitus (personal history and social positioning, as defined by Erickson

& Murphy, 189) of the designers is not going to do well academically.

If this cultural mismatch with the resultant underachievement on the part of
Hawaiian students has been an ongoing problem for decades, is there any way to
resolve this conflict? In Chapter 2 and 3, | will argue there is a way to address the
mismatch between the cultures by working with the home culture of the students. The
curriculum aligned with Hawaiian cultural values allowing Hawaiian students to succeed
academically that Ki Kahakalau and other founding parents of Kanu o ka ‘Aina charter

school created will be described in detail.
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Chapter 2. Charter Schools as Vehicles for Change

Before a charter school was even a dream, there were several steps along the
way. At each stage, K Kahakalau used Hawaiian language and culture to reach
Hawaiian youth to convince them they could be active effective learners. Each program
she taught in or developed, although partially successful did not change the quality of
the child’s education or life, until the creation of Kanu o ka ‘Aina Public Charter School.
The history of this initiative will be tracked until the development of an entire Hawaiian
focused system of pedagogy from primary and elementary through secondary education
and beyond was created. This chapter also includes the reasons why separate charter
schools, not a program in the mainstream public schools, are the most effective format

for a complete unified new system of education.

Kt Kahakalau’s Path to the Creation of a Hawaiian Charter School

Starting out her career as an educator, K Kahakalau taught Hawaiian language
in high schools, first on O‘ahu and then on the Hamakua Coast of the Big Island. Many
of the students in her Hawaiian language class were motivated and bright. But it was
disappointing when her students failed their other classes or dropped out of school

(Bolante, 44.) When she encountered them working at a grocery store after dropping
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out or getting pregnant, she pondered how students who were such good students in

her class could do so poorly in their other school work.

Deciding to expand her efforts, Ki developed a summer program featuring
Hawaiian immersion in a month long camp called Kikulu Kumuhana (pooling our
strengths for a common purpose.) This program allowed students to learn Hawaiian
cultural traditions in an outdoor environment, and was so successful it expanded to

various Big Island locations plus Maui.

Realizing that learning the Hawaiian language by itself was not sufficient to
ensure success for Hawaiian high school students, Ki became aware she had to create
an entire environment around Hawaiian traditional practices. Since K had started her
doctoral studies at The Union Institute a few years prior to this time, she had enough
academic credentials to launch a Hawaiian school-within-a-school at the local high
school as part of her research. Despite promising results in the Kanu o ka ‘Aina
Hawaiian Academy, Ki was concerned that the faculties of rural schools can be unstable
due to frequent turn-over. Additionally it was impossible to guarantee assurance of

continuing administrative support for the Hawaiian Academy.

Kahakalau also knew that any program aiming at high school aged students, no
matter how successful would be “too little too late.” By that stage of their academic
career too many Hawaiian students were disengaged from academic life, feeling they

were not real student material. Far too often Hawaiian high school students were
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several or even many years behind in academic areas. Starting a program at high school
level results in playing a game of “catch up” with students so far behind it is impossible

to offer an academically rigorous program. Ki knew a school does not have the chance
of succeeding with a quality program unless, it reaches students early enough to lay a

solid academic foundation.

Knowing that she would have to expand her efforts for her students and also for
her two young daughters who would soon reach school age, Ki formed a group of
Hawaiian parents who felt the present educational system was not working for their
children and wanted a better choice. Waimea in the center of northern Big Island was
chosen because of its Hawaiian population and orientation. Using and extending the
name of Ki’s original school-within-a-school, Kanu o ka ‘Aina Learning ‘Ohana, this
parent group founded a non-profit organization called KALO. This acronym refers to the
taro plant which is the legendary elder sibling of the Hawaiian people. Although K
initiated the founding of this committee, there were many founding mothers of KALO
and Kanu o ka ‘Aina, including Taffi Wise, Zanette Johnson, Val Hanohano, Nancy
Levenson, Keomailani Case, Ana Kaho‘opii, Margaret Becka and Jan Espere plus one
founding father, Kii’s husband Nalei Kahakalau (Hanohano, 2011.) This group helped
establish Kanu with several remaining till today in devoted service to Kanu, continuing

to help guide its growth and working full time for either Kanu or KALO.
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While K was developing the prototypes for her charter school in the early to
mid-1990’s important developments in educational reform were coalescing in Hawai’i

and across the nation.

The Start of Charter Schools

Across the country in the 1990’s, parents were banding together dissatisfied
about how little control they had over the schools, how non-responsive the schools
were to their needs. They wanted to have some choice in the style of education for
their children, hopefully in a smaller more personalized style (Lockwood, ix.) Although
these parents came from varied backgrounds including homeschoolers or Christian
fundamentalists (Lockwood, vii) or members of minority groups, they still wanted public
education, but with some viable choices. They wanted “independent schools” that did
not do business as usual nor embody the same level of bureaucracy. In 1988, when the
President of the American Federation of Teachers, proposed an idea of “schools of
choice” that concept resonated with many parents and educators. The charter school
movement constitutes one of the most significant efforts to reform public education by
creating schools that are semi-independent with autonomy over their curriculum and

yet accountable for their academic and financial performance (Buckley & Schneider, 1.)
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And so, the first charter school opened in Minnesota in 1991. Sometimes called
“alternative schools” and sometimes called “magnet schools”, these public, though
semi-independent schools spread across America (Brouillete, 4.) Anne Lockwood, an
educational policy analyst considers the 1990’s to be the Charter Schools Decade.
Public education reform via charter school legislation including the spread of new
charter schools continued on the following decade. By school year 2009-2010, there are
only “eleven states without charter school a charter school law” (National Alliance for
Public Charter Schools 2006-2010.) There are now 4,936 charter schools, which
constitutes 5.1% of all public schools with 1,665, 779 students which is 3.4% of all the
public school students” (National Alliance for Public Charter Schools 2006-2010.) The
Hawaii Charter School Network describes the current charter school scene as having
“Over one million students (1,074,809) attend charter schools with diverse

organizational structures, philosophies and programs” (HCSN 2010.)

In 1994, three years after America’s first charter school, Hawai‘i opened the door
for charter schools by granting the right for up to twenty-five schools to convert from
already existing public schools to what was called at that time “student-centered
schools” (Fukumoto, 7.) These schools later became known as “conversion schools”
with Wai‘alae and Lanikai as the first two schools in Hawai‘i “converting” from being

conventional schools into new status as charter schools.

Kahakalau and her group of founders recognized charter schools as a viable

format for their plans of a new style of education. They lobbied the legislature for
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expanded charter school opportunities beyond just conversion schools. In 1999, a law
allowed community groups that had developed a coherent DIP (Detailed
Implementation Plan) to apply to the Board of Education for a charter to start their own
school. Since Act 62 came at the turn of the millennium, the schools it created were
known as New Century Charter Schools. They could become charter schools through
either of two processes: as a “start up” school being created anew or as a “conversion”,

converting from an existent public school to a charter school.

Reasons for Charter Schools

As the doors to becoming a charter school opened wider, another twenty-three
charter schools, including Kanu o ka ‘Aina received their charters within the next two
years. By the time school started in 2001 there were twenty-five charter schools
including the two “grandfathered” (because they were grandfathered in under the law)
charter schools, Wai‘alae and Lanikai. Out of that second batch of charter schools, a
little more than half (thirteen) were designed around Hawaiian language and culture.
One of the main reasons behind the creation of charter schools is to allow sufficient
autonomy so that innovative curriculum and a new school culture can be brought to life.
Taking the reasoning one step further, they thought that if these strategies prove to be

effective, they might be incorporated into the regular public schools or possibly more
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students will gravitate to that innovative school. A little healthy competition for
students might be generated as parents and communities notice which schools are most
effective in assisting students. When students and their parents choose a charter school
they stay within the public school system and without having to pay tuition as they

would a private school.

The second reason for charter schools is to provide “safe harbors” for students
that the typical school has not well served (Fukumoto, 9.) In my years in the DOE, there
seemed to be certain populations such as kinesthetic learners, gifted and talented
students (particularly gifted and talented students with attention deficits) and certain
ethnic minorities (such as the Micronesian as well as the Hawaiian students) that do not
thrive within the DOE because their learning styles do not match the style of
instructional delivery. Act 62 allowed community groups to work together to
determine what youth in their area needed in order to succeed educationally. As shown
in the above statistics on educational and socio-economic status, Hawaiians have not
fared well in accessing the education needed to thrive in twentieth and twenty-first
century life. The continuing struggles of Hawaiian people are particularly distressing,
since research in 1968 determined that instead of “believing that the child should be
changed” (Gallimore & Howard, 30), “the (school) system must prepare itself to serve
the community for which it operates” (Gallimore & Howard, 32.) And unfortunately,
those adjustments have not been forthcoming within the mainstream public schools of
Hawai‘i.
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Types of Charter Schools in Hawai’i

As of 2010, there are thirty-one charter schools in the State of Hawai‘i spanning
a wide variety of missions, grade levels and curriculum styles. Lynn Finnegan, the
Executive Director of the Hawai‘i Charter Schools Network, described them as “The 31
flavors of charter schools” (Finnegan, 2011.) Each charter school chooses different
age/grade levels that match its mission. Some are strictly elementary while a few
charter schools span both elementary and middle school. Only one charter school is
strictly middle school, Waimea Middle Public Charter School, because it converted from
middle school already in existence into a charter school. A few charter schools span
secondary education including both middle and high schools. Nine charter schools
including Kanu o ka ‘Aina wish to mold students’ entire elementary and secondary

education span from kindergarten through twelfth grade.
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Figure 1

Map of 31 charter schools throughout State of Hawai‘i spanning from Kaua‘i in the west
to the Big Island in the east. Note that some charter schools are in such close proximity
that their bubble markers overlap.

This map is used with permission of Charter School Administrative Office.

As stated above, in order to be granted a charter, a community group must
develop a mission and Detailed Implementation Plan (DIP). Therefore, each charter
school is designed around a mission of how they think they will best meet the needs of
students in their community. Some are based upon a style of learning. Some are
entirely on-line and some are hybrid on-line with certain amount of face to face
classroom learning. A few schools focus their curriculum around certain content areas

such as environmental sciences.
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Charter Schools with a Hawaiian Cultural Focus

There are currently fifteen or nearly half of the 2010 set of thirty-one charter
schools in Hawai’i whose mission includes promoting Hawaiian language and culture.
These Hawaiian focused schools include both immersion and bilingual instruction
delivery schools. There are four charter schools where H