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Abstract 
 

Formal education—four walled classrooms with a single teacher and multiple children in 

a school setting—did not exist in traditional Hawai‘i. Traditional Hawaiian learning resembled 

contemporary vocational schools or specialized institutions of higher learning.  Within these 

structures, Hawaiians became strongly rooted in cultural and familial values through a support 

system that provided a firm foundation for their total well-being.  Unfortunately, Western 

influences altered Hawaiian traditional ways of knowing, doing, and being, and the impact, 

predominantly negative, is prevalent and can be observed in Hawaiian communities, homes, and 

schools.   

My homeland, my beloved Waiʻanae, was traditionally prized for its abundant resources 

and industrious people, and many traveled great distances to obtain goods from this land of 

plenty. In contrast, our coastline today is plagued by drug addiction, health issues, homelessness, 

and low performing schools.  This cannot and will not continue to be our refrain.   

In an attempt to reestablish and modernize the traditional Hawaiian nature of learning, I 

redesigned a culture-based agriculture program at Wai‘anae High School in 2006. The purpose 

of this study was to develop a greater understanding of effective pedagogical and instructional 

practices that positively impacted student learning and growth for agriculture students at 

Waiʻanae High School throughout and beyond high school.  The findings of this study suggest 

that effective pedagogical and instructional practices include a) fostering supportive 

relationships, rigor, and relevance through contextualized learning, and; b) empowering learners 

through safe learning environments, Hawaiian culture-based inquiry, and internship/mentorship 

opportunities.  Key to this study are the voices of former students who informed this research.    
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 Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

I, as a native Hawaiian, live and work in my home community.  I attended elementary 

and middle school here and for most of my adult life, I have watched my community and schools 

face the same struggles prevalent then as they are today.  The majority of people live below the 

poverty line and most of my parents’ generation did not receive an education beyond middle or 

high school.  Drugs are prevalant, crime is still high, and in turn, today’s generation does not see 

education as a way out. 

Though both of my parents had no more than a high school education, my mother saw to 

it that I attended a high school outside of my home town.  I was reluctant to leave the comfort of 

my place of birth, but I did.  I attended a public boarding school that provided me with a very 

different educational experience from which I was accustomed.  Steeped in pride and tradition, 

my high school inspired students to become “pillars of pride” and follow in the footsteps of 

graduates who had come before us.   

While in high school, I developed a deep interest in agriculture in large part because of 

my high school agriculture instructor. He was a great mentor to me and paved a way for my 

development and growth as a student leader. In my teenage years, he recognized in me the 

potential to be an agriculture teacher and encouraged me to think about a career in that path, 

although I could not imagine such a future was possible.   

I went on to attend a local, public university where I pursued a degree in agriculture. 

While there, I was fortunate to enroll in a leadership development program for students of 

Hawaiian ancestry that helped me to develop a stronger sense of self.  The program offered 

courses and opportunities that connected us to our past with the intent of helping us prepare to 
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become leaders for our communities.  Distinguished faculty members mentored and empowered 

us to develop our identities as Hawaiian students and leaders.   

Upon completing my undergraduate work at the university, I returned home.  My heart’s 

desire was to serve my home region of Wai‘anae in some capacity.  I love this place.  I love the 

people here.  I wanted the young people to experience the growth I had.  I wanted them to 

discover their true identities and use this learning to successfully navigate their way through life.  

Though issues and negative stereotypes polarize this community, I want the young to know that 

what others say and think about us are not our truth.  We create and define our own truth.  We 

write our own stories.   

For this reason, I decided to become an agent of change for my people, the people of 

Waiʻanae.  I wanted others to see us positively and for those from Wai‘anae to see themselves 

positively. I could enact this change as an agriculture teacher, connecting my students to positive 

agriculture entities in the community such as MAʻO, an organic farm, and Kaʻala, a cultural 

learning center.  I knew that this type of change required continuous, meaningful learning for 

those I taught.  I committed myself to building bridges to the outside world by using the best 

curriculum, instructional strategies, and assessment I could find, and tailoring each of these 

learning experiences to this local student population.  Always moving forward, I strove to 

increase educational opportunities for those who entered my classroom every day.   

What Am I Researching? 

Traditionally, the life of native Hawaiians was an amalgamation of values, practices, 

knowledge, skills, and a worldview that grounded them in their place and to one another 

(Kameʻeleihiwa, 1992).  Individual children were nurtured and supported to develop a keen 

sense of knowing and being (Handy & Pukuʻi, 1972).  Formal education—four walled 
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classrooms with a single teacher and multiple children in a school setting—did not exist in 

traditional Hawai‘i; instead, a system of hālau and kahuna guided children and young adults 

through years of specialized training once youngsters began showing interest and skills in a 

particular area of work (Kahumoku, 2005; Chun, 2013).  This structure parallels that of 

contemporary vocational schools that focus education on a specialized set of knowledge, skills, 

attitudes, and beliefs (Nā Lau Lama, 2006). 

  When New England missionaries arrived in the Hawaiian Islands in the 1820’s, 

traditional ways of knowing, living, and being were eroded and replaced by Western systems of 

education, commerce, land ownership, values, and ways of living (Hess, Rotherham, & Walsh, 

2004; Kahumoku, 2005).  The aftermath was devastating: Hawaiian language was abolished 

from use in island classrooms; the number of pure-blooded Hawaiians drastically declined due to 

poor health, illness, and mortality; and more Hawaiians found themselves in poverty than ever 

before (Benham & Heck, 1998; Kahumoku, 2005; Kaomea, 2000; Kawaiʻaeʻa, 2012).  Today’s 

native Hawaiian has been, as Greer (2013) noted: 

dehumanized, eroticized, minimized, made invisible, and even expunged.  Such 

cultural trauma and religious practices, divided communities and families, and 

physically manifested into health disparities for Native Hawaiians …The new 

rule of law criminalized the familial, social, recreational, and sexual behavior of 

the Native Hawaiian, redefining his identity and creating boundaries for this 

private space (p. 116). 

 In Waiʻanae, the decline also manifested physically in the land, transforming Waiʻanae 

from a land of plenty to an unproductive region.  According to Cordy (2002), my own regional 

community “was the ‘breadbasket’ of the district with its abundant loʻi lands, famed for its poi.  
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Here too was by far the most populous land of the district” (p. 130).   Historians like Cordy 

estimate that the Wai‘anae area of the island supported some 10,000 people in small, flourishing 

communities across the coastline. Yet today, Wai‘anae is a dry region that is home to more than 

36,000 people (United States Census Bureau, 2010). Native Hawaiians continue to be the largest 

ethnic group, accounting for more than 54% of the local population (MAʻO Organic Farms, 

2010).  The White House described Wai‘anae as having “the largest Native Hawaiian community 

in the world and one of the most economically challenged communities in the state” (Levine, 

2011). More than 26% of households receive public assistance compared to the state’s average of 

7.6%, and 25.7% of families with children live in poverty compared to the state’s average of 

11.2% (Hawaiʻi State Department of Education, 2010a).  Twenty-eight percent of the children 

between the ages of 4–19 who live along this coastline are “at risk,” meaning that they (a) live 

with a caregiver who is not a high school graduate, and; (b) are in a household that economically 

is rated below the poverty level.  Residents of the coast exhibit high-levels of unemployment, 

unmet health needs, child abuse, school safety issues, and homelessness (Waiʻanae High School, 

2010).  At least four low-income state housing facilities have been established, while homeless 

encampments of blue tarps and tents dot the coastline.  In fact, one such camp exists in the brush 

next to the high school where I taught.   

Within this community, a set of public schools exists in a complex made up of 

elementary and middle schools that feed students into a single high school.  For decades, the 

Waiʻanae Complex has had the lowest number of students passing reading and math 

standardized tests (MAʻO Organic Farms, 2010; Hawaiʻi State Department of Education, 2010b).  

Worse, Waiʻanae, as well as other coastline schools, have some of the lowest scores when 

compared to other schools statewide.  As a result, in 2009, the Nānākuli-Waiʻanae Complex 
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Area was identified as one of two Zones of School Innovation (ZSI) in Hawai‘i’s application for 

The Race to the Top (RTTT) educational reform initiative (Hawaiʻi State Department of 

Education, 2010a). 

Many efforts have been made to improve schools like those in Wai‘anae, schools that are 

considered low achieving with high rates of poverty. Eric Jensen (2009), in his book Teaching 

with Poverty in Mind, described how poverty can hurt children across the U.S.  He further said 

that while many reform models have made their way to the doorsteps of schools, too many of 

them were implemented incrementally, for only short periods of time, and usually reflected the 

trend of the moment (Jensen, 2009).  While some models may be promising, he noted that none 

ever resulted in any significant growth for students in the region (Jensen, 2009).   

For example, in school year 2003-04, Waiʻanae High School adopted the Smaller 

Learning Communities (SLCs) model (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Planning, 

Evaluation and Policy Development, Policy and Program Studies Service, 2008).  Under No 

Child Left Behind, this model intended to increase student performance through the creation of 

smaller and more personalized learning communities. In comparison to the large, comprehensive 

schools’ model, SLCs sought to increase one-to-one interaction between adults and students.  As 

one part of this SLC, 9th grade students were placed into a Ninth Grade Success Academy for a 

double dose of English, math, and science classes to counter the consecutive poor student 

performances on standardized tests over the years.   

Toward the end of their first high school year, 9th grade students selected a career 

pathway academy (career academy) that commenced in their 10th grade year.  Each student 

chose a pathway based on career and personal interests, and most remained in the academy 

throughout the remaining years in high school.  Four career academies were initially offered at 
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Waiʻanae High School.  These career academies allowed students to learn traditional academic 

content in the context of a career pathway.  Such curriculum laid the foundation for students to 

learn math, English, science, and social studies as well as career knowledge and skills through a 

career. In their 11th grade and 12th grade years, students further specialized their studies by 

selecting and pursuing “majors,” allowing for further skill and knowledge development through 

specific careers. 

In 2004-05, the Natural Resources (NR) Career Academy was created.  This academy 

included agriculture, Hawaiian studies (with an emphasis on environmental science), marine 

science, and culinary arts.  In its initial year, despite drawing the lowest total enrollment, this 

academy had the highest special education population. 

At the start, NR teachers observed that students were not prepared to meet expectations in 

terms of the competencies needed for career work as well as the general knowledge and skills 

needed to complete high school.  In response, teachers created an introductory Pathway Core 

course that blended a set of Hawaiian culture competencies and values with the content of each 

of the majors.  Until recently, all NR teachers taught at least one class section of the Pathway 

Core.   

In school year 2006-07, NR pathway teachers began to see a shift in the composition of 

students—from those in special education to those from the general education student body.  

More students became interested in the NR pathway. The NR academy teachers then 

collaborated to strengthen the common practices and foundational values and competencies by 

specifically adding the Hawaiian values of aloha, hōʻihi, mālama, kuleana, lōkahi, and pono.  

According to my records (G.L. Aken, personal communication, October 12, 2012), enrollment 

for the agriculture major rose from an average of 18 to 26 students for 11th grade and from 10 to 
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19 students for 12th grade.  Even with the increase in the number of students in this pathway, we 

still faced at least 25% of 11th graders with absenteeism problems, and the loss of many seniors 

because they had to re-take courses for credit recovery and on-time graduation. Forty percent of 

students enrolled in the agriculture program received special education services, and 30% were 

English language learners. 

Students who remained in agriculture for the duration of their high school career received 

more than content knowledge and skills. The program of study focused on helping students 

prepare for a successful future in agriculture by designing and executing a plan for post high 

school opportunities.  Because not all of my students chose college, exposing them to various 

careers was one of my agriculture program goals. 

Purpose of Study  

The purpose of this research study was to develop a greater understanding of effective 

pedagogy and instructional practices of the agriculture program that positively impacted 

Waiʻanae High School students’ growth.  The agriculture program at Waiʻanae High School 

spanned two years and was designed to engage 11th and 12th grade students in agricultural 

science via culturally appropriate ways of knowing and doing.  The program allowed students to 

develop agricultural knowledge and skills through classroom and applied learning.  They 

participated in field laboratory and community-based projects to increase skills like planting, 

harvesting, and marketing the produce.  Students learned about growth cycles of plants and 

animals, integrated pest management, organic versus conventional farming, native plant 

restoration, agribusiness, entrepreneurship, and sustainable community food systems.  A variety 

of instructional practices that included collaborative group projects, experiential learning, and 

community partnerships were employed to actively engage learners.  These partnerships and 
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practices contributed to and likely increased my students’ ability to obtain internships or work at 

local farms and, for some, earn a college degree in agriculture. 

I realized that while my program had some merits, the program needed a rigorous 

examination that would support continued growth and progress.  In 2009, I redesigned the 

agriculture program’s curriculum and knew I eventually wanted to examine the impact it had on 

student learning after several years.  I also realized that to undertake such a study, reviewing my 

curriculum or instructional strategies in isolation was not enough.  I needed to hear from my 

former students to know what they deemed most valuable in the course and why.  

As Kawaiʻaeʻa (2012) stated, “It is in the best interest of the whole society to create 

culturally healthy and responsive learning environments that benefit all learners” (p. 18). Over 

my 20 plus years of teaching, I realized that this is true for most of the students who enter my 

classroom.  Agriculture education seemed to resonate with my rural students.  I also realized that 

many came from a lineage of hoa ʻāina who mālama the land, and in turn, understood the 

multiple layers of value that come with an abundant harvest—cognitive, physical, social, and 

spiritual.  The majority of my agriculture students, more than 70% on average, are of native 

Hawaiian ancestry.  As such, I realized early on in my teaching career that a strong and powerful 

connection between things Hawaiian and agricultural could propel my students forward in 

positive, empowering ways.     

I intended when I redesigned this agriculture progam to give the students skills, 

knowledge, and experiences to make them successful as adults.  I wanted to do this by building 

strong relationships first. Building and strengthening relationships with my students, their 

families, and the overall community was desirable because as Jensen (2009) noted, “relationships 

that teachers build with students form the single strongest access to student goals, socialization, 
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motivation, and academic performance” (pp. 288-289).  I believed that if I built and nurtured 

healthy relationships, most of my students would feel supported and achieve success. 

To develop a greater understanding of effective pedagogy and instructional practices in 

my agriculture program at Waiʻanae High School that positively impacted agriculture program 

student growth, I selected former students who could provide me insights to the following key 

research questions about my program.   

Research Questions 

• Through the experience of former students, what elements of and in what ways did the 

agriculture program contribute to student growth? 

• Through the lens of former students, what kinds of program improvements can improve 

student growth and learning? 

What I hoped to investigate and understand were the types of curricular, instructional, and 

assessment strategies that worked best for my students.  Utilizing the information drawn from 

interviews, I wanted to re-examine, and more importantly, refine various aspects of the program 

so that an increased number of students from my home community could flourish and grow. 

Following are definitions of key terms used in this study.  

Definitions 
 

Career academies. A career academy is a type of school within a school or small 

learning community that provides a college preparatory curriculum with a career-related theme 

(Stern, Raby, & Dayton, 1992). 

Culture-based education. The grounding of instruction and student learning in the 

values, norms, knowledge, beliefs, practices, experiences, and language that are the foundation 

of culture (Hawaiʻi State Department of Education, 2014; Kanaʻiaupuni & Kawaiʻaeʻa, 2008). 
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Focus schools. The lowest 10% of schools in the Strive HI Performance System.  Focus 

Schools have low achievement and graduation rates, or large within school or graduation rate 

gaps (Hawaiʻi State Department of Education, 2014). 

No Child Left Behind. The United States No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 

was a reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, first enacted in 1965.  

NCLB was designed to drive broad gains in student achievement and to hold states and schools 

more accountable for student progress (Dee, Jacob, & Schwartz, 2013). 

Smaller Learning Communities. Smaller Learning Communities increase student 

performance.  They may also be safer because students feel less alienated, more nurtured, and 

more connected to caring adults (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Planning, Evaluation 

and Policy Development, Policy and Program Studies Service, 2008). 

Strive HI performance system. Strive HI, the state of Hawaiʻi’s new school 

accountability and improvement system, is designed to account for the progress of Hawai‘i’s 

students, educators, and schools. The Strive HI system aligns and connects key state education 

policies and initiatives to position students and educators for success (Hawaiʻi State Department 

of Education, 2014). 

Title I school. Title I, Part A of the United States Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act (ESEA), provides financial assistance to states and school districts to meet the needs of 

educationally at-risk students. The goal of Title I is to provide extra instructional services and 

activities that support students identified as failing or most at risk of failing the state’s 

challenging performance standards in mathematics, reading, and writing (Hawaiʻi State 

Department of Education, 2013). 
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The focus of this action research was to gather and analyze data from interviews with 

former students to deepen understanding of effective pedagogy and practice, as well as identify 

areas of improvement in Waiʻanae High School’s agriculture program (Burnaford, Fischer, & 

Hobson, 2001).  The traditional Hawaiian practice of Aʻo aku (teaching), aʻo mai (learning)—an 

exchange of knowledge between teacher and students—sprung to life through the use of former 

student voices to inform this study (Pukuʻi, 1983).  The flow of knowledge between teacher and 

students is continuous and is reflected in the title of this study, Pō‘aiapuni o Ka‘aihonua.  

Pō‘aiapuni refers to the continuous cycle of exchange and Ka‘aihonua refers to the haumana 

(students) and kumu (teacher) of the program.  Chapter 1 provides an overview of the purpose 

for this study.  Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature surrounding this work, while Chapter 

3 presents this study’s research methodology.  Chapter 4 addresses some key findings, and the 

final chapter concludes with a discussion about this study’s implications and the need for future 

research.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

This study examined the impacts of an agriculture-culture-based curriculum on students 

who attended a rural high school in Hawai‘i. This chapter explores three major areas of 

literature: 1) theoretical lens, 2) culture-based teaching and learning, 3) information about the 

Wai‘anae region’s students, schools, and communities.  The purpose of the chapter is to 

understand how this study filled a void in the literature about Hawaiian students’ experiences in 

an agriculture education program that utilized Hawaiian culture-based approaches. 

Theoretical Lens 

 The study was conducted within an impoverished community with high school graduates 

who were former agriculture students who had faced significant life and educational challenges.  

In this study of my agriculture program’s curriculum, instructional strategies, assessments, and 

classroom practices, I used Critical Race Theory (CRT) to examine the program’s effectiveness 

through the analysis of stories from former students (Dunbar, 2008).   

Critical Race Theory, a relatively new and growing field of research and application, 

allowed for consideration of how race intersects with other forms of oppression, such as class, 

gender, and poverty, as well as how the combination of these forms impacted the education of 

children (Dunbar, 2008).  Chapman, Dixson, Gillborn, and Ladson-Billings (2013) offered that 

CRT began in the 1970’s through the work of legal scholars and quickly became a way to 

illuminate dominant claims of neutrality, objectivity, color blindness, and meritocracy that 

powerful entities in society used to promote their own self-interests. This theory assisted scholars 

of color to challenge ways in which race and racial power were constructed and represented in 

American society (Dunbar, 2008).  CRT promoted analysis of the context behind policies and 

procedures with a particular eye toward uncovering the historic events and actions that created 
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inequality, inequity, and the like.  In addition, this lens recognized that “people of color who 

experience racism are uniquely positioned to understand certain elements of its operation and 

power. . . [especially] in the use of storytelling,” thereby valuing experiential knowledge and 

learning (Chapman et al., 2013, p. 1021). 

 Applied to this study, this approach focused attention on the issues related to race and 

poverty as related to the education of Native Hawaiians.  CRT shaped the ways in which I 

examined my program’s effectiveness in increasing the agriculture understandings, knowledge, 

skills, and practices of Hawaiians and other Pacific Islander students.  The use of CRT and 

Critical Indigenous Pedagogy (CIP) shaped a granular focus on the elements of Hawaiian 

culture—practices, values, pedagogy —utilized within the classwork that assisted in the growth 

of students.  Denzin and Lincoln (2008) presented that CIP utilized methods that helped 

researchers to bring about social justice through various forms of praxis and inquiry that were 

emancipatory and empowering. To practice CIP,  one must be the following: 

...ethical, performative, healing, transformative, decolonizing, and participatory.  It 

must be committed to dialogue, community, self-determination, and cultural 

autonomy.  It must meet people’s perceived needs.  It must resist efforts to confine 

inquiry to a single paradigm or interpretive strategy.  It must be unruly, disruptive, 

critical, and dedicated to the goals of justice and equity. (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 

2) 

To this end, CIP offered a second theoretical lens.  The use of both CRT and CIP 

required that I examine program effectiveness through the lived stories of its participants 

(Merriam, 2009).  CIP helped to shape this research by examining the ways in which these 

students constructed meaning and value when going through this program.  As Meyer (2008) 
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recognized, “All peoples have their own distinct beliefs of what knowledge is and what knowing 

entails” (p. 218). Thus, this study sought to uncover the knowledge of this program through its 

students. 

Poverty and Its Impact on Student Learning 
 

Native youth . . . experience significant institutional and intergenerational challenges in 

reaching their potential. Native children are far more likely than their non-Native peers to 

grow up in poverty, to suffer from severe health problems, and to face obstacles to 

educational opportunity. These conditions are systemic and severe, and must be 

addressed through increased resources and strategic action. (Executive Office of the 

President, 2014, p.4). 

The challenges indigenous Hawaiian learners faced at home and in their communities 

could spill into their school day (Kaiwi & Kahumoku, 2006).  Reported by the Office of 

Hawaiian Affairs (OHA) in 2015, poverty affected 16.9% of Hawaiian families with children 

under the age of 18 years old and 32.4% of households where a female was the head.  Moreover, 

15.2% of all Native Hawaiian school age children were considered impoverished. The impact of 

poverty on Native Hawaiians can be observed in educational attainment data (OHA, 2015). 

While nearly half of all Native Hawaiians 25 years or older obtained a high school diploma or 

equivalent, less than 25% of this population had a bachelor’s degree, and less than 11% had 

attained a graduate or professional degree as seen in Table 1 (OHA, 2015).  
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Table 1 
 
Native Hawaiian Educational Attainment 

Educational Attainment 

State of Hawaiʻi 

Estimate Margin of 
Error Percent 

Percent 
Margin of 

Error 
Population 25 years and over 974,586 +/-1,323 974,586 (X) 

Less than 9th grade 39,436 +/-2,987 4.0% +/-0.3 

9th to 12th grade, no diploma 41,453 +/-3,699 4.3% +/-0.4 

High school graduate (includes equivalency) 277,667 +/-7,896 28.5% +/-0.8 

Some college, no degree 211,542 +/-6,093 21.7% +/-0.6 

Associate’s degree 102,149 +/-5,128 10.5% +/-0.5 

Bachelor’s degree 200,315 +/-6,801 20.6% +/-0.7 

Graduate or professional degree 102,024 +/-4,522 10.5% +/-0.5 

     

Percent high school graduate or higher (X) (X) 91.7% +/-0.4 

Percent bachelor’s degree or higher (X) (X) 31.0% +/-0.8 

Note:  Data from Office of Hawaiian Affairs. (2015).  Native Hawaiian Data Book.  Retrieved March 25, 2018, 
from http://ohadatabook.com/  

While tertiary institutions have for decades adopted selective college enrollment to open the 

doors to higher education for minorities, Posselt, Jaquette, Bielby, and Bastedo (2012) saw very 

little change in the racial demographics of colleges and universities across the country.  They 

argued that because of “escalating admission standards—including academic preparation and the 

growing importance of SAT scores and extracurricular leadership,” tertiary enrollment has 

maintained the racial inequality over time (pp. 1074-1075).  Although other indicators suggested 

an overall increase in enrollment and completion rates for students of color, Melguizo (2010) 

suggested that those increases were minimal, even when scholarship awards such as the Gates 
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Millennium Scholars program were available to minorities to ease the financial burden of 

attending higher education.  OHA data combined with this research strongly suggested that while 

attempts have been made to increase the number of native Hawaiians, especially from this 

coastline, attending the University of Hawaiʻi system schools, there has been little overall 

upward movement in terms of the numbers receiving a bachelor’s or graduate degree. 

 The U.S. Census Bureau (2015) calculated a poverty index that indicated the threshold 

for designation of someone in poverty.  This was and continues to be especially important in 

Alaska and Hawaiʻi where the cost of living is more than that of the 48 contiguous states.  Table 

2 illustrates the 2015 Poverty Guidelines for Hawai‘i. 

Table 2   
 
Poverty Guidelines for Hawaiʻi 

Persons in family/household Poverty guideline 

1 $ 13,550 

2 $ 18,330 

3 $ 23,110 

4 $ 27,890 

5 $ 32,670 

6 $ 37,450 

7 $ 42,230 

8 $ 47,010 

Note: For families/households with more than 8 persons, add $4,780 for 
each additional person.  Data from Office of The Assistant Secretary for 
Planning and Evaluation. (2015).  Poverty Guidelines for Hawaiʻi.  
Retrieved March 25, 2018, from https://aspe.hhs.gov/2015-poverty-
guidelines   
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Unfortunately for the Waiʻanae region, 17% of children were considered impoverished, and 

11.6% of women were also designated as living in poverty (Spotlight on Poverty & 

Opportunities, 2018).  These statistics were well above Hawai‘i’s poverty rate of 10.8%.  The 

National Center for Law and Economic Justice (2015) reported that in 2012, 46.5 million 

Americans were living in poverty and worse, “one out of sixteen people in the USA (were) living 

in deep poverty” (p. 1). Unfortunately,  

racial and ethnic minorities, women, children, and families headed by single women are 

very vulnerable to both poverty and deep poverty.  In 2012, 9.7% of non-Hispanic whites 

(18.9 million) were living in poverty, while over a quarter of Hispanics (13.6 million), 

and 27.2% of blacks (almost 5.1 million), 10.1% of Hispanics (almost 5.4 million), and 

4.3% (8.4 million) of non-Hispanic whites were living in deep poverty. (p. 1) 

 According to the OHA (2015), while the median family income for the State of Hawai‘i 

was $77,447 annually, for Native Hawaiians, in 2010, the median family income was $66,976.  

For females raising a family alone, the median annual income was $36,028, while a married 

couple raising a family had an annual income of $82,721.  For Native Hawaiians, 6.1% were 

estimated to be unemployed, and nearly 33.2% were not included in the labor force—made up 

primarily of elderly and children under the age of 16. 

 Aforementioned data supported the report from the White House Initiative on Asian 

Americans & Pacific Islanders in 2015.  Almost 20% of Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders 

lived in poverty, a figure that was higher than the national average.  Naya (2007) noted that 

Native Hawaiians experienced higher poverty and lower income distributions than non-Hawaiian 

groups.  And while Hawai‘i enjoyed a lower rate of poverty than the national average (in 2005, 

9.8% in comparison to 13.3%), 15% of Native Hawaiians lived in poverty.  State and national 
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data paralleled the widening gap between income rates for Native Hawaiians—in 2005, annual 

income was $16,932—and the statewide annual income average of $25,326.  This means that 

Native Hawaiians earned just 66.9% of the state average, and as Naya observed over 26 years of 

study, this trend held constant (Naya, 2007). 

 The University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, College of Tropical Agriculture and Human 

Resources’ Center on the Family (2015) reported that the Wai‘anae area boasted the largest 

population of Native Hawaiians in Hawai‘i of which 35% were 17 years or younger. While 76% 

of Native Hawaiian adults in Waiʻanae were high school graduates, only 9% were college-level 

educated (University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa College of Tropical Agriculture and Human Resourcs, 

2015).  Also, more than 74% of households received public assistance in 2003, and 12% were 

unemployed.  Over 30% of children were raised by a single parent or guardian.  The data implied 

a connection between education and poverty, particularly in this region of the island.  The data 

only scratched the surface of what is known about Native Hawaiians who live and are educated 

in this area.   

Relationships 
 
 Students in poverty experienced less stable relationships within their family than their 

more affluent counterparts (University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa College of Tropical Agriculture and 

Human Resourcs, 2015).  Also reported in this region of O‘ahu, families were more often 

disrupted by factors such as drug or alcohol abuse, violence, or absent parents, to name a few 

(University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa College of Tropical Agriculture and Human Resourcs, 2015).  

Adverse conditions, such as alcohol and drug abuse, violence, and/or the need to acquire 

multiple jobs were experienced more often in these households.   
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According to Jensen (2009), grandparents or older children normally took on the 

responsibility of rearing younger children in the absence of their parents.  As these children 

entered school, they tended to manifest social issues that more than likely impeded their 

academic and personal growth.  Therefore, developing a positive relationship with a teacher or 

other adult mentor provided these students with a good role model to aid in the development of 

these skills.  Jensen (2009) went on to state that relationships that teachers built with students 

provided academic and emotional support for student success when it was not received in the 

home. 

For students living in poverty, building and fostering positive relationships was essential 

to their success in school (Payne, 2013).  Payne (2013) noted that when these students entered 

school, they were more than likely to display behaviors, often mistaken as disruptive, that could 

hinder their academic and social progress.  When an adult figure—school administrator, teacher, 

or counselor—nurtured positive relationships with these students, they showed signs of growth, 

perseverance, and guts.  Many of these students then were able to utilize their education to move 

beyond their poverty. 

 Jensen (2009) further articulated that relationships among peers also tended to be a 

driving force for students; the need for acceptance and social status guided student behavior.  He 

stated that students spent a great deal of time with their peers, and being socially accepted by 

them was a significant morale booster.  He further explained that when students engaged in 

positive relationships with their peers, they experienced a sense of social belonging, which in 

turn may have led to better academic performance.  

 Likewise, strong links between home and school were essential to effective educational 

programs in indigenous communities (Kanaʻiaupuni & Ledward, 2013).  Kanaʻiaupuni and 
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Ledward (2013) noted that when the home parallels school and parents were able to teach 

children knowledge and skills that complement those taught in school, students were better able 

to navigate in a school setting.  They also posited that when parents were not present to attend to 

family needs, the child’s development was threatened and, similar to those who live in poverty, 

often went to school lacking social skills that were not taught in the home. 

School Culture 

 Schools in low socio-economic status (SES) communities often experienced a dwindling 

number of highly qualifed teaching staff within their schools (Jensen, 2009).  Jensen (2009) 

noted that in these areas, schools faced high teacher attrition rates and large numbers of new 

hires each year. He recognized that this inconsistency in adult mentorship in teaching posed a 

challenge for students.  According to him, adults new to the system and profession incorrectly 

addressed student behavior and needs, often delaying intervention and impeding student 

academic and social growth.  

  To make conditions favorable for equitable opportunities, education systems needed to 

identify the needs of schools and their communities, and distribute resources in a manner that 

may seem inequitable on the surface but were able to provide the supports and structures low 

performing and low SES schools required (Gorski, 2013).  Gorski (2013) reiterated that the 

needs of students in low SES schools tended to be much greater than their more affluent 

counterparts.   He also mentioned that these schools often needed more resources, including a 

better trained and committed faculty and staff that remained at the school for long durations of 

time.    
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Importance of Culture-Based Education  

The Ka Huaka‘i 2014 report stated that Hawai‘i is the only state in the nation in which 

indigenous students represented the largest ethnic group in the State public. The Ka Huaka‘i 

(2014) report also noted that with over 80% of Hawaiian children attending schools in the 

Hawai‘i State Department of Education, teachers examined ways to create and sustain positive 

learning environments within and beyond classroom walls. The authors recognized that the 

stakes were high as the education of Native Hawaiian children continued to be at high risk (Ka 

Huakaʻi, 2014).  The Race to the Top (Hawaiʻi State Department of Education, 2010a) proposal 

indicated one of the critical issues was the gap between low-performing and high-performing 

students.  

§ By 2014, the proposal targeted that the gap between low-performing student groups like 

Hawaiians and others in terms of Hawaiʻi State Assessment scores, graduation rates, and 

college enrollment rates will be reduced by 50%, and by 2018, the gap will be eliminated.  

Hawai‘i had single-digit percentage-based achievement gaps between ethnic groups in 

federally reported categories; however, the State had a commitment to eliminating the 

achievement gap affecting Native Hawaiian students, who are not represented in federal 

accountability data, and worked with partners like Kamehameha and Native Hawaiian 

organizations to ensure equity for all of Hawai‘i’s students (Hawaiʻi State Department of 

Education, 2010a). 

§ “That’s a huge one for us—a total elimination of the gaps in proficiency, graduation rate 

and college going rate by 2018, especially for our Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders 

who are making good, steady progress, but not closing the gaps,” said former DOE 

Deputy Superintendent Ron Nozoe (Hawaiʻi State Department of Education, 2010a).  
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§ According to Kamehameha Schools’ Vice-President of Strategic Planning and 

Implementation Chris Pating, “Going forward, Kamehameha Schools is committed to 

supporting the work in the DOE as well as programs and services in the community.  Our 

goal is to see our Native Hawaiian keiki thrive…Kamehameha Schools recognizes its 

kuleana to support educational success for Native Hawaiians in perpetuity” 

(Kamehameha Schools, 2011). 

One of the major approaches to improving teaching and learning for Native Hawaiians 

has been culture-based education (CBE).  CBE “refers to teaching and learning that are grounded 

in a cultural worldview, from whose lens are taught the skills, knowledge, content, and values 

that students need in our modern, global society” (Kanaʻiaupuni & Kawaiʻaeʻa, 2008, p. 71).  In 

addition, Kahumoku (2018) added that CBE “advocates for the growth and well-being of 

students through the integration of their culture—history, language, values, ways of knowing and 

believing, knowledge, practices, places, and others.”     

Indigenous CBE strategies suggested “promise where other Western culture-based 

strategies have failed in reducing educational disparities between indigenous students and their 

peers and in promoting positive and successful outcomes among indigenous students” 

(Kanaʻiaupuni, 2007, p.1).  According to the Hawaii State Department of Education’s RTTT 

proposal:  

Further evidence of high-quality instruction that adapts to the varied cultural backgrounds 

of Hawaii’s student population comes from an empirical study of 2,969 students in 

Hawaii. The study found that culture-based education strategies (i.e., strategies that 

involved the family, recognized or used native Hawaiian language and values, made 

learning relevant through culturally grounded content, and gathered data to ensure student 
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progress) was positively correlated with student outcomes, especially those of Native 

Hawaiian students. Regardless of their ethnicity, students of teachers using culture-based 

education strategies reported significantly higher motivation and higher expectations to 

graduate from college than did students of other teachers (Education Week, (2010) as 

cited in (Hawaiʻi State Department of Education, 2010a, p. 41). 

Demmert’s (2001) work supported the notion that “mainstream research tell[s] us that 

congruency between the school environment and the language and culture of the community is 

critical to the success of formal learning” (p. 9). 

Research identified teachers as the most influential component of a school-age child’s 

education; thus, recruitment, development, and retention of high-quality teachers were 

paramount to the growth of the whole child (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2010; Darling-

Hammond & Rothman, 2011; Hess, Rotherham, & Walsh, 2004; Weisberg, Sexton, Mulhern, & 

Keeling, 2009; Ingersoll, 2007; Tracy & Walsh, 2004).  Training and retaining good teachers 

was desirable in order to help students learn and grow.  Two prominent approaches were 

required to provide quality teachers in Waiʻanae’s schools: preparedness and retention. 

Teacher Preparedness  

To create rich learning environments, teachers must have a deep understanding of a 

subject area and how to teach it, how children learn and how to apply that knowledge to teach 

powerfully, how to effectively use modern technology, and the collaboration skills necessary to 

work with colleagues to create rich learning environments (National Commission on Teaching 

and America’s Future, 2003; National Education Association, 2011).  Ingersoll (2007) 

emphasized, “The quality of teachers and teaching matter – and undoubtedly are among the most 

important factors shaping the learning and growth of students” (p. 1).   
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Teacher Retention 

According to the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (2003), while 

46% of new teachers left the profession within five years, there were areas in Hawai‘i where 

rates reached epidemic proportions (Hawai‘i State Department of Education, 2010a).  The impact 

of teacher attrition was enormous—teaching quality declined, classrooms were filled with 

teachers who were underprepared or last-minute substitutes, and overall school morale suffered 

(National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, 2003).  Sadly, students bore the 

greatest burden of teacher attrition.  Research indicates that teacher turnover had a strong, 

negative effect on the achievement of students (Rondfeldt, Lankford, Loeb, & Wycoff, 2011). 

Unfortunately for Waiʻanae, new teachers entering the profession were ill-prepared to 

teach these students, and very few stayed for longer than the five years (Hawaiʻi State 

Department of Education, 2014).  Many did not have the knowledge and skills to work alongside 

students of Hawaiian or Pacific Islander ancestry, and very few employed the types of curricular 

and instructional approaches best suited for work with local students (Kahumoku, 2018).  

Small Learning Communities: How They Work 

Vescio, Ross, and Adams (2008) noted that while there were very few empirical studies 

that explored the impact of teaching practice and student learning through professional learning 

communities, these reports suggested that a well-developed, small learning community of 

educators had a positive impact on both teaching and student achievement.  Cotton (2001) 

observed that if smaller professional learning communities worked in conjunction with Smaller 

Learning Communities (SLCs) like academies, the chances for increased student achievement 

may increase over time.  She further went on to say that SLCs and smaller schools could impact 

student learning in very positive ways.   
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This is not to say that SLCs and schools were without issues.  In Cotton’s review (2001), 

research indicated that smaller schools often became a buzzword as a concept, losing their 

effectiveness and philosophic basis as popularity grew.  She recognized that poorly executed 

school downsizing may also have led to decreased chances for innovation and creativity and may 

have reduced efficiency and resources. She also cautioned that any effort to implement smaller 

schools and learning environments could have failed if the effort was piecemeal or partial. 

Oxley (2007) defined small unit schooling as follows:  

An interdisciplinary team of teachers shares a few hundred or fewer students in 

common for instruction, assumes responsibilities for their educational progress across 

years of school, and exercises maximum flexibility to act on knowledge of students’ 

needs . . . It refers to all school redesign efforts intended to create smaller, more 

learning-centered units of organization including small schools and career academies 

(p. 1). 

As a part of the growing movement to redesign large high schools across the country, this 

movement sought to promote the idea that these SLCs enabled more collegiality among faculty, 

increased responsiveness to student needs, and enhanced ability to achieve larger gains in student 

performance.  Oxley (2007) noted that since the publication “Breaking Ranks” (National 

Association of Secondary School Principals, 1996), many have called for increased focus on 

individual students so that “anonymity is banished” (p. 45) and those that needed help were 

helped.  Thus, these SLCs like the Natural Resource Academy at Waiʻanae strove to increase 

quality interactions and relationships between teachers and students by reducing the number of 

students for whom a single educator was responsible. 
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Cotton (2001) identified several conditions and practices that highlighted the success of 

SLCs. 

Self-determination and autonomy. For a SLC to be successful, the community had 

to possess the authority to make decisions, be physically separated from other parts of the 

school, have teachers and students who self-selected into the community, and follow a 

schedule that was flexible enough to allow for educators to implement strategies and 

practices that aligned with the learning communities’ goals and vision. 

Identity. SLCs thrived when they developed a clear, defined program of study. 

Personalization. SLCs enjoyed stronger relationships between teaching staff, 

between teachers and students, and between students themselves.  Individual learning 

increased when teachers could identify individual student strengths and needs and attended to 

them.  

Support for teaching. When SLC faculty took responsibility for individual student 

performance and growth, faculty became teacher leaders and were a source of vast 

knowledge.  SLCs enjoyed a flatter, more distributed form of leadership as administrators 

became teachers and teachers became administrators. 

Functional accountability. SLCs benefited from teams of teachers who used 

performance assessment systems that enabled students to demonstrate their learning through 

specific, tangible, and often targeted tasks.  In turn, the end products provided the Small 

Learning Community with material products that demonstrated the effectiveness of teaching 

and learning. 

A variety of Small Learning configurations and approaches were available.  Oxley (2006) 

identified that such configurations included small schools, career academies, small learning 
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houses, and school-within-a-school models.  Also, in terms of pedagogical approaches, 

successful SLCs were noted for rigorous, relevant curriculum and instructional practices, 

inclusive practices, and focusing on continual program improvement and an interdisciplinary 

team approach.  Moreover, none of these efforts worked without school-level and district-level 

support.  In fact, as Oxley (2007) noted, essential to the success of any SLC was the support of 

the larger school and district leadership, especially when they allowed for localized decision-

making. 

Several factors affected the success of SLCs. Cotton (2001) noted training and expertise 

to be of utmost importance for teachers and school administrators who opted for implementation 

of a SLC in their schools.  She further stated that innovative teaching practices, and the ability to 

implement those practices, were critical for educators who worked in this environment.  

Common planning time, availability of a wide variety of courses to students, continual data 

collection and analysis, appropriate and available resources, and time committed to building 

relationships were also vital.  Without these in place, many failed in just a few years of 

operation. 

Career Academies 

One form of a SLC is Career Academies like the Natural Resources Program at Waiʻanae 

High School.  According to MDRC (2015), founded in 1974 as the Manpower Demonstration 

Research Corporation, 

Career Academies were first developed some 35 years ago with the aim of 

restructuring large high schools into smaller learning communities and creating better 

pathways from high school to further education and the workplace. Since then, the 
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Career Academy approach has taken root in an estimated 8,000 high schools across 

the country (para. 1).  

The aim, according to MDRC (2015), was to create a continuous flow of learning that prepared 

students for careers through applied learning and in most cases, a capstone intern experience in a 

career-related job.  The academies were organized around themes or houses and students took 

classes that blended career and core academic content together with teachers they had over time. 

 Kemple (2008) reported that Career Academies became a widely used high school reform 

initiative and research indicated some key findings.  Career Academy graduates, he explained, 

earned an average of 11% (or $2,088) more per year than non-Academy graduates (Kemple, 

2008).  This translated to $16,704 in total additional earnings over eight years.  Kemple (2008) 

also recognized that career academies had a high rate of students—90%—who graduated from 

high school or with a like certificate, and more of these graduates lived independently with 

children and a spouse or partner.  These findings illustrated the feasibility of improving the well-

being of students who faced poverty and discrimination as youngsters—both as students and 

later as adults. 

 Stern, Dayton, and Raby (2010) noted that while the Career Academy movement has 

been around for over four decades and evaluated for over three, the expansion of this high school 

reform strategy from one in 1969 to nearly 7,000 in 2010 explained the push many took to 

reform the antiquated U.S. educational system.  They said that these SLCs, where a cluster of 

students is served by a consistent group of teachers, created an atmosphere of support through 

the context of a specific, college-preparatory curriculum around a career theme (Stern et al., 

2010).  In addition, these learning communities often offered students internships at companies 

that partnered with the school.  According to Stern et al. (2010), not only did career academy 
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students perform better than similar students in the same context, but they also showed better 

attendance rates, earned more credits applied toward graduation, and had higher grade point 

averages and lower dropout rates.   

 Participating employers who partnered with schools to ensure the viability of career 

academies also experienced benefits.  According to Adams (2015), when schools supported 

participating businesses through an orientation process that addressed how to communicate with 

students, “businesses learn they shouldn’t show a 50-slide PowerPoint presentation to children, 

and teachers learn how to support business partners in the classroom” (p. 12).  In addition, when 

expectations were shared, increased trust between schools and companies enhanced the 

company’s visibility, improved employee-mentoring processes, and brought about a greater 

sense of responsibility for communities (Adams, 2015).   

 The benefits for students, schools, and cooperating companies became strong motivators 

for high schools across the United States to adopt Career Academies as a part of school reform.  

However, the movement was not without critique and criticism.  Kemple (2008) noted that in 

earlier reports, more than a third of students enrolled in academies left the program before the 

end of their 12th grade year.  In addition, academies did not increase the interpersonal supports 

that students needed from teachers and peers, and in turn, this negatively affected student 

engagement.  He also noted that academies had little influence on course content and 

instructional practices and no effect on changing and challenging standardized test scores for any 

subgroup of students.  Finally, critics of both career and vocational education contend that such 

programs tracked students into classes and work experiences that “orient them toward immediate 

entry into the labor market” (Kemple, 2008, p. ES-6).  Even more worrisome was the possibility 
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that college-bound students would be attracted to career and technical classes, therefore reducing 

the desire to advance themselves through higher education. 

 Critiques aside, Career Academies provided many non-college bound students with a 

pathway to viable careers (Kemple, 2008).  The setting of this study was one such high school 

that had instituted Career Academies.  This study looked at the impact of an agricultural program 

that was housed in the Natural Resources Academy, one of five academies in the school. 

Study Focus 

 The impact of a culturally grounded approach to the teaching of agriculture to high 

school students in a rural part of this island has great implications for not just this school but 

institutions across Hawai‘i that deliver agricultural courses to high school students.  When 

applying Critical Race Theory, a study like this one may provide insight towards improving the 

well-being of indigenous students living in impoverished neighborhoods.  Education can be a 

key to unlocking these students’ potential.  Also, because many of these students are 

impoverished, ethnically Pacific Islander, and represent some of the most academically 

struggling students in this rural high school, this study can provide an understanding of how an 

agriculture program’s curriculum and instruction increase these students’ chances for success as 

adults.  Finally, this study also acknowledges the need to address low-performing students, 

particularly those of Hawaiian ancestry, through culture-based approaches that bring relevance to 

what is being taught while strengthening their ethnic identity as Hawaiians (Kaiwi & Kahumoku, 

2006).  This critical pedagogy has proven to be an effective vehicle to improving academic 

performance among Hawaiians in other content areas, as well as in other geographic regions of 

this state. 
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 To ensure that the knowledge stemming from theory, culture-based education, and 

historic economic and academic performance shaped this study, it is acknowledged that there are 

still some unaddressed issues about the education of Waiʻanae’s agriculture program students. 

This study sought to examine how the integration of a culture-based approach to the teaching of 

agriculture in a small learning community increased the ability of students to be prepared for 

college and career after leaving school. This study also needed to examine what former 

participants of this program identified as the most critical aspects of the program impacting their 

socio-emotional (non-cognitive) and academic development. Finally, in terms of continued 

improvement, this study sought to highlight what program aspects should be solidified or 

transformed to improve socio-emotional and academic development of students.  

 At the time of this study, an exhaustive search of the literature did not produce literature 

that addressed the following situations found in this study.  Although there is research about how 

Native Hawaiians learn and do so in the context of Hawaiʻi’s public schools, there was no study 

that targeted students of Hawaiian ancestry in the Waiʻanae region and learning agriculture.  

Also, research was not found on the connection between Hawaiian agriculture education, cultural 

values, and the Waiʻanae coastline schools. 

Summary  

 This chapter outlined the theoretical lenses that framed this study, summarized 

demographic information about the students, and offered information about culture-based 

approaches to educating native Hawaiian students.  Four major topics were also presented within 

this literature review.  The first was poverty and its impact on school-age learners.  The second 

dealt with the use of culture-based education (used by me as basis for the curriculum and 

instruction being examined) in developing and implementing agriculture lessons and approaches 
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to improve opportunities for ethnic minority students.  The third was the research on academies 

and how they have been used to increase academic growth of learners.  Additionally, the chapter 

identified aspects of culture-based education and SLCs, highlighting their attributes and merits, 

while also articulating some of the criticism lodged against them.  The intent was to provide a 

justification for this particular investigation. 

 In the next chapter, the methodology that shaped the study will be described.  Emphasis 

was placed on the qualitative, ethnographic approach to uncovering the understandings about this 

program through the eyes of program graduates.  The next chapter represents the “how” of this 

study. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 

The purpose of this research study was to develop a greater understanding of effective 

pedagogy and instructional practices that positively impact student growth throughout and 

beyond their high school experience.  The intent was to gather data from participants to refine 

and improve the program’s teaching and learning.  The agriculture program at Waiʻanae High 

School spans a two-year process that engages 11th and 12th grade students in agriculture science 

through classroom and laboratory application via culturally appropriate ways of knowing and 

doing.  Created as a pipeline that connects agriculture agencies with students (in my class), this 

process intended to increase opportunities for students to move from school to an internship or 

work and possibly finish a degree in a related field of study.  The University of Hawaiʻi’s 

Institutional Review Board approved this study (Appendix A). 

Qualitative Methodology 

To conduct this research on the impact of this agriculture program on students at 

Waiʻanae High School, I chose a qualitative approach that enabled this study to chart and 

describe the lived experiences of those who participated in this agriculture program.  McLeod 

(2017) recognized that conceptually, qualitative approaches allow researchers to understand 

human behavior from the informant’s perspective and that such research assumes that these 

situational experiences are dynamic, interactive, and negotiated realities.  LaVeaux and 

Christopher (2009) argued that the level of distrust among native communities for research and 

researchers requires a research methodology that is grounded in community strengths and 

resources, promotes co-learning and empowering, is cyclical and iterative, and disseminates 

findings and knowledge gained.  Such interactive meaning-making is promoted when a 

qualitative, collective methodology becomes the backbone for a study. 
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In addition, Merriam (1998) recognized the need to look at realities of individuals 

through a bounded, case study approach.  Such boundaries for this study were my agriculture 

program developed for my school and its participants.  Instead of collecting data that allow for 

generalizable hypothesis testing and conclusions about K-12 agricultural programs across the 

State of Hawaiʻi, this case study offers context-dependent knowledge and experiences of those 

who walked through the agriculture program and have since graduated.  This study sought to 

uncover the lived experiences of each participant as they attended the program in order to 

ascertain the impact of its curriculum, instructional strategies, assessment, and learning 

environment, as well as future improvements.  Flyvbjerg (2011) explained that at the center of 

case studies, the impact of teaching and learning through an educational program can be 

examined through the experiences of those students who attended it. 

Beyond the use of single case methodology, a multi-case approach allowed this study to 

examine the lived, meaning-making experiences of students who attended this agriculture 

program throughout multiple years.  Stake (1995) argued that when a single phenomenon, in this 

situation defined as attendance in this agriculture program, is experienced by multiple 

stakeholders over time, a cross-case analysis of these cases produces thematic conclusions that 

span time, differences in program delivery (variation in instructional strategies and curriculum), 

critical incidents that occur (with participants), and other variances that impact single cases.  Yin 

(2014) noted that in terms of design, the cross-case analysis is vital to elevating themes that cross 

differences in time, place, and participants. 

Action Research 

 The notion of “teacher-as-researcher” has gained momentum in the educational research 

world and amongst classroom teachers (Burnaford, Fischer, & Hobson, 2001, p. 7).  Action 



	 35	

research produces findings that are applicable and used by teachers for classroom purposes.  

Merriam (2009) stated, “Action research has as its goal to address a specific problem within a 

specific setting, such as a classroom, a workplace, a program, or an organization …” (p. 4).  A 

few years prior to this study, the agriculture program curriculum was revised to include 

components for improved teaching and learning through culturally relevant approaches.  The 

belief then was that such curricular refinement would increase student success.  In order to know 

if curricular revisions employed were effective or not, I needed to be informed by former 

students who experienced the program first hand (Merriam, 2009).  The research questions in 

this study were:   

1) Through the experience of former students, what elements of and in what ways did 

the agriculture program contribute to student growth?   

2) Through the lens of former students, what kinds of program improvements can 

improve student growth and learning?   

Thereafter, my intent was to refine program features as informed by the results of this study.   

Participant Selection 
 

“Purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that the researcher wants to discover, 

understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be 

learned” (Patton, 2002, p. 230).  Twelve graduates of the agriculture program were initially 

invited to participate in this study.  Invitees graduated from the program and Waiʻanae High 

School between 2009 and 2014. 

A criterion-based selection process was established to identify and select participants 

who could serve as “information-rich cases” to answer research questions (Merriam, 2009, p. 

78).  Criteria included: completion of Waiʻanae’s agriculture program between the years 2009 
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and 2014; preference to those of Native Hawaiian ancestry; and graduation from Waiʻanae High 

School.  Within this five-year period, 83 students successfully completed and graduated from the 

Waiʻanae High School agriculture program.  Contact information was available for twelve of 

these alumni, and invitations to participate were sent to all twelve.   

“Maximum variation sampling … involve identifying and seeking out those who 

represent the widest possible range of the characteristics of interest for the study” (Merriam, 

2009, p. 79).  As a part of my criteria, I looked for representation from a range of students across 

the academic and socioeconomic spectrum, outside interests, and gender.  The invitees fulfilled 

all of the selection criteria and represented the range of students who graduated from Waiʻanae 

High School. 

“There are no rules for sample size in qualitative inquiry” (Patton, 2002, p. 244).  Five—

four females and one male—of the twelve invitees responded to the invitation to participate.  

Additional, unsuccessful attempts were made to include more male participants.  In the interest 

of time and to honor the willingness of the five respondents, all were invited to participate in this 

study because the richness gleaned through the data they shared would provide the depth needed 

for the quality of inquiry (Patton, 2002).   

Study Setting 

Realizing that every individual learner is unique and the composition of a classroom can 

be extremely diverse, a cookie cutter approach to teaching students will not meet the needs of all 

learners (Kaiwi & Kahumoku, 2006).  Thus, in an attempt to meet the needs of students enrolled 

in the agriculture program, in 2007, the curriculum was revised to include contextual and 

effective pedagogical practices.  Culturally relevant approaches like place-based projects were 

employed to reach the program’s predominantly Hawaiian students. In addition, increased 



	 37	

community partnership generated additional resources to aid in developing relevant and rigorous 

curriculum.  Redesigning the curriculum took an entire school year and the newly revised 

program was implemented in 2008. 

Awareness of the changes in the program is critical to understanding the setting of this 

study.  Before the 2007 curricular revisions, the content came from agriculture textbooks that 

were developed for middle America.  Much of the previous content was not applicable within the 

State nor for students in Waiʻanae. 

To understand the impact of this new curriculum, this research required participants to 

have been enrolled for two years in the agriculture program at Waiʻanae High School and after 

curricular revisions were made. In the first year of implementation, the curriculum was further 

refined.  Thus, only three of the five experienced this change of curriculum in the first two years 

of its implementation; the other two experienced no curricular refinement.  This study was aimed 

at investigating the improvement in student attendance and grades following the implementation 

of the new culturally-relevant, application-driven approach.   

 As previously mentioned, disparities exist in many aspects of this community.  Schools 

along this coast are amongst the lowest performing in the entire state.  A goal of the agricutlure 

program was to empower students to strive for excellence and success through culturally 

contextualized teaching and learning.  Although this study specifically targeted agriculture 

program students, the implications of this study can extend beyond the agriculture program to 

other students on this campus as well as agriculture programs at other schools. 
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Data Collection and Analysis 

“In all forms of qualitative research, some and occasionally all of the data are collected 

through interviews” (Merriam, 2009, p. 87).  To capture the participants’ experiences in their 

own words and perspectives, semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions were 

employed (Patton, 2002; Merriam, 2009).  Interviews allow researchers to capture participant 

experiences, opinions, and thoughts in ways that may not manifest through written 

communication (Merriam, 2009).  Interviews also provide the depth of information by 

uncovering emergent themes through oral communication and observation with participants.  

Two types of interview were conducted for this study, individual interviews and focus group 

interviews. 

Prior to each interview, participants were provided with an approved Consent to 

Participate form from the University of Hawaiʻi with a brief description of the study and research 

questions, details about data collection activities, the time commitment, assurance of 

confidentiality, and consent to capture audio recordings (see Appendix B).  Participants were 

also provided an assurance that they could voluntarily leave the study at any time (Appendix B).  

Interviews were scheduled via phone and text messaging.  All participants were responsive to 

meeting times and places for individual interviews.   

In our host culture, food and drink are customarily offered to guests in host’s home, 

establishment, or event.  Prior to beginning the interview, participants were greeted, offered food 

and drink, and we “talked story”.  Creswell (2007) stated, “care must be taken to create an 

environment as comfortable as possible and, in group settings, to encourage all participants to 

talk” (p. 164).  This practice encouraged a comfortable, familiar, and relaxed setting for the 

participant to openly share his/her thoughts.  
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Participants were invited to select a location most convenient, comfortable, and free of 

distractions (Patton, 2002) for the individual interview.  Three of five chose to meet at the 

agriculture classroom.  One participant selected a room at a local community establishment 

during lunch break.  Another participant chose to meet at a local coffee house before heading to 

work. All individual interviews lasted between 45-60 minutes.  Prior to beginning each 

interview, participants were given a printed copy of the interview questions (Appendix C). 

All five participants were invited to participate in a focus group interview after 

transcription and coding of individual interviews were complete.  The purpose of the focus group 

interview was to gain more insight about themes that emerged from individual interviews 

(Patton, 2002, p. 386).   The focus group provided another key data set for this study.  Multiple 

attempts were made to coordinate a time and space for all participants to be present for the focus 

group interview.  Three of the five participants were able to attend the focus group interview.  

On the day the focus group was to convene, a major traffic accident occurred, causing a backlog 

of traffic to the meeting location at my classroom.  One participant showed up on time.  Two 

were stalled in traffic and showed up 30-45 minutes late.  Upon arrival, the participants greeted 

me and each other with a hug and a kiss on the cheek as customary in Hawaiian and local 

culture.  Participants were invited to enjoy some refreshments prior to the interview.  All three 

participants partook of snacks and drinks.  All “talked story” for a few minutes before we began. 

Before asking the interview questions, participants reminisced about memories they shared as 

students in the program. During the focus group interview, one participant fell ill but still 

contributed to the interview while lying down on chairs placed together.  Participants listened, 

discussed, and validated information as they described their individual and collective experiences 

and responses.  Throughout the interview, some participant responses triggered laughter and 
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further responses from others.  Each participant appeared calm and relaxed throughout.  This 

type of interview allowed participants “to provide checks and balances on each other, which 

weeds out false or extreme views” (Patton, 2002, p. 386).   The focus group interview lasted for 

sixty minutes. 

Data were collected from both individual and focus group interviews. Two stages of 

multiple case study analysis were conducted – within-case and cross-case analysis.  For the 

within-case analysis, each case was treated comprehensively (Merriam, 2009).  After each 

individual interview, this researcher self-transcribed.  Transcribing interviews allowed me to 

generate insights and immerse myself in the data to observe emerging themes (Merriam, 2009).  

Following within-case analysis, cross-case analysis was done to discover patterns, 

themes, and categories in the data across all cases.  This level of analysis can “lead to categories, 

themes, or typologies that conceptualize the data from all cases” (Merriam, 1998 p. 195).  My 

cross-case analysis produced numerous themes that were then abstractly categorized into broader 

themes (Creswell, 2007).     

 Schubert (1992) stated, “telling anecdotes … enables the teller to bring experiences into 

language.  In this way, we can come to terms … with something significant, something worth 

telling, something important …” (p. 204). These stories were generated through recollection of 

pivotal moments or occurrences involving the participants while students in the agriculture 

program. 

Limitations 

While limitations to qualitative studies exist, this study is designed to hear and utilize the 

voices of former students to inform curriculum, instruction, and program improvement. My role 

as the researcher is one limitation of this study.  My biases and novice research experience 
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impacted this study.  Within every researcher is an inherent bias and subjectivity that can impact 

the study.  Constructivist theory acknowledges that qualitative research is subjective and 

interpretive from the researcher’s perspective (Kahumoku, 2005). Throughout the data collection 

process, I employed consistent interview protocol for each participant through use of an 

interview guide to maintain objectivity and ensure student voice and perspective.    

Merriam (2009) stated, “the burden of producing a study that has been conducted and 

disseminated in an ethical manner lies with the individual investigator” (p. 234).  Another 

limitation was my position as the participant’s former teacher.  I have an inherent interest in the 

study and I am directly connected to the participants.  To ensure that I was capturing the 

experiences, words, and perspectives of participants, I verified data through member checks and 

triangulation methods to ensure internal validity (Merriam, 2009). 

A small sample size (n=5) also limits the generalizability of this study.  “One of the 

major limitations of qualitative work has been its lack of generalizability” (Kahumoku, 2005, 

p.75).  Although one may abstain from generalizing qualitative research, one can still learn from 

the study (Merriam, 2009).  As the primary researcher, I was interested in learning about the 

effectiveness of my agriculture program design.  The five participants provided a depth of 

information from which I was able to answer my research questions.  Merriam (2009) suggests, 

“the notion of transferability, in which the burden of proof lies less with the original investigator 

than with the person seeking to make application elsewhere” (p. 224).  

Summary 

  This is a qualitative multi-case study approach to capture participants perspectives about 

their learning and growth.  Multiple case studies involve collecting and analyzing data 

simultaneously.  Individual and focus group interviews served as sources of data and analysis – 
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within-case, cross-case, and multi-case – was done to provide rich information to answer the 

research questions.   The next chapter provides an analysis of the data. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 
 

As Merriam (1998) noted, the findings of a qualitative study display the critical, high-

level themes based on a collection of different qualitative data.  The data are often gathered 

through in-depth conversations, observations, and other techniques; they are then analyzed, and a 

set of themes or understandings unfold.  The purpose of this chapter on the Findings, according 

to Merriam (1998), is to then uncover in clear, objective, contextual approaches, these general 

themes for readers. 

In this chapter, three data sets were analyzed.  Part I presents emergent themes from 

teacher reflective stories of each participant, which are available in Appendix D.  As McNiff and 

Whitehead (2002) articulated, when an action researcher provides narratives about those studied, 

s/he displays perceptions and unveils previous history that impacts how the data from each 

participant are viewed and analyzed.  They further say that stories enhance an iterative data 

analysis process that unfolds as themes and that the researcher’s journal entries, reflective 

stories, and other researcher-data become important ways of uncovering data about participants.   

Part II illustrates the within-cases analysis of five participants-each of whom interviewed 

with the researcher for 30–60 minutes.  Data were coded, and themes were uncovered.  A cross-

case analysis concludes part II that highlights common themes across the five participants as well 

as a few of the less than common themes. 

 Part III articulates general themes that emerged from data collected during the focus 

group session.  Three of five participants attended the session and data were gathered from 

nearly ninety minutes of discussion.  One participant fell ill during the session and needed to step 

out periodically, at least two of three participants were present throughout the entire session. 
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Part IV provides a multi-case analysis highlighting the general themes across the three 

data sets, which were the (a) teacher reflective research stories; (b) individual interviews, and; (c) 

the focus group. This multi-case analysis synthesizes the qualities of the program as well as areas 

for improvement.  These high-level themes become the building blocks for future implications 

and recommendations.  

Part I: Teacher Reflective Research Stories and Findings 

Teacher-researchers are positioned in action research to gather data from various sources 

including their own reflections (McNiff & Whitehead, 2002).  I composed teacher reflective 

research stories as a way to present information I knew about the students beyond the scope of 

the interviews (data collection).  They provided one key data point for this study and offered 

critical data that allowed for deeper analysis of each participant’s information.  As I analyzed 

these reflective stories, I remained aware of my own bias (positive and negative) about my 

perceptions of each participant.  I also recorded my thoughts, observations, and speculations in a 

research journal throughout my study that allowed me to “move between the emerging analysis 

and raw data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 174).  In the section that follows, the eight key themes that 

emerged from these stories are presented.  

Hardship. Hardship was one of the themes that emerged from teacher reflective stories 

from the research journal. While in high school, Participant A needed to find employment to 

financially support her family because her mother was battling drug addiction. After his mother’s 

death, Participant B needed to live with grandparents and an aunt. As stated in the researcher’s 

stories, “he expressed difficulty in the adjusted living situation for him and his siblings.” 

Participant C lived apart from her syblings because it was too difficult for one family to house all 



	 45	

of them. Each of these participants lived through these hardships and found in this agriculture 

program, as Participant B noted, a safe space to talk about their situations. 

 Resilience.  Another theme that arose was resilience, which surfaced in four of five of 

the teacher reflections. The American Psychological Association (2018) defines resilience as, 

“the process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats, or significant 

sources of stress...’bouncing back’ from difficult experiences.”  Participant D overcame struggles 

with attendance and and skills improved as a result of actively participating in a community 

supported project. Participant A moved from having an “impenetrable wall” to being “a leader 

rooted in her community and culture.” Despite having drug addicted parents, “Participant C was 

an excellent student.” Participants overcame challenges to realize more positive conditions in 

their lives. Much like indigenous Hawaiians who endured generations of social and economic 

decline, participants developed resilience (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2004). 

Applied learning. A third theme to unfold in these stories is the positive impact of 

applied learning.  Participant C enrolled in the program because she “felt that agriculture was a 

good fit,” to equip her with knowledge and skill development of food origins for a career in food 

service.  Participant D developed leadership skills as a result of her active participation in the 

community-supported agriclture project.  Participant E developed a skill set that allowed her to 

teach or help her peers when needed.  Career and Technical Education courses including 

agriculture is intentionally designed to engage learners through hands-on application (MDRC, 

2015).  Applied learning opportunities allowed participants to develop a knowledge and skill set 

for their future. 

Community partnerships. The positive impact of community partnerships also unfolded 

as a theme.  Participant B credited his voyaging experience with the Polynesian Voyaging 
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Society as pivotal in his life.  One of Participant D’s most impactful activities came in the form 

of a community service project at Key Project in Kahaluʻu.  Helping them to set up the imu, 

prepare the food, and later distribute the cooked meals to their owners was overwhelmingly 

positive for her.  For Participant A, she “became involved with community partners and 

participated in their spring and summer internships.”  After graduation, she along with three 

other participants enrolled in that community organization’s college internship program.  

Networking with community partners provides learners with meaningful opportunities for 

knowledge and skill acquisition, growth, and exposes them to real world application and 

experiences (Vescio et al., 2008).  In the stories of these five students, all of them noted that 

these partnerships provided them access to learning opportunities beyond what my agriculture 

program alone could offer. 

Hawaiian culture.  The impact of Hawaiian culture embedded in program practices also 

surfaced as a theme in three of five of the teacher’s reflections.  Participant B participated in a 

sail with the Polynesian Voyaging Society from which he gained ancestral knowledge and skills.  

Participant A advanced as a leader through a college internship program that strengthened her 

community and cultural connections.  Participant E utilized the program’s values—aloha, hōʻihi, 

and others—and “created a close-knit bond with her classmates”.  She exemplified these values 

in the way she interacted with her peers.  This integration of culture into teaching and learning 

improves the ways in which Native Hawaiians are taught and learn (Kahumoku, 2018).  

 Adult relationships. This theme surfaced in four of five teacherʻs reflections.  When 

Participant A entered the program, she stuck to herself. Over time, she eventually let down her 

guard and I was able to invite her to become a group leader.  In such a capacity, she seemed to  

flourish.  Participant Bʻs reflection described how he and I developed a close relationship as we 
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shared a tender conversation about his momʻs passing.  Thereafter, he became less shy and grew 

as a leader in class.  Participant D worked closely with our community partner liason to support 

our community service project.  As a result, she became the student leader and her attendance 

improved.  The success of these students can be attributed to teachers and mentors who primarily 

are responsible for setting an environment for successful student learning and growth through 

positive and supportive teacher-student relationships (Jensen, 2009).  What is evident: building 

positive teacher-student relationships throughout this program helps students feel safe and able to 

learn and grow. 

Peer relationships. This theme unfolded in all reflective research stories.  In the case of  

Participant C, we learn that she “got along with everyone and she created a close bond with 

others in her class.”  Participant A took a while to open up to her peers but when she did, she 

spoke to all of them and later, mentored reluctant and shy students to participate.  Partcipant D 

found her best friend in class and they continue their relationship today.  Clearly, these peer 

relationships had a postive and supportive impact on all participants and according to Jensen 

(2009), having supportive peers encourages success within and beyond school.   

Summary:  Teacher Reflective Research Stories 

These reflective research stories generated by this teacher-researcher provide one key 

data point for this study.  Eight key themes emerged about these participants are presented in 

Table 3. These themes represent what this teacher-researcher understood about these students.  
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Table 3   
 
Teacher Reflective Research Stories Matrix 
Themes generated about 
participants 

Excerpts from reflective stories of participants 

Hardship Participant A: “shouldered a lot of the responsibility in rearing 
her siblings so they could stay together.” 
Participant C: “She was an adopted child.  Her life too was 
plagued by drug addiction.” 
 

Resilient Participant B: “He embraced his Hawaiian culture and was quick 
to learn … about his heritage.” 
Participant D: “It helped her attendance improve and developed 
her skills tremendously.”   
 

Applied Learning Participant A: “… took charge of many activities and events for 
our program.” 
Participant B: “He was interested in agriculture as a career.” 
 

Community Partnerships Participant D: “One of the most memorable projects for 
participant D was attending a community service project on the 
other side of our island.” 
 

Hawaiian Culture Participant B: “He never stopped talking about the (Polynesian 
Voyaging Society) experience…” 
 

Adult Relationships Participant A: “One day she sat with me during lunch and shared 
her story.” 
Participant D:  “..she enjoyed the interaction with the uncles on 
the farm.” 
 

Peer Relationships Participant D: “She made a best friend in my classroom and they 
are still best friends today.” 
Participant E: “She was an effective learner and often helped her 
peers when they needed it.” 

 

Part II: Within/Individual Case Findings 

This section illustrates the within-cases analysis of five participants.  The themes 

provided here were derived from the interview data that were analyzed, coded, and grouped into 
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themes. At the end of this section is a cross-case analysis that highlights the high-level set of 

common themes across the five participants. 

 Participant A. 

Ancestral learning.  Participant A spoke at length about her learning while participating 

with several community organizations.  Referring to it as a “once in a life time experience,” her 

work with the Polynesian Voyaging Society seemed meaningful and valuable.  Participant A 

expressed about her work with Kaʻala and MAʻO Farms as walking with her ancestors.  “Ka‘ala 

[a community organization] is more like with kalo, and the taro patches ... “It’s not ancient, but 

it’s more of the ways they did it back then. . .it felt as is if we [students] were walking with our 

ancestors.”  She compared the experience to her participation MAʻO farms in saying, “MA‘O is 

more like our ancestors is walking with us.  Because we are modernizing what they used to do.”  

Participant Aʻs experience in these community organizations led her to experience meaningful 

education through ancestral learning. 

Peer relationships.  Participant A credited her relationship with her peers as being one 

that encouraged her to come to school and be successful.  She explained how class size and 

structure encouraged the cohesion of the group when sharing, “We didn’t have such a huge class, 

but it was a decent amount of people, and we were in kinda tight quarters… not as small as the 

canoe but we did have our garden and just our classroom, and we were with each other pretty 

much a lot.”  She attributed her accomplishments because of her strong relationships and 

closeness to her peers. “We were just really comfortable with each other.  We were like a family, 

basically. . .we all had our differences but at the end of the day, we all could come together, and 

work together, and just all be striving and being successful with one another …  helping each 

other out.”  Participant Aʻs relationship with her peers helped her achieve academic success. 
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Applied learning.  Applied learning arose as a theme in what Participant A shared.  “It 

was most meaningful that we did learn it in the classroom, but then we could go out and apply it.  

It wasn’t just traditional.  We were [not just] in the class or just outside. . .I think it had a good 

balance of both.” In her recollection of a lesson on the decomposition process, she explained the 

value of being able to see things break down in the compost bin. Participant A also discussed her 

routine morning stroll to the garden to turn on the irrigation system she and her classmates built 

and monitor plant growth.  Through applied learning, Participant A increased her knowledge and 

skills. 

Positive adult support.  Positive teachers and adult mentors provided critical support to 

Participant A.  In describing my relationship with her, Participant A said, “We were like a 

family, basically. . .you’re our teacher mom.”  When describing her relationship with other adult 

mentors, she said, “I thought MA‘O might have been a bit more meaningful [in comparison to 

other community organizations] because we had more interaction with them.”  Participant A 

described her ability to speak with adults at MAʻO “on their level.”  The interactions with adults 

supported Participant A in her learning and growth. 

Participant B. 

 Adult mentor support.  While a student in the agriculture program, Participant B was 

mentored by a community liaison (Kumu A). Participant B said, “I think having Kumu A was 

awesome … having a person who is a middle connection between us and MA‘O is really good.”   

Participant B expressed that Kumu A was effective in recruiting students for the college 

internship.  He also reflected on learning from older alumnus of the agriculture program, 

“Having got the chance to work with Kumu B was inspirational. Even till this day, I still use 

some of his ‘oli.”  Participant B also spoke of learning from master navigator, Nainoa 
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Thompson, “We got to work with Nainoa Thompson and other navigators on the Hōkūleʻa.  The 

training was intense.  We got a taste of what navigation is like… It was an experience of a 

lifetime.”  Participant B was inspired by and acquired knowledge and skills through supportive 

adult mentorships. 

Hands-on learning.  One of the first things Participant B did when we began our 

interview was to proudly show me his wall picture on his cell phone of our school garden with 

vegetables he grew while he was in high school.  He shared, “Some curricular things [activities] 

that really helped me [learn] was working outside in the garden.”  He recalled preparing garden 

beds, planting, taking care of their crops, harvesting, and using their produce to cook dishes.  He 

said, “We had opportunities to take what we grew and we made dishes.  He also reflected on his 

participation with the Polynesian Voyaging Society, “I was able to go on the Hōkūleʻa and E Ala 

[voyaging canoes].  We got to sail from Sand Island to our moku [district].  That was really 

powerful because it gave us [students] a chance to be on the boats [canoes] and in the water 

[ocean].” Participant Bʻs hands-on experiences helped him to learn in meaningful ways. 

Supportive relationships.  Participant B and his classmates spent a great amount of time 

in the agriculture classroom during instructional and non-instructional time.  In talking about his 

fellow Ag classmates, Participant B said, “The relationships I had with my friends back then was 

really important to me because that’s what drove me to come to school every day.  Having 

relationships with my friends was really important.”  He then turned his attention to our [student-

teacher] relationship.  He shyly stated, “And then with you.  You were like our second mom.”  

He explained, “You just always took care of us.”  Supportive relationships was deemed 

important by Participant B and positively influenced his choices. 
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Safe space.  Participant B and his classmates could be found in the agriculture classroom 

before and after school, during class time, and at recess.  Participant B referred to the agriculture 

classroom and garden [facility] as “our home away from home” while in high school.  He said, 

“It was like our own space that we had in high school.”  He described the facility as a place 

where they [students] felt comfortable.  He recalled, “We’d be in there for class and for both 

recesses.  We would just live there.”  Chuckling, he went on, “We even had our own bathroom.  

We didn’t ever have to leave there.”  Having a safe space provided Participant B with a 

comfortable feel to engage with others. 

Community partnerships.  Participant B had an interest to attend college, major in 

agriculture, and work in the agriculture industry.  Participant B shared, “Going to MA‘O and 

Ka‘ala was really meaningful for me.  I remember going there several times. . .and being 

exposed to the work they’re doing.  That really drove me towards my career after [high] school.”  

Upon graduating, Participant B entered one of our community partner’s college programs.  He 

further stated, “Working outside . . . learning cultural things … triggered something in me to 

want to pursue careers in working with the land.”  Participant B also participated in their high 

school internships during fall, winter, and summer breaks.  Community Partners influenced 

Participant Bʻs decision on a career pathway. 

 Participant C. 

Supportive peer relationships.  Participant C explained that the relationships they 

[students] developed allowed them to rely on each other and not to solely depend on the teacher.  

She expressed, “It [lessons] was easy to understand when you had people that could help you out 

instead of being alone and only being able to depend on your teacher.” She spoke of the 

willingness of the group to help each other grow and learn.  She shared, “We weren’t just 
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friends; we were best friends.  We always helped each other out, and we had each other’s back, 

and we could get things done quickly by depending on each other and making sure everything 

got done.”  She further elaborated, “If one of us had a hard time understanding, somebody would 

try to give a different perspective to help us understand or show us.” She attributed the time they 

spent together as a factor of their closeness.  She also shared how she found her best friend in 

class and they continue to be best friends until today.  Participant C felt supported academically 

and socially through positive peer relationships. 

Active engagement.  Participant C recalled that she was interested in designing and 

building a system for her senior project.  She shared, “I learned a lot.  I got to actually work with 

one of the programs [partners] we were connected to.  I got to work with multiple people. . . 

having different experiences and different opportunities. . . it was a big learning process.  Still to 

this day, I can help people that ask to build one.”  She also discussed having a head start with the 

MA‘O farms partnership in preparing her for her Youth Leadership Training (YLT) experience, 

“When we entered the [YLT] program, we were couple steps ahead.  We actually knew how to 

do things. . .we were getting things done fast. . .we were able to teach other students that needed 

help.”  Participant C recalled the activities she engaged in with Ka‘ala as beneficial ways of 

knowing and doing, “It was a good experience because it doesn’t just stay with you for that 

length of time. . .but for the rest of your life.”  Participant Cʻs desire and ability to actively 

engage in learning was enduring beyond high school. 

Positive student-teacher relationships.  A third theme to surface from Participant C’s 

interview was the valuable learning experience from positive student-teacher relationships.  She 

chuckled when recalling that she was normally the first to arrive at the classroom in the morning 

and the last to leave at the end of the day.  She described her connection to me, “Ms. A is most 



	 54	

meaningful to me.  I knew her for six years.  She stuck by our side through thick and thin.  No 

matter how hard.” She further describes the relationship, “Ms. A. . .she wasn’t only a teacher for 

Ag. . .she was also a teacher for Math, English, Social Studies, and any other subject.  She 

helped us whenever she could and however she could.  She was just a very good person. . .it was 

one of my best teacher relationships I ever had and I wouldn’t regret saying she was the best 

teacher.”  She reminisced about her step-mother calling me on occassion to locate her at the end 

of the day.  A positive student-teacher relationship was meaningful to Participant C and 

supported her academically. 

Community partnerships.  Upon graduation, Participant C enrolled in our partner’s 

college internship program.  She spoke of how she and a few classmates rapidly grew into group 

leaders.  “In our Ag class [in high school], we had a head start . . . we learned how to plant, 

harvest, and process produce … and we taught others in the [YLT] program.” She also recalled 

her expericnce in the Kaʻala internship program, “We learned more about the Hawaiian culture 

[with them] …   what to grow and how to do it the correct way.”  She shared that the internship 

program was a good learning experience because “we learned about how Hawaiians did things 

and we can teach others about it.  It’s good knowledge to have.”  She recalled that she did 

internships with both community partners while in high school and attended the YLT post high 

school.  Participant Cʻs high school internship opportunities led her to a post high school career 

pathway. 

Participant D. 

Safe space for learning.  Participant D echoed the valuable experience of learning in a 

safe space.  She shared that the Ag classroom was a comfortable and non-threatening place to be.  

“It was nice having a place that I could just go and feel relaxed.  Especially when I’m at school, 
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because school is not very relaxing.  But your classroom was.”  She added, “I felt like the 

classroom was a home away from home. I didn’t like to stay at home a lot, so I spend as much 

time here as possible.”  Chuckling, she continued, “I never wanted to go home.  I always wanted 

to stay here.”  Participant D shared how her grandmother knew that she would be here 

afterschool, so she did not worry about her safety.  A safe space provided Participant D with an 

environment that was non-threatening to her learning experience. 

Community partner relationships.  The second theme to emerge was the value of 

experiential learning through community partner internships.  Participant D compared the two 

internships to explain why she favored one over the other, “I would love to say MA‘O, but I 

loved Ka‘ala.  Ka‘ala was by far the best internship I ever did.  The people there were like family 

by the end of the summer.  There were about 10 of us, and we grew so close.  We worked every 

day.  We ate together.  We went on field trips.” Apologetically, she said, “I’m sorry I chose 

Ka‘ala over MA‘O.”  She explained that the student-mentor ratio was lower there, “With Ka‘ala, 

there would be maybe 10 people to one to three instructors.  Whereas MA‘O, there was about 

sixty kids to four to five instructors.”  She explained that at MA‘O she was still able to build a 

relationship with others.  Returning to her explanation of Ka‘ala, she said, “With Ka‘ala, it was 

more hands-on.”  She once again expressed favor of the Ka‘ala internship.  Relationships were 

deemed important to Participant D in her internship experiences. 

Positive adult mentors.  Participant D was quick to recall participation in community 

partnership and community service events.  She shared how she gained valuable knowledge 

through her interactions with mentors and teachers.  In speaking of one of her instructors from 

the Ka‘ala internship, she said, “He caught a bull from up there [Ka‘ala] and then we made beef 

jerky.  He also taught us how to cut and dry fish.  He taught us how to make a sun-drying box. 



	 56	

He also taught us how to make inamona.”  She referred to the learning experiences as great and 

fun.  Participant D also shared her learning experience with Kumu A from MA‘O, “Kumu A was 

like one of us.  He helped us when we needed help or if there was something we didn’t know 

how to do.  He was very helpful and gave us opportunities to go to his dad’s farm.”  She also 

turned her attention to our [student-teacher] relationship, “And then Ms. A. . .I swear. . .I never 

wanted to go home.  I wanted to stay here.”  She described these relationships as supportive and 

helpful during and after high school.   Positive interactions with adult mentors provided 

Participant D with help and support she needed. 

Hands-on application.  Participant D expressed the satisfaction she found in learning 

through hands-on activities, “Community Supported Agriculture vegetable sales were fun.  You 

got to grow your own vegetables and put it in a box and give [sell] it to people.”  She compared 

the sales to MA‘O’s Community Supported Agriculture program and shared that although we 

had less boxes, they were of equal portions.  Referring to the box contents, she said, “It was 

really cool in the box. . .it was just as heavy.”  Participant D also shared how she spent a lot of 

time in the agriculture field her senior year, “I spent majority of my senior year in this classroom 

instead of anywhere else.  I was always in the dirt.  Always had dirt on my hands or on my feet 

or in my hair.  We would eat.  We would cook.”  Participant D spoke of how she and her best 

friend would deliver the vegetable boxes to faculty members and spoke of happy expressions 

received from them.  Working in the garden and participating in Community Supported 

Agriculture was a meaningful hands-on learning experience for Participant D.   

Participant E. 

Community partnerships.  Participant E shared that one of the valuable learning 

opportunities came from engagement with the community partnerships.  She shared, “Visiting 
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MA‘O and volunteering our work as a class, I was able to help out and work with others.  This 

taught me to work [together] to get the job done faster.”  She also participated with a neighboring 

elementary school and said of her experience, “We built an organic garden from ground up.  I 

did my senior capstone project there.”  She explained that a group of women would come to the 

farm while she was there and she would teach them about gardening.  Participant E recalled how 

she was able to get some of her classmates to help out at the elementary farm for a community 

event and how that encouraged some of them to go with her weekly to the farm to volunteer.  

Participant E began to teach others as a result of participating in community partnership projects. 

Positive peer relationships.  Participant E was very cognizant of her peers.  She shared 

how she assisted struggling peers in her class.  She described her relationship with her peers, 

“We treated each other as if we were brothers and sisters.  We had respect for each other.”  

Participant E also spoke of how the relationship they developed allowed them to work together 

to resolve problems, “When one person did not get along with another, we would express it 

amongst ourselves and make things right between everybody because that’s how we were.  We 

didn’t want problems with anybody because we were a family.” Participant E valued her peer 

relationships and felt familial support from them. 

Hawaiian culture-based practices.  The third theme to emerge from the interview was 

the use of Hawaiian culture-based practices.  “We would do ‘oli or recite ‘ōlelo no’eau before 

entering the classroom or garden [at the start of the week].”  She explained that they [students] 

could individually select an ‘ōlelo no’eau that would help them keep a positive attitude as they 

entered and worked in those spaces.  Participant E also described how they would not only 

memorize the ‘ōlelo no’eau but learn its meaning and how to apply it to daily life.  She also 

attributed this knowledge to helping the students connect better to one another, “When we didn’t 
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get along. . .we could connect [the ‘ōlelo no’eau] to how we felt … it would connect us … and 

make us treat each other better.”  Participant E applied Hawaiian culture based practices to 

improve conditions for herself and her peers. 

Community partnerships.  Participant E spoke of extended classrooms and teachers 

beyond the high school campus, “I would consider MA‘O and Ka‘ala our classroom, too.  And 

Makaha farms.  Hoa‘aina o Makaha.”  She expressed that MA‘O taught them how to grow 

organic vegetables, process, and sell them to others.  She explained that Ka‘ala engaged them in 

hands-on work, “They gave us hands-on work.  I could put my hands on it.”  Participant E also 

spoke of Kumu A of MA‘O, “He really knew what he was doing.  He was very knowledgeable.  

He taught us a lot.  He would take one on one time with us.”  Kumu A worked with individual 

students who needed support or asked for his assistance.  Participant E deemed community 

partnerships an extension of our classroom that provided support and hands-on experiences. 

Summary:  Within/Individual Case Findings 

 The following section combines the individual case study themes into an a cross-case 

analysis.  Table 4 is a matrix that shows the various themes generated by each participant, as 

well as how those themes were coded and grouped together in the higher-level set of over-

arching themes for all five participants.  These high-level themes are then presented. 
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Table 4 
 
Cross-Case Analysis 

Participant Theme High-Level Theme 
  SR ApL CP SS AnL 

A Ancestral learning     X 
Peer relationships X     
Applied learning  X    
Positive adult mentors X  X   

B Adult mentor support X  X   
Hands-on learning  X    
Supportive relationships  X     
Safe space    X  
Community partnerships   X   

C Supportive peer relationships X     
Active engagement  X    
Positive student-teacher relationships X     
Community partnerships   X   

D Safe space for learning    X  
Community partner relationships  X    
Positive adult mentos X     
Hands-on application  X    

E Community partnerships   X   
Positive peer relationships X     
Hawaiian culture-based learning     X 
Community partners   X   

Note: SR = Supportive relationship; ApL = Applied learning; CP = Community partnership; SS = Safe space; AnL 
= Ancestral Learning 
 
Part III: Focus Group Findings  

 A focus group interview was conducted on April 6, 2015 at 5:00 p.m.  Three of the five 

participants attended the interview.  Four themes emerged from the 80-minute interview: 

supportive relationships, applied learning experiences, effective pedagogy and instructional 

practice, and a safe space for learners.  
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Supportive relationships.  All participants expressed how meaningful and supportive 

relationships with peers, teacher, and other adult mentors aided their learning and growth.  

Participant A shared that she developed a sense of belonging through relationships established 

with her peers, “At first, I didn’t think I belonged in this classroom.  Once I got to know 

everybody, it became second nature for me.  This is where I’m good at.”  Participant A also 

acknowledged that at the beginning of class, she felt disconnected from her classroom and peers. 

However, after forming relationships with her peers, she felt successful.   

Participant B acknowledged food as a medium that helped forge and strengthen peer 

relationships, “Food helped us get along.  It was the bridge that made us come together.” 

Students also ate their breakfast and lunch in my classroom.  In reference to the refreshments in 

front of them during the interview, Participant A, with a light chuckle, said, “And we still do 

that.  Look at us right now.”  Food was a means by which relationships were strengthened.  At 

harvest, students would research recipes and create healthy dishes to share with one another. 

Participants also shared how they viewed my role as “mother.”  Participant B explained, 

“You were like a mother role [figure] for us because you’d put us in our place, but you were 

there to love us, and be a listening ear.”  Students acknowledged that in this agriculture program, 

all are treated with care and respect and allowed to build and strengthen a sense of community.  

One policy, implemented school-wide, was to meet and greet students at the door at the start of 

each class period and do a visual sweep of the area for stragglers before closing the door to begin 

class.  Participant B continued, “Every time we came to your class, we had a nice warm greeting, 

and you.”  Participant A added that she felt like I was a friend but more of a mom.  “You weren’t 

the average mother; you were a cool mother.”  In addition, Participant A explained why most of 
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the students spent their non-instructional time at agriculture, “Even when we didn’t have class, 

we were in here [agriculture] with you.”  Participant C added, “Yeah, we were like a family.”  

 Participants also spoke of influential and supportive relationships with other adult 

mentors and teachers as keys to their ability to learn and prosper.  Participant B attributed his 

post high school decision to work with several number of community partner interns. “I 

remember Interns A, B, C, and D coming down [from their farm to the school] to talk to us.  That 

really helped me make my decision to apply to their [post high] program.”  Participant C 

elaborated on B’s response by sharing that having college interns interact with them was great 

for career guidance and future planning, “I think having younger people come and talk to us 

helped a lot.”  She noted that because the college interns were closer in age to them, her 

confidence in her ability to succeed grew, “They are only two years older than me.  That makes 

me feel like I can do it.”  She also credited Kumu A, an educational specialist from a partnering 

organization, with influencing her post high school choice, “After Kumu A’s talk, I decided to 

participate in their internship program.” These young adults who were working for higher 

education institutions and community organizations were influential to the agriculture program’s 

students; they became role models and provided key encouragement so that, as all three of the 

focus group participants agreed, students decided to look for opportunities to advance their 

education beyond high school.   

 Participant B also expressed that other Natural Resources academy teachers were skilled 

at building and sustaining their relationships with students.  These teachers worked at creating 

and maintaining a comfortable learning environment.  He stated, “We didn’t have the close bond 

like we had with you, but we did feel comfortable enough to want to stay in class and learn.”  
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When students developed a sense of belonging through intentional, positive adult interaction, 

they became receptive to learning. 

Applied learning experiences.  Another theme to emerge was the value of making 

learning relevant through applied learning experiences.  Participant D expressed, “We learned in 

the classroom, but then we got to immediately apply it to something real.”  Learning by doing is 

an integral part of agriculture education.  Career and Technical Education courses are designed 

to provide students with hands-on learning experiences to better prepare them for related careers.  

In comparing student experiences between the agriculture courses and other classes, Participant 

A stated, “We applied that knowledge when we got outside.  That was the difference.” One of 

the cornerstone approaches for this program is the belief that hands-on engagement is essential in 

helping students make connections to the real world.  Participant B shared how one major 

“learning” for him was developing a sense of responsibility.  He said, “In the classroom, we 

always had to take care of each other and we had to take care of the garden.  And now, I am 

taking care of my family, doing what I have to do and being responsible.”   

Hands-on learning provided opportunities for students to learn and practice transferable 

knowledge and skills that became relevant for their future.  Participant A shared how her 

learning experiences in this program have become useful in her job today, “I learned patience 

and communication.  When we planted things we had to wait it out.”  She continued, “We had to 

do presentations, [garden] tours, and talk with others.  In my job now, it really helps me to be 

able to communicate and have patience with my student.  She has special needs.”  This 

experience helped the students develop lifelong skills that they could use the workplace and 

beyond. 
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Effective pedagogy and instruction.  The use of effective teaching methods to help 

students succeed also emerged as a theme.  In describing his perception of how learning occurred 

in the classroom, Participant B said, “It seemed like nothing was too hard for somebody [to 

learn].  Nobody ever felt like they couldn’t do something in this class.” He also shared, “If 

someone struggled to understand or do something, you would help them or make one of us help 

them.” This program included peer teaching and learning strategies that assisted struggling 

students.  The combination of a caring pedagogy and the intentional peer and other adult 

instruction helped students to feel that they could learn and thrive.  

Community partnerships were also an integral part of the curriculum design for this 

agriculture program. Partnerships provided real world experiences and connections that could not 

have been made within the school walls.  Participant A spoke of the partnership between this 

high school’s agriculture program and the Polynesian Voyaging Society, “It helped expose me to 

other things in our community and beyond.”  Participant B also acknowledged the partnership 

with Partner B for providing a pathway to college for students like himself, “It’s [the partnership] 

super good because they pay for your college.”  Some of the community partners provided 

support for college and life success.   

Safe space for learning.  Students in this agriculture program were a part of the larger 

Natural Resources academy.  Developing and nurturing positive relationships and safe learning 

spaces in the academic helped students to thrive.  The participants expressed how comfortable 

they were at my classroom during non-instructional time.  Participants A and B reminded me of 

an enjoyed shared experience.  Participant A said, “I remember us watching a music video in 

your room.” Chuckling, Participant B said, “Yes.  I remember that lunch recess.  We all brought 

food, and you played the video for us.”  Teacher and student connections are deepened through 
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shared non-instructional activities.  Participant A also spoke of how much time they spent in my 

classroom with me, “Even when we didn’t have class, we were here with you.”  Positive and 

supportive student-teacher relationships create safe spaces where students feel comfortable. 

Summary:  Focus Group Findings 

 A focus group interview was conducted to gain more insight of emergent themes from 

individual interviews.  Four themes emerged from the 80-minute focus group interview: 

supportive relationships, applied learning experiences, effective pedagogy and instructional 

practice, and a safe space for learners.  

Part IV: Multi-Case Analysis 

A multi-case analysis was conducted to identify common themes across the teacher 

reflective stories, cross-case analysis of the individual case studies, and the focus group analysis.  

Three themes emerged across all data sets and three themes emerged across two of three data 

sets.  

Supportive relationships.  All three data sets identified supportive relationships as a key 

component of meaningful learning and growth.  Participants shared that positive, meaningful, 

and supportive relationships helped them through their final years of high school.  Th ree types 

of relationships were identified:  with their peers, with the instructor, and those forged with adult 

mentors through community partnerships.   

 Within all three data sets, participants expressed that positive and supportive peer 

relationships heightened their chance for academic achievement.  Through encouragement and 

help from their peers, they felt they were able to succeed in school and developed a sense of 

belonging.  Participant A shared, “we were comfortable with each other.  We were like a 

family.”  Participant B explained how they developed a close relationship in class and how it 
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spilled over into their daily lives.  The agriculture program provided students opportunities to 

form positive and supportive peer relationships.  

 All three sets also identified participants’ relationships with their Ag instructor as 

contributory to a meaningful and supportive learning and growth experience.  The majority of 

participants perceived the teacher to be maternal and supportive in and beyond the classroom.  

Participant B expressed, “You were like our mom … You took care of us.”  Participant C 

expressed how I was more than an agriculture teacher to them because of my willingness to help 

them with questions or issues beyond the classroom.  Through my teacher actions and 

interactions, participants felt confident and safe to learn and grow. 

 Positive and supportive adult mentor relationships also surfaced across all three sets.  

Beyond the classroom and school, adult mentors engaged participants in meaningful and relevant 

learning experiences.   Reflecting about MAʻO liaison Participant E shared, “He would take one 

on one time with us.”  Participant D flourished as a leader on a class project through mentoring 

from Kumu A.  Valuable life knowledge and skills were gained through these interactions.  

Applied learning.  Applied learning also surfaced across all three data sets.  In every set, 

participants spoke of meaningful and valuable hands-on learning experiences.  They expressed 

how they learned concepts in the classroom and readily applied them through field laboratory 

exercises.  Participant C recalled experiential learning with community partners, “It was a good 

experience because it doesn’t just stay with you for that length of time. . .but for the rest of your 

life.”  

 Safe learning space.  A third theme to surface across all three data sets is having a safe 

space to grow, learn, and succeed.  Within all three, participants expressed how the agriculture 

classroom and facility was a non-threatening and inviting space for them to engage and interact 
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with one another.  The majority of the participants spent most of their non-instructional time 

there.  Participant D shared, “I never wanted to go home.  I always wanted to stay here.” Some 

became leaders as a result of being connected to this safe place.  According to the data, this 

agriculture classroom and facility was maintained as a space for students to learn and grow 

without fear of failure or being put down.   

 Community partnerships.  Community partnerships surfaced as a major theme in two 

of three data sets.  Participants found value through meaningful learning experiences with 

community partners.  Participant B shared, “Going to MA‘O and Ka‘ala was really meaningful 

… being exposed to the work they’re doing.”  In addition, the participant data indicated that 

many continue to use the knowledge and skills gained through the community partnerships in 

their lives today.  Partnership mentors also served as positive role models and were influential in 

participants’ post high school college and career choices.  The thematic analysis concluded that 

these community partnerships helped to prepare students with employable knowledge and skills 

as well as connected them to their community.   

 ʻIke Hawaiʻi.  Another theme to surface in two of the three data sets is valuable learning 

experiences gained through ʻIke Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian ancestral knowledge).  All participants are 

of native Hawaiian ancestry.  Hawaiian culture-based activities and lessons are embedded 

throughout the curriculum to reconnect students to the knowledge and wisdom of Hawaiian 

kupuna (ancestors).  Participant C shared, “We learned about how Hawaiians [ancestors] did 

things and we can teach others about it.  It’s good knowledge to have.”  Through the thematic 

analysis, the data show that many of the students connected to the learning because of the ʻike 

Hawaiʻi content. 
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Effective pedagogy.  The sixth major theme to surface in two of the three data sets is the 

use of effective teaching methods. Multiple instructional strategies are embedded in the 

agriculture curriculum to facilitate relevant and rigorous learning.  Participant B shared that 

learning seemed easy and he was able to learn from the teacher and his peers.  The intentional 

design of varying instructional strategies and activities engaged learners in meaningful ways.  

Participant C spoke of her participation internship programs that helped her decide on a future 

career pathway.  Three of five participants shared how hands-on learning experiences helped 

them develop knowledge and skills for future careers and life.  The thematic analysis revealed 

that most of the participants recognized the importance of relevant, rigorous, engaged curriculum 

and pedagogy. 

Summary:  Multi-case Analysis 

A multi-case analysis highlights the high-level themes that becomes the basis of 

discussion for Chapter five’s implications and recommendations.  The most common themes 

identified across the teacher reflective stories, the cross-case analysis of the individual case 

studies, and the focus group analysis are shown on the following page in Table 5.  This multi-

case analysis identifies the common themes found across all three data sets followed by those 

found in at least two of three data sets.  
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Table 5 
 
Multi-Case Analysis 
 Theme Teacher 

Reflective Stories 
Cross-Case 

Analysis 
Focus Group 
Interviews 

Supportive Relationships  X X X 

Applied Learning X X X 

Safe Space X X X 

Community Partnership  X X  

ʻIke Hawaiʻi X X  

Effective Pedagogy  X X 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

The reciprocal nature of teaching and learning is captured in the ‘olelo no’eau, A‘o aku, 

a‘o mai (Pukui, 1983).  The exchange of knowledge occurs daily between haumāna and kumu.  

Effective teaching and learning is not one sided.  Both student and teacher constantly switch 

roles.  The exchange of knowledge is continuous as reflected in the title of this study, Pō‘aiapuni 

o Ka‘aihonua.  

However, how we educate students today, especially those of Hawaiian lingeage, is quite 

different from the ways in which my ancestors taught keiki.  Traditional Hawaiian learning 

resembled contemporary vocational schools or specialized institutions of higher learning (Nā 

Lau Lama, 2008).  Within these structures, Hawaiians became strongly rooted in cultural and 

familial values through a support system that provided a firm foundation for their total well-

being (Handy & Pukuʻi, 1972).  Unfortunately, Western influences altered Hawaiian traditional 

ways of knowing, doing, and being (Greer, 2013) and the impact, predominantly negative, is 

prevalent and can easily be observed in our communities, homes, and schools.  For example, the 

level of poverty amongst native Hawaiians is higher than the state’s average (Hawaiʻi State 

Department of Education, 2010b). 

While my beloved homeland of Waiʻanae was traditionally prized for its abundant 

resources and industry (Cordy, 2002), our coastline today is plagued by drug addiction, health 

issues, homelessness, and low performing schools.  This cannot and will not continue to be our 

refrain.  Like Kawaiʻaeʻa (2012) has emphasized, I believe that for the betterment of native 

Hawaiian people and our society as a whole, we must reestablish healthy and responsive learning 

environments where our students can thrive.  
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In an attempt to reestablish the traditional nature of learning, I redesigned the agriculture 

program to include culture-based strategies at Wai‘anae High School in 2006. The purpose of 

this study was to develop a greater understanding of effective pedagogical and instructional 

practices that positively impacted student learning and growth throughout and beyond their high 

school experience for agriculture students at Waiʻanae High School.  As the primary researcher 

of this study, roles were reversed and the research participants (former students) became the 

teacher and I, their student.  Through this reciprocal exchange of teaching and learning, data 

were collected through interviews and stories to address the following research questions:   

1) Through the experience of former students, what elements of and in what ways did 

the agriculture program contribute to student growth? 

2) Through the lens of former students, what kinds of program improvements can 

improve student growth and learning? 

Summary of the Findings 

Research question 1. Through the experience of former students, what elements of and 

in what ways did the agriculture program contribute to student growth? 

 In response to the first research question, three high-level themes emerged through the 

critical analysis of data gathered through teacher reflection, interviews, and a focus group 

interview.  The themes are (a) fostering supportive relationships; (b) rigor and relevance through 

contextualized learning, and; (c) empower learners through safe learning environments.   

Fostering supportive relationships.  Participants identified supportive relationships as 

those that provided them academic and emotional support.  The three types of supportive 

relationships students identified as contributory to their learning and growth were (a) those 



	 71	

shared with their teacher; (b) those shared with their peers, and; (c) those shared with other adult 

mentors 

 Supportive student-teacher relationships.  Results from this study suggest that teachers 

who take time early on to build and strengthen relationships provide students with academic and 

socio-emotional support.  This notion supports Jensen’s (2009) earlier work about the role of 

teachers and establishing relationships from day one. For example, Participant B in a touching 

moment sat across me and repeated to me once more that I reminded him of his mom.  Jokingly, 

I referred to her beauty as our shared resemblance.  We laughed and he then shared that she 

passed away when he was a freshman.  We shed a few tears and he shared how beyond looking 

like her, I treated him as she did.  Participant B assessed, “You take care of us … You are like 

our second mom.”  Analysis of participant data also indicated that strong teacher-student 

relationships built within the agriculture program helped students to feel cared for and loved. I 

found that my relationship with the students were perhaps examples of what Kanaʻiaupuni 

(2004) called “the Hawaiian worldview [that] stresses relationships first” (p.30). I was in an 

opportune position to build relational support as Jensen (2009) emphasized.  Like Kanaʻiaupuni 

posited, there was evidence that my relationship with the students built their resiliency and 

contributed to their academic and personal success. 

Supportive adult mentor relationships.  As expressed by all participants, positive 

relationships shared with adult mentors are important.  Participant D expressed gratitude for our 

community partner liaison who helped her learn knowledge and skills that still applies today. 

Participant C credited Kumu A’s mentoring for her decision to participate in their college 

internship program.  Participant descriptions were evidence that those positive relationships 

between students and mentors built their self-confidence, encouraged risk taking, contributed to 



	 72	

them feeling safe enough to fail and learn through practice, developed their resilience, and 

increased achievement, which was also found in Jensen’s (2009) work.  The data indicates that if 

this program is to continue to strengthen, the program should retain the positive relationships 

with other adult mentors as a catalyst to further student growth. 

 Supportive peer relationships.  Participants identified supportive peer relationships as 

contributory to their learning and growth.  For the agriculture program to continue to succeed, 

teachers should create the space and time in the first few days of the school year to let the 

students build a sense of community, as Jensen (2009) suggested. Participant A reflected, “we all 

had our differences but at the end of the day, we all could come together, and work together …  

and help each other out.”  Classmates who developed a close bond became more than friends.  

Participant E shared, “We treated each other as if we were brothers and sisters.  We had respect 

for each other.”  They held each other accountable to attend school, contribute to group and 

garden work, and do well in other classes, which is reflective of Jensen’s suggestion that 

“students who know, trust, and cooperate with one another typically do better academically (p. 

92)”. All participants shared how they came to school more often as a result of their peer 

relationships.  The data indicates that the program and class structures promoted positive peer 

relationships and created nurturing nests for improved student behaviors and success.   

Contextualized learning opportunities.  There is a connection between hands-on 

learning, academic success, and application beyond high school.  As suggested by Kemple 

(2008), students who immersed themselves in hands-on learning were more likely to achieve 

higher grades and a knowledge that extended beyond high school. A critical component of this 

agriculture program was and continues to be the integration of in-class curriculum and 

instruction with hands-on learning provided by community partners like MAʻO Organic Farms 
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and Kaʻala Learning Center.  Instead of field trips, “work n’ learn opportunities” took students to 

partner spaces to learn and apply learning through “real world” experiences.  Participant E 

identified partner spaces as strong contextual places of learning. “I would consider MAʻO and 

Kaʻala our classrooms too.”  Her recollection of activities included learning how to grow, 

process, and sell organic vegetables.  Some of the other participants shared how they still use the 

knowledge and skills they acquired in this program in their lives today.  Participant C shared, “It 

was a good experience because it doesn’t just stay with you for that length of time …. but for the 

rest of your life.”  The data suggests that knowledge and skills acquired through hands-on 

learning was applicable to students throughout and beyond high school. 

Results from this study also suggest that the integration of Hawaiian culture provides 

students learning opportunities that develop and strengthen their identity. Kahumoku (2018) 

emphasized that Hawaiian culture-based strategies provide contextualized learning opportunities 

for students.  Hawaiian culture—including its history, language, values, ways of knowing and 

doing, practice—was woven into the 2006 redesigned curriculum to address the needs of 

students.  Participant A shared about the use of Hawaiian culture-based approaches, “It’s not 

ancient, but more of the ways they did it back then … it felt as if we [students] were walking 

with our ancestors ... MAʻO is more like our ancestors is walking with us.  Because we are 

modernizing what they used to do.”  Participant B shared, “… learning cultural things … 

triggered something in me to want to pursue careers in working with the land.”   

Moreover, as students engage in ʻike Hawaiʻi learning, their sense of identity can 

awaken. Of note is that all five participants in this study were native Hawaiian.  Participant A 

summarized, “At Kaʻala, we walked with our ancestors and at MAʻO, they walked with us.”  

Kanaʻiaupuni (2007) suggested that one means to reduce disparities between Native Hawaiian 
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and their peers is through Hawaiian culture-based education.  Like Kahumoku’s (2018) work, 

this study provides additional evidence that strategies that connect students to their ancestral 

ways of knowing and doing provide relevancy for learning. 

A safe learning environment.  The data also suggests that establishing and maintaining a 

safe learning environment strengthens relationships and increases student sense of academic 

achievement.  A safe learning environment is created in part by a deepened connection to self, 

place, and others within that space (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2007).  Participant B stated, “In the 

classroom, we always had to take care of each other and we had to take care of the garden.  And 

now, I am taking care of my family, doing what I have to do and being responsible.”  Also, the 

data suggests that most participants thought of the agriculture classroom as a space, safe space.  

Participant D shared, “It was nice having a place that I could just go and feel relaxed.”  She 

further explained that school was not a relaxing place for her but felt safe in the agriculture 

space.   

A connection between strengthened relationships formed in safe learning spaces and 

academic achievement is also found in the data.  The literature on Smaller Learning 

Communities (SLCs) suggests that by design, they are created to strengthen relationships 

amongst teachers and learners because of the small teacher-student ratios (Oxley, 2007).  This in 

turn leads to increased academic achievement and safer learner environments for students 

(Oxley, 2007).  Participant B referred to the agriculture classroom as “a home away from home” 

where they [students] felt comfortable.  Participant C shared how she always wanted to stay at 

the agriculture classroom and never wanted to go home.  Analysis of the data notes that strong 

relationships with each other and within this safe space led to feelings of home, confidence, 
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support, and care.  The program thus should endeavor to maintain such a space for future 

students. 

Research Question 2. Through the lens of former students, what kinds of program 

improvements can improve student growth and learning? 

 Two areas for improvement emerged from data analysis: (a) strengthen Hawaiian culture-

based inquiry, and (b) increase internship/mentorship opportunities. 

Strengthen understanding of the impact of Hawaiian culture-based practices.   

The data indicates that all participants described improved learning through Hawaiian 

ways of knowing and doing.  Waiʻanae has the largest indigenous Hawaiian population in the 

world (United States Department of Education, 2010) and at Waiʻanae high school, more than 

60% of the student body at Waiʻanae High School are of Hawaiian ancestry (Hawaiʻi State 

Department of Education, 2010b).  In explaining her summer internship experience with Kaʻala, 

Participant C stated, “We learned about how Hawaiians [ancestors] did things … It’s good 

knowledge to have.”  Participant A shared how she felt she walked with her kupuna at Kaʻala 

and her kupuna walked with her at MAʻO.  According to the data, participants became grounded 

in their Hawaiian identity and those experiences empowered them to be confident in who they 

were as individuals, as collaborative learners, and as contributing members of their community.  

Yet, in the analysis of the three data sets, ʻike Hawaiʻi did not show up as a key indicator of 

program success.  For this researcher, more understanding of the impact that Hawaiian culture-

based strategies had on students in this program is necessary. 

Increase internship/mentorship opportunities. The data also show that most of the 

participants embraced opportunities afforded them through community partnerships.  Participant 

D attended two community partner internships and spoke of how relationships she developed 
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positively impacted her learning experience.  Participant E began to teach her peers and 

community members as a result of her participation in community partner internships.  The 

literature on SLCs suggests that the real world experiences through internships provided in these 

learning spaces prepare students for future careers is supported in this study (Kemple, 2008).  

However, when examining the class records, I realized that only a few students were able to 

participate in these internships.  For this program to improve, more internship experiences must 

be provided to all students. 

Implications 

The findings of this study suggest that effective pedagogy and instruction have a positive 

impact on student learning and growth for those enrolled in the Waiʻanae High School 

agriculture program.  However, the limited nature of this study suggests that there is more to 

discover and learn. 

Implications for practice. The findings indicate that the strengths of this program are in 

its supportive relationships, contextualized learning, and safe spaces.  If the program is to 

continue to serve the needs of its students, these three program components should be enhanced.  

Furthermore, what is unclear is the impact of Hawaiian culture-based approaches on student 

learning and the degree to which it can accelerate growth over the life of each student.  Although 

all of the participants of this study are native Hawaiians, they may have highlighted the ʻike 

Hawaiʻi experiences because of their ethnicity.  If the program is to enhance the use of Hawaiian 

culture-based education, the community partners and I will probably need to reexamine the 

extent to which Hawaiian culture, language and practices are integrated across all of our work.   

Implications for future research. There are several critical wonderings that need further 

research.  First, while this study highlights the importance of ʻike Hawaiʻi, the study does not 
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uncover the magnitude of ʻike on the growth of students.  Future research and possibly 

development of new assessments to uncover the degree to which Hawaiian culture-based 

education impacts the growth of native Hawaiian students is suggested to broaden our 

understanding of what teaching strategies are best for these agriculture students. 

In 2016, the Hawaiʻi State Department of Education rolled out department wide 

outcomes for all within.  These outcomes are called Nā Hopena Aʻo (HĀ) and are intended to be 

“strengthened in every student through their K-12 learning journey” (Hawaiʻi State Department 

of Education, 2016).  The HĀ framework includes six outcomes that are firmly rooted in Hawaiʻi 

and contains universal cultural values (Hawaiʻi State Department of Education, 2016).  The six 

outcomes are: a strengthened sense of belonging, relationships, excellence, aloha, total well-

being, and Hawaiʻi.  In designing curriculum, instruction, and assessment, this framework 

provides a foundation to support student learning and growth in meaningful ways.   This 

framework is also intended to be used by and for teachers, administrators, and all other 

employees within the department.   Research also suggests that when teachers use culture-based 

approaches strategies, all learners benefit (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2007). 

Although this study uncovered some educational strategies that work for Waiʻanae’s 

agriculture students, this study did not clarify how teachers can be prepared to teach in schools 

on the Waiʻanae coast. As teachers enter the profession, they should be supported and 

encouraged to develop a continuous improvement plan that will increase their knowledge and 

skills personally and professionally.  No set structures or supports are currently in place to 

promote such practice for teachers at Waiʻanae High School.  Teachers receive minimal 

professional development during the school year, but the professional development may not be 

long enough to make positive impacts or influence much needed changes of practice.   
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Also, what is still of question is the degree to which the combination of teacher/other 

adult interaction with students and this curriculum and instruction worked to help students 

advance their learning.  Another key question is how agriculture programs across the state would 

benefit from a curriculum and instructional approach found within this program.  Finally, what is 

still a significant question that needs to be addressed is the degree to which this program, 

duplicated at other high schools, will present similar outcomes.  

My Journey: A Conclusion 

 Nearly six years ago, I began this journey.  Walking into our EdD classroom the first day 

and glancing around, I recall feeling somewhat inadequate.  Do I even belong here? was the 

stupor of thought that shrouded my mind.  That feeling of inadequacy began to permeate my 

whole being.  I looked around the room for people to whom I might feel a connection.  Row by 

row, I searched for that someone.  I did not find that person.  Did I belong in this room at all?  I 

looked around again.  Still, no one. 

 In that moment, a part of me wanted to walk out of that room, but another part of me was 

brought to a remembrance of who I am and why I was there.  I know that I was selected to 

participate in this program for a reason, though I did not know what it was at that time.  In that 

moment, I remembered my kūpuna, my haumāna, my ‘ohana, and our lāhui.  I have kuleana to 

them to embark on this journey.   

The great wisdom of my kumu also pierced my mind and soul.  He taught me that despite 

our feelings of inadequacy, “We can!”  Despite not looking like the typical higher education 

degree candidate, “We can!”  Despite the statistics that say that most of us will never complete 

the degree, “We can!”  And the reason why “we can” is because it is in our DNA.  Our genetic 

composition derived from ancestors who could and did.  They sailed the expanses of a vast ocean 
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to find our island home.  They observed and used the patterns of ocean and sky to help them find 

their way.  They learned the behaviors of plant and animal growth and replicated them to 

domesticate crops for survival.  They developed a system of sustainable living to preserve 

resources for future generations.  They passed knowledge and history from generation to 

generation orally.  Everyone was looked after.  They were industrious.  They were resilient.  

They worked together to accomplish tasks.  They lived aloha.  They could and they did. 

 Slowly, my feelings of inadequacy began to dissipate.  I knew I needed to embark on this 

journey, and I did.  Eventually our cohort began to look, sound, and feel like a cohort with the 

guidance of great mentors and teachers.  I finally developed a sense of belonging; however, my 

struggles in other areas persisted.  Three years later, I completed all required course work, but 

my dissertation was incomplete.  

 This journey would have ended then had I not remembered my kuleana to past, present, 

and future, and the gentle persistence of great mentors who pushed and pulled me along this path 

to completion. 

 The long pauses in between have made this journey even more difficult.  Each pause 

disrupted the flow and caused me to have to hit the refresh button.  Each time I attempted to 

continue on the journey, other pressing issues needed my attention.  As difficult and arduous as 

this journey has been, many people, both seen and unseen, walked along side me, pushing and 

pulling the entire way.  I was determined to cross that finish line to honor their commitment to 

and belief in me. 

 My own persistence reminds me of the challenges my students faced and of the role I 

played in helping them to overcome obstacles to achieve success.  Like my haumāna, I’ve been 

blessed with a non-judgmental system of support that provides me a safe space to continue on 
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and complete this journey.  I am empowered.  I am encouraged.  I am confident.  I am 

determined. 

 More than just my mentor and advisors, I have a support network of ‘ohana, colleagues, 

and fellow cohort members that extend encouragement and aloha as I near the end of this 

dissertation.  And though this will mark the completion of this dissertation, the journey 

continues. 

 I have endured and succeeded on this journey to most importantly honor the voices of my 

beloved haumāna who served as the mouthpieces for their past, present, and future hoakula.  

Though the challenges and hardships these former students have endured and overcome continue 

to challenge this community, they provided ʻike that has set this course for continuous 

educational improvement.  They have brought to light the value of developing a strengthened 

sense of belonging within our classrooms to create a nurturing and supportive environment to 

propel haumāna academically, social-emotionally, and spiritually.  They helped to identify 

effective pedagogical practices—experiential learning, community partnerships, and place-based 

instruction—that developed within them a strengthened sense of kuleana, excellence, and aloha 

as a result of powerful and reciprocal teaching and learning.  They shared how a strengthened 

sense of Hawaiʻi was gained through the integration of Hawaiian culture-based approaches.  

Though these participants achieved success through their learning experiences, it is important to 

remember that the findings of this study are limited to a specific program within a specific rural 

high school.  There are many more students in our school, community, and state that continue to 

struggle.  These voices opened the way for more journeys to be embarked upon.  May we 

continue to honor these important voices as we move this work forward.  Until we can provide 

equitable education for all, the work must persist.  The journey to improve education for 
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marginalized students must continue.  The research must be done.  The sharing of ‘ike must 

occur.  The voices of haumāna must be heard.  The journey must continue.  Ho‘omau ‘ia aku. 
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Appendix B:  Participant Agreement Form 
 

University of Hawaiʻi College of Education 
Genevieve L. Aken 

Dr. Hunter McEwan & Dr. Walter Kahumoku, Advisors 
 

Agreement to Participate 
Ka Pōʻaiapuni o Kaʻaihonua:   

 
Aloha.  I am a doctoral candidate in the College of Education at the University of Hawaiʻi at 
Mānoa and am conducting a research study to examine the perceptions and attitudes of Waiʻanae 
High School’s Agriculture Program alumni.  I am inviting you to participate in this study 
because you are alumni of the agriculture program and your experiences can provide valuable 
information to inform current and future program practices. 
 
Activities and Time Commitment:  If you agree to participate, you will be interviewed 
individually as well as in a focus group with other participants.  Interviews and focus group 
sessions will last about 60 - 90 minutes and will be audio recorded with your permission so that 
it may be transcribed and analyzed later.  The discussions will be informal; think of this as a time 
to share and talk story about your experiences as a student in the agriculture program. 
 
Benefits and Risks:  While you will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study, 
your participation is meaningful and will contribute to a better understanding of how your 
experiences in the program have influenced your choices while in high school and post-
secondary choices.  There is little to no risk to you in participating in this project.  If at any time 
during the interviews you are uncomfortable with any questions, we will skip the question, or 
take a break, or stop the interview, or you may choose to withdraw from the study. 
 
Confidentiality and Privacy:  During this research project, all data from the interviews will be 
kept in a secured location.  Only I will have access to this data, although legal authorized 
agencies, including the University of Hawaiʻi Human Studies Program, have the right to review 
the research records. 
 
After the interviews are transcribed, audio recordings will be destroyed.  No names or other 
personally identifiable information will be used in this research project.  You will be provided a 
copy of the transcript for review, edit and/or comment.   
 
Voluntary Participation:  Participation in this research study is voluntary.  You can choose 
freely to participate or not.  In addition, at any point during this project, you can withdraw 
without any penalty or loss. 
 
Questions:  If you have any questions about this project, please contact me by phone at (808) 
551-0683 or by email at gaken@hawaii.edu.  You may also contact my advisors, Dr. Hunter 
McEwan at hunter@hawaii.edu or Dr. Walter Kahumoku at wakahumo@ksbe.edu.  If you have 
any questions about your rights as a research participant, in this project, you can contact the 
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University of Hawaiʻi, Human Studies Program, by phone at (808) 956-5007 or by email at 
uhirb@hawaii.edu. 
 
 
 

Please retain the top portion of this form for your records. 
 

If you agree to participate in this project, please complete the bottom portion of this form and 
return it to me. 

Mahalo. 
 

Cut here 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Complete and return bottom portion of form 
 
 
 
 
 

Signature for Consent: 
 
I agree to participate in the research project entitled, Ka Pōʻaiapuni o Kaʻaihonua.  I understand 
that I am can withdraw from participating in this project at any time by notifying the researcher. 
 
Your Name (Print):  __________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Your Signature:  _______________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
Date: _______________________ 
 
 
Please check the box below to consent to audio recording of individual and focus group 
interviews.  Audio recordings will be destroyed after transcription is completed.   
 
☐ I allow audio recordings of my individual and focus group interviews. 
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Appendix C:  Individual Participant Interview Questions (Script) 
 
Aloha.  Mahalo once again for volunteering your time as an alum of Waiʻanae High School’s 
Agriculture Program to participate in this study, Ka Pōʻaiapuni o Kaʻaihonua. 

I would like to offer a pule (prayer) before we begin with your permission.  

Once again, this interview will last approximately 60 – 90 minutes.  I will be recording our 
interview using an audio recording device. 

The purpose of this interview is to allow me to have a rich discussion with you about your 
experiences as a student in the agriculture program at Waiʻanae High School (WHS).  After the 
interview is completed, the recordings will be transcribed into a typed written record.  
Transcriptions will be checked and edited for accuracy.  As a participant, a copy of the 
transcription will be given to you to review and make changes as you may.  The information 
gathered from the recordings and transcriptions from the collective experiences of participants 
will be analyzed and organized.  These findings will be included in my final research report.   

By participating in this study, you are contributing to a better understanding of how your 
experiences in the agriculture program at WHS have influenced your post-secondary education, 
career, and personal choices.  If, however, should you become uncomfortable during the 
discussion and/or process, we can take a break, skip the question or stop the interview. As 
participation in this research project is voluntary, you can withdraw your permission without any 
penalty of loss at any point during the project. 

I have some refreshments here for you.  Feel free to consume throughout our discussion.  Do you 
have any questions or concerns before we begin? 

Interview Questions: 

1. What curricular activities were most meaningful while you were in the agriculture 
program?  Why? 

2. Can you tell me how you are defining the term meaningful?  
3. What community partnership experiences seemed most meaningful while in class?  Why? 
4. What cultural experiences were most meaningful to you while a student in my class?  

Why? 
5. What aspects of the learning environment (relational, situational, spatial, sense of aloha) 

was most meaningful while you were in this class and why? 
6. What aspects of ________________would you recommend to improve?  Why?  

(curricular activities, community partnerships, cultural experiences, and learning 
environments – use to fill in the blank) 

7. Beyond this program, are there any other areas we have not discussed that you feel could 
help to improve this program?  Why? 
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Mahalo for taking the time to participate in my research project and for sharing your experiences.  
Your story will help to identify and inform critical areas of learning and teaching in the 
agriculture program at Waiʻanae High School.  Do you have any last questions, concerns, or 
statements before we end this session?  Mahalo once again for your manaʻo (thoughts) and your 
time. 
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Appendix D:  Teacher Reflective Research Stories 

Participant A 

“That student is disrespectful and has an attitude problem,” were the first words uttered to 

me by a fellow colleague about Participant A.  I was taken aback by her harsh criticism of this 

student.  When asked what the problem was, my colleague replied, “I asked that student to 

remove her hat, she gave me attitude about it, and refused to do so.”  I went about asking her 

how she approached the situation and if she knew why the student did not want to remove her 

hat.  She simply replied that she did not care what excuse the student had to offer, but that 

student would not be a good fit for the program she instructed.  I responded, “I’ll take her.”   

There stood before me a teenager that forged an impenetrable wall around her, and only a 

few select peers were allowed in.  Her attitude was that she was absolutely off limits to adults.   I 

was motivated by that quick interaction with my colleague and observation to get to know her 

and help her remove that wall, one section at a time.  

 Our initial encounter occurred at the end of her sophomore year.  On the first day of her 

junior year, there I stood at the door, greeting all of my students individually.  As they 

approached the classroom door, I greeted them, asked their name, welcomed them to class, and 

asked them to find their seat.  Participant A tried to get past me while I spoke to another student, 

but I asked her to wait so I could check her in.  I turned to her and asked her name.  Without 

expression, she stated her name and went to her seat immediately.  She did not interact with 

anyone in the room that day.  She completed her tasks and did nothing more. 

During the first week, she continued to alienate herself from the group.  Some of the 

students in class were second year students in my program, and I relied on them to set the tone of 

the class and include everyone.  Two of my veteran students latched on to Participant A, and she 
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began to open up to them.  Up until that point, she really never engaged in conversation with 

anyone outside the context of our lessons.   

A few weeks into the semester, the students were tasked with a group assignment.  I saw 

a great opportunity to help Participant A bring down those walls.  I assigned her the role of group 

leader.  She accepted, and the walls came down quicker than I expected.   

Participant A talked to all of her peers in class and encouraged reluctant students to 

participate.  Leading by example, she loved being in the garden and empowered her peers to give 

it their all.  She laughed and smiled.  

One day, she sat with me during lunch and shared her story.  She was the eldest of five.  

Her mother had bouts with drug addiction for most of her life.  She shouldered a lot of the 

responsibility in rearing her siblings so they could stay together.  She yearned to be a teenager 

and not a young adult.  

I spoke of my first impression of her.  She described it as a safeguard.  I then questioned 

her about the incident last school year with my colleague, and she told me her side of the story.   

Later in the year, when amongst her classmates, she shared that when she first came to 

my class, she did not want to be here.  She did not feel like she belonged here and wanted to be 

in another program.  But now she knew this is where she needed and wanted to be.  She 

flourished not just as a group leader but as a class leader, taking charge of many activities and 

events for our program.    

Participant A became involved with one of our community partners and participated in 

spring and summer internships with them.  As graduation neared, she expressed an interest in 

attending college but was uncertain about her finances.  She decided to continue with our 

partner’s college program and was very successful in doing so.  
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She spent three years in their program and by year two was a supervisor to her peers, 

flourishing as a leader who was rooted in her community and culture.  When I would see her, I 

would talk about the possibility of her becoming a teacher.  She would often express that she 

never wanted to work in education because she felt she did not have enough patience for 

students.  She was overly critical of herself.  I observed her interactions with my students when 

we visited the farm, and she was very patient.   

Participant A earned her associate’s degree during the three-year period and decided to 

seek full time employment.  I encouraged her to continue with her schooling, but she was 

concerned about her finances once again.  She ended up working two different jobs and 

eventually bought herself a car and helped her mom with household expenses.   

A few months later, she was hired as a skills trainer and placed at an elementary school to 

work with a student.  She called to tell me of her new job and was laughing because she 

remembered conversations we had and how I kept trying to get her to consider education as a 

career.  She told me that she enjoyed her job and was now considering a career in counseling or 

social work.   

Currently, Participant A continues to work as a skills trainer and holds a second job at a 

restaurant.  She continues to help her family financially and mentioned that her mom recently 

gave birth to another child.   At the time of the focus group interview, she brought two of her 

youngest brothers with her because she was responsible for picking them up from their after-

school program.  I continue to encourage her to seek higher education because she has great 

potential, and I will support her efforts in reaching her career and life goals.   

Participant B 
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From the moment I met Participant B, he expressed an interest in my program.  Within 

the Natural Resources Academy, we would rotate all of our NR Pathway Core students through 

each of the majors to help them make an informed decision when selecting a major.  Prior to 

meeting this student for the first time, his grandmother, who worked as a substitute teacher at our 

school, came to see me and told me that her grandson would be enrolling in my program.  He 

was interested in agriculture as a career.   

He was very quiet and shy, wore a smile all the time, and spoke so gently when called 

upon.  He was an excellent student from the beginning.  He seemed to connect with me early on 

and often told me I reminded him of his mother.  Many students would often tell me that, so I 

thought nothing special of his remarks, though he made them quite often. 

Participant B radiated happiness and became friends with three other students 

immediately.  Within the first month of school, he and his friends began to spend their lunch 

period in my room.  They would eat lunch and talk story with me.  He continued to tell me 

periodically that I reminded him of his mom, especially after I would make him laugh. 

One day, he sat across me during lunch while his friends were off to the side, chatting 

and laughing, and said, “You remind me of my mom.”  I jokingly said, “She must be beautiful.”  

He laughed and placed a picture of his mother on the desk in front of me.  After looking at the 

picture, I told him, “I can see why you say that.”  She and I did look alike.  He shared that she 

had a sense of humor like me and a lot of things I did reminded him of her.  He then went on to 

say, “My mom passed away when I was a freshman.”  My heart sunk.  He got a little teary eyed, 

and I did, too.  He told me that he and his four siblings now lived with his maternal grandparents, 

explaining how much he missed his mom and that his youngest brother was not even a year old 

when his mother passed away.  Although his grandparents took good care of them, he expressed 
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difficulty in the adjusted living situation for him and his siblings.  His grandparents were older, 

set in their ways, and impatient.  His youngest aunt, who lived at home, treated them unkindly.  

His sister, just a bit younger than him, got into trouble with the law.  His twin brother and sister 

were mischievous and getting into trouble as well.  He was overwhelmed and yearned for his 

mother.   

Participant B and I became close as a result of that day, and he was less shy in class and 

also stepped up as a leader amongst his peers.  He embraced our Hawaiian culture and was quick 

to learn anything and everything about that part of his heritage. 

Toward the end of their junior year, a few students from my program, including 

Participant B, were invited to participate in a program with the Polynesian Voyaging Society.  

He soaked up all the knowledge they were taught, including those segments led by master 

navigator, Nainoa Thompson.  Participant B was ecstatic and really immersed himself in learning 

everything he could about his native heritage.  He never stopped talking about the experience and 

the wonderful opportunities he had to learn from experts and get on board both voyaging canoes, 

Hōkūleʻa and E Ala.  Those students helped to bring E Ala back home to our side of the island 

that year.  She was absent from our presence for many years.  He credits that experience as a 

pivotal experience in his life.  I witnessed his growth even more during that time.   

Participant B planned to participate in a partner’s college program after graduating from 

high school.  He completed his associate’s degree at a local community college and is currently 

enrolled at a local, public university to earn a bachelor’s degree.  He is still employed with our 

community partner and serves as a manager for their operations.  He has traveled around the 

world as a representative of our partner’s organization and recently returned from a presentation 

on Community Food Security in California.   
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Participant C  

I first met Participant C even before she attended high school.  Her older brother was a 

student in my class.  Our initial meeting came when she was in middle school.  She, along with 

her mom, came to a parent-teacher conference for her brother.  She was very comfortable sitting 

with us and engaged in conversation as well.  As a freshman, she would stop by my classroom to 

say hello every now and would mention that someday, she would be in my program.   

She held true to her word and enrolled in my program during her junior year.  She was an 

energetic individual and very helpful student, offering to assist me with anything I needed.  She 

spent much of her free time in my classroom, before, during, and after school.  Participant C got 

along with everyone and she created a close bond with others in her class.  

Participant C was an adopted child.  Her life was plagued by drug addiction.  As a result, 

she and her siblings were distributed to various family members.  From a young age, she lived 

with her adopted family, and they adopted her once she consented.  Participant C often spoke of 

her younger siblings and how she loved them, but she knew it was difficult for one family 

member to take them all in.  She was grateful for her adoptive family and loved her parents and 

siblings dearly.  

Participant C was an excellent student and interested in pursuing a career in culinary arts.  

She felt that agriculture was a good fit while in high school because it would prepare her for her 

post-secondary study in food service.  She recognized that knowing where food comes from was 

important as a chef.   

When she neared graduation, she enrolled in our partner’s college program.  After her 

first year in the two-year program, she withdrew.  She sought employment in a food 

establishment and continues to work there till today.   
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From graduation till today, every now and then, she will stop by with some lunch for us 

and check in with me.  At one of her more recent visits, she mentioned that she just got engaged.  

She showed me her ring and told me about her fiancée and their plans for a wedding in a year.   

I continue to encourage her to pursue her desired career by attending culinary school. 

Participant D 

Participant D selected my program as her major.  She entered her junior year and was an 

excellent student.  My first impression of her was that she loved to read.  She was always with a 

book in hand.  Her preferred genre was romance.   

Her paternal grandmother cared for her, and she was an only child.  Her mother passed 

away several years back, and her father would come and go.  She was very independent and 

responsible, and took care of her grandmother now that she was older.   

Participant D’s attendance was poor; however, when she was present, she was diligent in 

completing her assignments.  She enjoyed working with our community partner liaison that was 

housed on our campus.  Once she became the student lead for our community supported 

agriculture boxes on campus, her attendance improved and her skills developed tremendously.   

With the help of our liaison, we took our students in and out of our community to do 

service projects.  One of the most memorable projects for Participant D was attending a 

community service project on the other side of our island.  Her participation was the first time 

she interacted with students from different schools, and she really enjoyed that experience.  She 

talked about it continuously and expressed her appreciation for that experience.  She still recalls 

it, so I know it had a great impact on her.   

We also visited our liaison’s family farm on the other side of the island, and Participant D 

enjoyed the interaction with the uncles on the farm.  The farm visitation was a different learning 
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experience, and she appreciated being exposed to unfamiliar places and people and learning from 

them. 

Participant D made a best friend in my classroom, and they are best friends till today.  

She often speaks of the relationships formed in my program and how they impact her even today.   

She participated in our partner’s college program but withdrew in her second year.  The 

physical demands of the program weighed heavily on her, and she made the decision to 

withdraw.  

Currently, Participant D is employed at a mainland food chain restaurant and recently 

married.  She and her husband rent an apartment in our community, and she credits her longtime 

friends from school for helping make that possible.   

Participant E 

Participant E was a student in my NR pathway core course during her 10th grade year.  

She was shy and studious.  She loved the latest fashions and dressed accordingly.  I did not think 

she would sign up for my program, but when the time came, she did.  I was pleasantly surprised.  

I thought she had an interest in marine science, but she said she enjoyed being in my class and 

decided to enter my program.  When asked what her career plans were, she was undecided at the 

time so she sought to learn more about the agriculture industry through my program in hopes to 

find a career interest.  

Participant E was an effective learner and often helped her peers when they needed it.  

She was the best-dressed garden worker I ever worked with in my program.  She set her goals 

and accomplished her tasks consistently.  She was everybody’s friend and created a close-knit 

bond with her classmates.  If they experienced problems, the solution she offered was to build a 
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bridge and get over it.  As an easy going individual, she did not like dealing with problems and 

did her best to avoid them.   

By the end of her senior year, she expressed an interest in business management but did 

not want to attend college right away.  She wanted to earn some money to help with her college 

expenses, so she sought and found employment and saved money to enroll in the local 

community college.  During the spring semester after her high school graduation, Participant D 

enrolled in one course, and she continued to work.   

Two years after leaving high school, she continued working full time and took a few 

more classes.  She is currently finishing her associate’s degree in business.  
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