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Abstract 

 The long-standing achievement gap of Native Hawaiian students in the Hawaiʻi state 

public school system is of significant concern as Native Hawaiian children perform lower on 

achievement assessments in all academic areas as compared to their non-Hawaiian peers, 

especially along the Waiʻanae Coast of Oʻahu.  However, there are options for teaching and 

learning that utilize strengths-based, cultural-based approaches.   

 Through this qualitative study which utilized semi-structured focus group interviews, 

seven primarily Native Hawaiian kūpuna (elders) from the Waiʻanae community presented their 

personal accounts of their experiences with education on the Waiʻanae Coast.  They also 

provided their recommendations for a new educational process for not just their children (and 

grandchildren) but for all the young (and old) on the coast—education for Waiʻanae by 

Waiʻanae—which included: (a) the recruitment of teachers from within the Waiʻanae community 

or certainly from within the Native Hawaiian community; (b) the hiring of principals, preferably 

from the Waiʻanae community, that uphold the community’s values, utilize community experts 

as cultural resources, and support teacher autonomy without punitive measures under current 

teacher evaluation processes; (c) the utilization of Hawaiian culture-based education (HCBE) 

teaching methods; and (d) the inclusion of Hawaiian culture-based assessments in lieu of or in 

addition to current Western-based assessment models.  Framed through the lens of Waiʻanae 

ʻĀina Momona, this study presents the waiwai (richness, wealth) of Waiʻanae: her culture, her 

people, and her community.   
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Prologue 

Pililaʻau and Kaleiwahea (n.d.) write of their beloved home of Waiʻanae in their mele (song) 

Aloha ʻia o Waiʻanae.  I join with them in their expressions of love for our unforgettable home. 

 
Aloha ʻia o Waiʻanae (Love for Waiʻanae)     

He malu i ka ulu niu (The peaceful, shady coconut grove)     

Ulu niu kaulana o Pōkaʻī (the famous coconut grove of Pōkaʻī) 

He nani ke ʻike aku (I see the beauty) 

This journey is a labor of love for my home of Waiʻanae.  The remnants of the once flourishing 

coconut grove at Pōkaʻī brings back fond memories for me as a child enjoying the shade on long 

hot days tempered by swims in her cooling gentle ocean.  I see the beauty of my home amidst the 

many challenges she faces, challenges of which education is of chief concern. 

Kū kilakila Kaʻala (Majestic Kaʻala) 

Kuahiwi kau i ka hano (The glorious mountain) 

Uluwehi i ka maile lau liʻiliʻi (Where the small leaf maile grows in profusion) 

He ʻala huʻihuʻi ē (With its penetrating fragrance) 

Yet, just as majestic Kaʻala continues to stand in her glory, so too does Waiʻanae as she 

continues to flourish in her resilience.  As “children are a heritage and gift from the Lord” (Psalm 

127:3 Amplified Bible), it is through her children that Waiʻanae is most blessed…with 

resilience, youthful strength, joy, and creativity.  Like the maile lau liʻiliʻi (small leaf maile) the 

children are a treasured and sweet penetrating fragrance of life and growth for the Waiʻanae 

community.  Thus, the educating of Waiʻanae’s children, the focus of this study, is of the utmost 

importance. 
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Pā ana ka makani he Kaiāulu (The wind named Kaiāulu) 

He aheahe mālie (Blows gently) 

Puīa i ke ʻala o ka ʻawapuhi (Brings the fragrance of ginger) 

He pua ʻala onaona (The sweet-smelling flower) 

The community has both changed with modernity and remains the same with her charm and 

beauty.  Kaiāulu still blows gently, carrying the fragrance of ʻawapuhi (ginger).  Pristine white 

sands still blanket her shores.  The sun still sets here in warm beautiful hues as it sinks below the 

horizon.  As long as these phenomena continue, Waiʻanae will forever be an allurement. 

Haʻina mai ka puana (Tell the refrain) 

ʻO Waiʻanae kuʻu home (Of my home at Waiʻanae) 

Home i aloha ʻia e mākou (The home that we love) 

Home poina ʻole (The unforgettable home) 

The beauty of my home is told in this study through the unforgettable voices of its kūpuna 

(elders).  Their struggles, celebrations, and love for their children and ʻāina (land and oldest 

ancestor) permeate the pages with hope for a promising future through socially just education for 

the children of our unforgettable home.  Aloha ʻia o Waiʻanae. 
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CHAPTER 1 

WELA KA LĀ  

 I grew up in the wela (hot) lands where the intense heat of the Waiʻanae sun provided the 

most opportune conditions for drying, in a matter of hours, fish salted fresh from the ocean or 

pipikaula (jerk beef).  With little rainfall and dry conditions, these delicacies could go from 

ocean or off the hoof to table by sun down.  Served with poi (pounded taro mixed with water), 

raw onion, paʻakai (salt) sun-dried in area salt beds, and chili pepper water, the combination 

made for the best snack ever.   

 Also, lauding the heat of the Waiʻanae sun is the lore of Maui, the “Hawaiian Sup’pa 

Man” (Beazley, 1993) and ancient demi-god who made his home on this beloved coast.  One 

such moʻolelo (story) tells of how Maui snared the sun’s legs in order to delay its fleeting trek 

across the sky, thus extending the daylight hours so Hina, Maui’s mother, could dry her kapa 

(tapa, cloth made from wauke or māmaki bark).  On the hilltop of Puʻu Māʻiliʻili Kai, one can 

still see the place where Maui anchored the sun in this infamous exploit. 

 Being furthest west on the island of Oahu, meant the days were longest in Waiʻanae.  

That translated to longer hours of fun, including swimming at Pōkaʻī Bay or surfing the best 

wave breaks at Mākaha, before witnessing the sun dip below the horizon in its last glows of 

orange rays until it finally disappeared in a flash of green light bidding the day goodbye.   

 This is my Waiʻanae.  This is my place.  This is where I learned to love the wela lands and 

her playgrounds. Her hot sun.  Her gentle ocean.  Her pounding surf.  Her white sandy beaches. 

Her glorious sunsets.  Her abundant fish.  Her land.  Her people.  Her community.  My 

community.  
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Introduction 

 This dissertation is a qualitative study of the Waiʻanae community’s view of education 

for their children.  Waiʻanae is located on the west coast of the island of Oʻahu, Hawaiʻi.  The 

study was based on focus group interviews with primarily Native Hawaiian elders or kūpuna.   It 

captures their narratives regarding education in Waiʻanae and how they experienced area schools 

as students, parents, and/or grandparents under the current DOE system.  This first chapter of the 

dissertation sets forth the background of the study, describes the problem of the study, explains 

its purpose, defines key terms, and concludes by giving an overview of the organization of this 

dissertation.   

General Background 

 Waiʻanae, one of the most densely Native Hawaiian-populated areas in the state of 

Hawaiʻi, is located furthest west on the island of Oʻahu.  To an outsider, Waiʻanae people have a 

reputation for being tough.  But to an insider, “If you come here, Waiʻanae people will give you 

the shirt off their back, if you need it” (Koa, personal communication, October 2, 2016).  Perhaps 

there is a reason for Waiʻanae’s tough reputation.  According to Koa, a lifetime resident of 

Waiʻanae, “People take on the characteristics of their place.  Waiʻanae [is] hot.  You gotta be 

tough...tougher than somebody who grows up on the Windward side where it rains all the time” 

(Koa, personal communicatin, October 2, 2016).  In times past, for Waiʻanae people, growing 

food crops to sustain the community took extra work because it was hot and water was not as 

plentiful as in other areas on the island.  Fishing was great!  Waiʻanae was known to have the 

best fishing grounds, but cultivating crops was difficult.  Having had to work harder to survive, 

people pulled together and relied on each other in order to collectively provide for their families.  

Thus, families established strong bonds with other families.  Koa shared, “Because it was harder 
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out here, the relationships were stronger, deeper, and sweeter” (Koa, personal communication, 

October 2, 2016) than in those places where the climate and land conditions were more 

favorable.   

 In more current times, ties between families remain deep and strong.  Much of 

community life today is focused around the many athletic events Waiʻanae, as a community, 

enjoys.  Football, for example, centered around the two high schools in the community, is a 

highly favored event that draws people by the hundreds every year.  However, in contrast to the 

celebration and enjoyment experienced at these school events, there is another not so happy story 

concerning these schools when it comes to student achievement.  Faced with many academic 

challenges, the Nānākuli-Waiʻanae School Complex Area, “consistently reports low student 

achievement statistics” (KS, 2014b, p. 5).  Encountering such disparities as low family income, 

higher grade-level retention, lower on-time graduation, and higher rates of students needing 

remedial math and English coursework in college, disparities in Native Hawaiian educational 

outcomes can be traced back to their roots in the historical trauma and cultural marginalization of 

the Native Hawaiian population (KS, 2014a; KS, 2014b).  Thus, as many cultural ways of 

Hawaiians were suppressed due to historical trauma and cultural marginalization, it is apparent 

that, “…the greatest hope for progress and improvement [in educational outcomes] lay in a 

return to the foundations of Hawaiian culture and greater responsiveness of schools to the home 

culture of Native Hawaiian learners…” (KS, 2014a).  A return to Hawaiian cultural foundations 

means a return to a strengths-based approach to education. 

 So, how does one define strengths-based?  According to Kanaʻiaupuni (2005): 

 Strengths-based...begins with the premise of creating social change.  In contrast to the 

 expert-driven, top-down approach assumed by deficit models, it means treating subjects 
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 of study as actors within multi-layered contexts and employing the multiple strengths of 

 individuals, families and communities to overcome or prevent difficulties.  (p. 35)   

A strengths-based Hawaiian-Culture-Based-Education (HCBE) approach considers “applying a 

cultural context to the education of indigenous students like Hawaiians” (Kahumoku, n.d., p. 1).  

The following are but a few strengths-based examples through indigenous, including Native 

Hawaiian, perspectives that highlight options to current Western/Euro-American-based 

educational offerings. 

1.    Kaʻakālai Kū Kanaka: Kaʻakālai Kū Kanaka is a strengths-based approach employing 

strategies based on competencies, capabilities, and expertise.  For Hawaiians, 

“these…capabilities are grounded in the strengths of family and community relationships. 

…strengths are multilayered, reflecting individuals, families, and communities” 

(Kanaʻiaupuni, 2005, p. 36).  “Kaʻakālai Kū Kanaka is one way to conceptualize a 

pathway to new research and educational paradigms” (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2005, p. 37). 

2.   Relationships: “The Hawaiian worldview stresses relationships first.  It is spiritual, 

giving, and intimately bound to the land and genealogy.  This worldview is a source of 

resilience and strength” (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2005, p. 36).  Pilina (connection, relationship) is 

observed in one’s relationship to ke Akua (God), kūpuna (elders), makua (parent), kumu 

(teacher), keiki (child), ʻāina (land) and wā (space/time).  Pilina, for Hawaiians, is of 

supreme importance (KS, 2014c). 

3.   Honoring elders: “Research by Native Hawaiian and other scholars give voice to the 

expertise of our kūpuna (elders) and culture as sources of community and family 

strength” (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2005, p. 36).  As Hawaiians, beliefs and traditional knowledge 

were handed down from generation to generation by the kūpuna, as “guidelines for the 
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perpetuation and preservation of our people, our environment and our way of life” 

(Kahakalau, 2015, p. 3).  Thus, it is pono (right) for us to honor the wisdom and expertise 

of our elders.    

4.   Culture-Based Education (CBE): “Practice in indigenous communities demonstrate the 

importance of culturally relevant education as a means of engaging and empowering 

students and their families in the learning process” (Kanaʻiaupuni, Ledward, & Jensen, 

2010, p. 1).  “Culture-based educational strategies positively impact student outcomes, 

particularly Native Hawaiian student outcomes [and can help to] “eliminate achievement 

gaps for indigenous and other students” (Kanaʻiaupuni, et al., 2010, p. 1).   

5.   Kū-a-kanaka: Kū-a-kanaka is based on the considerable, prolific knowledge, principles, 

teachings, and beliefs of Hawaiian ancestors, substantiated in the language, stories and 

thousands of Hawaiian ʻōlelo noʻeau or wise sayings.  It is “a way of thinking, feeling 

and acting, grounded in traditional Hawaiian values, knowledge and understanding” 

(Kahakalau, 2015 p. 2). 

6.   Place-Based Education: Place-based education offers students opportunities to explore 

topics and issues that  matter to them personally, to the community, and to our collective 

future.  There is a wide spectrum of possibilities that weave together, in whatever ways 

teachers and students direct the work, the deep knowledge of subjects, real-life 

information, and authentic skills.  When engaging in real problems and posing real 

solutions, students get a chance to glimpse their personal place in the world (Demarest, 

2015). 
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Problem Statement 

 “The long-standing achievement gap of Native Hawaiian students in the state’s public 

schools represents a significant concern” (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2010, p.2).  Native Hawaiian children 

perform lower on achievement assessments than their non-Hawaiian peers in all academic areas, 

particularly along the Waiʻanae Coast (Hawaiʻi Department of Education [DOE] 2015a; DOE, 

2015b).  These children have been “historically disenfranchised and dis-serviced by educational 

systems which replace students’ culture in favor of a more dominant, often Euro-American-

centric one” (Kahumoku, 2015, p. 5).  There are “fresh opportunities to re-examine the teaching 

and learning of Native Hawaiian students in ways other than the conventional models many 

schools have used, most of which have failed to make significant differences in student 

outcomes” (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2010, p. 2).  

 The general question this study attempts to answer is: What aspects of the education 

received by Native Hawaiian students on the Waiʻanae Coast have successfully/not successfully 

prepared them for adult life?  The secondary question explores the query: What might an 

educational process that supports Native Hawaiian well-being on the Waiʻanae Coast look like? 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to capture the manaʻo (thoughts) of seven primarily Native 

Hawaiian kūpuna (elders) from Waiʻanae, Oʻahu who tell their stories of how they have 

experienced education as long-time residents of the area.  Having raised multiple generations in 

the current DOE system, these kūpuna share stories of their struggles toward a more socially just 

system of educating Waiʻanae’s children.  Their stories, along with sentiments of other Native 

Hawaiians, align with Grant (2012) who writes: 
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 Today, discussions of the purpose of education, while present in society’s mainstream 

 discourse, are too often isolated and/or reduced to employment and employability, 

 consumerism, and voting.  In addition, discussions of the purpose of education today 

 often leave me searching for connections to students of color and low-income students 

 [both descriptors of the largely Native Hawaiian Waiʻanae community].  While I agree 

 that there are policies and practices designed to service students of color and low-income 

 students, my attention here is for these students to have an education that prepares them 

 and encourages them to have a flourishing life, not just a life.  (p. 911) 

 This study will examine the background of education in Waiʻanae and the kūpuna vision 

of a new school process.  It is a community-based approach for education informed by the 

community for the community—education for Waiʻanae by Waiʻanae.    

Definitions of Key Terms 

 Education.  According to Merriam-Webster (2016), education is defined as “the action 

or process of educating or of being educated; also: a stage of such a process; the knowledge and 

development resulting from an educational process; [and] the field of study that deals mainly 

with methods of teaching and learning in schools” (para. 2).  Based on this definition, I interpret 

“education” to be: the way we teach (process and methods) and the knowledge, skill, and 

understandings resulting from this process. 

 Process, Method, and System.  According to Chesebrough (2012), regarding process 

and method, “…one seems to be a series of actions towards an end (process); cold, heartless, 

robotic – the other, method, is more planning then action – a combination of knowledge and 

behavior” (para. 9).  Gilkey (2012) defines systems as “what’s used to execute the process,” 

(para. 5) and further states that in business:  



	
   8	
  

As a general rule…processes address effectiveness, whereas systems address efficiency.  

If you’re doing the right slower than they could otherwise be done, work on the systems.  

If you’re working fast but not really getting anywhere, work on your processes.  Default 

to processes if you’re not sure either way.  (para. 6) 

So, basically, process describes the what we are doing, method describes the how we are doing 

it, and systems describes how efficiently we are doing it.  In schools, if what we are teaching and 

how we are teaching it is not efficient and effective, then we need to fix the what we are doing.  

Namely, we have to focus on the process of education.  When production is ailing, we should 

default to the process (Gilkey, 2012). 

 Success and Well-being.  Merriam-Webster (2016) defines success as “the fact of 

getting or achieving wealth, respect, or fame; the correct or desired result of an attempt; 

favorable or desired outcome” (para. 1).  Well-being is defined by Merriam-Webster (2016) as 

the state of being happy, healthy, or successful; the state of being happy, healthy, or prosperous 

(para. 1).  Through a Native Hawaiian lens, success is defined in terms of four critical well-

beings.  They are material and economic well-being; social, cultural, and emotional well-being; 

physical well-being; and cognitive well-being (KS, 2014b).   

 Prepare.  According to Merriam-Webster (2016) the term prepare means “to make 

someone or something ready for some activity, purpose, use, etc.; to make ready beforehand 

for some purpose, use, or activity; to put in a proper state of mind” (para. 1).  The 

inquiry in question 1 considers how schooling on the coast has allowed Native 

Hawaiians to develop the proper state of mind to be able to face the challenges that 

come with adulthood, and whether or not their schooling has helped them navigate their 

way through such challenges.   
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 Waiʻanae Coast.  Located at the point furthest west on the island of Oʻahu, Hawaiʻi, 

Waiʻanae is home to a dense Native Hawaiian population (KS, 2014b).  For this study, I use 

Waiʻanae Coast interchangeably with the coast and/or Waiʻanae.  Although, the Waiʻanae Coast, 

in some accounts, stretches from Kalaeloa (furthest east on the coast) to Kaʻena (furthest west on 

the coast) (Penna, n.d.), in using these terms, I am referring to the geographic area stretching 

from Kahe Point (at the east) to Kaʻena Point (at the west) because the Nānākuli-Waiʻanae 

School District services students from within this geographic area.  Extending to Kalaeloa would 

put the study in another school district, Campbell-Kapolei, which is further east of the school 

district of Nānākuli-Waiʻanae (Hawaiʻi Department of Education, n.d.). 

 Nānākuli-Waiʻanae Complex (NW).  The Waiʻanae Coast is home to two school 

complexes: Nānākuli Complex and Waiʻanae Complex organized under the Department of 

Education (DOE).  These two complexes make up the Nānākuli-Waiʻanae Complex (NW) and is 

housed under the single school system called the Hawaiʻi State Department of Education, herein 

referred to as the DOE.  

 Native Hawaiian.  Osorio (2001) states: 

 Hawaiians are an ethnic group today comprising the descendants of the people who 

 settled the Hawaiian Islands before the first Europeans arrived.  Hawaiians are thus 

 defined by ancestry, which is an important place of origin in any discussion of Hawaiian 

 identity.  For if being a descendant of a Native makes one Native, what if anything does 

 blood quantum have to do with who we are?  (p. 361) 

Based on this input, I define Native Hawaiian as the ethnic-cultural group belonging to this 

ancestral place called Hawaiʻi.  The terms Native Hawaiian and Hawaiian are used 
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interchangeably throughout this study.  It does not include those not of Hawaiian genealogical 

backgrounds. 

Organization of the Dissertation 

 Chapter two will cover the literature concerning this topic and justify the need for this 

study.  Chapter three will cover how my study was conducted—my methodology—and its 

limitations.  Chapter four will articulate a summary in general terms of the results obtained.  

Chapter five will expound on the study’s impacts, limitations, and implications. 

  Ah Nee-Benham (2004) writes, “If we look at who is doing educational research that is 

informing decision making about schools, we must ask, “Where is the native voice?” (p. 38).  

This study gives place for the native voice to be heard and for the kūpuna story of education on 

the coast to be sounded. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

NĀ AO ʻELEʻELE 

 Waiʻanae has rarely been a first choice or a must experience vacation destination.  Even 

in ancient times those from the outside did not understand, or even care to understand, what was 

beyond their noses, which were often poked up in the air in prejudicial judgment— 

“condescending haole” my uncle would say (Koa, personal communication, October 2, 2016).  

He told me a story about Captain George Vancouver who anchored his ship at Pōkaʻī in the late 

1700s.  Waiʻanae was under kapu (prohibition) when Vancouver came.  Under the kapu, no one 

was allowed on the beach or in the water until the kapu was lifted.  A canoe was sent out to the 

ship to communicate that if the ship would stay until the next day, the chief would visit the 

vessel with provisions; but on this day, there would be no exchanges in observance of the kapu.  

From the ship deck, these haole visitors surveyed the coastline and judged it as destitute of 

vegetation and inhabitants; a rocky waste.  Vancouver refused to stay and sailed on without 

making land.  My uncle goes on to say that had Vancouver stayed just one day, got off of his 

ship, and walked a half-mile, he would have seen the productivity of Waiʻanae, which was in 

stark contrast to his misinformed first impression (Koa, personal communication, October 2, 

2016).  

 Like Captain Vancouver, it is more typical than not for people to weigh anchor and 

prematurely leave Waiʻanae with only their first impression and dismal perspective.  However, if 

they had just gotten off the boat (or car in today’s times) and ventured but a short distance, they 

might have seen the abundant offerings of this region.  Only a generation ago, the skies would be 

filled with flocks of ‘alae (mud hens) fleeing the shots of duck hunters in the Kamaile wetlands 
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near the current location of Waiʻanae High School.  So numerous were these birds, that when 

taking to flight they arose in dark clouds that blackened the sky.  The spring of fresh water that 

fed these wetlands also allowed for taro cultivation.  This loʻi (irrigated taro patch) grew to be 

the second largest in Waiʻanae.  An estuary where fish could be found in abundance was also 

located in this area.  ʻAnae (adult mullet) were plentiful, as were other types of fish Hawaiians 

favored.      

 It was also in this area that I grew up catching crayfish in the creek that ran through 

Kamaile, perhaps just a trickle compared to the marsh that once was.  Down the street from the 

creek my sister and brother-in-law raised horses.  I often tagged along after school just to be 

around those magnificent creatures.  I loved riding them, but riding them was out of the question 

unless I pitched in for their care.  I did not mind the work because I loved being around them.  

Whether helping meant taking a sickle to fresh green grass and hauling them in great bundles 

from the plains to the horse stalls, shoveling horse poop, brushing their manes, or taking them for 

walks—it did not matter.  I loved every bit of it!  I delighted in rubbing my face against their 

necks or my nose against their muzzles, inhaling their aroma, their very essence.  The smell of 

hay, barley, horse sweat (and even manure) still brings back fond memories that take me to the 

times when as a youngster I would trot them around the corral.  Sometimes, we were able to take 

them to the beach park where the open fields were long and wide allowing me to ride for greater 

distances across the coastline.  There was nothing like galloping at top speed on horseback, the 

wind against my face, whipping my hair into tangled knots.  By the time we got the horses 

unsaddled and secured in their stalls, the day was far spent and the skies were once again black, 

this time caused by the dark of night and not the black clouds of fleeing mud hens.  Before 

leaving the horses for the evening, feeding them was in order.  I loved watching them eat.  The 
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way they chewed.  Their large grinding teeth.  Their rippling muzzles.  And especially the sound 

of crunching oats and hay.  The aromas, sounds, and the black of night. All triggers to an 

abundance of fond childhood memories spent enjoying the bright days and the dark night skies 

of Kamaile.       

Introduction 

 This review of literature provides the contextual background surrounding Native 

Hawaiian school “success” in high school education on the Waiʻanae Coast as delineated in the 

following sections: 

(1)  Waiʻanae 

(2)  High School Education 

(3)  Native Hawaiian Education 

(4)  “Success” Defined Through a Native Hawaiian Lens 

(5)  Community Involvement in 9-12 Education 

(6)  Transformation of 9-12 Education 

Waiʻanae  

 Community.  I grew up in the Waiʻanae community, raised my children and grandchild 

here, and continue to live here today.  It is where I call home.  It has always been a “scenic but 

austere coastline” (McGrath, Brewer & Krauss, 1973, p. 7).  Heat stricken and significantly dryer 

than the windward regions of Oʻahu, Waiʻanae possesses the best fishing grounds anywhere on 

the island.  Its reefs, in times past and in the present—if you are a skilled lawaiʻa (fisherman), are 

stocked with fresh provisions of fish, lobster, eel, and octopus.  Ocean currents at Kaʻena Point 

produce optimal habitats for larger fish and deep water fish, making for an abundant food source.    
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 The people of this rural area have always had to work hard and be resourceful to provide 

for their families and community.  “Resourcefulness and intelligent cooperation” (McGrath et 

al., 1973, p. 10) has allowed them to forge strong bonds between families that continue to be a 

strength in Waiʻanae today.  Family is of the utmost importance here, as it is in other large 

populations of indigenous peoples.  The cultural values of ‘ohana (family), pilina (relationships), 

lōkahi (unity), aloha (love), and hōʻihi (respect), just to name a few, are deeply rooted within 

individuals, families, and the community.  Despite often contrary outsider views of Waiʻanae’s 

families, parents, extended family, and community rally around their youth in passionate support 

of their endeavors.  Whether youth football, spelling bees, theater performances, or outrigger 

canoe paddling, families can always be found joined in harmony in support of their children; the 

next generation.  This is a community filled with hope for a better tomorrow for their children 

despite many challenges faced.  Some of these (i.e., economics and homeownership) are 

discussed in the next section. 

 Demographics.  The earliest permanent settlers to Waiʻanae came at about 1100 A.D. 

and settled the areas near Pōkaʻī (Cordy, 2002).  Descendants of these ancient people continue to 

live across the coast today.  Waiʻanae has a heavy population of Native Hawaiians whose 

numbers are projected to increase by 71 percent and exceed 48,000 people by 2040 (KS, 2014b).  

Of the reported 289,970 Native Hawaiians in the state of Hawaiʻi, 28,404 reside on the Waiʻanae 

Coast (KS, 2014b).  This area encounters economic difficulties, which for Native Hawaiians on 

the coast are similar to those of the general population of the region.  Residents report a range in 

median incomes between $40,000 and roughly $79,000 (KS, 2014b).  The region’s housing 

affordability homeownership for Native Hawaiians varies from 73 percent Native Hawaiian 

home ownership in Nānākuli, to 15 percent homeownership in Mākaha Valley (KS, 2014b).  One 
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possible explanation for this is that Nānākuli is one of the largest Hawaiian Homestead 

communities.  Together with the Waimanalo Homestead community, it makes up nearly 23 

percent of all homesteads in the state (SMS, 2009).  The Hawaiian Homes Commission Act was 

adopted by Congress in 1920, at the urging of Prince Jonah Kūhiō Kalanianaʻole, nephew of the 

last reigning monarch of Hawaiʻi, Queen Liliʻuokalani.  The act set aside 200,000 acres of land 

and was to be allocated to persons of 50 percent or more Hawaiian blood.  Its intent was that on 

these lands Native Hawaiians could remain a healthy and viable people by returning to 

subsistence farming and their cultural traditions (Noyes, 2003).   

 Waiʻanae also faces challenges in unemployment and poverty with rates that are 

significantly above county and state levels for both the general populace and Native Hawaiians 

in the region.  Single parent households in the area are reported at 43 percent, exceeding the 38 

percent statewide average (KS, 2014b).  Waiʻanae also exceeds statewide averages for the 

percentage of Native Hawaiians receiving Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 

benefits at 31 percent in Waiʻanae compared to 15 percent statewide (KS, 2014b).  Further, as 

determined through the United States Title I federal funding criterion, approximately 68 to 76 

percent of students attending the coast’s high schools qualify to receive free or reduced-cost 

lunches (Department of Education, 2015a & 2015b).  Although not specific to Waiʻanae alone, 

these kinds of statistics are common among areas of low socioeconomic status as defined by the 

federal government.   

 Schools: Data and Achievment.  Waiʻanae is home to two school complexes: Nānākuli 

Complex and Waiʻanae Complex organized under the Department of Education (DOE).  Both 

complexes, housed under the single school system of the Hawaiʻi State Department of 

Education, herein referred to as the DOE, make up the Nānākuli-Waiʻanae Complex (NW).  Two 
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major high schools, Nānākuli High School (NHS) and Waiʻanae High School (WHS), serve the 

vast majority of grade 9-12 students on the coast.  Other students schooled on the coast attend 

public charter schools in the area with significantly smaller student enrollments in grades 9-12.  

Of the seven districts on the coast, five are in the High School Complex (HSC) boundary areas.  

Four districts feed into Waiʻanae High School’s student population, and the one remaining 

district makes up the student population at Nānākuli High School.  The three largest ethnic 

populations served by these schools come from the following groups: Native Hawaiian, Samoan, 

and Filipino (DOE, 2015a & 2015b), of which Native Hawaiian is the highest.   

 The story of school on the coast is a familiar one permeated with challenge.  A few 

(attendance, graduation rates, student achievement, and teacher staffing) are briefly summarized 

here and account for both NHS and WHS.  It should be noted that the following data are taken 

from the School Status and Improvement Reports (SSIR) for NHS and WHS generated by the 

Department of Education.  First, student attendance rates are below the 95 percent state standard.  

Daily attendance for school year 2015-2016 are between 85 and 90 percent.  Second, 2015-2016 

graduation rates for Diploma Graduates are between 90 and 93 percent.  Moreover, based on the 

cohort of first-time ninth graders enrolled in school year 2012-2013, approximately 25 percent 

dropped out of school before reaching graduation in 2015-2016.  Third, based on statewide 

assessments, students at both schools scored consistently lower in Language Arts, Mathematics, 

and Science than their peers across the state.  This has been an invariable trend over the years.  

Last, the coast is considered to be a hard-to-staff area.  The teaching staff is relatively new to 

these schools with less than 50 percent having been at their schools for five or more years.  For 

many, they are new to the area or new to the profession.  Furthermore, teachers’ average years of 
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experience in both schools is less than ten years (DOE, 2015a & 2015b).  According to Terrel 

(2015): 

 Teacher shortages have become a pressing national issue in recent years...Hawaiʻi has 

 worked to decrease the number of annual vacancies and emergency hires of uncertified 

 teachers...but recruiting—and then keeping—teachers remains a pronounced challenge in 

 many of the state’s most remote and low income schools...High teacher turnover is a big 

 part of the problem...only about 60 percent of teachers in the state have been at the same 

 school for five or more years (para. 5).    

Clark, McConnel, Constantine, and Chiang (2013) further contribute, “schools serving low 

income students struggle to attract effective teachers” (p. 1).  For Hawaiʻi, and especially for 

Waiʻanae, this has certainly been the case for much of its history.     

High School Education 

 Current System of Education.  The current educational system in the United States is 

thronging with injustice for people of color and those from the poorest sectors of society.  

Children who are in the greatest need of quality education and equal access to it are the very ones 

who are the most distanced from it.  

Darling-Hammond and Post (2002) write:  

 Few Americans realize that the U.S. educational system is one of the most unequal in the 

 industrialized world, and students routinely receive dramatically different learning 

 opportunities based on their social status.  In contrast to most European and Asian nations 

 that fund schools centrally and equally, the wealthiest 10 percent of school districts in the 

 United States spend nearly ten times more than the poorest 10 percent, and spending 

 rations of three to one are common within states.  Poor and minority students are 
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 concentrated in the less well funded schools...at levels substantially below those of 

 neighboring suburban districts (p. 127). 

The deficit-based model of U.S. education does not work, especially for children who are the 

most disadvantaged.  Tileston and Darling (2008) write: 

In the latter part of the 20th century, students coming from poverty were viewed based on 

their deficits.  Education addressed the qualities and strengths that were lacking in these 

students, rather than looking at the gifts that they brought to the classroom.  (p. 8)   

These students are often subjected to low expectations from teachers and inferior curriculum and 

assessment programs in schools (Tileston & Darling, 2008), but teachers can make a difference 

for these children by making an ethical commitment to push against the injustices in schools 

through “cultivating the intellect of every student—particiularly those who have too often been 

denied the right to become flourishing, intellectual students” (Grant, 2012, p. 913).  This, in part, 

can be accomplished through holding high expectations, recognizing the intellectual capacity of 

all students, and providing challenging and culturally responsive curriculum content (Grant, 

2012). 

 Today, education entails:  

 widely discussed but narrowly envisioned education proposals—national standards, 

 charter schools, linking teacher evaluation to student test scores, and the silences around 

 issues such as social justice and ethics and the underrepresentation of people of color in 

 science, technology, engineering, and mathematics.(Grant, 2012, p. 911) 

It also finds “politicians and others of financial means running to put their children in private 

schools” (Grant, 2012, p. 911) to avoid the public school system.  It is cause for concern, when 

the current system is not equally inclusive of the total U.S. population, and is indifferent to the 
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cultural, ethnic, and economic diversities of the children it serves.  Left status quo, social 

injustice in education will continue and further marginalization of non-majority, low-income 

communities will persist.    

 Purpose of Education.  The Waiʻanae Coast Communities represent the “multiplicity of 

national and cultural ancestries which have journeyed to Hawai`i, finding today that we are 

dominated in the field of education by a mainstream culture which is unsatisfactory to a wide 

array of the people which it should serve” (Laenui, personal communication, May 26, 1997).  

Thus, the one-size-fits-all purpose of the U.S. education system— “to prepare U.S. students to 

compete in the global economy and to give them ‘21st-century skills for 21st-century jobs’” 

(Grant, 2012, p. 911)—seems narrowly scripted and, although it may fit some, it certainly does 

not fit all.  Traditional goals of education as inspired by Thomas Jefferson, Horace Mann, and 

John Dewey helped define a system where education was a “tool of empowerment, not a weapon 

of subjugation and oppression” (Melchizedek, 2012, para. 7).  Such goals included “personal 

autonomy, critical and analytical thinking, ethical judgment, learning how to function as a 

diverse society, learning to forge relationships across difference, and to respect one another’s 

perspectives, experiences, and world views” (Grant, 2012, p. 911).  Inclusively, these forefathers 

proposed a properly overseen, free, public education system that was supportive of teachers, 

empowering, experiential, and immersive (Melchizedek, 2012).  In contrast, Grant (2012) writes, 

“Today, discussions of the purpose of education, while present in society’s mainstream 

discourse, are too often isolated and/or reduced to employment and employability, consumerism, 

and voting” (p. 911).  What is oftten missing are “connections to students of color and low-

income students” (Grant, 2012, p. 911).  It would behoove policy makers and educational leaders 
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to reexamine the current purpose of U.S. education to ensure that we are not trading socially just 

educative practices for workforce preparation.   

 Experiences for Native Hawaiians.  Just as other marginalized children across the 

nation who live the reality of entering “kindergarten already significantly behind [middle-class 

children] in background knowledge, vocabulary, and experience, resulting in a gap in 

achievement even before they begin” (Tileston & Darling, 2008, p. 1), so is the reality of Native 

Hawaiian children in the current education system that approaches education through 

Euro/Western ideologies that are disinterested and dismissive of Native Hawaiian culture, 

ontology, and epistemology.  “As the native Hawaiian learner population grows, so will demand 

for quality educational options, supported by qualified teachers; culturally relevant curriculum, 

well-designed and well-equipped facilities; and strong educational pipelines that support children 

from birth into adulthood” (KS, 2014b, p. 5), much of which are wanting in the educational 

experiences of Native Hawaiians today. 

 The truth of the matter is that “Hawaiians are among the most underpriviledged students 

in the state’s public school system” (Kanaʻiapupuni & Ishibashi, 2003, p. 1).  Kanaʻiaupuni and 

Ishibashi (2003) further write: 

 Compared to other major ethnic groups, Hawaiian children have the lowest test scores 

and  graduation rates, and are overrepresented in special education and subsidized lunch 

 programs.  Hawaiian students also have disproportionately higher rates of grade retention 

 and absenteeism than do non-Hawaiian students.  Public schools in Hawai’i, especially 

 those with large numbers of Hawaiian students, have difficulty correcting these problems 

 partly due to inexperienced teachers and high turnover among staff.  The result is that 

 Hawaiian children are too often deprived of opportunities for intellectual engagement, 
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 social growth, and other aspects of a quality education that help to pave the way to 

 fulfilling futures.  (p. 1)  

In addition, schools in areas with high concentrations of Hawaians are typically corrective action 

schools, tending to be of poorer quality than other DOE schools (Kanaʻiaupuni & Ishibashi, 

2003).  Thus, there is need in the education system for concerted policy dialogue and action to 

raise the well-being of Native Hawaiian children (Kanaʻiaupuni & Ishibashi, 2003). 

Native Hawaiian Education 

 History of the Department of Education.  Native Hawaiians were fond of education 

and learning.  Noyes (2003) writes, “We [Native Hawaiians] welcomed technology.  Our culture 

has never been static; it has always been eager to acquire new knowledge, new understanding, 

and new ways to better manage our human 

responsibilities...” (p. 13).  Noyes (2003) continues:  

We wanted reading and writing, but we wanted to add them to what we had, not to 

replace our own traditions, but rather to strengthen our understanding, increase our 

knowledge, and express our part in the three-fold unity of nature, man, and gods.  (p. 17) 

 To understand the history of education in Hawaiʻi, it is necessary to look back at the 

1700s when foreigners first arrived here.  In 1778, when Captain Cook arrived in Hawaiʻi, the 

Native Hawaiians that inhabited the islands had a well established culture with “functioning 

systems of economics, agriculture, aquaculture, religion, and education” (Kawakami, 1999).  

Today, in contrast to ancient Hawaiians who lived in an “orderly and self-sufficient society” 

(Kawakami, 1999, p. 18), many “modern Hawaiians exist in a disjointed societal context 

characterized by harsh economic and educational realities” (Kawakami, 1999, p. 18), where 

Native Hawaiian students’ culture of home and community has been separated from school 
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culture through the formal education system (Kawakami, 1999), requiring students to “leave 

their culture at home and assume the values and behaviors associated with success in the 

Western world” (Kawakami, 1999, p. 18).  The “cooperative and collaborative values of laulima 

(joint action), kōkua (support), and haʻahaʻa (humility)” (Kawakami, 1999, p. 18) have been put 

aside for the adoption of “values directed toward individual achievement and competition” 

(Kawakami, 1999, p. 18); goals that align to American ideals over those of Native Hawaiians.   

 In 1845, the islands’ public school system was established under the kingdom of Hawaiʻi 

by a minister in the king’s cabinet (Kawakami, 1999).  During this period (mid-1800s), 

Hawaiʻi’s educational policy process was controlled by elites (e.g., Hawaiian nobility with U.S. 

missionaries).  From the late 1800s through World War II, U.S. business interests and 

descendants of missionaries in a one-party system controlled the educational policy process.  At 

present, educational policy is controlled by the governor and a one-party state legislature with 

limited participation of others such as school teachers and school administrators, parent advisory 

committees, and educational policy unions (Benham & Heck, 1998). 

 In 1854, English schools for Hawaiian children were provided for “wherever the parents 

of children were willing to provide half of the salary of teachers in the schools” (Kawakami, 

1999, p. 21).  No formal educational or licensing requirements were required for teacher 

selection (Kawakami, 1999).  However, in 1896, Kawakami (1999) writes: 

  A teachers’ association and summer schools for teachers were established, [and] notable 

 educational experts from the U.S. mainland worked with teachers...The Honolulu Normal 

 and Training School was established to provide a course of study and to certify local 

 teachers, [yet] despite this provision to develop local teachers, recruitment efforts began 

 to hire teachers from the U.S. mainland.  (p. 21)    
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Today, schools continue to look to the U.S. mainland to meet teacher shortages that plague the 

Hawaiʻi public school system.  Attracting effective teachers is a struggle, especially for schools 

serving low-income students.  In response to staffing difficulties, states have looked to such 

programs as Teach For America and Teaching Fellows programs that utilize alternative routes to 

teacher certification (Clark, M., McConnel, S., Constantine, J., & Chiang, H., 2013).  “These 

routes enable teachers to begin teaching before completing all the requirements for certification 

and, in many cases, require less education coursework than traditional teacher preparation routes 

in the same states” (Clark, et al., 2013, p. 1).   

 In 1896, English became the official language of education, and teachers punished 

Hawaiian children if they spoke Hawaiian (Noyes, 2003).  Americanizing eventually caused 

many Hawaiian parents, concerned for their children’s future, to disallow their own children 

from speaking Hawaiian at all.  Not only was the Hawaiian language being suppressed, but 

Hawaiian ways were being quashed, as well (Noyes, 2003).   

 From the 1920s through statehood in the 1950s, education continued to experience 

changes with such occurrences as the offering of Hawaiian language as a foreign language at the 

University of Hawaii in 1922, and the Collins report suggesting the inclusion of a Hawaiian 

culture class for all teachers in 1942—efforts in recognition of the values of Hawaiian culture 

that were well intended but were sporadic and short-lived (Kawakami, 1999).  But in 1959, as 

Kawakami (1999) summarizes, “when Hawaiʻi became a state, the public schools were 

organized into a single public school system managed by a centralized state level office and 

governed by a board of education” (p.22).  Although the social studies curriculum and 

performing arts included Hawaiian culture and history, “for all intents and purposes, Native 

Hawaiians and Hawaiian culture had been squeezed out of the circle of power and influence of 
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the educational system in Hawaiʻi” (Kawakami, 1999, p. 22).  With no place for traditional 

Native Hawaiian values, culture, and language in schools, and the problems with teacher 

recruitment and training, it leaves little surprise that Native Hawaiian students find little success 

in school (Kawakami, 1999). 

 History of Culture-based Education.  It has long been a struggle for native peoples to 

“gain entry into nonindigenous educational systems…which have failed to provide culturally 

sensitive educational programs” (Benham, 2004, p. 36).  In simplest terms, culture may be 

defined as shared ways of being, knowing, and doing (Kanaʻiaupuni & Kawaiʻaeʻa, 2008).  

Thus, culture-based education (CBE) refers to the “grounding of insruction and student learning 

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

foundation of a culture” (Kahumoku, n.d., p.4).  CBE is more than teaching language and culture 

as special projects, it is a systematic approach fully incorporating and integrating specific 

cultural ways of thinking, learning, and problem-solving into educational practice (National 

Indian Education Association [NIEA], n.d.).  On the contrary, the public-school systems in each 

state are designed to meet the academic needs of all students regardless of the racial or ethnic 

mix of students served by each local school.  These schools reflect the cultural mores and 

priorities of middle class America (Demmert, 2011) and embrace practices that continue to dis-

service those who have historically been disenfranchised by the educational system which 

“replaces students’ culture in favor of a more dominant, often Euro-American-centric one” 

(Kahumoku, n.d., p. 5).  Although CBE programs vary for different indigenous student groups 

served by schools, the issues of identity, motivation, traditional knowledge, development of 

modern skills, and self-worth are all important elements leading to academic success for 

schooling Aboriginal students (Demmert, 2011).  In the case of Native Hawaiians, the more in-
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depth treatments of grounding instruction and student learning in the foundation of culture is a 

means for advancing learning (Kanaʻi aupuni & Kawaiʻaeʻa, 2008; Kahumoku, n.d.).   

 In truth, among Hawaiian indigenous educators and supporters of change, momentum is 

building to redefine education through strategies that build upon cultural frameworks for 

education.  This includes the realigning of educational goals, using cultural indigenous methods 

in adapting classroom strategies, and in some cases larger school ideological transformations 

may be in order (Kanaʻiaupuni & Kawaiʻaeʻa, 2008).  The shift away from the industrial-era 

education models, reflective of “key descriptors such as classroom-based, textbook-driven, 

teacher-focused, lecture, paper-and-pencil tests, standardized tesing, English only, Western 

culture, [and] individually-oriented” (Kanaʻiaupuni & Kawaiʻaeʻa, 2008, p. 77) toward a 

Hawaiian indigenous educational focus emulating such descriptors as “ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi [Hawaiian 

language], community-based, spirituality, cultural values and knowledge, ʻohana [family]-based, 

intergenerational, place-based, hōʻike, [and] culturally purposeful” (Kawaiʻaeʻa, 2008 p. 77) is 

an appropriate move toward a more equitable education for Native Hawaiians that honors their 

families, communities, and heritages.  Such a framework is termed Hawaiian Culture Based 

Education (HCBE), which incorporates culturally compatible ways of advancing the education of 

Native Hawaiians through applying a curriculum that “contextually honors students and their 

family’s capital and allows native learners to bridge what is known with the unknown and the 

familiar with the unfamiliar” (Kahumoku, n.d., p. 10).  At its final destination, the goal of CBE is 

to ensure that “all of our children are engaged, active, and successful learners” (Kanaʻiaupuni & 

Kawaiʻaeʻa, 2008, p. 87).  

 Experiences for Native Hawaiian Students.  As previously discussed, “there are several 

indicators that suggest that Native Hawaiians may have more negative educational outcomes 
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compared with their peers” (Yamauchi, Wyatt, & Taum, 2005, p. 172).  Such indicators can be 

categorized under low standardized achievement scores, higher dropout and grade retention 

rates, overrepresentation in special education, and underrespresentation in higher education 

(Kanaʻiaupuni & Ishibashi, 2003).  However, academic outcomes of Native Hawaiians and other 

indigenous students may be enhanced by integration of learners’ home culture and community 

within the educational process (KS, 2014a).  One way to do this is to contextualize learning and 

teaching “in ways that are consistent with familiar socialization patterns but also using 

curriculum that integrates academic concepts with students’ prior knowledge” (Yamauchi, et al., 

2005, p. 172).  In this section, I offer a brief glimpse into one program’s work on the Waiʻanae 

Coast to give the reader an idea of the experiences of Native Hawaiian students when exposed to 

contextualized teaching and learning.  The program will be discussed in later sections at deeper 

levels.   

 PALS (Program for Afterschool Literacy Support) began in 2007.  Funded through a 

grant from the Native Hawaiian Education Act (NHEA) under the U.S. Department of 

Education, PALS operates in the afterschool hours in K-12 schools across the Waiʻanae Coast.  

Ferenchak (2015) writes: 

 PALS engages the whole child by immersing her in the living world, engaging her 

 community, and empowering her to do good.  PALS is the natural binding—strong yet 

 flexible—that ties together the learning world and the living world.  PALS is at the 

 forefront of taking the kids to the outside classroom situating all of the activities in the 

 community and engaging community members as teachers with the land and the students. 

 (p. 1) 
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Through the contextualizing of learning through the PALS effort, one post high school student 

shared:  

As Hawaiians, we learn to give back…We want to change the community and how 

people think about Hawaiians.  People do not say good things [about Waiʻanae], but by 

standing up for what we believe in, we can make a difference.  We want to impact society 

in a good way.  Thanks to PALS we have a stronger and better vision of what we can do 

(Jason, personal communication, April, 2015).  

“Empowering the youth to think with the community in mind, empowers them to think as if they 

are part of the community” (Johnathan Sypert, personal communication, April, 2015).  Kaiwi 

(2006) writes, when students are rooted “first in their own Hawaiian cultural perspective, we 

provide the lens through which they can view the rest of the world” (p. 33).  By starting with the 

Hawaiian first, then moving to the traditional and global, this is a process that “expresses a 

Hawaiian philosophy of education” (Kaiwi, 2006, p. 33).  This philosophy is “rooted in a sense 

of indigenous being…a philosophy of education that many of us know works best with our 

students here in Hawaiʻi” (Kaiwi, 2006, p. 29).  As Native Hawaiian educators, we know that 

returning to the roots of our indigeneity works best for teaching our students.   

 ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi.  For Hawaiians, “the collective wisdom of our kūpuna, their dreams and 

aspirations, their non-negotiables, their message[s] to us, ...is grounded in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, ʻōlelo 

noʻeau and moʻolelo (Hawaiian language, proverbs and stories)” (Kahakalau, 2015, p. 2).  It is 

through these various iterative structures of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi that we “understand traditional 

Hawaiian knowledge and attitudes...and their importance and influence on modern discourse” 

(Kahakalau, 2015, p. 3).  Covered in this section is a brief discussion of ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi in 

Hawaiian-medium education and in the non-Hawaiian-medium public school system.   
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 Hawaiian language was developed into written form during the 19th century, as our 

kūpuna experienced contact with world cultures (Kawaiʻaeʻa, Housman & Alencastre, 2007).  

Through a Hawaiian language medium public school system, an extremely high level of 

Hawaiian language literacy was attained and continued throughout the 1800s (Kawaiʻaeʻa et al., 

2007).  However, from the time of Western contact to the overthrow of the Hawaiian kingdom in 

1893 and...throughout the 20th century—and only within a few decades of U.S. occupation—

“Hawaiʻi’s political and public education systems explicitly contributed to the demise of the 

Hawaiian language as generations of Hawaiian children were subjected to an English-only 

learning environment” (Kawaiʻaeʻa et al., 2007, p. 197).  The implementation of a Euro-

American-based pedagogy in the education system of Hawaiʻi “created a disconnect between 

academics and literacy from the Hawaiian language and culture” (Kawaiʻaeʻa et al., 2007, p. 

197).  With the exception of the isolated island of Niʻihau, “the Hawaiian language went from 

being a vital language spoken by all generations of multiethnic Hawaiʻi to near extinction” 

(Kawaiʻaeʻa et al., 2007, p. 197).  

 By the 1980s, fewer than 50 children were reported to speak the Hawaiian language and a 

very real fear arose that with the passing of our kūpuna, the Hawaiian language would be 

completely lost.  To avert the demise of the Hawaiian language, the family-based Pūnana Leo 

(language nest) preschools and Papahana Kaiapuni Hawaiʻi (Hawaiʻi DOE Hawaiian Language 

Immersion Program) were established in 1983.  Inspired by the successful efforts, in the 1980s, 

of the Māori of Aotearoa (New Zealand) who had begun Te Kōhanga Reo and Kura Kaupapa 

Māori-medium education programs, revitalization of the Hawaiian language through Hawaiian-

medium education began (Kawaiʻaeʻa et al., 2007).  What began as an initial one-year pilot 

program in Hawaiian-medium education in 1987, eventually became a K-12 program in 1994 
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and realized its first cohort of high school graduates in 1999, marking a tremendous 

accomplishment for Hawaiians as being the “first time in over 100 years that students had been 

educated entirely in Hawaiian from preschool to grade 12” (Kawaiʻaeʻa et al., 2007, p. 202).  

Despite skepticism of the community that viewed these first graduates as “novelties [or] perhaps 

a passing fad” (Kawaiʻaeʻa et al., 2007, p. 202), and frequently meeting with “unsupportive 

policies, institutional resistance, and supporters of the status quo” (Kawaiʻaeʻa et al., 2007, p. 

202), Hawaiian language immersion education continues to forge ahead with their mission of 

relaying their “aloha for the language [and] sharing the potential of and need for Hawaiian 

language immersion education” (Kawaiʻaeʻa et al., 2007, p. 202). 

 While the movement of Hawaiian language immersion education was being birthed, the 

Hawaiʻi DOE also took steps to include Hawaiian culture and language in the existing structure 

of public schools in the early 1980s (Kawakami, 2004).  A 1978 amendment to the Constitution 

of the State of Hawaiʻi, “fostered the idea that students of Hawaiʻi…need[ed] a consistent and 

sequential program that develop[ed] an awareness of and appreciation for their state and its 

heritage” (Kawakami, 2004, p. 116).  So, in the late 1970s to early 1980s, mānaleo (native-

speaking) kūpuna were chosen to enter DOE classrooms to teach Hawaiian studies, a program 

“based on the primary importance of Hawaiian language study as an essential component in 

studying and understanding Hawaiian culture” (Kawakami, 2004, p. 116).  Piloting the project at 

two Windward Oʻahu schools, kūpuna were tasked with helping to enrich the Hawaiian studies 

program aided by teachers who “were supposed to guide and implement the Hawaiian Studies 

curriculum” (Kawakami, 2004, p. 177).  The program was aimed at “provid[ing] children with 

small doses of exposure to Hawaiian culture and language within the context of the public school 

system” (Kawakami, 2004, p. 117).  Kawakami (2004) writes, “while these periods of culture 
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and language instruction continue to be available to students in the public schools, the programs 

did not exert enough pressure to effect substantive change to the instructional structure or the 

culture of schooling” (p. 117), and program impacts remain meager, at best.   

“Success” Defined Through a Native Hawaiian Lens 

 Success – Native Hawaiian.  The distance between home culture and that of the modern 

American college or university often creates a wide gulf that must be bridged to allow for 

meaningful access, engagement, and ultimately success, and hence the efforts to increase the 

sensitivity of institutions and experiences to the diversity of cultural orientations in our society 

(Thomas, S.L., Kanaʻiaupuni, S.M., Balutski, B.J., & Freitas, A.K., 2012, p. 336).  Although 

Thomas and the others refer to post-secondary education here, their sentiments are applicable to 

all levels of education, especially for highly cultural populations such as Native Hawaiians.  

Merriam-Webster (2016) defines success as “the fact  of  get t ing or  achieving wealth,  

respect ,  or  fame; the correct  or  desired result  of  an at tempt;  favorable or desired 

outcome” (para. 2)  To the Western/Euro-American mindset, this definition provides 

sufficient understanding of what success means.  However, to Native Hawaiians, 

Western words and understandings do not always capture the full intent of the spoken 

word.  Noyes (2003) writes, “We have always known that words contain mana 

[supernatural or divine power].  Our Hawaiian language recognizes the power of words 

in their literal sense, their metaphoric sense, and their symbolic sense” (p. 23).  To offer 

such a narrow view of success, therefore, starkly contrasts the view of Native 

Hawaiians who more holistically define success in terms of four critical well-beings: 

“material and economic well-being; social, cultural, and emotional well-being; physical 

well-being; and cognitive well-being” (KS, 2014a, p. 2).  Whether expressed through 
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ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi or English, the philosophical underpinnings are “distinctly Hawaiian” 

(Kahakalau, 2015, p. 3).  In contrast, Merriam-Webster (2016) offers its definition of 

well-being as “the state of being happy, healthy, or successful; the state of being happy, 

healthy, or prosperous” (para. 1).  As a side note, the word success does not exist in 

Native Hawaiian philosophy.  It is a word that denotes selfish pride or arrogance that 

one is better than another and is in opposition to the Hawaiian value haʻahaʻa 

(humility).  This section devotes itself to defining the four well-beings.  For the most 

part, quantitative data has intentionally been left out as it is not the intent of this section 

to delve deeper into statistics but only to provide definitions for better understanding 

the matter at hand.                    

 First, inclusive in material and economic well-being are financial resources such 

as housing, employment, occupation, income, and other socioeconomic assets (KS, 

2014a).  According to KS (2014a): 

 material well-being and socioeconomic status are inextricably linked to other 

 aspects of overall wellness.  In particular, material and economic well-being is 

 both a cause and an effect of educational outcomes.  As a cause, socioeconomic 

 status impacts a child’s access to quality schools, supplemental services, 

 enrichment opportunities, learning materials/resources, and educational 

 technologies…As an effect, material and economic outcomes are closely tied to 

 educational attainment…In an economy with widening income inequality, 

 education provides a path toward financial self-sufficiency.  (p. 33) 
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KS (2014a) further states: 

 Education can serve as a vehicle of economic mobility and security, with higher 

 levels of educational attainment among Native Hawaiians linked to increased 

 earnings and livable income rates.  Continued investments in education and 

 postsecondary options for Native Hawaiians will be a key driver in future 

 improvements in material and economic well-being.  (p. 2)  

 Second, the closely related concepts of social, emotional, and cultural well-

being, center around the mind and spirit.  External connections to the world that 

surrounds us is a consideration of social well-being and encompasses the collective set 

of relationships we have with others (KS, 2014a).  It is further “reflected in the 

structure and depth of our social networks—how we communicate and interact with 

others, how we make sense of and navigate cultural contexts, and our engagement with 

the community” (KS, 2014a, p.71).  In contrast, the internally focused state, including 

“one’s feeling of place and purpose, outlook on life, and capacity to handle life’s 

stressors, from routine challenges to significant events” (KS, 2014a, p. 71) help define 

emotional well-being.  The final piece of this triad, culture, provides the sphere in 

which social and emotional well-being develop and encompasses “the knowledge, 

values, beliefs, norms, customs, and traditions that bind a community together and 

shape one’s worldview” (KS, 2014a, p. 71).  Further, KS (2014a) offers: 

 Social and emotional well-being may be especially important for the Native 

 Hawaiian population because of the sustained significance in Hawaiian culture 

 of ʻohana [family], community, and Ke Akua (God), as well as connections to 

 one’s ancestors, cultural heritage, and ʻāina (land).  Social connections and 
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 pilina (relationships) form the foundation upon which traditional Hawaiian 

 society was built and upon which contemporary Hawaiian culture continues to 

 evolve.  The continuing importance of culture is apparent in the relative 

 successes of programs and service models that replace Western approaches with 

 culture-based strategies that leverage the Hawaiian focus on collective and 

 spiritual wellness.  (p. 72)    

 Third, KS (2014a) defines physical well-being broadly as “encompass[ing] not 

just the health of one’s body but also the conditions—both biological (e.g., the presence 

of disease) and social (e.g., the accessibility of healthcare)—under which we make 

decisions that affect our physical welfare” (p. 113).  There is a strong correlation 

between physical well-being and education.  Examining the access to critical health 

resources and the quality and consequences of lifestyle choices (KS, 2014a) may 

provide fundamental understandings of physical well-being. 

 Fourth, and finally, is the definition of cognitive well-being, which KS (2014a) 

defines as “the process by which we make sense of the world…[and] includes the 

acquisition of language, the development of literacy and problem-solving skills, and the 

cultivation of critical thinking” (p. 161).  As their children’s first teachers, parents 

provide initial educational experiences and influences for young learners, even before 

they start formal schooling.  Research consistently indicates that there is a strong 

correlation between parenting styles, family socioeconomic status, and educational 

outcomes, and that the education levels of parents of young children and school-age 

children find many Native Hawaiian children entering school without the advantages 

provided by higher levels of parental education (KS, 2004a).   
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That said, there are several areas to consider in helping to pave the way forward 

toward cognitive well-being for Native Hawaiians: (a) there is a need to understand the 

personal, family, school, social-cultural, and political factors that promote or impede 

school success for Native Hawaiians; (b)  there is urgency to develop programs and 

initiatives that eliminate disparities in educational outcomes; and (c) there are 

successful methods used in Hawaiian culture-based education that should be identified 

and disseminated (KS, 2014a).  It is through considering all four well-beings that a 

more comprehensive picture emerges of how well Native Hawaiian children fair in life 

and in school.   

 Success – Western/Euro-American.  Success, through a Western/Euro-American lens is 

much more narrowly defined.  For public school students, success is measured through such 

policies as No Child Left Behind (NCLB), which proposes “simplicity—that is, standards, 

testing, and accountability—to close achievement gaps between the identified subgroups and 

white middle-class students” (Tileston & Darling, 2008, xiii).  Today, NCLB has been replaced 

by Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which shares many commonalities with NCLB 

(Association for Supervision and Curriular Development [ASCD], 2015), making school success 

still dependent upon the standards, testing, accountability, and the reporting of Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP) (Tileston & Darling, 2008).  This narrow measure of school success does not 

align with more culturally based educative measures that challenge the notion that tests or 

academics alone should be utilized to measure growth, and further reaches beyond academic 

progress in favor of assessing the whole learner as a culturally competent being (kahumoku, 

n.d.). 
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Community Involvement in 9-12 Education 

 Town and Gown Relationships. 

 Dictionary.com (2017) explains:  

 In a college town, the relations between “town and gown” are those between the residents 

 of the town and the students and faculty associated with the school, who in the past wore 

 academic gowns.  Such relations are often not friendly or pleasant.  (para. 1) 

The trend of American college students living off campus began after World War II.  As 

universities increasingly integrated into cities problems began to arise between communities and 

the colleges around issues of major traffic, exacerbated parking in adjacent neighborhoods, and 

mismatches over political views, economics, and demographics (Wikipedia, 2016).  Waiʻanae 

hosts a satellite arm of Leeward Community College, which is part of the University of Hawaii 

system.  However, its presence in the community is not seen in a negative light as the campus 

and student enrollment is quite small and unintrusive to community life.  However, the 

relationship between the public school system and the Native Hawaiian community, especially 

that of Waiʻanae, is akin to unpleasant town and gown relationships.  “The Waiʻanae Coast 

communities...are dominated in the field of education by a mainstream culture which is 

unsatisfactory to a wide array of the people which it should serve...[and] does not match the 

cultural background of the people of the Waiʻanae community” (Laenui, personal 

communication, May 26, 1997).  Two aspects of how the school system represses the natural 

genius of the children follow.   

 First, Laenui describes a culture of OLA: ʻOluʻolu representing compatibility, kindness, 

and gentleness in human relationships; Lōkahi representing the collective attitutde of the 

community; and Aloha for the inclusiveness of people and ideas, which has been replaced in 
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schooling practices for a culture of DIE: Domination, Individualism, and Exclusion, three 

Western-based fundamental elements found rampant in formal systems of Hawaiʻi today 

(Laenui, personal communication, May 26, 1997).  The acronyms here play on a depiction of life 

(OLA, Hawaiian for life, health, and well-being) and death (DIE) and further represents the 

sentiments of many Waiʻanae residents who see their “students who come from a culture of 

OLA...being taught in a culture of DIE” (Laenui, personal communication, May 26, 1997).  This 

culture of DIE, representing Western/Euro-American thinking and systems, blocks the natural 

genius of the students which would flow under an OLA, Hawaiian cultural, system of education 

allowing them to become flourishing members of the community through ways that honor their 

cultural heritages instead of dismissing them for disconnected, oppositional views (Laenui, 

personal communication, May 26, 1997).   

 Second, Laenui offers: 

Because education is presented from a predominantly conquest, hero mentatlity, 

naturally, it has the tendency of elevating the colonial outlook and repressing the 

indigenous and otherwise conolnized peoples’ perspective…given our colonial history, 

when a child is told their ancestors were savages, stupid, couldn’t speak English, and 

Queen Liliʻuokalani went to the United States, asking to have Hawaiʻi taken under the 

protective and guiding wings of America, what does a native Hawaiian child feel other 

than repression of his natural genius.  He is in essence told that he comes from an inferior 

people.  That education system kills the continuity of consciousness for that community, 

not only because of those lies but because such lies demean and belittle the ancestors of 

that community.  It’s pretty hard for a child to argue with an adult, especially when that 
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child’s culture is one in which confrontation with an adult is punished!  (Laenui, personal 

communication, May 26, 1997). 

 Presented were just two of many examples of the injustices of the school system that 

services (or disservices) Waiʻanae’s students.  Town and gown usually refers to the negative 

nature of relationships between universities and the communities they occupy.  However, the 

previous section was an attempt to parallel the negative nature of town and gown relationships 

with the negative nature of relationships between the public-school system in Waiʻanae and the 

Waiʻanae community.    

Transformation of 9-12 Education 

 The struggle for educational change has been on-going since the 1970s.  This means the 

quest for educational methods and approaches that are effective and culturally aligned for 

educating Hawaiʻi’s public school children, especially Native Hawaiians, has been active for 

almost fifty years.  Kanaʻiaupuni and Ishibashi (2003) write: “the DOE requires support for 

making change happen” (p. 33).  To address the education crisis among Hawaiian students, 

various community and educational partners have joined with the DOE toward improving the 

educational outcomes for Native Hawaiians.  These collaborative efforts include, but are in no 

way limited to: 

1.   The Kamehameha Early Education Program (KEEP), in the mid-1970s, which focused on 

developing an effective elementary reading curriculum for Native Hawaiian students and 

was conducted in a laboratory school and later spread to public schools (Kawakami, 

2004).  The program was designed to decrease the mismatch of home and school culture 

for Native Hawaiian students through the facilitation of “peer teaching interactions; 

participation structures in instructional settings to encourage focused discusion of text 
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ideas; and small-group comprehension lessons to relate basal reader textbook contents in 

meaningful ways to the lives of students” (Kawakami, 2004, p. 115).  KEEP operated in 

partnership with the DOE and Kamehameha Schools.  Change was limited to classroom 

organization and pedagogy and did not include Hawaiian language and cultural practice 

in this early initiative (Kawakami, 2004).  

2.   The Kupuna and Hawaiian Studies Programs, in the early 1980s, were implemented in 

DOE public schools to include ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian language) and culture in the 

existing public school structure.  This was done through placing native-speaking kūpuna 

(elders) in the classrooms to work with the children.  Although these limited exposures to 

Hawaiian language and culture, are still available through these programs, the programs 

have not made any substantive changes to the instructional structure or the culture of 

schooling in DOE public schools (Kawakami, 2004).  

3.   The Hawaiian Language Immersion Program, in 1983, began with a small group of 

Hawaiian-speaking educators who opened a preschool on Kauaʻi “where the last 

community of native-speaking children could be mixed with English-speaking Hawaiian 

children to be educated exclusively through Hawaiian language” (Kawakami, 2004, p. 

117).  This was the beginning of the Hawaiian language immersion movement, which 

was called Pūnana Leo, “nest of voices” (ʻAha Pūnana Leo, n.d.).  The program has since 

spread to other Native Hawaiian communities across the Hawaiian islands, including 

Waiʻanae. 

4.   Public Charter Schools, in 1999, were created through a bill passed by Hawaiʻi 

legislators.  Kamehameha Schools (KS), in 2003, established a corporation which could 

partner with charter schools to provide expertise and resources if schools were interested 
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in partnering with KS.  The corporation was called Hoʻokākoʻo.  Hoʻokākoʻo Schools 

such as Hālau Kū Mana, Ke Ana Laʻahana, and Kanu o ka ʻĀina, provided students with 

access to core curriculum, which focused on traditional Hawaiian content and pedagogy.  

Rich contexts grounded in culturally realistic themes and unit activities, such as 

stewardship of fishponds, and waʻa (canoe) construction for studying voyaging and 

celestial navigation, have provided culturally meaningful and relevant activities through 

which national and Hawaiʻi public schools’ standards can be taught (Kawakami, 2004).  

5.   The Hawaiian Studies Program (HSP) at Waiʻanae High School exemplifies “an 

academic program designed to contextualize learning within the Hawaiian culture...[and 

is] a voluntary program for students in grades 10-12 that integrates the learning of 

Hawaiian culture and values with secondary curriculum in science, social studies, and 

English” (Yamauchi et al., 2005, p. 173).  The program features weekly service-learning 

fieldwork in the Waiʻanae community with community-based organizations focused on 

native plant restoration and reforestation; studies of the Waiʻanae and Mākaha stream 

environments; health promotion activities with the Waiʻanae Coast Comprehensive 

Health Center; and canoe construction and traditional maritime culture (Yamauchi et al., 

2005). 

6.   Various K-12 Hawaiian Culture and Language Programs “provide Hawaiian culture and 

language learning for students and communities outside of formal educational 

institutions” (Kawakami, 2004, p. 119).  Such entities as the Polynesian Voyaging 

Society and Nā Kālai Waʻa Moku o Hawaiʻi “provide opportunities to learn about 

science and voyaging traditions as well as issues of current environmental and cultural 

impact” (Kawakami, 2004, p. 119) through their programs which utilize three waʻa—
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Hōkūleʻa, Hawaiʻiloa, and Makaliʻi—which essentially provide floating outdoor 

classrooms on each waʻa deck for student learning.  Waiʻanae’s waʻa, E Ala, is currently 

being restored to be able to once again provide Waiʻanae’s students with their own 

floating outdoor classroom, as well.   Community farms and other community-based 

organizations have also provided learning opportunities for students in Waiʻanae.  One 

community partner, Kaʻala Farms, continues to provide “educational programs 

implemented through community access and stewardship of the land, cultural wealth, and 

language of their ahupuaʻa (land division reaching from the mountain to sea)” 

(Kawakami, 2004, p. 119).  In 1979, Hoa ʻĀina o Mākaha Farm began working with high 

school students from the coast “who were not able to function in a regular classroom 

environment” (Hoa ʻĀina o Mākaha, n.d.).  Through applying traditional Hawaiian 

values, students learned how to care for themselves while caring for the land (Hoa ʻĀina 

o Mākaha, n.d.).  Hoa ʻĀina o Mākaha continues to function as an educational resource 

center, servicing hundreds of students each year through rediscovering Hawaiian culture, 

love for and kinship to the land and others, and providing outdoor learning opportunities 

connected to educational standards.  A third partnering farm, Mala ʻAi ʻŌpio Community 

Food Systems Initiative (MAʻO Farms), was established in 2001 and is located in 

Lualualei.  Its mission is “to restore a thriving and resilient community food and 

education system…[through] growing organic fruits and vegetables while cultivating 

youth leadership in Waiʻanae” (MAʻO Organic Farms [MAʻO], n.d.).  It is a pathway 

toward post-secondary and workforce opportunities that reflect aloha ʻāina (love for land) 

and believes that “training youth to be culturally rooted and communally relevant social 

entrepreneurs and leaders” is their core objective (MAʻO, n.d).  A fourth partner, Place-
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based Afterschool Literacy Support (PALS) and Place-based Learning and Community 

Engagement in School (PLACES) are two programs housed under the University of 

Hawaiʻi’s Student Equity, Excellence, and Diversity (SEED) Department.  Both are 

funded through the U.S. Native Hawaiian Education Program (NHEP) provided for 

through the U.S. Native Hawaiian Education Act (NHEA).  Both programs service K-12 

schools across the coast, PALS in the afterschool hours in eight schools and PLACES 

during the school day at two schools.  PALS provides out-of-school learning for children 

on the Waiʻanae Coast.  PALS utilizes the communities and places in which children live 

and grow as a springboard for learning and provides opportunities for teachers and 

community members to engage with students in projects that have relevance to students’ 

lives (Place-based Afterschool Literacy Support [PALS], n.d.).  Important outcomes of 

such interactions include nurturing children’s identities as learners, as community 

activists, and as stewards of the environment (PALS, n.d.).  PLACES operates in the 

school day and “supports the planning and implementation of Place-based, Cultural 

Projects (PBCP) for children in Waiʻanae schools” (Place-based Learning and 

Community Engagement in School [PLACES], n.d.).  These types of projects “provide 

opportunities for children to engage with community and develop habits of social 

activism and environmental stewardship while…simultaneously developing the skills and 

strategies outlined in Hawaiʻi’s Content and Performance Standards and the Common 

Core Standards” (PLACES, n.d.).   

 The work toward change in public school education has been a collaborative one 

involving the efforts of numerous community and educational groups in partnership with the 

DOE.  Kanaʻiaupuni and Ishibashi (2003) write, “These initiatives communicate a strong 
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message that the poor educational outcomes of our children require new studies and new 

directions to address the question of how to better meet the educational needs of our keiki 

(children)” (p. 34).  The road has often been challenging, but collaborative partnerships are 

essential to creating the educational shifts and student achievement and outcomes desired by 

the community and the DOE.   
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

ULU NIU KAULANA O PŌKAʻĪ 

 Aloha ʻIa ʻO Waiʻanae, a mele (song) penned by Waiʻanae kūpuna, speaks of a lush 

coconut grove that once grew in the area of Kamaile.  It refrains:  

 Aloha ʻia o Waiʻanae.    Love for Waiʻanae. 

 He malu i ka ulu niu.     The peaceful, shady coconut grove.  

 Ulu niu kaulana o Pōkaʻī.    The famous coconut grove of Pōkaʻī. 

 He nani ke ʻike aku.    I see the beauty. 

 (Pililāʻau, A. & Kaleiwahea, R., n.d.). 

 Although no longer in existence, the remnant trees from this grove are thought to be those 

currently growing at Pōkaʻī, the bay popularized in the song and long frequented by kamaʻāina 

(native born) and malihini (newcomers) alike. It is a place that brings back fond memories for 

me and the many others who grew up in this moku (district).  It is the place where I spent 

countless days spear-fishing in her cool waters and whipping for ʻōpelu (mackerel scad), halalū 

(fry of the akule or big-eyed scad fish), and ʻanae (mullet), for which Waiʻanae (mullet waters) 

derives its name.  It is where I learned to swim.  I remember my dad tossing me into the water 

from the end of the pier and coaching me to calm down from my panic so I could dog-paddle 

back to shore.  It took just one time, and I was an expert spending the rest of the day jumping off 

that same pier and dog-paddling back to shore, over and over again.  It is where I camped with 

my family, staying up late at night shore casting for ulua or other larger fish that frequented the 

area.  It is where I spent afternoons waiting for my father to return home from his frequent 

fishing trips on the boat we owned, the one I hated riding as I always got sea sick (and still do).  
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It is where I learned to race outrigger canoes, surf, and sand-slide.  It is where I spent summers 

with my friends sunbathing on the floating dock set afloat by the U.S. Army for its vacationing 

service members.  It was a gathering place where we nurtured relationships and forged new 

friendships.  A place where the swaying coconut trees provided respite from the stifling 

Waiʻanae heat and the scorching rays of the sun.   Our own puʻuhonua (place of refuge, 

sanctuary).   

 Once when I was about 10, my father had returned from a long day of trolling.  We kids 

— my two older brothers, one younger sister, and myself — begged my mother to allow us to go 

down to Pōkaʻī to meet his boat.  It was dusk and all of us were already showered and dressed in 

our pajamas, but Mom gave in to our pleading and drove us to the bay.  The evening was warm, 

the bay was calm, the wind was still, and the tide was low.  I could hear the soft surge of the 

water as it washed gently over the sand and retreated back to the bay.  All of a sudden there 

appeared in the water a massive black cloud.  None of us kids knew what it was.  My fishermen 

uncles hurried to the water’s edge for a closer look.  “Holy smokes!” they cried.  With little else 

said, a few of them let themselves gently into the waist deep water from the end of the pier and 

started herding the large cloud toward the shore.  As the cloud got closer to the shore we all 

realized that the strange black cloud was a school of ōpelu.  “Ōpelu!” we all shouted.  Before 

Mom could stop us, all of us started running up and down the shoreline picking up live ōpelu 

from the sand as fish washed ashore in the surging water and were left stranded after the water’s 

retreat.  We stuffed fish down our pajama tops and into our pockets as fast as we could.  We 

waddled back and forth from the water’s edge to dry sand a few feet further inland to unload our 

pajamas and head down for another round of ōpelu-pick-up.  We did not even care that we were 

wet, sandy, and previously bathed.  What kid would?  What excitement!  What fun!  At the end 
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of the escapade we had enough fish to fill 2 large coolers, and as was the custom (and still is) the 

fish was divided up under the remnant of the “ulu niu kaulana o Pōkaʻi” (Pililāʻau & 

Kaleiwahea, n.d.) and everyone present went home with a bag of fresh ōpelu to prepare for their 

families.  Pōkaʻi.  Fond memories.  Excitement.  Fun.  Relationships.  Nurturing.  Puʻuhonua.  

And the “ulu niu kaulana o Pōkaʻi,” (Pililāʻau & Kaleiwahea, n.d.) which still exists today 

through the remnant of that once lush coconut grove near Kamaile.  Aloha ʻia ʻo Waiʻanae.   

Introduction 

 Hele mākou e aʻo, e ʻike, a e mālama ka ʻāina e. 

 Hele mai mākou me ke aloha. 

 Mai paʻa i ka leo. 

 He leo, a he leo wāle nō e 

 We come to learn, to seek, and to care for the land.  

 We come with love. 

 Do not hold back the voice. 

 The voice, only the voice will do (Allen, n.d.). 

 The purpose for this study was to solicit the voice of the Waiʻanae community as it 

addresses education on the Waiʻanae Coast and to share the community’s viewpoint regarding 

the future educational processes for teaching its children.  Kanaʻiaupuni (2005) writes:  

 Native peoples must have a voice; we must ask the questions and critique existing 

 knowledge.  We must not only be evaluated, we must evaluate.  We must not be 

 researched, but research.  By cementing our presence in the production of knowledge, we 

 can be vigilant over how it is used and the power that knowledge confers.  (p. 34)   
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Thus, it is the native voice that counters current educational approaches that “often miss the 

expertise that exists in our communities and families, viewing instead outside experts as the only 

ones capable of ʻfixing’ our problems” (Kana’iaupiuni, 2005, p. 35).  An underlying goal of this 

study was to envision an educational process, according to community perspectives, that will 

better support Native Hawaiian well-being for the Waiʻanae community.  Kanaʻiaupuni (2010) 

writes, “The long-standing achievement gap of Native Hawaiian students in the state’s public 

schools represents a significant concern” (p. 2).  It is documented that Native Hawaiian children 

perform lower on achievement assessments than their non-Hawaiian peers in all academic areas, 

particularly along the Waiʻanae Coast (Hawaiʻi Department of Education [DOE] 2015a; DOE, 

2015b).  These children have been “historically disenfranchised and dis-serviced by educational 

systems which replace students’ culture in favor of a more dominant, often Euro-American-

centric one” (Kahumoku, 2015, p. 5).  There is mounting evidence that demonstrates the benefits 

of creating educational environments that are relevant to and reflective of student realities, 

backgrounds, and cultures (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2010).  Further, Kanaʻiaupuni (2010) writes, 

“Connections to the land, culture, and community create a rich educational environment that 

nourishes spiritual, physical, and educational well-being” (p. 3).    

 This study acquires the manaʻo (thoughts or beliefs) of respected community kūpuna and 

captures their moʻolelo (history, story) of how school has traditionally been done on the 

Waiʻanae Coast.  It gives the kūpuna an opportunity to envision what a new educational process 

could and/or should look like for Waiʻanae and allows for the exploration of “fresh opportunities 

to re-examine the teaching and learning of Native Hawaiian students in ways other than the 

conventional models many schools have used, most of which have failed to make significant 

differences in student outcomes” (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2010, p. 2).   
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Qualitative Study 

 This qualitative research study utilized semi-structured interviews in a focus group 

process.  Merriam (2009) states, “Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding the 

meaning people have constructed, that is, how people make sense of their world and the 

experiences they have in the world” (p. 13).  Qualitative research is focused on process, 

understanding, and meaning.  As the researcher is the primary instrument for collecting and 

analyzing data, the process is inductive and richly descriptive (Merriam, 2009).   

 Additionally, autoethnography was also applied in this study.  Autoethnography is a 

research process that utilizes one’s own experiences to gather “insights into the larger culture or 

subculture of which you are a part” (Patton, 2002, p. 86).  Involved, are critiquing and describing 

cultural beliefs, experiences, and practices, through a researcher’s personal experience, emotions, 

care, and stories, which in autoethnography, are acceptable modes of collecting and relating data 

(Adams, Jones, & Ellis, 2015).  Autoethnography allows researchers to reconsider how we live, 

think, and do research (Adams et al., 2015).  This method further gives researchers a way to 

reflect on their own stories, experiences, and personal ways of knowing.   

Theoretical Framework 

 In order to present this research from a strengths-based community approach, I was 

inspired to create a framework which I call Waiʻanae ʻĀina Momona.  A strengths-based 

community approach, according to Kanaʻiaupuni (2005), “brings to the fore Native Hawaiian 

strengths that have been too long misinterpreted, misrecognized, and undervalued” (p. 32).  It 

pushes back against the “insidious [nature of knowledge] used to advantage some groups while 

openly or latently justifying the inferiority of others” (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2005, p.33).  One aspect to 

consider in comparing the views of a deficit-approach to a strengths-based approach is to 
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question “who is doing the telling” (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2005, p. 34).  Waiʻanae ʻĀina Momona 

provides a starting place where Native Hawaiians can loudly enter the fray of the social 

constructs of knowledge by providing opportunities for the crucial Native Hawaiian voice to do 

the telling (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2005).  Cultural voices are a critical part of cultural research and 

utilizes cultural methods toward culturally relevant findings that benefit those being researched 

(Kanaʻiaupuni, 2005). Kanaʻiaupuni (2005) goes on to say, “Drawing on the strengths of 

individuals is the best way to reduce the negative and increase the positive in individuals and 

families” (p. 35).   

 Perhaps Waiʻanae ʻĀina Momona is an offering akin to Indigenous Research because it 

focuses on righting the wrongs and implementing change.  It can be nested under Critical Race 

Theory (CRT).  CRT’s major premise is that society is fundamentally racially stratified and 

unequal, where power processes systematically disenfranchise racially oppressed people (Hylton, 

2013).  CRT ensures that the distribution of power and resources remain central to research 

investigations or critical lenses rather than at convenient margins (Hylton, 2013).  

 There is a deep need for me to honor the inspiration of Ke Akua (God) and my kūpuna in 

my belief that Waiʻanae ʻĀina Momona was a spiritually inspired phenomenon that frames well 

the intent and approach of this research. Ancient peoples, including Hawaiians, understood that 

we were more than physical beings.  They believed that there was a connection and 

interdependence between body, mind, and spirit (Meyer, 2013).  Meyer (2013) goes on to say, 

“The discussion of spirituality is not a religious idea…it is as real as the tangible and mindful 

realms” (p. 97).  Meyer (2013) writes: 

In ancient systems around the world there are inevitably three main ways in which to 

view and experience knowledge: (1) via the objective, physical, outside world, the world 
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of science and measurement, density and force; (2) via the inside subjective world, the 

space of thought, mind, idea and interiority that helps us understand meaning and our 

linkages with phenomenon; and finally, (3) via the quantum world shaped by transpatial 

descriptors and intersections, a spiritual dimension un-linked to religious dogma, 

described in ethereal, mystic, and yet experiential terms…body, mind, spirit...  Hawaiians 

refer to this epistemologic trilogy as: manaʻoʻiʻo, manaʻolana, and aloha.  (p. 94)   

Thus, “Hawaiian spirituality is not represented by a set of dogmatic religious principles” (Meyer, 

2013, p. 93).   

 That said, let me continue by defining the aforementioned framework.  ʻĀina which can 

be generally translated as land or earth and momona which can be translated as fat, fertile, rich, 

or sweet is a way to present Waiʻanae in her momona-ness — “a good land…a land flowing with 

milk and honey” (Exodus 3:8 King James Version)—a sweet land of abundance.  It is the way 

for a kamaʻāina (native born) ma kēia āina nei (from this beloved place) to express the richness 

of Waiʻanae as seen through an insider’s view.  A view of love, respect, and strength.   

 Waiʻanae ʻĀina Momona is presented through prose at the start of each chapter to 

introduce the reader to aspects of Waiʻanae only an insider would know and hope for others to 

appreciate.  The manaʻo shared are derived in part from my own experiences growing up in this 

community, as well as the narratives of others from this area.  Watson (2008) writes, “Just as 

residents of Waiʻanae are quick to recount stories of Waiʻanae’s rich history and magic, non-

residents are also very quick with their stories about Waiʻanae.  Their stories are far less 

affectionate; they are in fact vicious and cruel” (p. 2).  Waiʻanae ʻĀina Momona allows the 

reader to see a positive side of Waiʻanae, contrasting opposing views often put upon her by 

outsiders. 



	
   50	
  

The Research Context 

 This study was conducted on the Waiʻanae Coast of the island of Oʻahu, Hawaiʻi.  The 

study looks at an educational process for Waiʻanae informed by Waiʻanae.  Interviews were done 

at two community learning centers on the coast.  One was a Native Hawaiian cultural learning 

center where a traditional grass thatched hale (house) serves as the hale naʻauao (house of 

enlightenment or learning).  It is surrounded by ancient (pre-Western contact) loʻi kalo (wetland 

taro patches) that have been restored by the people of Waiʻanae and is located on Mauna Kaʻala 

(the highest mountain on Oʻahu) in Waiʻanae Valley.  In contrast to this traditional ancient 

Hawaiian setting was the second learning center located in a more Westernized context in Māʻili.  

This location involved contemporary cement, glass, and air-conditioned structures, which are 

surrounded by black asphalt pavement and concrete sidewalks.   

 It was important to stage this study in place because, “at the foundation…is the 

assumption that each of us has a relationship with the places where we live and that these places 

shape who we are and how we see our life” (Demarest, 2015, p. 8).  For Hawaiians, well-being is 

derived directly from their relationship to their land (Watson, 2008).  Meyer (2013) writes:  

 Hawaiians’ ʻorganic and spiritual identification’ was linked to ʻāina (land/that which 

 feeds) and to ʻohana (family past and present).  This is a cultural definition of spirituality 

 that takes shape in an outdoor island setting and reaches into the many facets of the 

 ‘unseen world’.  It was a highly relational, highly conscious rapport as all were guided 

 by ancestors.  (p. 95) 

Thus, it was imperative to situate participants in the place, that informs who they are and how 

they perceive their worlds (Demarest, 2015) and to be in relationship with their place, their 

community, their ancestor, their ʻāina.  
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The Participants 

Nānā I ke kumu: look to the source.  The source, the knowledge we draw from is found 

right here in our community, through the voices of our people, our kūpuna, kumu, mākua, 

and the living treasures and keepers of our cultural practices and genealogy (Busby-Neff, 

2003, p. XI).   

 It was appropriate, for this study, to engage the participation of seven Waiʻanae kūpuna 

(elders).  This honors the “cultural mores of who holds knowledge and wisdom…[as] for 

Hawaiians, age matters, experience matters, and wisdom is better articulated by the more 

experienced” (Meyer, 2003, p. 130).  The youngest participant was 68 years old, the oldest was 

80, making the average age approximately 74 years old.  Three women and four men made up 

the interview sample.  There were four criteria each participant needed to meet in order to be a 

part of this study. 

1.   Each participant was required to be from the kūpuna group.  

2.   Each kupuna had to be a current or former Waiʻanae resident.  For this group, all were 

current residents. 

3.   Each kupuna must have raised multiple generations of children on the Waiʻanae Coast. 

4.   Each kupuna must have experienced the Waiʻanae school system as a parent and/or 

grandparent.  Although having been a student in Waiʻanae was not a criterion, all but one 

of the kūpuna were educated on the coast. 

Being of Native Hawaiian descent was not part of the criteria.  However, six of the seven kūpuna 

were Native Hawaiian descended and grew up on the Waiʻanae Coast.  One, a transplant from 

Italy, has made his home in Mākaha where he has resided for almost fifty years.   
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 Moreover, all of the kūpuna are leaders in the Waiʻanae community and are respected for 

their life’s work and commitment to cultural practices, community activism, community 

development, Hawaiian culture and land reclamation, and education.  Possessing similar 

backgrounds ensured manageability and participation in a non-threatening environment where 

like minds and common backgrounds persist.   

 Accessing the participants was initiated through personal contact utilizing my position as 

a community member (insider) and educational service provider of the Waiʻanae community.  I 

also used purposive or purposeful sampling, of which Merriam, Johnson-Bailey, Lee, Kee, 

Ntseane and Muhamad (2001) state, “The more one is like the participants in terms of culture, 

gender, race, socio-economic class and so on, the more it is assumed that access will be granted, 

meanings shared, and validity of findings assured” (p. 406).  Thus, I did not leave the selection 

of my participants up to chance but pursued them for their honored community positions, 

expertise, and connections to Waiʻanae.  In addition, I used snowball sampling, which is perhaps 

the most common form of purposeful sampling, and involved locating a few key participants 

who then referred me to other participants (Merriam, 2009).  Thus, while inviting participants 

into the study, the kūpuna referred me to others they thought would fit into the group.  Some 

were contacted and became group participants.  My committee mentors were also instrumental in 

making further recommendations and providing contact information for possible participants. 

 In addition, prior to round one, all seven participants received a written overview of the 

research project (i.e., reason for research, research questions, candidate background), a verbal 

explanation from myself, and had the opportunity to ask clarifying questions as desired.  I also 

reviewed this information prior to round two in which four of the original seven kūpuna were 
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involved.  Any participant choosing not to take part in or complete any of the sessions, for any 

reason, were given the option to leave.  This option was never exercised.    

Interview Questions (Round 1) 

 These questions were posed in the first round of interviews. 

1.   What does it mean to be a successful Native Hawaiian adult who lives on the Waiʻanae 

Coast today?  What might define a successful Native Hawaiian adult who lives on the 

coast in the future (10 years)? 

a.   What aspects of public schools on the Waiʻanae Coast have or have not prepared 

you, your children, and/or your grandchildren well for adult life?  Why? 

2.   If you could design a school for the Native Hawaiian children on the Waiʻanae Coast that 

better supported Native Hawaiian well-being, what would this school be like? 

a.   What would teachers be like? 

i.   What would they teach? 

ii.   How would they interact with Hawaiian children? 

iii.   What values would they uphold? 

b.   What would other staff members (i.e., secretaries, cafeteria employees, grounds 

keepers, security, coaches, etc.) be like? 

c.   What would the school’s administration and leaders be like? 

i.   How would they interact with children, parents, families, and 

communities? 

ii.   What values would they uphold? 

iii.   What policies/procedures would they implement? 

d.   What would students be like? 
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i.   What would be the expectations for behavior, resilience, or others? 

e.   What would the school environment be like? 

i.   What would the buildings, playgrounds, fields, cafeteria, or other areas be 

like? 

 Employing a semi-structured interview protocol, I utilized probing questions sub-

categorized under questions 1 and 2 to help participants elaborate on their answers, as needed.  A 

semi-structured approach allows for questions to be more flexibly worded or for the interview to 

contain a “mix of more and less structured questions” (Merriam, 2009, p. 90).  The largest part of 

the interview is still guided by a list of questions, but “neither the exact wording nor the order of 

the questions is determined ahead of time.  This format allows the researcher to respond to the 

situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 90). 

Interview Questions (Round 2)  

 A second round of interviews was conducted based on the emerging themes, phenomena, 

and/or areas needing clarification and elaboration from round one.  Whereas the first round of 

interview questions was more standardized, the flexibility of the second round of questions 

afforded me opportunities to explore, with the kūpuna, the depth of their ʻike (knowledge).  That 

kind of knowledge exists in “Deep Culture” (Laenui, 2000, p. 1).  Laenui explains that Deep 

Culture refers to the cultural codes in the collective sub-conscious of all societies defining, for 

that society, what is right and wrong, moral and natural, and what behaviors are appropriate in 

given circumstances.  Derived from myths, legends, deep national memories, environmental 

conditions, internal conflicts and a multitude of other processes spanning over long periods of 

time, these codes are generally unwritten and unspoken.  However, they are so ingrained in a 
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society that they can be seen in routines and habits of people, in their fears and pleasures, in their 

dreams and expectations, and in their systems of reasoning (Laenui, 2000). 

 One such situation needing deeper exploration was the phenomenon of participant 

hesitancy and resistance regarding the topic of Native Hawaiian success.  These questions were 

not as straight forward and needed some contextualizing in order to clarify my inquiry.  Both 

were reiterated with some expansion in the sub-questions/statements that followed.   

1.   What aspects of public schools on the Waiʻanae Coast have/have not prepared you, your 

children, and/or your grandchildren well for adult life?  Why? 

a.   Please elaborate on any of the aspects that have or have not prepared you, your 

children, your grandchildren well for adult life. 

2.   What does it mean to be a successful Native Hawaiian adult who lives on the Waiʻanae 

Coast today?  What might define a successful Native Hawaiian adult who lives on the 

coast in the future (10 years)? 

a.   Why the hesitancy?   

b.   Is there another concept that helps us (as Hawaiians) to know when and if our 

children are maikaʻi (good), healthy, well, etc.? 

c.   What are the indicators for Native Hawaiian well-being that tell us our children 

are flourishing? 

 I began by sharing the phenomenon that occurred in round one by stating the following: 

“It seems this topic struck a chord with participants in the first round of interviews.  I am 

curious what it was about this topic of success, or the word ‘success’ itself, that caused 

everyone in the room to fall silent for such a long spell (almost one minute) before 
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attempting to provide an answer.  ‘Silence is data to a researcher’ (S. Hussey, personal 

communication, September 17, 2016).”  

 Although relatively the same in wording, the ea (spirit, breath) of the questions needed 

some adjustment.  It seemed that “success” was a “stink word” (offensive) to these kūpuna.  

Responding to my query on success, one kupuna, Kela, replied, “It’s a very English word.”  

Then, she straightened up her back, squared up her shoulders, and put her nose up into the air 

and said, “I am successful.”  Pausing and relaxing her posture, she looked at me and said, “Kind 

of haughty.  So, a little bit more humble.  Yah [agreed]?”  (Kela, personal communication, 

August 18, 2016).  Through her demonstration, it seemed to me, what Kela meant was that 

“success” suggested arrogance and conceit, a demeanor inconsistent with the Hawaiian value 

haʻahaʻa (modest, unassuming, humility).  Although she did not verbalize the previous 

translation, as an insider, I understood what she was portraying.  At first, my thought was to 

accept her answer and move on.  That would have been the proper thing to do, culturally 

speaking.  However, in the interest of performing my duties as a Western researcher, I chose, 

instead, to press the issue, push the cultural boundaries, and probe a little deeper.  In my 

Hawaiian self, I clearly understood what Kela was sharing.  However, to conform to my role as 

ascribed by Western research, I asked, “ʻAnakē (aunty, out of respect), can you elaborate a little 

more?”  Then I held my breath and waited for her reply—or maybe I was anticipating being 

chastened for being so mahaʻoi (insolent, rude).  My grandma certainly would have scolded me. 

 The description above was included to highlight the challenges of applying a Western 

research approach to a culturally sensitive study.  The conflicts between the two perspectives 

appeared in multiple ways throughout the study, which added to the angst of being split between 

both worlds.  Further complicating the issue was deciding how and if applying a cultural lens 
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would blur the ethical lines of Western research and how the application of a Western lens would 

infringe on cultural protocols and expectations.  Being astute as a researcher and a cultural 

person was a priority in navigating between cultural and Western approaches, while remaining 

ethical in both.    

 In addition, with the purpose of receiving deeper revelation of their ʻike, kūpuna were 

given the interview questions for round two prior to the interview session.  This allowed them to 

begin thinking through and formulating more complex and reflective answers.  In contrast, 

participants did not receive the questions for round one prior to the interview session.  Round 

one was an attempt to get a general lay of the land and to identify emerging themes that could 

lend themselves to a deeper exploration in the latter round of interviews.   

The Instruments and Materials Used 

 With prior consent from my interviewees, audio recordings were made of each focus 

group session via portable audio recorder.  I utilized the Voice Recorder application on my 

cellular telephone as a backup.  I jotted notes and wrote meta-memos to help me keep track of 

impressions, thoughts, and feelings I had after each encounter with focus group participants. 

Being able to capture initial thoughts after interviews helped me to reflect on the information the 

kūpuna shared.  This also helped to make sense of the diverse levels of information in which I 

was being immersed so that I would be better able to communicate the moʻolelo of the kūpuna.  

The memos helped me to focus, reflect, and think through areas of uncertainty. 

The Data Collection Method 

 Data was collected through focus group interviews, which were done in two phases.  

Phase one entailed interviews with the larger contingency of seven kūpuna.  Phase two entailed a 

smaller number of kūpuna (four of the original seven) who were able to participate in another 
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round.  Conducting two phases allowed me to discover emergent themes in round one and to 

discuss them more deeply in round two.   

 Interviews lasted for nearly two hours in phase one and 1.5 hours in phase two.  Although 

asked to provide up to 1.5 hours total for each phase, the kūpuna chose to stay longer (up to 2.5 

hours) as they were engrossed in the Hawaiian custom of walaʻau (talking story).  As each 

interview session began with talking story, kūpuna were able to re-establish personal connections 

with one another and catch up with old friends.  

Analyzing, Transcription, Member-check, Coding, and Categories   

 Analyzing data was not done all at once.  The analysis constantly evolved as I mulled 

over transcriptions, rechecking them for accuracy and emerging themes.  Themes were explored 

more deeply in ensuing interviews, personal communications, meta-memos, and research.    

 Many hours went into the personal transcribing of all interviews.  Personal transcription 

was chosen as a way for me to better understand, digest, and interpret the data.  Moʻolelo, in 

Hawaiʻi, especially the moʻolelo of our kūpuna, holds diverse levels of understanding (Meyer, 

2003) that could never be captured by an outside transcriber or agency.  Regarding using an 

outside transcriber, Merriam (2009) states, “You do not get the intimate familiarity with your 

data that doing your own transcribing affords” (p. 110). 

 Upon completing the transcriptions, each participant was given opportunity to view and 

provide feedback on the interview transcriptions for content only.  Assurance was given that 

direct quotations could be edited at a later time.  Participants were offered a Member-Check form 

to approve the transcription, however, all participants chose to give verbal approval only.    

 Early coding or open coding (Merriam, 2009) began during the first interview session and 

continued throughout the follow-up sessions and subsequent personal communication 
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encounters.  I jotted notes in the margins of transcriptions, interview notes, and personal 

communication notes to “identify any segment of data that might be useful” to addressing my 

research questions (Merriam, 2009, p. 178).  Like topics were grouped together to begin the early 

formulation of category construction and to note emerging concepts (Merriam, 2009).   

Merriam (2009) goes on to say:  

 Assigning codes to pieces of data is the way you begin to construct categories.  After 

 working through the entire transcript in this manner, you go back over your marginal 

 notes and comments (codes) and try to group those comments and notes that seem to go 

 together.  (p. 179)   

 As I continued from one transcript to the next, I compared the list of groupings extracted 

from the prior transcript checking to see whether they were present in the second set (Merriam, 

2009).  As Joyner, Rouse, & Glatthorn (2013) suggest, it is a way of “testing the tentative 

categories” (p. 236).  The lists were combined to create a “primitive outline or classification 

system reflecting the recurring regularities or patterns in [my] study” (Merriam, 2009, p. 180). 

 Once general categories were established, I poured over the data looking for the 

categoreies that seemed to “hold across more than one interview or set of field notes” (Merriam, 

2009, p. 182).  Then, I sorted those into file folders labeled with a category name into which I 

placed corresponding data (Merriam, 2009).   

Limitations and Biases 

 “Qualitative inquiry is rife with ambiguities.  There are purposeful strategies instead of 

methodological rules.  There are inquiry approaches instead of statistical formulas.  Qualitative 

inquiry seems to work best for people with a high tolerance for ambiguity” (Patton, 2002, p. 

242).  This section entails some of the limitations and biases of this study. 
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 Sampling and Generalizability.  In order to complete this study in the short amount of 

time set, I intentionally used purposive sampling and aimed to secure between six to eight 

kūpuna participants.  Seven was the final number of participants secured for this study.  This 

helped keep data collection and analysis manageable within the timeframe, as well as to deeply 

focus on the one group considered to hold the most ʻike and ability to inform this study.  

Maxwell (2013) writes of purposive sampling, “In this strategy, particular settings, persons, or 

activities are selected deliberately to provide information that is particularly relevant to your 

questions and goals, and that can’t be gotten as well from other choices” (p. 97).  This, in 

addition to the very nature of qualitative research,  also limits the generalizability of this study to 

a broader population.  Maxwell (2013) further states, “Qualitative researchers usually study a 

single setting or a small number of individuals or sites, using theoretical or purposeful rather than 

probability sampling, and rarely mak[e] explicit claims about the generalizability of their 

accounts” (p. 136-137).  

 Single-view: No Educational Stakeholders.  Missing from this study are the voices of 

other educational stakeholders on the Waiʻanae Coast.  These include students, teachers and 

other educators, and business and community members.  It goes without saying that including 

other stakeholders would have added multiple perspectives to the struggle to make sense of our 

world (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012, p. 88).  In qualitative research, Merriam (2009) writes: 

What is being investigated are people’s constructions of reality —how they understand 

the world.  And just as there will be multiple accounts of eyewitnesses to a crime, so too, 

there will be multiple constructions of how people have experienced a particular 

phenomenon, how they have made meaning of their lives, or how they have come to 

understand certain processes.  (p. 214) 
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Thus, grounded in qualitative research and solely representative of this small group of kūpuna, 

the data can not be generalized to speak to the perspectives of the non-present stakeholders.  

 Cultural-based Views.  In addition to the aforementioned stakeholder groups, the 

viewpoints of non-Hawaiian ethnic groups living on the coast are also absent from this study.  

What started out as a study around developing an educational process that greatly improves the 

current Department of Education system, has now become a work slanted toward Hawaiian-

Culture-Based Education.  However, Maxwell (2013) says, “This does not mean that qualitative 

studies are never generalizable beyond the setting or informants studied” (p. 138).  This work 

may still have some influence on remodeling the current educational system (even for non-

Hawaiians); just not in the broad scale originally intended.  The following are some examples: 

1.   This study provides initial small steps for future studies to build upon toward a reformed 

education system for Waiʻanae.  Informed by the indigenous voices that have been 

overwhelmingly silenced (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012), it is perhaps among the first steps in the 

long journey toward educational shifts on the coast.   

2.    Student dynamics and constraints are similar on the coast as many students face 

comparable disparities.  The Kamehameha Schools Ka Pua Initiative reports, “The 

population in general on the Waiʻanae Coast encounters challenges when compared to 

statewide averages.  Unemployment and poverty are significantly above state and county 

levels for both Native Hawaiians and the general populace in the Region” (Kamehameha 

Schools [KS], 2014, p.21).  Thus, although the data may not include all ethnic and 

stakeholder voices on the coast, “there is no obvious reason not to believe that the results 

apply more generally” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 138).     
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3.   Study proceedings are adoptable by individual schools, including charter schools, and 

progressive-thinking educators and/or administrators who view the findings as support 

for teaching through a culture-based education (CBE) lens.  At the very least, previous 

research claims that culture-based education delivered by educators that are culturally 

aware (KS, 2014) yields positive impacts on student socio-emotional well-being, which 

in turn positively affects math and reading test scores (Kanaʻiaupuni, Ledward, & Jensin, 

2010).    

 Insider-ness.  As Meyer (2003) writes, “My familiarity with the Hawaiian community 

and my intimate knowledge of the people, issues and programs” (p. 138) of Waiʻanae position 

me as an insider in this study.  This insider-ness was absolutely needful in order to garner the 

kind of information shared and “positively affected the quality and quantitiy of the information I 

collected” (Meyer, 2003, p. 138).  However, this also created potential challenges in distancing 

myself from the group for better objectivity in analyzing data.  To mitigate this challenge, I 

placed my personal views and feelings aside as my views did not matter as much as the views of 

these respected elders.  Patton (2002) states, “Evaluators must learn how to listen when 

knoweldgeable people are talking” (p. 341).  This close relationship to the kūpuna also led to an 

interesting phenomenon.  It seemed to me that the kūpuna did not always verbalize their 

complete thoughts because they assumed, by reason of our shared understandings and 

relationships to our community, people, and issues, that our common understanding was 

sufficient for filling in what was not being said.  I had them elaborate and add more specificity 

by utilizing probing questions.   

 Moreover, kūpuna traditionally do not answer questions in direct ways but through 

sayings that “may be categorized, in Western terms, as proverbs, aphorisms, didactic adages, 
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jokes, riddles, epithets, lines from chants, etc.” (Pukui, 1983, p. VII).  I used member-checking to 

validate the accuracy of my interpretations of what I thought kūpuna were saying.   

 Associations.  Further adding to the complexity of the matter is that I am a woman 

educator-research of Native Hawaiian descent who has allied myself to other women educator-

researchers of Native Hawaiian descent.  Together we have shared, and continue to share, deep 

conversations and convictions regarding Native Hawaiian education.  As advocates for social 

justice and creating educational shifts that better support our Native Hawaiian children, our 

convictions are fierce.  We, therefore, must also support each other in staying as neutral as 

possible in our data analysis processes, keeping our biases in check in light of being ethical 

researchers. 

Summary 

 This chapter covered the rationale in choosing a qualitative study design and outlined the 

theoretical framework through which this study was conducted.  The chapter also described the 

research context and participant selection, including demographics and method of sampling.  

Further explained are the methods of data collection and details of data analysis.  The chapter 

concludes with a discussion of limitations and biases.  The next chapter presents the results 

obtained using those methods.  
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CHAPTER 4 

NĀ LEO O NĀ KŪPUNA 

 My grandparents, Rose Otti Schutte and the Reverend Harry Kahale Kaʻawai, lived on 

the very same Nānākuli homestead property I now occupy with my family.  Devoutly Hawaiian 

and Christian, my grandparents did whatever they needed to do to provide for my father, who 

was their only surviving child after the sudden passing of his older brother due to peritonitis.  He 

was probably five when he passed.  Dad was only one.  Grandma and Grandpa were farmers—

pigs, mostly, but they also raised chickens, ducks, turkeys, and my pet rabbit, Kukui (Although I 

never learned the truth, Grandpa said he ate Kukui while Grandma was in a hospital stay).  I 

remember them being such hard workers.  Rarely did I see them sitting around lounging in front 

of a television, except when wrestling was on and Grandma had to watch her favorite heroes 

hurling themselves across the ring.  She loved those moments.  On most days, however, there 

was no time for lounging.  Grandpa, who probably attended school up to the eighth grade, was an 

innovative guy who was gifted with his hands.  My dad talks about how Grandpa dismantled an 

old Quonset hut (without the aid of power tools), loaded it piece by piece into his old pickup 

truck, and hauled it from Pearl Harbor to his Nānākuli homestead property, where he single-

handedly reassembled it so they would have a place to live.  Years later, he repeated the process 

by purchasing a house from Fort Shafter that once served as officers’ quarters during World War 

II.   He then converted the Quonset into a church library where Grandma stored all of the books 

she used to teach Sunday School.  I remember how Grandpa used to stop on the roadside on his 

way home and pick up discarded items—car parts, appliances, anything really—and upcycle 

them into other handy gadgets he used around the yard.  He was quite the master at it.  But, 

perhaps, what was most impressive was his gift for music.  He could pick up any stringed 
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instrument and make it sing the most beautiful Hawaiian and hapa haole (mixed Hawaiian and 

Caucasian) songs ever heard.  He was an expert at playing Hawaiian slack-key and was great on 

the steel guitar too.  Grandma would get upset when he drilled holes in the instruments to hook 

up amplification systems—also self-made.  Dad says that for someone who only completed the 

eighth grade, he could build or fix anything.  He was a true genius. 

 Grandma attended a school for teachers but never finished.  No one remembers the 

reason why.  She did many jobs to help make ends meet.  Most of it was custodial work, to my 

recollection.  When not at work away from home, she labored alongside Grandpa slopping the 

pigs and caring for the other animals, which they usually sold for lūʻaus (Hawaiian feasts) or 

butchered to share with needy families.  I remember riding along in the old pickup truck to 

collect slop from school cafeterias along the coast.  After arriving home with a truckload of 

galvanized garbage cans filled with discarded food scraps, Grandma and Grandpa would cook 

the slop in a boiler made of fifty-five gallon drums, and haul the slop one five-gallon bucket at a 

time to the pig stalls.  I remember being deathly afraid of the deafening, high-pitched squeals of 

pigs impatiently protesting the wait for a turn at the troughs.  And when it came to slaughtering 

them, the squealing cries were even worse!  I made sure to stay clear of the imu (underground 

cooking pit) area until the pig was lifeless and spread-eagled on the prepping table.  Once a 

week, Grandma spent time with her senior citizens group where she stayed active crocheting 

yarn lei or hats made with beer cans (my favorite was the blue one with the Schlitz Malt Liquor 

bull on it).  They would also travel to the outer islands to perform hula shows in the hotels (or 

maybe they just did impromptu performances).  I often would accompany her on those trips.  I 

was probably no more than eight.  I loved the trips but protested whenever she would try to get 
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me to dance the hula.  I never liked dancing the hula back then.  Regretfully, to this day, I still 

cannot do the hula.   

 I do not remember much about the church they ran on their property, but I do remember 

attending church with them later at another community location.  Grandma and Grandpa were 

strong in their Christian faith, a legacy they left to my siblings and me.  Prayer and service to 

others was a big part of their lives.  They were always giving and helping those in need.  People 

still tell stories of when Grandma would feed the neighborhood kids who were playing on the 

streets in the evening, insisting that they had something to eat before running home for the night.  

She would make sure their parishioners were also fed before leaving Sunday services (her beef 

stew was the best!).  If someone was in need, Grandma would often give her last dollar to help.  

This was the kind of selfless benevolence they lived. 

 So, why such a long recollection of my grandparents?  It is because of the voice they 

shared and the legacy they left behind.  It was not in spoken word that my grandparents taught 

life’s lessons, but their actions loudly and clearly demonstrated the wisdom and values that they 

lived every day—Work hard.  Do right.  Be fair.  Serve others with selfless benevolence.  Help.  

Be truthful.  Be honest.  Be aware.  Be present.  Do your best, always.  Finish what you start.  

Give.  See the needs of others.  Take pride in what you do.  Be proud, but not haughty.  Money is 

something, but not everything.  Take care of family and others.  Care for the children.  Honor 

your elders.  Be frugal.  Provide.  Never come empty handed.  Share.  Be creative.  Laugh.  Love.  

Have faith in God.  Pray.  These words represent nā leo o nā kūpuna oʻu (the words of my 

grandparents); more than words...a way of life. 

 

 



	
   67	
  

Introduction 

 The purpose of this research was to gather the community’s perpsective of education 

through the views of its elders—examining how kūpuna see the education system as successfully 

or not successfully preparing their grand children and children for adult life.  A second aspect of 

this research was to uncover, through these elders’ eyes, how they would envision a new 

education process that may better serve the community’s goals and ideals for its children.  The 

kūpuna participants were residents and active members of the Waiʻanae community who shared 

their stories of how they experienced schools in Waiʻanae over multiple generations.   Two 

rounds of focus group sessions were conducted to discover, in round one, emerging themes and 

then to explore them further, in round two.    

 Emerging from the data was the story of education as experienced by this community.  

These data are being included because they provide background information that may help the 

reader better understand the experiences of this community through its own perspectives.  They 

further provide a real portrayal of this community’s struggle with the current educational 

process.   

 The kūpuna tell their moʻolelo (story), at times, in their own dialect—Creole English, 

more commonly known in Hawaiʻi as Pidgin English.  To honor the truth and spirit of their 

voices—their heart(s)—standard English interpretations are not offered. However, the reader 

should be able to decipher its meaning nonetheless.  Further reasoning for not translating pidgin 

is the phenonmenon that occurred in the interviews involving code switching.  Kūpuna quickly 

and seemlessly interspersed Pidgin into their answers when matters seemed closer to the heart or 

when they were passionately moved by a topic being discussed.  Pidgin seemed to be the most 
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appropriate choice for participants when standard English could not sufficiently capture the true 

essence, or spirit, of their responses.   

 Chapter four is organized into two large sections.  The first provides a background of 

education in the Waiʻanae community, as previously mentioned, and strives to answer research 

question one regarding how the education system has successfully or not successfully prepared 

their grand children and children for adult life.  It includes the themes of: injustice, colonization 

and historical trauma, a mismatched system, and problems with the structure of education in 

Waiʻanae.  The second section seeks to answer research question two regarding a new education 

process for Waiʻanae.  It umbrellas teaching in relevant ways, school staffing, school 

environment, and a community definition of success.  This chapter is the story of education on 

the Waiʻanae Coast as told through nā leo o nā kūpuna (the voices of the elders).    

Part I: Background of Education in Waiʻanae 

 As previously stated, the following information is being provided to assist the reader in 

better understanding the educational experiences in Waiʻanae that provide the basis for this 

study.  Several themes are discussed in this section. 

Problem Areas of the DOE System 

 Injustice: Class System, Japanese Teachers, Stupid Hawaiians, and Sexual 

Exploitation.  For almost two hundred years, sugar was king in the Hawaiian Islands (D. 

Domingo, as cited in Wang, 2016).  Evidence of plantation days are still visible throughout 

Waiʻanae town.  Street names, place names, and plantation buildings still exist as a historical 

reminder of Waiʻanae and her days in sugar.  These kūpuna participants, now in or nearing their 

seventies, experienced a school system as students during the time when sugar plantations were 

still the economic foundation of Hawaiʻi (Awa, 2016).  The schools they attended incorportated 
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“...a style of learning which [was] very...plantation system” (Kahawai, personal communication, 

August 4, 2016).  The following is the first discussion of how these kūpuna experienced school 

on the Waiʻanae Coast.  The participants described it as a system that locked students into 

different levels of educational treatments where the Hawaiian students were identified as, in 

Kahawai’s words, “the laborers...and [got] trapped in...learning [that] was always agricultur[al].”  

Kahawai went on to say, “It [was] a kind of class [system]...you have your top class, ‘These kids 

are going to college’...and then...the bottom one was all the Hawaiians...all the workers.”  In this 

plantation/class system, there was a difference in the educational opportunities for the upper 

class, comprised of mainly Japanese students, and the lower class, comprised of the Native 

Hawaiian students or “ALCs (Alternative Learning Center students),” as Kahawai put it.  The 

general concensus of the group is that the Native Hawaiian students were looked down upon and 

discriminated against just because they were Hawaiian.  They were thought to be “less than [their 

Japanese peers], as being poor” (Kanela, personal communication, August 4, 2016), by the 

Japanese teachers which made up most of the teaching force in the schools of the day.   

 Native Hawaiian students, when outperforming Japanese students in the classroom, were 

accused of cheating.  One kupuna, Kahawai, shared that when he received the highest reading 

test score in his fourth grade class, his enraged teacher made him stand at the front of the room 

until he told her how he had cheated.  “How did one Hawaiian boy beat the rest of the kids?  She 

couldn’t figure it out.  She could not figure out that we [Hawaiians] were intelligent” (Kahawai, 

personal communication, August 4, 2016).  Even if the Japanese teachers came from the 

Waiʻanae community, they still “were only about the Oriental children [and] the Hawaiian 

children were left out” (Kanela, personal communication, August 4, 2016).  They were separated 

from the group and made to sit alone for the smallest infractions.  Some were even wrongfully 



	
   70	
  

spanked for altercations for which they were not responsible.  Often, “the Hawaiian kid got 

picked on [blamed by the teacher]” (Kanela, personal communication, August 4, 2016) simply 

for being Hawaiian and not of the “click” of Oriental children.  Kanela shared, “If they were 

anything but Japanese, they were stifled” (Kanela, personal communication, August 4, 2016).   

 Along with the stifling came the negative labeling of Native Hawaiian children by their 

Japanese teachers.  “You dummy,” was what one teacher called Kahawai because “[he] wasn’t 

good at math...[he] was dyslexic with numbers” (Kahawai, personal communication, August 4, 

2016).  Other labels like “stupid” (Kanela, personal communication, August 4, 2016), “illiterate” 

(Kūkaʻi, personal communication, August 2, 2016), and “bad, bad kids [who] can’t focus, can’t 

stay in school” (Kela, personal communication, August 18, 2016), among others were used to 

denigrate Hawaiian students.  Kahawai went on to share, “You’re labeled.  I wasn’t a bad 

student.  I did my work…listened…participated, but I wasn’t gonna go the extra mile 

because…we knew what we were, ‘stupid Hawaiians.’”   

 In contrast, the kūpuna talked about their experiences with the few Native Hawaiian 

teachers on the Waiʻanae Coast.  The Hawaiian teachers were portrayed as being wonderful by 

multiple kūpuna.  Kahawai shared, “I had one Hawaiian teacher, and she was wonderful!” 

(Kahawai, personal communication, August 4, 2016).  Kanela added, “…because they [Hawaiian 

teachers] were from the community and they believed in us, they gave us hope.  That was the 

difference.  They cared.  The Japanese teachers, they didn’t care” (Kanela, personal 

communication, August 4, 2016).   

 Perhaps the most dismal revelation from the participants was that of sexual exploitation 

by a Japanese male teacher on the Hawaiian children in Kahawai’s sixth-grade class.  This 

repressed memory came as a startling blow to this kupuna participant—who paused and took a 
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deep breath as he told this tale—realizing on the day of this interview that it was something he 

“blocked out, over 50 years ago” (Kahawai, personal communication, August 4, 2016).  Kahawai 

shared this incident by saying,  

I remember that teacher, and he was strange.  The kids used to do stuff, and when I look 

at it now, I realize, and I’ve covered over…he was sexually exploiting kids.  I neva 

undastood it, and I thought… ‘Wow,’ [pausing and reflecting to himself] he made kids go 

in the corner, if they did something, and take off their clothes—I mean, if you were bad.  

You know, for us [Hawaiian children], we had no idea what [was] going on.  You know, 

it just came on me now [referring to his realizing the actions were sexually exploitive] 

‘cause I just thought that’s the way it was done.  You know, that’s how it is.  You never 

questioned ‘cause, you know, …these are the DOE [representatives].  They were 

teachers.  None of that stuff made sense to me.  I reflect back now.  I mean, look, I’m 

sixty-eight now.  That [was] a while ago.  A lot has been blocked out.  Wow!  Interesting 

[referring to how he repressed the memory until now].  (Kahawai, personal 

communication, August 4, 2016) 

 Although this was the only account of this particular nature, it is included to demonstrate 

the depth of the injustices suffered by Native Hawaiian children under a school system they 

attended.  The theme of injustice appears in four ways: class system, injustices at the hands of 

Japanese teachers, negative labels, and sexual exploitation.  This is significant because all 

participants agreed to this outlook of schools being in line with the plantation mindset that 

existed in that day, and which continues to make impacts in schools today.  This was a mindset 

that was denigrating to Native Hawaiian children and favored their non-Hawaiian peers.  With 

the exception of the final participant account, recorded through observation notes, every head at 
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the table nodded to indicate affirmation.  Stories of negative labeling, belittling, and harassment 

of Native Hawaiian students at the hands of their Japanese teachers in these plantation-system 

schools ran throughout the interviews, which were interspersed by the few positive interactions 

of the wonderfully inspiring Native Hawaiian teachers who although “might not have had the 

[teaching] credentials, had the ability to teach, love, and care” (Kanela, personal communication, 

August 4, 2016).    

Colonization and Historical Trauma: Alter-native Processes, Stupidity, and the Leftovers  

 Contact with colonizers disrupted the traditional ways of life for our Hawaiian ancestors 

who experienced loss of life in disproportionate numbers after coming in contact with outsiders.  

The trauma they underwent in their ancestral lands through colonization and social, political, and 

cultural subjugation continue to be experienced in current generations and may be perceived as 

ethnic discrimination in everyday life (Stannard,1989; Pokhrel & Herzog, 2014; Brave Heart & 

DeBruyn, 1998).   

 The kūpuna participants talked about the way the lives of their ancestors were altered 

when outsiders came and separated them from the land they regarded as their ancestor, relative, 

and the First Native.  “The mountain, the sky, [and] the ocean…before you and I ever became 

native to this place, they were here. That’s the first native” (Pīkake, personal communication, 

August 2, 2016).  As outsiders came to Hawaiʻi and changed the land taking Hawaiians away 

from it, Pīkake shared, “...they altered the Native, and when they altered the Native, the land, 

they altered us [Native Hawaiians]” (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).   

 The altering of life as Native Hawaiians understood it did not stop at the changes in the 

land seen through such industries as the plantations.  Hawaiians also experienced an alter-native 

education through the mandates of English Standard schools where the Hawaiian language was 
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not allowed to be spoken.  The goal of English Standard schools “was to definitely stamp out 

Hawaiian language or pidgin English, [which] was a big problem because many Hawaiian 

children spoke pidgin” (Kela, personal communication, August 18, 2016).  The taking away of 

the Hawaiian language in all of those schools required “you...to change your mindset...[an] 

identity change [that] really almost wiped out the Hawaiians, [and] two generations later, it’s still 

affecting [us]” (Kela, personal communication, August 18, 2016).  Not only was the Hawaiian 

language being suppressed, but so were Hawaiian ways (Noyes, 2003).   

 The kūpuna talked about more current times and how historical trauma is still evident in 

their community.  As some of the kūpuna noted, today’s students are even further removed from 

their ancestors.  Thus, their understanding of the actions of their ancestors are misinformed and 

cause them shame.  “How come my ancestors are so stupid?  They didn’t go to register to own 

land.  They must be ignorant!” (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  Before the 

Māhele (the division of land for redistribution) Hawaiians had no notion of private property 

(Noyes, 2003).  All land were held in common and adminstered by chiefs and their overseers 

(Hawaiihistory.org, n.d.).  According to Pīkake, when the ancestors were told, in a language not 

their own, to register to own land it was something that did not make sense to them, and so, they 

ignored it.  “Register to own your mother?  This can’t be real.  We do not own land.  We care for 

[and] share it, but we don’t own it.  It made no sense” (Pīkake, personal communication, August 

2, 2016).  As part of a larger system of Americanization, the Māhele was “created exactly for the 

purpose of separating people from their land” (Pīkake, personal communication,August 2, 2016).  

Pīkake goes on to say, in the students’ eyes, it seemed that when the ancestors did not register to 

own land, they forfeited their ability to attain land for their future generations.  Now, living in 

Waiʻanae, a high poverty area, students blame their own shame for living in poverty on the 
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stupidity of their ancestors.  “So, there’s some leftovers of that in the way Hawaiian people think 

about…history, …our ancestry, and how we became connected to the United States [that’s] not 

well understood.  While politics created opportunities for some, it created destruction for others” 

(Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016). 

 As noted in the observation notes, participants became quiet, at times, as they told their 

stories.  This seemed to indicate a sadness for certain topics.  One such time of quietness was in 

regard to the students saying that their ancestors were stupid.  Although it is not a Hawaiian way 

to treat or speak of elders disrespectfully, the participants were not angry with the youth for their 

misinformed judgement.  The implication for the participants, instead, was to more diligently 

fulfill their kuleana of “creating a society based on truth” (Pīkake, personal communication, 

August 2, 2016).  The kūpuna would continue to work  toward changing the ill-informed 

narratives children currently know.  The theme of colonization and historic trauma was visible in 

four ways: the alter-native process delivered through English Standard schools, the alter-native 

process of separating Native Hawaiians from their land through the Māhele, students’ 

misinformed judging of their ancestors as being stupid, and the residual effects of not fully 

understanding the history of Americanization in Hawaiʻi.  This theme of colonization and 

historical trauma is significant.  As noted in the observation notes, all seven participants, 

although not quoted in this section, offered short comments that seemed to affirm one another’s 

accounts of the adverse effects colonization had on Hawaiians. 

Mismatched System: An External Approach and the Inability to Work with Families 

 When communities are able to guide the education of their children, greater relevance 

and meaning in both outcome and substance is unleashed (Kanaʻiaupuni, Ledward and Malone, 

2017).  The kūpuna shared that schooling for the coast has always been informed by outsiders 
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versus the wealth of knowledge inside communities.  Pīkake shared that schools have 

demonstrated an “inability to see the whole-child within [the child’s] context [yet] all the 

rules...get defined by this external institution” (Pīkake, personal communication, October 25, 

2016).  According to some of the kūpuna, schools seem disconnected from the students and 

famlies in the community.  Ikalia, one of the participants, shared, “In this educational system, as 

it is, there is no community care.  The community doesn’t have anything to do in the school 

except come to a meeting.  It don’t make sense” (Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 

2016).  Referring to this superficial way schools interact with families, Kela, one of the 

participants shared, “Teachers seem to set up systems that don’t connect to what families 

need...and yet [teachers] think they are [connecting], ...[but] the real connection to the whole 

family is missing” (Kela, personal communication, October 25, 2016).  This makes it difficult for 

families to meaningfully be involved with their children’s schooling.   

Adding to the complexity of the situation is the fact that in Hawaiʻi, extended families 

customarily share responsibility for rearing each other’s children.  Loving and caring for ʻohana 

(family, kin group, extended family, clan) is a Hawaiian value that holds families together and 

becomes the social fabric for our islands (Minami, 2011).  Not being able to mediate between 

school and the needs of the children is a frustrating challenge for this community, which values 

the well-being of its children, in particular.  All seven participants  confirmed that they currently 

provide, or have provided, before and/or after school care for their grandchildren or great 

granchildren.  This includes helping with homework, school projects, and participating in school 

events and meetings.   

 Kela, who is the legal guardian for her elementary-age granddaughters, is a facilitator for 

her granddaughters’ learning.  “I need to be a facilitator...the inter[mediary] person...but if I’m 
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not understanding what’s going on between the classroom and [my] children how can I help?” 

(Kela, personal communication, October 25, 2016).  As noted in the observation notes, it 

appeared that the kūpuna were frustrated by the lack of understanding that schools have 

displayed toward families, like Kela’s, with special needs chlidren.  Kela shared, “What about 

the dysfunctional...the child that has problems that may not fall [under] a complete disabilit[y] or 

[may not qualify] to receive [special] services?” ( 2016).  Kela continued to talk about how the 

school does not consider modifications dysfunctional children need to participate more 

successfully in a mainstream classroom, and that her children’s misbehaviors earn them 

consequences that “separate them out from the normal kids” (2016).  According to Kela, she has 

tried to communicate with the teachers about “being a family in therapy...but they [teachers] 

don’t [understand] what it’s all about, ...and they [teachers] continue to treat [the children] that 

way [exclusion from the group]” (2016).   

Kela shared, that even the activities meant to include families in their children’s 

schooling fail to consider how difficult family dynamics can be (Kela, personal communication, 

October 25, 2016).  “Parents have enough going on in [their] li[ves] to come do all these 

activities at night.  It’s just not that simple [to participate]” (2016).  Kela further stated that a 

consequence for not participating in family nights is that the teachers made Kela feel like her 

children were “destined to fail” (2016).  Kela shared that letters from the school would 

sometimes be sent home with the children that started off with the words, “Studies have 

shown...,” which made her feel “irresponsible for [her] children and that [she] was forming a 

pattern for them to become failures” (2016).  As noted in the observations notes, as Kela told her 

story, the kūpuna were nodding their heads as if these kinds of incidents were familiar to their 

own experiences. 
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 The theme of a mismatched system appears in two ways.  First, there is an external 

approach to schooling on the coast where rules are defined by an external entity not connected to 

the community, and where the community is not engaged by the school in meanginful ways.  

Second, schools have been unacknowledging of family dynamics and the needs of special-needs 

families.  The theme of a mismatched system that is unable to work with families is significant.  

As noted in the observation notes, all seven of the participants nodded their heads and gave short 

verbal interjections, that seemed to suggest agreement, that they have all been the object of such 

treatment or that they knew of other families that suffered similar challenges with schools.     

Problem in the Structure: No Joy and a One-size-fits-all Model 

The word education is really interesting.  It comes from the Latin word ‘educere.’  It’s ‘to 

lead out.’  There is already everything [gifts and capabilities] in a person.  [Education is] 

supposed to help the kids to take [lead] out the things, open the door.  The things are 

[already] there.  (Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016) 

  The challenges in Waiʻanae schools are many.  The kūpuna shared their concerns that the 

problem is not the people, but “the problem is really the structure of the educational system” 

(Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  On one hand, according to Ikalia, “Principals 

are really supportive, [and] teachers are really dedicated” (2016).  On the other hand, “they 

[teachers] are so stressed out [and] expoloited by a system that only takes care of business” 

(2016).  The kūpuna saw the system as one which “ma[kes] a lot of money but kill[s] the spirit in 

people [because] it [does not] really care about the kids and the teachers” (2016).  Thus, the 

kūpuna described today’s schools  as places void of hope and joyful learning, where teachers are 

punished for not fulfilling system mandates and teacher evaluation measures (2016).  Ikalia 

shared, “children are learning things that don’t make sense.  They learn a lot of stuff but [it] 
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doesn’t connect to the heart.  It is sterile and unnatural!” (2016).  Participants agreed that school 

should be an experience “they [children] should be enjoying [school], somehow” (Kela, personal 

communication, October 25, 2016).        

 Another aspect regarding structural problems is when kūpuna described education as a 

sort of one-size-fits-all model that does not consider the uniqueness of place (the local, including 

unique culture, environment, economny, etc.) and the impact place has on educating the children.  

A farming metaphor was used to explain a correlation between soil and the educational structure 

in Waiʻanae.  As soil is important to providing a certain environment allowing plants to grow 

well in one place but not as well in another, so too, kūpuna saw a connection with education in 

Waiʻanae.  They shared that Waiʻanae is a unique place with “special soil [that] is different from 

[other places].  That’s where they [Waiʻanae students] grow.  So, we have to take care of this soil 

where...our kids grow” (Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016).   

The idea communicated by the kūpuna is that the uniqueness of Waiʻanae has to be part 

of the educational foundation through which their children learn.  For these participants, “the 

education system doesn’t recognize the uniqueness of kids” in this place (Ikalia, personal 

communication, August 2, 2016).  In order for students in Waiʻanae to fluorish, schools have to 

provide a proper environment (i.e., values, curriculum, pedagogies, etc.) to nourish these 

children in ways that make sense to them in their place.  For example, in Nānākuli, according to 

Kūkaʻi, a participant, the Nānākuli Neighborhood Board, of which he was a member, infused 

Hawaiiana into the school day for Nānākuli’s students.  Kūkaʻi shared, “We thought if we could 

get [students] to the village [their place and people], the village could...help the kids.  Here [in 

place], they catch on real fast” (Kūkaʻi, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  Mokuea, 

another kupuna, shared, “The community provide[s] education for them [children].  Book 
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learning, practical hands-on learning, ...and values...through parent education, community 

education, and religion, combined, make an ideal citizen of this community” (Mokuea, personal 

communication, August 2, 2016). 

 The theme regarding problems in the structure of education in Waiʻanae appears in two 

ways.  First, kūpuna described the educational structure in Waiʻanae as being void of hope and 

joy.  The second, is that the one-size-fits-all model of schools on the coast disregards the 

uniqueness of the coast (Waiʻanae, Māʻili, Nānākuli, and Mākaha) as  places and communities 

that have wonderful potential to impact the teaching of their children in ways that make sense for 

their communities.  This is significant in that all of the participants shared similar tales of the 

lack of hope and joy they experienced in attending or in interacting with the schools on the coast.  

Additionally, the kūpuna were all in agreement that addressing the complexity of problems in 

Waiʻanae schools cannot be solved through a one-size-fits-all approach.  A new school process is 

in order.   

Part II: Vision of a (K)New School Process 

 I ka wā ma mua, ka wā ma hope—the future is in the past (Pukui, 1983).  This ʻōlelo 

noʻeau (wise proverbial saying) captures the wisdom of our kupuna (ʻike kupuna) that helps us 

realize that “new-old-wisdom” (Meyer, 2013) is the “realization that ancient is modern” 

(Kahakalau, 2003).  The new philosophies, ideologies, and wisdom we hold today are actually 

grounded in the old wisdom our ancients already knew.  Thus, revitalizing and applying them 

today, means our new knowledge is actually (k)new knowledge (Meyer, 2013).  Kahakalau 

(2003) writes: 

Modern Hawaiian models of education must reflect, respect, and embrace Hawaiian 

cultural values, philosophies and ideologies. ...by looking to the past, Native communities 



	
   80	
  

can create quality Hawaiian models of education that are at once practical, skill-oriented, 

environmentally aware and conserver-cognizant.  (p. XV) 

Perhaps the irony in informing a new school process is that the remedy lies not in a new 

approach at all, but rather in an ancient one (Paulo et al., 1996).  It is in this new-old-wisdom that 

healing and righting of the injustices Hawaiians have experienced through the current education 

system can begin. 

 The kūpuna participants were asked the following question, “If you could design a school 

for the Native Hawaiian children on the Waiʻanae Coast that better supported Native Hawaiian 

well-being, what would this school be like?”   To assist with answering this more elaborately, 

they were asked to consider the following: 

1.   What would teachers be like?   

2.   What would they teach?   

3.   How would they interact with the children?   

4.   What values would they uphold?   

5.   What would staff members be like?   

6.   What would school administrators be like?   

7.   What would the school environment be like?”  

Thematic analysis of these participants’ answers is provided in this section. 

Teaching in Relevant Ways 

...Education rooted in Hawaiian tradition can provide its children life choices that are 

presently unattainable.  Many residents in this predominantly Hawaiian area [Waiʻanae] 

have long felt that students have had to choose between their culture and mainstream 
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success in schools.  There is a concern that students often fail to find relevance in 

curriculum that is divorced from its community and cultural context.  (Parker, 2001, p. 6) 

 It is with this sentiment that the kūpuna participants talked extensively about the “need 

for systemic change in the current process of educating the children on the Waiʻanae Coast 

[toward a system that produces] students/citizens of the highest quality...who have a need to 

contribute to their community because they have been taught to do so” (Parker, 2001).  Kūpuna 

identified four components to describe what relevant ways of teaching meant to them: 

1.   ʻaina-based 

2.   gift-based 

3.   culture-based 

4.   holistic 

Each is described in this section and offers nuances, in the participants’ words, of what some of 

the methods could look like in Waiʻanae schools today.   

 ʻĀina-based.  “Land educates us.  The puʻuhonua (place of refuge, peace, and safety) 

philosophy that detailed ʻāina as ‘that which feeds’ more than our bodies...[is what] we must all 

begin, again, to learn from...” (Meyer, 2003).   

 As school gardens have grown in popularity on the coast, the reality for the kūpuna 

participants is that the practice of gardening is much more than a hobby and can be seen as a way 

to transform students because “it’s about connection with the land [and]...growing with values 

that are universal...” (Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  “Because the ʻāina is a 

living being [one] can have a relationship with it...that is life” (Pīkake, personal communication, 

August 2, 2016).  Traditionally, Native Hawaiians trace their ancestry back to the land, 

connecting to their oldest sibbling, Hāloa, the taro plant.  As such, Native Hawaiians find joy 
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when working in and with the land to mālama (to take care of, tend, serve) it.  That kind of joy, 

for Waiʻanae’s students, can be found at community farms that host students for school visits and 

make guest appearances in school classrooms when requested.  Although that is a good start, 

kūpuna participants expressed that “...every school [has to] be adopted by, or [has] to adopt, a 

[farm] they can call their neighbor [where] ʻāina-based practice is a requirement.  Has to!” 

(Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  For indigenous peoples, an education 

contextualized in ʻāina feeds body, mind, and spirit (Meyer, 2003).  Thus, book knowledge 

comes alive in ʻāina-based learning. 

 Āina-based: He Aliʻi Ka ʻĀina  

Native Hawaiians define ourselves by our relationships with each other, our ancestors 

and our land.  Without these bonds of interconnectedness, we are incomplete.  Being 

Hawaiian involves nurturing and honoring these ties.  (ʻĀina Aloha, 2017) 

 As mentioned previously, the most important ancestor for all Hawaiians is the land itself 

and the first Hawaiian, Hāloa, the taro plant.  “As Hawaiian progenitor, it is every Hawaiian’s 

obligation to care for their elder brother, the land” (‘Āina Aloha, 2017).  The kūpuna talked 

about how something like Ikalia’s farm “changes...the kids...maybe not [to] perform better in 

reading [and classroom academics], ...but [better in] their behaviors and interests...because they 

have something to react to on the farm” (Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  

Examples of what ʻāina-based learning could look like in schools follow.   

 First, in Hawaiʻi, it is customary when visiting a place that permission is obtained before 

entering the premises by presenting an oli (chant) to the proprietor (Chun, 2011).  The proprietor 

answers back using an oli komo (welcoming chant) signaling it is okay to enter.  At Ikalia’s 

farm, he shared, “...as soon as the oli is finished, their [student’s] behavior is completely 
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changed, [and] when they enter, the children agree to walk gently on the land in respect” (Ikalia, 

personal communication, August 2, 2016).  This respect is not just for Ikalia, but for the land 

itself.  Protocols like oli are part of ʻāina-based learning.   

 Second, at the farm, children plant and learn how to take care of their plants and to “do 

[it] with heart,” not being angry that one is responsible for caring for the plant after it is in the 

soil (Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  The participants shared that teaching 

students to act with the heart keeps things simple and connected to the land, their ancestor.  

Ikalia shared, “ʻĀina translates to ʻthat which feeds us’ and describes a relationship.  In the 

Western dictionary it says, ‘land is the concrete part of the earth.’  There is no relationship there!  

You relate to the land” (Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  Caring for and 

relating to the land is a part of  ʻāina-based education.   

 Third, teaching children to see and care for plants as living beings is of the utmost 

importance.  Ikalia shared that in planting “...we do not bury the seeds.  They’re not dead!  We 

cover them, and...bid them ʻGoodnight’ until they awake as a plant.  ...and it’s not dirt.  It’s soil” 

(Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016), pointing out the difference between the two 

and explaining that soil is alive while dirt is dead and needs to be brought to life through adding 

compost and soil ammendments.  Teaching children how to properly relate to the life in the land 

is key to helping students regard the land as a living being, as their ancestors did.  This is part of 

ʻāina-based education.   

 Fourth, ʻāina-based learning also involves giving children time to observe through their 

senses, what they saw, heard, smelled, or felt while on the land.  Being able to observe through 

inellect as well as intuition are part of the exercises children do in ʻāina-based learning.  The 
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practice of observation further fosters their ability to relate to the ʻāina.  It also helps students 

develop a keen sense of awareness of their surroundings as their ancestors did.     

 Fifth, learning the history of Waiʻanae through mele (song), oli (chant), and moʻolelo 

(stories) are also part of the ʻāina-based experiences in community spaces along the coast.  “You 

give them music, you give them song, you give them story, you give them hands-on.  This is the 

style of learning and relating children are maʻa (accustomed) to” (Kela, personal communication, 

August 18, 2016).  Songs, chants, and stories provided the ancients with a way to preserve and 

pass on their history and knowledge of the land and life to future generations.  Learning through 

these methods connects children to ancestral knowledge through traditional ways of learning 

(Kahakalau, 2015).   This too is ‘āina-based learning.       

 ʻĀina-based learning fosters relationships and connections to land and people in 

respectful ways (Fukuda & hoʻomanawanui, 2012).  In addition to the physical work in planting 

and caring for crops and their needs, the learning transcends the physical and nurtures the 

spiritual and intellectual parts of children, as well (Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 

2016).  Learning through oli, mele, and moʻolelo related to the land and place, help to connect 

children to the wisdom of their ancestors, bridging the “traditional with modernity” (Kela, 

personal communication, August 18, 2016).  Connecting to their ancestors preserves ʻohana 

(family) ties, which “cannot be broken, even by death” (ʻĀina Aloha, n.d.).  Furthermore, 

accessing knowledge through intellect and intuition is a deeper way of learning found in ʻāina 

that is not found in a book (Kahakalau, 2012).  As the title of this section suggests, he aliʻi ka 

ʻāina, the land truly is chief.   

 This sub-theme of ʻāina-based teaching/learning appeared in many ways: the observance 

of protocols (oli and oli komo); fostering of relationships between children, the land, and each 



	
   85	
  

other; mannerisms, attitudes, and regard for the land, soil, and living things; naʻau observances; 

mele and moʻolelo; and mālama ʻāina (care for the land).  For the kūpuna participants, teaching 

based in the ʻāina was unanimously the most important of all relevant teaching methods, as 

relationship to ʻāina is a sacred and enduring bond for Native Hawaiians.  Regarding the 

environment and land as one of our primary teachers and texts (Kahakalau, 2012), is ʻāina-based 

teaching and is the first element of relevant teaching for a new school process.                

 Gift-based.   

 Gift-based: The Affective.  “Joy—a delight and gratitude in being alive” is a different 

state of consciousness from happiness, satisfaction, contentment, and pleasure  (Kessler, 2000).   

 Joyful learning is an aspect of school that has often been overlooked for children in 

Waiʻanae schools.  A gift-based education is one that resonates in the naʻau (guts, bowels).  

“That’s where the real thinking happens in our [Hawaiian] culture, below the piko (navel)” 

(Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  Recognizing the gifts in children, helping 

children recognize the gifts in themselves, allowing children to celebrate their gifts through 

telling the stories of their gifts, and then teaching to those gifts shifts teaching and learning away 

from engaging only head knowledge and orients it towards engaging the heart and the naʻau—

where the best thinking is done for Hawaiians (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 

2016).  Gifts differ from skills, degrees or certificates earned, and jobs (Pīkake, personal 

communication, August 2, 2016).  A gift is the genius in each student—genius and giftings in the 

ability to catch fish, thus providing food for a family, or in knowing when the ʻopihi (limpets) 

were suitable for gathering to be eaten at a lūʻau (Hawaiian feast), genius to repair car engines or 

build houses, genius in playing the guitar (Pīkake, Mokuea, Kahawai, & Ikalia, personal 

communication, August 2, 2016); “genius that schools do not support; genius not treasured in our 
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children” (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  In pre-contact Hawaiʻi, these 

geniuses were discovered through careful observation of children from infancy to find their 

special gifts.  Children received educational instruction tailored in accordance with their gift, and 

individualized attention was based on their passions, unique propensities, and learning styles 

(Kahakalau, 2012).  “What if we could find the gifts of every one of our kids and...taught to that 

gift?” (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  After the question was posed, it was 

observed that there were seconds of silence that fell over the group.  This was a naʻau moment 

for the kūpuna.  Finally, Ikalia drummed his hands on the table and gave a fervent, “Yup!  That’s 

good!” (Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  All the participants laughed, being 

startled from their contemplation, and applauded as they uttered affirming “Yahs” and “Yups” 

before refocusing on the conversation.   

 Pīkake continued her query, “If we were able to find the gift of our children,...our 

teachers,...the people who clean up our campus[es], ...work in the cafeteria...  If we [could] find 

the gift of all those people, what would happen [in] our schools?” (Pīkake, personal 

communication, August 2, 2016).  Prompted by this notion, I asked, “Aunty (a respectful way to 

address an elder) Pīkake, what would happen in our schools if we found the gifts of all those 

people?”  Immediately, her response was, “Joy!  I don’t know about others’ lives, but I know 

when I feel joyous, no matter what I touch is good, and it’s going to be a good experience.  So, I 

think that joyousness is missing in school” (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  

For these kūpuna, joy, through the honoring of people’s gifts, is something that students and the 

adults that care for them in the school should experience.   

 In addition to joyousness, and perhaps akin to it, was the participant’s suggestion of 

passion.  The kūpuna proposed the idea of teaching and learning from a place of passion—where 
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teachers teach subjects they are passionate about and students choose classes aligning with their 

own passions.  “If a teacher loves to teach it and the student enjoys learning that subject, then we 

got a “win-win education[al] system” (Mokuea, personal communication, August 2, 2016).      

Gift-based: Building Lives.  A second aspect of gift-based education is the ability that 

gifts have in building or rebuilding the lives of children.  Recognizing the gifts in our 

students allows them to be viewed through a strengths-based lens as opposed to one 

based in deficits.  It involves employing the multiple strengths of each individual to 

overcome difficulties and empower them, giving them voice, insight, and power 

(Kanaʻiaupuni, 2005; Fetterman, 2000; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999).  That each child has a gift 

was unanimously agreed upon by the participants.  The kūpuna believed it was their 

kuleana (responsibility) to help figure out a system that can support Waiʻanae’s children, 

that oftentimes come from families who have experienced violence of some form or 

another (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  Pīkake went on to share: 

When you rebuild the life of a person you cannot build it on trauma.  You have to help 

them find the positive thing in their life [so] they can build…on that.  …a gift is one of 

those elements that can help build a child’s life.  No matter what he’s suffering at home, 

if we figure out what the gift of that child is and teach to…that gift, then we can support 

him or her no matter what…is happening in their own life because it’s based on 

something that they actually have.  (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016) 

 By employing a gift-based approach to cultivate the positive seed (gift) in children and 

through experiences provided in community programs (Mokuea, personal communication, 

August 2, 2016), kūpuna felt Waiʻanae would be able to support their own children— “the ones 
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we actually have. The ones that actually come from here [Waiʻanae].  Not the ones manufactured 

someplace else” (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  

 The sub-theme of gift-based education appears in two ways.  First, gift-based has an 

affective property promoting joyful learning and teaching.  Second, gift-based has the ability to 

rebuild lives from a strengths-based approach and can include support through community 

programs.  These are significant in that all participants showed their strong agreement through 

their conversations; other affirming responses of “Yah” and “Yup”, which were accompanied by 

tapping on the table tops to stress their points; and through the nodding of their heads.  Thus, this 

is the second aspect of relevant teaching for a new school process for Waiʻanae, through the eyes 

of these kūpuna participants.  

Culture-based.  Seek after and take hold of your heritage because it is your birthright.  

They [children] need to understand that they have a birthright to be who they are [as 

Hawaiians].  The [change in] customs really affect these children.  The changes [are] like 

shock [for them] and yet there’s nothing wrong with them.  (Kela, personal 

communication, August 18, 2016)  

 For these kūpuna, connecting children to their culture does not mean completely 

exchanging one for the other—American for Hawaiian; a matter of this or that.  It is intstead a 

blending of ancient and modern; a matter of this and that (Pīkake, personal communication, 

October 25, 2016).  The kūpuna recognize that the children need to understand both worlds, the 

tradtional and modern, in order to make informed choices for their own lives (Kela, personal 

communication, August 18, 2016).  For Hawaiian children, this is done, in part, through 

connecting children to their ancestral, or cultural, knowledge.  Living on an island, children need 

to know the water (oceans) and the mountains and to feel a connection to it.  Through teaching 
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culturally basic ahupuaʻa practices, students build their self-esteem and self-development as 

Native Hawaiians.  Then, they can be connected to the “wave of modernity—economics, 

production, and money” (Kela, personal communication, August 18, 2016). 

 Thus, for these kūpuna and cultural practioners, creating areas that provide a sense of 

puʻuhonua (places of refuge and peace) where people (including children) can practice their 

culture in a positive way is a must for a new school process.  These puʻuhonua are spaces that are 

well maintained and protected, where people can feel safe and there is a balance in all things.  

These are spaces where people are growing crops, cooking, and interacting with the land and 

each other (Kahawai, personal communication, September 29, 2016).  “Teaching children 

through “ma ka hana ka ʻike (learning by doing) is a fun way for a child to learn.  Kids need to 

create small restaurants, grow, harvest, cook, pound kalo (taro), work the loʻi (taro patch), and 

build houses” (Kahawai, personal communication, September 29, 2016);  “...the other essential 

parts [of school], your math and everything else, they can [are able to] pick that up [as a natural 

bi-product of applying culture-based methods]” (Kela, personal communication, August 18, 

2016).  Learning in the puʻuhonua allows children to safely explore, practice, and apply both 

cultural and new Western knowledge they will utilize to inform life’s decisions.  Ma ka hana ka 

ʻike was the way these kūpuna learned.  It is the way they know works for other Hawaiian 

children.       

 For the kūpuna participants, school is a place that should prepare students with the tools 

and experiences they need to actively participate in positive ways, but education must connect 

with the culture of the students (Kahawai, personal communication, September 29, 2016).  The 

sub-theme of culture-based teaching appears in three ways.  First, the kūpuna recognize that this 

approach ensures that children are exposed to both ancestral and modern knowledge.  Second, 
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students need to be allowed to safely practice their culture (both traditional and modern) in 

puʻuhonua spaces.  Third, children should have opportunities to learn through the cultural 

practice of ma ka hana ka ʻike.  This is the third aspect of relevant teaching for a new school 

process through the kūpuna view.    

 Holistic.  “...the problem is that everything is siloed.  

Schools...health...employment...recreation.  It’s all separated areas, but that’s not how the world 

really [is].  That’s not how a healthy community should look like” (Kahawai, personal 

communication, August 4, 2016).    

 That the school system is extremely disjointed is quite evident in the conversations of the 

kūpuna participants who described the school system as seeing things in little boxes.  Learning 

should be like a haku lei (garland comprised of many elements braided together into one strand) 

that is pulled together into one beautifully composed strand of elements—flowers, grasses, and 

ferns (Kahawai, personal communication, August 4, 2017).  Kahawai shared his thoughts about 

the siloed learning of today’s schools, “If your learning is separated from your culture, ...your 

play or your work, ...[you] are separated from being healthy.  Learning, ...having fun, ...taking 

care of my kupuna...  It’s all the same.  That is what a healthy community should look like” 

(Kahawai, personal communication, August 4, 2017).  These kūpuna agree that learning happens 

everywhere and in everything, in both formal and informal settings and opportunities.  A child 

learns through culture, when at play, when at work, and when caring for others.  Learning does 

not end because the book closes.  Rather, learning is threaded throughout a child’s life 

connecting one learning opportunity to the next.  “In the book there is no connection.  ...what is 

missing in education is the idea of connection.  What is the connect...betweeen the new 

techniques, the new stuff [schools teach]?  What is the relationship with our life?” (Ikalia, 
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personal communication, August 2, 2016).  Children need to experience learning that is 

connected across their lives, their culture, their place, and their people.  “Building meaningful 

bridges between home and school experiences, between academic abstractions and lived 

sociocultural realities,” (Kanaʻiaupuni et al., 2017) for this group of participants, is healthy, 

holistic, and relevant teaching.   

 I believe, just as diverse elements are brought together to create a lei haku (Kahawai, 

personal communication, August 4, 2017), so too, the many customs in Hawaiʻi have become an 

integrated way of life for islanders.  To these kūpuna, helping children to value diverse cultural 

perspectives and to “know and praise their own and others’ cultural heritages” (Kanaʻiaupuni et 

al., 2017) is important to the education of Waiʻanae’s students.  “It’s good to learn each other’s 

dances, …each other’s songs [and] not to say one is superior [to] the other” (Kahawai, personal 

communication, August 4, 2016).  Whether learning the hula or bon dancing, island life connects 

all cultures.  Our children need to “grow [learn] the values of compassion.  There is nothing in 

the school that teach[es] compassion” (Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  The 

value of aloha (love, compassion) is what Ikalia is referring to.              

 Additionally, not only is the successful integration of cultures important, but integrating 

the multiple learning modalities of students are equally significant.  As school is often reduced to 

rote memorization and recitation of numbers, laws, and other concepts, the kūpuna offered a 

counter-story to the current mode of learning (Kahawai, personal communication, August 4, 

2017).  Kahawai shared, “Children learn by doing, by immersion, by hands-on experiences, by 

reading the books, [and] by going to the library” (Kahawai, personal communication, August 4, 

2016).  Kanela shared that children learn by working with professionals and scientists (Kanela, 

August 4, 2016).  Another kupuna, Pīkake, said that children learn by examples and watching 
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people do things (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  Yet another kupuna, Ikalia, 

shared that children learn by stories, by parables, and by being curious (Ikalia, personal 

communication, August 2, 2016).  These offerings allow children to explore their curiosity and 

creativity through instructional strategies that connect with different learning styles 

(Kanaʻiaupuni et al., 2017).  This, for participants, is relevant teaching.    

 Finally, and in addition to integrated learning, is the importance of applied learning 

(Kahawai, personal communication, August 4, 2016).  For Hawaiians, promotion is based on 

readiness for the next level and is demonstrated through performance or exhibition (hōʻike), 

which includes applied knowledge (Kahakalau, 2012).  Promotion is not based on age but 

proficiency (Kahakalau, 2012).  For these kūpuna, the mark of a proficient learner should not be 

measured solely by test scores, nor do test scores represent the knowledge, skills, work habits, 

and character traits sought after in today’s workforce (Pīkake, personal communication, August 

2, 2016; Kahawai, personal communication, August 4, 2016).  Assessment should not measure 

what one knows.  Instead, assessment for proficiency should measure one’s capacity to learn.  A 

good learner is a complex thinker that is effective in listening, communicating, and collaborating 

with others (Kahawai, personal communication, August 4, 2016).  If schools are preparing 

children to be able to enter into their adult roles, then students must have the “ability to think 

through issues...and process information.  How smart they are on paper, doesn’t matter.  We all 

know the learning theories, [but] it’s about application and interactive learning experiences” 

(Kahawai, personal communication, August 4, 2016).  This is relevant teaching for the 

participant group.  

 The sub-theme of holistic teaching appears in four ways.  First, learning connected across 

children’s lives and cultures leads to a healthy community.  Second, allowing children to 
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experience diverse cultural perspectives leads to the value of aloha.  Third, multiple modalities 

must be used to teach diverse learners.  Fourth, learning is assessed through, and for, application 

of knowledge.  These four areas combined make up the sub-theme of holistic teaching as agreed 

upon by the kūpuna. 

 In summary, the theme of teaching in relevant ways appeared in the four sub-themes of 

‘āina-based, gift-based, culture-based, and holistic methods.  Running through all four sub-

themes is the value of pilina (relationship, connection).  Pilina is seen in the connections between 

students to ʻāina; students to peers; students to ancestors; students to their education; and 

students to culture.  In addition, the value of aloha is part of teaching in relevant ways and can be 

seen in children learning compassion for others.  As much of what the kūpuna shared is better 

communicated through one’s naʻau rather than one’s head, delineating some of the sub-themes in 

a clearly cut fashion proved difficult.  Nonetheless, the theme and sub-themes provide the best 

depiction of the ʻike (understanding, experience) of the kūpuna participants.  As “there is 

positive impact of pedagogy that activates students’ cultural knowledge, experiences, and 

performance styles as advantages rather than deficits” (Kanaʻiaupuni et al., 2017), it is 

imperative that the application of relevant ways of teaching becomes a mainstay in Waiʻanae’s 

schools.    

School Staff: Kūlia I Ka Nuʻu 

Poʻo Kumu.  

 Kūlia i ka nuʻu is an ancient Hawaiian proverb, which means ʻstrive for the summit and 

reach your highest potential!’  This ʻōlelo noʻeau is an important message passed down to 

Hawaiians from our kūpuna kahiko, admonishing all of us to work towards our personal 

best and strive to achieve excellence in everything we do.  This includes the way we 
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educate our youth and prepare them to be caring, responsible, healthy and happy 21st 

century Hawaiians.  (Kahakalau, 2012, p. 3) 

 As the poʻo (head) of a school, the qualification to be a principal goes beyond possessing 

a knowledge base and technical know-how of running a school (Parker, 2001).  For the kūpuna 

participants, the first qualification of a poʻo kumu (principal) is pilina (connection, relationship).  

Kūpuna want to know that the head administrator is connected to the community (Kanela, 

personal communication, August 4, 2016) and that he or she is supportive of and committed to 

the mission and purpose of the school, the community, and the teachers (Kela, personal 

communication, August 18, 2016).  Kūpuna want to know that this person can lead everyone—

community, teachers, and students— “down the same path while also having the ability to listen 

to a community board as [it] gives input” to inform how school should be done for this 

community (Kela, personal communication, August 18, 2016).   

 In the educational system, as it is, there is no community involvement in schools beyond 

attending parent-teacher conferences or ATP (Association of Teachers and Parents) meetings 

(Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  For participants, this is senseless as it does 

not promote community care and meaningful involvement (2016).  Ikalia shared, “When there is 

a place for the community to take a part—where the community takes care of some need—then 

the community really grows.  In the school, cannot be just the teachers that are involved.  It’s the 

community” (Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  Similar in sentiment to the 

phrase “It takes a village to raise a child,” is the contemporary saying in Hawaiʻi, “It’s a kākou 

(We—inclusive, three or more) thing,” which means it takes all of us working together to 

accomplish something.  This Waiʻanae community wants to be engaged in their children’s 

education in meaningful ways (Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  In part, what is 
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needed to make this happen is an administrator who is willing to “take the community’s input 

and mālama (tend, attend) it to make it all work together [as] everyone has something good to 

give” (Kela, personal communication, August 18, 2016).  These sentiments are captured in the 

ancient wisdom of the kūpuna kahiko (ancestors), ʻAʻohe hana nui ke alu ʻia—no task is too big 

when done together (Pukui, 1983).   

 So, for the kūpuna, the charateristic of a poʻo kumu shows up in two very big ways.  

First, is pilina.  Leading with the heart supercedes leading with the head.  Pilina cannot be 

achieved through head knowledge.  Pilina involves connecting and relating to the community 

through the heart.  According to Kela, this is the first requirement of a proper poʻo kumu for 

Waiʻanae’s children (Kela, personal communication, October 25, 2016).  Second, poʻo kumu 

must be willing to meaningfully engage and work with the community—including parents, 

teachers, and students—in informing the educational process for Waiʻanae’s children.  If our 

children are to kūlia i ka nuʻu (strive for the summit), as the title of this section suggests, then 

principals will have to open the school’s doors to let the community in.  Schooling our children 

really should be a kākou thing.             

 Kumu: Characteristics, Interactions, and Values. 

...current and future Native Hawaiian educators, and educators of Hawaiian students, 

[need] to self-reflect and analyze their own practices, including their personal teaching 

style, classroom management, relevance of curriculum, authenticity of assessments, etc.  

...educators [need to] be open to the process of ‘unlearning,’ as they examine their 

fundamental values relating to education, and re-assess their priorities.  (Kahakalau, 

2012, p. 3)    
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 Before speaking about the kinds of teachers the kūpuna desired for their community, they 

first took the time to acknowledge the current teacher problem for the Waiʻanae Coast.  For 

many decades, the Waiʻanae community has had to deal with the problem of “the change of 

teachers” (Kūkaʻi, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  One participant shared, “I wonda 

of the 600-some-odd teacher shortage that we have [in Hawaiʻi] …of all the places that gotta 

have no moa teacha, I wonda how much percentage [of new teachers] we [Waiʻanae] going en’ 

up wit’” (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  Another participant added, “You 

talk about the revolving door [teachers walk through] …we all have similar stories” (Kahawai, 

personal communication, August 4, 2016).  As Kahawai ended his statement, as noted in the 

observation notes, all of the kūpuna at the table nodded their heads vehemently in seeming 

affirmation that they indeed had similar stories concerning the revolving door.  Kahawai 

explained that the way in which teachers entered and left the coast every year was like a 

revolving door (Kahawai, personal communication, August 4, 2016).  With the exodus of 

teachers experienced each year, principals are often forced to fill vacancies with substitute 

teachers, many of whom stay in place long term (Terrell, 2015).  

 As has been the trend for Waiʻanae, new teachers are often recruited from the mainland 

and are placed into Waiʻanae schools to fill vacated teaching positions.  Oftentimes, these new 

teachers to Waiʻanae are also newcomers to the islands.  Having little knowledge of the culture 

of their new school, community, or their new teaching profession, many do not even stay for the 

entire school year before transferring to other school districts or other professions (Koki, 1992).  

To address the cultural mismatch between newcomers and the community, Pīkake, a kupuna 

participant, asked, “How do we [as a community] help them [teachers] understand what’s real 

here [in Waiʻanae] and how to see our children well?” (Pīkake, personal communication, 
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October 25, 2016).  To illustrate her point of the cultural mismatch, Pīkake provided an example 

of how teachers should not interact with Waiʻanae’s children: 

 ...teachers come to classrooms filled with children who were brought up in cultural ways.  

How do you [a new teacher] communicate with people you basically have no ability to 

understand?  You speaking different languages.  When you [newcomers] say ʻhelp’ and 

we [Hawaiians] say ‘help,’ we’re saying different things.  When I say ‘help’…I mean 

[that] if this kid ask me for da answer, I going give ʻem to him.  That’s help.  That’s how 

I’m taught.  In your [American] system, you call that cheating, but it’s not [culturally, to 

Hawaiians].  This kid don’t know the answer.  I know the answer.  My job is to give 

[him] the answer and help explain how I got that answer, but [when that happens] the 

teacher descends [shrieking], “Stop cheating!”  [The teacher] busts through our culture 

and makes us feel like crap!  And you know, that kind of basic cultural misunderstanding 

and misinterpretation is going on all the time.  (Pīkake, personal communication, October 

25, 2016) 

Another kupuna shared, regarding this phenomenon, “I don’t know what’s right or wrong—that 

the kids cannot get along with the teacher or that the teacher doesn’t do anything for the kids—

but we see a lot of this problem working with the schools” (Kūkaʻi, personal communication, 

August 2, 2016).   

 So, the kūpuna discussed some of the things new teachers need to understand if they want 

to get along in the Waiʻanae community.  Their discussion described what teachers would be like 

in their new school vision, how teachers would interact with children, and what values teachers 

would uphold.  Of greatest importance, was pilina (relationship, connection).  “In teaching and 

learning, building relationship to the kumu [teacher] and haumāna [students] is of the primary 
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importance.  In learning, building understanding of this all-encompassing pilina is of paramount 

importance” (Kamehameha Schools [KS], 2014c).  Taking time to build pilina is a priority for 

teachers to get to know their students and the community.  Of greater importance, however, is 

that students begin to know their teachers.  So, participants described how to begin building 

pilina.  First, in Hawaiʻi, it is common that when meeting someone for the first time, that among 

the first inquiries after exchanging names is, “Wea you from? (Where do you come from).”  

Relating to place is culturally significant to Hawaiians (Kawakami, 1999; Laenui, 2000; ʻĀina 

Aloha, 2017).  The ʻōlelo noʻeau, “He aliʻi ka ʻāina, he kauā ke kanaka,” describes how 

Hawaiians relate to the ʻāina as chief, while regarding humans as merely the land’s servants 

(Pukui, 1983).  Thus, building pilina involves revealing one’s place—where you come from and 

how you were raised (Pīkake, personal communication, October 25, 2016).  This begins to share 

the relationship of place, both for teachers and students.   

Second, is the revealing of some personal information—how you find yourself in this 

community, why you became a teacher, and why teaching is important to you (Pīkake, personal 

communication, October 25, 2016).  Third, and perhaps of greater importance is the revealing of 

one’s intentions—why you do this work and what you hope to bring to and get from this 

community (Pīkake, personal communication, October 25, 2016).  For Hawaiians, relationships 

are based on reciprocity, which is key to getting along in Hawaiʻi.  Whether relating to people, 

the land, or whatever one can have a relationship with, relationships for Hawaiians are always 

reciprocal in nature.  

 When addressing what teachers would be like and how they would interact with the 

children, the kūpuna referred to the need for teachers to have aloha (care, love, kindness, 

compassion).  Kela stated, “I need to see teachers who are invested, and not for money [but] 
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because our kids need to feel that care” (Kela, personal communication, August 18, 2016).  Kela 

continued, “…a great deal has to do with the commitment of teachers.  …You have to bond 

[and] build trust.  It’s hard with thirty students in a class, but educators that do this [bond] stay 

with these children forever” (Kela, August 18, 2016).  Although difficult to understand, uniquely 

Hawaiian concepts such as aloha and pilina are not learned as translated concepts.  They are 

learned through naʻau (KS, 2014c).  Trying to understand them from a place other than one’s 

naʻau is difficult.  Thus, the tremendous importance placed on these values and how they allow 

one to function within a Native Hawaiian community often does not make sense to an outsider to 

a community like Waiʻanae.  And yet, for the kūpuna, these are the very values teachers need to 

uphold in order to gain access to the community and to its children.  The kūpuna shared fond 

remembrances of their experiences with teachers who impacted their lives as students because 

the teachers made time to nurture and build pilina with them as students.  Kahawai said, “I had 

one Hawaiian teacher, and she was wonderful” (Kahawai, August 4, 2016).  Kanela shared, 

“Mrs. Kai and Mr. Wilson, they came from Nānākuli Homestead.  They loved us.  They believed 

in us, and that made a difference” (Kanela, personal communication, August 4, 2016).   

Teachers who did caring things (showed aloha) for their students growing up, those who 

took their personal time to make home-school visits to teach bedridden children or talk with 

parents about their children’s progress in school (Kanela, personal communication, August 4, 

2016) are still fondly remembered because they took the time to build relationships with and 

show aloha for their students and students’ families.  These types of interactions between 

teachers, students, and families exemplify the practice of pilina and aloha that are integral to the 

Hawaiian people.  Kela shared, “I hear my kids talking about teachers that did [caring] things for 

them.  I remember teachers that did those things for me growing up too” (Kela, personal 
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communication, August 18, 2016).  These values of pilina and aloha have been a constant way of 

life for Native Hawaiians. The kūpuna desire that these values be evident in teachers to whom 

this community entrusts its children.              

 In addition, the kūpuna desire that newcomers understand, through the eyes of the 

community, how Waiʻanae came to be as it is today, and that although poverty is a part of this 

community, it is not the whole picture (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  In her 

closing words, Pīkake stated:  

If you need my help, ask me.  If you want to know something about this community, ask 

a parent…  When you go to a gathering, make sure you have food.  Don’t go empty 

handed.  Come with a question.  Come with a story.  Here is how you get along in this 

community.  (Pīkake, personal communication, October 25, 2016). 

 The discussion of kumu (teachers) for the Waiʻanae Coast began with the kūpuna 

identifying the current problem the coast has with teacher shortages caused by the constant influx 

and exodus of teachers.  The discussion then moved to the values teachers need to uphold when 

working with the children, namely pilina, aloha, and reciprocation.  Next, kūpuna talked about 

how to interact with the students to build pilina, trust, and lasting bonds.  Kūpuna then shared 

that teachers should be committed, caring, and invested in the children and the community.  The 

kūpuna ended the discussion with the need to have newcomers take the time to understand the 

truth about how the community became as it is today.  Then, the kūpuna put forth outstretched 

arms offering their aloha and support for incoming teachers.  Pīkake summed it up best in saying, 

“All we want to know is that you [teachers] are human.  We want to know where your heart 

beats.  We want to know that you can appreciate our children and our community” (Pīkake, 

personal communication, October 25, 2016).   As noted in the observation notes, every 
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participant seemed to be in agreement that the teachers of their children are caring, committed 

adults who take the time to build relationships with students and are open to understanding the 

truth about Waiʻanae.   

School Environment  

 “If we can get the schools to just...let our kids go in the ocean.  What’s wrong with letting 

our kids go in the ocean?” (Koa, personal communication, October 2, 2016)  

 When asked about what the school environment might be like in their newly envisioned 

school, the kūpuna did not hesitate in sharing their manaʻo (thought, opinion).  Immediately,  

Kanela exclaimed, “Not everything has to be in the classroom!  My school would be open doors.  

Our children gotta get outta the classroom.  That’s how [they] learn” (Kanela, personal 

communication, August 4, 2016).  As keen observers of the environment, Hawaiians were aware 

of how the land shapes people and how different physical environments impact our way of life 

(Kahakalau, 2012).  As such, an open door school would allow teachers the choice of holding 

classes indoors or outdoors, as both would provide a proper learning environment.  Another 

kupuna shared,  “Every time we have class we have to connect it to ʻāina.  I never envisioned [a] 

school [building] itself.  I just see work areas.  No walls” (Kela, personal communication, 

August 18, 2016).  The idea of a school without walls acknowledges that learning happens 

everywhere, and not just in a four-walled school building.  Connecting children to ʻāina, land and 

sea, provides ongoing opportunities for learners to establish genuine, reciprocal relationships 

between people, the environment, and the spiritual world (Kahakalau, 2012).  Seeing the 

environment as “one of our primary teachers and texts” (Kahakalau, 2012, p. 4) provides 

educational opportunities that align with Hawaiian ways of learning.  For these kūpuna, science, 



	
   102	
  

for example, can be just as easily learned on a beach as it could in a classroom (Kanela, personal 

communication, August 4, 2016).  

 In further describing the learning spaces kūpuna envision for their new school, Kela 

shared that “...it would have to be a safe place where the children can learn to make choices and 

where they can practice [and] truly experience that kind of life and learning” (Kela, personal 

communication, August 18, 2016).  The idea of learning through hands-on, experiential 

opportunities (experiential learning) is not a new idea.  The notion of learning by doing (practice) 

finds its history as early as the 4th century B.C.  Experiential education recognizes the “value of 

experience as a tool in the creation of knowledge and the fostering of human development” 

(“History of Experiential Learning,” n.d.).  Since ancient times, Hawaiian children learned in the 

style of  ma ka hana ka ʻike or learning by doing (Pukui, 1983).  Kūpuna named the places where 

hands-on, experiential learning could happen for their children.  Such places as “...the ʻāina, the 

ocean, the mountains...perhaps a farm...or a garden” (Kela, personal communication, August 18, 

2016), were mentioned.  “It can be any site that is ʻused’” (Kela, personal communication, 

August 18, 2016).  An example of a site that is “used” is one where kūpuna saw students 

restoring, cleaning, and renovating land that could be used for planting and growing food.  “The 

whole place [for learning] could be a garden, [and] students can even make their own lunches 

from the food they grow” (Kela, personal communication, August 18, 2016).  What the kupuna 

describe here is the cultural way Hawaiians taught their children to sustain themselves in their 

environment and to understand their kuleana (responsibility, privilege) to take care of the land 

for the generations after them (Kahakalau, 2012).  Learning in such manner impresses on 

children not only fundamental principles of education but also cultural traditions, behavioral and 

moral values, and responsibility (Chun, 2006a).  Tending the land and taking it from barren to 
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flourishing provides life-long experiences that inspire children as they reach adulthood (Kela, 

personal communication, August 18, 2016).  Ideally, Waiʻanae students will be able to pursue 

the activity of Hawaiian land stewardship and the scientific principles related to it with equal 

passion because they will recognize the relationships between the two (P. Laenui, as cited in 

Parker, 2001). 

 In addition, the kūpuna identified that there is room in these living classrooms for 

teachers to partner with Hawaiian cultural practitioners in educating the children.  When these 

kūpuna were growing up, they related that they were able to learn from their kūpuna who were 

practitioners, able to teach because they lived their craft.  Whether they were masters at fishing 

or storytelling, their pupils learned by listening and doing under the tutelage of the master 

practitioner.  Kela shared, “This is how I learned as a girl.  They [practitioners] were role models 

for me coming up in the world.  They taught, they shared, they modeled, they talked, and I 

listened.  That’s how I learned” (Kela personal communication, August 18, 2016).  For the 

kūpuna, part of the new school system they imagine for Waiʻanae’s children is the disciplined 

practice of observing, listening, and practicing under living masters in living outdoor classrooms.  

 The kūpuna described the environment for their newly envisioned school in several ways.  

First, the kūpuna talked of the physical environment describing it as an open doors school where 

choices could be made to teach both indoors or outdoors, as both are of value.  They also talked 

of a school without walls or buildings.  Instead, school would provide work areas where children 

could learn.  Next, the kūpuna shared that the learning spaces should be physically and 

intellectually safe places for learners to experience, apply, and practice newly acquired 

knowledge and where students could also learn how to safely exercise making choices.  Among 

such experiential learning spaces are farms, gardens, the ocean, and the mountains.  Finally, the 
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kūpuna talked about a platform for teachers to co-teach with cultural practitioners through the 

application of basic cultural ways of learning—observation, listening, and then practicing.  The 

significance of these points is that all of the kūpuna agreed, that although there is merit in 

learning indoors, that taking learning out of the four-walled classroom and into the environment 

is a far better way for Waiʻanae’s children to learn.  Just sitting at desks does not engage children 

(Ikalia, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  Children need to go outdoors and should not 

just be contained in a classroom (Kanela, personal communication, August 4, 2016).  Take them 

to the streams (Kahawai, personal communication, September 29, 2016), connect them to the 

mountains (Kela, personal communication, August 18, 2016), let them learn hands-on (Kūkaʻi, 

personal communication, August 2, 2016).  This is the way the participants envision the learning 

environment should be for their Waiʻanae children.            

A Community Definition of Success 

No show off.  We shame say ‘success’.  As a Native Hawaiian we don’t toot our own 

horn.  No one talks about success as a group because of teaching to be humble.  We are 

proud but not loud.  Westerners [Americans] are proud and loud and boastful.  (Kanela, 

personal communication, August 4, 2016) 

 Perhaps one of the most interesting findings, which also is an element of the participants’ 

new school vision, is the need for success to be defined through the lens of the Waiʻanae 

community.  

 When asked the question, “What does it mean to be a successful Native Hawaiian adult in 

Waiʻanae today, and what does it mean to be successful 10 years from now?”  The kūpuna 

participants became uneasy.  Consistently, periods of silence as long as forty-five seconds 

followed this question and others like it.  Further inquiries probing the topic were met with, 
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“Hmmmmmmm...,” followed by more silence and pondering looks as if the question did not 

make any sense.  Sometimes kūpuna asked for the question to be repeated hoping it would clear 

up their apparent confusion, but its retort was always a puzzled, “Hmmmmmmm...,” as before.  

Other non-verbal signs such as kūpuna looking down at their feet to avoid eye contact with 

anyone, expressions of silent blank stares, frumpled brows as if confused, throat clearing, 

sniffling noises, and sighs, or looking at one another as if waiting for someone else to answer, 

were bountiful in the group.  One could feel the tension in the room as the silence continued.  

Finally, one kupuna, Kela, began, “Successful?  Successful?  Hmmm...how do you define 

success in the Western world versus how do you define it in the cultural world?  I think that’s 

where it’s confusing.  I [thought]…ʻlike, what is she saying?’” (Kela, personal communication, 

October 25, 2016).  Another kupuna, Kahawai, shared, “...there’s many measures of a successful 

person.  So...you really have to define what you mean by successful.  From whose perspective?” 

(Kahawai, personal communication, September 29, 2016).  This phenomenon of conflict 

between Western (Euro-American) and cultural understanding pervaded the discussions of 

success in each interview session, with kūpuna putting forth similar verbal and non-verbal 

responses.  One kupuna, Kanela, not willing to speak of success in the focus group, was more 

comfortable phoning me after the interview to share her thoughts.  She began with, “I no like say 

‘success’ in front of the others in the focus group.  Shame” (Kanela, personal communication, 

August 4, 2016).    

 Based on a dictionary definition alone, success, through a Western lens, is defined as “the 

attainment of wealth, position, honors, or the like” (Dictionary.com, n.d.).  To the kūpuna 

participants, success is better defined through four aspects: ʻohana (family), service to 

community, personal success, and being pono (upright, moral).   
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 First, the kūpuna believe that “our people are successful when they provide for their 

ʻohana (family)” (Kanela, personal communication, August, 4, 2016).  The ability to “make 

enough money to live comfortably” (Kahawai, personal communication, Septermber 29, 2016) 

and to “provide a place for a family to live” (Pīkake, personal communication, October 25, 

2016), that is success.  To be able to “get food for [a] family and put it on the table...that is 

success” (Pīkake, personal communication, October 25, 2016).  To “...have family 

harmony...where the family is close and tight and supportive of one another, that is the most 

successful you can be.  But, if you are alientated from your kids or your marriage, then are you 

successful?” (Kahawai, personal communication, September 29, 2016).  Then, Kahawai put his 

head down, closed his eyes and shook his head from side to side indicating his answer was “no.”  

To Kahawai, separation from family or alientation from your children or marriage is not a sign of 

a successful person. 

 Second, the kūpuna saw success as “giving back to the community” (Mokuea, personal 

communication, August 2, 2016).  Whether exemplified through leading a community exercise 

class, coaching high school football, providing scholarships for Waiʻanae students, or educating 

school children, working with and being in service to the community is a mark of success 

(Mokuea, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  Using one’s abilities to serve the 

community is the “perfect example of success because you stayed in the community” (Kela, 

personal communication, October 25, 2016).  For these kūpuna, “staying in the community” does 

not mean that children are discouraged from venturing outside of Waiʻanae to experience life.  

That was not, in fact, the case for Kanela who shared, “Our children have to go out and learn 

from...outside and bring it back to their home and community.  You can leave Waiʻanae, but you 
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must come back to the community and be a role model for others” (Kanela, personal 

communication, August 4, 2016).   

 Third, to be in service of the community—the whole—as opposed to being individualistic 

or self-serving is of great importance to the Kūpuna.  However, there is room for personal 

success, as well.  The kūpuna explained that individual success that is experienced as positive 

self-worth is acceptable for Hawaiians and is not in opposition to the value of haʻahaʻa 

(humility).  For example, that people feel empowered by the work they do in the community—

whether it is a job or involvement in church— if they feel like they are making a difference and 

their self-worth feels good, then that is personal success that is acceptable and not against 

haʻahaʻa (Kahawai, personal communication, September 29, 2016).  Also, if one is regarded as 

someone people can rely on, and if that person has good, positive friends that make them feel 

supported, then that is success for that individual (Kahawai, personal communication, September 

29, 2016).  The idea is that success should never be the basis for behaving with arrogance or 

disdain.  Remaining haʻahaʻa is the pono (moral) thing to do.           

 Finally, the kūpuna talked about success having to be displayed in a pono manner.  Pono 

is an “overarching belief system that defines the right way to live” (Chun, 2006b, p. V).  Pono is 

a state of being.  Pono can be defined by such words as righteous, moral, correct, proper, and 

much, much more, yet pono is better described through one’s actions than defined using words 

(Chun, 2006b).  Pono people are always dependable, always friendly, and always helpful.  They 

have good mana (spiritual power) and work diligently to help the community and the family unit 

(Lee, 2006).  Thus, the acts described in the sharings of the kūpuna, written in the previous 

paragraphs, are also examples of being pono.  The examples of being in service to others and to 

the community—making a difference; working; supporting friends; providing for one’s family; 
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having family harmony; being a role model for others; using one’s abilities to serve others; and 

returning to the community after experiencing the outside world—are all descriptions of what it 

means to be pono.  The acts of providing exercise classes for the community, teaching the 

children, coaching football, or providing student scholarships are also examples of being pono.  

Lee (2006) offers: 

If it is good, if it is in blance, if it is right, if it helps, if it is righteous, if it corrects, if it is 

responsible, if it is caring, if it is humble, if it is peaceful, if it honors, it is pono...The 

kanaka maoli (indigenous people) didn’t speak of right or wrong, but whether or not it 

was pono.  (p. 69) 

For the kūpuna, the practice of being pono is an integral part of everyday life.  A school, such as 

the kūpuna propose, provides opportunity for children to exercise being pono in their daily 

interactions with ʻāina and with each other. 

 The initial responses of the kūpuna, when asked to define success, conjured displays of 

uneasiness.  Long moments of silence, blank stares, avoidance behaviors, and sometimes vocal 

tics signaled the displeasure and confusion in the group, which seemed related to the differing 

ways Westerners/Euro-Americans and Native Hawaiians view success.  Through their 

discussions, four aspects emerged that better represented what success looks like for these 

Hawaiian kūpuna.  First, the kūpuna described success in terms of the ʻohana or family unit.  A 

successful person is able to provide the basic needs of a family, including housing and food, and 

has the ability to ensure close and supportive familial relationships.  Second, the kūpuna 

described success in terms of service to the community.  This included serving community needs 

through applying one’s talents and abilities to assist others, being a role model for younger 

generations, and venturing outside of the community to learn and then return to be a positive 
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asset to the community.  Third, the kūpuna described what personal success looks like.  Personal 

success is acceptable when experienced as gaining positive self-worth through one’s work, 

service, and being reliable to others.  Finally, the kūpuna described success in relation to being 

pono.  Being pono entailed being friendly, reliable, helpful, and in service.  Pono people strive to 

live uprightly and morally in all they do.  These four aspects of success, as defined by the 

participants, are significant as every one of the kūpuna fully agreed to each of them.  Further, 

being able to communicate what success looks like from a cultural lens helped to set the group at 

ease from the initial conundrum that began the discussion.  Determining achievment through 

these cultural ways is a better picture of what success for Waiʻanae looks like.  

Conclusion 

 The moʻolelo (story) of education on the Waiʻanae Coast as told through the voices of 

her elders, Nā leo o nā kūpuna, is captured in this chapter.  The injustices suffered through 

Hawaiʻi’s Americanization under American colonizers, and the resulting effects of historical 

trauma, are still felt in Hawaiʻi, especially in rural areas such as Waiʻanae.  Native Hawaiian 

children continue to struggle under the current education system. 

 This chapter portrayed some of the struggles Native Hawaiian children encounter in 

schools on the Waiʻanae Coast under the current school system.  The kūpuna moʻolelo includes 

the previously mentioned injustices due to colonization and historical trauma.  They talk about 

the cultural misunderstandings and misinterpretations that play out in the way teachers 

negatively interacted, in times past, and continue to interact, currently, with Waiʻanae’s students.  

They shared their observances of the problems with the structure of education in Waiʻanae that 

do not honor the cultural ways of the Hawaiian people.  They also offered their vision for a new 

school process that better aligns with Waiʻanae’s ideals for its students, families, and 
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community.  Their vision includes relevant ways of teaching, school staffing, school 

environments, and a community definition of success that embraces cultural values and cultural 

ways of knowing, being, learning, and doing.   

 The kind of educative opportunities that Waiʻanae deserves and yearns for is one that is 

connected—to place, to people, to the ancients that preceded us, to heart, to spirit, to ʻāina—the 

kind of connected learning that requires: 

 ...time on the ʻāina, at the kai (ocean), feeling the wind on your face, the sun on your 

back, the mud in between your toes, the rain on your skin.  Time to sit and listen to 

stories; time to remember and re-tell them.  (hoʻomanawanui, 2012)   

Chapter four is the story of education on the Waiʻanae Coast through nā leo o nā kūpuna—the 

voices of the elders.  It is a historical account of education on the coast that looks forward to a 

hopeful future for Waiʻanae.   
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CHAPTER 5 

PĪPĪ HOLO KAʻAO 

 My history in Waiʻanae began with my grandparents, Rose Schutte and Harry Kaʻawai, 

and continued through my father, Delwin Kuʻuipoaloha Beazley, Sr. and my mother, Mary 

Puaʻala Marciel.  Dad hails from Kapahulu where he lived with his aunt.  He also spent time with 

his grandmother growing up in Kapaka before moving to Nānākuli to live with his parents.  

Mom is a Maui girl who grew up in Hāna, attended school in Honolulu, and landed in Nānākuli 

where she eventually met and married my dad.  They have been together for nearly sixty 

years...and still counting. 

 Dad retired from the Honolulu Fire Department.  His work schedule allowed lots of time 

for his favorite hobby, fishing.  Dad was an avid fisherman in his younger days.  Whether he was 

whipping, bambooing, bottom fishing, trolling, Hawaiian throw-netting, or diving, we kids (there 

were four of us younger kids) would tag along to join in the fun.  I remember exploring the reefs 

and tidepools or catching smaller reef fish with a bamboo pole, as Dad fished from shore.  My 

favorite fish to eat was fried kole (yellow-eyed surgeon) or halalū (fry of the big-eyed scad), 

which when fried to a crisp was like eating potato chips (maybe even better).  When Dad went 

trolling, it meant leaving the harbor before sunrise and returning near sunset.  If he was lucky, an 

early catch meant an earlier homecoming.  I hated trolling as I always got seasick, and Dad did 

not believe in bringing us back to shore to relieve our discomfort.  “Eat something.  It’ll make 

you feel better,” he would say.  “Sure,” I thought to myself, retching for the fifth time in the day.  

Once, my younger sister, Malia, while home from college, got seasick when trolling with Dad.  

They were out at Kaʻena, the point furthest west on Oʻahu.  He refused to bring her back to the 

harbor.  Instead, he gave her some quarters, drove his boat as close to shore as he could at 
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Keawaʻula, then told her to jump overboard and swim to shore.  “Call Mom from the payphone,” 

he yelled after her. Then he waited until she reached the sand before heading out for more 

trolling.  Thank God the payphone was working as it was a long trek home in bare feet and 

swimwear. 

 Mom retired from the Department of Education.  In her younger days she spent her off 

times coaching my brothers’ little league baseball team, the Astros (and of course, Dad was gone 

fishing).  “You’d better make time to come watch your boys play ball,” she scolded.  “Before 

you know it they’ll be grown.  You’ll never be able to get these days back.”  Eventually, Dad 

conceded and even wound up coaching Pop Warner football.  So, we grew up playing every kind 

of ball there was to play, all year around.  Mom and Dad also participated in adult leagues.  

Outside of organized leagues, we continued to enjoy fishing and other ocean activities common 

to Hawaiʻi.     

 Life growing up in Waiʻanae was good.  Athletics helped us to be involved with many 

community-based events, allowing us to forge relationships with countless other Waiʻanae 

families.  These bonds remain today, spanning over five generations.  Our Waiʻanae roots and 

love for this place run deep.  “In Hawaiʻi, many stories don’t end with happily ever after.  Our 

stories often end with pīpī holo kaʻao—the tale runs, the story continues” (Mākua, Meyer, & 

Wakinekona, 2017).  As I help to raise my grandson, and watch my sibblings raise their 

grandchildren and great grandchildren in this community, I know that our story here is still 

unfolding—pīpī holo kaʻao—the story continues.   
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Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to gather the community’s perspective of education on the 

Waiʻanae Coast of Oʻahu, Hawaiʻi through the views of its kūpuna (elders)—examining how the 

education process offered to Waiʻanae’s students has successfully/not successfully prepared 

them for adult life and how they envision a new education process that better aligns with the 

community’s goals and ideals for its children.  This final chapter includes the impacts, 

limitations, and implications connected to this study.  Section I: Impacts concludes with Nā 

Honua Mauli Ola: Nā Ala ʻIke (cultural pathways).  “Nā ala ʻike supports culturally relevant 

approaches that also embrace learning through the Hawaiian language, culture, history, and 

tradition” (“Nā Honua Mauli Ola,” n.d., p. 2).  Nā Honua Mauli Ola (n.d.) writes, “These 

pathways can be used in many educational settings, and will contribute greatly to the diversity of 

curriculum and teacher training and to the enrichment of schools, programs and cultural learning 

environments” (p. 2).  They are included in this section to highlight and clarify what the kūpuna 

participants desire as a shift in focus from teaching/learning about Hawaiian cultural heritage to 

teaching/learning through Hawaiian language, culture, and heritage (Native Hawaiian Education 

Council [NHEC], 2002).  

Part I: Impacts 

 The impacts of this study appear in several ways.  They are discussed in this section. 

Criticalness of Kūpuna  

 The kūpuna were critical in their regard for the current education system.  The critical 

nature of their words seemed to stem from an irrepressible ache over the on-going injustices 

suffered by Native Hawaiian children in an American school system—a school system that has 

not honored Native Hawaiian cultural ways or values.  Despite their criticalness, the kūpuna did 
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not dwell on complaining over the injustices suffered at the hands of American colonizers.  

Rather, they were interested in healing for their nation and hope for the future through a more 

socially just education that prepares students to be 21st century Hawaiians.  With this heart, the 

kūpuna told their moʻolelo (story) of education and the recommended changes for the future of 

their community.  “Knowing the past, helps us understand the present, which in turn assists us in 

our efforts to create a better future” (Kahakalau, 2015, p. 5).  Thus, it is the vast wisdom gained 

through a lifetime of experiences, that enables these kūpuna to inform educational change for 

Native Hawaiians.    

A Need for Systems Change 

 Consistent throughout this research has been the echoing refrain regarding an educational 

system whose primarily Western/Euro-American-lensed—often deficit-based—offerings have 

been grossly disconnected from the cultural values of this community.  There is an on-going call 

by the Native Hawaiian community for shifts to be made in the educational process.  This entails 

a change in focus toward a more culturally-based education.  Examples described by the kūpuna 

include applying ʻāina-based, cultural-based, gift-based, and holistic methods of instruction.  It 

also incorporates the use of traditional Hawaiian values.  Such an education values the rich 

heritage and cultural understandings of the ancestral place and people of Hawaiʻi. 

 Surfacing in this study was the historical account of how the Waiʻanae community has 

experienced education on the coast for many generations.  Historically, Waiʻanae’s education 

system has been plagued with problems that continue to negatively affect Native Hawaiian 

students.  To address the myriad of problems on the coast, participants provided their vision of a 

new school process for Waiʻanae’s children.  This vision is detailed later in this chapter.   
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 Another finding was that many cultural lessons, instead of being taught in schools, have 

been taught through interactions in the family unit and are separated from schooling experiences.  

This is due to the disregard and devaluing by the school system of the cultural ways of 

Hawaiians as an effective way to educate children.  This has been a result of the Euro-American-

centric nature of the school system.  To counter and perhaps correct the current story of 

education on the coast, kūpuna voiced the need for a more culturally aligned school system that 

incorporates cultural ways of knowing and being.  

Critical Change Suggestions: Toward a (K)New School Process 

 Meyer (2003) states, “Often research within the Hawaiian community has historically 

been exploitative and misrepresentative” (p. 186).  It is a familiar story that Native Hawaiian 

students, particularly from the Waiʻanae Coast, score lower on achievement assessments than 

their non-Hawaiian peers in all academic areas (DOE 2015a; DOE, 2015b).  Yet as federal and 

state mandates continue to heavy handedly suppress schools in rural areas like Waiʻanae, 

prescribed programs meant to close student achievement gaps may actually be counterproductive 

with such programs failing to make significant improvements in student achievement 

(Kanaʻiaupuni, 2010).  What seems to be missing from the countless on-going attempts of the 

federal and state departments of education to make improvements in schools, is the voice of the 

community in informing education for its own children.  This study gives the community a voice 

in telling their story. 

 “Knowledge has a genesis, it has a place of origin, …Knowledge is shaped by what 

culture believes are ‘best practices.’  It is not something that is reinvented every generation” 

(Meyer, 2001).  The informing of a new school process comes from an old knowledge that our 
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ancestors already knew.  Thus, new knowledge is really (k)new knowledge (Manulani Aluli 

Meyer, June 17, 2016, personal communication)  

 Critical Change Suggestions: Discussing Relevant Ways of Teaching.  As previously 

touched upon, the kūpuna described a need for a more culturally aligned school process that 

includes indigenous ways of learning, knowing, and being most familiar to the ways in which 

many, but certainly not all, Native Hawaiian children learn best.  Four themes with related sub-

themes emerged from the data to inform a new school process for Waiʻanae.  They are: teaching 

in relevant ways (‘āina-based, gift-based, culture-based, and holistic), school staffing (poʻo kumu 

and kumu), school environment (physical and intellectually safe learning spaces), and a 

community definition of success defined in terms of ʻohana, service to community, personal 

success, and being pono.  

 ʻĀina-based education means students and teachers are able to learn in various outdoor 

spaces through explorations and expeditions in the land.  This outdoor space provides a living, 

learning laboratory.  Through ʻāina-based learning, children can understand their familial 

relations to natural elements, as well as their kuleana to take care of the land for the generations 

after them (Kahakalau, 2012).    

 Kanaʻiaupuni, Ledward, and Malone (2017) write, “Learners thrive with culture-based 

education (CBE), especially Indigenous students who experience positive socioemotional and 

other outcomes when teachers are high CBE users and when learning in high-CBE school 

environments” (p. 311).  Kanaʻiaupuni et al., (2017) go on to say that “CBE refers to approaches 

to teaching and learning evolving from (but not fixed in) the languages, values, norms, 

knowledges, beliefs, practices, experiences, and places that are foundational to Indigenous or 

other cultural groups” (p. 318).  
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 Gift-based education is a strengths-based approach to learning.  It entails recognizing the 

gift or strength in a student and teaching to that gift or strength.  It also entails allowing the 

student to explore and practice using that gift or strength (Pīkake, personal communication, 

August 2, 2016).   

 Holistic learning means that the educational experiences of students are connected across 

the curriculum and learning is occurring in multiple ways throughout the school day (Kahawai, 

personal communication, August 4, 2016).   

 Following is a discussion of the remaining elements the kūpuna identified as being a part 

of their new school vision. It includes school staff, school environment, and a community 

definition of success.   

 Critical Change Suggestions: Discussing School Staff, School Environment, and a 

Community Definition of Success. 

 School Staff.  Culturally, Hawaiians are a relational people.  Relationships between 

people, land, and deity were reciprocal (Noyes, 2003).  In a community where relationships are 

key, kūpuna desire that poʻo kumu (principals) are able to nurture pilina and be able and willing 

to work with the community in informing education for their children (Ikalia, personal 

communication, August 2, 2016; Kela personal communication, August 18, 2016).         

 In like manner, it is desirous of kumu (teachers) to be committed to Waiʻanae’s students 

and the community.  The challenge of recruiting and retaining teachers on the coast has been an 

on-going battle (Terrell, 2015).  The kūpuna desire that teachers that do come to teach in schools 

on the coast uphold the values of pilina (relationships, connections) and aloha (care, love) (Kela, 

personal communication, August 18, 2016).  Being able to establish and nurture positive 

relationships with students and the community is expected of teachers who are given charge of 
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children.  Teachers must be committed to and invested in the children and the community.  

Newcomers to the coast must also be willing to learn about and to value the community, 

including its history and hopes for the future (Pīkake, personal communication, August 2, 2016).  

 School Environment.  I believe that Hawaiʻi is unique in that its weather patterns are 

very consistent, with only minor changes in temperature throughout the year.  With consistently 

temperate conditions, Hawaiʻi offers the most suitable opportunities for teaching outdoors all 

year around.  This is exactly where kūpuna want their children to be taught, in the outdoor 

classrooms that surround them from the mountains to the sea.  They envision a campus that is 

“open-doors” (Kanela, personal communication, August 4, 2016), where not everything has to be 

learned in a traditional four-walled classroom but could take place on the beach, in the forest, or 

on a farm.  Consisting of typical school buildings (or any buildings, for that matter) is not a 

campus priority for the kūpuna.  “Work areas [and] no walls” (Kela, personal communication, 

August 18, 2016) where students can learn through experiencing and connecting with the world 

around them is the order of the day.  The ability for students to learn in the natural contexts in 

which life happens—including the school life of science, reading, social studies, and 

mathematics—is the kind of school campus kūpuna look forward to having for their children.  

The school environment must provide physical safety, as well as intellectual safety where 

students can practice their culture, experience learning, practice making choices, and practice 

and experiment with newly acquired knowledge (Kela, personal communication, August 18, 

2016).    

 Community Definition of Success.  For the Waiʻanae Coast, success through the eyes of 

the kūpuna participants can be defined through four aspects—ʻohana, service to community, 

personal success, and being pono.   
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 When one is able to care for his or her family by providing adequate food, shelter, and 

money for basic living needs, then one is considered to be successful.  Also, establishing and 

nurturing positive family relationships and being able to sustain family harmony, is also a 

demonstration of success related to ʻohana.   

 Service to community is a second aspect of demonstrating success.  Serving the 

community with one’s gifts, talents, and strengths is success (Kahawai, personal communication, 

September 29, 2016).  Even if one ventures outside of Waiʻanae to experience life, it is expected 

that he or she will return to the community to serve its needs and to be a role model for others 

(Kanela, personal communication, August 14, 2016).  Whether displayed through coaching an 

athletic team, teaching, providing scholarships for children, or through another way, service to 

community exemplifies success (Mokuea, personal communication, August 2, 2016).   

 If one has positive self-worth, has positive relationships with friends, and is a reliable 

person able and willing to serve others, then that is personal success.  Being selfish, exploitive of 

others, or treating others with arrogance, is not an acceptable way to be personally successful 

(Kahawai, personal communication, September 29, 2016).   

 The final demonstration of success is in being pono.  Acts that are righteous, good, 

humble, honoring, responsible and caring are pono.  To be greedy, act foolishly, bring sadness to 

another, or to do wrong is ponoʻole (not being pono) (Lee, 2006).  “[Hawaiians] did not speak of 

right or wrong, but whether or not it was pono” (Lee, 2006, p. 69).        

 This section discussed the final three aspects of a new school vision.  It included 

information on school staffing, school environment, and a community definition of success.  
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Impacts on the Researcher 

 I entered the field of education to be a committed teacher for the children on the 

Waiʻanae Coast.  Becoming a teacher was a challenge to myself to “put my money where my 

mouth is” and be a part of the teacher shortage solution rather than being a part of the peanut 

gallery of complainers.  The journey of conducting this study has confirmed that being a change 

agent for education in Waiʻanae is my calling in life and that I chose the right profession (or 

rather, it chose me).  My commitment to educate the children of Waiʻanae and not abandon them 

as others have done, started my teaching journey.  Through this study, however, I now know that 

my kūlana—my place and my stance in life—is in working for a socially just education for our 

children.  This involves much more than classroom teaching.  It involves educational, 

community and political activism, leadership, and advocacy.  Grant (2012) writes, “…if you 

wish to cultivate a flourishing life for yourself and others, you must engage in robust social 

justice” (pp. 929-930).  A socially just education is responsive to the identity and cultural 

historical backgrounds of our children (Grant, 2012).  This can help to bring hope and healing to 

our Waiʻanae community.  The hope of a flourishing life (Grant, 2012) is what I want for my 

own grandchild.  This hope begins with a socially just, culturally aligned education that I must 

advocate for on his behalf.  This is the impact of this study on myself as researcher, educator, 

community insider, mother, and grandmother.  

Nā Honua Mauli Ola: Nā Ala ʻIke 

 The Nā Honua Mauli Ola (NHMO) nā ala ʻike (cultural pathways) frames nine cultural 

pathways as an educational framework that fosters culturally healthy and responsive places of 

learning and living (“Nā Honua Mauli Ola,” n.d.).  The foundational wisdom in each of the nine 

pathways is “based on a broad collection of rich Hawaiian heritage and cultural experience... 
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[and] describe and honor the ancestral wisdom that is in practice throughout much of Hawaiʻi 

today” (“Nā Honua Mauli Ola,” n.d., p. 2).  Nā Honua Mauli Ola (n.d.) states: 

Nā ala ʻike is a framework for developing a comprehensive support system which 

promotes community and student-centered learning environments  They support 

experiences that foster and shape the development of learners to become responsible, 

capable, caring, healthy human beings in spiritual, intellectual, emotional, physical, and 

social ways.  As a result, students will be able to better reach their full potential with a 

strong cultural identify and sense of place.  (p. 2)   

Six of nine nā ala ʻike are included in this section to clearly point out what the kūpuna 

participants communicate as elements for an educational process that better supports the well-

being of Waiʻanae students.  Each pathway is presented in the form of a “We” statement to give 

clarity to the kūpuna voice followed by a broader assertion. 

•   ʻIke Pilina (Relationship Pathway): “We envision generations that have respectful 

responsible and strong relationships in service to akua [god(s)], ʻāina [land], and each 

other” (“Nā Honua Mauli Ola,” n.d., p. 3).  Nā Honua Mauli Ola (n.d.) states ʻIke Pilina 

as, “Nurturing respectful and responsible relationships that connect us to akua, ʻāina and 

each other through the sharing of history, genealogy, language and culture (p. 3). 

•   ʻIke Mauli Lāhui (Cultural Identity Pathway): “We envision generations who walk 

into the future with confidence in their cultural identity and a commitment of service to 

akua, ʻāina, and each other” (“Nā Honua Mauli Ola,” n.d., p. 3).  Nā Honua Mauli Ola 

(n.d.) describes ʻIke Mauli Lāhui as, “Perpetuating Native Hawaiian cultural identity 

through practices that strengthen knowledge of language, culture and genealogical 

connections to akua, ʻāina, and kanaka [human being]” (p. 3). 
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•   ʻIke Ola Pono (Wellness Pathway): “We envision genrations who lead vibrant, healthy 

and happy lives as contributorsto family and community” (“Nā Honua Mauli Ola,” n.d., 

p. 3).  Nā Honua Mauli Ola (n.d.) describes ʻIke Ola Pono as, “Caring for the wellbeing 

of the spirit, naʻau [guts, bowels], and body through culturally respectful ways that 

strengthen one’s mauli [spirit, heart] and build responsibility for healthy lifestyles” (p. 3). 

•   ʻIke Pikoʻu (Personal Connection Pathway): “We envision generations whose actions 

reflect personal identity that is kūpono [upright, honest]” (“Nā Honua Mauli Ola,” n.d., 

p. 3).  Nā Honua Mauli Ola” (n.d.) describes ʻIke Pikoʻu as, “Promoting personal 

growth, development and self-worth to support a greater sense of belonging, compassion 

and service toward one’s self, family and community” (p. 3). 

•   ʻIke Naʻauao (Intellectual Pathway): “We envision generations fostering the cycle of 

joyous learning through curiosity, inquiry, experience and mentorship” (“Nā Honua 

Mauli Ola,” n.d., p. 3).  Nā Honua Mauli Ola (n.d.) describes ʻIke Naʻauao as, “Fostering 

lifelong learning, curiosity and inquiry to nurture the innate desire to share knowledge 

and wisdom with others” (p. 3). 

•   ʻIke Honua (Sense of Place Pathway): “We envision generations who accept kuleana 

[responsibility, concern] for our honua [earth, world]” (Nā Honua Mauli Ola,” n.d., p. 

3).  Nā Honua Mauli Ola (n.d.) describes ʻIke Honua  as, “Demonstrating a strong sense 

of place, including a commitment to preserve the delicate balance of life and protect it for 

generations to come” (“Nā Honua Mauli Ola,” n.d., p. 3).      
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Part II: Limitations 

 There are a number of limitations in this study.  They are listed and briefly discussed in 

this section.   

Qualitative Study.  “The nature of a qualitative study is that qualtitative researchers are 

interested in understanding the meaning people have constructed, that is, how people make sense 

of their world and the experiences they have in the world” (Merriam, 2009, p. 13).  Qualitative 

research focuses on process, understanding, and meaning, using the researcher as the primary 

instrument of data collection and analysis.  The process is inductive and the product is richly 

descriptive (Merriam, 2009).  There are no statistical formulas.  There are, instead, purposeful 

strategies in place of methodological rules (Patton, 2002).  Thus, a qualtiative study is generally 

non-generalizable and is susceptible to human biases and subjectivities.  It is a first-person 

approach to research, which may cause some to question its validity.     

Researcher Bias.  As the primary instrument of data collection and analysis, mitigating my 

personal views in favor of hearing, feeling, and sensing what the elders were saying was in order.  

This included my having to listen to what participants were saying while distancing myself from 

insider knowledge that I have as a member of the Waiʻanae community.  This was done to allow 

better objectivity in analyzing the data.  My personal views and feelings had to placed aside, as 

the focus needed to be on the views of the elders and not on myself.  Also, as an insider I shared 

understanings with the kūpuna an outsider would not have had.  Thus, I had to be sure to probe 

for specificity rather than assume I could use my insider lens to interpret their stories.  Further, I 

used member-checking to validate the accuracy of my thoughts and analysis of data.  This 

allowed the participants to affirm whether my interpretations captured what the kūpuna intended 

to communicate.  In addition, and at the risk of being considered insolent, it was needful for me 
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to ask clarifying questions that, at times, made the kūpuna uncomfortable since it took much 

more effort to explain with words, what is usually understood through naʻau (gut) intuition.  I 

had to challenge myself to cross cultural lines and risk being chastened for the cultural 

inappropriateness of asking too many questions.  Crossing cultural lines in such manner carries 

consequences that could have affected not only my own reputation and good standing in the 

community, but also risked the good standing of my family and my kūpuna before me.  

However, to be able to capture the kūpuna view point in as clear a manner as possible, there were 

times when crossing cultural lines (i.e., probing elders for answers as opposed to listening) was 

needed in order to fulfill the requirements of Western research.  For Hawaiians, learners are 

expected to nāna ka maka, hoʻolohe ka pepeiao, and paʻa ka waha (observe with the eyes, listen 

with the ears, and shut the mouth) (Chun, 2006a; Pukui, 1983).  In so doing, “one may have 

answered many trivial questions, leaving only the most important to be asked of one’s teacher” 

(Chun, 2006a, pp. 3-5).  Moreover, as an educator passionate about reforming education for 

Native Hawaiians, it was needful for me to distance myself from my own passions to avoid 

leading conversations or data analysis toward my own views and agenda.        

 Associations.  As a Native Hawaiian female researcher and educator passionate about 

improving education for Native Hawaiian children, I am allied with other women researchers and 

educators of like passion.  The deep convictions we share have sparked many impassioned 

conversations about educational reform and social justice.  As passionate as we all may be, it 

also has been our practice to remind ourselves that we are researchers.  This means we must 

remove our Native Hawaiian female research and educator hats to put on an unbiased Western 

researcher hat.  This helped to ensure neutrality in the processes of this study.          
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Small Sample Size.  The sample size for this study was seven individuals from the kūpuna 

group of the Waiʻanae community.  This small sample size raises questions of validity, 

generalizability, and reliability.   

Single View Point—Justification.  There is a justified limitation in focusing on the kūpuna as 

the only participant group.  First, their status as respected elders in the Native Hawaiian 

community makes their view point the most valid of all other community groups.  Second, they 

are direct stakeholders with interests in the success and sustaining of the Hawaiian nation and 

community.  Third, they are kumu (teachers) and the closest link we have to the knowledge and 

practices of our ancestors.  As such, they are highly revered for their wisdom and ability to pass 

on ʻike kūpuna (ancestral knowledge and wisdom) to the younger generations.  Void of their 

teachings, the ways of our ancestors would be lost to our future generations.  Fourth, they are 

mākua (parents).  To Hawaiians, familial ties endure eternity (‘Āina Aloha, 2017).  As such, the 

influence we have as parents carries on from one generation to the next, into eternity.  Thus, the 

kūpuna are parents to their own biological children, the children of their posterity, and the 

children of the entire lāhui (nation, clan).  Fifth, the kūpuna are the esteemed elders of the 

community.  For Hawaiians, they are the community.  In other words, when community 

representation is needed, it is the kūpuna who are the first to be called upon.  Culturally, the 

kūpuna are respected as being those who are able to represent and speak on behalf of the entire 

community.  They speak on their own authority as elders.  No prior written consent must be 

given for them to carry out their kuleana (responsibility) for the lāhui (nation). 

Single View Point.  As previously discussed, having the single group of kūpuna participants was 

justified.  On the other hand, having only one group’s input poses legitimate limitaions.  First, 

being the only stakeholder group represented, the views of the kūpuna do not necessarily 
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represent other stakeholder groups such as businesses, students, parents, teachers, principals, or 

the community at large.  Thus, theirs is a one-sided view of education.  Second, although every 

participant has worked with children in the school setting, still, among the group members, there 

is varied understanding of how schools operate.  They also have varied understandings of 

educational policies as well as school laws.  Thus, although their views are valid and important, 

their views are only representative of the kūpuna sector of the community. 

Cultural-based Views.  The participant group was comprised of Native Hawaiian kūpuna, for 

the most part, with the exception of one non-Hawaiian kupuna who has lived in and served this 

Native Hawaiian community for nearly fifty years.  Thus, their view point can be attributed only 

to the Native Hawaiian population of children as that was the focus of this study and the focus of 

their conversations.  As such, although all children could benefit from the input of the kūpuna, 

regardless of students’ ethnicities, it cannot be said that the kūpuna views include the direct 

interests of non-Hawaiian children.  In addition, as this was a study for Waiʻanae by Waiʻanae, 

the findings may only be applicable to Waiʻanae.  It cannot be said that the findings are 

generalizable to other communities although the hope is that the findings may eventually help to 

inform educational changes benefiting ALL of Hawaiʻi’s children. 

No DOE Representation.  As this study was conducted void of input from any Department of 

Education stakeholder group (i.e., principals, teachers, district superintendents, etc.); the views 

are not reflective of what the DOE might consider as best practices for teaching Waiʻanae’s 

children, or any children in Hawaiʻi.  Further, the DOE might not share the same sentiments as 

the kūpuna regarding a need for educational shifts for teaching children in Waiʻanae.   
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 Included in this section were eight identified limitations regarding this study.  They 

include qualitative study, researcher bias, association, small sample size, two entries regarding 

single view point, cultural-based views, and no DOE representation.    

Part III: Implications  

 This study has raised multiple questions for me regarding the education of Native 

Hawaiian children on the Waiʻanae Coast.  Among the topics to address are WHAT needs to be 

done and HOW it needs to be done.  How do we need to transform education and the educational 

systems here to make them truly work for the Waiʻanae community?   

Teachers  

 This study suggests that teachers should be recruited from within the Waiʻanae 

community or certainly from within the Native Hawaiian community.  Kawakami (1999) states 

the following: recruiting teachers from within the community allows teachers to serve as role 

models and to elevate students’ aspirations for success at school, recruiting from within the 

community helps provide greater stability for Hawaiian students as these teachers are more likely 

to be committed to the community, and developing positive concepts of Hawaiian identity is 

supported through the creating of cadres of teachers who live and work in the community.  

Kawakami (1999) further states that these teachers would have cultural understandings that focus 

on “Hawaiian identity, sense of place, ways of knowing, language, and assessment of 

competencies” (p. 34).  Although this recommendation is for teachers, in my opinion, it is 

equally important that principals are recruited from within the community as well and for similar 

reasons.       
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Principals 

 This study also suggests that principals build relationships with the community through 

granting access for parents to be a part of their children’s schooling.  Keeping parents at arm’s 

length and inviting them in only on the school’s terms, serves to perpetuate parent 

marginalization and disallows parents from meaningfully engaging in school (Fukuda, 2001).  In 

addition, it is suggested that principals are supportive of teachers, allowing them to exercise 

teacher autonomy and utilize best practices for reaching school and student benchmarks without 

fear of punitive measures under current teacher evaluation methods.  Further, it is suggested that 

principals grant permission to teachers to access community members as cultural resources.  

Integrating classrooms and community helps students “deepen their understanding of subject 

content, including the interdependence and connections that exist across subject areas, making 

education more tangible and meaningful, and helps them to connect to their place and ultimately 

strengthening their identity within the larger community” (Franklin, 2017).   

Teaching Methods 

 This study suggests that the DOE recognize that “by cultivating culturally vibrant and 

affirming learning environments in lieu of ʻone-size-fits-all’ approaches, educators honor assets 

found in Indigenous knowledge, values, and stories as models of vitality and empowerment for 

all” (Kanaʻiaupuni et al., 2017, p. 311).  These methods include learning and teaching in 

authentic physical and social environments, applying Hawaiian ways of knowing through 

culturally significant interactions and meaningful activities, and promoting the importance of 

service to the community (Kawakami, 1999).  To delineate this further, such methods could 

include, the active and open perpetuation of traditions and values of our Hawaiian ancestors 

through identifying privately and publically as kanaka (Hawaiians), pursuing a variety of 
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Hawaiian pursuits and functional arts—hula, chanting, haku mele (song composition), lua 

(Hawaiian martial arts), plaiting with hala leaves, making lei, surfing, and paddling, increasing 

skills in ‘ōlelo Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian language), growing and eating native foods, fishing, gathering 

from the land and the ocean, practicing Hawaiian protocol and spiritual traditions, engaging in a 

variety of traditional practices, ranging form using herbal, or other traditional medicines and 

healing methods, to fishing, and planting our crops according to the moon phases (Kahakalau, 

2015).  Employing the lessons and strategies of our Hawaiian ancestors helps children to 

“engage in the decolonization and liberation process, and tackle the complex issues facing 

[Hawaiians] today without fear” (Kahakalau, 2015). 

Assessment 

 This study suggests the adoption and/or inclusion of culturally-based assessments in 

place of current assessment models.  Culturally-based assessments involve meaningful 

performances, including those that are place-based and community-based, culturally appropriate 

formats and deliveries, giving feedback that can recursively inform instruction and learning in a 

frequent, timely way, and provides evidence of progress in globally valued academic skills and 

content, as well as in locally valued knowledge, skills, and dispositions (Indigenous Assessment 

Working Group [IAWG], 2006).          

For the Researcher 

 For myself, as an educator, this study suggests that I continue to put my efforts toward 

the work of supporting and creating the educational shifts the Waiʻanae community needs and 

desires for our children.  It also suggests that I fulfill the kuleana placed upon me by the kūpuna 

participants to “keep them [their knowledge] relevant, even after [they] are gone” (Pīkake, 

personal communication, October 25, 2016).  This can be done by sharing their stories and 
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committing to work toward the changes needed to move the community toward a hopeful future. 

As a researcher, this study suggests that I commit to join other Indigenous researchers as they 

“pool their strengths to create viable models of education that work for Indigenous students” 

(Kahakalau, 2012, p. 6).  Ah Nee-Benham (2004) writes: 

There are challenging puzzles that we as scholars and advocates must think deeply about, 

and with the rigor of our disciplinary expertise we must work diligently to craft and 

conduct relevant research that is useful and that can help us address this question: Where 

can we collectively be that is greater than where we are now? (p. 38) 

  As a mother and grandmother, this study suggests that I emerge from the “parental margins” 

(Fukuda, 2001) schools have placed me in and become an activist and advocate for educational 

changes from a makua (parent) and tūtū wahine (grandmother) perspective, which is different 

from that of an educator and researcher.  This view point is personal as it regards my biological 

children and grandchildren, those who are dearest to my heart.  This also includes educating 

other parents and grandparents about being active in their children’s education and in the 

education of our community. 

Native Hawaiians 

 This study suggests, despite its focus on the Waiʻanae community, that any Native 

Hawaiian child—regardless of school, community, district, island, or state—would benefit from 

such educational reform and applications named in this study.  The immediate implications are 

for Waiʻanae schools but may easily be applicable to schools across the entire coastline, island, 

state, and beyond.  “As education professionals…in Hawaiʻi, we have the kuleana to create 

meaningful learning experiences for youth that empower our children to become kānaka 

mākaukau—people who are thoughtful, responsible, and grounded in a strong foundation of 
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traditional knowledge, skills, and ways of knowing” (IAWG, 2006, p. 41).  Thus, most, if not all, 

Native Hawaiian children stand to benefit from the implications of this study.     

Future Research 

 This study suggests that future research be done that includes the input of keiki 

(children), mākua (parents), kumu (teachers), poʻo kumu (principals), school superintendents, 

community groups, and community businesses.  All groups are stakeholders in the community 

and should be given equal representation to provide more thorough data sets.   

 Further, additional research may be done regarding teacher preparation towards more 

culturally congruent ways of teaching and assessing student achievement (Kahakalau, 2012).  

This may include studies regarding coursework in Hawaiian culture and language for all public-

school teachers, training in geographic, demographic, socioeconomic, and cultural orientations to 

the specific communities in which teachers teach, and collaborating with teacher education 

programs to require that teachers are certified in indigenous and culturally-based pedagogy and 

assessment strategies (IAWG, 2006).   

 Also, more research is required regarding leadership preparation for administrators and 

principals in indigenous education and assessment.  This may also include some of the 

previously mentioned items regarding teacher qualifications and training.  

 In addition, more research may be required regarding alternative school models that 

could be applied in Hawaiʻi including alternative school systems, bell schedules, student 

selection or school selection by students/families, and campus models.  This could include not 

only WHAT but HOW these alternatives may be of benefit and appropriately applied to the 

education of Hawaiʻi’s children.  Kahakalau (2012) states, “a cookie cutter approach to 

education is not effective” (p. 3). 



	
   132	
  

 Further, more research may be done around educational policy that helps to create the 

shifts in education toward a more culturally sensitive educative process for all children in 

Hawaiʻi.  These policies should include the input of Native voices from the communities meant 

to benefit from said policies.  Included in the study should be the informing of how to “get 

Hawaiians off the menu and seated at the table” (Kama, personal communication, September 20, 

2016).  This allows Native Hawaiians to be a part of the conversations where policies and 

decisions are being made that affect our children and influence our future as a nation.  Policies 

designed to service students of color and low-income, should support them to have flourishing 

lives (Grant, 2012).  A flourishing life, is exactly what every Waiʻanae student should have.    

 This section discussed the implications of this study.  There are implications for teachers, 

principals, teaching methods, assessments, the researcher, Native Hawaiians, and future research.  

This study is not a stand-alone study, complete in itself.  It is, instead, a part of the tale of 

education on the Waiʻanae Coast, a tale in which there is still room for more researchers to join 

in.  Hoomanawanui (2012) writes, “Haʻina ʻia mai ana ka puana, ʻthus the story is told.’  This is 

a common literary device in Hawaiian mele [song] indicating that the mele is ending” (p. 232).      

Haʻina mai ka puana  Tell the refrain 

ʻO Waiʻanae kuʻu home Of my home at Waiʻanae 

Home i aloha ʻia e mākou The home that we love 

Home poina ʻole  The unforgettable home  

(Aloha ʻIa ʻO Waiʻanae, Pililaʻau & Kaleiwahea, 1973) 

This particular study may be ending, but perhaps it is only for a moment.  As expressed earlier, 

this study does not stand alone.  Perhaps there will be another who will find interest in some of 

the future implications mentioned in this chapter.  For now, as is written in the lyrics above, I 
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have told the refrain of my beloved, unforgettable home in Waiʻanae (Pililaʻau & Kaleiwahea, 

1973).  The lessons from this research are ongoing, and the story of Waiʻanae will run on.  As 

the title of chapter five suggests—pīpī holo kaʻao—the tale runs.   
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EPILOGUE 

MOʻOPUNA 

“He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.” 

—Friedrich Nietzsche 

 It is now the wee hours of the morning, and I find myself reflecting on this dissertation 

journey.  My thoughts go back about ten years to when I received my Masters Degree.  I 

promised myself to never again pursue a higher degree.  NEVER!  Yet ten years later, here I am 

putting the finishing touches on my doctoral dissertation.  I am fatigued beyond measure.  My 

head is pounding, my eyes are swollen, and I need to report to work in a few hours.  That this 

journey has been rough, is the least I can say.  I reflect back to those along the way who asked 

me, “Why are you doing this?  What’s in it for you?”  Ahhh...the million dollar questions, I think 

to myself.  So, why AM I doing this?  What IS in this for me?  The answer comes 

instantaneously, in one clear word: MO’OPUNA.   

 Mo’opuna is the Hawaiian word for grandchild.  My mo’opuna, Hoʻopōmaikaʻi, is the 

love of my life, the heart of my heart, and my “why...for bearing almost any how” (Nietzsche).  I 

do this for him so that he never has to feel that he is not Hawaiian enough, as I often do.  I do this 

for him so that he will be able to learn of, and to pay attention to, the relevance of our people 

through our Native Hawaiian intelligence (Kanahele, 2005).  I do this for him so that he will be 

able to connect to the ways of my kūpuna; ...now also his kūpuna.  I do this for him so that he 

will have the privilege of connecting to our place, our people, to the ancients that preceded us, to 

heart, to spirit, to ʻāina—the kind of connected learning that requires: 
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...time on the ʻāina, at the kai, feeling the wind on your face, the sun on your back, the 

mud in between your toes, the rain on your skin.  Time to sit and listen to stories; time to 

remember and re-tell them” (hoʻomanawanui, 2012, p. 190).    

I do this for you, Hoʻopōmaikaʻi, so that you can grow to love the wela lands as I do, wander her 

mountains, fish her oceans, and surf her majestic waves.  Most of all, I do this for you so that you 

do not have to be sent away from your home, the place where you are growing up, to attend 

school in someone else’s back yard, like I did.  My desire for you is that you will be able to 

receive a quality education, right here in beloved Waiʻanae, that enables you to be kanaka 

maikaʻi that is mākaukau to take your place in the 21st century world.   

 Hūi!  Mākaukau?  ʻOia! 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Informed Consent Form 
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Appendix B: Focus Group Questions Round 1 

Research Questions: 

1.   What aspects of the education received by Native Hawaiian students on the Waiʻanae 

Coast successfully/not successfully prepared them for adult life? 

2.   What would a new education process look like that would support Native Hawaiian 

well-being for adults living in Waiʻanae? 

 

Focus Group Questions: 

3.   What does it mean to be a successful Native Hawaiian adult who lives on the Waiʻanae 

Coast today?  What might define a successful Native Hawaiian adult who lives on the 

coast in the future (10 years)? 

a.   What aspects of public schools on the Waiʻanae Coast have or have not prepared 

you, your children, and/or your grandchildren well for adult life?  Why? 

4.   If you could design a school for the Native Hawaiian children on the Waiʻanae Coast that 

better supported Native Hawaiian well-being, what would this school be like? 

a.   What would teachers be like? 

i.   What would they teach? 

ii.   How would they interact with Hawaiian children? 

iii.   What values would they uphold? 

b.   What would other staff members (i.e., secretaries, cafeteria employees, grounds 

keepers, security, coaches, etc.) be like? 

c.   What would the school’s administration and leaders be like? 
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i.   How would they interact with children, parents, families, and 

communities? 

ii.   What values would they uphold? 

iii.   What policies/procedures would they implement? 

d.   What would students be like? 

i.   What would be the expectations for behavior, resilience, or others? 

e.   What would the school environment be like? 

i.   What would the buildings, playgrounds, fields, cafeteria, or other areas be 

like? 
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Appendix C: Focus Group Questions Round 2 

Elaborating Questions: 

1.   What aspects of public schools on the Waiʻanae Coast have/have not prepared you, your 

children, and/or your grandchildren well for adult life?  Why? 

a.   Please elaborate on any of the aspects that have or have not prepared you, your 

children, your grandchildren well for adult life. 

2.   What does it mean to be a successful Native Hawaiian adult who lives on the Waiʻanae 

Coast today?  What might define a successful Native Hawaiian adult who lives on the 

coast in the future (10 years)? 

a.   Why the hesitancy around “success” in round one?   

b.   Is there another concept that helps us (as Hawaiians) to know when and if our 

children are maikaʻi (good), healthy, well, etc.? 

c.   What are the indicators for Native Hawaiian well-being that tell us our children 

are flourishing? 


