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Abstract 
 
Hawaiʻi’s public education system has long struggled to adequately serve Native 
Hawaiians and other historically disadvantaged groups. To uplift our youth, families, 
and entire communities, many Native Hawaiian leaders viewed culturally-based charter 
schools as a vehicle to craft much needed innovative educational options.   
  
In 2000, my ohana and I were closely involved in the founding of Hakipuʻu Learning 
Center (“HLC”), one of Hawaiʻi’s original thirteen Native Hawaiian-focused, start-up 
charter schools. HLC was established to serve families predominantly from 
Koʻolaupoko, Oʻahu. It created and refined an innovative approach to education with a 
place-based, project-based, student-centered curriculum that emphasized how to 
learn instead of simply what to learn. From its early years HLC was recognized as a 
pioneer and thought leader in the Hawaiian-focused charter school movement, and 
within place-based and project-based learning in particular. While the school and its 
innovative curriculum had great promise, it faced significant challenges that impeded 
its ability to fully realize its potential.  
  
This dissertation explores HLC’s issues, challenges, and successes, including 
implications for other similarly situated Hawaiian-focused charter schools. It 
retrospectively seeks to understand the school’s origin, evolution, and conclusion while 
uplifting lessons and best practices for the next iteration of community stakeholders 
committed to improving Hawaiʻi’s educational system. This dissertation interrogates 
three central questions: (1) What worked?, (2) What did not work?, and (3) What could 
or should have been done differently? 
  
Consistent with Maoli custom and tradition, primary data sources included oral history 
interviews with five significant individuals in HLC’s life and legacy, including founders, 
teachers, board members, thought leaders, and a graduate.  
  
One of this dissertation’s most significant findings is that HLC developed an innovative 
learning model that inspired and co-powered Native Hawaiian students and families; 
but, both the school and learning model were significantly limited by insufficient 
support and funding from the State of Hawaiʻi. This is vital to address gaps in 
Indigenous educational achievement both within and beyond Native Hawaiian-focused 
charters. While exploring how the State failed these schools and their families, this 
dissertation also offers recommendations and potential solutions. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

I embrace the kuleana of telling the story of Hakipu‘u Learning Center (“HLC”), as 

it is my story to tell. Although not mine alone, because it is a communal story of 

collective effort. Moreover, this is indeed an important story to be told in, to, and by 

Hawai‘i nei. As Halagao (2013) reminds us, “we oftentimes get so lost in developing 

and implementing educational programs. . . that we neglect taking the time to reflect 

and write about its personal story” (p. 145). With that in mind, I gladly ʻauamo 

(shoulder) the kuleana to retrospectively reflect on and tell the story of Hakipuʻu 

Learning Center, a Native Hawaiian-focused charter school that my ʻohana helped to 

found over 20 years ago. 

As a Kanaka ʻŌiwi researcher, I believe that the best way for me to begin this 

story is through a series of oli and mele composed by my two brothers, 

Kelikokauaikekai and Kawaiʻolimaikamāpuna, and me for our ʻohana, including 

Hakipuʻu, Oʻahu, and the larger Koʻolaupoko, Oʻahu community from which our 

father’s ʻohana has descended since time immemorial. For us as Kānaka, “the 

educational journey begins with ʻohana and is augmented by kaiāulu and connections 

to the ʻāina that surrounds us” (Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. 261). 

Oli Kuamoʻo, Kākoʻo Koʻolau, and Ka Manawa Hakipuʻu explain these 

connections and memorialize our journey as Kānaka educators. In many ways, these 

mele and oli are moʻokūʻauhau of myself, my ʻohana, and HLC as they exemplify the 

pilina and kuleana that my ʻohana and I have had within our community and help to 
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illuminate the motivation and thinking behind our founding of the school (Hurley & 

Jackson, 2020, p. 42).  

 
Oli Kuamoʻo 
 

Iwi o kuʻu iwi 

Bones of my bones 
Koko o kuʻu koko  

Blood of my blood 
Pili ka moʻo 

Our story is connected 
Ā mau loa 

Forever 
 
In 1995, as our ʻohana prepared to welcome Hawaiʻi’s voyaging canoe Hōkūleʻa 

back home to her birthplace in Hakipuʻu, Oʻahu after a long journey, we pondered how 

we might best engage and include our kaiāulu (community) who would be standing 

with us during cultural protocol ceremonies. How could we bring everyone together in 

celebration of this event and our culture in a way that was innately Maoli? 

We were inspired by Moses Nakuina, editor of “Kuapakaʻa,” who had signed off 

on the forward to “The Wind Gourd of Laʻamaomao” by closing with: iwi o kuʻu iwi, 

koko o kuʻu koko. Nakuina honored the past and the present, the bones of his bones 

and the blood of his blood. My brothers and I uplifted that in Oli Kuamo‘o, but we also 

built on it to create pilina (relationship, connection) to the future as well. We wanted 

our story as an ʻohana and as Kānaka to continue into the future so we added: pili ka 

moʻo, ā mau loa. Our stories are one, forever – because they are. 
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After working to haku this oli with my brothers, Oli Kuamoʻo was born. We first 

performed this oli and it continues to be done today as a call and response where an 

alakaʻi summons the iwi o kuʻu iwi and koko o kuʻu koko. In response to both calls to 

action, those standing in support answer with Eō! Then, the alakaʻi says: pili ka moʻo; 

our stories are one. And the group answers: ā mau loa; for ever and ever. We usually 

do this at least three times in a row. Although when celebrating at a very large 

gathering or protest, the rounds of call and response can go on for quite some time. 

One of the most beautiful things about this oli is how it has grown beyond our 

ahupuaʻa of Hakipuʻu and even our moku (land division) of Koʻolaupoko. It has become 

a staple of Hawaiʻi’s Kānaka renaissance and part of cultural protocol today around 

our pae ʻāina when Kānaka gather for any number of reasons. In fact, it is currently 

used by the Hanalei Canoe Club before races. 

In many ways, this oli is emblematic of my positionality as a Kanaka educator and 

researcher. It originated in Hakipuʻu and Koʻolaupoko, like me. Hakipuʻu is nestled at 

the northern end of Kāneʻohe Bay, which is along Oʻahu’s eastern shore. Situated 

within the larger moku of Koʻolaupoko, which has twelve ahupuaʻa total, it stretches 

from Waimānalo in the East to Kualoa in the West. In ancient times, Hakipuʻu and its 

neighboring ahupuaʻa of Kualoa were a training ground for kahuna and aliʻi or experts 

and leaders in various fields. Hakipuʻu was also the home of Kahaʻi, a famous 

navigator who circumnavigated the Pacific on a regular basis and brought ulu to 

Hakipuʻu and Hawaiʻi more generally. Even though it is located on Oʻahu, being on the 
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“Windward side,” means that Koʻolaupoko and Hakipuʻu are more rural than many 

parts of Oʻahu, especially when I was growing up there in the 1970s. This area also 

stewards a significant and active Kānaka Maoli population – including my ʻohana – 

which has been on the front lines of many battles over natural and cultural resources 

and proposed developments in our area. From the infamous struggle over leases for 

farmers in Waiāhole and Waikāne in the 1970s, to the epic battle over the water 

diverted by the Waiāhole Ditch in the 1990s and 2000s, the people of Koʻolaupoko – 

and Waiāhole and Hakipuʻu in particular – have always been steadfast in the face of 

adversity (Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, Hussey & Wright, 2014). Our community has also been 

successful in uplifting the voices and concerns of Indigenous and historically 

disadvantaged groups, bringing a perspective that was not always respected or even 

appreciated by those in the mainstream. In this way, I stand today on the shoulders of 

my ancestors. I am the blood of their blood and the bones of their bones, and this 

story is their story, because our stories are one, forever. 

Through generations of struggle, my ʻohana and I have continued to find support 

in Koʻolau, in our ʻohana and in the larger community, as well as in the ʻāina, wai, and 

kai themselves. Kākoʻo Koʻolau begins to articulate this long-standing relationship and 

kuleana that my ʻohana has had within Hakipuʻu and Koʻolaupoko more generally and 

that I continue to ʻauamo today. 
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Kākoʻo Koʻolau 
 

Kāko‘o Ko‘olau 

Finding support in Ko‘olau 
A he lau ka makani 

With its abundance of cool, moist wind 
Kumu pali a‘ea‘e 

The cliffs strive upward 
I ka ‘ohu a ka ua 

Collecting and covered by the rain 
‘Ākoakoa mai 

Gathering together 
Lāhui paka ua 

Uniting the individual raindrops 
Mololani, Āpuakea, 

From Mololani to Apuakea 
Kaniko‘oko‘o 

to Kaniko‘oko‘o 
Mo‘omo‘o wa‘awa‘a 

The mountains are shaped by the water 
Kahawai i ke kua 

Stream that comes from the source 
Hua‘ina wai puna 

Bubbling forth from the spring 
Ho‘omoko i ka lo‘i  
Irrigating the lo‘i 

Ho‘i mai Hāloa  

Hāloa returns 

Kua‘ana, Kualoa 
Elder sibling, Long connection 

Ola i ka wai ola 
Finding health in the life giving water 

Ola e kua‘āina 
Life for the people of the land 
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In 2001, my brother Liko was inspired to haku Kākoʻo Koʻolau. It has been a 

staple in our ʻohana since its creation and played a vital role in HLC, the Hawaiʻi New 

Century Public Charter School that our ʻohana founded in 2000. Together with our 

youngest brother Kawaiʻoli, I choreographed a hula for this oli. Kākoʻo Koʻolau visually 

and figuratively details the support that our ʻohana has and would like to continue to 

have in our kaiāulu, especially within Koʻolaupoko. It likens the way that our ʻohana 

and community comes together through the rains of Koʻolau, uniting from Mololani to 

Āpuakea and Kanikoʻokoʻo. And, that when our kaiāulu works together as a unit, there 

is nothing that is beyond our reach. This oli uses the loʻi kalo system as an example of 

how life through our life-giving water, brings health and prosperity to the people of the 

land: ola i ka wai ola, ola e kuaʻāina. 

In many ways, Kākoʻo Koʻolau articulates the long-standing relationship and 

kuleana that my ʻohana and I have had with Hakipuʻu and Koʻolaupoko more generally 

and with water in particular. I am a kupa, and of this place, and am deeply rooted in 

both Koʻolaupoko and Hakipuʻu. It has shaped me, much more than I have shaped it. 

In some ways, it is a legacy that I have inherited from my mākua. 

In 1970, when my parents returned from Chuuk where they had been working 

with the Peace Corps teaching English to local youth by way of theatrical productions, 

they briefly taught at Kamehameha Schools. This effort included the production of 

hula implements such as ipu for the burgeoning Explorations program (now, 

Hoʻomākaʻikaʻi) at the behest of Auntie Nona Beamer because otherwise the students 
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would have had to use Clorox bottles as implements. Meanwhile, my father wanted to 

cultivate kalo. But our stream in Hakipuʻu could not support kalo cultivation because it 

was impacted by the Waiāhole Ditch System. My parents joined forces with others in 

the community wanting to grow kalo and support and revitalize traditional and 

customary Native Hawaiian rights and practices. My parents in particular invested a 

significant amount of time, energy, and mana in these efforts, unfortunately, often at 

the expense of themselves and our ʻohana (Kukahiko, 2019, p. 14). In many ways, this 

set the stage for my ʻohana’s work with HLC. 

For me, Ka Manawa Hakipuʻu means both that the times are changing and that 

Hakipuʻu is the heart or center. In many ways, this helps to explain my connection to 

and motivation for conducting this study on the life and legacy of Hakipuʻu Learning 

Center. HLC is a significant part of my family’s legacy. Many ups and downs, many 

triumphs and tribulations. So much learned, so much accomplished, and yet the 

school never realized its full potential. Therefore, this study is like a love song to my 

ʻāīna, my ʻohana, and even to myself. What worked? What didn’t? And what, if 

anything, could or should we have done differently? 

 
Ka Manawa Hakipuʻu 

 
Kuʻi ka lono ʻāweʻāweʻa 

Good information is fleeting 
E nihi ke koho a lawe ā lawa 

Choose carefully and take only what you need 
E kūpono i kēlā me kēia wā 

Always strive for balance and act accordingly 
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Inu i ka wai ʻono a me ka ʻawaʻawa 
Drink in the sweet along with the bitter 

 
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Hui: 

​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Pā mai ka ʻoluʻolu o ke Koʻolau  
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Feel the grace of the Koʻolau 

​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Holu nape mau i ka ua 
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Forever resilient in the rain 

​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Nā kuakolu i ka huli o ke au 
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Continuity in the turning of the times 

​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Eō ka manawa hakipuʻu 
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Answer the changing season 
 

Paʻu hana inā luhi hoʻokahi 
Work is tedious if you toil alone 

Kū ka mana i ka huliāmahi 
There is great power when we join together 

E hele ana ka nui ā maʻalahi  
Most things become easy 

Ke mālama kekahi i kekahi 
If and when we take care of each other 

 
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Hui 

 
I uka a i kai 

Everywhere, towards the upland and towards the sea 
E hoʻomau na he pōʻai 

Permanence is found thru cycles 
Mai kipaku i nei hoʻopai 

Don’t disregard this one request 
Aloha aku, aloha mai 

Give respect and receive respect 
 

​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Hui 
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I originally wrote Ka Manawa Hakipuʻu for HLC. The school administration and 

students had asked for a school song. And, in meeting with stakeholders, a common 

theme emerged of the changing times and the difficulty of keeping up with that. Each 

verse is its own lesson, and the hui underscores our connection to the Koʻolau 

community and how important that mutual support is to our past, present, and future. 

This mele also reflects my relationship with HLC, my hopes, frustrations, and ultimately 

my aloha. 

HLC was one of the original thirteen Native Hawaiian-focused, start-up charter 

schools established in 2000-2001 by Kānaka from the Hakipuʻu community, including 

my ʻohana. In 1999, the Hakipuʻu community convened the Hakipuʻu Learning Center 

Organizing Committee (“HLC Organizing Committee”), which consisted of 24 

community members from Windward Oʻahu and another 10 resource people who 

provided valuable expert manaʻo on specific subject matters. In 2000, it incorporated 

as a Hawaiʻi State nonprofit and applied for and received a Charter School Planning 

and Implementation grant from the Hawaiʻi State Department of Education (“Hawaiʻi 

DOE”). That grant provided the impetus and resources to conduct community 

meetings across Koʻolaupoko. In 2001, the HLC Organizing Committee submitted a 

Detailed Implementation Plan to the Hawaiʻi DOE and was awarded one of 

twenty-three New Century Charter School slots in our islands. And beginning in 

School Year 2001-02, HLC opened its doors with 39 seventh and eighth graders. After 

about a decade, we grew to the point that we served grades four through twelve – 
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although the ultimate goal was to create a multi-generational school with students of 

all ages, keiki to kupuna, all learning together. 

The primary HLC facility is located on the University of Hawaiʻi’s Windward 

Community College campus in Kāneʻohe. HLC also operated multiple outdoor 

“learning laboratories” across Koʻolaupoko. One is at Kualoa Regional Park, which 

includes a section of the Hakipuʻu ahupuaʻa, for its marine stewardship, ocean 

science, canoe building and sailing classes, and other related activities. The second 

learning laboratory was at Waipao, located in the upland portion of He‘eia, where HLC 

facilitated land stewardship, stream and land-based ecosystem studies, native plant 

cultivation and conservation classes, and other related activities. 

Personally, I invested a great deal of time and aloha in HLC for about fifteen 

years. I served in various capacities including on the Organizing Committee, as a 

teacher of doctrinal and other classes, as a board member for both the school itself, 

as well as on the non-profit Ka Huli o Hāloa, which helped to raise supplemental funds 

for the school. 

As a teacher and administrator at HLC, I helped to design programs and 

curricula, teach and advise students, and more. I was also the school’s custodian, 

groundskeeper, electrician, and plumber – because no funding was provided for those 

positions. I also played a key role in designing and evolving the Hakipuʻu Model of 

place-based, project-based, student-centered learning. 
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For many schools, project-based simply meant adding hands-on components to 

traditional coursework, with known factors and a predetermined start and end point. 

At HLC, project-based education utilized a structural framework that allowed for 

flexibility with topics, standards, products, and pacing. Place-based meant that HLC’s 

school culture and curriculum was grounded in nā mea Hawaiʻi (people and things of 

Hawaiʻi: past, present, and future) and every student project was required to have a 

significant connection to Hawai‘i. 

HLC evolved a four-phase process for its place-based, project-based learning: 

(1) design, (2) discover, (3) defend, and (4) disseminate. This process facilitated 

student growth with continuous staff support, including evaluation team approval 

before phase two begins, and a final evaluation and credit award (towards standards) 

at the end of phase three. Expectations were outlined with necessary tools such as 

Personal Learning Plans, standards menus with benchmarks, project proposal forms, 

online access to schedules and time logs, and rubrics to define and measure success. 

The basic unit of learning in the Hakipu ‘u Model of education was the project. 

Each project was comprised of four components, including: topic; standard(s); 

timeline; and product(s). The students, with the help of their educational team, 

designed projects that met their individual needs and interests, and/or focus on 

particular challenges that the students noticed within their communities. Any topic 

could be matched with any standard(s) and the pacing was varied to maintain 

appropriate rigor. In the end, credit was earned through the completion and 
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presentation of agreed upon products as proof of learning. Over the course of their 

tenure at HLC, every student would have met the full array of standard and credit 

requirements with a unique set of projects, thereby customizing their curriculum to 

best suit themselves and their circumstances, while simultaneously experiencing their 

potential as change agents within the community. 

Based on my experiences at HLC, I also pursued a Master’s Degree in education 

and this current Ph.D. to try to better understand education. To be totally honest, my 

positionality is one of a Kanaka researcher who is deeply invested in Native Hawaiian 

culturally-based education and HLC in particular. Given this investment, it was 

incredibly difficult for me to watch HLC – like so many other Native Hawaiian-focused 

charter schools – struggle mightily on so many fronts. Financially, socially, 

academically, and more. HLC represented the best of our hopes and dreams, yet 

eventually almost all of my ʻohana and the school’s original founders left. The school 

has since evolved into the Hakipuʻu Academy and no longer deploys the Hakipuʻu 

Model as it was envisioned and refined. 

At bottom, my motivation for conducting a retrospective study of HLC’s life and 

legacy is to try to understand what happened and to uplift lessons and benefits in 

particular for the next iteration of charter school teachers and administrators. The 

academic research establishes that culturally-based education benefits all, but 

especially uplifts Kānaka. Yet, the funding and other support necessary to effectuate 

and deliver on these benefits has proved elusive. I aim to share “a more complex story 
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of oppression and struggle of history” that also includes “messages of hope and 

change" (Halagao, 2013, p.154). 

Hakipuʻu Ka Manawa. The times are changing, and I am hopeful that from these 

experiences, the future of Maoli learning and teaching will be easier and better so that 

ola i ka wai ola, ola e kuaʻāina; life through our life-giving water, brings health and 

prosperity to the people of the land. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  
 

Contextual Background 

In an attempt to contextualize the origins, intentions, successes, and challenges 

faced by Native Hawaiian-focused charter schools and Hakipuʻu Learning Center 

(“HLC”) in particular, I gravitate to literature from Hakipuʻu and my ʻohana. Kama ʻEliʻeli 

was written in 1995 by my brother Kawaiʻolimaikamāpuna Hoe. It is a tribute to 

Kamapuaʻa, a kupua (demigod or cultural hero) who was born in Koʻolaupoko, but who 

also lived in Koʻolauloa and beyond. In many ways, Kamapuaʻa’s triumphs and 

challenges are emblematic of the journey that HLC and too many other Native 

Hawaiian-focused charter schools have embarked on. Like Kamapuaʻa, HLC has had 

trials, tribulations, and victories great and small along the way; yet, it always felt 

somewhat embattled. Even though the institution was recognized as a pioneer and 

thought leader in the Hawaiian-focused charter school movement and with 

place-based and project-based learning in particular, the school itself has continued to 

struggle and was never quite able to “puka-through,” and “find that glide” whether it 

was constrained by neocolonialism, funding, facilities, or its own kaiāulu. I am hopeful 

that in this ʻeliʻeli, in this rooting and research, larger lessons will be revealed that will 

uplift both HLC and other Hawaiian-focused charter schools. 
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Kama ʻEliʻeli 
Mai ke kumupaʻa 

From the established foundation 
Mai mole mau 

From the ancestral source 
Mai ke aloha o ka ʻāina ē 

From the tradition of reciprocal care 
 
​ ​ Hui:  
​ ​ E kama (ʻeliʻeli) 

​ ​ The one who digs 
​ ​ O ka ʻāina (ʻekuʻeku) 

​ ​ The prepared earth 
​ ​ E ulu, e ulu ē 

​ ​ Make progress and succeed 
 
E maliu mai 

Grant me favor  
E hoʻoulu mai 

Help me prosper  
E kākoʻo mai ē 

Uphold and support me 
Hoʻi i ka piko 

Return to the center  
Hoʻi i ka pono 

Return to virtue  
Hoʻi i nā kūpuna ē 

Return to the starting points 
​ ​     
​ ​ Hui 
 
Hoʻolono i ka leo kūpinaʻi 

Listen to the echoing voice 
Hehihehi i ke kuāuna 

Reinforce the bank 
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O ke kaikuaʻana ē 
Of the elder sibling 
 

​ ​  Hui 
 
As detailed herein, many of us from Hawaiʻi’s charter school movement have 

encountered what feels like countless challenges over the last several decades as we 

have forged and traveled this path towards more effective educational options in 

general and for Kānaka Maoli in particular (Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, 2013). In many ways, 

we have had to design, build, and repair the waʻa while we were paddling it. While we 

may have enjoyed successes along the way, we could also benefit from examining our 

struggles and challenges. Through this ʻeliʻeli, and through my own rooting through 

HLC’s origins, intentions, challenges, and successes, I hope to inform my assessment 

of HLC’s programmatic quality with the aim of guiding the future direction of HLC, 

Native Hawaiian charters, and other culturally-based educational programs and 

opportunities. 

 
Origins of Hawaiian-Focused Charter Schools, and HLC in Particular 

 
Ideally, Kānaka Maoli culture, language, and ancestral practices should be the 

foundation for Native Hawaiians in today’s society. Individuals grounded in their 

culture and supported by healthy families are better able to thrive in our ever-changing 

world, make positive contributions within their kaiāulu, and contribute to the 

well-being of future generations ā mau loa (forever). Vital to the success of Kānaka 

kids “is the confidence that comes with cultural relevance and knowing who they are 
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and where they come from as Hawaiian children in today’s global society” 

(Kanaʻiaupuni, 2008, p. 49). 

In many ways, the origins of HLC and so many other Hawaiian-focused charter 

schools were grounded in a desire to heal our people, center our culture and identity in 

education and in life, and ensure that pili ka moʻo, ā mau loa – our stories as a Lāhui 

could and would be perpetuated. Unfortunately, this was necessary given the 

enduring harm resulting from the 1893 illegal American overthrow of the Hawaiian 

Kingdom government and the continued American occupation of our Hawaiian nation, 

which many Kānaka continue to grapple with today. 

Despite the positive gains that we have made as a Lāhui, Kamehameha Schools’ 

Ka Huakaʻi: Native Hawaiian Educational Assessment 2021 (“Ka Huakaʻi”) highlighted 

a myriad of negative statistics that continue to plague our kaiāulu and Lāhui. Native 

Hawaiian households are among the most likely to live in single-parent families, as 

compared to Hawaiʻi’s other major ethnic groups. Kānaka children are also the least 

likely to live with a biological parent (Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. xxxii). 

Comparatively, Kānaka are “more likely to experience the death of an infant, to face 

drug, alcohol, and child abuse, to have incarcerated parents, and to live below poverty 

thresholds" (Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. 16). ʻŌiwi families also experience 

disparate economic and other challenges. In fact, about half of all Kānaka families with 

young keiki do NOT earn a livable wage (Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. xxiv). To 

make matters worse, in addition to growing financial and food insecurity, Native 
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Hawaiians have “limited access to traditional practices and foods, limited ʻohana time 

because of the need to work multiple jobs, changing community demographics, and 

disproportionately high rates of poor health, incarceration, and drug and alcohol 

abuse" (Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. 42). 

Although under the Hawaiian Kingdom’s education system, we were one of the 

most literate populations in the world, and there are notable Kānaka today who are 

likewise represented among high achievers, many contemporary educational statistics 

remain dismal for Native Hawaiians in today’s education system controlled by the 

settler state. As a whole, Native Hawaiians “continue to score lower than national 

norms on standardized achievement tests and college completion and are 

overrepresented in special education programs and in the juvenile justice systems” 

(Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. 16). In Hawaiʻi, college enrollment is “considered a 

leading indicator of a population’s educational well-being” (Kamehameha Schools, 

2021, p. 211). Kānaka Maoli ages eighteen to twenty-four have the lowest enrollment 

rate among Hawaiʻi’s major ethnicities” (Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. 211). In sum, 

“the intergenerational effects of the loss of identity, the displacement from our land 

base, and the upheaval of religious beliefs are evidenced in ongoing disparities in the 

educational attainment and well-being of Native Hawaiians as a whole” (Kamehameha 

Schools, 2021, p. 16). These current statistics are unfortunately consistent with those 

in place when HLC was established more than 20 years ago. 
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HLC was one of the original thirteen Native Hawaiian-focused, start-up charter 

schools established in 2000-2001 by Kānaka from the Hakipuʻu community, including 

my ʻohana. We created HLC in an attempt to address and respond to the educational, 

social, financial, physical, psychological, and other ailments plaguing our community, 

some of which were mentioned above. Although Native Hawaiians number among the 

largest groups of self-identified Indigenous people within “America,” we are still 

struggling and bring up the bottom of most socio-economic indicators, as already 

highlighted herein. Many of these, including poverty and intergenerational trauma, are 

the result of two centuries of involuntary Americanization and missionary influence on 

Native Hawaiian education, and produced “destructive historical forces similar to 

those inflicted on Native American Indians and Alaska Natives” (Kamehameha 

Schools, 2021, p. 16). In this way, HLC’s experience mirrored the motivations and 

desperation of many Native Hawaiian ʻohana and kaiāulu across our pae ʻāina. As 

Kanaʻiaupuni explains: “Dissatisfied with decades of poor educational outcomes for 

Hawaiian children in public schools, a growing number of Native Hawaiian families and 

communities saw the need for culturally relevant and responsive educational 

environments to support the learning process of their young children” (Kanaʻiaupuni, 

2008, p. 31). 

In 1999, the Hakipuʻu community convened the Hakipuʻu Learning Center 

Organizing Committee (“HLC Organizing Committee”), which was comprised of 24 

community members from Windward Oʻahu and another 10 resource people who 
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provided valuable expert manaʻo on specific subject matters. In 2000, it incorporated 

as a Hawaiʻi State nonprofit and applied for and received a Charter School Planning 

and Implementation grant from the Hawaiʻi State Department of Education (“Hawaiʻi 

DOE”). The grant provided the resources to conduct community meetings across 

Koʻolaupoko. In 2001, the HLC Organizing Committee submitted a Detailed 

Implementation Plan to the Hawaiʻi DOE and was awarded one of twenty-three New 

Century Charter School slots in our islands. And beginning in School Year 2001-02, 

HLC opened its doors to 39 seventh and eighth graders. 

HLC started with seventh and eighth graders largely because of the discrepancy 

between Native Hawaiian student enrollments in middle school versus high school 

graduation rates, with more than 30% of students failing to graduate. Moreover, in the 

Castle High School Complex Area, which serves the greater Koʻolaupoko community, 

there is only one public middle school—King Intermediate. From 2002-2006, HLC 

added one grade each year, until it was serving 7th through 12th graders; then in the 

2009-2010 school year, it welcomed 5th and 6th graders. Eventually, the school served 

grades four through twelve. 

In many ways, HLC and other Hawaiian-focused charter schools share very 

similar origin stories and intentions. These intentions seem to differ from the majority 

of charter schools in America. As Molnar (1996) suggests, “as a result of the political 

struggle among charter school advocates with different agendas, the practical 

meaning of the term varies considerably from state to state.” Moreover, given the 
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different reasons that charter schools across America are embraced “to encourage 

innovative teaching, to create new professional opportunities for teachers, to promote 

community involvement, to improve student learning and to promote 

performance-based accountability, among others (U.S. General Accounting Office 

1995) – it is not surprising that charter school legislation has varied considerably” 

(Molnar, 1996). 

 
Intentions of Hawaiian-Focused Charter Schools, and HLC in Particular 

HLC was designed as a community-based learning center for students, their 

extended families, and the Koʻolaupoko, Oʻahu community at large. HLC’s 

place-based, project-based learning program is grounded in the culture and 

environment of Hawaiʻi. 

​ This is vital because “putting Native Hawaiian values, practices, and perspectives 

at the center of education not only mitigates cultural discontinuities encountered by 

students, it can also offer competitive advantages” (Kaʻaiaupuni, Ledward, & Malone, 

2017). This approach was also necessary given that the one-size-fits-all model of 

conventional western education “doesn’t work" (Ewing & Ferric, 2012, p. 25). 

HLC’s overarching mission was “to develop in each child the ability to engage in 

critical thinking, to apply creative problem-solving approaches, and to demonstrate a 

mastery of the academic building blocks and positive values necessary to fully engage 

in life-long learning and to make informed life choices for a successful future.” HLC’s 

long-term goals included: (1) providing hands-on, real-life learning experiences in 
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various content areas that run the gamut from Kānaka Maoli culture to science, art, 

and technology; (2) integrating projects that provide a meaningful connection to 

Hawaiʻi’s culture and context into every aspect of learning; (3) fully engaging students 

in the learning process in a positive and productive way; and (4) preparing students for 

successful life-long learning. 

But at a more basic level, HLC’s intentions were about self-determination, 

especially with respect to education. This is similar to and emblematic of other 

Hawaiian-focused charter schools, which “explicitly aim[ed] to decentralize the 

authority of a settler state over our educational destinies, [and] our human and 

land-based resources” (Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, 2013, p. 8). At bottom, HLC and other 

Hawaiian-based charters are “anti-colonial,” which stands in contrast to the majority of 

mainstream charter school movements in America which “aim to decentralize state 

authority because of a faith in the market model and the logics of capitalism” 

(Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, 2013, p. 8). In many ways, HLC saw and took this opportunity to 

better control the destiny and educational offerings in its own kaiāulu. 

Since its opening in School Year 2001-2002, HLC has used a project-based 

instructional model, centered in the traditions and wisdom of Hawaiʻi’s Indigenous 

people and culture. Project-based learning is grounded in the philosophy of ma ka 

hana ka ʻike: that one learns by doing, recognizes that learning takes place everywhere 

and ensures the integration of any “out of the classroom” experiences into the 

“school” world. Out-of-school, real world context learning labs were used extensively 
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– in nature, business, culture, and community settings. Students engaged as authentic 

members of the community and learned that they have the capacity and responsibility 

to effect change and make meaningful contributions. This integrated project-based 

approach enabled students to learn thoroughly, experience and relate to their 

surroundings, and apply their findings in a “real world” context. What students knew, 

they knew well with a deeper and more permanent understanding because they were 

immersed in and connected to their context. Students also cultivated an 

understanding of how to learn, as well as knowledge that was useful, used, and, thus, 

ultimately retained. Students finally benefitted from cross-age tutoring, peer tutoring, 

and multigenerational inspiration and support. 

Today, there is significantly more appreciation for culturally-based education and 

place-based and project-based learning. Assessments and studies have concluded 

that “cultural identity is a critical factor in the personal development and growth of 

Native Hawaiian keiki” (Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. 198). And “experts” recognize 

that relationships to natural and cultural resources, biocultural knowledge, 

self-determination, and cultural expression are vital to our keiki’s success in this world. 

Even ma ka hana ka ʻike has been uplifted as “the guiding philosophy of applied 

learning through practice” (Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. 207). But that was not 

always the case. 

For the first ten to fifteen years of HLC’s existence, it did not enjoy such support. 
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Significant resources were spent “dismantling the myths” of conventional western 

learning models that perpetuated social inequities for historically underrepresented 

groups and Native Hawaiians in particular (Darder, 2014). During this time, it was also 

vital for HLC to define its own measures of assessment and success in learning and 

innovation rather than having measures imposed that “marginalize cultural knowledge, 

communicated decontextualized outcomes, and are void of the wisdom and values of 

our ancestors” (Espania et al., 2019). 

HLC’s Hakipuʻu Model evolved over many years and resonated with a range of 

students, and with Kānaka Maoli in particular because of the culturally-based focus. 

This model worked well for advanced students who learn more quickly than an 

average learner, as well as with those who needed more time to master the standards. 

This innovative curriculum was perfectly suited to teaching and encouraging learners 

to be entrepreneurial and inventive thinkers. For example, each student crafted a 

unique Personal Learning Plan, which was basically individualized, tailor-made 

curriculum. Not just in terms of scheduling and pacing – which alone was an 

improvement over the status quo – but also when it came to topic focus, reference, 

and venue. 

This style of learning enabled all to focus on students’ specific interests and 

needs while putting more emphasis on how to learn instead of just what to learn. 

Although, at times the focus might be on what is new from a student’s perspective, 

there was constant encouragement and support for students to generate, integrate, 
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and implement genuinely new ideas. Moreover, students were not limited by their 

teachers’ expertise and talent. 

The Hakipuʻu Model also had its challenges. It was different and took time to 

master, especially for those who had been steeped in conventional, western learning. 

It also required support, across school, student, and family, which presented 

challenges for ʻohana who often lacked the time, resources, or mindset to effectively 

support their learners. Given these and other challenges, HLC or Hakipu‘u Academy 

as it is currently called, is no longer able to fully implement the Hakipuʻu Model of 

learning. In the sections that follow below, I make an initial attempt to outline a few of 

these challenges, which will be further elaborated upon through my dissertation 

research. 

 

Challenges of Hawaiian-Focused Charter Schools, and HLC in Particular 

HLC, not unlike other Hawaiian-based charter schools, was started with the best 

of intentions and had tremendous potential. Unfortunately, it was also plagued by 

challenges. In fact, there were so many challenges for Kānaka-focused charter 

schools and HLC in particular that it was difficult to select which ones to interrogate 

here. Ultimately, I selected those that, in my research and personal experience, 

presented the gravest threats to HLC and other similarly situated Native 

Hawaiian-focused charter schools. These included the enduring harms of American 

occupation, operating within a “state” system and standards, funding, facilities, 
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competition with private schools now transitioning to culturally-based learning, and 

myths about charter schools. 

Although HLC was specifically designed to serve our Kānaka Maoli community, 

doing so presented its own set of challenges. Given our history of American 

occupation and the cultural and other harms that have been imposed upon our 

kaiāulu, our people have significant needs across almost all social indicators, as 

detailed above. For instance, HLC’s Hakipuʻu Model works best when there is ʻohana 

support for students, but this is challenging when our Native Hawaiian families are 

struggling on so many levels: physically, emotionally, financially, spiritually, and more 

(Kamehameha Schools, 2021). Moreover, as Kanaʻiaupuni attests, “Hawaiian-focused 

charter schools are serving the neediest parts of the student population— both 

Hawaiian and non-Hawaiian. Even when compared with other Hawaiian students, as a 

group, children who attend Hawaiian-focused charter schools are significantly more 

likely to receive lunch subsidies” (Kanaʻiaupuni, 2008, p. 39). 

An additional challenge facing Native Hawaiian communities is the effect of 

historical trauma and racism. According to the Kamehameha Schools Ka Huakaʻi 

(2021), historical events such as the US occupation of the Hawaiian Islands “continue 

to affect Native Hawaiian communities and have led to mistrust, discrimination, 

racism, feelings of inferiority, and minority status in our own homeland” (Kamehameha 

Schools, 2021, p. 78). These issues are further compounded by economic 

disadvantage, having a higher reliance on public assistance, and higher poverty rates, 
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not to mention arrest and incarceration rates as well as health challenges 

(Kamehameha Schools, 2021, pp.79, 108, 194). 

A second challenge facing HLC was that it was incredibly difficult to create new 

and innovative Indigenous systems of learning while also being subject to standards 

set by the State Department of Education that did not ultimately understand what HLC 

was trying to achieve. In fact, studies have recognized that “although they provide a 

certain freedom for innovative instructional design, the very notion of the charter 

school reinforces the necessity of external validation from the state” (Ewing, 2012, p. 

70). This was stifling for HLC and other Hawaiian-focused charters as governing 

bodies “functioned as a way to reign in Hawaiian sovereign pedagogies, and to limit 

the conditions of possibility within which Indigenous education can occur and be 

transformative” (Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, 2013, pp. 107-108). And ultimately, there existed 

and continues to exist a “fundamental tension that a school formed with the purpose 

of perpetuating Indigenous knowledge and empowering students and their local 

communities was operating within a system in which the standards for learning were 

determined by someone else” (Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, 2013, p. 114). Although there is 

significantly more appreciation for the work of HLC and other similarly situated 

charters today, this structure remains a fundamental and unresolved challenge. 

Third, charter schools have historically been and continue to be crippled by 

significantly lower funding amounts than regular public schools in Hawaiʻi. Some have 

suggested that this is due to “America's enduring faith that major educational reforms 
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can be accomplished on the cheap” (Molnar, 1996). In general, funding was never 

provided for HLC facilities or other expenses afforded to all other public schools. For 

example, regular public schools receive an average of $16,000 per student per year, 

which was all-inclusive of state and federal support. On average, HLC required 

approximately  $13,000 per student per year to run its program, but it generally 

received less than half that amount per student per year in Hawaiʻi public school 

funds. HLC survived only through a combination of cutting back on staffing and 

making up the shortfall by depleting outside funding (such as those raised to support 

facilities) to pay for general expenses. Operating while understaffed spread teachers 

too thin, often increasing burnout and responsibilities and lowering morale. Even 

though many teachers came to HLC inspired by the program and students, many were 

unable to put in the amount of time and effort necessary to maintain that over an 

extended period of time. In addition, many of HLC’s best teachers were drawn to 

schools with more funding – especially private schools including the Kamehameha 

Schools – who were able to pay teachers more while also expecting less from them in 

return. This significantly hampered HLC’s ability to function in a myriad of ways. 

Fourth, the fact that HLC had less than ideal facilities is another significant 

challenge. To host a program that fosters flexibility, HLC needed a facility that did the 

same. A large, open, reconfigurable building similar to the one recently completed on 

Kamehameha School’s Kapālama middle school campus would have been ideal. Even 

though some KS teachers complained about the lack of privacy, such an environment 
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would have allowed HLC to maintain supervision as students and staff come and go, 

while also being flexible enough to meet the needs of any given scenario. Even though 

HLC was blessed to have any buildings at all – especially when compared to other 

Hawaiʻi-based charter schools who are not as fortunate – the cottages that Hakipu‘u 

Academy is currently using on the Windward Community College campus are run 

down, too small, and isolated. This greatly hampered the school’s ability to deliver its 

program and put an even greater strain on already over-taxed faculty, staff, and 

administrators. HLC had only three buildings, which did not provide enough space to 

house all of its students at once. Teachers did not have their own classrooms, not to 

mention a lounge, or other facilities that can be expected at regular public or private 

schools. This lack of adequate facilities proved to be a significant challenge for HLC. 

A fifth challenge has been the difficulty of competing with private schools that are 

transitioning to some form of project-based learning. For example, for the better part 

of a decade, HLC supported six different teachers who were working to obtain 

advanced degrees, such as master’s degrees in education. The school allowed a 

flexible work schedule so that the teachers could take classes, and pursue other 

professional development opportunities, etc. Yet, every single teacher left HLC as 

soon as s/he got his/her advanced degree – most went to higher paying private 

schools with better facilities such as Kamehameha and Punahou. 

A final challenge HLC and other Hawaiian charters struggle with is the fact that 

there is a perception in the larger community that charters are so underfunded and 
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undermined that they will not be around for long. So, career teachers are afraid to stay 

and many leave when they have the option (as detailed above). In addition to creating 

alignment issues because teachers play such an important role at HLC, the high rate 

of turnover also affected HLC’s ability to deliver on its program and the Hakipuʻu 

Model in particular. 

The challenges for HLC and other Hawaiian-focused charters are many. But it is 

also my hope that this “struggle can be mobilized as resistance and as transformation” 

(Smith, 2012, p. 199). I am hopeful that these challenges can provide “the means for 

working things out on the ground, for identifying and solving problems of practice, for 

identifying strengths and weaknesses, for refining tactics and uncovering deeper 

challenges” (Smith, 2012, p. 199). 

 

Successes of Hawaiian-Focused Charter Schools, and HLC in Particular 

Despite the many challenges facing HLC and Hawaiian-focused charters more 

generally, as previously mentioned, Hawaiʻi’s Indigenous culture, language, and 

ancestral practices are critically important to the kahua (foundation) for Native 

Hawaiians in today’s society. The commitment of HLC and other culturally-based 

charter schools in making culturally-based education a reality has been vital for many 

of our Kānaka kids. As Ka Huakaʻi (2021) recognized: 

One of the most encouraging trends is the sea change in understanding the role 
of culture in education. This wave of change has been led by courageous 
immersion and charter school communities over the past four decades, which set 
the course for today’s learners and leaders to create a thriving Hawaiian 
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culture-based education system. The kūpuna (elders), ʻohana (families), kumu 
(teachers), and haumāna (students) of this movement are now harnessing the 
potential of this learning system to create intergenerational change, to reverse 
historical trauma, and to generate positive and sustained outcomes (p. xxii) 
(emphases in original) 
 

We have come to a point that Kānaka values and practices are “starting to be 

normalized across Hawaiʻi’s educational landscape” (Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. 

xxii) (emphasis in original). That in and of itself is a phenomenal success of 

Hawaiian-focused charter schools and HLC in particular. The struggle is real and is still 

ongoing, but we must celebrate our victories along the way. 

With respect to HLC, the fact that “experts” now recognize that relationships to 

natural and cultural resources, biocultural knowledge, self-determination, and cultural 

expression are vital to our keiki’s success in this world is a tribute to HLC’s unflagging 

commitment to its learning model and approach. Moreover, the very notion that Ka 

Huakaʻi has recognized ma ka hana ka ʻike as “the guiding philosophy of applied 

learning through practice” is a fundamental tribute to HLC’s work over the years 

(Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. 207). 

Second, Ka Huakaʻi has documented the success of Native Hawaiian charter 

schools, including HLC, in closing educational gaps. As other experts and charter 

school founders have previously acknowledged, we will not “pretend that the program 

was ideal or perfect, yet numerous personal and collective successes were witnessed 

over the years” (Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, 2013, p. 107). For example, if HLC’s experience is 
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any indicator, Native Hawaiian students in Hawaiian-focused charter schools are more 

engaged in learning, as has been evidenced by a lack of excessive absences. 

In addition to the good work and successes that have already been documented, 

more tools are being developed “to gauge the efficacy of Hawaiian culture-based 

education” and “innovations in culturally relevant assessment, are being led by 

Hawaiian-focused charter schools and are gaining traction nationally” (Kamehameha 

Schools, 2021, p. 43). One example is the University of Hawaiʻi’s commitment to being 

a Native Hawaiian Place of Learning and the adoption of the Hawaiʻi Papa o ke Ao 

report, which has important implications for teaching, learning, and assessment 

(Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. 43). 

In many ways, these successes are the most important because they validate 

HLC’s origin, intentions, and entire learning model. For me, they make the challenges 

palatable. It’s unfortunate that HLC and other culturally-based charters had to endure 

decades of struggle and inequity before their learning models and work were 

appreciated, uplifted, and appropriated by others. And importantly, although the 

“experts” are now recognizing the importance of this work, HLC and other 

Hawaiian-focused charters still do not have autonomy, equitable funding, or the 

staffing and respect necessary to bring these dreams to fruition. Although this is still a 

work in progress, the ʻeliʻeli thus far has underscored the importance of hoʻi i ka piko, 

hoʻi i ka pono, a me hoʻi i nā kūpuna ē. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology  

 

I will explain my research methodology with an oli that I composed to help teach 

canoe paddling and cooperation to our students at Hakipuʻu Learning Center. To help 

our students connect with one another and work together as a team, I referenced the 

journey of Kanaloa as he seeks out his companion Kāne. The oli is chanted with a 

cadence for paddling, which helps the team to keep time and pull together literally and 

figuratively. 

 

Kaupē 
 

Kaupē nā hoe a (kō) 

Raise your paddles and (pull) 
Kō loa ka 

Carrying out a 
Holowaʻa 

Journey 
ʻImi ola 

In search of well being 
I nā kai ā kai 

Throughout every region 
Kilo i nā 

Examining closely the 
Hōʻailona 

Signs 
Koho ala 

Choosing a path 
Pono e hahai 

Appropriate to follow 
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Waiho hihia 

Leaving behind perplexity 
Kāʻokoʻa 

To distance ourselves from such 

ʻAumoana 

Traveling across the deep ocean 
Pae i ka ʻāina 

To arrive at safe haven 
(Nā) alelo a 

The request of 
Kanaloa 

Kanaloa 
Nānā hoa 

To seek companionship 
Kena i ka wai 

And quench the thirst 
 
As a traveler on this research journey, I hope that my questions, framing, and 

definitions have set this project up for success, well being, and connection with others 

in much the same way that Kaupē supports our kama and students of hoe waʻa and of 

life. Hurley & Jackson (2020) suggest that “Indigenous research must reflect the 

unique experiences of the communities and peoples who are part of any inquiry” (p. 

42). Likewise, I am hopeful that by approaching each of the building blocks of my 

research from an Indigenous perspective; and, more fundamentally, from a Kānaka 

and Hakipuʻu perspective, it has helped me to thoughtfully interrogate the role of HLC 

and its place-based, project-based learning model for culturally-based education and 

Kānaka youth in particular. 
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Fundamentally, my research is taking place within a western system of power, 

which means that my work must “ʻtalk back to’ or ʻtalk up to’ power” (Smith, 2012, p. 

226). As Smith attests, “There are no neutral spaces for the kind of work required to 

ensure that traditional Indigenous knowledge flourishes; that it remains connected 

intimately to Indigenous people as a way of thinking, knowing and being; that it is 

sustained and actually grows over future generations” (2012, p. 226). 

This is vital. But, it is also daunting, as it imposes significant kuleana to get this 

research right. Not just for HLC, but also for other Hawaiian-focused charters as well 

as others within the movement who are exercising their own self determination beyond 

the educational arena(s). At bottom, I “have to live with the consequences” of my 

research and conclusions “on a day-to-day basis for ever more, and so do our families 

and communities” (Smith, 2012, p. 138). 

 

Researcher Positionality 

Consistent with Maoli custom and tradition, my primary data sources for my 

dissertation are oral history interviews he alo ā he alo (virtually over Zoom, however). 

Because my ʻohana has generational ties to this community and my ʻohana and even 

myself have been intimately involved in HLC for generations, I am mindful that my 

work may be criticized as not being neutral. For many mainstream researchers, an 

“outsider perspective” is considered optimal for its “objective” and “accurate” account 

of the field, while “insiders,” who possess deeper insights about the people, places, 
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and events being researched, are thought to hold biased positions that complicate 

their ability to observe and interpret” (Chavez, 2008, p. 474). 

Indigenous research, however, has established that within native frameworks, 

“relationships matter” (Smith, 2012, p. 125). These pilina “lie at the heart of community 

life and community development” and hold us to ethical codes of conduct and 

protocols that “govern our relationships with each other and with the environment” 

(Smith, 2012, p. 125). 

Moreover, these pilina can and actually do improve the research and can make it 

more effective than research done by outsiders (Chavez, 2008, p. 476). Research by 

insiders like me is not only “valid and significant.” My pilina with HLC, my interviewees 

(many of whom are ʻohana), and our kaiāulu and resources, actually “provide multiple 

levels of insight about human behavior necessary for data collection, interpretation, 

and representation” (Chavez, 2008, pp. 476, 480). 

But as mentioned earlier, this insider perspective also imposes kuleana. As 

someone who is already both the subject and the object of this research, in addition to 

being the researcher, my insider positionality “embeds critical reflection in the 

process” as it makes me “visibly accountable for my presence” and heightens my 

“awareness of potential advantages and complications that may arise” (Chavez, 2008, 

p. 490). In other words, given my context and advantages, I am even more 

accountable to HLC and Hawaiian-focused charters, for example, in ways that an 

outsider would not be (Smith, 2012, p.138). For me, this is not a “distant academic 
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exercise,” but instead is an activity that “has something at stake and that occurs in a 

set of political and social conditions” (Smith, 2012, p. 5). 

 

Interviewees 

My positionality inspired the methods that I used to collect and interpret my data. 

My research relied predominantly on oral history interviews, with the mindful 

acknowledgement that things needed to be revised as my research proceeded 

(Langlas, 2006, p. 6). This particular form and style is effective, inherently Maoli, and 

based on my insider perspective; it therefore worked well with those I interviewed. I 

identified who should be interviewed and why, (Lowman, p.6), and chose five 

individuals: Charlene Hoe, Kelikokauaikekai Hoe, Teresa Makuakāne-Drechsel, Ph.D., 

Kathy Tibbetts, Ph.D., and Keo Medeiros. 

My connection to and understanding of the Hakipuʻu/Koʻolaupoko and HLC 

communities influenced the selection of these interviewees. My mother, Charlene Hoe, 

was one of HLC’s founders; she served in various capacities over the years, including 

teacher, lead administrator, board member, and more. Her teaching and administrative 

background are varied, as she served as an elementary school teacher at 

Kamehameha Schools for many years where she was involved in prioritizing student 

learning, which ultimately culminated in the removal of the board of trustees. 

Subsequently, during a court-mandated strategic planning process, she facilitated 

outreach to Kamehameha beneficiaries in Hawaiʻi and across America. Before retiring, 
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she became the school’s director for community education. She was instrumental in 

visioning and establishing HLC, and in developing the Hakipuʻu Model. 

My brother, Kelikokauaikekai Hoe, is another one of HLC’s founders and 

instructors. Together, we wrote and choreographed many of HLC’s hula, mele, and 

cultural protocol, including some that are shared here, such as Oli Kuamoʻo and 

Kākoʻo Koʻolau. He also participated in the school start-up, and was a fixture at many 

important events, such as graduation. Liko brings a unique perspective, as he was a 

tenured professor at Windward Community College (“WCC”) for many years where he 

anchored the Hawaiian Studies and Hawaiian Language programs. He is now the 

Chief Executive Officer for the Waiāhole Poi Factory, but his background in 

educational movements and the needs of our Lāhui is instructive. Moreover, to the 

degree that college enrollment in Hawaiʻi is “considered a leading indicator of a 

population’s educational well-being,” Liko provides important manaʻo on HLC’s 

students’ and graduates’ college readiness, enrollment, and overall success – as he 

taught many of them at WCC (Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. 211). 

Teresa Makuakāne-Drechsel, Ph.D. is Kanaka Maoli and a graduate of the 

Kamehameha Schools. She is a recognized expert in Native Hawaiian educational 

needs, programs, and curricula. Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel served in educational 

administrative positions, including at Kamehameha Schools, for over twenty years. 

She has lived and worked in Koʻolaupoko, and participated in weekly HLC planning 

meetings from 2000-2001. She also served on HLC’s Board of Directors and its 
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nonprofit Ka Huli o Hāloa for many years. Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel provides a Maoli 

academic perspective, as well as an insider’s perspective into HLC’s program and 

learning model given her familiarity with Hawaiian-focused charter schools, HLC, and 

the Hakipuʻu Model. 

Katherine A. Tibbetts, Ph.D. is a social worker by training and the Director of 

Research Evaluation with Liliʻuokalani Trust. Dr. Tibbettʻs primary work, however, has 

been in educational assessment, Indigenous assessment, program evaluation, and 

research. She spent thirty years at Kamehameha Schools in a range of positions and 

garnered numerous awards for her work in educational psychology, research, and 

evaluation. She also led the research and writing for Ka Huakaʻi: 2014 Native Hawaiian 

Educational Assessment. She was a Board Member, volunteer, and supporter of HLC 

for many years. Her academic fluency and prowess colored by her non-Maoli insider’s 

perspective on Hawaiian-focused charter schools, HLC, and the Hakipuʻu Model is 

particularly insightful. 

Keo Mederios is a HLC graduate having attended the school since the seventh 

grade beginning in HLC’s second year of operation. He is self-employed as a 

landscaper and currently resides on the east side of Oʻahu along with his wife and 

their children. His personal perspective and opinions, though unique to himself, is 

reflective of the HLC student experience generally, echoing common views shared by 

others in his peer group. His tenure at HLC spans the school’s initial developmental 

phase into a more defined and functional implementation of the Hakipuʻu Model. He 
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also illuminated concerns and takeaways from the students’ families’ perspectives. He 

brings much insight into the benefits and/or shortcomings of the Hakipuʻu Model as a 

learning tool and how it impacted his life. 

 

Methods for Collecting and Interpreting Data 

After thinking deeply about what areas to ask the interviewees about, I developed 

an initial set of broad questions, which I revised in partnership with interviewees as 

detailed below (Langlas, 2006, p. 6). Initial questions include: 1. Can you tell me about 

yourself – about your upbringing and your educational experiences? 2. Please share a 

bit about HLC – what was the inspiration or vision for starting the school? And, what 

were those early years like? 3. What were some significant milestones across HLC’s 

development and program delivery? 4. Can you share a little about the Hakipuʻu Model 

– where did the idea come from and/or what are some of its critical components? 5. 

What are you most proud of; or, what was the most rewarding? 6. Were there any 

major regrets, challenges, or disappointments along the way? Or, anything that you 

might do differently in retrospect? And, 7. Is there anything else that you’d like to 

share? 

I used open-ended, semi-structured interview questions to “prompt conversation 

where both the participant and researcher co-create knowledge together” (Kovach, 

2010). This is to create an interview environment in which the interviewee is able to 

“reflect widely, to recall fully, and to associate freely” in a free-flowing conversation 
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about HLC and the Hakipuʻu Model (Smithsonian, 2020, p.2). This is especially 

important because each of the interviewees are “insiders” to various degrees, so as 

expected they guided and shaped the scope, duration, and evolution of the interviews, 

including their own. I believe that my pilina with the interviewees helped us feel 

comfortable offering insight into how the data can and should be interpreted, 

especially Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel and Dr. Tibbetts, given their significant experience 

with assessment and their positionality as Maoli and non-Maoli researchers and 

academics. In fact, after all of the research has been concluded, I hope to again meet 

with some of the interviewees to seek their manaʻo regarding the dissemination of my 

research results. 

I shared my questions with the interviewees ahead of time so that they could 

prepare before the actual interview (Calliou, 2004, p. 5). I also followed up before the 

interview started to solicit feedback regarding whether any of the questions should be 

revised, or other questions or topics should be added (Smithsonian, 2020, p.5). This 

provided both the interviewee and me as the researcher optimal time to prepare. I also 

asked interviewees what questions I should ask others given their subject matter 

expertise and how well they know each other (Langlas, 2006, p. 9).  

Due to complications and restrictions brought on by the pandemic, we were not 

able to meet for the interviews in person. Initially, I planned on selecting a quiet and 

comfortable spot for the interview, “bringing props” including food, photos, music, 

instruments, videos, and other objects to help foster and rekindle memories (Lowman, 
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p. 8). I believe that the place, food and music would have played a significant role in 

setting the ambiance and helping the interviewees to feel comfortable. Mea ʻai, mele, 

and oli have always played an important role in HLC meetings and events. Meeting 

over Zoom, though an inferior alternative to in person interaction, was a necessary and 

welcome fallback and still allowed for the additional depth of expression and 

understanding conveyed through nonverbal communication. Zoom also preserved a 

sense of comfort and ease with each of us in a calm, familiar environment.  

I also recorded the interviews with the interviewees’ permission, in addition to 

taking notes (Langlas, 2006, p. 7). I made the recording or transcript available for the 

interviewees’ to review as well as a copy of my results. Again, I found this process to 

be iterative and I am grateful to partner with those I interviewed and for the knowledge 

they shared and I am confident that the process ensures that my data interpretation 

and results are reasonable, having made revisions as necessary (Calliou, 2004, p.15). 

I am also mindful that my interviewees may not always be in alignment with my 

interpretations and results. Although no such discrepancies arose, had that been the 

case, I would have noted the disagreement and did my best to explain my reasoning 

and the basis of the disagreement to the degree that I understand it. I would have also 

honored any requests to edit out manaʻo that the interviewees preferred not be 

released (Calliou, 2004, p. 6). 

A specific strategy that I deployed in my interviews is talk story, a more 

conversational method that is effective in gathering knowledge in Indigenous circles 
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and our kaiāulu in particular (Kovach, 2010, p. 40). This is also consistent with our 

practice at HLC, therefore the interviews were informal, conversational, and included 

lots of storytelling (Kovach, 2010, p. 43). Doing so created a “collaborative storying” 

environment where I, as the researcher, was also a participant and where relationships 

continued to deepen as stories were shared (Kovach, 2010, pp. 6, 43). And there were 

so many stories shared! Some of the best practices that I included were: “proceeding 

chronologically, asking open-ended questions, listening closely without interrupting, 

following up on details or unexpected avenues of information, challenging 

questionable information in a non-threatening way, and generally maintaining an 

atmosphere in which the interviewee feels able to respond fully and truthfully” 

(Smithsonian, 2020, p. 2). 

I also listened to and transcribed my interviews as soon as possible after they 

were completed (Langlas, 2006, pp. 4, 8). This enabled me to make revisions as 

necessary, (Calliou, 2004, p. 15), and to schedule any follow up sessions that were 

needed (Smithsonian, 2020, p. 2). I also understood that although I had in mind 

specific questions to ask each interviewee, I needed to synthesize information and 

revise my questions as my interviews proceeded (Langlas, 2006, p. 9). This was vital 

to identify information gaps, as well as necessary research and other follow up 

(Langlas, 2006, p. 9). 
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Dissemination of my Research Results 

Finally, my positionality as a Maoli researcher who is kamaʻāina to the community 

I am researching drove not only how my research was carried out but also where and 

how my findings are and will be disseminated. As mentioned earlier, I have much more 

at stake than your average researcher given that I have invested so much in HLC and 

other Hawaiian-focused charter schools, and my ʻohana and I will have to live with my 

results “on a day-to-day basis for ever more” (Smith, 2012, p.138). Goodyear-Kaʻōpua 

(2016) suggests that Kānaka Maoli research is “deeply personal and can be healing on 

individual, familial, and lāhui levels.”  She likens such research to “a rope that allows 

us to pull toward one another against powerful forces that attempt to fragment and 

obliterate us as a Lāhui Kanaka ‘Ōiwi” (Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, 2016, p.3). And that is 

ultimately my hope, that the dissemination of my research results can bring people 

together and uplift HLC and our larger community of culturally-based learners and 

teachers. 

In the earlier paragraphs of this section I touched upon how my positionality 

impacts how my research was done including, for example, talking story and talking 

up to power. The dissemination of my research results, however, is a much larger 

issue. 

For decades, HLC and other Hawaiian-focused charter schools have grappled 

with inequities and opposition to our learning models, curricula, and even our very 

existence. Now, the important role of culture in education is more valued and Kānaka 
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practices are “starting to be normalized across Hawaiʻi’s educational landscape” 

(Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. xxii). Yet, HLC and other similarly situated charters 

continue to struggle and have not received the support – and funding in particular – 

that will enable them to fulfill their missions and deploy innovative curricula and 

learning approaches such as the Hakipuʻu Model. Given the institutional and structural 

challenges and downright racism involved, I have not resolved how best to 

disseminate my research results in a way that will uplift and empower my kaiāulu. I 

hope to share my results with HLC’s founders and graduates, the Hakipuʻu Academy, 

and those involved in other Hawaiian-focused charters, and am also open to the 

possibility of disseminating it more widely, including to decisionmakers with the 

capacity to make the changes necessary to address systemic shortcomings and 

problems. Ultimately though, I cannot make these decisions until I have a better sense 

of what the needs and opportunities are and also receive more in-depth feedback from 

my interviewees, as this is their story as well. 

At bottom, I want to ensure that my research results are a net plus for our kaiāulu. 

So, I am sitting with and working through the questions posed by Dr. 

Goodyear-Kaʻōpua: “What is at stake in my methods of research and writing? To 

whom am I accountable? Who is at risk and how? Who might benefit and how? What 

obligations to specific communities, families, individuals, stories, and places do I have 

in this project? How can I mālama the relationships that precede and extend beyond 

this particular research project?” (Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, 2016, p.14). In pondering my 
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responses to these questions, I am mindful of my insider perspective and my own 

“taken-for-granted views” about HLC and Hawaiian-focused charters (Smith, 2012, 

p.140). I also understand that this work is risky “because it can unsettle beliefs, values, 

relationships and the knowledge of different histories;” so, I am trying my best to get it 

right (Smith, 2012, p.140). Given these complexities, again, consultation with experts, 

including those I am interviewing, is key to figuring out how to best deploy my 

research results. 

I will ultimately determine how best to disseminate my research results once I 

have sufficient time to ponder initial reflections of my research, and partner with this 

committee, my ʻohana, my interviewees, and my kaiāulu. Until then, I will continue to 

kaupē nā hoe a kō. 
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Chapter 4:  The Interviews 
 
One of the best ways for me to frame and contextualize the ʻike shared through 

the oral history interviews is through a hula that I composed primarily as a pneumonic 

device to remember the names and sequences of important components of Kānaka 

Maoli celestial navigation, which was done in tribute to Hakipuʻu Learning Center. For 

me, hula is a beautiful, effective way to retain and recall information. Without the poetic 

structure and added kinetic components of the hula, I repeatedly forgot what I had 

been taught numerous times. This traditional combination of words and motions helps 

to reinforce my memories in ways that rote learning cannot. Moreover, I fashioned this 

information into a cohesive story or set of lessons regarding Mau Piailug, Hōkūleʻa, and 

Makaliʻi specifically, and the mindful navigation necessary to journey through life in 

Hawaiʻi nei more generally. 

 
 

Hōʻala Hoʻokele 
 
Kau ka lā i ka ʻāina 

As the sun shines upon the land 
Noiʻi noio 

We search intently for the noio 
Hahai manu i nā lani 
​ That we may follow its flight through the skies 
Mau nā leo, haka hele 

As the steady call reminds us to be diligent as we proceed 
 
ʻŌ ke kā o Makaliʻi 

Bail the canoe (prepare to sail) 
Hoʻokū lei nā māhoe 

The twins are adorned with lei (the double hull is lashed and ready) 
E puana i ke ʻaʻa 
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The challenge is set 
Heihei kona i ka lewa 

To race south across the deep ocean 
 
E ka iwikuamoʻo 

Family take heed 
Mai hikua Hōkūleʻa 

Don’t carelessly discard (the lessons of) Hōkūleʻa 
Hiki a nā liʻi ā lupa 

The ability to lead and flourish 
Me hānai a ka mālama 

To nourish and care for  
 
Hui nā hoʻokele 

The navigators gather 
ʻIa raʻe ke oe humu 

To clearly heed the binding chant of old 
ʻO Manaiakalani 

Such is Manaiakalani 
ʻO ka louna o nā moku 

That which draws the islands together 
 
Me he ʻiwa ka lupe 

This kite of ours is like an ‘iwa 
Pāhili ka makani 

Blown around by the strong wind 
Ke lua ke kaula 

But if the line is doubled 
ʻOnipaʻa i nā lani 

Then we are steadfast in the heavens 
 

The first verse of this hula recounts the names of the seven hale repeated in 

each quadrant of a Kānaka Maoli navigator’s compass. These are Lā, ʻĀina, Noio, 

Manu, Nā Lani, Nā Leo, and Haka. The second through fifth verses each refer to one of 

the four star lines including many of the individual stars and constellations arrayed 

therein. We start with Ke Kā o Makaliʻi, followed by Ka Iwikuamoʻo, then Manaiakalani, 

and finally Ka Lupe o Kawelo. 
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​ Thematically, the first verse speaks to this modern age and our search for 

direction. A new challenge/opportunity is upon us, and we need to orient ourselves 

through observation with care and intention, both with the Hakipuʻu Learning Center 

and this dissertation. We intend to arrive safely at our destination even if we are not yet 

able to see it firsthand. We hope we have traveled close enough to our intended island 

to see the daily flight of birds nesting there, which will help to guide us home. Of 

course, those birds in this composition are symbolic indicators we must recognize and 

decipher using our collective knowledge and abilities, inclusive of the guidance from 

our ancestors. Fortunately, despite losing our way after many years of subjugation and 

countless efforts to eliminate us, we persist and can still heed the lessons of our 

kūpuna to succeed now and into the future.  

​ The second verse reflects on the daunting challenge of opening HLC, our daring 

venture in student-centered, place and project-based learning that is outside the norm 

and away from the status quo that stifles us as Kānaka. Such an endeavor is 

courageous and perhaps a bit crazy, but nonetheless worthy of celebration. Of 

particular note is the mention of preparations and behind the scenes work. A bailer 

might not be as revered and glorified as a paddle, but it is no less a vital tool for every 

hoʻokele  (sailor and navigator). As much as we need a paddle to maneuver, we need a 

bailer to remain afloat. If and when we are victorious, we should hapai i kahi hoe i luna 

in one hand, and in the other, hold aloft a bailer as well.  
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​ The third verse honors the community at the heart of this endeavor. We were an 

institution created by and for our community. And for better or worse, as a 

community-based school, HLC was shaped by the motivations and behaviors of the 

community members that it reflects and represents. Enough of us stepped forward to 

ʻauamo this kuleana to engage and uplift our students. Sadly, good intentions alone 

could not guarantee successful outcomes or even ensure longevity for that matter. At 

bottom, however, the school’s founders never expected perfection, and always tried to 

provide the best we could for the students and the larger community with and through 

aloha (mutual respect and caring), a sentiment that continues into the present.  

​ The fourth verse describes the visionaries and leaders coming together to 

promote and perpetuate a culture of resourcefulness and accomplishment, a culture of 

practicality. Just as we were able to “fish up” and connect the many islands of Ka 

Moana Nui from beyond the horizon, we can find and nurture connections today 

despite perceived isolation or difference. In fact, diversity binds us and fosters strength 

and resilience. 

​ The fifth verse explains the inevitable trials and tribulations we experienced 

along the way. Despite initial trepidation, the fear of doing something wrong gave way 

to the need to do something right, especially when it came to caring for our children. 

And doing nothing was never really an option. Although, I suppose if one never tries, 

they will never fail. Or perhaps not trying is failure in and of itself. Notwithstanding, 

when the school’s founders went above and beyond as was often the case, we were 
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exposed to greater risk and adversity, especially when targeted by naysayers from 

within and beyond. Through it all, we did what we did for many different reasons and in 

a myriad of ways. In the end, there is an innate advantage to diversity. If we are all on 

the same waʻa and that canoe goes down, everyone goes under. But if we have a fleet 

of vessels, each one a variation of the standard, then if one waʻa fails for some reason, 

its passengers can jump on another waʻa that was different enough to persevere and 

continue on their merry way. Hopefully, we all learn a thing or two in the process. 

In much the same way that Hōʻala Hoʻokele charts the path of our ancestors 

while offering lessons for the generations to come, in this chapter we hear from key 

players in Hakipuʻu Learning Center’s origin story, including founders, teachers, 

thought leaders, and a graduate. This journey begins with my interview with a key HLC 

founder, Charlene Hoe. It then recounts interviews with Dr. Kathy Tibbetts, 

Kelikokauaikekai Hoe, Dr. Teresa Makuakane-Dreschel, and Keo Medeiros. Each 

subsection uplifts the core values of HLC, while articulating HLC’s moʻokūʻauhau from 

the perspective of its stakeholders and underscoring the importance of place-based, 

project-based, student-centered learning for Hawaiʻi students and Native Hawaiians in 

particular. These interviews also speak to the many challenges that Native Hawaiian 

students and families continue to grapple with and how the charter school movement 

in Hawaiʻi – and Hawaiian-focused charters in particular – were an avenue for 

educational visionaries to craft viable alternatives to the Hawaiʻi Department of 

Education’s systemic failures. Despite these hopes and dreams, continued challenges 
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such as disparate funding and the lack of facilities and other support for Hawaiʻi’s 

charter schools ultimately led to the decimation of many of these waʻa, including 

Hakipuʻu Learning Center. But it’s best for these thought leaders to speak for 

themselves. 

In the sections that follow, I present the narratives of each of these leaders 

individually, allowing the uniqueness of their stories to be shared in their entirety before 

proceeding with a broader, more collective analysis in the final chapter.  

 

Charlene Hoe 

As noted in Chapter 3, Charlene is one of HLC’s founders and served in a 

myriad of capacities over the years, including as a teacher, lead administrator, board 

member, and more. She was instrumental in visioning and establishing HLC, and in 

developing the Hakipuʻu Model of learning.  

A significant focus for her oral history interview was Hakipuʻu Learning Center’s 

moʻokūʻauhau or origin story. She also touched on important turning points in HLC’s 

establishment, uplifting the role of its administrative team, Nā Lei Naʻauao (an 

organization of Hawaiian-focused charter schools), Minnesota New Country School, 

and the creation and evolution of the Hakipuʻu Model.   

For Charlene, in many ways, the creation of this school was part of Hakipuʻu’s 

legacy, and its lineal descendants simply continued on the path that had been set 

generations ago. As detailed in the introduction to this dissertation, this area was 
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historically a training ground for kahuna and aliʻi or experts and leaders in various 

fields. This charter school was steeped in all things Hakipuʻu and the idea for it came 

from the Hoe ʻohana and larger community.  

Charlene recalls that very early on, scoping meetings were facilitated within the 

community and discussions were held regarding what excited the stakeholders about 

education: “Before any of the implementation planning, . . . our community had 

decided that it wanted to do planning for the well-being of our Lāhui.” It was also a 

natural outgrowth of a grassroots movement of Indigenous, culturally-based education, 

especially where the State had failed the community. 

Charlene explained: “It kind of started with just our family . . .  what could we do 

to engage positive learning and move forward? So, we facilitated a discussion around 

dreams. If we could have anything we wanted, if we could make it as exciting as we 

could. What might that look like?” Gatherings and conversations continued: “So who's 

gonna do this? What does it look like? How do we make it happen? It kind of took 

place over time. We had a lot of talking about what to do to keep kids engaged and 

have them value what they're learning.  . . . so we have that kind of inspiration.” 

Moreover, the school’s founders and community committed to have this learning 

center reflect and embody nā mea Hawaiʻi: the people and the cultural traditions of this 

pae ʻāina. For example, Charlene describes how “we did these big makahiki events, all 

kinds of activities, we did the Moʻomona programs for the kids . . . all programming 

was around stewardship of place and land, water, ocean, all of that.”  Charlene’s oral 
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history interview was consistent with manaʻo later shared by Dr. Teresa 

Makuakāne-Dreschel: that HLC was community generated, implemented, and focused. 

Charlene uplifted the school’s administrative team and board as having been 

critical to HLC’s establishment and success: “I tried to set up a leadership team and 

within that team, I think we had, eight or nine people on the team itself, and each 

person had their kuleana or specialty that they were tasked with guiding. But that 

didn't mean that they were the boss and they called it and that was it.”  Instead, this 

model allowed the group to develop skills and capacity collectively. This led to a 

“leadership team, each of us had a specific, primary responsibility and then a specific 

contribution to integration of the various needs.” The collaboration was essential given 

that everyone has both strengths and challenges.  And at bottom, a fundamental 

lesson was that “this isn't going to work, if we’re not holding hands on some level.” 

Another essential component for HLC was finding the right teachers and 

administrators and putting them in the right places. As Charlene explained, “You have 

to find people that are, one, interested in education and, two, able to connect 

specifically with students who are . . . of Hawaiian ancestry and our community. You 

have to weave it all together to create a vibrant school environment.” It was vital to find 

those teachers who “fit well with supporting kids” so that they “weren’t pulling kids 

down versus supporting them to be successful.” At bottom, “it’s hard to get those 

teachers or those educators or those community people who are really committed to 

helping our students be successful in their life choices.” 

54 



 

In many ways, HLC was established to fill gaps the community identified in the 

public education system. Charlene recalls, “I remember when we first started, we 

decided to start with intermediate, seventh and eighth grade, and explicitly saying this 

is the age that we are losing a lot of our students. And you know, low and behold, a lot 

of the students that came to us had been failed by so many other schools along the 

way and just trying to keep them in school was one of the issues that we were trying to 

address.” Even though HLC was started to remedy historical problems, the school 

focused on maximizing present day opportunities to support and nurture the innate 

strengths and potential of each student. For the school’s founders, including Charlene, 

this required “getting kids engaged in their own learning. Our job as adults is to expose 

them to as much as possible around things that they value and are interested in, and 

get them to be willing to explore new things.” 

Charlene paid special tribute to Kū Kahakalau, who she credited as a driving 

force for all Kānaka-focused charter schools and HLC in particular. She noted that 

none of this could have “started without Kū, and a lot of other people as well.” For 

“pretty much any leader of any Hawaiian focused charter school that stayed with their 

original vision,” she explained, “Kū and Nā Lei Naʻauao were the drivers, they were the 

ones that got it. They were the ones that went and found resources to make it doable 

and if they couldn’t figure out how to make it doable just by themselves, they found 

teams and we helped each other. That whole part of it was pretty amazing.” 
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Kamehameha Schools was another essential force and partner, providing funding for 

facilities, training, advocacy, and more. 

​ Charlene suggests that perhaps the most helpful contribution from KS was 

facilitating (funding) regular meetings, he alo ā he alo, between the various 

culturally-focused charter schools. As a cohort, we were collectively redefining 

educational institutions with Hawaiʻi as the center. By directive and design, each school 

had a unique pedagogy. Nevertheless, we consistently found applicable insight and 

inspiration by sharing our individual experiences, what we did, and more importantly 

why we did it. By rotating the hosting responsibilities, we could visit each other and see 

firsthand the value of our efforts on the ground and in context. There were no outside 

experts to lead us; no well traveled path to follow. We were the trailblazers, working 

shoulder to shoulder to lead our communities forward.  

According to Charlene, another significant breakthrough occurred early on, 

when HLC’s founders connected with students and staff from the Minnesota New 

Country Charter School: “We had already decided that we wanted to have a school 

that had meaning for our community. And then when we went to a conference in 2000 

and Calvin found Minnesota New Country, we started looking at that more deeply and 

we went, ʻWow, we don’t know quite how to do this yet, but this is definitely where we 

want to be, as far as moving forward.’” 

That led Charlene and my father, Calvin, to visit the Minnesota New Country 

School Campus, which was the first time they experienced a truly student-centered, 
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project-based facility that had been designed and built to optimize such learning. 

Meeting with staff only further solidified that this model was ideal for HLC to use as a 

foundation. Watching student presentations also had a significant impact. One special 

needs student blew Charlene away with how well she articulated what she had learned, 

how well she articulated what she planned to do, and why she was doing it. And 

Charlene thought: “This needs to be part of our program.” 

Although Minnesota New Country played a formative role, HLC built upon that 

learning model and particularized it for Hawaiʻi and Kānaka students and communities. 

As Charlene explains, “We used their building blocks, but in essence, we developed it 

into something that was more specific to our kind of community.” At the outset, HLC 

founders had noted that the Minnesota model was “missing the cultural component, 

the cultural emphasis and I think that’s the main thing that makes the Hakipuʻu model 

of learning unique and it’s something that we developed with inspiration and guidance 

from what they had developed.” 

Charlene noted that Minnesota New Country was critical in helping HLC evolve 

its own identity and learning style:   

At the center of all of that is the project process. The project itself is what 
allowed HLC to function as a school, as a place of learning. Lessons are 
happening all the time, everywhere you go, every moment you’re learning 
something, but that doesn’t necessarily get recognized in your high 
school degree. So, to be able to use the project process as a framework 
allowed us to recognize and credit the learning. It takes lifelong learning 
and puts it into a form that can be processed within a formal school 
context. To recognize it and value that learning and use that as the 
curriculum. And what’s good about this project-based learning is that you 
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can utilize that way of learning and that way of planning and processing 
learning, throughout your lifetime. 
 
She explained that HLC’s approach to teaching and learning was distinct from 

Minnesota New Country School because every project was required to have a 

meaningful connection to Hawaiʻi: “We required that component to be part of students’ 

understanding of their place in the world, and their place in their learning, and their 

place in their family. I think it was part of the richness to me, of the projects that the 

kids would come up with. I think it was valuable to keep the emphasis inclusive of the 

Hawaiʻi context, and their family more specifically, integrating a family component as 

well into their own learning. And I think that’s one of the things that families really 

enjoyed because it was the kids really linking to their family over time.” Ultimately, 

Charlene shared that “the way that we did project-based learning at Hakipuʻu Learning 

Center ultimately proved to work really well because it allowed us to learn together.” 

Although the content and rubric of the projects varied significantly, each student 

followed the same process to design and defend their projects and provide proof of 

learning. For example, as Charlene describes, each project started with a proposal: 

“The proposal had different components such as a topic, standards, and products to 

show proof of learning, with rubrics as a measure of success and also as guidelines to 

direct progress.” In addition, students also completed an alapiʻi or culminating project 

each year, which was at their learning level and within an area of interest. Alapiʻi proved 

important for HLC students because they “encapsulate everything regarding what 

project-based is about.” Moreover, they included additional components, such as 
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community service, a public presentation, and were writing intensive. For Charlene, this 

project-based model is what “made the Hakipuʻu model unique and was how we 

rooted all our projects in the culture of Hawaiʻi, past, present, future.” 

At bottom, Charlene explained, the school “figured out what we needed to do to 

make a student-centered, project-based learning environment that is intense and 

rigorous, but also inventive and able to get kids involved in the different areas of 

content.” Although this was very different from the learning styles in most of Hawaiʻi’s 

public schools, the students “pretty much got it over time. Not right away. It wasn’t 

magic, but they pretty much got it and once they got it, you could see them using it 

themselves, without having to come to a staff person, without needing someone else to 

validate.” Charlene believes that was a central feature of why the founders created and 

invested so much in HLC: “Life requires you to solve things in multiple ways. So, 

learning that sooner rather than later is a strength and I think that’s what we were able 

to do with the program at Hakipuʻu.”  

In addition to these successes, Charlene detailed some of the primary 

challenges for Native Hawaiian-focused charter schools and HLC in particular. As 

discussed in more detail in the next chapter, funding, facilities and missed 

opportunities were significant obstacles and challenges for HLC. In closing, Charlene 

explained that “Hawaiian focused charter schools have been amazing. Even though 

we’ve been struggling for, you know, ever, I think the charter schools have done 

amazing work in engaging students in learning and building on that learning.” 
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Katherine A. Tibbetts, Ph.D. 

As also noted in Chapter 3, Dr. Kathy Tibbetts has been a leader in educational 

assessment in Hawaiʻi. She spent thirty years at Kamehameha Schools in a myriad of 

positions and earned accolades for her leadership in educational psychology, research, 

and evaluation.  She has been deeply engaged in the research and writing for Ka 

Huakaʻi: the Native Hawaiian Educational Assessment, leading that effort in 2014. In 

the context of HLC, Dr. Tibbetts was a board member, volunteer, and supporter for 

many years. 

A focus of this oral history interview was the evolution of charter schools in 

America and how HLC evolved to meet Hawaiʻi-specific needs. Dr. Tibbetts also 

touched on the importance of schools such as HLC and why the Hakipuʻu Model of 

learning holds so much promise, especially for historically underrepresented groups 

and Kānaka Maoli in particular.  

To get a sense of the issues that HLC was grappling with, Dr. Tibbetts shared 

context for formal western education in America. In particular, “there's been this kind of 

schizophrenic schism in American public education. And probably all Western-based 

education because we have education for the masses that was designed to produce a 

certain kind of workforce.” She explained that in America, “we offer people industrial 

education.” And because generations have been educated that way, “that’s what so 

many parents want, too. They want to know what kind of job their kids are going to get, 
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how much money they're going to be able to earn.” Dr. Tibbetts notes, “There's a lack 

of differentiation in the minds of so much of the population between education and 

training. You have an entire population that has been whipped through an industrial 

model of the education system, and they look at that as the correct and proper role of 

education. So it's very, very hard to make a change.” 

In addition to this distinction between education and training, Dr. Tibbetts 

believes success looks different in western systems when compared to more 

progressive and culturally-based models such as HLC: “In the individualistic nature of 

the western education system, the measures of success are also very individualistic. 

It's about ranking as opposed to understanding community, interdependence, and 

helping each other.” Students and parents must also realize that “success is doing your 

personal best, not doing better or worse than someone else, those are huge 

differences.”  

As detailed in Chapters 1 and 2, because this western model of education was 

not working, many Native Hawaiians looked to charter schools as a potential path 

forward. As Dr. Tibbetts recalls, “Hakipuʻu and a number of other groups applied to 

become startup charters. And the reason was really to address the unmet needs of 

Native Hawaiian students.”  Both HLC’s founders and Dr. Tibbetts could see that 

Kānaka students’ “needs were not being served well by the public school system, and 

that was aligned with a belief in the need for education that was Hawaiian 

culture-based to help perpetuate Nohona Hawaiʻi, and also to provide kids with 
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positive connections to their cultural identities as a source of resiliency and strength.” 

In many ways, supporting HLC’s establishment and development was vital to better 

support Native Hawaiian learners and their unique challenges that were being 

overlooked in more western, industrial education systems.   

This work was important both for charter schools and for public education in 

Hawaiʻi more generally because these institutions and HLC in particular became, in Dr. 

Tibbett’s words, “laboratories for innovation and developing practices that could then 

be brought into the mainstream, public school system to increase the quality of 

education for all learners.” From Dr. Tibbetts’s perspective, “That was the government’s 

side of the bargain. We'll create these conditions that allow you to experiment, to try 

out these different kinds of things. In return, you become laboratories for an improved 

public education.” Even so, to her knowledge, “that hasn’t actually worked that way on 

any kind of noticeable scale in any state,” including Hawaiʻi. Nevertheless, charter 

schools such as HLC were instrumental in validating culturally-based learning as both 

effective and beneficial for students in general and Kānaka students in particular. 

Dr. Tibbetts also identified significant challenges, one of which was the fact that 

charter schools such as HLC did not receive the same per-pupil allocation as other 

public schools and were denied support for facilities: “Somewhere early along the line, 

I think a number of the legislators started to think that the purpose of charter schools 

was to provide a lower cost education because in most states and regions, charter 

schools are not funded at the same level as the mainstream public schools.” As she 
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explains, “This approach to underfunding also manifested itself at a national level. 

For-profit organizations were quickly spawned that sought to make a big buck for their 

shareholders and owners by delivering education at cut rates, so taking the 

government subsidies for charter schools, operating at less than that subsidy, and 

turning the remainder into profit.” 

Another issue in Hawaiʻi was that the State Department of Education wasn’t sure 

what it wanted and often changed parameters, which was difficult for both the charter 

school and their students and families. She explained that “the challenges were largely 

in the external context, changing expectations, different definitions of success, 

sanctions, and also the school being underfunded, not having the capacity to deal with 

all the administrative kinds of things you need to do.”  

These challenges were especially difficult for students and families that had 

already been failed by Hawaiʻi’s public school system. For example, the State’s 

changing parameters for charter schools such as HLC forced teachers to “stretch” or 

grow in their approach to education and teaching. Dr. Tibbetts explained that the 

combination of a “lack of resources and . . . students who themselves have 

experienced a long history of failure in the public school system, so their sense of 

themselves, their sense of efficacy in terms of academics, the relevance of education is 

weak in them,” was especially detrimental. This became especially challenging for 

ʻohana with intergenerational trauma. Dr. Tibbetts surmised “that for the majority of 

them, the sense of academic efficacy is also weak in their parents. It's something that 
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has been handed down intergenerationally because their parents had similar 

experiences.” The State’s changing parameters were difficult in general, but had an 

even greater impact on historically underrepresented groups and Native Hawaiians who 

had not yet experienced academic success. In some ways, these situations set up 

Native Hawaiian charters and HLC for failure because they were unable “to 

demonstrate the kind of success in terms of test score changes that the system that's 

funding them is looking for.” 

Dr. Tibbetts also explained why the Hakipuʻu Model of learning was both 

different and effective: “Hakipuʻu was the only charter school that went down the 

project-based learning pathway to the extent it did. Other instructional approaches 

were more western to begin with. Hakipuʻu was just very innovative in its pedagogical 

approach.”  Dr. Makuakāne-Dreshcel concurred in her later interview as she explained 

that “Some of the other charter schools, the heart was so big to provide something 

different, but their ‘ike was lacking. They didn’t have the capacity” to make it happen. 

At HLC, the term project-based encompassed a spectrum. The process allowed 

the school to formally frame and credit the learning that happens all around, all the 

time, within a school setting, towards graduation. Projects could be anything, if 

students could define, document, and defend the learning process they could get 

credit towards graduation.  

Dr. Tibbetts found the model powerful “because it can cater to any student, 

because the curriculum can be configured in different ways and customized to meet 
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individual needs.” She pointed out that “conventional education favors only a limited 

subset of learner types, but the Hakipuʻu Model can engage and support all students 

no matter their strengths or limitations, but most notably it accommodates students 

who are historically on the margins. For example, students needing more time to 

master standards or achieve benchmarks can factor in the appropriate pacing to 

develop the necessary skills and knowledge. Likewise, those who need a faster pace 

lest they lose interest and motivation aren’t held back simply to maintain a 

homogeneous timetable.”  

Despite all of these benefits, as Dr. Tibbetts notes, “This educational model is 

definitely not cheap and it isn’t particularly easy. In fact, it is relatively labor intensive 

compared to the standard industrial model most are used to and it absolutely requires 

a team effort, especially from the students and their families.” Even with this learning 

curve, “when the kids get that they are the authors of their own learning, that gets them 

to be more engaged. And when they learn about things pertinent to their personal 

context and in line with their interests, school is by definition relevant, and the students 

more easily relate to the curriculum.” In fact, they “care about what they’re learning.” As 

Dr. Tibbetts explained, key to facilitating the Hakipuʻu Model was the Personal Learning 

Plan (PLP) or Moʻo Matrix, which teachers and students continually referenced and 

revised as a living document with regular check-ins, not just as a one-off summative 

evaluation. 

65 



 

One of Dr. Tibbetts’s most powerful takeaways was that “with the Hakipuʻu 

Model of education, we don’t so much teach the students what to learn but instead 

teach them how to learn. We don’t just tell the students what to do, we tell them why 

we did what we did and recognize it’s their kuleana to decide for themselves what they 

will do, with support of course.”  

 

Kelikokauaikekai Hoe 

The third oral history interview with Kelikokauaikekai Hoe uplifted the school’s 

origins, values, and deep connection to place and native culture. It also explored some 

of the challenges and successes that shaped HLC.  As also noted in Chapter 3, Liko is 

one of HLC’s founders and instructors who helped to write and choreograph many of 

HLC’s hula, mele, and cultural protocols – several of which are featured in this 

dissertation. He was also a board member and teacher at the charter school. Liko was 

a tenured professor at Windward Community College (“WCC”) for many years before 

leaving academia to serve the Lāhui in other capacities, currently as the Chief 

Executive Officer of the Waiāhole Poi Factory. 

Liko explained that he was deeply engaged “in the formation and the lead up to 

the start of the school . . . probably at least the first year or so.”  He was also pretty 

involved in the day-to-day operations. Although Liko helped to get HLC off the ground, 

because he began teaching full-time in WCC’s Hawaiian Language and Hawaiian 

Studies programs after HLC’s first year, he was more limited in the amount of time that 
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he could spend working at the charter school. That said, he “continued serving on the 

board for ten years” or so. This variation in Liko’s roles provides an important 

perspective of someone with an inside take on HLC, background in education and 

culturally-based education in particular, and also some distance from HLC and its 

operations. 

            Liko’s interview began with some of HLC’s origin story, including the fact that 

the idea for the school “came from our ʻohana and community” and was centered in 

the Hakipuʻu ahupuaʻa’s historic role in education. He noted that Hakipuʻu was an area 

“reserved for the kahuna and often you talk about Kualoa and Hakipuʻu kind of being 

counterparts in a sense: Kualoa being the training ground for aliʻi and Hakipuʻu was 

reserved for kahuna.” Liko further explained that “those two major functions of society 

are critical.” At bottom, “you have the knowledge base, that’s what the kahuna are, the 

experts, and then you have the decisionmakers, the aliʻi. And for a successful, 

well-functioning society, those two roles need to be very well connected.” Liko 

underscored that decisions must be based upon expertise and good information, and 

that this also required a strong cultural grounding. 

            In addition to the special role of this ahupuaʻa, Liko also commented on how 

our ʻohana placed a strong emphasis on Kānaka values and reconnecting to kūpuna: 

Basically, we were part of reconnecting to our kūpuna, to the traditions 
and language of our kūpuna. Our dad’s occupation was making Hawaiian 
instruments, which was a huge part of reconnecting to our kūpuna 
through dance and chant and hula. And of course, our mom was also 
instrumental in reconnecting to our kūpuna, but more through education. 
She basically did the A+ program before there was A+ and it was strongly 
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connected to Hawaiian culture. Then the summer fun program at 
Waiāhole Elementary, same thing, strong connections to Hawaiian culture 
and re-learning culture. So, I would say that we grew up as part of those 
educational efforts. And I think HLC became an extension of that as well. 
 

Liko explained that at HLC, “we weren’t trying to create an Indigenous institution per 

se, but instead were trying to apply practical epistemology to the pedagogy.” To do so, 

HLC “centered Hawaiʻi.”  And with the piko as a framework, that prioritization “lowered 

everything else in relation and heightened the conditions and concerns of the piko.” 

This cultural emphasis created the Hakipuʻu model of education, because every project 

required a meaningful connection to Hawaiʻi’s past, present, or future. This also uplifted 

the role of culture and protocol as a central tenant at HLC. Because after all, “without 

our community we have nothing, and without our culture we are nothing.” 

Liko emphasized how HLC was both of and for the community. And in terms of 

education, it offered staff-driven courses, such as the ʻai i ka mea loaʻa course that he 

taught as well as HLC’s Moʻomona ma kai learning laboratory. Staff also guided 

students through core-content such as math, which were largely provided through 

online offerings guided by HLC teachers. Layered on top of all of this were the 

student-driven projects, where students were able to direct their learning and 

curriculum. Thinking back on these projects, Liko reminisced, “It's totally cool how the 

students themselves are basically teaching the class at the end. They have the 

knowledge, they have the experiences.” 

Liko also shared how our ʻohana was also one of the first to reconnect to 

Makahiki in the 1970s and once again celebrate and honor the akua Lono through 
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ceremony, tributes, and traditional Hawaiian arts and games. We brought together well 

known kūpuna from the area and other experts. Although this began as a Hoe family 

tradition, it became one of the events that HLC was well known for. This deep 

connection to culture benefitted not simply HLC’s students, but ʻohana at many of the 

other Hawaiian-focused charter schools as well.   

Liko provided more insight into the Makahiki gatherings that HLC hosted at 

Kualoa Regional Park each year: “For Makahiki, at its largest, I think we’re at over 300, 

400 participants.” This included students and staff from most of the Oʻahu 

Hawaiian-focused charter schools, although we welcomed folks from other islands as 

well. He remembered how “we would set up a Lonomakua near the ahu that marks the 

connection between Hakipuʻu and Kualoa and begin the opening ceremony with 

hoʻokupu.” Many schools chose to offer hoʻokupu in the form of ʻoli and hula. The 

Makahiki games were a highlight. As Liko recalls, “Pretty much from the beginning, we 

mixed the teams. Each team had representation from all of the different schools. So, 

it’s kind of a neat way to build the relationship between the different Hawaiian-focused 

charter schools.” In this way, HLC used a Maoli celebration to bring together ʻohana 

within and beyond this one charter school for cultural exchange, camaraderie, and fun, 

rooted in the traditions of Hakipuʻu.  At the end, almost everyone ended up with prizes, 

food, and more sharing of culture and aloha. 

Liko also dedicated a portion of his interview to detailing the successes and 

challenges that HLC faced. Many of those, such as challenges with funding, facilities, 
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and the attrition of staff, have already been described in earlier oral history interviews 

and will be discussed further in the next chapter.   

In closing, Liko shared a chant that is part of the mele for Kualiʻi, one of noted 

aliʻi of Oʻahu. It uses the word Hakipuʻu almost as a verb meaning to change. Quite 

aptly, Liko believes that “that’s what Hakipuʻu Learning Center was about too, just kind 

of changing the framework and focus of education.” 

 

Teresa Makuakāne-Drechsel, Ph.D. 

The fourth oral history interview with Dr. Teresa Makuakāne-Drechsel focused 

on HLC’s ability to serve and co-power its students. In many ways, this is emblematic 

of the issues Hawaiian-focused charter schools faced and continue to grapple with in 

their efforts to redress the systemic failure of the public education system to uplift 

Native Hawaiian children, families, and communities.  

As mentioned in Chapter 3, Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel has worked in a range of 

educational administrative positions within Native Hawaiian institutions for decades 

and brings this wealth of experience in education, curriculum, and institution building 

with her. With strong ties to Windward Oʻahu, she was an early member of HLC’s Board 

of Directors as well as its nonprofit arm Ka Huli o Haloa. Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel also 

taught classes at HLC and participated in weekly planning meetings to stand-up the 

school once it received its charter.  

70 



 

A key focus for this oral history interview was the significance that Dr. 

Makuakāne-Drechsel attributed to HLC’s deep grounding in Hawaiʻi and the particular 

moku of Koʻolaupoko and ahupuaʻa of Hakipuʻu. She amplified how the charter school 

was a cooperative endeavor between students, staff, and ʻohana, and concluded that 

the Hakipuʻu Model was a natural outgrowth of those pilina or relationships. In delving 

into the details, Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel highlighted some of the school’s success and 

challenges, as well as matters that could have been handled differently. Some of those 

successes and challenges will be explored in more detail in the next chapter.  

Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel underscored the importance of place-based learning 

for Native Hawaiian students in particular, including how HLC venerated Native 

Hawaiian culture, ʻohana, and communities: “Hakipuʻu developed a learning model that 

really honored the people of the place and the cultural traditions of that place and 

helped the students know who they are, especially the students who are from the 

area.” What was noteworthy for Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel was that the school “honored 

the students by honoring their place.” This approach enabled learners to “bring 

everything with them” and was what she wished she had been able to experience – but 

didn’t – as a Native Hawaiian middle or high school student. 

In Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel’s opinion, HLC “was a vision that was part of the 

legacy of Hakipuʻu, as a place of learning for the people.” The founders and board 

“were just continuing on the path that had been set generations ago. Not too many of 

the startup charter schools and certainly not the ones starting up now, had that long 

71 



 

vision, the long vision of what could be done, and not just envisioned, but lived all of 

those years ago.” She also noted how the school’s founders gave “heart and soul to 

this. I mean, blood, sweat, and tears.”  

Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel explained that the Hakipuʻu Model was a natural 

outgrowth of its founders’ vision and an attempt to create a true place of learning for 

the people: “The foundation of the Hakipuʻu Model was project-based learning, but this 

project-based learning was ma ka hana ka ʻike,” or learning through doing. That 

approach “fit in with everything and resonated” with Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel, but she 

quickly realized that “at HLC, it was more structured, whereas some of the other 

charter schools was like the heart was so big to provide something different for the 

kids of their community, but their ʻike was lacking. They didn’t have the capacity to 

sustain it.” Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel could see from the beginning that HLC’s founders 

“were going to be able to build a more substantial model,” which was reflected in its 

Personalized Learning Plans and Moʻo Matrix that was described in more detail by 

Kathy Tibbetts. 

Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel compared HLC’s approach to more conventional, 

western methodologies. In most “traditional classrooms” teachers fill a student’s head 

with knowledge and the pupil’s job is to simply regurgitate it back. At HLC, “it’s a 

partnership” between staff and students. Staff give students “some questions to think 

about, with regard to the student’s knowledge, experience, and where they want to go 

to expand on this knowledge and experience.” In that sense, the learning process is 

72 



 

more reciprocal instead of flowing in one direction from teacher to student. Dr. 

Makuakāne-Drechsel explained that at HLC, 

it’s not where I teach you, you learn, and if you don’t learn what I teach 
you, well, then you’re not successful. The students were teaching me. 
And it was okay, good even. It was okay for me to learn from the 
students; I had no problem with that. In fact, I loved it! I loved when the 
students would be: ʻOkay Aunty, you know, I'll walk you through this.’ I 
learned so much from the students and I felt the learning experience was 
so enriching for me because the students became the experts. 
 

This experience was similar to what HLC graduate Keo Medeiros later shared in his oral 

history interview. Both Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel and Keo emphasized the importance 

of how the Hakipuʻu Model helped students to learn and grow together with their 

teachers, ʻohana, and larger communities. This was also a theme that resonated with 

Charlene Hoe. 

Another important aspect of HLC’s educational approach that Dr. 

Makuakāne-Drechsel highlighted was the fact that staff and administration did 

everything within their power to make the school a safe space for students. She shared 

that, despite our best, sustained efforts, “some of our students really struggled, 

primarily because of family issues. But, I also saw them really growing and flourishing 

because Hakipuʻu was a safe place.” Students quickly realized that “they had a place 

to go, they knew that they could get a hot meal there, and that the kumu or the 

Aunty/Uncle would be protective. It was a safe haven for them. It really was. You know, 

there were people who cared, truly cared about them.” 
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Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel shared specific examples of students who found 

success at HLC despite significant personal and family struggles. She recalled 

interviewing students and then doing follow-up meetings with parents who raved about 

how good their kids felt about being at Hakipuʻu because they had never been 

successful anywhere else and hadn’t believed that they had the potential to be 

successful in their education or lives more generally.   

            Despite the success of the Hakipuʻu Model with specific students and families, 

Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel conveyed other stories that were not as uplifting. Hakipuʻu 

honored the knowledge and tradition of ʻohana. But as detailed in Chapter 2, too many 

Native Hawaiian ʻohana struggled on so many levels that it hampered students’ ability 

to succeed. Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel noted that many students contended with family 

issues, whether that was a broken home, substance abuse, poverty, intergenerational 

trauma, or something else. Much of the model’s and students’ success depended on 

parent or ʻohana participation. Where that parent/ʻohana/community participation 

existed, it made the projects and learning that much richer. It wasn’t necessarily the 

teacher who was the subject matter expert, it was the people and that made the 

learning truly ma ka hana ka ʻike. But, where that support was lacking, it made the 

process and learning even more difficult for individual students, and relatedly, the staff 

that was trying to buoy them. It was not insurmountable, but this was definitely a 

challenge compounded by colonialism, socioeconomic indicators, and related factors.  

74 



 

Another significant challenge that Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel identified was the 

loss of staff, and teachers in particular, to other schools. Much of this attrition was to 

higher-paying private schools such as Kamehameha and Punahou that were exploring 

place-based or project-based learning. “I think the biggest regret,” she shared, “is that 

we lost some really, really incredible resource people through the cockroach method.” 

Upon reflection, Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel didn’t blame them: “You cannot blame them 

for seeking out other opportunities, but I know it was heart breaking every time.” As will 

be discussed in more detail in the next chapter, this continual exodus of teachers was 

one of the biggest challenges HLC had to contend with. 

In sum, Dr. Makuakāne-Drechsel described teaching at Hakipuʻu as “the most 

exhausting experience I ever had, but it was also the most exhilarating experience I 

ever had, because I learned so much that I didn’t know. Or maybe I knew about it, but I 

had never applied it.” She was especially thankful for the way that things were set up: 

“It was this kind of scaffolding so that those who needed kōkua, got kōkua. And some 

of it was direct teaching, like math, but so much of it was student initiated.” This 

approach helped the students feel good about their learning and achievements: 

“People honored them and saw them not just as empty vessels, but that they could 

contribute to the learning.”  
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Keo Medeiros 

The final oral history interview was with HLC graduate Keo Mederios. His story 

centered a student perspective and focused on how HLC shaped both his education 

and his life. It also explored how the Hakipuʻu Model’s focus on how to learn impacted 

him personally. Keo is currently self-employed with a landscaping company and busy 

caring for a mixed family of biological and step children. Not surprisingly, he exudes 

the thoughtfulness of a loving husband and father, and it was impressive to see the 

strong, compassionate man he has grown into compared to the seventh grader that we 

met so many years ago.  

            As also detailed in Chapter 2, many of HLC’s students, including Keo, had 

complex and often challenging backgrounds. Although every story is unique, many if 

not most had multiple risk factors that could have easily hindered their educational and 

overall success, such as family instability and financial constraints. Moreover, the 

Koʻolaupoko community battled prevalent and chronic drug problems, and crystal 

methamphetamine addiction was a common occurrence across generations. Many 

students chose to attend Hakipuʻu after being failed by previous institutions leading to 

the unfortunate moniker of “HLC” as “Hawaiians Last Chance.”  

Keo himself attended about eight different elementary schools because his 

parents moved a lot. He lived with different members of his ʻohana – bouncing back 

and forth between his grandparents and his mother – and on different islands, including 

Oʻahu and Hawaiʻi. In the seventh grade, he was faced with the option of “going to a 
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regular intermediate school or going to a Hawaiian charter school.” In retrospect, Keo 

“wouldn't change a thing” and was grateful that he didn’t “go to a typical public 

school.” 

Keo framed his choice to attend HLC as “a blessing in disguise.” He 

acknowledged challenges while the Hakipuʻu Model was still being developed and 

everyone was learning from one other. But, he also greatly appreciated and benefitted 

from the school’s experiential learning. As he explained, “The education was very 

different. I love the hands-on. I do much better with my hands. And I’m a visual learner. 

I also enjoy physically fixing things and stuff like that. But beyond all of that, actually 

putting my hands to the plow and getting down and learning ma ka hana ka ʻike. I 

really, really appreciated that.” 

In addition to the hands-on learning, Keo welcomed the opportunity to 

particularize his own curriculum. The Hakipuʻu Model added complexity and nuance 

and was both holistic and innovative. Keo underscored the importance of having 

options in public education: “You know, not every single kid learns the same way. And I 

don’t think trying to fit them all in one box is how we’re gonna succeed.”  

Rather than trying to put kids in a box, the Hakipuʻu Model became a box or 

mold that students could use to craft into their own model of education. HLC didn’t 

offer a “cookie cutter” approach. It provided students with the opportunity to tailor their 

education in ways that interested and challenged them. At the same time, Keo 

understood that “there were specific expectations in society that everyone needed to 
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fulfill.” And, that he would be able to meet and exceed those expectations. There was 

also a sense of camaraderie: “Sure, I was being educated as a Native Hawaiian, but I 

was also coming up with a bunch of people who are just trying to hui together to get 

properly educated.” 

Keo identified benefits of the Hakipuʻu Model of place-based, project-based 

learning. He appreciated the flexibility of particularizing projects to meet specific 

learning standards, while also being able to focus on things that interested him and 

made his project “super fun,” whether that was paddling, surfing, or something else. 

He shared examples of being able to interview people that he looked up to, including 

family members, and how that brought enjoyment to his life while it helped him to make 

memories and get school credit. Keo noted that project-based learning enabled his 

whole family to study and grow together and that those experiences were something 

his extended ʻohana would “never forget about.”   

As mentioned previously, for Keo, the hands-on component was especially 

important: “School shouldn’t just be sitting in a 30 by 30 square box all day.” For him, 

having to 

stay in class, watch videos, listen to a lecture. That’s it. That’s not 
education. That’s nothing. That’s just getting bored. And then you go 
home and fry your brains on more homework. I’m not dogging homework, 
but if you have this understanding, this personal touch, where you can do 
something, you physically did it, you experienced it with your teachers. 
You’ve experienced it with your fellow classmates. There’s more of that 
personal connection, a real understanding. 
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And those were the kind of experiences from his time at HLC that would stay 

with Keo forever. 

He also underscored the important role of teachers and other administrators 

who helped students stay on track with administrative and other support: “We would 

get these reports based on benchmarks that we’d met in our projects. What were 

those credits meeting? Was I too heavy on this side? This kind of learning is great. But 

what about your math? What about reading, writing, and arithmetic? That fine balance 

had to be achieved. And I really appreciated those reports.” In addition, “there were 

teachers, EAs, and other helpers, that were willing to take the time after the bell rang, 

after class was pau, and who would sit down with you until three, four, five oʻclock 

sometimes. That was unbelievable.” 

Although Keo noted the benefits of a place-based, project-based education, he 

also identified challenges. He was very direct in explaining that if a student is not 

responsible and self-driven, “then the Hakipuʻu Model is not for that person.” He 

reflected, “The cons are, if you’re not responsible, you’re not wanting to be driven to 

fulfill those requirements, to fulfill those credits, to get those things done. If you don’t 

hold yourself accountable, HLC is not for you. You need to keep yourself on task. You 

need to keep yourself motivated and driven.” 

When asked what Keo wanted readers to take away from his oral history, he 

emphasized the importance of culturally-based education: “If there’s one thing, if I was 

to go back in time, I would want to learn even more of the ʻoli and protocols and stuff 
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like that. That was so cool. I love it. It just ties us back to our culture and it gives us that 

understanding that this is where we’re from. This is our home, Hawaiʻi.”  

At bottom, Keo expressed tremendous aloha for his time at HLC: “I really, really, 

really can’t express the gratitude that I have towards you guys for helping us, in a 

different manner than just reading, writing, and arithmetic, although that was involved 

and it helped. You gave us life skills. And gave us direction.”   

 In sum, interviewing a graduate like Keo may skew the conversation in a 

positive direction. As a student, he was willing and able to take on more personal 

responsibility in designing his own unique projects in contrast to the expectations of 

conventional schools. In general, students at HLC who were able to truly ʻauamo this 

kuleana of increased responsibility and work in exchange for greater flexibility and 

freedom were a better fit with the school’s program. 

Unfortunately, not every student found success at HLC. There is no single 

explanation regarding why some students didn’t succeed, though some were unwilling 

to invest the necessary effort. Had I interviewed those students, the responses would 

have been different. When compared to conventional education, the Hakipuʻu Model is 

not cheap or easy. Yet as Keo recognized, any increased ‘cost’ individually and 

collectively correlates with greater value. At least for him and other students like him. 

Keo’s insights are reflective of many of HLC’s graduates. Although he wasn’t 

there for HLC’s challenging inaugural year, he was an active part of the evolution of the 

Hakipuʻu Model. The growing pains were intense and the learning curve steep, but 
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together, with students like Keo at the center, HLC consistently reassessed and 

adjusted, learning and growing along the way.  

 

Preview of Emerging Themes   

As detailed here, the oral histories of Charlene Hoe, Dr. Kathy Tibbetts, Liko 

Hoe, Dr. Teresa Makuakāne-Deschel, and Keo Medeiros offer a treasure trove of insight 

into HLC’s origin story, evolution, and conclusion. Similar to the hula Hōʻala Hoʻokele 

that launched this chapter, HLC’s founders oriented themselves, and with care and the 

right intentions, were able to arrive successfully at their destination of creating a 

place-based, project-based, student-centered model of education for Hawaiʻi’s 

children and their ʻohana. 

Given the longstanding failure of Hawaiʻi’s Department of Education to uplift 

Native Hawaiian students and families, Hakipuʻu and a number of others applied to 

become start-up charter schools. A common theme and commitment for all of these 

“Hawaiian-focused” organizations, as articulated by Dr. Tibbetts, was the belief that 

culture-based education that perpetuated Nohona Hawaiʻi is necessary to instill 

resiliency, strength, and ultimately success in Native Hawaiian youth. Given those 

needs, Charlene explained that even though HLC was birthed to remedy historical 

educational shortfalls, the school focused on maximizing opportunities to support and 

nurture the strengths and potential of each student. And through this process, HLC 

was able to evolve a model of learning that was specific to and worked for many 
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Kānaka Maoli communities and families. Liko underscored the benefits of centering 

HLC in Hakipuʻu and Koʻolaupoko more generally, and how this grounding was integral 

to the school’s identity and success. Dr. Makuakāne-Dreschel agreed, noting that HLC 

was part of the legacy of Hakipuʻu and the Hoe ʻohana, who were simply continuing on 

the path that had been set generations ago. She also shared that this learning model 

honored the people and cultural traditions of this incredibly special place and helped 

students and staff figure out and make peace with who they are as native people and 

human beings. Keo Medeiros agreed and shared profound gratitude for this school, 

and ʻohana really, that provided him with an education, life skills, and direction that 

continues to guide him today. 

Hōʻala Hoʻokele also recognized the risk and adversity of any journey. There 

were many trials and tribulations for HLC, especially around funding and facilities. 

Some joked that HLC actually meant Hawaiians Last Chance because it was a final 

destination for kids, and Native Hawaiians in particular, who had been failed by the 

State’s public education system. As Dr. Tibbetts revealed: 

It’s difficult to negotiate that tension between a Hawaiian culture-based 
education, a Hawaiian worldview, the needs of the students and the 
expectations of the system that could shut it down at any moment.​There 
are all these external forces, people who don’t get and value what the 
school is about. And so it makes it very difficult to sustain because you 
always have to fight these external battles and that takes energy away 
from really doing, really pursuing the mission and the vision of the school. 
 

Despite these incredible challenges, there were also tremendous successes. Both for 

students, like Keo Medeiros, and also for the staff and administrators at HLC. As Dr. 
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Makuakāne-Drechsel explained, working at Hakipuʻu was simultaneously both the most 

exhausting and the most exhilarating experience that she ever had in her decades in 

education and service to Native Hawaiian learners and communities.  

Hōʻala Hoʻokele also emphasized the importance of having all of the right tools 

at one’s disposal. And, that as much as one might need a paddle to maneuver, they 

also need a bailer to remain afloat. This variation was vital to meet the unique learning 

needs and challenges of each student and ʻohana. It was also part of a recognition that 

at HLC, teachers and administrators sought to co-power students with tools for 

success in school and in life, instead of limiting kids to a single methodology or 

approach to learning. The next and final chapter will elaborate on all of these themes 

and more in light of my initial research questions. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion  
  
  
  

ʻIa Ola Ulumua 
  

Mālamalama mai i ke kakahiaka 
            The light of knowledge shines through in the morning 
Makahehi i nā wehi kau i ka hanohano 
            We are amazed by the beautiful and glorious detail 
‘Ano ‘ai ka mana‘olana i ka wana‘ao 

Greeting the dawn with hopeful exuberance 
‘Ia ola Ulumua ē 

May we have health and success as we progress  
Ulumua . . . me ka ‘ohana 
            Forward . . . with the family 
Ulumua . . . e ho‘opalekana 

Forward . . .  to security 
Ulumua . . . kū i ka mana nui 
            Forward . . . to empowerment 
Kele i ‘ō a ho‘i ē 

Sailing to our destination and bringing it home 
  
Kū ka ha‘i ā lono holo i ka mālie 
            Lessons have been taught and steady progress is made 
Ka makani ki‘eki‘e lawe i nā kaiāulu 
            Strong winds carry forward the community  
Nā hulu mamo ‘ōlino o ke kama ha’o 
            The bright children of the astonishing one 
‘Ia ola Ulumua ē 

May we have health and success as we progress 
  

This mele was composed to honor HLC’s waʻa kaulua Ulumua. It’s amazing that 

our tiny, cash-strapped school had a beautiful 46-foot double hull canoe. Building that 

canoe was an ordeal and maintaining it a constant struggle. Nevertheless, Ulumua was 

an invaluable component of HLC, and served as a floating classroom in Kāneʻohe Bay 

for ʻohana within and beyond our charter school. 
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In this mele, the phrase ʻia ola recites a common refrain across Polynesia – 

similar to kia ora in Aotearoa, ʻia ora na in Tahiti, and kia ora na in Rarotonga, as 

examples. It’s a prayer of sorts calling for health, vitality, and success. Although ʻia ola 

isn’t something I heard while learning how to speak Maoli in Hawaiʻi, I purposely chose 

to use grammar that mirrors other Maoli dialects from across Moananuiākea to broaden 

our horizons here in Hawaiʻi nei, move beyond a provincial mindset, and connect with 

the greater constellation of peoples across the ocean and around the world. This was 

inspired by the fact that Hawaiʻi is part of a greater Pacific family. There is so much we 

can teach each other if we act as a community and learn together, not unlike the 

journey of both HLC and many other Hawaiian-focused charter schools. 

The name Ulumua references the gift that Kahaʻi bestowed upon all Kānaka 

Maoli when he returned home to Hawaiʻi with the first breadfruit trees in these islands. 

Although those first trees were planted in Hakipuʻu, the benefits have since spread 

across our paeʻāina. This contribution grew to become a staple on all islands, nurturing 

many generations of Kānaka to this day and hopefully far into the future.  

A kaona of this term – ulu mua as forward growth – references the importance of 

progress and improvement. It connects to and promotes the concept of lifelong 

learning and the constant drive to expand upon and fully realize our potential. We can 

and should continually seek to increase our knowledge and refine our skills, not just 

within a formal school environment, but wherever we are throughout our lifetimes. The 

charter schools themselves are meant to advance educational efforts through the 
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development and dissemination of viable innovative models of education similar to a 

fleet of waʻa, each with unique attributes and capabilities, collectively carrying us 

forward into a future of our own design.  

As noted earlier, ʻIa Ola Ulumua is a pule. A prayer sent out into the universe for 

the health and success of our family, community, and lāhui. In the same way that 

Ulumua epitomized the hopes and dreams of our charter school, HLC similarly 

embodied the hopes and dreams of our Native Hawaiian family, both immediate and 

extended. It is fitting then that ʻIa Ola Ulumua guides our interrogation into the essential 

questions that shaped this research: what worked, what didn’t, and what – if anything – 

could or should have been done differently in the life and evolution of this beloved 

charter school.   

  

What Worked 

As detailed in Chapter 4, the research for this dissertation and the oral history 

interviews in particular revealed many aspects of HLC and the Hakipuʻu Model of 

education that worked tremendously well. At the outset, HLC delivered on its contract 

and charter by establishing a community-based school that developed and 

disseminated an innovative model of education. HLC was community generated, 

implemented, and focused. Even though it was designed to remedy historical 

deficiencies, the school focused on maximizing opportunities to support and nurture 

each student’s innate strengths and potential. To truly understand what worked for 

86 



 

HLC, I will draw from the oral history interviews along with my fifteen years of 

experience at the school to deconstruct the different aspects of its educational 

approach. 

 

 

Centering Kānaka Maoli people and culture 

First, a vital component of HLC was the cultural foundation that the school 

provided via its place-based focus, which continued a tradition that had been set 

generations ago. Hakipuʻu developed a learning model that truly honored Kānaka Maoli 

people and culture, which helped students develop a sense of identity and build 

resilience.  

HLC’s founders evolved the Hakipuʻu Model into something that was specific to 

the Koʻolaupoko community and took strides to uplift and center its people and place. 

We birthed and evolved a program grounded largely in our own perseverance (some 

might say obstinance). We strove to be our own champions in a narrative of our own 

creation. 

​ Recognizing the value and importance of Hawaiʻi should be essential for all who 

benefit from life here. Sadly, much of what is taught in Hawaiʻi’s public schools in 

particular emphasizes external issues and perspectives, often diminishing or erasing 

native ideas and concerns. In an effort to standardize, we narrow and restrict 
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exploration into the infinite complexity of the world around us. But by centering Hawaiʻi 

as a piko, one can also connect with others and broaden horizons.  

​ Any topic or subject area standard could and does have a meaningful 

connection to Hawaiʻi. By focusing on these connections, a student can learn about 

anything the world over and still find relevance to themselves. Centering Hawaiʻi in no 

way isolates us or subjugates others. On the contrary, it illuminates and stimulates 

relationships and communal experiences. By understanding and building community in 

both a local and global sense, students and families have access to the mana of 

interdependence and deepen their capacity to help one another. This approach also 

counters the individualistic, adversarial mindset of conventional, western pedagogy.  

​ HLC’s approach and learning model is also supported by research, which has 

concluded that cultural identity is a critical factor in the personal development and 

growth of Native Hawaiian keiki (Kamehameha Schools, 2021, p. 198). Moreover, 

putting Native Hawaiian values, practices, and perspectives at the center of education 

not only mitigates cultural discontinuities encountered by students, it also offers 

competitive advantages (Kaʻaiaupuni, Ledward, & Malone, 2017). These results were 

realized at Hakipuʻu. 

 

The Hakipuʻu Model and project-based learning​  

Second, the fact that the Hakipuʻu Model was project-based offered practical, 

relevant lessons that resonated with a variety of learners, especially those at the 
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margins. Whereas a homogeneous curriculum might cater to a particular type of 

student, inevitably, too many students are either held back or left behind. Some might 

also lose motivation because of perceived irrelevance of the lesson(s). The flexibility of 

the Hakipuʻu Model addresses these challenges through its adaptive nature and 

recognizes the students’ kuleana to decide how to find their own success, with help 

from kumu, of course. 

​ Using the project process as a framework allowed HLC to recognize and credit 

learning anywhere and everywhere it occured. It liberated school work from the formal 

setting to reflect a more holistic approach with a manner of planning and processing 

that can be used for lifelong learning. This approach is applicable for projects/tasks 

that can be completed in 24 hours or run over the course of a year (or multiple years for 

that matter). These techniques can help students graduate from high school or create a 

successful business and enable them to experience their potential as change agents 

within the community. You can deploy this project-based learning approach when 

you’re 7 or 70.  

​ The Hakipuʻu Model is pertinent now and will continue to be in the future. It’s 

impossible to teach a student everything they need to know, not to mention trying to 

foresee what will be important in the future. Instead of schooling students on what to 

learn, my research revealed HLC’s commitment to training them in how to learn. 

Teachers didn’t simply tell students what to do, they aimed to explain the reasons for 

decisions and support and celebrate student’s aptitude to make decisions for 
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themselves. At bottom, at HLC, learning was a partnership with students working in 

concert with support elements, together crafting an education that is real and 

reciprocal. This innovative curriculum was perfectly suited to teaching and encouraging 

learners to be entrepreneurial and inventive thinkers. 

 

Individualized, student-centered learning 

​ Third, HLC’s student-centered approach to learning was also instrumental. At 

HLC, an educator’s job was to expose the students to the world around them, foster 

value and interest, and promote curiosity and creativity. If all teachers prescribe a 

single, set curriculum regardless of individual student wants and needs, they stifle 

possibilities and restrict potential. Moreover, with everyone on the same track, 

educators can even unintentionally generate competition between students, with some 

winning and others losing. Success at HLC was doing one’s personal best, not doing 

better or worse than your friend or colleague. And with the Hakipuʻu Model, curriculum 

can be configured in different ways and customized to meet individual needs. In fact, 

success can and should be defined as collective achievement, working in support of 

each other towards common goals.  

​ Moreover, with student-centered learning, pupils focus on topics and themes 

that are related to their own context and are derived from their interests; therefore, 

school is by definition relevant, and the students are motivated especially when they 

are challenged because they relate to and see value in their own curriculum. They take 
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care of their learning because they care about what they are learning. This style of 

learning enabled all to focus on students’ specific interests and needs. 

 

Enabling family support and participation​  

Fourth, another thing that really worked at HLC was family support and 

participation. The Hakipuʻu Model enabled the whole family to learn together and bond 

over those experiences. Each student’s family was a key component of their 

educational team. For example, at any time, family members could serve as content 

area experts, or with the annual alapiʻi projects, they would often personally participate 

in the community service component and would be front and center during the public 

presentation or hōʻike. Formally, the partnership between the school, student, and 

family was jointly developed and agreed upon in each student’s Personal Learning 

Plan.  

 

 

Creating a safe space for students and families 

​ Fifth, another aspect of HLC that worked well was that the staff and 

administrators were able to create and hold safe spaces for students and their families. 

HLC certainly had more than its fair share of drama, but many students and families 

commented through the years that our school was a sanctuary where they knew they 

would be cared for, fed, supported, and even protected. Our campus not only fostered 
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mutual joy and pride, but it was also a space where mindful, at times difficult, 

interactions could take place through healthy introspection. Much of this was possible 

because staff and board members established and required a level of aloha –  trust and 

respect – from everyone involved.  

​ The importance of ʻohana support for Native Hawaiian learners is also 

something that research has verified. “Individuals . . . supported by healthy families are 

better able to thrive in our ever-changing world, make positive contributions within their 

kaiāulu, and contribute to the well-being of future generations ā mau loa (Kanaʻiaupuni, 

2008, p. 49)” As discussed in more detail below, while a healthy ʻohana support system 

made a tremendous difference, the lack of such support imposed additional challenges 

for other students. 

 

Inspiring project-based learning in other educational communities 

A final aspect of HLC that worked was the development and refinement of the 

Hakipuʻu Model, which added capacity to this type of learning across the pae ʻāīna. 

HLC inspired others in the educational community to look into and pursue 

project-based curriculum. In fact, this unique expertise in culturally-focused, 

place-based projects led to HLC hosting a conference with attendees from around 

America wanting to learn how they could nurture similar programs in their own 

communities. 
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What Did Not Work 

​ As detailed in Chapter 4, the oral history interviews also identified aspects of 

HLC that were less successful. Across the board, the primary factor identified by all 

interviewees was inadequate resources. This inequitable funding impacted charter 

schools across the board and Hawaiian-focused charters and HLC in particular. 

 

Insufficient and inequitable funding 

As Liko pointed out in Chapter 4: “Funding just wasn’t equitable.” As detailed in 

Chapter 2, despite best efforts, including many meetings, press conferences, 

demonstrations, and protests, HLC and other Hawaiian-focused charters were never 

able to attain equitable funding from the State of Hawaiʻi Department of Education. 

Even equal funding would have been a welcome development given that HLC received 

a fraction of what other, “regular” public schools received annually. In addition, those 

schools had facilities that were already paid for. One year, HLC received a high of 

approximately $8,000 per student from the State compared to the average of $16,000+ 

per student at regular public schools. That allocation was over double the amount 

received during year one and some felt like they won the lottery. Administrators were 

hopeful that the school might be able to function and sustain over the long term. Alas, 

that “windfall” was short lived and the per-pupil allocation for charter schools was 

slashed the next year. Nevertheless, it cost HLC about $13,000 per student per year to 

run the school and external funding was secured to close the obvious gaps.   
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​ At its largest iteration, HLC operated with a seven figure annual budget and 

employed 35 staff members, many of whom lived in the Koʻolau area. Budgetwise, the 

school was always in the black and paid employees the same rate as other State public 

schools. This was only possible because many “employees,” and founders in particular, 

volunteered significant portions of their time. For example, Charlene Hoe worked with 

HLC full time for many years, acting as a principal and Chief Executive Officer. Yet, she 

was only paid as a resource teacher for 24 hours per week even though she worked 

nearly 24 hours in a single day. This made it difficult for employees to survive and thrive 

financially. As another example, for many years I worked about eighty hours per week 

at HLC and was paid for nineteen hours per week. Many of the staff could and did end 

up transitioning to other jobs where they could work half as hard and make twice as 

much. The point being that the State’s failure to sufficiently fund charter schools and 

HLC in particular made a difficult job close to impossible. 

 

Lack of facilities   

Second, related to the issue of insufficient funding, was the State Department of 

Education’s refusal or failure to support charter schools with facilities. As mentioned 

previously in Chapter 2, even though other State public schools had campuses, 

buildings, and a range of other facilities (think athletic complexes, pools, learning labs), 

HLC never had its own campus funded by the State; or, even buildings or other 

facilities funded by the State. Instead, the school had to make due with whatever it 
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could get. Over the course of its first fifteen years in operation, HLC moved locations 

three times. And to be clear, the school was grateful that it even had someplace to 

operate from as other Hawaiian-focused charters were not as fortunate.  

HLC first opened on the Windward Community College Campus in a single 

building that was named Hāloa, ironically, which had been vacant for years. After the 

school renovated Hāloa, the State Department of Health (“DOH”) evicted it on the 

grounds that DOH needed to use Hāloa immediately. After HLC was evicted, the 

building sat empty. 

HLC was given the opportunity to move to another site on the WCC campus:  

Moʻoloa. That building was unusable when offered to HLC because it had not been 

occupied in years, was filled with asbestos, and lacked windows, plumbing, and other 

basic amenities. HLC was promised a long-term use agreement and secured funding 

from Kamehameha Schools and other private donors to do the necessary remediation, 

gutting and rebuilding of the entire facility. Other HLC supporters pitched in, for 

example, the asbestos remediation was donated by the family of one student who did 

this work. Once the building was improved, issues arose and, to make a very long and 

sad story short, HLC was evicted by DOH a second time. Again, the building sat vacant 

and unused despite DOH’s claims that it was needed immediately.  

The challenges posed by the lack of facilities meant that HLC was often 

scrambling. Not unlike too many Hawaiian families who are unhoused, this imposed a 

range of challenges for teachers, administrators, and students alike. The school was 

95 



 

unable to focus on its students and educational model and instead was trapped on 

what felt like a hamster wheel of fundraising, renovations, and evictions. This instability 

also impacted the students’ and administrator’s sense of stability, which contributed to 

other challenges, including teacher attrition. 

 

Teacher attrition through the “cockroach method” 

A third major issue that hampered HLC’s ability to succeed was teacher attrition. 

Hakipuʻu was a strong supporter of professional development and co-powerment. It 

often attracted teachers interested in working in underserved communities and who 

had tremendous potential, but less experience. HLC invested in and trained these 

teachers and made accommodations necessary for them to get advanced degrees or 

certifications. For example, HLC brought in many experts on place-based and 

project-learning, especially partners from Minnesota New Century Charter School, to  

facilitate in-house trainings. The school also allowed teachers to work flexible 

schedules and supported employees seeking the certifications necessary to qualify 

them for higher paid positions. Some accommodations included giving teachers 

pursuing professional development a lighter teaching load so that they could focus on 

and complete their studies/certifications. This was a costly investment, but HLC was 

hopeful that the teachers it invested in would, in turn, invest in the school and its 

students. Unfortunately, as described in Chapters 2 and 4, many of these staff left HLC 
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shortly after attaining their desired status or qualifications for the likes of private 

institutions, including Punahou and the Kamehameha Schools.  

All of the faculty who came through Hakipuʻu gained meaningful experience in 

project-based education and the Hakipuʻu Model in particular. Because many private 

schools were also experimenting with project-based learning, teachers from HLC often 

had more and better experience since Hakipuʻu had started developing its learning 

model before others in Hawaiʻi. As a result, many of HLC’s teachers took their Hakipuʻu 

training and experiences and shared that with other schools, many of whom are the top 

educational institutions in Hawaiʻi today.  

While this was a significant contribution that HLC made to other programs 

through the training of teachers, it did not work for Hakipuʻu. In addition to the obvious 

staffing gaps that these departures caused, because HLC was such a small 

organization, the loss of even one staff member had cascading effects across the entire 

school. With one person gone, this meant that other, often already overworked and 

underpaid staff, were asked to take on additional responsibilities for no additional pay. 

This affected both staff and student morale, as well as the everyday ability of the 

school to function. One person leaving made the circumstances more difficult for other 

teachers and staff, which encouraged even more teachers to leave HLC. 

HLC administrators never demonized those who left. In some ways, it was 

understandable that staff might prefer an environment of security and better pay over 

one defined by instability and crises, as the previous discussions regarding funding and 
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facilities just detailed. Moreover, the idea of working in underserved communities and 

institutions is often much more appealing than the reality of that struggle. Dr. 

Makuakāne-Drechsel coined this chronic problem of schools “stealing” some of HLC’s 

best resource people as the “cockroach method.” While “you cannot blame them for 

seeking out other opportunities,” she explained, “it was heart breaking every time.” 

 

 

The fallacy that charter school education is cheap 

The final element that did not work for Hakipuʻu and other Hawaiian-focused 

charter schools was the fallacy that this approach to education was somehow cheap or 

easy. As also set forth in Chapters 2 and 4, a range of interests and people espoused 

this view, from legislators and government officials who declined to provide equitable 

or even adequate funding, to staff, students, and families who had expectations, but 

weren’t willing to exert the necessary effort to make this program successful.  

To the contrary, as Dr. Kathy Tibbetts explained, the Hakipuʻu model “is 

definitely not cheap and it isn’t particularly easy. In fact, it is relatively labor intensive 

compared to the standard industrial model most are used to and it absolutely requires 

a team effort, especially from the students and their families.” While it has the potential 

to be the best educational model available for many of our students, it requires a lot of 

set up and consistent management with a collaborative effort between the school, 
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student, family, and community. Its labor intensive approach was a feature not a flaw. 

However, if any component faltered, the whole endeavor was prone to failure.  

It is unclear where this idea of charter schools being “cheap” came from, but it 

eventually became a self-fulfilling prophecy. Without a commitment to equitable 

funding, HLC was unable to deliver on the Hakipuʻu Model over the long term. 

Eventually, when the founders and staff who had made up the difference for many 

years retired or left, the school no longer had the wherewithal to continue supporting 

and offering this learning model. The name of the school was changed from HLC to 

Hakipuʻu Academy. And, although it is still a charter school, the Hakipuʻu Model is no 

longer offered in the way that it was initially conceived or developed.   

 

What Could or Should Have Been Done Differently 

As also detailed in Chapter 4, the oral history interviews revealed a number of 

things that could or should have been done differently. The issues and themes that 

emerged go beyond what worked and what didn’t, to offer potential solutions for other 

charters, especially those that seek to serve historically disenfranchised communities, 

such as Hawaiian-focused schools. 

 

Promote Professional Expectations and Behavior 

First, while continuing to ground its operations in Hawaiʻi’s native culture and the 

caring that fosters, HLC could have promoted more professional expectations and 

99 



 

behavior. Hakipuʻu was grounded in Kānaka Maoli culture and values, such as aloha, 

mālama, and haʻahaʻa–all of which are necessary for healthy relationships, familial or 

otherwise. In addition, staff and students internalized learning as a partnership with 

everyone working together towards a common goal. This created a school culture 

where staff, students, and their families related to one another as ʻohana, perhaps more 

so than as respected colleagues or professional associates. 

For example, as detailed earlier, HLC’s board and administrators were incredibly 

supportive of professional development for teachers. Teachers were given flexible 

schedules and funding and other support to pursue advanced training, degrees, and 

certifications. But these accommodations meant that others had to step in to cover any 

gaps, which they did. At the same time, although there were hopes and expectations 

that the teachers who the school invested in would stay at HLC, no written or other 

agreements were made. For example, some loan forgiveness or similar programs 

“credit” participants for time spent. In this vein, HLC could have requested or required 

teachers who received flexible or reduced schedules or other support to stay on at 

HLC for a set period of time after they received their training. This would have helped to 

address teacher attrition, which was a major element that did not work for HLC. 

 

Start with younger students 

Second, the school could have started with younger students. Rather than 

starting in grade seven and moving up towards twelve, HLC could have opened with 
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pre-K, then extended through K-12, and perhaps beyond. This would have given 

students more time to experience and master the Hakipuʻu Model. Their earliest 

experiences with education would have been place- and project-based. Therefore, that 

approach to learning would be the students’ default. Given that context, teachers and 

administrators would not have to invest as many resources “de-programming” students 

who had spent years in a conventional classroom. By starting with younger students, 

HLC could have focused more time on teaching students how to learn and less time 

de-programming students before instruction could begin in place-based, project-based 

learning. 

 

Demand equitable State funding 

Most fundamentally, the lack of sufficient funding is a significant issue that 

should have been handled in a different manner. While this is true for HLC, this is also 

deeply relevant for other Hawaiʻi charters. One option is to have the State actually 

honor its contract and provide equitable funding to charter schools at the same level of 

support as all other public schools. Where necessary, legal or other action would likely 

have to be initiated to mandate the necessary funding levels.   

 

Acquire alternate sources of funding 

A second option to handle the funding gap differently is to accept the fact that 

the State of Hawaiʻi’s Legislature and Department of Education will never make good 
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on promises to charter schools, including with respect to funding. And, instead, focus 

time and energy on acquiring alternate sources of funding sufficient to provide the 

staffing and space required to sustain the Hakipuʻu Model. This could take different 

forms, including an endowment or other mechanisms for private funding, for example.  

Unfortunately, given the Trump administration and the cuts to educational 

funding for Native Hawaiians and Alaska natives, some of the best avenues for 

supplemental funding for HLC are no longer available (such as the Native Hawaiian 

Education Act). In addition, states including Hawaiʻi are being required to now support 

basic services in health, education, and other areas that were formerly funded at the 

federal level. During this time of funding shortfalls and cuts, it will be even more difficult 

to raise money for place-based programs that may be deemed diversity, equity, and 

inclusion initiatives. The Native Hawaiian situation is different and is based on our 

Indigenous status (self determination), not racial or ethnic lines. But these distinctions 

are often lost on the current federal administration. A significant take-away is that 

although monies from sources other than the State of Hawaiʻi has always been an 

option, the current political climate and loss of support for Native Hawaiian initiatives at 

the federal level could make alternative sources of funding for HLC even more scarce 

and difficult. While some may argue that the current crises at the federal level may 

make it easier to elicit support from private sources, it is unclear that any such support 

could make up for the loss of federal programs that previously supported Native 

Hawaiian initiatives, including Native Hawaiian Education Act funding. 
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In some ways, it would be ideal if HLC secured a large endowment that allowed 

it to operate as a private school. Then, administrators could focus on the vision, 

mission and philosophy of education, and not be limited to a tightrope dance between 

competing views of what education can and should be. 

 

Establish HLC as a teachers’ training college 

A third option to handle the funding gap is to create a structure, or establish 

partnerships, that recognize and compensate HLC as a teachers’ training college. 

Place-based programs seeking staff with experience in place-based, project-based 

educational models could partner with or support HLC. That said, given the transition 

to the Hakipuʻu Academy, the move away from the Hakipuʻu Model, and the loss of 

HLC teachers and administrators with this expertise, this option may prove challenging. 

 

Create shared educational spaces 

A fourth and final option to address the funding situation differently is to create 

shared educational spaces, perhaps that more than one program or school could 

utilize. Similar to co-working spaces that have become popular, a co-educational 

space would enable multiple programs – perhaps more than one Hawaiian-focused 

charter school – to share the start up and maintenance costs associated with 

campuses, especially since the State of Hawaiʻi Department of Education has not 

provided funding for facilities. 
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Despite the things that could or should have been done differently, there was 

still a lot about HLC and the Hakipuʻu Model that continues to offer value. If the 

community wants to invest in HLC and give it the attention and work needed to keep it 

moving forward, wonderful. If not, that’s okay too. HLC and the Hakipuʻu Model have 

already made impacts in place-based, project-based learning and will continue to 

inform education in Hawaiʻi.  

 

Conclusion 

The mele ʻIa Ola Ulumua makes me reminisce about all that HLC achieved as a 

community school. With half a chance and in the face of adversity, we were able to do 

seemingly impossible things. When we started out, I couldn’t have imagined the 

enormity of what actually developed. We just kept on trying to make it work, then made 

it work better. Even now, it’s difficult to explain what we did. And, I can’t help but think 

about what is left to be done. Similar to ʻIa Ola Ulumua: nā hulu mamo ‘ōlino o ke kama 

haʻo, I hope that this singular achievement will give rise to new generations of 

community-based efforts. 

HLC’s experience as a whole epitomizes the ʻōlelo noʻeau “ma ka hana ka ʻike,” 

the learning is in the doing, especially when tasked with innovating instead of simply 

iterating. In much the same way that charter schools like HLC were mandated to 

develop innovative models of education without a roadmap, or even a road, the 

school’s founders ventured into the unknown armed only with the knowledge of where 
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we had been and where we didn’t want to end up. We purposely set sail into uncharted 

waters in search of ʻāina none of us had seen before, with only a hunch and a hope that 

there must be something better out there. Like our ancestors before us, we persevered 

using our naʻau and “followed the noio” to a new land. In the tradition of Manaiakalani, 

we fished up a new island of education that was HLC and the Hakipuʻu Model. Sadly, 

we didn’t have the right provisions to take up permanent residence. We didn’t have the 

resources to sustain us long term, but we learned from this endeavor and are wiser for 

it. Still, many of us long to return to this place-based, project-based, student-centered 

learning center and raise future generations in this environment.  

​ This experience – both the evolution of this charter school and this dissertation – 

inspired a new expression: ma ka hana ka ʻike; ma ka ʻike ka hana. The learning is 

absolutely in the doing. But at the same time, what we do is inspired by what we know 

is real.  

With what we know now about HLC and the Hakipuʻu Model, would I do things 

differently if I could do it all again? Absolutely! We’ve seen what’s possible with the 

Hakipuʻu Model. We know the direction we need to head in and the changes that have 

to be made. And I also understand all too well that the State was and remains a 

dubious partner in this endeavor, especially with respect to funding and facilities, and 

often behaving more like an adversary than a collaborator. Because our actions are 

inspired by what we know, if HLC and the Hakipuʻu Model are to continue to exist or 
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evolve, then substantial resources and attention are required, far beyond what the 

State of Hawaiʻi or the Department of Education have promised or delivered.  

HLC was a puʻuhonua, a communal place of protection and empowerment. 

Looking back at the whole experience of opening and evolving this hālau (maoli place 

of learning), I feel a deep and enduring sense of accomplishment and pride. What we 

did was honorable and courageous. And, the story has been paused, but is not over. 

We accomplished so much and helped so many, but HLC and the Hakipuʻu Model 

have yet to realize their full potential and there is much left to do. ʻIa ola ulu mua ē. 

 
Iwi o kuʻu iwi 
Koko o kuʻu koko 
Pili ka moʻo ā mau loa 
Kū hakipuʻu ka manawa, kū! 
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