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Just because someone doesn't do something in a lab coat doesn't mean it's not science. 

And then I think in going to the lo’i and seeing everyone working and growing these 

plants, like, ‘ohhh, these are the scientists!’ 

— Interviewee I-B4 
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ABSTRACT 

This study focuses on Indigenous language preservation as a pathway to nature preservation. It 

explores how Indigenous languages can foster deeper connections between humans and nature, 

reflecting a Positive Deviance approach in which solutions emerge from within communities. It 

specifically focuses on the place-based learning of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian language) and its 

role in shaping ecological understanding through community-based volunteering experiences in 

Hawai‘i. It examines language loss and revitalization, especially in the Hawaiian context, and 

recognizes the community's efforts in language preservation as a model for meaningful, lasting 

effects. Grounded in a humanities-based lens and drawing on qualitative analysis, the study's 

findings show how language acts as a channel for transmitting Indigenous knowledge, 

facilitating shifts in worldview through complementary frameworks such as Hard Nature 

Understanding (pragmatic or functional view of nature) and Soft Nature Understanding 

(emotional or philosophical view of nature). This shift changes individuals’ perceptions from 

viewing nature as passive to experiencing it as a living presence, from detachment to cultural 

embeddedness, and from anthropocentric to ecocentric. The key implication of the study is that 

learning with and from Indigenous knowledge systems can break societal generational cycles of 

disconnection and cultivate new forms of care, responsibility, and belonging with nature. In this 

regard, it also emphasizes the importance of bottom-up approaches in language policy and 

planning, positioning volunteers and community-based organizations as key agents in Indigenous 

knowledge and language preservation. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Various research demonstrates the link between Indigenous language as a piece in the 

protection of Indigenous culture (Lucas, 2000; Moore, 2019; Nakata, 2017; Silva, 2004). The 

importance of Indigenous Knowledge for environmental sustainability is also well-known in 

scholarly studies (Burgos-Ayala et al., 2020; Gratani et al., 2016; Jessen et al., 2021; Rogers, 

Singhal, & Quinlan, 2009). Following this line of thought, preserving Indigenous languages is 

also a path for environmental protection, but only a few studies have shown how learning and 

understanding terms from Indigenous languages can contribute to environmental protection by 

strengthening people’s connection to nature (Chiblow & Meighan, 2022). The present study 

addresses this gap by exploring the relationship between Indigenous language and nature 

conservation, focusing on the role it can play in fostering connection, respect, and care for the 

environment. For that, this research seeks to answer whether acquiring some knowledge through 

Indigenous language – specifically from ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian language) – can improve 

people’s connection to nature. 

Exploring a sense of connection to nature is an abstract investigation, as the concept by 

itself is philosophical. Here, labeling it as philosophical serves as a way to describe it as spiritual 

but reframed through the lens of philosophy to align with mainstream societal norms, which will 

then align the matter through the natural sciences lens. In reality, this study investigates a matter 

that is already well-established within Indigenous societies through Traditional Ecological 

Knowledge (TEK). Unfortunately, Indigenous knowledge is often discredited by Western 

science, only to be later proved correct by it – a pattern of invalidation that undermines 

Indigenous mastery of natural resources and discredits their ancestral wisdom. By framing 

Indigenous perspectives as unscientific according to Western standards, mainstream society not 
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only rejects Indigenous knowledge but also erodes the profound connection to nature that lies at 

its core. Although natural sciences have begun to recognize Indigenous societies as vital sources 

of biodiversity knowledge, often referred to as “ecological encyclopedias” (Chiblow & Meighan, 

2022; MacKinnon & Brennan, 2012), and some scholars in the field explore a biocentric 

perspective in contrast to an anthropocentric one, these significant recognitions follow a different 

trajectory from the current work. Instead, this study offers a fresh perspective through the lens of 

social sciences, emphasizing the cultural and linguistic dimensions of Indigenous knowledge and 

their implications for understanding humanity’s connection to nature. 

​ In order to do that, a qualitative analysis of volunteers’ experiences in environmental 

Hawaiian community-based organizations is conducted, as volunteering experiences can be 

transformative by encouraging internal switches, leading to reflections about different 

worldviews (Magrizos, Kostopoulos, & Powers, 2021). The research bases itself on the premise 

that volunteers can represent a micro-level of power, acting as stakeholders in Indigenous 

language preservation by being linked with the meso-level (NGOs), as both levels – together 

with the macro-level (government) – are key actors in protecting and promoting minority 

languages (Iorgulescu, 2016).  

The focus on the two lower levels comes from the principle that a bottom-up approach of 

Language Policy and Planning (Nekvapil & Sherman, 2015) should gain more attention, as this 

is where the “empirical language policy” lives (Corbeil, 2002, as cited in Iorgulescu, 2016, p. 

31), that is, where the real use of the language, which gives life and cultural meaning to it, takes 

place. Therefore, in this study, community-based organizations act as the bridge for volunteers to 

experience place-based learning in Hawaiian Indigenous traditions. ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i (Hawaiian 

language) is then the channel of connection between people and nature in this study, embracing 
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that language is a “conveyor of culture”, as it internalizes the collective mindset of a community 

(Moore, 2019).  

The literature review for this exploration examines the loss of Indigenous culture, 

heritage, and language and their significance for environmental preservation, while also 

addressing levels of power and the roles of key stakeholders central to the cause. It delves into 

the Hawaiian history of language suppression and revitalization, highlighting the relationship 

between language and environmental connection through deeper meanings in Hawaiian words 

and the mo‘olelo (stories) behind them. 

This research expands the connection between Intercultural and Environmental 

Communication, pushing communication studies toward a more holistic and grounded approach 

by showing the importance of words in connecting people and nature. On top of that, it links 

language planning with environmental advocacy, showing how specific cultural communication 

can encourage both personal and collective action for environmental causes. It challenges 

traditional ideas about communication by showing that language is a dynamic force that connects 

worldviews and communities, and inspires action. Here, words aren’t just a tool for carrying 

meaning - they’re seen as active participants in the relationship between cultures, the inner-self 

(identity), and nature. 

It is worth noting that, although the present study can be interpreted in ways related to the 

Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis, this research does not analyze such line of theory and by no means 

intends to insinuate that learning an Indigenous language can teach what Indigenous people 

think, neither analyzes the structure of languages, nor ratifies that language shapes thoughts, but 

merely explores how learning terms from an Indigenous language assists people to acquire 

Indigenous knowledge and connect them with Indigenous culture by facilitating a deeper 
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understanding of these communities’ history, emotions, and motives related to nature, as 

conveyed through their language, educating people about specific environmental aspects, without 

a linguistic determinism or relativism bias approach. 

In a study that explores the importance of understanding the meaning of the words, it is 

especially relevant to make a few observations in regard to some of its wording choices. 

Throughout the study, the word “Indigenous” has been capitalized in specific contexts. This 

choice is deliberate given that the term “indigenous” can be used simply to describe something 

or someone native from a place, without carrying any of the historical burden of external 

governance times, so that the capitalization of the term comes as a way of giving a new symbolic 

meaning by recognizing the unique identities, histories, and collective experiences of peoples 

who have long-standing ties to specific lands and who have faced displacement, and exploitation 

(Weeber, 2020).  

The second note regards the broad approach taken towards ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi: although 

mindful of the language’s dialectal diversity and unique regional variations, this study refers to 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi in a broader sense, not by not recognizing its specificities, but to facilitate a more 

comprehensive analysis. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Language Power 

2.1.1 Culture and Language 

The main concepts that are discussed in this chapter are interconnected in a web that has 

no precise end or beginning, painting a complex scenario to be understood and organized. 

Aiming on facilitating the reading and comprehension of this web, these concepts are 

enumerated in an order that creates somewhat of an organized connection between them, which 

is: i) Indigenous culture; ii) Indigenous group/cultural identity; iii) Indigenous languages; and iv) 

environmental preservation. 

​ Therefore, the first aspect of this web thread concerns the link between iii) Indigenous 

languages and i) Indigenous cultures preservation. In this regard, cultural and heritage loss are 

recurring problems for local and Indigenous communities caused by a range of factors, from 

colonialism and imperialism to environmental degradation and modern cultural interventions. In 

this context, language loss is both a cause and a consequence of cultural loss, making it one of 

the issues that Indigenous communities face which urges for repair, as language is a “conveyor of 

culture” and the means through which an individual internalizes the collective mindset of a 

community (Moore, 2019, pp. 1 - 2). However, a significant challenge in preserving Indigenous 

languages is their diversity, which complicates efforts to disseminate information and protect 

cultural knowledge both within Indigenous communities and among non-Indigenous societies,1 

as well as the presence of communicative barriers – such as linguistic gaps, literacy limitations, 

and cautious skepticism toward outsiders – that further limit the documentation and transmission 

of Indigenous histories and traditions (Dutta, 2019). Another challenge concerns the oral nature 

1 Here, the dissemination of Indigenous culture, knowledge, and language among non-Indigenous societies is 
emphasized as essential for Indigenous Knowledge preservation, considering a scenario in which non-Indigenous 
groups, having played a dominant role in the problem, must also be included as part of the solution. 
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of many Indigenous languages: in numerous Indigenous societies, a significant portion of 

Indigenous Knowledge (IK) – including traditions, history, and ecological understanding – is 

transmitted primarily through oral means (Chigwada & Ngulube, 2023).2 This oral nature 

becomes a factor that contributes to the threat of cultural extinction when Indigenous 

communities are suppressed by dominant cultures and face a decline in population, because 

without physical records, language and culture die with the people (Chigwada & Ngulube, 2023). 

That is not to say that Indigenous societies in which orality is a characteristic of the language 

should transform their communication to suit mainstream culture, but – as observed later on in 

this research – Indigenous societies can benefit from using mainstream societal norms in their 

favor. In this case meaning documenting their history and traditions beyond oral communication 

as a tool of resistance.  

These obstacles cause a lack of communication between Indigenous communities and the 

world (both within the same territory or internationally), which results in misrepresentations of 

Indigenous people, normally leading to stereotypes and exoticization, which undermines cultural 

preservation (Dutta, 2019). In addition, the loss of a language is deeply intertwined with ii) the 

loss of a group’s identity (Nakata, 2017), and, because group identity influences an individual's 

sense of self and overall well-being (Moore, 2019), its loss in specific contexts can lead to the 

dissolution of an entire culture, especially when it comes to those that rely solely on oral 

languages, as it means that the stories and identities of the communities are personified in each 

individual within the society. Cultural identity embraces the sense of belonging of an individual 

to a group (Moore, 2019), and learning a people’s language has been shown as an effective way 

to create connections or reconnect with cultural identity (Moore, 2019).  

2 Later in this paper, the particularities of the development of the written form of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi are addressed. 
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2.1.2 Culture and Language for Environmental Preservation 

​ Indigenous Knowledge on its own is essential to society as a whole and holds many 

answers for the current environmental crisis. The Positive Deviance Approach (PD) (Rogers, 

Singhal, & Quinlan, 2009) puts in evidence that the answers and effective solutions of social and 

environmental problems caused by mainstream societies lie on the revival of traditions and 

ancient cultural wisdom, awakening the knowledge of local and Indigenous people in preference 

to reliance on new technologies and dominant frameworks. In other words, it defends that 

problems may already have viable solutions if searched in the right places, such as local 

expertise and Indigenous wisdom (Rogers, Singhal, & Quinlan, 2009).  

The importance of IK for nature preservation can be even deeper understood when 

connecting ii) Indigenous cultural identity and its relations to iii) Indigenous language – the 

second aspect of the web thread – as both are essential for iv) environmental preservation due to 

the fact that Indigenous cultural identity is intertwined with ecocentric environmental principles, 

which are embedded in their languages. In this sense, research already shows that IK is essential 

for natural resource management by focusing on ecocentric values. Gratani et al. (2016) 

highlight that societal values are reflected in the way the societies manage their natural 

resources, and that Western societies tend to follow more anthropocentric approaches by 

exploiting nature, while Indigenous societies have holistic views that should be incorporated into 

mainstream environmental practices to achieve environmental justice and protect cultural 

minorities. Chiblow and Meighan (2022) emphasize how colonialist societies perceive land as a 

resource to be exploited in an individualistic approach, meanwhile Indigenous societies in 

general share a deeper respect for the land. In that regard, Indigenous languages have an integral 

approach of the environment, meaning they are an important piece to understanding Indigenous 
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people's relationship with nature, as it connects the speaker to the ancestors of that language, to 

their knowledge, and to the Indigenous names and terms that carry deeper meanings (Chiblow & 

Meighan, 2022).  

One explanation for the importance of Indigenous names is that they are “ecological 

encyclopedias” (Chiblow & Meighan, 2022, p. 207; MacKinnon & Brennan, 2012, p. 37) and 

contain the physical and behavioral characteristics of subjects (plant, animal, soil, etc.) that have 

being observed by Indigenous people for centuries: “For instance, in Gàidhlig and in my home 

islands of Na h-Eileanan Siar, there is a stretch of water named called Caolas bogadh na mara, 

which translates as ‘the dipping narrows of the sea’ and guides fishermen in their day-to-day 

work” (MacKinnon & Brennan, 2012, p. 15; Chiblow & Meighan, 2022, p. 207). Thus, the 

revitalization of Indigenous languages is also a revitalization of invaluable ecological, 

environmental, botanical, hydrographical, and wildlife knowledge, known as “Traditional 

Ecological Knowledge” (TEK) or “Aboriginal Traditional Knowledge” (Chiblow & Meighan, 

2022, p. 208). More than that, Indigenous names also embody a particular connection with nature 

in a way that the mere translation into other languages may fail to capture, as these often lack the 

full depth and meaning integrated in the original Indigenous name (Chiblow & Meighan, 2022), 

which demonstrates that, in order to understand certain IK (history, feelings, and connections) 

there is the need of learning and understanding the Indigenous name, not only its translation. For 

that, more than simply studying the words, there is a need for a place-based education (PBE): 

[...] it’s also extremely important that the learning is immersive. In other words, in the 

Indigenous language that is being learned. One reason for this is to avoid reducing 

Indigenous worldviews and ideas into ill-fitting English words, binaries, or colonial 
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mindsets (such as viewing the land as a resource). Much can also be lost in translation, 

such as TEK and Indigenous teachings. (Chiblow & Meighan, 2022, p. 209). 

Experiencing Indigenous immersive learning and gaining an understanding of Indigenous 

languages not only benefits the learner by assisting them absorb Indigenous worldviews but also 

empowers Indigenous communities, as it acknowledges their importance, establishing a two-way 

communication. In this way, immersive learning guides the learner not only in understanding the 

language but also in connecting with Indigenous cultural identities, ultimately creating a 

connection to nature. 

2.2. Agents of Conservation 

2.2.1 Levels of Agency and Stakeholders in Knowledge Preservation 

When fighting cultural and language loss, different levels of power can be used to protect 

and disseminate cultures. Iorgulescu (2016) highlights three levels of power specifically in the 

context of minority languages protection and promotion policies, which are: macro-level 

(government), meso-level (representation bodies as NGOs, private schools, media, etc.), and 

micro-level (individuals and families). The importance of the preservation of the meso- and 

micro-levels lies on the factor that they are the ones who navigate through the “empirical 

language policy” (Corbeil, 2002, as cited in Iorgulescu, 2016, p. 31), that is, the real use of the 

language with its traditions and values being transmitted from one individual to the other and, 

therefore, giving life and cultural meaning to the language. Without the lower levels, any 

macro-level measures to preserve the language tend to be ineffective, as “the living core of the 

language is no longer active” (Iorgulescu, 2016, p. 32). Furthermore, when prohibitive measures 

coming from the macro-level are implemented to forbid a people from using their language, as 

observed later in Chapter 2.3 “Hawai’i context”, they tend to impact formal environments more 
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than households and community spaces, which represents the importance and force of 

community and individual movements in the preservation of cultures. The power that comes 

from meso- and micro-levels emphasizes the need of a “bidirectional dynamic of language 

policies” (Iorgulescu, 2016, p. 32), that is, the need of a two-way communication between all 

levels of power, which allows policies to be created from the smaller spheres (micro and meso) 

to the highest one (macro-level). That power structure model is known as “bottom-up language 

planning” within the Language Management Theory (LMT) in the Language Policy and 

Planning (LPP) field of study (Nekvapil & Sherman, 2015). 

​ The preservation of culture involves the engagement of various actors across different 

levels of power. Chigwada and Ngulube (2023) point out some stakeholders that may be 

involved in the acquisition, preservation, and dissemination of Indigenous knowledge in the 

digital era, such as archivists and librarians (accessibility and preservation of knowledge), 

researchers (channel to give voice, collection of data, documentation), software developers 

(create tools for the digitalization of knowledge), government agencies (regulation, rights, legal 

management, resources providers, curriculum development in schools), non-governmental 

organizations (resources source, communication channel, protection, promotion of rights and 

information), technologists (storage, organization, dissemination in the digital field), local 

communities (owners of the knowledge, decide what informations to be shared), and print and 

electronic media (spread information, connect people). The relationship between all of them is 

interdependent, as a good management system between them creates stronger results for culture 

preservation, while by themselves they can still survive, but have less of an impact (Iorgulescu, 

2016).  
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2.2.2 Advocacy and Volunteering  

​ Connecting the bottom-up model of language management (Nekvapil & Sherman, 2015) 

with the stakeholders for IK preservation presented by Chigwada and Ngulube (2023), this study 

focuses on the role of meso- and micro-levels of power through non-governmental organizations, 

community-based organizations, and volunteers, as explored in the following discussion. 

Among many possible interpretations, advocacy within a social work context focuses on 

using influence strategies to empower vulnerable individuals or groups and strengthen their sense 

of power (Scourfield, 2021). Power in this context refers to both cultural and structural levels, 

including language, values, and social hierarchy (Scourfield, 2021). When referring to advocacy 

organizations, there is the idea of spreading a message on behalf of a community with the goal of 

influencing or changing policies (Leung, Leung, & Yuen, 2016), process in which 

Non-Governmental Organizations and Non-Profit Organizations play a significant role, as they 

serve as agents for collective transformation, and can be “instrumental in changing mindsets and 

attitudes” (Keck & Sikkink, 1998, as cited in Werker & Ahmed, 2008, p. 74) in various fields, 

such as welfare relief, community development, sustainable developments, and people’s 

movement (Hue, 2017) – this refers to the meso-level of power.  

On the micro-level of power, Werker and Ahmed (2008) reflect that volunteers generally 

provide services driven by altruism. Meanwhile, Magrizos, Kostopoulos, and Powers (2021) 

complement that volunteering experiences can be transformative by encouraging internal 

switches, leading to reflections about different worldviews and even to self-change when two 

circumstances are combined: authenticity of the experience and immersiveness in the process, 

with meaningfulness appearing as a result of the volunteering. In addition, Chigwada and 

Ngulube (2023) briefly introduce the idea that volunteers, particularly local fieldworkers, can 
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play a crucial role in Indigenous knowledge preservation because they are usually local to the 

communities, are familiar with their values and traditions, and therefore are seen as reliable 

carriers of knowledge due to their rootedness and training. Although the complexities within the 

volunteering field involve intricate issues – such as its ties to the tourism sector, conflicts with 

local communities when volunteers are outsiders, ethics and sustainability, international 

relations, and legal and policy frameworks – the focus of this study is not to analyze such 

complexities, despite recognizing them. As volunteering presents an ideal environment for 

internal shift, connection to local communities and NGOs, this research bases itself on the 

premise that volunteers can represent a micro-level of power. 

Therefore, the present work focuses on the experiences of volunteers in community-based 

organizations and NGOs, based on the premise that these organizations can provide a link 

between meso- and micro-levels of power by offering volunteers opportunities to connect with 

Indigenous language through immersive learning, offering a bottom-up approach to preserving 

IK, culture, and environmental values. At the same time, volunteers can be positioned as 

stakeholders in the preservation of Indigenous knowledge, acting as a bridge between the 

meso-level of power, where NGOs operate, and the micro-level. In this way, the connection 

between these stakeholders and the role of volunteers within it becomes a hidden dimension of 

this study’s exploration.  

2.3. Hawaiian Context 

2.3.1 Language Suppression 

​ To understand Hawaiian environmental principles, it is necessary to first grasp their 

worldview. To understand this worldview, one must know at least a few facts about the Hawaiian 
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language. Furthermore, to comprehend the history of the language, it is essential to consider the 

history of the Hawaiian educational system and political measures as well. 

Hawai’i is a place that has suffered from social suppression for many years. This 

suppression was not a random act or mere result of miscommunication and prejudices, but a 

strategic plan to control a society and its territory through something called a “cultural bomb” 

(Silva, 2004, p. 2). A cultural bomb in this context is an annihilation of a people’s identity 

through the erasure of everything that composes their singularity (such as their history, language, 

traditions, names, etc.) to a point where they forget who they are and stop believing in 

themselves as a group and individually (Silva, 2004). Although U.S. missionaries, when they 

first began their mission in Hawai’i, learned the Hawaiian language, their goal was simply to 

implement English and Western culture (especially religion) more effectively, reason why they 

developed a written form for it (which had previously only been oral) (Menton & Tamura, 1989; 

Nakata, 2017). That is, even before the annexation, missionaries started to exert influence on 

Hawaiian culture through the use of language erasure, a project that utilized the educational 

system as one of its tools. Registers of this can be found documented in records of letters written 

by Richard Armstrong, the minister of public instruction in Hawai‘i from 1848 to 1860, who was 

a missionary, and wrote explicitly about the plan of making English the language of Hawai‘i, as 

it was considered to be a superior language: “Were the means at our command, it would be an 

unspeakable blessing to have every native child placed in a good English school [...] which 

would open its mind to new and exhaustless treasures of moral and intellectual wealth” (Lucas, 

2000). Armstrong also demonstrated awareness of the value of language in culture and 

understood that the imposition of the English language would be a form of cultural suppression: 
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"[T]he language of a nation is part of its very being and never was and never will be changed 

except by a very gradual process." [emphasis added] (Lucas, 2000).  

Gradually, Ōlelo Hawai’i (Hawaiian language) was suppressed in the community, first 

through the teaching of English language and Christian doctrine to adults – especially to the ali’i3 

– in the 1820s, and later through the establishing of English-medium schools for children in the 

1830s, which overtime received more resources and, therefore, became more desired by the 

general population, as the American influenced grew in Hawai’i (Menton & Tamura, 1989; 

Nakata, 2017). It is important to highlight that Hawaiians already had their own schooling 

system before the arrival of the missionaries: the Traditional Native Hawaiian style of schooling 

included learning traditions, chants, and stories in their households, and then through the 

observation, listening, and imitation of the elders in the society (apprenticeships) (Nakata, 2017), 

in an immersive model of learning.  

In 1896 – three years after the overthrow of Queen Liliʻuokalani – Hawaiian language 

was banned from both public and private schools, measure that lasted for around 91 years (Act 

57, Section 30, 1896, Republic of Hawaii Legislature; Hawaiʻi State Department of Education 

Offices, n.d), causing the language to be nearly extinct around 1983 (McGregor, 2021; Nakata, 

2017), with only “two thousand native speakers in Hawaiʻi” (Nakata, 2017).4  

This nearly extinction due to the educational system is also explained by the fact that, 

when the annexation happened, in 1898, it became mandatory for children to go to schools, 

which had to be in English and had a growing number of American teachers (Menton & Tamura, 

1989). In addition, children were often punished if caught speaking Hawaiian in schools (Fox, 

2018; Hawaiʻi State Department of Education Offices, n.d.; Nakata, 2017), with punishments 

4 In 1984 Hawai’i as a state had a resident population of 1,036,000 (Hawaii State Department of Planning and 
Economic Development, 1985, 1986) 

3 Ruling chiefs in traditional Hawaiian society 

14 



 

that could be physically aggressive, and even teachers faced threats of dismissal for speaking 

Hawaiian (Lucas, 2000). Therefore, learning English and receiving a Western education became 

the norm. This suppression was increased by the significant number of families converting to 

Christianity and choosing to use English in the household, and those who did not adopt English 

faced coercive measures, with many reports of families being reprimanded for speaking 

Hawaiian in their own homes (Fox, 2018; Nakata, 2017).  

Furthermore, Hawaiian language was not only restrained verbally, but also non-verbally, 

as hula became forbidden for those converted to Christianity (Menton & Tamura, 1989; Silva, 

2004), and, as Queen Kaʻahumanu became a Christian, she banned hula from being performed in 

public spaces in 1830, measure that was reverted only 53 years later, in 1883, by King David 

Kalākaua. Meanwhile, the dance tradition was taught in secret (McGregor, 2021; University of 

Hawai‘i at Mānoa Library, n.d).  

Another measure that suppressed the Hawaiian language was the ascendance of English 

as the accepted language for formal matters like in the government and legal system (Silva, 

2004): in 1846, it was determined for all laws to be published not only in Hawaiian, but in 

English as well (Act of April 27, 1846, ch. 1, art. 1, sec. 5). However, if there was divergences in 

the translation, the Hawaiian version would prevail (The Friends of the Judiciary History Center 

of Hawaii, n.d.); in 1859, this prevalence was inverted, with English becoming prevalent (Civil 

Code of 1859, sec. 1493; Nakata, 2017); in 1900, the enacting clause “English Language” of the 

Organic Act of April 30, made English the official language for legislation (Organic Act of April 

30, 1900, ch. 339, §44, 31 Stat. 141 1900) – an issue that permeates Hawai‘i’s legal system to 

this day, with cases of people unable to communicate in court proceedings because they chose to 

exercise their right to speak in Hawaiian (Fox, 2018); only in 1978 Hawaiian gained the status of 
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the official language of Hawai‘i together with English, however, the same law adds that 

“Hawaiian shall be required for public acts and transactions only as provided by law” 

(Constitution of the State of Hawaii, 1978, art. XV, § 4). 

The events that occurred with the Hawaiian language demonstrate how powerful a 

language is for maintaining culture, and, therefore, its restriction works as a tool for identity 

suppression, as identity and language are two concepts are intrinsically related (Nakata, 2017), 

especially when it comes to oral languages, in which stories and identities do not have physical 

records, but are personified in each individual within the society, so that when a generation dies 

without being allowed to speak their own language, that culture fastly dies with them: “It takes 

one generation to lose a language and three generations to recover it” (Saving the Hawaiian 

Language Department, University of Hawai‘i Foundation, n.d). 

2.3.2 Language Revitalization: Huliāmahi Efforts 

​ The 1970s was marked as a period of Hawaiian Renaissance, when the language 

revitalization movement had great changes due to grassroots movements and huliāmahi5 (group) 

activism (Nakata, 2017; McGregor, 2021). Despite the still prevailing narratives directing the 

belief that Hawaiians were a people who did little regarding acts of haole (white) colonization, 

such as accepting annexation to the United States peacefully, more recent research and studies 

have findings that show otherwise.  

Silva (2004) points out that Hawaiian resistance was hidden in different ways, such as in 

songs and poetry that had hidden meanings and could hide their real message even from 

foreigners that spoke Hawaiian, as the translation to English could not really capture the mana 

(spiritual power) of the language. That is, this layered meaning in Hawaiian words hid from the 

colonizers the real message being transmitted by Kānaka Maoli, something called kaona. This 

5 To overflow as a river (Yoshida, 2023) 
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emphasizes that Hawaiian is a living language, and its words are multifaceted: “I ka 'olelo no ke 

ola, i ka 'olelo no ka make” (“In language there is life and in language there is death”) (Lucas, 

2000, p. 2). 

Exposing that Hawaiian kūpuna (ancestors) were not “hopeless victims”, but a people 

that fought for their ʻāina and culture is a key step to keep the fight for the culture alive 

nowadays (Silva, 2004). For example, the 1998 exposition at the Bishop Museum of Honolulu 

exhibited the mass opposition petition made by Hawaiian activists in 1897 against the annexation 

of Hawai‘i Kingdom as a state of the US, which counted with 21,269 signatures (Silva, 2004). 

This helped to spread the knowledge that Hawaiian kūpuna were politically active, which gives 

strength for Hawaiian people in the present. Although this story had a positive outcome, it is 

contradictory and sad that Indigenous societies have to use Western tools to validate and preserve 

their voices. Hawaiian culture, as many other Indigenous ones, have orality as the native form of 

communication, however, cannot make themselves truly heard if not using the Western written 

proof of documentation. In this context, oral cultures are easier to be suppressed once its 

gatekeepers are being colonized, as the death of a generation that has been prohibited from 

speaking their culture represents the death of the culture itself – that is why language is such an 

important agenda of suppression: linguicide follows colonialism (Silva, 2004).  

A common phenomenon in these situations is the questioning of historical, social, and 

political facts when they conflict with written records – a frequent issue filled with bias, as 

written historical archives typically originate from the colonizing culture, while oral traditions 

stem from the colonized culture. When this occurs, history tends to favor the side with proof 

(written documents), while Indigenous people are often taught to question the stories of their 

own kūpuna. However, when Indigenous communities document their cultures and perspectives 
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in written form, it becomes “easier” for these narratives to gain validation. As Silva (2004) notes, 

“when stories can be validated [...] people begin to recover from the wounds caused by that 

disjuncture in their consciousness.” (p. 3). That also applies to the invalidation of Traditional 

Ecological Knowledge, as ancestral knowledge embodies the Indigenous mastery of natural 

resources. When Indigenous wisdom is invalidated, their connection to nature is often 

repudiated, as it is considered non-scientific according to mainstream societal parameters. 

The community participation in Hawai’i is the crucial and central foundation of its 

culture and language revitalization and examples of that can be found everywhere throughout 

Hawaiian history: an example of community culture endurance that goes back to the colonization 

and immigration time in Hawai’i are kua'aina people (“back land”, meaning people from the 

countryside), as they both chose to distance themselves from the mainstream culture, and were 

able to do so by continue living in the rural areas where they could practice their traditions and 

preserve culture and language even throughout the American control of the Islands, playing a 

main role in maintaining the “Hawaiian lifestyle” (McGregor, 2007).  

Inspired by other movements such as the Māori immersion schools6 (McGregor, 2021), 

kua'aina people, together with university faculty, and desiring a new generation of Hawaiian 

speakers, founded the first ‘Aha Pūnana Leo (“nest of voices”) in 1983/4, a Hawaiian immersion 

preschool (ʻAha Pūnana Leo, n.d.; McGregor, 2021), which conquered a formal recognition in 

1986 when, influenced by ‘Aha Pūnana Leo lobbying efforts, a bill amendment was passed 

allowing special projects using the Hawaiian language, representing the end of the 90-year ban 

on Hawaiian teaching in public and private schools (ʻAha Pūnana Leo, n.d.; McGregor, 2021; 

Nakata, 2017). Following this event, as at the time there were no Hawaiian language classes for 

older children, so that the students graduating from Pūnana Leo preschools were being placed in 

6 Schools movement by Aotearoa (New Zealand) Indigenous peoples. 
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classes for immigrants with “limited English proficiency”, Pūnana Leo parents decided to found 

the Kula Kaiapuni Hawaiʻi school (McGregor, 2021), which resulted in the approval of the 

Hawaiian Language Immersion Program by the state Board of Education Board in 1987 (Nakata, 

2017).7 

Many other community movements illustrate Hawaiians’ connections to environmental 

resources. For instance, the 1971 Kalama Valley protest – a movement against the eviction of 

local farmers for tourism development – was one of the first major movements of its time, 

marking the beginning of the Hawaiian cultural renaissance (McGregor, 2021). Later in 

time, the Mauna Kea controversy over the construction of a $1.4 billion multinational telescope 

also shows Hawaiian community cultural endurance and environmental bonding, as the case 

united Hawaiians in demonstrations from 2014 to 2020. The dormant volcano is a site of interest 

for scientists in the field of astronomy, leading to the installation of several telescopes in the area 

and causing conflicts within the community (Shay, 2017). Hawaiian culture perceives nature as 

spiritually connected to them, and ʻāina represents their kūpuna (ancestors). Therefore, the 

exploitation of a sacred place like Mauna Kea signifies more than environmental harm; it 

represents harm to their people as well: 

To our kūpuna, the land was life. Imbued with mana, our ʻāina provides everything we 

need to survive. On an intimate level, Kānaka Maoli are connected to the land by the 

generations of kūpuna who lived on the land before us and whose iwi rest here [...] Land 

is not a commodity to be exploited, it is a relative that is respected and cared for and, 

who, in turn, cares for us. (Office of Hawaiian Affairs – OHA, n.d.) 

7 Efforts employed by ʻAha Pūnana Leo represent the importance of community building and NGOs in culture 
preservation, and its efforts are still alive: in 2022, it conquered a huge mark for ‘Ōlelo Hawaiʻi and Hawai’i history, 
as Hawaiians gained the Hawaiian State formal apology for Hawaiian language suppression through the HCR 130: 
“to the native Hawaiian people for the effective prohibition in Hawaii schools of the instructional use of the 
Hawaiian language from 1896 to 1986.” (Hawaii State Legislature, 2022). 
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Community movements that focus on language revitalization in Hawai’i through mele 

(songs, poetry, chants) are also relevant to the connection between culture and environment. 

Although many times overlooked as a historical source, mele is a big instrument used by 

communities to document their history and as a form of resistance (Silva, 2004). From ‘oli 

(chants) to popular songs, Hawaiians have been using mele as one of the greatest tools in 

language revitalization, as in the past it has facilitated encoded messages (kaona) that helped 

Hawaiians to preserve their moʻolelo (stories) and express themselves even during the peak of 

the suppression of their culture, as previously highlighted, and also has had an expressive 

importance in cultural preservation during the 70s renaissance, when music grew more 

expressively and openly as a political movement (McGregor, 2021) which perpetuates to this day 

– for example during the Mauna Kea protests started in 2014 (Hiraishi, 2019). Moreover, hula is 

also an expression of mele and Hawaiian language and was banned from public spaces in 

Hawai’i until 1883, when King David Kalākaua, reverted the measure, so that new hālau hula 

(hula schools) emerged (McGregor, 2021). Mele is also spread within the Hawaiian community 

through the work of NGOs and community-based organizations in volunteering events. 

The importance of these community efforts cannot be overstated, and its effects are 

shown both at the micro- and meso-levels and at the macro level of power, one level affecting the 

other in a circular movement. One of the biggest examples of response to Native Hawaiian 

organizations exercising sovereignty came in 1974, when the U.S. Congress included Native 

Hawaiians in the Native American Programs Act, enabling access to funding and resources 

(McGregor, 2021). Following this event, in 1978, the Office of Hawaiian Affairs (OHA) was 

created by constitutional amendment, addressing Native Hawaiian claims for self-determination 

and sovereignty by allowing Native Hawaiians to elect a nine-member board that represented 
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their distinct interests within the state (McGregor, 2021). In that same year, Article XV, Section 

4, was added to the Hawaiian Constitution re-establishing Hawaiian as one of the official 

languages of Hawai’i in addition to English. Another big impact brought by the 78’ Constitution 

was the promulgation of Article X, Section 4, which established that “The State shall promote 

the study of Hawaiian culture, history and language”. However, it took much more than Article 

X, §4, for the reintroduction of Hawaiian culture to take place in school curriculums. 

The revival of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, following the shift toward Western learning and the 

suppression of the language, plays a significant role in understanding how much Hawai’i’s 

environment has changed over the years, as language holds culture, and Hawaiian culture is key 

to the environmental preservation of the islands. Moreover, the changes in the school systems – 

from place-based learning and observation models (apprenticeships) to Western approaches – are 

intrinsically connected to the importance of NGOs and community-based organizations as tools 

to reconnect people in Hawai’i to traditional environmental practices and to ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi. 

2.3.3 Mana of words: ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi in Nature Connection 

The concept of mana in ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi can be superficially translated as a “significant 

physical and spiritual powers unknown in Western society” (Lucas, 2000, p. 2). In a language 

context, “mana of the words” can be referenced in a way of expressing the “living” aspect of 

‘Ōlelo Hawaiʻi, that is, its dynamicity and depth, as to represent the power of the words. Silva 

(2016), also notes the different interpretations given to the use of the word mana between 

Kānaka students and American missionaries in religious contexts, revealing that, in the Hawaiian 

mindset, mana is not only an inherent quality of deities (as it was viewed by American 

missionaries), but rather a dynamic force of relationships between sentient beings and nature, 

suggesting that all living and nonliving entities compose the spiritual power together. For 

21 



 

Hawaiians, nature in its comprehensive aspect – including ocean, mountains, rivers, plants, 

animals, soil, and more – is perceived as their own relatives (Silva, 2016). 

This perspective on nature can be understood through the reciprocal relationship between 

the Hawaiian people and the environment of the Hawaiian Islands, as they developed a 

sustainable society rooted in subsistence practices. One profound example of this relationship is 

the significance of kalo (taro) within Hawaiian culture, as it is seen more than just a primary food 

source (especially when the Polynesian people arrived on the Hawaiian islands), but also 

explains how Hawaiian people see nature as their relatives, symbolizing the spiritual connection 

between them and their ancestral lands (ʻāina): in a brief summary, the Hawaiian creation story 

tells of both the first kalo plant and the first Hawaiian person, Hāloa. He was the stillborn son of 

Hoʻohōkūkalani, who buried him in the land, and from his grave the first kalo plant grew. Later, 

she had another son named Hāloa, honoring his brother, so that kalo is Hawaiians’ older brother 

(Ho‘okuaʻāina, n.d.). The health of kalo reflects the well-being of the people and explains part of 

their commitment to sustainability and the interconnectedness of life, reinforcing the idea that 

nurturing the land is essential for the community's survival and spiritual vitality. The 

understanding of the history of kalo exemplifies how learning the meaning behind Indigenous 

people’s languages can deepen one’s connection to nature. 

Many other names and terms exemplify the Hawaiian people’s holistic relationship with 

nature. However, briefly translating these terms into English without incorporating deeper 

research or place-based learning contradicts the purpose and values of this study. For academic 

purposes, though, two additional terms will be introduced here in a simplified form, as limited by 

the constraints of written language: mālama ʻāina and aloha ʻāina.  
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ʻĀina is the land, and incorporates nature as a whole, from the sea to the mountains. It is 

related to the act of eating and enjoying the food and fruits of the land (Andrews, 1865), meaning 

“that which feeds”, as mother nature feeding its children (University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, 

College of Tropical Agriculture and Human Resources, n.d.), as well as it can refers to land as a 

country, or the whole island (Andrews, 1865). ʻĀina is also connected to the Hawaiian people on 

a personal level: “One must experience the feeling that Hawaiians express toward the land to 

fully understand all that it means” (Boggs, 1977, p. 17). Mālama is to take care of, to protect, to 

honor (Hawaiian Dictionary, 1986), thus, to mālama ʻāina is to take care of the land with all the 

nuances presented by the terms. Aloha, commonly used as a greeting word meaning “hello” and 

“goodbye”, carries a deeper meaning connected to the “aloha spirit”: 

"Aloha Spirit" is the coordination of mind and heart within each person. It brings each 

person to the self. Each person must think and emote good feelings to others. In the 

contemplation and presence of the life force [...] ''Aloha'' means mutual regard and 

affection and extends warmth in caring with no obligation in return. "Aloha" is the 

essence of relationships in which each person is important to every other person for 

collective existence. ''Aloha'' means to hear what is not said, to see what cannot be seen 

and to know the unknowable. (Center for Labor Education & Research, University of 

Hawai‘i - West O‘ahu, n.d.).  

Specially during the period of the overthrow of Queen Liliʻuokalani, “aloha ʻāina” 

symbolized the love for the country (Boggs, 1977), fostering a political meaning of patriotism, 

related to “the sovereign nation stolen away but ever in our hearts” (Office of Hawaiian Affairs – 

OHA, n.d.). The expression can also be used in an environmental perspective as in to live the 

value of aloha towards the land: 
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Briefly, land was regarded as the center or basis of Life. [...] In return for life, Hawaiians 

felt great aloha for land. This aloha was expressed by feelings of respect, returning gifts 

to the land, beautifying it, not leaving it idle (poho) and using it properly, not greedily. 

(Boggs, 1977, Notes of Testimony, II2). 

Those examples put in evidence how words in ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi are heavily filled with 

Hawaiian feelings and principles and even adapt or gain more meanings from new historical 

contexts, becoming a political statement as well. In any society, but especially in Indigenous 

ones, environmental matters are political matters, and the Hawaiian language is filled with cues 

that demonstrate this and connect Hawaiians with the ʻāina. The concept of mana exemplifies the 

deep, reciprocal relationship between the Hawaiian people and nature, emphasizing the 

interconnectedness of all life. Through terms like mālama ʻāina and aloha ʻāina, the Hawaiian 

worldview teaches that respect, care, and spiritual connection to the land are integral to 

sustaining both the environment and community. This is why this study feels a deep need to 

explore this theme, as it longs to determine to what extent learning Indigenous languages 

deepens non-Indigenous people’s connection with nature. 

2.4. Research Question  

​ Considering the study of Indigenous languages suppression and the importance of their 

revitalization for the preservation of both Indigenous culture and, consequently, their holistic 

approach to nature, this study questions whether learning terms from ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi can enhance 

people’s connection to nature,  based on the premise that learning their meanings and origins can 

expand the understanding of how connected humans are to nature, considering that conventional 

societal views – particularly in societies with a colonial and hegemonic past toward Indigenous 
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peoples – tend to limit this connection by assuming human superiority over other beings and 

viewing the environment merely as a resource to be exploited in an anthropocentric approach. 

​ The focus of this knowledge learning tied to volunteers in environmental organizations is 

justified by the demonstrated importance of the meso-level (NGOs and other community-based 

organizations) and the micro-level sphere of power (individual) as stakeholders for Indigenous 

culture preservation. The volunteer experience provides the perfect environment for this analysis 

which works with the idea that volunteers connect both lower levels of power while engaging the 

participants in applying the knowledge acquired from the language learning in a hands-on 

experience that connects them to environmental practices. That is, through their engagement with 

community organizations, they can act as agents of cultural and linguistic connection at the 

micro-level of power. Hence, the main inquiry of this research study is to investigate how the use 

(understanding) of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi can allow volunteers to connect with nature through Hawaiian 

environmental community initiatives. In particular, I propose the following two research 

questions:  

RQ1: To what extent does learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi terms deepens community volunteers’  

connection with nature? 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi carries rich cultural, historical, and ecological knowledge, and embeds 

specific understandings of place and nature, where words are more than mere descriptors – they 

often reflect deep relationships between people, land, and ecosystems that cannot be translated. 

This Research Question explores if learning these terms can allow a connection with the 

environment through the volunteer’s perspectives. That is, this research aims to shed light on the 

potential of language as a tool for fostering meaningful environmental relationships and cultural 

understanding on a personal level. 
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RQ2: How do volunteers’ perceptions of nature change over the course of their 

involvement in Hawaiian environmental initiatives as they learn ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi? 

This question explores if, by engaging with Indigenous language terms, volunteers may 

gain a heightened sense of respect and responsibility for the land and a more personal, culturally 

aware relationship with nature. That is, how their perspectives evolve as a result of their 

experiences. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

Recruitment: 

For the purpose of this study, I recruited participants from Hawaiian community-based 

environmental organizations with active volunteer projects on Oʻahu through direct, in-person 

outreach on-site by also participating in their volunteer workdays, specifically in the following 

organizations8: 

-​ Hoʻokuaʻāina – Kailua, HI; 

-​ Ka Lau O Ka Lāhui – Honolulu, HI 

-​ Mauliola Ke’ehi – Honolulu, HI; 

-​ Paepae o He'eia – Kaneohe, HI; 

-​ 'Ohana Volunteer Day Waimea Valley – Waimea, HI. 

That is, I initially applied a non-probability purposive (judgmental) sampling method by 

selecting participants who could provide valuable information to the study based on the 

following criteria: i) volunteering experience in environmental Hawaiian community-based 

organizations located on Oʻahu; ii) exposure to ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi and general Hawaiian culture; iii) 

ability to speak and comprehend English at an advanced level; and iv) age over 18 years. The 

specific requirement of current or previous experience related to environmental volunteering 

work in Hawaiʻi was necessary to enable the analysis of how participants interacted with nature 

on a direct level (immersive learning). Requirement “ii” was essential to address the differences 

between individuals with little to no proficiency in Hawaiian language and those with 

intermediate to high proficiency. I did not require formal environmental knowledge, as the study 

8All the organizations incorporated ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i during volunteer’s experiences – whether through the names of 
plants and fish, the names of the sites, sharing Hawaiian stories as part of the volunteer day, or chanting with the 
volunteers. 
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aimed to measure personal connections to nature and individuals’ valuable insights, not 

necessarily their expertise in the field. 

Subsequently, I also employed the snowball sampling method, as previously selected 

participants were likely to know others who met the same criteria, which helped facilitate the 

recruitment process.  

After the initial contact, I redirected them to access the online recruitment survey (see 

Appendices A to E for recruitment details and the full list of survey questions). No monetary 

incentives for volunteer participation were provided, however, coffee and snacks were offered 

during in-person interviews.​  

Interview: 

I conducted the research through qualitative semi-structured in-person or online 

individual (one-on-one) interviews with nine (9) participants total. The qualitative method was 

chosen due to the exploratory nature of the Research Questions, which needed in-depth 

discussions to access the interviewees’ feelings and ideas. Individual interviews were chosen 

because they enable each participant to develop deeper reasoning about personally relevant 

aspects of their own experiences, allowing their reflections to be more detailed. Additionally, it 

creates a safe space for the participant to open up and delve into aspects of intercultural 

interpretations that might be sensitive (their own culture in comparison with Indigenous 

cultures). In its turn, semi-structured interviews were chosen because they provide guidance on 

what to ask, helping to organize the flow of the conversation and prevent interviewees from 

straying too far from the topic, keeping the primary research goal in focus. The qualitative 

paradigm follows a phenomenological philosophical framework, as the goal of the research was 
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to describe the nature of a particular phenomenon – the effects of learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi on 

shaping volunteers’ connection with nature. 

During the interviews, I asked the participants to share their general background in 

volunteering activities and perspectives of their connection to nature, as well as their knowledge 

of Hawaiian language, their meanings, and history (see Appendix F to H for the interview 

recruitment and full list of interview questions). No ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi terms were introduced by me 

to the interviewees. The interviews' mean duration time was around 37 minutes and they were 

recorded on an only voice recording device or through zoom. 

Guiding Methodological Principles: 

Research regarding Indigenous communities needs to follow an empathetic and sensitive 

approach. Dutta (2019) emphasizes that research with Indigenous peoples needs to be done in a 

co-development style, following principles of cooperation and community-based approaches, 

transforming it in a decolonizing process that will reach legitimate results, instead of spreading 

stereotypes. Chigwada and Ngulube (2023) set that the principles of CARE (Collective Benefit, 

Authority to Control, Responsibility, and Ethics) and FARE (Findable, Accessible, Interoperable, 

Reusable) should be followed as protocols to protect the communities from scientific disrespect 

and disregard for their voices, guaranteeing their involvement and rights, and also resulting in 

more accurate data collection. This research involved directly interviewing Indigenous people, 

and since it concerns their culture and is grounded in their communities’ values, the principles of 

CARE and FARE were used as guiding models. 

Researcher’s Positionality and Reflexivity: 

Before delving into the results and analysis of this research, it is important to 

acknowledge my positionality as the researcher. I, the researcher, approach this study as someone 
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external to the Hawaiian community and external to any Indigenous values in general. Although 

I grew up in Brazil – a country rich in diverse landscapes, home to the largest tropical rainforest 

in the world and to various Indigenous communities – I spent most of my life in São Paulo city, 

one of the most populous cities in the world (United Nations, 2018; World Population Review, 

2025), and as a consequence I was not directly exposed to Indigenous Knowledge throughout my 

life. Therefore, coming from a background with no prior knowledge of ‘Ōlelo Hawai‘i or 

Hawaiian cultural practices and having lived in Hawai‘i for only a few years, I am only 

beginning to have an immersive learning journey into such worldviews.  

Before and during the development of this study, I have been involved with 

environmental organizations around Oʻahu for more than 1.5 years and had the opportunity to 

gain diverse perspectives about Hawaiian history from different kūpuna (elders) and kumu 

(teachers). Throughout this study I continued to volunteer in some of the organizations that 

served as a source of participant’s recruitment in order to maintain a reciprocal relationship based 

on cooperation, as to follow the previously mentioned principles CARE and FARE. 

 In addition, in a previous research paper for my Law degree in Brazil, I explored how 

different cultures approach rituals of passage from life to death and their connection to the 

environment, focusing on anthropocentric and ecocentric values. These frameworks have 

continued to inform my thinking, shaping this study and reflecting my personal commitment to 

environmental justice and cultural revitalization. My understanding and engagement with the 

interviewees and their insights are shaped by this external perspective, which provides a unique 

lens but necessitates ongoing reflexivity to ensure respect and accuracy in representing 

participants’ experiences. 
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4. RESULTS 

4.1 Participant Recruitment and Profile Overview 

During the recruitment process through an online survey, participants were asked to 

self-identify their relationship to Hawai‘i based on residency and cultural belonging, self-access 

their ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi knowledge, and answer questions about where they had been volunteering 

in Hawai‘i and for how long, as well as their first language (see Table 1): 

Table 1 

Participants Profile  

Participant Proficiency in ʻŌlelo 
Hawaiʻi 

First Language Residency & 
Cultural Belonging 

Time 
Volunteering in 

Hawai‘i 

A1 Little to no 
knowledge 

English Mainland US 
resident 

< 3 months 

B1 Basic knowledge English Mainland US 
resident 

1 – 2 years 

B2 Basic knowledge German International 
resident  

1 – 2 years 

B3 Basic knowledge English Kamaʻāina < 3 months 

B4 Basic knowledge English Mainland US 
resident 

1 – 2 years 

C1 Basic knowledge Pidgin (Hawaiian 
Creole) 

Kamaʻāina < 3 months 

D1 Intermediate to high 
knowledge 

Pidgin (Hawaiian + 
English) 

Kamaʻāina > 2 years 

E1 High knowledge English Kānaka Maoli > 2 years 

E2 High knowledge English Kānaka Maoli > 2 years 

The self-identification categories included: Kānaka Maoli (native Hawaiian); Kamaʻāina 

(local to Hawai‘i, regardless of ethnicity); Mainland US resident (currently living in Hawai‘i, but 

not local); International resident (currently living in Hawai‘i, but not local); Mainland US visitor 
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(not living in in Hawai’i); and International visitor (not living in Hawai’i). All participants spoke 

English fluently, and even those with a high level of fluency in ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi had it as their 

second language. Two participants spoke Pidgin (a mix of English and Hawaiian) as their first 

language – one with a moderate and the other with an intermediate level of proficiency in 

Hawaiian language. The self-assessment of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi knowledge included the following 

descriptions for each proficiency (see Table 2): 

Table 2 

Levels of Language Knowledge 

Level of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi Description 

Little to no knowledge No understanding or very few common words 

Basic knowledge Some familiarity with words or proverbs, but not 
familiar with full phrases 

Moderate knowledge Able to understand simple sentences 

Intermediate to high knowledge Able to understand and form phrases 

High knowledge Able to engage in conversations with ease 

Native Speaker or Fluent Able to converse and understand at a native level 

For the data analysis, the selected participants were divided into two panels: one group 

consisting of individuals with little to no knowledge, basic knowledge, or moderate knowledge 

of the Hawaiian language, and the other group consisting of individuals with intermediate to 

native-level knowledge. When grouping them for the results analysis after the one-on-one 

interviews were completed, the researcher largely maintained their self-assessed proficiency 

levels but reclassified some participants to standardize the classification based on their 

demonstrated proficiency and depth of engagement with the language. Specifically, participant 

C1 was moved from basic-level to moderate-level knowledge.  
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The group's division was made only considering their proficiency in Hawaiian language, 

which resulted in an uneven distribution, as more basic-level speakers were accessible. However, 

considering a qualitative analysis rather than a quantitative one, the imbalance in numbers still 

represented a coherent interpretation, as the participants’ perspectives presented to be aligned 

with those from the same group. Group I included those with little to no knowledge, basic 

knowledge, or moderate knowledge of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi (total of 6 participants); Group II included 

only those with Intermediate to high knowledge, or high knowledge of ʻŌlelo Hawai‘i (total of 3 

participants), and no fluent or native speakers were interviewed (see Table 3):  

Table 3 

Group categorization 

Group I Group II 

A1: Little to no knowledge D1: Intermediate to high knowledge 

B1 - B4: Basic knowledge E1 - E2: High knowledge 

C1: Moderate knowledge  

Note. This table summarizes the categorization of participants after the researcher adjusted their 

proficiency levels in ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi. 

4.2 Data Analysis for Research Question 1 

RQ1: To what extent does learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi terms deepens community volunteers’ 

connection with nature? 

​ The researcher notes that the analysis of the results necessitates adding extensive 

quotations from the interviews, considering the abstract and figurative nature of the study and the 

importance of giving voice to those speaking about it. ‘Ōlelo Hawaiʻi cannot be perfectly 

translated, and paraphrasing all the knowledge would also mean losing much of its essence. 
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Moving forward to the analysis of the study’s merit, the superordinate theme “Cultural 

Connection” was created to organize the different types of connections to nature identified in the 

study, providing a framework to address Research Question 1. Culture was chosen as a common 

ground for all of them, as every level of connection was rooted in cultural background. The three 

main factors that helped volunteers connect to nature were: Collective Experiences, ʻŌlelo 

Hawaiʻi, and ʻĀina (see Table 4): 

Table 4 

Superordinate Theme Cultural Connection and its Subthemes 

Subtheme Description Exemplifying Quote: 

Connection 
through 
Collective 
Experience 

Community Integration: This subtheme 
explores the sense of connection that 
arises from belonging - when individuals
feel understood, accepted, or integrated 
into a group. This sense of belonging can 
be fostered through shared experiences, 
allowing individuals to feel part of a 
community by engaging in collective 
activities. This connection is not only 
social but also emotional, as individuals 
feel part of a greater collective purpose. 

"[...] it's really special being in a 
classroom where everyone is doing the 
same oli and it just feels like we are all 
connected in that moment and knowing 
the meaning, all of us know the meaning 
behind ‘Oli so it's like it feels like we're 
present." (Interviewee I-B1) 

Connection 
through ʻŌlelo 
Hawai'i 

Language Immersion: This subtheme 
emphasizes how ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi serves 
as a powerful tool for fostering deep 
connections, playing a vital role in 
understanding, preserving, and 
transmitting cultural values, traditions, 
and knowledge, including 
environmental ones. When individuals 
engage with ʻŌlelo, they not only 
connect with the history and identity of 
the culture but also build bonds with 
others who share the language. 

"Just using these terms and calling them 
by their Hawaiian names and their 
Hawaiian words. To me, that deepens the 
function of it and you have a deeper 
understanding of why, like, for example, 
when we call things like Pā'ū-o-Hi'iaka. 
Okay, we know that this is a plant for the 
goddess Hiʻiaka. We need to protect it. 
Versus calling it a beach vine or 
something like that. (Interviewee II-D1) 

Connection 
through ʻĀina 

Nature Kinship: This subtheme 
emphasizes the connection individuals 
feel when in touch with the land or 
environmental knowledge. It can 

"I built a really strong connection with 
Manoa Valley not only with just like, you 
know, the streets and how to get from 
place to place, but also with the rain, and 
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emphasize either a deep respect for ʻāina 
or a perceived disconnection from 
nature. 

the seasons, and the mountain, and the 
trees that are there, because, you know, 
when you spend the time and you observe 
it, you can tell when the rain is going to 
roll through and where it's going to stop 
and how hard it's going to be judging 
from the clouds and you can get an idea of 
what trees are growing from just even the 
landscape because you can watch for 
when it blooms and what colors show up 
and which ones all the leaves fall off or 
what ones all the flowers come down at a 
certain time. So for me, that connection is 
really strong and I feel like that 
description feels very much like knowing 
a person." (Interviewee II-E1) 

Most interview extracts were placed under two or more categories, and the analysis 

focused on those where language appeared as one of the subthemes identified. The participants 

presented a stronger bond with nature especially through the combination of  “Connection 

through ʻŌlelo Hawai‘i” and “Connection through ʻĀina”, indicating that there is little 

separation between nature and language in the Hawaiian context. When working in nature, they 

learn the language; and when learning the language, they also connect with nature. This means 

that the degree of connection to nature does not happen just from learning one word or more in 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, but from a combination of factors that learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi brings with it, 

which are all cultural. This was confirmed by participants who stated that no single factor alone 

shaped their environmental perceptions, explaining that they were influenced not only by 

learning a Hawaiian word but also by grasping the values it carries and gaining knowledge from 

the culture and volunteering in nature:  

I definitely… think that I've gotten my connection from volunteering like on the land. 

So like seeing that respect firsthand has made a big difference in… in how I view the 
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words. Otherwise, like I wouldn't have known, like there's that level of respect in 

Hawaiian culture. (Interviewee I-A1) [Author's emphasis] 

In fact, for most Group I participants, learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi was more of a side effect 

of being exposed to Hawaiian culture and volunteering than the other way around. Meanwhile, 

for Group II, learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi and volunteering was mostly a merged process. The results 

also showed that even a small amount of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi knowledge positively influences 

people’s connection with Hawaiian culture and nature, deepening their engagement. One 

explanation for that quick bond lies in the interconnectedness of the Hawaiian language with 

nature-centered values: 

All the vowels in ʻŌlelo Hawai‘i – a e i o u – have… like they represent spirits or 

elements, if that makes sense. So even when you break down the word ʻŌlelo. It's Ō and 

Lelo. And Lelo is your tongue. Yeah, like your mother tongue. And Ō its... Represents the 

element of nature. Or the earth actually [...] So to me, what that means is that ‘Ōlelo, 

specifically, the language has an innate [...] element to it that talks about the nature 

of Earth. And the other vowels have their own thing too but specifically, Hawaiians 

were very deliberate with the way that they name things, including words. The fact 

that we chose ‘Ō Lelo like the element of earth coming from the mother tongue… 

that is what makes up the language, that it is nature. (Interviewee II-D2) [Author’s 

emphasis] 

Moreover, even the new learners recognized that Indigenous language is intertwined with 

nature and that there is a need to connect to cultural values in order to understand Hawaiian 

language, demonstrating that the extent to which Hawaiian Language connects those who learn it 

to nature is remarkable: 
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I think when you start to learn the Hawaiian language, you're not just learning the 

language. You're also learning the culture. It's very connected. So when I started 

learning that stuff in high school, you're also, like I said, learning the culture too. So you 

start to see things differently. You know, I have my own perspective, you know, learning 

English, but the Hawaiian language is surrounded with nature. Nature is the priority 

in the Hawaiian language, taken care of nature, mostly because it was beneficial. 

(Interviewee I-B3) [Author's emphasis] 

The researcher never introduced new ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi terms to any of the interviews, only 

working with terms brought up by each participant. Interviewees reported a more profound and 

meaningful connection with nature as they came to understand the significance of certain terms, 

with ʻāina and mana being the most frequently mentioned among both Group I and II. Other 

words cited the most by new learners (Group I) were oli and aloha. The interviewees presented 

to comprehend a significant level of the environmental relevance of those terms and presented 

relevant examples of the interconnectedness of language, nature, and their own feeling of 

connection through them. One interviewee described mana as an energy that is both felt and 

understood through being in nature and that the feelings it conveys can be transmitted to others 

through the combination of the word itself and experiencing nature: 

It's something tied to I think just like feeling a certain empowerment, like, again, that 

energy is flowing through you and you're gaining from it right? [...] I say it a little bit to 

be funny “do you feel the mana like in this place” you know? [...] People kind of get it, 

actually. They get that there is a feeling there. Like when the trees like start to sway and 

like you see the gust of wind like carry through a place you're in. Kind of just like change 

the energy in that setting, you know? (Interviewee I-A1) 
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In addition, the Hawaiian language was often described as a “visual language”, which 

helps the learner to understand “the bigger picture” of natural elements’ function and importance, 

as the name of plants, for example, already trigger images that make their properties and 

significance clear – both culturally and environmentally: 

[...] the ‘A‘ali‘i plant, which is called in science terms Dodonaea viscosa and it's a dry 

land shrub and it survives in kind of harsh conditions and it's known for being very 

resistant like it bends, but it never breaks. So the ʻŌlelo Noʻeau is “He ʻaʻaliʻi kū makani 

mai au” which means quite literally “I am a wind-resistant aʻaliʻi”, and then the second 

part of it is “ʻaʻohe makani nāna e kūlaʻi” which means no wind or gale can blow me 

over. (Interviewee II-D1) 

From these observations, specifically represented in the last two interview extracts 

combined, an emergent theme arose within the subtheme “Connection though ʻŌlelo Hawai‘i” as 

two distinct forms of connection were identified: a pragmatic or hard nature understanding 

(tangible and practical, functional aspects) and a philosophical or soft nature understanding 

(abstract, interpersonal, or subjective qualities). These two dimensions present complementary 

lenses rather than opposing concepts, as both can be intertwined with relational 

approaches to nature. Therefore, in order to better capture the full extent of connection to 

nature that ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi can foster, the emergent theme “Dimensions of Connection though 

ʻŌlelo Hawai‘i” was created (see Table 5): 

Table 5 

Emergent Theme Dimensions of Connection though ʻŌlelo Hawai‘i and its Subthemes 

Subtheme Description Exemplifying Quote: 
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Hard Nature 
Understanding 

Language and Culture as Bridges to 
Pragmatic Environmental Awareness: 
Learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi provides 
insight into ecological relationships, 
resource management, and 
environmental cycles. Through these 
culturally rooted perspectives, 
individuals gain a structured and 
functional understanding of nature’s 
systems and processes, reinforcing a 
sense of responsibility to care for the 
land based on principles of balance, 
sustainability, and interdependence. 

"One plant that I'm thinking of is a native 
Hawaiian sedge, so like grass plants, and 
it's called ʻAhuʻawa. [...] is a really, really 
good filtration plant. And so you'll see it 
planted around like the coastlines or 
where water's coming down [...] it's used 
to like strain the awa to make like some 
sort of netting maybe and that's how you 
like wring out the awa root and then you 
drink it. [...] having the understanding of 
what the plant does for Hawaiian culture 
and then the understanding that it's like 
connected to the awa plant because of its 
name... it's like ʻAhuʻawa and then the 
awa root so it's like...These names of 
plants and things in ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi have 
have a more hohonu or deeper meaning 
that are layered." (Interviewee II-E2) 

Soft Nature 
Understanding 

Language and Culture as Bridges to 
Relational Environmental Awareness: 
Exposure to ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi and 
Hawaiian Culture fosters a deeper 
intangible and emotional connection to 
the land by integrating environmental 
engagement with cultural values. 
Language serves as a tool for personal 
and philosophical reflections, ancestral 
wisdom, and environmental 
responsibility, reinforcing the land’s 
sacredness. 

1- "To me, ʻāina can also not just like 
physical food, but it can also be 
metaphorical food. Like food for the soul. 
Whether that's the clouds, wind, you 
know, kissing my face. That is food for 
the soul. Or food for the mind, you know, 
the body." (Interviewee II-D1); 
2 - "I feel like we're giving respect and 
honor to the place, to the event, the people 
before us - ancestors and why not. By 
using the real name of the place. It feels 
like we're I guess mirroring our ancestors 
in the past saying the same words that 
they've said so most definitely made me 
feel connected to the place" (Interviewee 
I-C1). 

A Hard Nature Understanding was demonstrated by many participants from both groups 

when learning names and stories of places and plants, mainly because of the visual aspect of the 

language that helps in the comprehension of the subject. For example, interviewee I-B2 learned 

that the place-name “Hanauma” means “curved bay”, a self-explanatory description of that 

geographic area, and interviewee I-B1 learned that the name of the fish 

humuhumunukunukuapua'a literally means “a fish with a long nose like a pig”. Soft Nature 

Understanding was perceived in different degrees in all participants from both groups when 
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describing their relationship with nature and what they have learned from ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, 

bringing up topics such as spirituality, ancestral connection, Hawaiian traditional beliefs, and 

even general religion. A recurrent topic within this subtheme was that absorbing Hawaiian values 

on ecological relationships fostered a more holistic comprehension of environmental resource 

management, especially when speaking about the term ʻāina, which repeatedly arose 

perspectives among interviewees of the humans-nature relationship as not only beneficial, but 

with a deeper level of respect and acknowledgement, through phrases such as “ʻāina is like ‘that 

which feeds us’” (Interviewee I-B1), “ʻāina is nourishing you is like the mother” (Interviewee 

I-B2), “ʻāina is also contraction of ‘ai because ‘ai is to feed. So it's not just land. It's land that 

feeds us” (Interviewee II-D1). 

When Soft Understanding was demonstrated, it was always connected to Hawaiian 

values, not to experiences from other cultures. However, no participant stated that they follow 

the traditional Hawaiian polytheistic religion – nor was this directly questioned – but many 

mentioned Hawaiian gods and goddesses from mo‘olelo. It was observed that Group II 

demonstrated a stronger ancestral connection to nature compared to Group I. While participants 

in Group I demonstrated an understanding of Hawaiian ancestral perspectives, they did not 

express personally experiencing these connections – whether to Hawaiian ancestry or their own. 

It was particularly interesting to note that this disconnection or non-identification was also stated 

by Interviewees I-B3 and I-C1, who despite being Kamaʻāina, reported not to “share the same 

feeling” (I-C1) as Hawaiians regarding ancestry and nature connections, which suggests that 

even with a moderate knowledge of Hawaiian language (I-C1), other factors may influence one’s 

sense of connection. Both participants expressed a lack of clear self-identity, caused by their 
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diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds – which included Hawaiian elements – yet they still felt 

out of place and not fully rooted in one specific cultural group. 

​ Hard Nature Understanding and Soft Nature Understanding were also interconnected in 

many cases. For example, Interviewee II-D2 explained that pilina is the Hawaiian term that 

comes to mind when thinking about the meaning of connection, as the word derives from pili, a 

type of grass known for forming strong bonds. And that the strength of this plant, traditionally 

used in building hales (traditional Hawaiian houses), also serves as a metaphor for how people 

unite through volunteering, forming strong connections, highlighting not only the natural 

characteristics (pragmatic) of the plant but also its cultural and emotional significance 

(philosophical). 

An interesting reflection that Interviewee II-D1 brought up while explaining pilina goes 

back to the reflection on the visual aspect of words in ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, as the interviewee further 

explains that Latin scientific names also carry characteristics of the plants, such as the grass pili 

that is called Heteropogon contortus, meaning it contorts around other grasses when touched by 

water. A similar reflection was also brought up by Interviewee II-E1: 

One way that I really help learn these plants was I would look up the Hawaiian names 

because the scientific names are in Latin and I do sadly do not know Latin, but I know 

Hawaiian […] for instance, there's one Hawaiian name Anunu. It's a Cucurbitaceae, so 

it's a cucumber, but it's a vine. And so, um you know, if I were to just see some vine 

growing out there, I wouldn't really understand, but Anunu in Hawaiian means like to be 

greedy or to like take over, and it's like a vine climbing up over things, right, taking over 

and kind of like being greedy and that sense, right? And so, you know, across all of the 

Hawaiian plants, there were very clear distinctions as to why they named this [...] It 
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wasn't just calling it something, but it was because of its actions or how it grew or how it 

looked. (Interviewee II-E1) 

These observations – further explored in the discussion section – contribute to the results 

by emphasizing deeper practical and cultural understandings of nature through language, and 

therefore add to the depth of connection it creates with the speaker. 

To finally answer Research Question 1, both tables 4 and 5 were considered and provided 

meaningful insights:  

In a first level of analysis, when a comparison was made between participants’ 

responses regarding how they create connection (Table 4) in an attempt to understand variants 

nourished by a higher level of language proficiency versus a lower one, it was observed that 

those who were more proficient (intermediate and high) automatically linked their answer to 

nature (Connection through ʻĀina). Meanwhile, all participants with low to moderate levels of 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, even when later describing a connection with nature in the interview, initially 

responded that connection, to them, is linked to people and community (Connection through 

Collective Experience). Only one interviewee with a basic level of proficiency (I-B4) mentioned 

nature after first citing connection to people and community. This does not mean they lack a 

sense of connection with nature – on the contrary, this analysis has already demonstrated 

otherwise – but rather that a different level of priority given to nature can be observed within 

these groups.  

Some interviewees affirmed that it is possible to create a greater connection to nature 

regardless of learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, just by being exposed to Hawaiian culture or by 

volunteering in nature. However, they also acknowledged that learning the Hawaiian language 

significantly strengthened their connection beyond what they had experienced through their 

42 



 

primary language. This was especially evident when interviewees were asked to compare 

whether they felt the same level of connection to nature when using a Hawaiian word during 

their interview versus its translation in their primary language. No participants affirmed they 

could reach the same level of connection with the non-Hawaiian equivalent: “if I was to look at 

English and ʻŌlelo Hawai‘i side by side, I'd be like ‘oh, ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi is much deeper than 

that’” (Interviewee II-E2). 

Diving into the analysis, the two Dimensions of Connection (Table 5) helped address 

RQ1 by identifying patterns in the types of connections to nature that were created through 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, which phenomenologically addresses the extent of the relationship fostered. 

However, their precise extent is not quantitatively measurable, as it is abstract in essence. Yet, all 

the interviewees shared to have experienced a growth in connection to nature through Hawaiian 

language according to their own internal interpretations of measurability, and even if not all the 

words are fully understood, the sense of connection revealed to be stronger after hearing the 

meanings and stories about them: 

It's really special being in a classroom where everyone is doing the same oli and it just 

feels like we are all connected in that moment [...] I don't know what every single line [of 

an oli] means, but I know the broad meaning is like asking for permission to the space 

and just opening your minds to what you might learn in the next few hours and just 

showing respect for where you are. (Interviewee I-B1) 

In summary, the findings show that the extent to which learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi terms 

deepens community volunteers’ connection with nature is then cultural, both in a pragmatic and 

relational level, shaped through collective experiences and immersive practices in nature. 
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4.3 Data Analysis for Research Question 2 

RQ2: How do volunteers’ perceptions of nature change over the course of their 

involvement in Hawaiian environmental initiatives as they learn ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi? 

To analyze how volunteers' perceptions of nature evolved over time, the superordinate 

theme “Personal Environmental Perception Shift” was created (Table 6). This theme overlaps 

with Cultural Connection (Table 4) and Dimensions of Connection though ʻŌlelo Hawai‘i (Table 

5), but here, instead of solemnly identifying how the connections were made (collective 

experience, ʻŌlelo, ʻāina) or the types of connection formed (hard versus soft), they are deeper 

analyzed to explore how these understandings evolved over time. That is, what RQ2 is really 

asking is “How does the experience of learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi and engaging in 

environmental initiatives reshape their views of nature?”. The following subthemes are based 

on participants’ individual reflections on their own shifts in perception and are also used to 

compare the responses of Group I to Group II (see Table 6):  

Table 6 

Superordinate Theme Personal Environmental Perception Shift and its Subthemes 

Subtheme Description Exemplifying Quote: 

From Passive 
Nature to 
Living 
Presence 

Assigning emotion, life, or intention to 
elements of nature: Reflects a shift from 
viewing nature as an inert background or 
resource to be exploited to experiencing it 
as an active, meaningful presence with 
agency and intangible qualities. 

“ʻāina is something that's living and has 
importance beyond just taking up space. 
Like, because land is just a space and it 
could be any space, but ʻāina is something 
that has life to it” (Interviewee I-B1) 

From Detached 
to Culturally 
Embedded 

Engaging with culturally grounded 
practice and understanding the 
historical, political context of nature: 
Describes the transformation from a 
generic or disconnected relationship 
with nature to one rooted in cultural, 

“knowing the history of this specific land 
that has been overthrown that is currently 
occupied right?! it just gives you another 
level of respect because throughout all of 
that, the land has been a constant” 
(Interviewee II-E2) 
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historical, and ancestral ties. 

From 
Anthropocentri
c to Ecocentric 

Immersion in Indigenous ecological 
knowledge, recognizing reciprocity and 
kuleana (responsibility): Marks the 
movement away from a human-centered 
view of the environment towards one 
based on reciprocity, interdependence, 
and environmental stewardship. 

“the most notable one is between 
Papahānaumoku [...] from that story we 
learn that humans or land and specifically 
the taro plant, Kalo, is the progenitor to 
Hawaiians. And that's what I believe, too 
because technically even in science it's 
true. Plants and animals came before 
humans and I revere it as such.” 
(Interviewee II-D2) 

In a comprehensive analysis, the subthemes From Passive Nature to Living Presence and 

From Detached to Culturally Embedded can be connected to a Soft Nature Understanding (Table 

5), and From Anthropocentric to Ecocentric fits both Soft and Hard Nature Understanding. 

The results from the table above showed that nature was reshaped in volunteers’ 

perceptions in three main ways. First, there was a shift from viewing nature as passive to 

recognizing it as a living presence – volunteers began to perceive nature as alive, responsive, and 

meaningful beyond its physical form. Second, from detached to culturally embedded – Hawaiian 

stories and teachings helped frame nature as genealogical or ancestral, and cultural practices 

gave a new layer of respect to nature by recognizing it not just as a physical space, but as a 

carrier of identity, history, and collective memory. Third, from anthropocentric to ecocentric – 

meaning nature shifted from being perceived as an object for human use (whether for pleasure, 

consumption, or economics), to being understood as a system in which humans are merely one 

part, going from control to coexistence. 

Previously, for RQ1, it was seen that when interviewees were asked to compare whether 

they felt the same level of connection to nature when using a Hawaiian word during their 

interview versus its translation in their primary language, they felt greater connection through the 

words in Hawaiian. These comparisons were also important to understand how their nature 

perceptions were reshaped throughout their learning of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi. All participants, without 
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exception, recognized that Hawaiian language goes beyond simple translation, emphasizing the 

importance of encapsulating storytelling, cultural knowledge, and/or personal connection to 

nature to fully comprehend the meanings behind its terms. Some participants attributed the word 

“metaphorical” to describe the language, others stated that there are many meanings to each 

term, and even that a whole traditional story is needed to understand one ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi word. 

Nature was reshaped from Passive Nature to Living Presence in some level for all 

participants in both groups, with mo’olelo and oli, along other ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi terms, playing 

important roles in that shift. For example, in this subtheme, mana was identified as a feeling that 

connected them to nature but cannot be fully understood in English, as it cannot be translated:  

Something that I feel like we're never taught in English that makes so much sense to me 

in Hawaiian is like mana, which is like 'magic' or like I don't know [..] but it's really just 

where you get what brings you life and where that comes from. I think that the earth and 

nature give me my mana and like I don't think there's any way to describe that in 

English. Like even just trying now… it's like hard I feel like to capture that the way 

that the Hawaiian language does. (Interviewee I-B4) [Author’s emphasis] 

When translated, participant I-A1 declared to make religious connections with Western 

values that do not feel coherent to how they see nature though mana, that is, through Hawaiian 

culture: 

I feel like if I had some other like spiritual exposure in my life, like maybe I would just 

call it something else, right? I would just call it like: “Oh, that's God. That's Jesus, or 

that's an angel” right? Like, I think different cultures have different ways of like talking 

or referring to those things but I don't have that really. So I would say that mana is the… 
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It does help me to communicate that because I wouldn't really have another way to 

communicate that, I'd say. (Interviewee I-A1) 

The second transformation – from detached to culturally embedded – was observed both 

when participants brought up political aspects when speaking about natural resource 

management, Hawaiian history, and variants between environmental values in different places, 

and when participants showed that the learning of Hawaiian culture connected them more deeply 

to nature, in a way that they felt more responsibility towards it. Some Group II participants 

demonstrated discomfort or anger when mentioning how Hawaiian language was (and is) treated 

especially historically and some Group I participants demonstrated sympathize with Hawaiians’ 

pain and even feel guilt about it – better discussed later on Table 7. Among many examples, 

participants highlighted that translating place names in Hawai‘i back into Hawaiian helps 

reconnect place, nature, history, and community. Therefore, being introduced to Hawaiian 

history, added with learning Indigenous names of places and plants, along with the mo’olelo 

behind them, appeared to play a key role in this shift: 

You kind of feel like you have a responsibility and a connection to the island in a sense 

because you've learned about the history, you've learned about you know, the 

sustainability, how they lived here. (Interviewee I-B3) 

The third shift, from anthropocentric to ecocentric, was formed by the identification that 

participants from Group I acknowledged a broader disconnection between humans and nature 

within their home culture (non-native Hawaiian culture in which they were born in – or mixed 

Hawaiian and other cultures for participants B3 and C1), reflecting on how the environmental 

values in those contexts differ significantly from those in Hawaiian ones. They recognized that 

their home culture cares about the environment primarily as either a resource for future 
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generations (Interviewee I-B2), in a purely economic sense, such as for farming (Interviewees 

I-B1 and I-B2), or simply as something enjoyable for recreation and adventure (Interviewees 

I-A1 and I-B4): 

I grew up in that area where we had farmers around. It's also, you know, a work related 

space and when you talk about environment it's more speaking about economics and a 

political related field. We will talk about how it's important for our future generations. I 

think that's where I probably would set my settle myself too. I think my generation right 

now in [name of European country], specifically, we think of our environment as the 

right to access, a right to have secure for ourselves and for our future and our future 

generations. (Interviewee I-B2) [Author’s emphasis] 

Not only they recognized these distinctions in the internal values of each culture, but they 

saw it reflected in the language: 

One of the first phrases I've learned was Mauka to Makai […] it's not you know, “from 

mountain to sea”, it's more like each individual piece like each animal, each creature even 

like non-creature, you know, everything is included […] I can't think of the word that 

captures the depths that it does or the Hawaiian word. (Interviewee I-B2) 

Meanwhile, Group II in general made less distinction between humans and nature and 

demonstrated understanding it as a cyclical system that connects biotic and abiotic beings. For 

them, nature was not spoken about as an object or something to be merely exploited or used for 

pleasure, but rather as an entity to be respected and interacted with care and reciprocity. 

Hawaiian terms were identified as carriers of these nuances in cultural and historical meanings, 

translating these beliefs. That is, humans were not portrayed as above nature, meaning they 

reflect ecocentric values, while Group I recognizes being born in anthropocentric values. The 
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shift from anthropocentric to ecocentric is connected with both previous subthemes, as it seems 

to be influenced by a better understanding of how nature is important for a specific cultural 

aspect, becoming a living entity to be respected.       

In summary, the findings identified that volunteers’ perceptions of nature changed over 

the course of their involvement in Hawaiian environmental initiatives as they learn ʻŌlelo 

Hawaiʻi from Passive Nature to Living Presence, Detached to Culturally Embedded, and 

Anthropocentric to Ecocentric. But more than that, three Group I interviewees coming from 

outside of the Hawaiian community (A1, B2, and B4) reflected that they carry or have the 

intention to carry those shifts and new learnings back to their own communities or to new people 

they meet. I-A1 mentioned this intention specifically in relation to introducing others in different 

communities to the living aspect of nature and its interconnectedness with humans (Passive 

Nature to Living Presence and Soft Nature Understanding). I-B2 expressed plans to create 

projects that help their community in Europe reconnect with the land and their own cultural 

roots, drawing inspiration from the cultural-nature connections they experienced in Hawaiʻi 

(Detached to Culturally Embedded). I-B4 described a deep personal shift, sharing that Hawaiian 

language and culture will continue to guide their environmental career and that they plan to carry 

this experience forward by engaging with Indigenous communities anywhere they live, learning 

what matters to those communities, including native species (Detached to Culturally Embedded). 

This shows that volunteering, when paired with cultural immersion and ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi 

learning, not only reshaped ecological perspectives but also cultivated a lasting sense of 

responsibility and relational awareness that volunteers intend to carry with them beyond Hawaiʻi. 
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4.4 Extended Data Analysis 

While not central to the research questions, an additional layer of insight emerged around 

participants’ motivations in volunteering. These findings help contextualize how participants 

entered the volunteering space and may inform how their environmental values evolved – 

explored more directly through RQ1 and RQ2.  

The literature review presented that volunteering experiences can be transformative by 

encouraging internal switches, leading to reflections about different worldviews and even to 

identity change when volunteers have authentic experiences and immersive processes (Magrizos, 

Kostopoulos, & Powers, 2021). However, the motivations that lead people to volunteer were 

only briefly touched upon in section 2.2.2 “Advocacy and Volunteering” where they were 

described as altruistic (Werker & Ahmed, 2008).  

Through this research, the interviewed participants presented many meaningful insights 

that put in evidence the deeper aspects of volunteering. From the narratives collected, the 

superordinate theme “Volunteer” was divided into: i) guilt-driven environmental stewardship; ii) 

community-driven cultural stewardship; and iii) passion-driven environmental stewardship, as 

defined on content table below (see Table 7): 

Table 7 

Superordinate Theme Volunteer and its Subthemes 

Subtheme Description Exemplifying Quote: 

Guilt- 
Driven 
Environmental 
Stewardship 

Sense of Responsibility: This subtheme 
explores how feelings of guilt motivate 
individuals to volunteer in environmental 
conservation, particularly as a way of 
giving back to the land and 
acknowledging past neglect.  

“I was looking out for because not only do 
I like to give back but also recognizing the 
history of Hawai‘i and also not realizing 
how I'm almost invading the space for a 
certain moment, I felt the urge to go 
volunteer here pretty right off the batch” 
(Interviewee I-B2) 
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Community-Dr
iven Cultural 
Stewardship 

Sense of Belonging: This subtheme 
explores how a desire to connect with 
and contribute to a community 
motivates individuals to volunteer. 
Volunteering serves as a means to 
integrate into a cultural and social 
environment, fostering a sense of 
belonging and shared purpose. 

“anty [NAME OF THE PERSON] was 
someone who definitely impacted like my 
perspective on volunteering and… just 
helping like being like being… part of a 
community like even though I'm from 
[NAME OF THE CITY] and I come with 
like an outside perspective, like [NAME 
OF ORGANIZATION] was a very locally 
based organization and grounded in like 
Hawaiian values” (Interviewee I-B1) 

Passion- 
Driven 
Environmental 
Stewardship 

Enjoyment from being in nature: This 
subtheme explores how individuals 
engage in volunteering out of a genuine 
love for nature and the activities 
associated with caring for the 
environment. Rather than being driven 
by obligation or external pressures, their 
motivation stems from a deep 
appreciation for the land and enjoyment 
of working with it. 

“I had started like a little backyard garden 
and I thought it was really fun and so I 
wanted to continue it um because prior to 
that, I intended to go to college for 
psychology but it wasn't until I like started 
to do that and spend more time like 
volunteering and stuff that I wanted to 
continue” (Interviewee II-E1) 

Note. This table summarizes the different motivations behind volunteerism and their associated 

enablers. 

These subthemes showed that the way individuals perceive volunteering, particularly in 

environmental activities, reflects some level of their relationship with nature. All 3 participants 

in Group II reported experiencing volunteering as related to Community-Driven Cultural 

Stewardship, and 2 mentioned Passion-Driven Environmental Stewardship. Only one participant 

from Group II exhibited Guilt-Driven Environmental Stewardship enablers, but this motivation 

was mixed with the other two subthemes. Meanwhile, among all 6 participants in Group I, 3 

expressed Guilt-Driven Environmental Stewardship as a strong motivation for volunteering in 

Hawai‘i, 5 reported Community-Driven Cultural Stewardship, and only 1 identified 

Passion-Driven Environmental Stewardship. These numbers do not serve as quantitative 

measures but simply indicate the identification of patterns and themes in the interviews, helping 

to better understand how perspectives vary across the two groups. 

51 



 

This analysis suggests that engaging in environmental volunteering is highly influenced 

by cultural orientation and possibly by an individual’s awareness of the cultural and ecological 

significance of their actions – something already embraced in Hawaiian values. In other words, 

participants who appeared to be more immersed in Hawaiian language and culture 

(predominantly Group II) were more likely to volunteer out of passion or community connection, 

rather than guilt. An interesting aspect of guilt-driven motivations is that they appeared to be 

specifically linked to being in Hawai‘i and a sense of responsibility for the challenges faced by 

Hawaiian people and the environment: 

It was something that I tried to get involved in just to really feel like I was giving back to 

the island because I was getting a lot out of being there. um…And I just wanted to… feel 

like I was not making… things worse in Hawaii, I guess. I wanted to make sure I was 

contributing and making it better. (Interviewee I-A1).      

​ In connection to the findings from RQ2, interviewees from Group I, before becoming 

immersed in Hawaiian culture, shared that their home cultures viewed nature mainly through an 

anthropocentric perspective (Table 6). For individuals raised with these values, motivations for 

volunteering often emerged from a sense of obligation or a need to restore the balance between 

humanity and nature – what was identified as guilt-driven motivation. In contrast, those more 

immersed in cultures where nature is seen as interconnected with and respected by humans 

(ecocentric values) were more motivated by a passion for nature and a desire to support the 

community – Group II. In both cases, Community-Driven Cultural Stewardship was the most 

prominent motivation among both groups, which puts in evidence that group integration and 

identification – the need to belong – is the most important factor regardless. 
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​ In parallel, the findings from RQ1 (Table 4) showed that most participants with low to 

moderate levels of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, even when later describing a connection with nature in the 

interview, initially responded that connection, to them, is linked to people and community 

(Connection through Collective Experience). Meanwhile, those who were more proficient 

(intermediate and high) automatically linked the meaning of connection with nature (Connection 

through ʻĀina). This again highlights a distinction between Group I and Group II, where deeper 

language proficiency and cultural immersion (predominantly in Group II) aligned not only with 

more direct, intrinsic connections to nature but also with motivations rooted in passion and 

community, rather than obligation or guilt. 

​ These extended findings supplement the main research questions by identifying that 

individual’s motives for getting involved in volunteering activities reflect their cultural 

background and deeper worldview of nature. 
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5. DISCUSSION AND LIMITATIONS 

5.1 Theoretical Implications  

The study was conducted with the main objective of addressing the gap in literature on 

the human-nature connection through Indigenous language, using humanities-based lens, that is, 

not only as a way of understanding nature pragmatically as a natural resource, but also 

philosophically, adding a relational aspect to both frameworks. The broad question in this 

exploration is: “Can non-Indigenous individuals be transformed on a deeper level – an emotional 

level – to the extent it touches a personal philosophical level, leading to a transformation in their 

relationship with nature?”. To explore this wide-ranging inquiry, more specific questions were 

posed, focusing on a smaller dimension of the larger theme: To what extent can Indigenous 

languages connect people with nature? How are their perspectives of nature reshaped in the 

process of learning such languages?  

As a summary of this study’s rationality, the main concepts introduced in Chapter 2.1.1 

“Indigenous Culture and Language” were interpreted considering the interviewees’ reports – in 

addition to the literature review – leading to insightful observations as follow: (iii) Preserving 

Indigenous languages is an essential piece to (i) protect Indigenous cultures, which are vital for 

(iv) environmental conservation, as these languages externalize Indigenous peoples’ relationship 

of care and respect for  nature and serve as rich sources of biodiversity knowledge in a practical 

and relational level, a key component of (ii) their cultural identity. The connection between (iii) 

Indigenous languages to (i) Indigenous cultures was highlighted by participants, who noted that 

the Indigenous names of places and plants connect them to the history of the land and their 

ancestors’ cultural knowledge and beliefs. This observation also connects (i) Indigenous cultures 

to (iv) environmental conservation, as the participants expressed how nature is viewed 
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holistically in Hawaiian culture and that it is embedded in the language, contrasting with the 

more anthropocentric approach of non-Indigenous cultures. Cultural identity (ii) was identified 

as an influential factor in shaping human-nature relationships, as interviewees’ perspectives on 

nature were shown to be shaped by their cultural values but shifted when they became immersed 

in another culture with distinct beliefs and practices. Culture was identified as a common ground 

that embraces all other key components, as the results highlighted that every level of connection 

to nature, whether through collective experience, ʻŌlelo Hawai'i, or ʻāina (Table 5), was rooted 

in a cultural background. Therefore, even though nature is the broader element encompassing 

them all, it is culture that shapes and directs environmental values. 

The study’s intention was not to evaluate whether the isolated fact of learning an 

Indigenous language could alter connection to nature separated from being immersed in 

Indigenous culture, quite the opposite, the research defends that they need to be evaluated 

together, especially through immersive learning, in order for cultural values to be effectively 

absorbed (Chiblow & Meighan, 2022). Although the initial assumption that Indigenous 

languages help people acquire Indigenous knowledge and culture was supported, the results also 

revealed that language learning is often a byproduct of engaging with the culture. However, 

cultural placed-based immersion, when combined with language learning, was found to foster 

deeper, ecocentric environmental connections (participants presented a stronger bond with nature 

especially through the combination of  “Connection through ʻŌlelo Hawai‘i” and “Connection 

through ʻĀina” – Table 4). 

Defending immersive learning through culturally rich activities such as volunteering in 

community-based organizations touches upon the power structure model brought in Chapter 2.2 

“Agents of Conservation”, where a bottom-up language planning for Language Policy and 
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Planning (Nekvapil & Sherman, 2015) was highlighted. This study defends that the bottom-up 

approach to language policy needs to gain attention, especially in the environmental 

communication field, as relying solely on the macro level for the preservation of Indigenous 

cultures and languages is risky due to political instabilities and the historical inconsistency of 

government agendas that often fail to prioritize minority groups, including Indigenous 

populations. Empowering the meso- and micro-levels – where individuals, families, and 

communities actively engage with and transmit cultural knowledge – is essential, as these levels 

are the true heart of cultural preservation, ensuring the real-life use and continuity of language 

and traditions (Iorgulescu, 2016). This system allows Indigenous communities to take control of 

their own cultural preservation, creating a sustainable and effective framework for the future. 

The identification of NGOs and local communities as important stakeholders in 

preserving Indigenous knowledge (Chigwada & Ngulube, 2023) and as, respectively, meso and 

micro-level power agents (Iorgulescu, 2016) is based on their usual roles in general scenarios, 

where NGOs act as intermediaries, advocating for policy changes, securing resources, and 

facilitating communication (Leung, Leung, & Yuen, 2016), representing the meso-level; and 

local communities serve as the keepers and learners of Indigenous knowledge, deciding which 

traditions and languages are shared and passed down (Chigwada & Ngulube, 2023), representing 

the micro-level.  

In the context of this study, this means that the levels of power in Indigenous language 

preservation merge together, as beyond NGOs, community-based organizations were also added 

as a connector of individuals to language, culture and hands-on work, and both types of 

organizations are mainly built by the local community in Hawai‘i. The relationship between 

these two groups not only establishes a strong foundation for long-term cultural preservation but 
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also serves as a vital link to individuals who immerse themselves in Indigenous cultures 

(volunteers), which is one aspect explored in this work: how meso- and micro-level power 

groups, using a bottom-up approach, can help protect Indigenous environmental principles by 

directly connecting people to Indigenous knowledge through language and culture.  

In that process, volunteers were considered to be part of the micro-level power, an idea 

briefly introduced by Chigwada and Ngulube (2023) when recognizing that volunteers, 

particularly local fieldworkers, could play a crucial role in Indigenous knowledge preservation, 

but without directly citing volunteers as stakeholders. Although the question of whether 

volunteers can create connections to an extent that allows them to become active stakeholders 

presents only a hidden exploration of the study (it is not a central research question), the results 

from both research questions provided insights into this, as they presented that volunteers create 

extensive connections to nature through ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi (Table 5) and internalize new 

environmental values (Table 6), already providing support for their inclusion as a component for 

IK preservation.  

But more than that, volunteers demonstrated respect for Hawaiian environmental values 

and internalized stories and words meanings as part of their own reflection process – factors 

observed in the reports where it was noted that Hawaiian language cannot always be translated 

and that volunteers preferred Hawaiian words over their primary language to convey certain 

ideas (more deeply analysed under “4.4 Data Analysis for Research Question 2”). Even more 

notably, the analysis of RQ2 uncovered that participants from outside the Hawaiian community 

(non-Kānaka Maoli or Kamaʻāina - Table 1) expressed the desire to apply the knowledge they 

had acquired and to carry the values they gained into their own lives and communities through 

future projects, representing active agency in the preservation of Indigenous knowledge. 
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This aligns with the concept of “empirical language policy” (Corbeil, 2002, as cited in 

Iorgulescu, 2016, p. 31), in which language, along with its traditions and values, is transmitted 

through lived experience, reinforcing the position of volunteers within the chain of stakeholders. 

In addition, such findings also reassure Magrizos, Kostopoulos, and Powers’ (2021) ideas – 

presented in Chapter 2.2.2 “Advocacy and Volunteering” – that volunteering experiences can be 

transformative by encouraging internal switches, leading to reflections about different 

worldviews and even to identity change when two circumstances are combined. 

The contrast in values between Hawaiian culture and the interviewees’ non-Indigenous 

cultures – primarily US American and European, or a mix of US American, Hawaiian, and other 

influences, based on their residency, cultural belonging, and first language data – was in 

consonance with Chiblow and Meighan’s (2022) analysis of how colonialist societies tend to 

perceive land as a resource to be exploited in a individualistic approach, while Indigenous 

societies often share a deeper respect for the land, which is reflected in their languages. That was 

demonstrated by this study specially through the finding that participants from Group I 

acknowledged a broader disconnection between humans and nature within their home culture, 

recognizing that their home culture cares about the environment primarily as either a resource for 

future generations, in a purely economic sense, such as for farming, or simply as something 

enjoyable for recreation and adventure – which precisely reflects hegemonic and colonial 

worldviews. 

Chiblow and Meighan (2022) also brought up how Indigenous languages provide a 

connection between the speaker to ancestral knowledge, emphasizing the rich meanings carried 

by Indigenous names and terms. This was also found in this research, but even at a deeper level, 

as, when exploring types of connections created through Indigenous language, in both a 
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hard/pragmatic and soft/philosophical approach, it delved into the nuances of such perceptions. It 

not only explored how those connections are felt by Indigenous individuals or native speakers, 

but also by outsiders who become immersed in the language and its cultural context. This was 

demonstrated through the identification that participants from both Group I and II created 

connections through Hard Nature Understanding (direct, linguistic, and ecological knowledge) 

and Soft Nature Understanding (emotional and philosophical experiences with nature) – Table 5 

– in addition to participants’ shifts of perceptions of nature along three dimensions: from Passive 

Nature to Living Presence, from Detached to Culturally Grounded, and from Anthropocentric to 

Ecocentric – Table 6. That is, this research expands the discussion by showing the different 

levels of connection to nature that learning and Indigenous language can foster  – even among 

those not born into the culture – by shaping both how nature is understood and how it is felt. 

Still in this matter, MacKinnon and Brennan (2012) – mentioned in Chapter 2.1.2 

“Culture and Language for Environmental Preservation” – narrated that fishermen from 

Gaelic-speaking island communities call a stretch of water ‘Caolas boga’ mara’ which makes 

geographical reference to an area where the sea gently narrows and dips, showing an aspect of 

what was called Hard Nature Understanding in this research, and even Soft Nature 

Understanding if considering that there is ancestral knowledge behind the term. In the interviews 

conducted for this research, participants also reflected on the importance of place-names and 

expressed how using such names and learning the stories behind them make the learner feel 

responsible and connected to the environment. But even further, this research helped to cast light 

on how deeper emotional and cultural connections are hidden in such Indigenous names, as it 

was revealed, for example, in the shift from viewing nature as a passive resource to experiencing 

it as a living presence with agency and intangible qualities. The following reflection from 
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interviewee I-E1, though not displayed in the results section, is in strong consonance with the 

broader analysis and beautifully translates this point: 

I think the biggest one would be wai, which is just fresh water [... ] it's such like a simple 

word and yet it has so many different meanings outside of just freshwater. For example if 

it's wai wai, that means rich or wealthy. And then it can also be used when you're asking 

for somebody's name “o wai kou inoa?” like” what is your name?” and it acts as a 

spaceholder for the name. So like when somebody responds, they would take out wai and 

put in their name. And for me, this kind of shifts my worldview because it's not only 

seeing wai as water, but it's also showing it as something that can showcase your wealth 

and how important it is but also how it can kind of fill any space and how it will do 

whatever it wants to, especially in the terms of like filling someone's name, right? Like 

in the sentence, which I feel is important to understand because a lot of people don't 

always treat water in that sense as like, not only something important, but also 

something that does whatever it wants. (Interviewee I-E1) [Author’s highlights] 

This extracts is a beautiful reflection with layered meanings, as the speaker describes wai 

(freshwater) not just as a physical resource, but as a force with agency (“something that does 

whatever it wants”), a symbol of value and identity (wealth, names, presence), and a conveyor of 

shift in worldview, seeing water as alive, powerful, and deserving of respect, communicating 

moving from seeing water as an object (a resource) to a living presence with cultural, relational, 

and linguistic depth. The interviewee is literally saying: “it’s not just water anymore”.  

Moreover, although not deeply explored in their research, MacKinnon and Brennan 

(2012) introduced the term ‘dúchas’ (in Irish) or ‘dùthchas’ (in Scottish Gaelic), that translates 

an “emotional energy” which comes with a deep-rooted sense of belonging to a place and a felt 
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responsibility for its care, embracing home, heritage, and the land itself. This draws a parallel 

with the ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi word mana, which in this study was presented as a “significant physical 

and spiritual powers unknown in Western society” (Lucas, 2000, p. 2) – Chapter 2.3.3 “Mana of 

words: ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi in Environmental Connection” –, and later described by interviewees as 

an energy that is both felt and understood through nature, helping communicate a sense of 

connection that can’t be translated, something deeply felt by an individual, an emotion not 

named in English. 

Mana might be one of the most important terms for this research because it encapsulates 

the primary goal explored: “Can non-Indigenous individuals be transformed on an emotional 

level leading to a transformation in their relationship with nature?”. Mana – which was cited by 

half of Group I participants (3), two of which were not from Hawaiian culture (not Kānaka Maoli 

or Kamaʻāina) – says that yes, they can. It holds ecocentric values in its meanings, and highlights 

what was set in the introduction of the study: Indigenous languages hold a sense of connection to 

nature in a philosophical sense, bringing the intangible qualities of the relationship 

human-nature.  

On the other hand, a Hard Nature Understanding also exhibited to create profound 

connections between volunteers and nature, and language had such an interesting role in it. In 

particular, it was presented under the results section that two participants reflected on the 

scientific meanings of names carried in ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi and Latin through the terms Pilina 

(Heteropogon contortus) and Anunu (Cucurbitaceae). Such observation raises a reflection about 

the distancing that certain languages have from their original roots and how this affects the 

understanding and meanings behind the terms used. That is, over the years, languages like 

English have evolved significantly from their Proto-Germanic roots. While many words still 
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retain broad meanings from their origins, the primary analogies or associations (such as those 

related to nature) have often become less direct or symbolic in modern usage. For example, the 

association of the word “grass”, derived from “grasan”, meaning “to grow” and “green ” (Online 

Etymology Dictionary, n.d), has been largely lost – people don’t associate saying “grass” with 

“the green that grows”. Thus, this emphasizes one aspect of the importance of preserving 

Indigenous languages, as they still retain the original meaning attached to their terms – or the 

primary thought-process in naming –, and therefore hold ancestral knowledge with deep cultural 

significance, linking individuals to their environment, traditions, and worldview, while also 

maintaining cultural identity and sustaining ecological knowledge passed down through 

generations. 

The learning and preservation of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi was not introduced by the researcher in 

relation to any political and historical aspects to the participants, however, some of them did 

mention such particularities when talking about place-names and other culturally embedded and 

natural resource management topics. As elucidated in the results section, some Group II 

participants demonstrated discomfort or anger when mentioning how Hawaiian language was 

and is treated especially historically and some Group I participants demonstrated sympathize 

with Hawaiians’ pain and even feel guilty about it. These reflections touch upon Chapters 2.3.1 

and 2.3.2 of the literature review – respectively “Language Suppression” and “Language 

Revitalization: Community’s Fight for Identity” – where the historical marginalization of ʻŌlelo 

Hawaiʻi and the vital role of community in its revitalization were highlighted. The interviews 

confirm that the effects of language suppression are felt to this day but also underscore that 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi is not only alive but also brings life into the way nature is perceived, experienced, 

and cared for. 
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Another important observation is that, although groups’ division was made regarding 

proficiency in Hawaiian language, it also got divided by their differing cultural backgrounds as a 

consequence. The participants on the first group were Kamaʻāina (local to Hawai‘i, regardless of 

ethnicity), International residents (currently living in Hawai‘i, but not a local), or Mainland US 

residents (currently living in Hawai‘i, but not a local), while all on the second group were either 

Kamaʻāina or Kānaka Maoli (native Hawaiian) – Tables 1 and 2. Although some participants 

were Kamaʻāina or Kānaka Maoli, they all had English or Hawaiian plus English (Pidgin) as 

their first language, and were raised in a culture that reflects US American values and other 

cultures values. This is true not only because they have English as one of their first languages, 

but also because of the US influence exerted in Hawai‘i, and the great ethnic diversity on the 

islands. The two Kamaʻāina participants inserted in Group I (B3 and C1) expressed coming from 

a diverse background and not seeing themselves as belonging to just one specific culture. The 

participants on Group II, although Kamaʻāina or Kānaka Maoli were in the process of learning 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi and Hawaiian culture (they were not fluent or native in the language). That is, 

even though they were native Hawaiians, they didn’t grow up in a pure traditional Hawaiian 

culture, which allowed this study to analyze their perspectives as also changing and being 

reshaped throughout their learning of the language.  

On the other hand, this raises the question whether participant’s insights came merely 

from the learning of the language or were also influenced by how deeply they were inserted into 

the Indigenous culture and by their home cultural background. The researcher believes, based on 

the observations about how interconnected culture and language were presented in the results, 

that insights came from both – is there even any possible way to separate culture and language? 

According to this study’s findings, no. 
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In sum, this study contributes to multiple fields by expanding theoretical conversations 

around language, culture, and environmental communication. First, within the Language Policy 

and Planning (LPP) field, the findings provide support for the Language Management Theory 

(LMT) and the role of bottom-up language planning (Nekvapil & Sherman, 2015). The data 

highlighted how individual and community-level engagement with ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi provides 

environmental connection and worldview transformation, emphasizing that real change can 

begin from lived, relational, and culturally embedded language use. This reinforces Iorgulescu’s 

(2016) notion that language’s “living core” survives through grassroots interaction and cultural 

continuity, offering further evidence for the essential role of meso- and micro-level actors in 

sustaining cultural and linguistic vitality. 

Additionally, by positioning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi as a tool for environmental reconnection, this 

research speaks directly to the Positive Deviance Approach (PD) (Rogers, Singhal, & Quinlan, 

2009), as the study shows that transformative environmental values are already alive within 

Indigenous knowledge systems and linguistic traditions, supporting the PD position that 

meaningful solutions often already exist in local and ancestral practices. In doing so, it offers a 

communication-based lens for applying PD theory: language itself can act as a bridge for 

reviving and spreading underrecognized solutions to ecological problems. 

Finally, the research encourages the field of Environmental Communication to embrace a 

more holistic, relational, and culturally grounded paradigm by challenging a supposed neutrality 

of language, reframing it as a carrier of worldviews, agency, and philosophical relationships. By 

naming and theorizing concepts like Hard and Soft Nature Understanding, the study contributes 

original terms and frameworks for future cross-cultural research, especially in contexts where 

language revitalization meets ecological restoration and cultural work. 
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5.2 Practical implications 

This study offers several insights for environmental organizations, NGOs, and 

educational institutions aiming to create deeper and more transformative engagement in 

conservation work through communication – both in regard to environmental conservation and 

the protection of Indigenous peoples’ knowledge. It emphasizes that language learning should 

not be treated as peripheral to environmental volunteering, but rather as central to cultivating 

ecological understanding and ethical relationships with place.  

Most NGOs and grassroots environmental groups in Hawaiʻi already integrate the 

learning of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi into their volunteer programs, for example, through oli, native place 

names for the working sites, and “talk stories” circles that convey Indigenous Knowledge, which, 

as shown in this study, can create deep and lasting impacts in volunteers’ perspectives. 

Therefore, for Hawaiian organizations, this study primarily serves the purpose of recognizing 

their hard work, emphasizing that these practices matter and have meaningful, lasting effects. 

Rather than offering suggestions for improvement in Hawaiʻi specifically, the study uplifts and 

validates the approaches already in place. One potential consideration, however, could be in 

recruitment and outreach: organizations might highlight the opportunity to learn cultural 

and linguistic knowledge as a core aspect of their programs. 

 However, beyond Hawaiʻi, environmental volunteering programs in the meso-level of 

power across the U.S. and elsewhere, should critically reassess their practices and consider 

adopting elements from the Hawaiian model, which includes integrating immersive learning of 

Indigenous languages, perspectives, histories, and relationships to the land on which they 

operate. Instead of defaulting to Western scientific environmental narratives, they should 

incorporate teachings from local Indigenous communities and acknowledge the histories of 
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dispossession behind the landscapes they aim to protect. For this, they could consider 

implementing short educational moments, such as talk story circles or visual materials, that 

introduce key terms, place names, and the stories behind them. While these recommendations are 

promising, fully developing them would require further research, as they intersect with broader 

organizational factors such as funding, staffing, and training capacity.  

To say that education institutions across the globe should consider implementing their 

local Indigenous languages as part of their curriculum is unrealistic. However, in institutions 

where Indigenous cultures are already part of the curriculum, some degree of immersive 

language and culture learning could be beneficial. For example, higher education institutions 

with courses that touch upon environmental communication, nature resource management, 

Indigenous history, and environmental law and policies, could benefit from this research by 

fostering greater interdisciplinary collaboration to integrate Indigenous knowledge in their 

programs. The University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa already stands out as a national example in this 

area, with many undergraduate programs requiring coursework in Hawaiian culture and actively 

supporting ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi. Building on this strong foundation, one personal hope of the 

researcher is to see environmental communication itself more present within the graduate level in 

the Communication program, ideally informed by Hawaiian Indigenous knowledge and 

language, as the study showed that IK is not only beneficial for a “hard nature” study 

(natural resources), but in a social sciences sphere as well. Given Hawaiʻi’s cultural richness 

and deep-rooted environmental values, UH Mānoa is uniquely positioned to lead in shaping a 

curriculum in Communication that reflects these strengths and could inspire similar efforts at 

institutions across the U.S. and beyond. 
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Another practical implication of this research is for the volunteers themselves – or for any 

individual seeking to expand their worldviews, reconnect with nature, build community, and 

learn how to care for the environment through a more holistic and grounded approach. This study 

suggests that incorporating Indigenous knowledge into one’s personal journey, especially 

through place-based work such as volunteering, can offer profound and lasting transformation. 

Participants revealed that the connection built through this type of learning is both practical and 

intangible, influencing emotional, philosophical, and even ethical dimensions of their lives. 

These experiences help to dismantle dominant cultural narratives that frame nature as a mere 

resource and instead support a shift toward relational, reciprocal ways of being. In this sense, the 

biggest implication of the study is perhaps this: learning with and from Indigenous 

knowledge systems can break generational cycles of disconnection and cultivate new forms 

of care, responsibility, and belonging with the natural world. 

5.3 Limitations and Future Studies  

Due to the challenges of recruiting participants with higher levels of ‘Ōlelo Hawaiʻi 

fluency – since the study’s criteria required both environmental volunteering and language 

proficiency, which were highly specific – Group I (low to moderate) had twice as many 

participants than Group II (intermediate to high). To strengthen the discussion about the 

connection between language learning experience and nature/community, future study may 

recruit more participants in high language proficiency approaching other local community-based 

organizations.   

 Moreover, the results were not only influenced by language learning – as the Research 

Questions propose – but also by cultural background, for example when considering that all 
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Group II participants grew up immersed in Hawaiian culture to a certain extent. Therefore, future 

study may address the impact of language learning in a broader cultural context.  

The study results also show that some participants, particularly in Group I, had very little 

prior experience with nature at all before arriving in Hawaiʻi, regardless of cultural lens. This 

makes it difficult to evaluate the depth or quality of their nature-based experiences on equal 

terms. Future research might consider comparing groups with similarly strong pre-existing ties to 

nature. 

Moreover, a factor that was not explored but the researcher strongly believes impacts the 

analysis of the results and should be further studied is what the research would call “cognitive 

openness”, that is, an individual’s readiness to engage with new cultural perspectives and ideas. 

Participants in this study likely present high levels of cognitive openness, as demonstrated by 

their voluntary engagement in conservation work, which already reflects a disposition towards 

learning and embracing new experiences and raises the question whether participants deepened 

their connection to nature because they learned the language and culture, or because they were 

already open to doing so. Would the same impact be observed in individuals who lacked this 

openness?  

Future research should also explore the role of duration of volunteer work, as longer 

engagement might influence how deeply participants absorb and internalize cultural 

perspectives, which was a data collected in the recruitment form as a way of guaranteeing the 

participants were indeed volunteers in Hawaiian organizations, but it was used towards the 

results analysis. 

Finally, future study may explore how bilingual individuals often report different 

emotional engagement levels when communicating in their second language – a phenomenon 
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explored in theories like the "Foreign Language Effect" (Keysar, Hayakawa, & An, 2012) and in 

studies on bilingual code-switching during emotional experiences (Williams et al., 2020). These 

works suggest that language can influence how we experience and process emotions, which 

makes it worth investigating whether learning about nature through ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi (especially 

when it becomes someone’s first emotional or conceptual language for connecting to the 

environment) creates a different kind of emotional or even philosophical bond. This ties back to 

the question of prior experience with nature, and whether the depth of connection is influenced 

not just by exposure, but by the language through which that connection is first truly formed and 

felt. 
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Appendix A 

Email to Organizations Requesting Permission for Participation 

Hi! My name is Julia, and I’m a Communication MA student at the University of Hawai’i at 

Mānoa! 

I’m currently working on my thesis, which explores the links between Indigenous 

languages and nature conservation. Specifically, I focus on the role that language can play in 

fostering connection, respect, and care for the environment – and the importance of preserving 

Indigenous languages as a way to help preserve nature. For this research, I am focusing on ʻŌlelo 

Hawaiʻi and have volunteers in community-based organizations as my subjects of study. 

I am reaching out to ask if you would consider sharing an email with an interview 

recruitment form to your volunteers. The online survey would involve answering a few questions 

about themselves, including their amount of experience as volunteers and their knowledge with 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, which would take approximately 5 minutes to complete. 

If that’s not possible, I would appreciate it if you could let me know if it would be okay 

for me to attend some workdays and speak with participants to see if they would be willing to 

take part in my research. 

Thank you for considering my request!  

Mahalo nui loa! 

Julia V. P. Conde 
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Appendix B 

Recruitment To Participants Face To Face 

​ If it becomes necessary to ask volunteers in person whether they would be willing to 

participate in the online survey, I – the researcher – would approach them during volunteer 

workdays, using English and introducing my research as follows: 

“Hello! My name is Julia, and I am a graduate student at the University of Hawai’i at Mānoa. I 

am currently conducting research for my thesis which explores the links between Indigenous 

languages and nature conservation. I am reaching out to volunteers like yourself to learn more 

about your experiences. Participation would involve answering a few questions about yourself on 

an online survey, including your amount of experience as a volunteer and your knowledge in 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, which would take approximately 5 minutes to complete. After that, if you 

consent, I might contact you for a deeper  in-person interview. If you’re interested in 

participating, I’d be happy to answer any questions you may have, provide a consent form, and 

schedule an interview at your convenience. Your participation is completely voluntary, and all 

responses will be kept confidential. Would you be willing to participate in my study? If so, I will 

provide you with a link for an online survey” 
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Appendix C 

Email with Recruitment Invitation and Survey Link 

Aloha!  

My name is Julia, and I’m a Communication MA student at the University of Hawai’i at Mānoa. 

I’m currently working on my thesis and need the help of some people that are volunteering in 

community-based organizations like you! 

This should take only 5 minutes or less of your time :) 

Confidentiality and privacy: It is your choice whether to share any personal information, such as 

your name and email address. If you choose to include them and check the consent box, I may 

contact you for an in-person interview, but that is entirely up to you! The principal investigator, 

Dr. Kim, and I are the only UH personnel who will have access to the data. 

More information can be found on the survey link: [link] 

Mahalo! 

Julia V. P. Conde 

jvdpc@hawaii.edu 
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Appendix D 

Consent Form For Online Survey (In Recruitment Process) 

Aloha! You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Julia V. P. Conde and 
Dr. Kim from the Communication department at the University of Hawai‘i. The insights from 
your participation will directly contribute to my thesis. 
 
What am I being asked to do?  
If you participate in this project, you will be asked to fill out a survey.  
 
Taking part in this study is your choice.  
Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. You may stop participating at any time. 
If you stop being in the study, there will be no penalty or loss to you.  
 
Why is this study being done? 
The purpose of my project is to explore the links between Indigenous languages and 
environmental connections. These questions will help me to map the participants profile and 
select some of you for an in-person interview if you consent. 
 
What will happen if I decide to take part in this study? 
The survey will consist of 8 multiple choice and open-ended questions. It will take 5 minutes. 
The survey questions will include questions like, “What is your first or dominant language?” and 
“How would you assess your knowledge of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian Language)?”. The survey 
is accessed on a website to which I will provide you a link. 
 
What are the risks and benefits of taking part in this study? 
I believe there is little risk to you for participating in this research project. You may become 
stressed or uncomfortable answering any of the survey questions. If you do become stressed or 
uncomfortable, you can skip the question or take a break. You can also stop taking the survey or 
you can withdraw from the project altogether.  
 
There will be no direct benefit to you for participating in this survey. The results of this project 
may help to explore the links between Indigenous languages and nature conservation. 
 
Results of Research: 
You can have access to the results of this research by contacting the researcher at 
jvdpc@hawaii.edu. 
 
Confidentiality and Privacy:  
I will keep all study data secure in a locked filing cabinet in a locked office/encrypted on a 
password protected computer. Only my University of Hawai'i advisor and I will have access to 
the information. When I report the results of my research project, I will not use your name. I will 
not use any other personal identifying information that can identify you. I will use pseudonyms 
(fake names) and report my findings in a way that protects your privacy and confidentiality to the 
extent allowed by law.  Other agencies that have legal permission have the right to review 
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research records. The University of Hawai'i Human Studies Program has the right to review 
research records for this study. 
 
Compensation: 
There is no compensation for the participation in this study. 
 
Future Research Studies: 
Only the researcher will have access to the identifiers collected. The de-identified data may be 
used for future research studies or distributed to another investigator for future research studies 
and we will not seek further approval from you for these future studies. 
 
Questions: If you have any questions about this study, please email me at jvdpc@hawaii.edu.  
You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Kim, at jkim22@hawaii.edu.  
 
You may contact the UH Human Studies Program at 808.956.5007 or uhirb@hawaii.edu to 
discuss problems, concerns and questions, obtain information, or offer input with an informed 
individual who is unaffiliated with the specific research protocol. Please visit 
http://go.hawaii.edu/jRd for more information on your rights as a research participant.   
 
To Access the Survey: Please go to the following page: [link]. 
 
Going to the first page of the survey implies your consent to participate in this study.  
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Appendix E 

Online Recruitment Survey  

1.​ Please share your first and last name 

2.​ Select the option that better applies to you: 

a)​ I’m Kānaka Maoli 

b)​ I’m Kamaʻāina (local to Hawai'i, regardless of ethnicity) 

c)​ Mainland US resident - I currently live in Hawai’i, but am not a local 

d)​ International resident - I currently live in Hawai’i, but am not a local 

e)​ Mainland US visitor - I do not live in Hawai’i 

f)​ International visitor - I do not live in Hawai’i 

3.​ Are you 18 or older? 

a)​ Yes 

b)​ No  

4.​ Which organization are you currently volunteering with or have you volunteered with in 

the past? If there is more than one, please list the ones most relevant to you. 

5.​ For how long have you been volunteering for this/these organization(s)? 

a)​ Less than 3 months 

b)​ Between 3 and 6 months 

c)​ Between 6 months and 1 year 

d)​ Between 1 year and 2 years 

e)​ More than 2 years 

6.​ What is your first or dominant language? (e.g English, Tagalog, Japanese) 

7.​ How would you assess your knowledge of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian Language)? 
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a)​ Little to no knowledge (no understanding or very few common words) 

b)​ Basic knowledge (some familiarity with words or proverbs, but not familiar with 

full phrases) 

c)​ Moderate knowledge (able to understand simple sentences) 

d)​ Intermediate to high knowledge (able to understand and form phrases) 

e)​ High knowledge (able to engage in conversations with ease) 

f)​ Native Speaker or Fluent (able to converse and understand at a native level) 

8.​ Do you authorize being contacted on the email provided? The researcher would like to 

contact those who fit the desirable profile for an in-person interview. Your participation 

and experiences will be of high scientific value. 

a)​ Yes 

b)​ No 
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Appendix F 

Invitation Message to Volunteers Who Agreed to Be Contacted for an In-Person Interview 

Aloha!  

My name is Julia, and I’m an MA student in Communication at the University of Hawai’i at 

Mānoa. Thank you for recently participating in my online survey and agreeing to be contacted – 

I really appreciate it! 

Based on your responses, you are a great match for my thesis research, so I’d love to invite you 

to a one-on-one in-person interview! We can schedule it for after a workday at 

[community-based organization name] or choose another day and time that works best for you. 

The interview will take about 35 minutes, and I’ll bring coffee and snacks! 

Please let me know if you’re interested or have any questions. If you decide to participate, I’ll 

provide more details about the data collection process and answer any additional questions you 

may have. 

Mahalo nui! 

Julia V. P. Conde 

jvdpc@hawaii.edu 
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Appendix G 

Consent Form For Interview 

Aloha! You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Julia V. P. Conde and 

Dr. Kim from the Communication department at the University of Hawai‘i. The insights from 

your participation will directly contribute to my thesis. 

 
What am I being asked to do?  
If you participate in this project, I will meet with you for an interview at a location and time 
convenient for you.  
 
Taking part in this study is your choice.  
Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. You can choose to take part or you can 
choose not to take part in this study. You also can change your mind at any time. If you stop 
being in the study, there will be no penalty or loss to you.  
 
Why is this study being done? 
The purpose of my project is to explore the links between Indigenous languages and 
environmental connections. I am asking you to participate because you are at least 18 years old, 
and a volunteer at an environmental community-based organization in Hawai’i. 
 
What will happen if I decide to take part in this study? 
The interview will consist of 12-15 open ended questions. It will take 25 to 45 minutes. 
The interview questions will include questions like, “What does “connection” mean to you?”, 
and “Can you share your experience with the Hawaiian language – what you’ve learned so far 
and how you use it in your volunteering?”.  
 
Only you and I will be present during the interview. With your permission, I will audio-record 
the interview so that I can later transcribe the interview and analyze the responses. You will be 
one of about 16 people I will interview for this study. With your permission, I will also 
video-record the interview so that I can analyze your movements during the interview. 
 
What are the risks and benefits of taking part in this study? 
I believe there is little risk to you for participating in this research project. You may become 
stressed or uncomfortable answering any of the interview questions or discussing topics with me 
during the interview. If you do become stressed or uncomfortable, you can skip the question or 
take a break. You can also stop the interview or you can withdraw from the project altogether.  
 
There will be no direct benefit to you for participating in this project. However, you may benefit 
from participating in this study by possibly gaining new knowledge and reflections about 
your own connections to nature and to language learning. The results of this project may 
help to spread the importance of Indigenous language learning and conservation. 

78 



 

 
In-Person Research Risk: 
For the safety and protection of yourself, the research team and others, we strongly recommend 
that you wear a well-fitting mask that covers nose and mouth (CDC guidance) during each 
research-related encounter to reduce the spread of common respiratory diseases such as the 
Rhinovirus (common cold), the Influenza (Flu), Respiratory Syncytial Virus (RSV), and 
Coronavirus Disease of 2019 (COVID-19). Members of the research team will wear a 
well-fitting mask that covers nose and mouth at all times. 
 
Results of Research: 
You can have access to the results of this research by contacting the researcher at 
jvdpc@hawaii.edu. 
 
Privacy and Confidentiality:  
I will keep all study data secure in a locked filing cabinet in a locked office/encrypted on a 
password protected computer. Only my University of Hawai'i advisor and I will have access to 
the information. 
 
When I report the results of my research project, I will not use your name. I will not use any 
other personal identifying information that can identify you. I will use pseudonyms (fake names) 
and report my findings in a way that protects your privacy and confidentiality to the extent 
allowed by law.   
 
Compensation: 
You will receive coffee and snacks before or after the interview! 
 
Future Research Studies: 
Identifiers will be removed from your data, and after removal of identifiers, the data may be used 
for future research studies or distributed to another investigator for future research studies and 
we will not seek further approval from you for these future studies.  
 
Questions: If you have any questions about this study, please email me at jvdpc@hawaii.edu.  
You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Kim, at jkim22@hawaii.edu. 
 
You may contact the UH Human Studies Program at 808.956.5007 or uhirb@hawaii.edu to 
discuss problems, concerns and questions, obtain information, or offer input with an informed 
individual who is unaffiliated with the specific research protocol. Please visit 
http://go.hawaii.edu/jRd for more information on your rights as a research participant.   
 
If you agree to participate in this project, please sign and date the following signature page.  
 
Keep a copy of the informed consent for your records and reference.  
 
Signature(s) for Consent: 
 
I give permission to join the research project entitled Indigenous Language as a Source of 

79 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/types-of-masks.html
mailto:uhirb@hawaii.edu
http://go.hawaii.edu/jRd


 

Connection to Nature - An Exploratory Study of Volunteers in Hawaiian Community 
Organizations 

 

Please initial next to either “Yes” or “No” to the following: 

 

_____ Yes​ _____ No  ​ I consent to be audio-recorded for this interview. 

 

_____ Yes​ _____ No​ I consent to being video-recorded for the interview. 

 
Name of Participant (Print): ___________________________________________________ 
 
Participant’s Signature: _____________________________________________ 
 
Signature of the Person Obtaining Consent:  ___________________________________ 
 
Date: ____________________________ 
 
Mahalo! 
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Appendix H 

Interview Questions 

Intro questions: 

1.​ Please state your name, where you are from, and your first language. 

2.​ Could you tell me about your background in volunteering and some of your experiences? 

Contingency Probes: 

-​ Where are you volunteering? For how long? 

-​ What made you decide to volunteer in a Hawaiian organization related to 

environmental activities?  

-​ What kinds of activities or responsibilities do you have? 

3.​ How do you rate your knowledge of the Hawaiian language? Can you give me some 

examples of what you know? 

Contingency Probes:  

-​ Are there specific words, phrases, or chants that you know? 

-​ Do you know their meanings or the history behind some of them? You don’t need 

to share that now. 

Main questions: 

4.​ What does “connection” mean to you?  

Contingency Probes: 

-​ How would you describe the difference between feeling connected and feeling 

disconnected? 

-​ Can you describe what a strong connection feels like for you? Maybe an example 

of a past experience? 
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5.​ What does “nature” mean to you?  

Contingency Probes: 

-​ When you think of nature, what specific images, places, or experiences come to 

mind? 

-​ Are there particular elements of nature – like plants, animals, landscapes – that 

feel especially meaningful to you? 

-​ If your mother tongue is not English, can you tell me what nature means to you 

when you think of it in your language? 

6.​ Do you believe that you have a connection with nature? If yes or no, can you explain that 

or give an example? 

Contingency probes: 

-​ Were there any situations in which you felt that being around nature (a park, the 

beach, hike, etc.) made you feel comfortable or uncomfortable? Why do you think 

that happened? 

-​ Can you describe a specific example of a situation where you felt a sense of 

connection to nature? 

-​ Why do you believe you have this kind of relationship to it? 

7.​ What types of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi terms have you picked up during your time doing 

community volunteer work? 

Contingency probes: 

-​ Which of these words, names, or chants felt the most meaningful to you and why? 

-​ How does learning those terms make you feel? 
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-​ Even if you don’t have any knowledge of the language, how does hearing 

someone speak ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi or talk about Hawaiian culture make you feel? 

Does it have a positive, negative, or no impact on you? 

8.​ Can you think of an occasion when learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi helped you to connect better 

with nature? Has it changed your beliefs about nature? 

Contingency probes: 

-​ In what ways, if any, has learning Hawaiian language terms influenced your 

emotional connection to Hawaiian landscapes or natural elements? 

-​ How does your connection to nature while learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi compare to 

any previous connections you’ve had with nature in other contexts? 

9.​ How has understanding the language and its cultural context made your volunteer work 

more meaningful or deeper? 

Contingency probes: 

-​ Do you believe that learning Indigenous names influenced your perspectives 

about Hawaiian culture and its relation with the environment? Why or why not? 

-​ When you hear or use Hawaiian terms, do you find yourself reflecting on their 

history or cultural significance? 

10.​Do you think the nature-related terms in your first language give a different perspective 

than ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi? If so, what are the differences? 

Contingency Probes: 

-​ Do you see any differences between the way nature is portrayed in your native 

language culture and in Hawaiian culture?  
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-​ Can you think of the deeper meanings of terms related to environmental aspects 

from your mother tongue culture? What are they? 

-​ Do you believe that the culture you were born in embraces the deeper meanings 

(histories, beliefs, etc.) of nature in its tongue? Does your culture incorporate the 

importance of names related to the natural environment?   

Concluding questions: 

11.​Any concluding thoughts, questions or comments that you would like to add? 
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Appendix I 

Safety Plan 

1. Names of Principal Investigator and Other Key Personnel 

Principal Investigator (PI): Dr. Ji Young Kim  

Second Investigator: Julia Vieira de Paiva Conde 

2. Title of Project 

Master’s Thesis: Indigenous Language as a Source of Connection to Nature - An Exploratory 

Study of Volunteers in Hawaiian Community Organizations 

3. Addressing Safety Measures 

a. Mask Usage 

Research team members will wear a well-fitting mask that covers both the nose and mouth, in 

accordance with CDC guidance. Masks will be inspected to ensure proper fit and replacement 

masks will be provided if needed.  

b. Screening for Symptoms 

Research team members will screen for symptoms of respiratory illnesses, including COVID-19, 

RSV, and the Flu, before engaging in research activities. The screening protocol includes: 

-​ Completion of a daily health questionnaire, assessing for symptoms such as fever, cough, 

shortness of breath, and sore throat. 

-​ A temperature check using a contactless thermometer. 

-​ Notification to the Principal Investigator or designated safety officer if symptoms are 

present, and refraining from participation in in-person activities until symptom-free for at 

least 24 hours or cleared by a healthcare provider. 

Health Screening Checklist: 
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Research team members and participants will complete a health screening checklist prior to 

participation. The checklist includes the following questions: 

i) Are you vaccinated? (COVID-19, Flu, etc.) 

ii) In the last 14 days, have you experienced sustained close contact (such as a household contact, 

‘ohana, caregivers, and care receivers) with a person with a positive COVID-19 test or who is 

experiencing respiratory infection symptoms? 

iii) In the last 14 days, have you had a fever (greater than 100.4° F), chills, cough, sore throat, 

fatigue, headache, or diarrhea or cold or flu-like symptoms? 

iv) In the last 30 days, have you had a positive COVID-19 test? 

v) Have you traveled recently to any of the CDC Level 2 – 3 countries? 

c. Following CDC Guidance 

Research team members will be encouraged to: 

-​ Stay updated with CDC recommendations for respiratory illnesses. 

-​ Practice good hand hygiene, including frequent handwashing with soap and water for at 

least 20 seconds or using hand sanitizer with at least 60% alcohol. 

-​ Stay home when feeling unwell. 

d. Use of Well-Ventilated or Outdoor Areas 

Where possible, research interactions will be conducted in well-ventilated indoor spaces or 

outdoor areas. Measures include: 

-​ Utilizing spaces with high-efficiency air filtration systems or open windows to promote 

air circulation. 

-​ Avoiding crowded or confined spaces for research activities. 

e. Research Locations 
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Research activities will take place preferably in fieldwork sites (outdoor areas). All locations will 

be evaluated for compliance with safety and ventilation standards before activities commence. 

f. Masks for Research Participants 

To ensure participant safety, well-fitting masks that cover the nose and mouth will be provided to 

research participants. Participants will be informed about the importance of wearing masks 

during the research interaction and encouraged to comply with this protocol. By adhering to 

these measures, this study aims to prioritize the health and safety of research team members and 

participants while ensuring the integrity of the research process. 
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